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Chapter 1

It’s been three years to the day. I know you’re probably tired of hearing it but…

I miss you guys.

 Stars twinkled softly against black velvet, occasionally being hidden by heavy grey splotches. Light filtered through drops of water, highlighting and consuming each of them as they plummeted to the lush grass.

 The ground sloped gently to meet the sky, the large marble grave stones standing, a sacrifice to unseen forces. Two forms stood in front of the markers, large coats covering flesh; armor against the torrent.

 Blonde hair hung lump from the shorter form; soft green eyes stared forgotten and alone. “I’m sorry.” Her mouth moved, the words forming without breath.

 The taller form glanced, his hat deflecting most of the hate that flowed freely from above. Something pulled his head back to the graves. Matted fur covered a muscular body, ears perked forward as blue eyes locked with brown ones. Warmth and life, heat and energy pushed softly against the hatred and fear. “Leave me alone.” The man winced as the words left his mouth. 

 The animal sat, taking up the space between the graves. Warmth coming out in elastic waves that wrapped around the pair, though the rain continued unquestionable and relentless. The grey fur ended where white and lighter tones met around the canine’s stomach, its long snout taking in air in small sniffs.

 “I said leave.” The man tightened his jaw, eyes narrowed an instant later.
 The animal’s head flowed side to side, its muzzle turned down slightly to meet his gaze.

 Oilskin adjusted as the man turned, empty field the only thing that occupied his vision. Again cloth moved as he looked around, expanses of grass and packed earth being his only discoveries.

 Rain hardened, each drop striking down on the man with weight unequaled. The field stretched out before him, placid and lifeless, he was alone. Alone in an unforgiving storm of memories and half truths which were his reality. Had it been his fault? Of course, if he had been there… 

 The animal came into view once again, in front of him, its muzzle straight and unforgiving. The motion came again; side to side it regarded him, energy cracked in icy depths as its mouth opened.

****

 An angry buzz filled the room, covering an old mattress that sat next to the small spiteful box. The form that occupied the bed turned away, a pillow finding a home over his head. The buzz persisted, taunting the young man. 

 Some time passed before a hand came out and slapped the clock. Something clattered against the floor boards as his hand withdrew. Slowly details came to blurry vision, peeling wall paper met hardwood; cracked blinds allowed thin rays of light to enter the dreary room, highlighting cardboard boxes that occupied various parts of the floor.

 Old wool and cotton gave way to flesh as they were cast aside. A foot came to rest on cold wood an instant later, the young man stifled a yawn, instead lifting the small object that had fallen from the crate. 

 Familiar faces greeted weary eyes. An older man smiled back at him; handsome features he had once known were pulled into a tight smile. Next to him stood a smiling woman, her dark blonde hair striped with gray strands. In front of them a younger woman waved at the camera, her own bright blonde hair rivaled by the illumination in her green depths. Another face smiled back at him, the features familiar but alien. Above his head two fingers stood, a call to other days. Better days.

 The picture found its way back to the plastic crate. 

 Heavy boots thumped hollow against the hardwood floor as they carried the wearer through the small hallway. The living room cut the hall short as brilliant shades of blue and yellow painted the room in an irradiant glow. Furniture cast shadows as it interrupted the patterns of light and designs from the window.  

 “Morning, Jon.” A soft voice called from behind.

The young man jumped slightly. “Mornin’, sis.” His voice came low after his heart returned to a normal pace. 

 A soft chuckle filled the air between them. “Sorry, didn’t mean to scare ya.”

 “It’s cool. Have a good time last night?” Jonathan continued as he cross the living room, stopping in the kitchen. 
 “Yeah. Mel and I went to that new place downtown, Ace…Ace somethin’…” The woman trailed off as a yawn took over. “How bout you?” 
 “Same ‘ol.” He said flatly.

 “Poor Jon.” The woman grinned, her form occupying the open window as air poured in, bringing with it the scent of exhaust and diesel. 

 “Oh shut up!” Jon grinned as he launched an errant cheerio.

 Cars passed below the apartment building, asphalt and colored steel intermingling under the watchful eye of the mid-day sun. Bright blue sheets covered the sky, white accents interrupting them in small groups. Skyscrapers dotted the horizon, steel and glass stood proud over the dingy brick and wood structures that blanked the area around them.

 “Hey, why don’t we go to the park? Pack a lunch or something? It’s beautiful out.” The woman turned away from the window, her hair blowing in the cool air. “You could bring your sketchbook.” 
 Jon looked up, a spoon protruding from his mouth, clasped by a shaky hand. Shoulders rose and fell a moment later, slow but firm.

 “Oh come on, don’t be so reclusive. It’s not good for you.”

 Jon rolled his eyes before a grin played across his face. “Yeah, alright.” 
The woman smiled wide, the dark circles under her eyes vanishing in the same instant. “Cool. I’ll get dressed, you throw some munchies in the bag and…”

 “Sam.” The young man spoke, his voice carrying a dull edge. “I got it.”
 Samantha grinned absently, a touch of amazement flashed in her eyes only to vanish in a breath. It had been a while since they had done anything together, Jon often citing ‘things to do’ that existed nowhere but in his mind.

 Jon shrugged going through the backpack, taking inventory mentally coming to a stop when a large, familiar book stared back at him. A picture laid on top of the hard cover. Soft faces and fragile smiles betrayed the rough exterior that had been marred by time. Eyes narrowed as he traced the contours of the faces. The same eyes shut entirely as the bag was zipped shut.

****

 Grass stretched out, trimmed with concrete walkways and accented by sand. Trees covered the expanse in shadows, shielding the area from the harsh sun while providing housing for the local animals and climbing for children. Several steel poles stood from the sand providing a base for various kinds of play equipment, at the far end stood an old swing set; peeling paint and rusting chains mirroring their occupant. The woman sat solemnly, her red hair falling against light skin. Leather covered her torso, a jacket that gave in to the white T-shirt underneath. Denim drooped from her swaying legs, as a tennis shoe buried itself in the tan cover. 

 Jonathan pulled his pencil across the thick paper, shading in the woman’s jacket. The woman’s ponytail hung limp against her head, her eyes turned down as her feet sifted for answers.

 “She looks like she could use some company.” Samantha whispered over his shoulder, her eyes following the page. 
 “Go for it.” Jon pushed harder against the book.

 “I meant you, silly.” Samantha’s eyes didn’t waver as she pleaded silently with her brother. 
 The young man looked back at the woman, filling in another line. More details populated the drawing, trees and leaves filling in the expanse behind her slowly. The swing next to her sat empty, swaying gently in the wind.

 The woman stood, her chest rose and fell as a sigh passed from her lips. Hope and sorrow left her body with each ounce of air that was moved. The woman found her way through the sand, to the concrete before she began her trip that eventually took her out of the park. 

 Jonathan sighed, mimicking the breath she had taken. Slowly the drawing finished, rusted chains gave way, the swing next to her dragged against the sand. The words ‘I’m sorry’ traced through the tan floor.

 “Jon?”

 “Yeah?”

 “You okay?”

 Jon noticed the drop of water that ran over his cheek, swatting it away like an insect. “Yeah, fine.”

 “You wanna go?” Samantha asked softly, her words overshadowed by concern. 
”Yeah…” The young man managed around the frog in his throat.

****

 Large bulbs pushed softly against the darkness that surrounded the old diner. Several people filled the booths and tables, conversing over the day’s events. Burgers and eggs mingled in the air as they sizzled in the small kitchen space.

 Jonathan poked at the omelet in front of him for the hundredth time, a squishing sound being the meal’s only response. 

 Images of the day played across his vision, bringing with them memories that lack importance. Except one. The picture he had burned into his mind portrayed a troubled looking woman. She kept coming back to him, an undeniable memory of which there was no letting go.

 “Hon?”

 “Wha…?” Jon looked up at the elderly waitress, her soft smile a reminder of his surroundings.

 “Are you expecting someone? You’ve been sitting there for almost an hour.”

 “Ah…” The young man looked back at his meal before he found the words. “No, just got something on my mind.” 

 The woman smiled softly to the side of his head. “Your welcome to stay, but you really should get going. Curfew was two hours ago.”

 “I’ll be fine.” Jon looked up, a slight edge creeping into his otherwise cold tone.

 “Suit yourself, hon.’”

 Again the omelet squished.

 Thick beams of light cut through the large window of the diner as a vehicle pulled up.

Johnathan looked up, trying to make out the form that crossed the parking lot. A moment later the form stepped into the light. Rich tea colored hair hung softly curved features that contrasted with a sharp jaw line. Eyes hid behind expensive looking sunglasses that matched the leather jacket she wore.

 The woman found a seat as the waitress moved to accommodate her. Jon traced the design that stared back at him from the woman’s jacket. His eyes covering various curves that came together to form a tree, its roots entwining with the leaves above. 

 Thick leather adjusted as the woman slipped it into the empty booth. White replaced black, revealing soft curves and a small frame in the same instant.

 The woman placed her order in hushed tones, removing her sunglasses after an eternity had passed. Sharp emeralds cut through the room, taking in the various features of the people who occupied it. 

 Jonathan felt his heart all but stop when the bright stones came to rest on his.
A fragile grin crossed the woman’s features as he managed to force his head to move. Something resembling a polite nod, the most he could have hoped for.

 Their eyes carried on lifetime conversations, thoughts and ideas passed through the diner faster than his heart was beating. As soon as he managed to force air into his lungs she had vanished, the waitress delivering a tall glass filed with milk. The woman was replaced with the slightly frozen omelet that mocked him. 

 Time passed, months and years without movement, frozen in place by something unseen. Air passed between pursed lips as the woman ate her dinner, unable to meet her gaze. Jon imagined what filled the woman’s plate. Tender salad, vibrant leaves and golden chicken that gave to the white meat inside.  A small meal that would be satisfying in its own way. 

             Soft blue shades tugged at the young man’s vision; an elderly woman smiled brightly as she laid the check down for him. “Almost forgot.” She smiled again before stepping off to serve others.

 Jonathan scanned the room, looking for the woman only to find a small leather wallet where she had been sitting. After a second the door chimed, as a bell tapped against the frame. A large tree stared back at him; the canvas it was painted on moved slowly through the large door and into the night. 

 Jonathan looked at the table again; the wallet taunted him as he looked back at its owner. He swallowed hard; the choice was made by a will not completely his own.

 “Miss?” A soft voice pleaded with the dark.

 Soft hair turned revealing reflective plastic and neutral features.

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

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

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

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

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

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

 Again the woman’s head titled slightly, the puzzled look in her eyes seemed to penetrate the sunglasses like a laser. 

 “I saw you at the park today… You looked really sad. Would you mind if I ask what’s bothering you?” A sharp pain filled his mouth as teeth clamed down on soft tissue. “I’m not a stalker or anything. My sister and I were there and well… I couldn’t help but notice.

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

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

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

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

 Johnathan waved absently at the old Jeep Cherokee as it pulled away from the diner. The driver smiled brightly despite being late for work. “Kathrine…” The young man smiled at the darkness before stepping on the road that would take him home.

****

 A harsh click greeted the young man’s ears, echoing through the dingy hallway like a bomb. Wood gave way to the void of darkness that he shared with his sister. Trace amounts of moonlight made their way through the thin curtains, illuminating a trail through the living room.

 Wood met wood and metal slid into place drowning out light from the hallway. A small white sheet looked back at him from the door, words plastered across it in a haphazard manner. 
 Blinding light erased the darkness in an instant, a brilliant explosion of florescent hatred rained from the ceiling bathing the room in angry shades of white and blue. 
 Jonathan laughed as he tried to make out the handwriting on the paper. “Mel’s, be back tomorrow.” Another laugh resounded as the page found a new home in the garbage can.

 A form thrashed under green and white covers, grunts and curses filled the room mixing with the light from the slowly rising sun. Dust and wool took to the air the same instant an earsplitting ring pierced the otherwise stale air.

 Jonathan stared at the furious device as it repeated its call. Sleep and the bad dreams that accompanied it left his body with a deep breath. 
 “Hello?”

 “Is Jonathan there?” A familiar voice touched the young man’s ear, replacing the fog that hung thick in his mind. 
 “This is him.”
 “Did I wake you up?”

 “It’s cool. What’s on your mind?”
 Kathrine’s voice retuned after a yawn had its say. “I was wondering if your offer was still good. I’m bored and I don’t wanna go home just yet…” 
  “Well, sure. Where do you want to meet?” 

 “Know where The Forum is?” Another soft yawn filled the speaker.

 “Yeah, I do… You sure you wanna do this? You sound exhausted.”
 “I’ll be fine as soon as the sun rises. How long do you think it will take you to get there?” 
 “About half an hour I guess.” Jon managed around a deep yawn.

 “Cool, I’ll see you then?”

“Yeah, seeya.” 

 The phone beeped in his hand, a call to reality that he tried to ignore. The conversation replayed itself several times, details making themselves aware in the light of desire and hope. “What the hell am I doing?”

****

 Shades of orange and red streaked across the sky, glass and concrete reflected the warmth, passing it on to the few people that moved through the street.

 Large blue letters stood above an old brick building. The Forum had once been a thriving sports bar, a favorite hang out for many of the local college students. Now it stood among the other hulking reminders of times gone by. Jonathan rounded the corner past one of the broken windows, yawning softly as the black Cherokee took up his view. Kathrine laid back, her sunglasses replaced by eyelids. Her hair shined in the muted sunlight, a small ponytail that hung over the rear of the seat. 
 “Ah…Morning.” Jon said quietly. 

 “Good morning.” Her eyes snapped open, the same vibrant stones that had greeted him the night before taking on an almost ethereal quality in the reflected light. “Hop in.”

 “Unusual choice of meeting places, if you don’t mind me saying so…” 
 “My father took me here a couple times… Long time ago…”

 ”Cool.”

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

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

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

****

 Feet moved across multi-colored tiles, boots and sneakers mixed as tired looking men and women maneuvered through the old truck stop. Intense light filtered between several large rigs that stood outside of the small building. 
 “So… How long have you lived here?” Kathrine’s soft tone brought with it a flicker from green depths.

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

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

 “Please don’t.”

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

 “Yeah.” Heavy air left the young man’s lungs, a voice, older, spoke for him. “I know what you mean.”

 Time passed as the two finished their breakfast in silence, an air of understanding gave way to the uncertainty of emotions. Lips moved as if to say something, the words never taking root, disappearing into the empty space between them.

 “Kathrine, I’m sorry.” Jon formed letters into words, pushing them out in jagged sips of oxygen. 

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

 “Uh oh. I’ll be sure to keep that in mind.” Kathrine smiled, her wallet found it’s way to the table, a couple bills replacing it soon after. “Won’t forget it this time.”
 “Aww…”

****

 Wood creaked, coffee and microwaved noodles filled the living room. Samantha sat in the old couch, a small green bowl occupying one hand and a fork filling the other. “You’re home late.” 
 “Yeah, had to show someone something.”
 “Someone and something huh? Sounds fun.”
 Jon flashed a wide grin. “You were right.”

 “Naturally… About what?”

 “She needed some company.”

 Blonde hair moved, the woman’s jaw taking on extra weight. “You didn’t…”

 “Yeah, showed her around town, went to the arcade, skate park, even stopped by Miller’s. Had a great time.”
 Samantha exhaled sharply. “So you didn’t like…. I mean your not going to come home like ‘Sam… we need to talk’ are you?”
 Jonathan stared for a minute. “I don’t get it.”

 “You’re not going to get her pregnant, are you?”
 Jon laughed, a throaty sound that filled the room in an instant. “No, no Sam, I doubt that… Like I said, I just showed her around town, she’s only been here for a couple weeks.”
 Waves of relief left Samantha as her heart found its rhythm again. “Okay cool, so whats she like?”

 “She’s… Well… It’s like… She’s cool.” 
 “I see.” Samantha prodded the air with her fork, a grin crossing her face. “I’m glad to hear it Jon. It’s good for ya.” 
 “Yeah yeah.” Booted feet moved across hardwood, their owner slowly disappearing into the shadows. I’ll talk to you about it later sis, I need some sleep.”
 “Alright Jon, sleep well.”
 “Night.”

****

 “Hello?”

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

 “In sips and swallows.”

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

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

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


 Chapter 2

I should be happy for him, this is the happiest I’ve ever seen him. I can’t help but worry though.

There’s something I’m not seeing…

 “Where have you been?” Samantha’s flat tone echoed through the room in a heartbeat.

 “Uh…out?” Jon spoke softly as the door closed behind him.

 “Well…now that you’re here, have you got everything you need?”

 “For?” 
 Samantha sat back, firm against the old fabric. “Two days till school Jon, we haven’t gotten so much as a pencil.”

 “Oh… I’m fine.”
 “Jon, we have to get supplies…remember what happened last year.” The woman’s soft green eyes took on a delicate edge as the words left her mouth.

 “Hey Sam, relax. I bought some stuff last week. The only thing I need is a binder, and I think I have one of those somewhere.”

  “You sure?” Her features softened as a breath passed through parted lips.

  “Yeah sis. I got it covered.” 
 “Okay… Just, please…”

 “Sam. Don’t worry, you taught me better than that…”
  A grin played across the woman’s face, soft yet reassuring in its strength. “Just don’t be afraid to ask if you need something. Okay?”

 Jonathan smiled. “Yeah, no problem.”

 “So… Ah… You’ve been spending a lot of time with your new friend lately… I was wondering if you might be interested in going somewhere.”
  “Somewhere?” 
 “Yeah, maybe a movie or something.”
 “Just the three of us?” 
 “I’d like to take Mel, but… You know.”
 “I’ll ask her, should be cool.” Jonathan removed a can from the fridge; comfort found weary muscles as the aluminum cylinder spoke of its high caffeine content.

 “We’re going to the Ace tonight if you need anything.”

 “Cool.” The can hissed as it opened. “Have fun.”

 “How about you? Anything exciting planned?” 

 “Sleep. Lots of it.” 
 “That bad, huh?” Samantha smiled cautiously.

 “I think she’s an insomniac. Today was the first time since we met that she just couldn’t go on.” 

  “Wow.” 

  “Yeah, its nuts.” The young man shrugged. “I suppose it balances out… She eats quite a bit, but it can’t be healthy.” 

  “Sounds kindda like stress.”
 “She seems pretty normal though.”
  Samantha shrugged. “Maybe that’s normal for her.”
 “Could be… Ah…I’m going to take a nap. If she calls…wake me up please.”

 “Yeah… Uh, what about that?” She nodded at the soda.

 “Wakeup call.”  

 “Right. Just don’t make it a habit okay? You’ve still got some growing to do.” 
 “I know sis. I got it all under control. I’ll see you later.”

 “Sleep well Jon.” 
 “Thanks… You too.” A yawn cut him off before he could correct himself.

****

 Tones came through speakers hidden behind plastic and thin carpeting, rifts and bass hits were all but muted by the volume knob. Paper rustled gently, fair colored hands tracing through the various want ads, occasionally being circled in pen. 

 The woman grinned when an ad called out. “Goodbye Allied.” Kathrine surveyed the empty parking lot, taking in the old brick buildings and overgrowth that had sprouted around them. Slowly her vision was filled with the sleeping form in the passenger’s seat. “Hey.” She poked his arm, placing the folded newspaper on the dash. “Hey. Its time to wake up.” 
 “Says who?” The young man croaked.

 “Don’t question my authority mortal.” She snickered.

 Denim and cotton moved as their owner rolled to face the door. “Just two more hours…”  

 Kathrine smiled again, the steering wheel unlocked an instant before the engine turned over. “Have it your way.” The old Wagoneer lurched forward as a sneaker mashed the pedal. Screeching tires assaulted ears and burning rubber filled the air in an instant. The solid black vehicle tore over the vacant blacktop, picking up speed with every inch it covered. 
 “Holy…” Jon started, his eyes shot open as he turned, glancing back and forth between the lot and Kathrine. “What the hell are you doing?” 
 Tires whined as the truck carved a turn. Weeds and broken asphalt disappeared under the bumper as the truck swallowed up the distance between it and the road. “Morning.” Kathrine grinned before taking another sharp turn. 

 “Jesus! I’m awake!”

  The vehicle slowed gently, the road approaching steadily. “No need for blasphemy.” The woman looked over, grinning slightly as the man let go of the dashboard. 
 “I’m… What the hell was that all about?” Jon’s voice cracked harsh in the cabin.

  “Just making sure you’re awake.” Kathrine smiled, revealing sharp looking canines. “You were mumbling something about sleeping more. We can’t have that now can we?” Another wide grin overshadowed her words.

 “Right… How about next time you shake me or something.” 
 “Will do.” 
  The Cherokee crossed into the highway, the suspension bucking slightly as it dropped from the curb. 

 “You’re weird.” Jon probed, a touch of caution laced his tone.

 “I hear driving on the sidewalk is all the rage in Paris. Or was it walking? I know it involved a sidewalk…” The woman slowed the vehicle, a red sign making it’s presence known. “You hungry?” 

 “Ah… No I’m good.” Jonathan wiped the last of the sleep from his eyes before speaking again. “So where are we going?”
 “I was thinking we might stop by The Breaking Point if that was alright with you.” 
 “Yeah, okay…” A yawn replaced his voice, a mix of sleep and fatigue that couldn’t be ignored. “She wants to meet you…” 
 “Who?”
 “My sister.”

 “That’s cool. Tonight?”

 “She went somewhere. Sometime soon though, go watch a movie or something.”
 Kathrine glanced over at the young man. “You don’t sound too thrilled.”

 “I’m not sure what to think actually. Find out soon enough I guess.”  Jonathan looked through the window, watching cars and buildings pass under the baby blue sky. “Time will tell…”

****

 Crack! Polished ceramic glided effortlessly across worn felt, impacting an instant later with red and yellow, the two finding a home in leather. 
 “Nice one.” Kathrine smiled as she leaned against an old cue stick. 
 Again balls cracked against one another, joined by sounds from other tables that filled the room. Jon grinned as another ball landed in the net. “Two more. What gives Kat?”
 The woman yawned, her eyes drooping to meet the dark marks under them. “Yeah, for now.” 
 “You okay?”  Jon said over his shoulder as he lined up another shot.

 “Can you drive?” Came the weak reply.

 “Uh.” Wood slipped over white as the young man struggled to regain his balance. “No.”
 “Well…” Another yawn took the woman by force. “Lets get going…” Kathrine slipped into her coat, withdrawing a pair of sunglasses before walking toward the door. 

 
 Cool air touched pale skin, a shocking contrast to the heated atmosphere of the pool hall. The woman stumbled into the parking lot, the sidewalk a bit too high. “Jon… How far away do you live?” 

 “Uh, maybe ten minutes?”
 Doors slid open, a muscle in the woman’s jaw flexing before she spoke. “Jon, would it be alright if I stayed at your place tonight?” 
 The young man looked at the woman, his face pocked with confusion. “Ye… Um, sure.”
 “Thanks. Do you think your sister will mind?” The truck lurched forward, lights exposing parked cars and chain link. 

 “I don’t think so… Don’t wanna cause an accident.”
 Kathrine yawned again. “Thanks a lot Jon, I appreciate this.”
 “No Problem. Take a left up here.”

 “Sam, you here?” Jon called out to the dark room. 
 Another soft yawn left Kathrine’s body. “Oh man.”
 “Here,” The young man closed the front door, taking the woman’s hand as he made his way through the pitch black room. 

 “Watch it.”
 Rubber caught wood and groaned as it slid across the floor. “What the hell is that doing there.” Jon kicked the table, grinning as it slid back into place.

 Boots thumped hollow against hardwood, followed by the pattering of sneakered feet. Two forms moved through the darkness, accented by errant starlight that filtered through an open window.

 An old door creaked in the still air, revealing several cardboard boxes and a half-made bed. A small picture and alarm clock decorated the otherwise barren room.

 “Ah… Bathroom is across the hall. If you need anything, just ask.”

 The woman’s head tilted, her jaw flexing in turn. “What about your sister?” 
 “She sleeps in the other room.” Jon nodded toward a door at the end of the hall. “She probably won’t be back till tomorrow anyway.” The young man fidgeted slightly under the calm gaze of tinted plastic. “Like I said. If you need anything, just ask.” 

 After a moment her voice came, clouded and coarse. “Thanks again Jon… Good night.” 
 “Goodnight Kathrine.”

 Light poured through open windows, clean air filled the room, purifying everything it touched. Soft hands met faded denim, shaking gently. “Hey.” The voice came, muddled by fog. “Wake up.”

 “Do I have too?” 
 The woman’s face came into view, features were defined and recognition followed. Hunter green orbs pushed against the man’s vision, clear and aware. “Good morning.” 

 “So… It wasn’t a dream.” Jonathan smiled as tense muscles stretched over old fabric.

 “The woman’s head tilted slightly, a grin crossing over her sharp jaw. “Nope. Sure wasn’t. Um, your sister came in this morning. About three maybe.” 

 The young man’s eyes widened as the information was processed. “Did she see you?”

 “No. I heard her talking to someone though.” Kathrine shrugged, her eyes taking in volumes of light, reflecting it in various patterns of orange and green.

 “Woah.”
 “What?”
 “How’d you do that?” Jon lifted himself up, the old couch sighing from the stress.

 “Do what?” Kathrine tilted her head as she moved back.

 “The eyes. Your eyes.”
 “Uh. Right. Anyway.” An edge crept over carefully hushed words. “I better go… Uh, you’re welcome to come.”
  Jonathan stretched out, bones popping in the muted room. “Sure, where?”
 “Church?” Again light reflected through brilliant emeralds.

 “Ah…” The young man cleared his throat before managing to meet her gaze. “No thanks Kat…” 
 “Oh. Alright…” 
 “I’m sor…”
 “What did I tell you about that?” Kathrine smiled, betraying the disappointment in her voice. “I understand totally. No need to apologize.”

 “Well, uh… How about afterwards?”

 “Actually, I have to do some housework. My place is a wreck.”

 “I could help out.” Jon managed weakly.
 “Thanks for everything Jon. I really appreciate it, but I have to take care of some stuff. Cleaning, laundry… All that. I’ll call you Tuesday, okay?”

 “Yeah… Alright.”
 The woman grinned slightly as she probed his eyes. “By then I might have a new job. We can go somewhere and celebrate. Sound good?”

 “Cool.”
 “Well. I better get going… Sure I can’t convince you to come?” 

 “Uh… No thanks Kat… Not my thing…”

 Heavy air left tightly drawn lips. “Alright. I’ll talk to you later then.” Sneakered feet carried their owner through the living room, coming to a stop in front of the door. “Take care, my friend.”, Kathrine said softly as the door was unlocked.

 “You too Kat.” Jonathan say quietly, watching the door close behind her. Alone once again, as he had been for years. The silence embraced him, his true friend reminding him of the peace he had been neglecting. She was a diversion, fleeting yet strong in it’s impact. She would be gone soon and it would be waiting for him… It was a patient friend, no matter how long he was away it would be there for him… Nothing would replace it… No matter how hard he tried… 

Chapter 3
We’re friends… 

These are the ties that free us…

They are also the ties that bind…

 “Hey bro.” Samantha’s  cheerful tone filled the living room. “Have a good day?”  

 Nylon and canvas slammed against hardwood; the thump of heavy books responded in the same instant. “One more year…” Jonathan groaned.

 The woman smiled as she opened a window. “Couldn’t have been that bad.”

 “Sure it could have.” Jon shrugged as he rummaged through the fridge. “How about you? How was your day?”
 “Great, Mel and I went to this place downtown. They’re looking for people to work third shift; uh… Allied Plywood or something like that. We start tomorrow.”
 “Cool. Working together huh? Big step.” Jon chuckled.

 “Funny you should mention that… I wanted to talk to you about something.” Tension threaded through the woman’s otherwise lax tone.  “What would you say to me asking Mel to move in with us?”
 “Jonathan’s body tensed slightly as the words became physical. “What do you want me to say? You pay the bills…” 
 “Jon. I’m serious…”
 “So am I. Its your call, I’m just along for the ride.”
 “Damnit Jon, please don’t do this to me.” Samantha’s eyes narrowed slightly, a distinct edge crept into her voice. “We’ve been together for almost nine years now; in all likeliness we’ll be spending the rest of our lives together. But if that makes you uncomfortable, I want to know…  You’re a big part of my life, the most important one…” 

 “Sam… I don’t care one way or the other. Whatever makes you happy, you know that.” 
 “Jon…” 
 “Samantha.” The young man’s voice tensed, echoing carefully selected words. “I want you to be happy; if that means another person living here, fine. Don’t worry about me, I’m grown up enough to know how these things work out…”

 Samantha’s shoulders sagged under the weight of her own thoughts; the choices played across her face, each one a mirror of confusion. “Alright Jon. If you’re absolutely sure…” 
 “Yeah… Go for it Sam.” Jon forced a smile which paled under shadows unseen.

 “Thanks Jon.” Samantha smiled wide, her cheerful tone returning more vibrant than before. 

 “Sure thing, sis.” Jonathan managed around a mouthful of sandwich. 

 Sam smiled again, her teeth reflecting the light seemed to intensify behind her. “This is good…great, in fact.” Tanned features beamed again as their owner’s hands moved over numbers. “Hey.”
 Jon grinned softly, his mouth moving in silence. “I’ll be back later.” 
 “What are you up to tonight?” The woman’s voice slowly vanished as Jon made his way into the dingy hall.

****

 Dark velvet blanked the city, flecks of light dotted the sky in random patterns. Several forms moved between old brick and dead asphalt. A young man stood in front of a brightly lit building, the words across the large window advertising  it as a laundromat. 

  “Well, look who it is…” A feminine voice cooed. 
  “Screw you.”
  “Tsk tsk. That’s no way to talk to a lady.” 
 Brown eyes cut through dark blue, hardening as time passed. “Suppose that means something, huh?” 
 The young woman scowled. “You’re just as pathetic as you always have been. You can’t fool me… I know things. I-“ 

 Jonathan closed the distance, standing tall on shaky feet. “You know what? You don’t know a damn thing about me. And it wasn’t for that bunch of losers you run with, you’d be every bit as ‘pathetic’.

 “What the hell do you know about the situation? You always liked to wallow in your own shit… Always about you… Always-“

 “If you’d shut your head for a second and think about what you’re saying, maybe you’d remember who was bitching about what…” Jon took another step forward, his eyes pinpoints that forced themselves through the woman. “I’m not like I was… You can’t hold me back anymore. Your still pissed at me. That’s great. Keep your friends out of it… They might get hurt.”

 Blue eyes buckled under the weight, the woman took a step back, her foot dragging over old pavement. “Alright Jon… You’re right. I mean who knows… We could be friends, right?”
 “Get the hell out of here Liz.” 
 “You know… I still miss you. I lay awake at night thinking about the times we had…” 
 “I said leave.” Jonathan clenched a hand, a coarse grin replacing his mouth as the woman recoiled.

 “Okay… Okay. I’m going.”

****

 Warn fabric and dense wood revealed themselves under white light that filtered through a faded lampshade. A form moved through the room, a white t-shirt and dark jeans hung limp from his body.

 Dark nylon gave way to fair hands, a large hardbound book slid from the bag’s mouth a moment later. Sketches passed under brown eyes, memories captured on paper; photographed with graphite and ink.

 Jonathan flipped the pages slowly, images of people he had once known passed. Faces were replaced by others with each page that turned. Men and women of varying sizes and shapes, faces and hair, smiles and frown went about their lives on heavy grain paper.

 Samantha held open a door, her face formed into a bright smile that contrasted sharply against the dreary hallway. Light came in through open windows, sending shadows over the landscape that was their living room.

 Another page turned, and an all too familiar face stared back at him. Tightly drawn lips and hardened eyes emptied into high cheek bones; the woman’s hair fell limp against her sloped shoulders. A name spelled across the bottom had been replaced by others, most composed of  profanity and malice.

  Several more pages passed, pictures of places his sister had taken him; mostly run down clubs and smoky pool halls. Places he had come to enjoy, despite the filthy atmosphere.  
 Jonathan smiled softly as another picture found his eyes. An old swing set stood against dense ivy, a woman sat solemnly in between rusted chains. A moment later the book revealed another image. The woman sat at the steering wheel of a vehicle, her ponytail flowing in the breeze that came through the open window. Dark glasses were offset by the woman’s bright smile and almost ethereal features.  The smile she wore spoke volumes to it’s viewer, about life, hope, trust and all the emotions that would never find words.

 Graphite touched blank paper, circles and lines came together slowly, taking on familiar proportions, a design that had found a place deep in the photographer’s mind. Emotions followed experience and memory, a tightly woven blanket that wrapped around the young man’s body as the film developed. 
 Loosely bound hair fell from the back of sharp features, thick rings formed a chain that hung from a feminine neck. A small cross laid carefully over light fabric, fabric that hovered close to the ground and ended half way down the woman’s arms. The woman smiled softly, her eyes alight with all the hope and innocence of a young child. A large bow hung gently from the woman’s lower back, its tails ending slightly above the edge of her dress.

 Shadows found their places as folds and details filled themselves in. A thick black book took up residence in the woman’s hand, words came together to name the volume. Words he had once known, or so he thought. The woman brought other words with her, words that replaced those found in any book, words that lacked form but carried very real substance. 

 She was a distraction though. A voice called from somewhere inside; bitter truth and proven fact would be repeated again. “It won’t be long now; a month, two at most. She’s just like the others. You should know better.” The voice flowed from within, probing Jonathan’s mind for familiar foot holds.

 “Shut up.” A harsh whisper filled the air around the young man.

 Silence responded, a deafening sound that pulsed from the walls around him.

****

 Thick clouds hugged a light grey backdrop, rain occasionally falling from the sponge like clumps. Young men and women moved under the dense blanket, conversations carried as they moved between cinderblock buildings.

 “Excuse me.” A voice cracked.

 Jonathan looked up from the thick book he held.

  “Can you tell me where room two thirty four is?” The younger man held up a white paper, various printed marks covering it’s surface.

 “Yeah, have you got the time?” Jon closed the book, slipping it back into his bag.

 “Uh, yeah. Ten fifty.” 

 “We got five minutes yet.” Jonathan shrugged.

  “Oh. Okay then.” The younger man leaned against cold brick, mimicking some of the other students.

 “How old are you man?” The man’s eyes narrowed slightly, a sly grin crossing his features in the same instant.
 “Eh… Thirteen.” The teen fidgeted under Jon’s gaze.

 “And your taking  senior’s math? Not bad…” Jon grinned again as the teen’s body relaxed. “We got a new teacher I guess… McKay took a spill on his bike.”

 “Oh. Well that sucks.”
 “Nah. He was an asshole…” Jonathan’s voice sharpened as the words left his mouth.

 “Was?”
 “Yeah, if he wasn’t busy trying to sneak a drink, he was coming up with the most off the wall tests he could. Stuff that wasn’t even covered in the books.” 

 “Really? Wow.”
 Jonathan stood up, his bag finding a resting place on his back. “Lets go.”
 

 Desks filled the room, students, paper and writing materials accenting the worn tile flooring. Two forms sat in the rear row, talking back and forth An old metal desk sat in front of the students, chipped yellow paint met black and white tile. A large whiteboard faced the class, large letters spelled a name to anyone who looked.

 “Ms. Rikes.” Jonathan mouthed quietly as a pen moved over paper. 
 Loud noise assaulted eardrums as the last of the students entered the room. Several moments passed before the sound of a door being unlatched echoed through the room, followed an instant later by movement. Sneakered moved slowly through the room, baggy pants draped over them coming to meet a large leather jacket that hung from a well drawn frame.
 “Good morning class.” A soft yet confident voice carried through the room.

 Jonathan looked up, his eyes taking in the woman’s features. A muscle  moved under tense skin as sharp green eyes took in faces that occupied the room.

 “My name is Kathrine; Ms. Rikes if you absolutely must. I’ll be taking over for Mr. McKay, at least for the next week or so…” Kathrine blinked forcibly as her eyes locked with Jon’s. Sharp features recoiled slightly when nothing changed. After a split second passed she spoke again. “Ah. If you could please stand and introduce yourselves, I’ll promise I’ll try not to butcher your names too badly. Starting with you miss…”
 “Stephanie White.”

 Names followed one another in a chain that seemed to stretch forever, be for long the teenager stood. “Brad Crenshaw ma’am.” 
 “Please don’t call me that.” Kathrine said evenly. “And you sir?” She nodded at Jon.

 “Jonathan Prower.” A weak voice managed.

 “Alright, it’s a pleasure to meet all of you. If you have any questions please don’t hesitate to ask… Now if I could get everyone to turn to page one twenty six, we’ll brush up a little bit.”

****

 “Hey Jon.” Feminine tones found the young man’s ears. “Wait up.”
 Jonathan turned to face the voice, a muscle flexing in his hand. “What do you want?” 
  The young woman approached slowly, her dark hair reflecting streaks of sunshine. “Hey. Hows it going?” 

 A moment slipped before the young man turned away, his boots thumping against the concrete. 

  “Come on. Just five minutes.” The voice pleaded. 

 Jonathan kept walking, grinning as the voice slipped into obscurity. Several steps later the sound of running feet touched his ears. Slowly he turned his head in time to see a large form rushing for him. Hard rubber stepped sideways as the man passed by. 
 Another form slipped from behind a car, followed by another, larger one. Jon stepped back from the trio, appraising them as quickly as he could. “What the hell do you want…” 
 “I heard you like talkin behind our backs.” The oldest one stepped forward, covering concrete in instant. “I heard you like talkin about Liz too… Talk a lot but you can’t back it up…” 

 Jonathan stepped forward, closing the distance as his voice hardened. “I haven’t said a damn thing that I wouldn’t say to your face, hers either. You know that.”

 “That’s bullshit, Liz told us everything about you and Tom.” The large man pushed against Jon, his weight impacting with a solid thump. 

 “You better check your facts. I don’t even know a Tom. Drop the shit and get outta my way. Now.

 “Or what?”
 Jonathan’s jaw flexed, his hand curling into a fist. 

 Rubber and steel carried an old vehicle through the street, the polished paint reflecting sunlight as it came to stop near the group. 

 “Mr. Prower. Can I speak to you for a moment?” Kathrine’s calm voice bit into the young man’s ears. 
 The large man’s eyes narrowed as Jon released his fist. “We’ll finish this tonight. Meet me behind scores, eight sharp. You don’t show… I’ll find you…”

 Jonathan clenched his jaw again before pushing past the man. Asphalt disappeared under shaky feet as the young man approached the familiar truck. “What?”
 “Well, hello to you too.” Kathrine smiled softly. “You want a ride or did you have your heart set on getting jumped?” 
 “Ah… That loud huh?” Jon exhaled the last bit of adrenaline as he slipped into the seat. “So… Uh.”
 Eternity passed, the truck taking turns and covering distance. Silence came in the form of an engine. 
 “So, hey.”

 “Yeah?”
 “How would you like to get something to eat, maybe shoot some pool or something.” Kathrine spoke softly. 

 “I would, but I gotta take care of some stuff… Don’t wanna fall behind…”
 “You sure? I was kindda hopping we could all go out… Your sister too I mean.”

  The old Cherokee slowed in front of the brick apartment building. Kathrine’s tone sinking as the truck came to a stop. “We could go watch a movie or something. Come on Jon.” 
 Brown eyes vanished behind soft flesh as options were considered. “About what time would we get back?”
 “Dunno.”
 Jonathan shrugged finally. “Alright then… Lets.”

“Great.” The woman picked up, relief thick in her voice. 

 “Sam?” Jon called through the open door. “Sam, you here?”
 Silence returned his attentions. 

 Jonathan walked through the apartment, stopping long enough to drop the old nylon bag in his room.  “Guess not… Want something to drink?” 
 “Sure. Water please.” Kathrine smiled as she looked out the window. “Nice view.”
 “Yeah, it is.” Jon grinned to the woman’s back. “So… I have a question… When did you become a teacher?” 
 “Ah… About three years ago.” Kat turned around, a touch of emotion in her otherwise calm tone. 
 “Cool. You… I thought you were… Well. You surprised me.” Jonathan’s voice cracked slightly. “So uh… How old are you?” The young man spoke as a shaky hand passed a glass of water.
 “You first Jon.” Kathrine’s cool tone ended in a smile.

 “I asked you first.” 
 “A woman never reveals her true age.” She poked playfully.

 “Alright… Seventeen.” Jon swallowed.
 “Really. Wow…” Kathrine’s voice tensed before she spoke. “I was thinking in the twenties…” 
 “Your turn.” The young man said flatly.

 “Twenty-five.”
 “Cool.” Jon faked an interest in the old lamp that sat at the opposite side of the room.  “So… You wanna wait for Sam… Or?”
 “Yeah, lets.”
 “Okay.”
 After some time passed Kathrine broke the silence. “Hey, if you’ve got homework I could help you with it. She might be a while.”
 Jon nodded slightly. “Good idea.”

  Several books lay open across the coffee table, papers sat covered in pencil marks and notes. Light from the old lamp illuminated the area in soft tones of white and orange.

 “Yeah, so the average would be five-hundred and three.”

 “You sure?” Jonathan studied the sheet closely. 
 “Yeah, check this out…” Kathrine’s voice cut off, her attention turning to the door. 

 Heavy wood moved quickly, replaced by brown paper bags and blonde hair.

 Jonathan rose to meet his sister, crossing the room in long strides. “Need help?” 

 “Get the two in the hall.” Samantha sighed as a bag spilled over the counter.

 “Here… Lemmie get that.” Kathrine’s soft voice filled the apartment, dying out in a breath.

 “Who… Oh.” The woman managed, suspicion giving way to relief. A soft grin crossed her features as green eyes met. “That’s okay, I can get it.”
 “Nonsense.” Cans and boxes clattered against one another as they made their way to the countertop, joined soon after by two more bags. 
 “Ah, Samantha, this is Kathrine. Kat, this is my sister Sam.” 
 “Nice to meet you.” Kathrine smiled brightly.

 “Likewise.” 
 “You got plans for tonight?” Jonathan grinned, his voice carefully neutral. 
 “No… Why?”
 
 “So then he looks up at me, and in the most utterly bored tone he goes, ‘Well that sucked.’” Laughter ripped through the truck like a laser.

 “Wow.” Kathrine chuckled. “So how’d he get out?” 

 “I dug.” Jon said flatly.

 “Oh man, I’m still trying to picture you in a hole like that. Lucky it didn’t cave in. 

 “Yeah.” Sam smiled to the form in the back seat. “He’s always been pretty resilient… Takes after our father… Like this one time, this dog got loose…”

 “Hey. Not that…” The young man pleaded.

 Heavy steel passed under dark sky, reflecting streaks of yellow from the streetlights as it moved in between the densely packed buildings.  Orange and blue painted the Cherokee in muddled colors, overcast by large letters that advertised the fast food place.  Three figures crossed the parking lot, jeans and sneakers moving in unison. 

 “How long have you been living here?”
 “Little over a month now. Used to live here a long time ago but we, my father and I, moved to San Diego.”
 “Oh? That’s cool, so what brings you back?”
 Kathrine shrugged, light catching on dark plastic. “Jobs dried up, times got hard… I couldn’t even get a factory job. I think they said the unemployment rate was something like thirty-eight percent?”
 “Ouch.” Jon whispered. 

 “That sucks… Do you live with your dad now?” Samantha’s voice slowed as the words left her mouth. 
 “Ah… No. He still lives in San Diego, at least I think so…”
 Silence greeted the three as they ate, thickening as time passed between them.

 “So Kat, where to?” Jonathan spoke, an optimistic voice replacing his.

 “Sam? Its up to you guys…”

  Samantha thought for a moment then grinned. “Do you play pool?”
 
 “Man. I want a rematch.” Kathrine slapped the steering wheel, betraying the light tone in her voice. “The table was rigged.”
 Samantha chuckled. “Yeah right, that was pure skill.” Another soft laugh filled the cabin. 

 “Magnets I tell you. No way you shouldda made that shot.” Kathrine smiled. 

  The truck slowed in front of the familiar building, steel grinding against steel.

 “We should do that again sometime.” Sam grinned

 “Yeah, how about Friday?” 
 “Sounds good. Maybe around seven-ish?”
 “Sure.”

 “Awesome. It was really nice to finally meet you Kat.” 

 “Yeah. Same here. If you ever need anything, just call.” Kathrine smiled before turning her attention to the back seat. “Jon? You awake?”
 “Yup.” 
 “Awfully  quiet.”
 “Just tired, that’s all.”
 Metal and glass moved as doors open. “Have a good night Sam.”
 “Yeah, you too. Take care.”
  Jon yawned before turning to the driver. “Seeya Kat.” 
 “Night Jon. Seeya tomorrow.”
 “Uh… Yeah… Yeah okay.”

 
 “So whatchya think?” Jonathan spoke softly as light filled the living room.

 “She’s cool, I can see why you two get along so well.” Samantha grinned.  “Something I’m curious about though…”
 “Whats that?”
 “Well, two things actually. The way she talks, she seems like she’s older than she looks. Mature I guess…” 

 “She’s twenty-five.”
 “Oh? That’s… That explains it I guess. Okay, so the other thing… Ah, does she always wear sunglasses?”
 “Only at night…” The young man shrugged. “I think it has something to do with her contacts. Maybe they mess with her eyes or something.”
 “That might explain it.” Samantha Shrugged. “Well… I need some sleep… Night bro.”
 “Night Sam.”

 Boots thumped against wood as Jon moved to his room. The old mattress held out it’s arms, calling his name softly. Wool and denim moved together as the form adjusted himself. 

 Minutes passed into hours, a shudder passing through Jon’s body as familiar graves came into view.
 


Chapter 4

Friends see you at your best and respect you for it…

True friends see you at your worst and still respect you for it…

  Rain hammered down on thick grass and polished marble, a lone form stood before the tall markers. Lose clothing flowed freely in harsh winds as lightning streaked across the sky.

 “Why is it always here?” Jonathan shouted to the heavy stone.

 “Because you want it to be.” A calm feminine voice replied. 
 Grey fur moved from behind rose colored marble; powerful muscles carried the animal to rest in between the graves. Glacial blue eyes probed brown softly, warmth passing through ice in concentrated waves. 
 “Get the hell outta here.” Jon yelled with strength he couldn’t control. “You have no place here.” Booted feet stepped forward, the grass crunching softly. 
 “You’re the one who has no place here pup.” The animal sat, her muzzle pointing down at the man. “You insist on that which poisons you.”  Sharp teeth exposed themselves, the animal watched closely as Jon approached. “It doesn’t have to be this way… It can’t be.”
 Jonathan stopped. “So how are you gonna fix it?”
 Grey and white fur moved and ears shot forward. “Why would I want to do that?”
 Brown eyes narrowed under the bitter rain. “Then what? What should I do?”
 The animal exposed her teeth once again, her voice a mirror of his. “What should I do?”
 A moment passed, recognition struggling for mental ground. “So how can I help myself? No, let me guess…” Jon snorted. “Try and forget what happened? Accept responsibility? No. I know… ‘Just let go.’ Right?”

  An ear twitched as the words left the young man’s mouth. “What do you think, Man? Look around you. You see what you are, what you’ve become. There is more, but you need to be willing to look for it.”
 So… How? Answer me.”
 “Help goes to those who want it. Those who can respect it…” Blue eyes lowered slightly. “Why are you asking for help without trying to do it yourself?”
 “I don’t know how… I wouldn’t know where to start.” Jonathan winced under the watchful eyes. “I can’t.”
 “If you can’t, who will?”

 Red numbers glared hatefully at hazy brown eyes, a piecing buzz drawing them into focus. Frigid air bit into lungs, taking gold of tired muscles. Air flowed freely through an open window above the mattress. Flecks and stripes crept through the early morning fog, burning pathways over the city.  “Shit.” Jon hissed, his lungs taking in another swallow of air.

 Bare feet slapped wood, denim and wool moved as the young man slipped from under covers. “So what the hell was that all about?” 
 Images replayed behind tired eyes, each one assessed and detailed only to be discarded soon after. “Whatever.”  Slowly wood passed under sluggish feet, transforming into muted shades of orange and yellow as the living room came into view. 

 Boxes sat around the room in stacks and rows that had crowded around each other. 

 “Good morning Jon.” A light voice filled the cramped room, hollow echoes bouncing off cardboard.

 “Uh.” Jonathan glanced over the room, trying to identify the form that occupied the old couch. “Ah…morning Mel…”

****

 “Ah… No. I’m not allowed to keep gaming systems in the house, it detracts from my studies.”
 “Wow… Sounds pretty boring.” Jonathan shouldered the old nylon bag, a soft grin across his features. “How about after school we go to the arcade? A friend and I were gonna go but I’m sure she wouldn’t mind.”
 “Really? That’d be great, I’ll have to call home…” Brad shrugged, his voice taking on hopeful tones.

 Several students entered the bright room, a familiar desk drawing attention. Tall bags sat atop wood and metal, hiding the secrets within from young eyes. Minutes passed before a bell rung through the halls. 
 Sneakers and loose hanging jeans passed through the doorway an instant later. “Morning everyone.” Kathrine smiled before taking a bite of the apple she had.

 “Morning.” Various tones replied. 
 “Before we get started, I need to see the following students after school…” The woman looked down at a small notebook. “Ah… Alice B., Charles D., Jonathan P. and Robin M.”

  Murmurs went through the classroom, dying out an instant later. Kathrine dug in one of the bags, producing a large glass orb. “So who can tell me what this is?”

 Concrete and brick passed by the young man, windows and doors occasionally breaking up the wall. Numbers counted down as he moved, finally coming to stop in front of his destination. 
 “Nice of you to stop by, Mr. Prower.” Kathrine grinned. “We were just about to start. Have a seat.”
 Jonathan found an empty chair among the few that occupied the room.

 “Alright, first off. Thank you for coming. I’ll try not to keep you any longer than necessary… The reason I called you is largely because of your grades. I’m not here to place blame or tell you what you should do, but what I am going to do is offer to tutor your after school.” The woman sighed softly. “This is strictly a volunteer thing, however if you’re going to participate, I have a waiver that has to be signed.” A moment passed as words registered. “I realize that the last thing any of us wants to do is sit around school all day, so most of these sessions would take place off school grounds. Parks, libraries and so forth; if you need transportation, I can provide it.

 “How much would it cost?” A young woman asked. 
 “Nothing. This is all free; if you want something to eat or whatever, that’s up to you.” Kathrine pulled a small stack of papers from the desk, setting them neatly at the corner. “If you’re interested, just bring these back to me by Monday. If you have any questions in the meantime don’t hesitate to ask.” A moment slipped by in silence. “You’re free to leave.”
 Feet moved and paper was separated from wood. Before long Jon and Kat occupied the otherwise vacant room. “That bad?” The young man glanced at the stack of waivers. 
 “Jon.” A soft voice carried through the room. “There’s been talk about having you guys transferred to Central, unless you ‘shape up’. Attendance, grades… Attitude. It’s all leading to this…” Kathrine searched the young man’s eyes. “They say by the end of the month…”
 “Yeah well… Screw them.”
 “Jon. This is serious. Do you really wanna be put in with the delinquents?” 
 Brown eyes flickered softly, the voice attached, shaky and hollow. “Don’t worry about me Kat. I can take care of it. Just been having a little slump… That’s all.”

 “A three year slump?”
 “Yeah…” 
 “I see… Anything you wanna talk about?”
 “I don’t think so.”
 “You sure?” 
 “Yeah. I’m sure.” A bitter edge crept across the man’s words. 
 “Alright Jon… I won’t push you. But if you change your mind, I’m here for ya.” Eyes locked, warmth passing between them in an instant.

 “I’ll keep that in mind… Thanks.” 

  
 “Evening.” Samantha’s voice carried through the apartment, a soft and inviting tone. “Have a good day?”
 “Yeah, I suppose. How bout you?” Black nylon sagged from the young man’s back.

 “Not bad at all…. Ah, Mel and I are gonna get something to eat. Wanna come with?”
 “No thanks. I got some homework to do.”

 “Oh. Alright, want me to bring something back for ya?”
 “That’s okay.”
 “Okay bro. Have a good night; I’ll probably be back around twelve.” 
 “’Night Sam.”
 Heavy wood closed tightly, sealing out noise both real and imagined. Orange light filtered through glass, painting the room in muted shades of brown. Jonathan shrugged as his book bag thumped against the mattress. Slowly books found new resting places as assignments were completed, the scratching of pen eventually replaced by the slight snore of a young man.

 “Hey.” 

 The large man turned slowly, dark brown eyes narrowing as the voice was recognized. 

 “Listen to me. I don’t know what Liz told you, but you’ve gotta…” Jon began, his voice level in spite of the shaking in his knees.
 “I don’t have to…”
 “Damnit, listen to me. She’s playing you. The same way she played me. If you let it happen, she’s gonna…” 

 A large fist passed through air, grazing short brown hair an instant later. 
 Jonathan stepped back, his voice calm despite the adrenaline that flowed freely. “I’m not here to fight man. Just look out…” His voice cut off as knuckles impacted bone.

 Thick crimson traveled over parted lips as vision blurred slightly. “I told you man… I’m not here to…” Words drowned in blood as a familiar image slipped from behind painted brick.

 Sharp features softened as eyes met, forming words without breath. “No…”

 Another gust of air passed over the young man. “I’m sorry.” He whispered. “Hear me out… I don’t even know…” Bone cracked harsh against flesh as another blow cut him off. Blood splattered against concrete and leather, a cough sending it into the air. 
 Kathrine stepped forward, footfalls that stopped as soon as the larger man recoiled. 

 Fist impacted against thick jaw bone, joined immediately by another. Jonathan exposed red stained teeth before delivering another uppercut. 
 Blood and fragments of teeth took to the air as the man buckled against treated blacktop. A booted foot pushed against thick cotton, the chest underneath giving way to the force.

  “Now listen up and listen good you stupid bastard. I don’t know who the hell you are and I couldn’t possibly care less… Elizabeth is trying to get something started.” Jonathan pressed harder, searching the man for a response. “She’s going to wear you down, then when you won’t do what she wants, you’ll wind up just like me. Is that what your really want?” 
 Hard rubber slapped asphalt as blood was wiped away by a shaky hand. “Think about it.” 

 Green eyes met, anger and concern mixed together behind sharp features. “Are you alright?” The woman’s voice slipped from between bitter tones. 

 “Yeah.” Jon wiped his mouth again, the rusted metal taste taking root in the back of his mind.

 “What was that all about?”
 The young man exhaled sharply, his eyes pleading with Kathrine’s.
 “Answer me Jon…”
 Seconds passed into minutes as he begged for solace.

 Sparks flared in green depths, lighting up the sharp emeralds. “You don’t wanna lie to me do you?”
 “No. Kat… I’m sorr…” 
 “Jon. Don’t.” The woman’s voice softened. “Let’s get you cleaned up…”

 Two forms occupied the stale hallway, the walls dripping with indistinguishable substances. Kathrine knocked on the door in front of them, emotions playing across her face as seconds passed by.

 “I…” Air escaped, heavy in the still hall.

 Thick wood gave way to soft green eyes and blonde hair. “Hey Kat.”
 Jonathan looked down the hall, a stain occupying his interest.

 “Come on in.” Samantha’s voice lightened as she stepped back. “What can I do for you?”
 Heavy boots thumped as their owner crossed the living room. Feminine voices faded as wood was placed between them and the young man. Jon looked in the mirror, noting the cut that split his lower lip.  Water flowed freely over teeth and gums, washing away tastes and the memories associated with them.

 “Yeah, that’s what I thought too…” Kathrine’s tone sank as Jon entered the room, her eyes roving over his.  “I suppose it doesn’t matter in the end, but it could be a problem.”  

 “Yeah.” Samantha nodded.

 “Ah… There’s something I was hopping I could discuss with both of you…” Kat slipped a piece of paper from her pocket, unfolding it for Samantha. “There’s been a lot of talk among the faculty about certain students with problems…”

 “Faculty?” An eyebrow raised on soft features. 

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

 “How’d you find this out?”
 “She’s my math teacher.” Jon’s responded, drawing attention.

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

  Metal slid along metal, a deadbolt coming unlocked in the same instant. The heavy door creaked as it crossed the floor, slowly revealing denim and knit wool that covered curves, dark brown hair draped over light skin and features that hinted at Asian decent.

 “Hey you.” Samantha smiled brightly.

 “Hey there… Who’s this?” 
 “Ah. Kathrine, Jon’s math teacher. This is Melissa, my… uh…”
 “It’s a long story.” Melissa spoke softly, shaking hands with the woman.
 “Nice to meet you.” Kat forced a smile, her voice wavering.

 “So what’s up?” Melissa took up residence next to Sam, eyeing the paper she held.
 “Ah… She was just getting to that.” 
 “Well… I’m putting together a tutoring program for anyone who wants to go.” The woman gave Jon a sidelong glance, an apology mirrored in her voice. 
 “This should be his choice then, don’t you think? He’s not a baby.” 
 “I realize that, and I’ve told him. But I don’t think he believes me.”
 “It’s not that.” The young man sighed. “I appreciate what your doing Kat. Really I do. But I can take care of myself.” 

 “I don’t wanna see you wind up at Central; there’s nothing wrong with getting a little help…” 
 “Jon,” Melissa started, “She’s trying to help you…”
 “I know that.” The young man replied flatly. “How ‘bout you give me a week to do this on my own? I have a biology exam coming up next Friday…”
 “By then its going to be to late.” Kathrine’s voice pleaded over her words. “Do you really want to be left out there without something to fall back on?” Silence filled the room as eyes searched desperately for an answer.

****

 Students moved amongst one another, passed windows and over concrete, the incessant buzz of the bell carrying them through. Several students pushed their way through the door frame of the small classroom. 

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

 A young man slowly approached the desk, dark jeans and a cotton work shirt covering defined muscles. “Are we still on for tonight?” 

 “Yeah, wanna leave after school?”
 “Yeah, Sam isn’t gonna make it… She’s gotta pull a double shift.” Jonathan grinned slightly as he recalled her reaction. “She wasn’t happy.”
 “That sucks… Hey, ah. I’m sorry about yesterday. Don’t take it the wrong way Jon, but I worry about you…” Kathrine let her shoulders slump as she looked up to his brown eyes. 
 “It’s cool. I understand.” Jon smiled. “Hey, since Sam isn’t coming tonight… There’s a place I’d like to show you.”

 “Hmm?”  
 “Have you ever been up by Mount Hope?” 
 “Can’t say that I have.” Kathrine studied the young man’s eyes carefully.

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

 “Sounds great…” A tender smile lit the woman’s face. “I hope we can make it in time. I got a couple things I need to take care of before I leave… Where is it?”
 “Its past the quarry, like ten minutes north… I’ll show ya.”

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

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

 “Done.”
 “There.”

 Expressions changed as they began to mirror one another, a knowing grin passed between them as books found their way to open bags. Shoes and boots traveled over tile and concrete, coming to stop in front of an old Wagoneer.

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

 “Pretty good, went too quick though… How bout you?” The truck lurched forward before crossing the parking lot.

 “Not bad at all… I think they got the message.” Jon grinned, a touch of satisfaction in his voice. 
 “About that… Mind if I ask what that was about?”
 A moment passed in silence as options were weighed. “Eh, someone I knew a long time ago… After I figured it out, I learned that I really didn’t know anything about her… Then when I wouldn’t do what she wanted, she found some people that would…”
 “Sounds like a pain.” Kathrine spoke carefully. “Does that stuff happen often?”
 “Not really, picked up this year though… Probably cause there won’t be a next…”  
  The woman looked over, taking in calm features. “You don’t sound too happy about it.” 

  Jon shrugged, letting the wind carry his hand. “I don’t really care, she’s gonna be there for a couple more years yet… It’s kindda funny… In a twisted way. I’ll be gone and she’s gonna be twenty when she graduates…”
 “Well… That balances things out I guess… Your gonna miss her though aren’t you? I can hear it in your voice…”
 “Take a left up here.”

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

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

 Large white letters came into view, dancing across a yellow sign. Several pumps followed the same color scheme, lit by large halogen lamps that painted the small store in shades of blue and white. 
 Steel and rubber rolled to a stop in front of the pumps, just in reach of the hose.
 “Nice…” Jonathan grinned. “Want something from inside?”
 “Yeah.” The woman dug in her pocket. “Twenty on three, and a couple hot dogs or something.”
 “Got it.”
 
 “Anything else?”
 “Yeah, twenty on three.”
 “Twenty four even.”
 Jon handed the older man the money, glancing at the dark Wagoneer as Kathrine put the gas cap back on. A slight grin crossing his features as he accepted the change. “Thanks.”
 Steel and glass moved exposing the young man to the chilly night air and the smell of petrol. Bright red came into view a moment later, a sleek frame that he recognized as a Monte Carlo. A woman leaned against the car’s door, her arms crossed over a tight black shirt. Baggy pants hung limp over sneakers and eyes hid behind mirrored sunglasses. The woman’s head turned as he left the door but returned to the nothingness that had interested her before.

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

 “Lunch.” Kathrine finished off the hot dog before grabbing the other. “Dinner.”
 Another soft laugh filled the cabin, cut off an instant later as brown eyes fell upon a man, then sank to the boxy looking gun in his hand, it’s barrel pointed directly at him.

Chapter 5

Who are you to know my story?

Who are you to write my book?

 Steel and polymer stared down at the young man, the hand attached to it lead to aged features contorted into a cynical grin. The same features that vanished behind tightly closed eyelids a second later. 
 Thunder clapped through the area, pulling Jon’s mind back to the man and his weapon. Blood and tissue erupted from the side of the man’s neck as eyes opened, the surprise evident on his face. Hours passed in a heart beat as he fell to the ground, another form took his place, slipping from behind the large pickup. Black plastic and metal met as the man’s assault rifle leveled at the Cherokee.

 Several sharp cracks met with dull thumps as steel gave way to the projectiles. The bittersweet smell of gun powder cutting through the stench of gas as the man fired. 

 “Shit.” Jon hissed over the sound of rounds impacting against the truck. “Kathrine, go.” The young man shouted as another bullet shattered a rear window. “Drive.” 

 Kathrine stared through the front window, her hands locked on the steering wheel. Unblinking eyes exposed themselves around dark plastic, the emeralds dull and unfeeling.
 Another clap echoed through the station, forcing the man behind his truck. 

 “Go Kat, go.” Jon shouted again, watching the woman step from behind her car, a compact rifle barking at the man while she moved.  
 Several more rounds tore through the Wagoneer, upholstery and metal changing in their wake. Jonathan felt air change next to his head, glass exploding over him an instant later. “Go. Go. Go.” Jon clawed for the ignition. “Kathrine, lets go.” 
 The Wagoneer roared to life, rubber whining under the acceleration as the heavy chassis was pulled into the road. Rifles continued to exchange threats as they moved. Jon looked back, trying to discern the forms that occupied the station. 
 Trees came into view, the truck kicking up dirt as it crossed into a worn trail. The engine revved up, the tall hill vanishing under the bumper in strides.  Jon looked back, gripping the seat tightly, his breath coming in short swallows. 
 The Wagoneer bucked hard as rocks came under the wheels, the truck picking up speed as it went over the top of the hill. Water splashed through the open windows and trees gave way to overgrown grass and weeds as they moved through the darkness. Another sharp turn took the truck through a warn path, an old house stood in the moonlight, calling softly to the vehicle. 
 Jonathan exhaled sharply trying to control the adrenaline that had taken his body by force. “Kat… You okay?” 
 The truck kicked again, the woman staring vacantly at the path, her sunglasses shielding her from threats only she could see.  

 Gravel and trimmed grass carried the truck out of the tree line, the sound of rocks crunching together overshadowed by the dull roar of a slowing engine. Thick logs came into view as the house approached, mortar and trimmed glass accenting the stained deck that lined the front.

Rubber and steel slowed in front of the house, finally coming to a stop as the engine died, soft breath filled the cooling air inside the truck as lungs emptied out.

 “Kat… You okay?” Jonathan found his voice buried behind frayed nerves.

 The woman leaned toward the seat, her back forcing it’s way into the fabric.

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

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

 Jonathan reached toward Kat, his fingers shaking. Dark plastic moved from sharp features, replaced by bright green eyes and water. “Kathrine… Look at me…”  The young man pulled her chin toward him as gently as he could. “You’re alright…” Soft air passed between them. “We’re both alright.”
 Slowly green came into focus, moving over the young man’s face, searching carefully. Light passed over watery eyes, reflecting shades of orange and green. “Oh my god… You’re bleeding…” 
 Leather and steel danced together in a flurry of motion, a soft hand soft hand pulled the young man through the open door with some help. Kathrine pulled Jon through the darkness, over cobblestone and wood, stopping just long enough to unlock the front door.

 “I’m fine, really.” Jon ran his hand over the small gash above his temple. “It’s nothing.”
  Metal swung inward exposing natural wood floors that matched the dark walls, Errant strips of light illuminated the hallway, reflecting off gold frames and the glass that occupied them. 

 “Here.” The woman guided Jon to a large couch that was dwarfed by the expansive room. “Sit down.” Her voice tensed as the young man pulled his hand away from the wound.

 Jon laid back, the cool fabric embracing him like an old friend. Wood wrapped around the room, several large windows offering a view of the vacant highway. Bricks and wood came together to form a fireplace in between the large panes of glass, an empty vase rested next to a small picture on the mantel. 

 Soft shoes pattered as Kathrine crossed the living room, a white rag in hand. Leather slipped from the woman’s shoulder, a wavering hand guiding the jacket. “Jon…” A sigh passed between them, the damp cloth wiping gently at the broken flesh. 

 “Hey…” Jon winced . “What about you? You alright?”  

 Kathrine continued to pat at the wound, her voice shaking nearly as much as her hand. “I’m… Why?” 

 Minutes passed through drying concrete, the rag changing several times as blood soaked in. Eventually it slowed, despite the attention. Eyes searched one another in the darkness, each silently asking the same questions to which neither had answers. 
 “You have a really nice place.” Jon forced a confidence that even he didn’t believe. 
 “Ye… Thanks.” Kathrine glanced out to the highway, orange and green dancing together as light found her eyes. “Its peaceful…” 
 “Looks like it…” The young man followed the woman’s gaze. “Is this where you used to live?” An instant slipped by, sharp green eyes locking on to his. 
 “No… We… We lived in the city…” The woman’s eyes probed his gently, searching for something only she would understand.

 Jonathan looked through her eyes, focusing his mind away from the wound. “That’s cool… Did you go to Northview?”

 “Ah… Home schooled actually…” 

 Jon nodded slowly, holding Kathrine’s gaze. “How was that?”
”F… Fine…” Green eyes flickered in the darkness, a light finding current.

“Cool.”
 Kat took a deep breath, expelling tension and fear in a physical form. Slowly she searched the man’s face. Concern and emotions without words hid behind a calm exterior, seeping through brown eyes. Slowly words found a voice that could only attempt to emulate strength. “We… We need to call the police… We need to get you to a doctor… We… Man, what was? Guns Jon… They were shooting at us.”

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

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

****

 Sunlight crept over thick blankets of green and brown, strips of orange and yellow reflected off dew and wood sending shadows over pine needles and grass. Slowly the large sphere climbed over mountains and trees, bathing the world below in warmth. Two forms rested atop a log cabin, the ground slopped around them, offering the house like a gift to divine forces.

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

 The young man turned his head, warmth radiating from otherwise cool eyes. “Nah. I still dream about coming home and seeing mom cooking dinner or something…” A soft sigh passed through parted lips. “I’m lucky to have Sam though… If it wasn’t for her I’d have given up a long time ago. I suppose that’s kindda weak, but…” 

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

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

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

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

 “I dunno… Maybe Sunday, depends on how she’s feeling.”
 “Alright bro… Tell her I hope she gets feeling better.”
 “I will… Talk to ya later.”
 “Seeya.”
 Jonathan hung up the phone, glancing at the large couch. Kathrine’s cheek twitched again as it had several times before. Denim and cotton moved together as she curled up, all but disappearing into the massive cushions.
 The young man stood up from the chair, finding his way to the kitchen and the stack of dishes that had been used to serve breakfast. Water and soap filled the sink slowly, each passing second playing out like the evening before, all that was missing were people with automatic weapons.

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

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

 Jonathan finished the dishes, still attempting to work out what had happened as he walked to the truck. “Damn…” The young man ran his finger over one of the holes that had been created the night before. One by one Jon explored the marks, theorizing where each bullet had gone. A familiar bag interrupted one of the trails as was evident by the exposed history book. 

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

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

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

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

 “Sorry.” She smiled. “Sleep well?”
 “I guess… Whats up?”
 “Its five.” 
 “Huh?”
 “You told me to wake you up at five.” Kathrine flashed a grin.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 “What about tomorrow… First thing…”
 “Yeah… Alright.” Kathrine laid a large plate on the table, next to it a bowl of mashed potatoes. “Lets eat.”

 “Where’d you learn to cook like that?” Jon ran his tongue over his lips for the hundredth time. 

 A warm smile graced Kathrine’s features as she finished the last piece of ham. “Trial and error… Lots of it.” An instant slipped by as another kind of smile played across her face. “And don’t think your gonna get away with doing the dishes this time either. You’re a guest.” 
 Jon raised an eyebrow, studying the woman’s playful tone. “I’d really rather work for it.” 
 “I was hoping you’d say something like that…” Another grin danced across her face, a mirror of her voice. “I have a request…”
 “Alright…” Jon managed around the lump in his throat.

 “I want a picture of us…”
 “Us?”
 “Yeah… You and I.” Kathrine’s eyes flickered brightly.

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

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

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

 Wood and velvet separated from one another, a soft rustling the only sound in the dense air. Kathrine smiled softly. “Let’s go outside.”
 

 Sunlight danced across a light blue background, painting the world below in vibrant shades of orange and yellow. Slowly the globe sank behind the large trees, signaling to animals and insects to start their nightly routines. The chirping of crickets gave way to soft guitar rifts and a gentle voice. 
 Kathrine pulled her fingers over cords, her attention focused on the setting sun. “I know its going to happen sooner or later… But why does it have to be you…?” The woman glanced over, a slight grin playing across her jaw. 

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

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

 “Thanks Jon… That means a lot.” A warm smile graced the Kat’s features as she drew her fingers over the guitar. “I didn’t write this one… But its one of my favorites…” Soft tones carried across the porch, sliding into the darkness that was slowly encompassing the house. Kathrine’s voice followed the tones, a confident whisper that made her sound older. “Well momma told me… When I was young. She said sit beside me, my only son… Listen closely to what I say… If you do, this will help you some sunny day…”
 Jon searched the woman’s eyes carefully tracing the heat to paper. 

 The guitar continued it’s melody under the guidance of skilled hands. “Take your time… Don’t live too fast… Troubles will come, and they will pass…” Emeralds flickered in the darkness as they met with Jon’s. “You’ll find a woman, and you’ll find love… Just don’t forget that there is a someone up above…” 
 Jonathan mirrored the fire he had seen, feeling it fade as the woman turned back to the guitar. 
 “Be a simple kind of man… Be a something you’ll love and understand… Be a simple kind of man… Oh won’t you do this for me if you can…” Kathrine focused, her eyes taking on the emotions that mixed in her voice. “Forget your lust for the rich man’s gold… All that you need now is in your soul… You can do this… If you try… All that I want for you my son is to be satisfied…” 
 Jonathan squirmed slightly as he watched the fire that warmed her eyes. Words escaped, disappearing into the air between them.

 “Oh don’t you worry… You’ll find yourself… Follow your heart, and nothing else.” Kathrine smiled softly. “You can do this… Oh baby if you try… All I want for you my son is to be satisfied… Be a simple kind of man… Be a something you’ll love and understand… Won’t you do this for me son… If you can… Be a something that you’ll love and understand…” Two sets of eyes touched, emotions passing between them for the eternity that the guitar trailed off.

 Wood clattered against wood as a pencil slipped from fingers, pulling attention with it. “W… Wow.” 
 The woman smiled softly, turning her attention to the darkness that had taken the house. “I love that song…”
 “I… I think I do too…” Jon struggled to find the words that he wouldn’t bring himself to say. “Ah… I’m done…” He offered the book with a shaking hand.

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

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

 “Your welcome.” The young man grinned slightly as he returned the hug. “Any time…”


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

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

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

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

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

 Jonathan forced books into the old nylon bag as he waited for Kat. Several pencils rolled across the floor, reminding him of the spilled contents.

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

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

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

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

 “Relax… A little duct tape and some spray paint… Will be good as new.” 
 The woman turned to face him, a second ticked by before she reacted, a soft whisper of disbelief as the engine turned over.

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

****

 People of varying shapes and sizes moved across the sidewalk, eyeing the old Wagoneer and the occupant that slept next to the missing window. Across the street large doors sat open, giving people to the streets. After some time passed a woman crossed the road, her dark skirt flowing in the gentle breeze. 

 “Rise and shine.” Kathrine whispered.

 “If I say no… Are you gonna peel out?”
 “Maybe…” She smiled as the truck came to life.

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

 “Much better.” The woman smiled wide.

  People and cars moved through the streets, thinning out as the truck neared a dinner. Tina’s stood among dingy brick buildings and polished marble facades, despite the surroundings it maintained a spotless interior that kept customers coming back time and again. 

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

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

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

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

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

 Another warm grin stretched across youthful features. “You okay?” The smile faded slowly as a blur of black and white pulled into the parking lot. The police car slid into the space next to Kat’s truck, the officer exiting a minute later. “Oh hell no…” Jon spat as short blonde hair peeked from over the roof.

 “What?”

 “Its Avery… Ah… He used to get me a lot of violating curfew and stuff…” Jonathan watched the man enter the dinner, his chest stuck out like he was trying to impress someone.

 “Hey Jon… Long time no see bud.” The man smiled as he crossed the tile next to their booth. 
The young man looked up, his eyes narrow beams of light that carved the air between them.  

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

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

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

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

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

 “Go.” Jonathan replied flatly.

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

 “Hes a cop Jon. You can’t just…”
 “Did.”
 The woman stared for a second, Jon’s cool eyes betraying nothing. “Whatever.” 
 Jonathan looked over Kat’s shoulder, watching as a fiery red car traveled through the lot, it’s driver hidden behind tinted glass. Words came to meet his eyes as the car slowed, the Chevy logo printed in the grill. The Monte Carlo slid into an empty spot opposite the building. The young man watched the door open in slow motion, a sneaker covered in baggy denim met pavement in the minutes it took for Jon to recognize the car.

 Words formed as a black duster slipped from the open door, raven hair hung from behind vibrant blue and silver sunglasses. The woman searched the windows of the dinner, picking out details only she cared about.

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

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

 Kat set money down on the table, the same instant the door swung open, giving way to blue denim and a loose T-shirt.
 The woman moved through the isle slowly covering the distance with an unnerving confidence that echoed from behind glacial plastic. The thick duster moved with her body, exposing a carrying harness and the small carbine attached to it. 

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

 Kathrine risked a glance, fishing keys from her pocket. “What does she want?” She whispered, picking up a pace that could have been mistaken for a sprint.

 Black steel reflected light as doors opened simultaneously, two forms slipped into the truck, unfocused noise filled the lot as it came to life a moment later.

 The raven haired woman walked over to her car, the same calm demeanor weathering the roar of a furious Cherokee. 

 Jonathan registered the information as the truck pulled back, the sound of metal grinding against metal replaced his attention. Black and white paint moved to reveal the steel underneath as Kathrine hammered the accelerator. 

 “Sorry!” Kat shouted at the uniformed man that had exited the building a moment earlier.

 Jonathan scanned the lot for any sign of the woman, finding it when the Monte Carlo’s rear light glowed crimson hate. 

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

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

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

 The Cherokee turned sharply, narrowly avoiding an old station wagon and it’s elderly driver as it slid in between dingy brick buildings. “Ye… Yeah…” Kathrine managed, air returning to her lungs. “Why us?” She whispered softly.

 Bricks gave way to open road, the sleek black vehicle took to the road like a panther, screaming as it’s claws dug into the blacktop. Minutes passed quickly, the scenery blurring as the cat made it’s way to a dark cave marked ‘Pay ‘n Park’. 

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

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

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

 Jonathan leaned against the stained plaster, his breath coming in uneven sips. A reminder of the ten block marathon they had just finished. Kathrine looked down the hall, her even composure a sharp contrast. “Someone’s coming.” 
 “Shit.” Jon huffed as he dug for his key. The door opened quickly, the two sliding into the empty apartment a moment later.

 “Morning.” Samantha’s voice cut off in a yawn.

 The young man spun to face his sister, the door locked behind him. “Sam… We gotta talk.”  

 Expressions of confusion mirrored one another on tired faces, the three stared waiting for someone to speak. The waiting ended when the door barked for attention. Jonathan pulled Kat into the kitchen, placing a wall between them and the door. 
 Samantha shot him a dirty look as she moved to the door and unlocked it. Slowly heavy wood moved to reveal lightly tanned features atop a navy blue uniform. “Yes?”
 The man stared for a moment as if surveying the room around her head. “Have you seen Jon in the last twenty minutes or so?” His face contorted as if he had just swallowed something bitter. 

 Samantha cocked an eyebrow, her voice remaining steady. “Just got up… Why whats wrong?”
 “He and some woman totaled my car… Damn near hit me too. Down at Tina’s…” 

 “Woman?” She forced a tone of ignorance through her agitated voice. 
 “Yeah… Red headed girl, white shirt… Maybe five, five?” 
 “I dunno…”
 “You mind if I come in?”
 “Not without a warrant.” Samantha’s eyes narrowed. “I’ve got company, and I don’t need them waking up to one of your Gestapo raids…” 
 Avery chuckled softly at the memory. “Well if you see him, you’ll be sure to let me know right?”

 “I’ll do that…” Sam shut the door, watching through the peephole as the officer wandered down the hall. When he turned down the intersection Samantha followed suit, spinning to face the apartment, her voice thundering through the room like a gunshot. “Jonathan Mathew Prower.” 

“Calm down sis…”

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

 Jonathan inhaled deeply, stealing a glance at Kat. “Friday night…”
 “No. Today.” 
 “I’m getting to it.” The young man’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Friday night, we were attacked by someone…”
 “A couple someone’s…” Kathrine looked over at the man.

 “Right… Anyway, they shot at us… we got…”
 “Shot? Like guns shoot?”
 “Yeah.”
 “Jesus Christ Jon, are you okay?” Samantha closed the distance between them, running her hands over his upper body. 
 “Yeah… Lemmie finish.” He pushed her hands away. :There was a woman there… She was shooting at the people who attacked us. Today we saw her at a dinner, she came in armed… We got away but…”

 “Why didn’t you tell me?” Samantha’s voice rose to a level just below shouting. 
 “What the hell for? So you can worry about nothing?”
 “Nothing?” She recoiled. “You could’ve been killed.”
 “We weren’t though, were we?”  Jon shrugged.

 “Jonathan, we gotta call the cops.” Sam eyed Kat who had stepped away from the two. Why the hell haven’t you done it already?”

 “Because I wouldn’t let her…” 
 “Why the..”

“Why sis? What good? You know as well as I do what would happen…”

 “This isn’t some custody fight Jon… This is your life we’re talking about…”
 “Whatever…” Jonathan stepped toward his room, adrenaline tapering off slowly.

  “Don’t you dare walk away from me… Damnit Jon.” Samantha’s voice faded as a door was placed between them.

  The young man exhaled sharply as he pulled a change of clothes from a box and threw them on the bed. Boots thumped hollow in the still air, followed by pants and a shirt. “Bullshit.” He hissed as he slipped a clean pair of jeans on. 

 A knock at the door caught his attention, the soft voice comforting in it’s own way. “Jon… Can I come in?”

 “Free country.” The young man looked up as he put on his belt. 
 Kathrine slipped in carefully, her attention focused behind her till the door shut. “Sam is worried about us…” She turned to face him, her eyes widening slightly as she looked over Jon’s defined torso, tracing the contours of exposed flesh. Her eyes met his even look, realization causing red to well up on her cheeks. Kat turned to face the door, attempting to find the voice that was hers. “Ah… She’s just worried… That’s all…”
 “Yeah I know… She over reacts a lot…” Jon found his shirt covering his body a moment later. 

 “She cares about you… What do you expect?” A slight edge crossed the woman’s tone, cut off as a hand touched her shoulder.

 “Excuse me.” 
 “Jon.” Kathrine turned to face him, her eyes warm. “Please don’t…”
 The young man grinned. “Relax… Everything is gonna be fine.” Eyes flickered softly, an eternity passed between them without words. Jonathan watched the woman who returned his attention with warmth he couldn’t understand. “Just fine…” He grinned again just before something hard impacted against his hip.

Chapter 6
Last week I was worrying about what to wear to school tomorrow…

This week I’m worried that I won’t see tomorrow…

Funny how your priorities change when someone sticks a gun in your face…

Jonathan looked up, the half open door recoiling from the hit. Samantha’s face filled the space between the door and the wall, her features a calm voice that reflected in her voice. “Sorry.”
 “It’s cool… Sam. We need to talk, and I don’t mean yell at each other.” The young man spoke softly. “In the living room…” Jon lead them to the room, drawing curtains as the women took a seat. “Friday. After we left school…” he began calmly.

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

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

 “Duct tape, I’m telling you.”
 Sam looked at the two, her features a mirror of the confusion in her voice. “So what are you gonna do?”
 “Go to the police. Fill out a report…” Kat looked over at Jon as if expecting something.

 “Yeah.” He nodded.

 Heavy brick and concrete stretched out across the horizon, sliding behind buildings and cars that moved through the streets. People moved over concrete and vanished into buildings, carrying on business and meaningless conversations.

 Two forms slipped through the crowd, looking over their shoulders and watching the cars that passed. Several back streets and alleys lead them to a large building covered in heavy grey and trimmed in painted metal. The words ‘Municipal Building’ Called out for attention highlighted by a white border.

 Jonathan scanned the streets carefully as they walked toward the building, a touch of panic grabbed his eyes in the form of a duster topped off by a pair of blue sunglasses. The woman made her way through the street, not changing her pace as Jon grabbed Kathrine’s hand, running for the building that suddenly looked miles away.

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

 Boots and shoes slid over asphalt as their owners tried desperately to slow themselves. “Someone’s following us. Please, you’ve gotta...” Kat began.

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

Jon looked over his shoulder, catching a glimpse of the raven haired woman shaking her head, mouthing something. She repeated the movement in an instant it became clear. “Run.” 

 “On the ground.” The man repeated.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 The two sat in the shade of the building, reciting the situation as the sky slowly turned black. Metal slid against metal, stirring sounds in the otherwise quiet air.

 Orange reflected in Kathrine’s eyes as she slid down the ladder with all the grace of a sledge hammer flying through a window. The sound of shoes impacting against asphalt ended her decent. “Ow.” 
 “You okay?”
 “Yeah.”
 Jon looked down the alley, following the contours of an empty street, lit by the soft glow of overhead lamps. “What now?” 
 “I was hopping you could answer that…” Kathrine rubbed her arms, trying to fight off approaching chill.
 The young man dug in his pocket, withdrawing a small stack of coins. “Lets find a payphone…” 

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

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

 “Thanks sis… I love you.”
 “Love you.” The woman whispered. “Be careful.” The receiver clicked softly, coins being emptied into the reservoir ended the call completely. 

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

****

 “Municipal building today… Police chased them on foot for almost twenty blocks. The suspects however eluded officers and are considered to be at large… Now, I’ve gotta ask. If you have that many unpaid parking tickets…” The radio died as Jon turned the knob. 
 The Cherokee traveled over aging blacktop that composed the long forgotten highway, It’s headlights as vacant as the stare that had settled on Jonathan’s features.

 “You alright?” Kat glanced at the young man.

 “Tired…” 

 The engine sputtered slightly as the transmission changed gears. “We’re almost there…” 
 Mile markers passed quickly, blurring into one another as sagging eyelids dropped shut and re-opened. Moonlight paved a clear path over the cracked asphalt that would eventually lead them to safety.

 Events played out behind brown eyes, memories and words attached themselves through the muddled fog that had taken over his weary mind. Mocking words that had come from the radio had given no clues to the reason behind the situation. Nothing he remembered anyway, just bad jokes about parking tickets and a new exercise program for police. Other stations had put on their all night tracks, leaving any possibility of reason to the machines that ran them.

 Kathrine slowed the truck, bringing it into a well worn trail that lined the surrounding area. Minutes passed quickly as the truck navigated the tightly packed trees and dirt, eventually coming to the clearing behind the cabin. The truck turned to face the path they had just taken, parking behind the house. Kat pushed against the fabric of her seat. “You still awake?”
 “Yeah…” Jon yawned.

 The two moved through the shadows of the house, sliding in the back door. The kitchen laid out before them, tiles and lightly detailed ash trim greeting them like old friends, an embrace of warm air completed the illusion as it all but removed the icy hold the night had on them.

 “Home never felt so good… “Kathrine moved through the house, climbing steps to the loft. “I’ll be right back…”

 Jon nodded absently, filling a cup with tap water and downing it. Another cup disappeared into the young man, lubricating tired muscles and refreshing an equally tired mind.

 Strips of light painted the house in varying shades of blue and white, playing across fabric and polished furniture. The moon hung high, the stars surrounding it worked together to highlight the area around the house, a bright field of blue-green grass, empty yet inviting. 

 Jon looked through one of the large windows, trying to follow the outline of the hills. Something pulled his attention, a yellow beam of light that silhouetted several trees as it moved up a path. The same path they had taken Friday night. The young man’s heart sank as he turned to the stairs. “Kat. Kat, someone’s coming.” Jon started up the stairs, stopping when the woman emerged from the bathroom. A large pair of pants hung from her waist, drooping over bare feet, while a t-shirt hugged her slightly damp skin. “By the road… Friday.”

 Kat nodded before jogging to her room, shoes and socks occupying her hand and a large leather jacket hanging from the other.  “Oh man…” She spoke softly as bare feet carried her through the house.

 Yellow beams cut through the night as a vehicle crested the hill, immediately speeding up, taking the rocky hill with ease. The vehicle was joined by another from the main highway soon after, it’s lights bathing the front of the cabin in white and blue, reaching back to the kitchen and through the rear windows.

 Kathrine looked over her shoulder as the Cherokee slipped into the wood line, a tension mirrored in her voice and face. “What… What do they want?”
 “Tree.” Jon shouted.

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

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

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

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

“Ah… Um, do you like camping?”
 
 Yellow lights dotted the skyline, occasionally changing under the watchful gaze of the full moon. Trees and metal sat atop a large hill, gazing down at the blanket of concrete and asphalt that laid over the earth. 

 “Man…” Kat rubbed her hands together, the shaking in her voice a perfect match for the young man next to her. “Jon… You okay?”
 Jonathan looked through the hole where the passenger’s window would go, his teeth grinding against one another; a change from the chattering they had been doing. “F… Fine.”

 Orange reflected in the darkness as leather exposed white fabric. “Here…” 
 Jon looked at the woman for a minute. “Keep it…” 
 Kathrine placed the jacket over his torso, despite his objection. A breath passed between them, visible in the frigid air. “Don’t question my authority mortal…” She grinned softly.

 Several minutes passed between them, an excruciatingly slow passage made worse by the shaking that was taking over Kathrine’s body. Jon glanced at the woman, an instant ticking by as he watched.  “Here.” The young man offered the jacket.

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

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

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

 The young man pulled his arms around her, crossing them over hers. “Good idea…” 
 Two hearts slowed as they fell into sync, the bodies they drove eventually succumbing to the exhaustion the previous days had brought upon them. 

 “So what now Man?”
 Jonathan jumped, the woman in his arms remained still as frazzled senses took in the foggy trees that surrounded them. “What the hell do you want?” He whispered.

 The animal exposed her teeth in a mock grin, her brown and white fur bristling as she stretched. “The question is… What are you willing to do?”
 The young man stared for a moment. “What?”
 “Lets go for a walk…” The canid stretched again. 

 “What about her? Jon nodded at Kathrine.

 “Who?”
 An instant slipped by, the warmth disappearing into the solitude that Jon had been expecting for weeks. “Alright… Alright fine.” The young man pushed the door open, slamming it behind him. 

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

 Trees passed in the thick haze, leaves crunching softly underfoot as they moved. “Notice anything?” Blue eyes looked up at the young man.

 “Yeah… It’s different…” Jon looked around. “Why?”
 “You tell me…”
 Possibilities ran through one another behind brown eyes, a catalogue of reasons none of which seemed to fit. “Dunno…” 
 Slowly the trees opened to reveal a clearing, a strip of highway running through it. The fog all but vanished as they moved into the large opening. 

  Jonathan scanned the road, catching sigh of a large red tanker barreled down length of the asphalt carpet. “Oh shit…” He whispered as a familiar white Taurus moved into view from the other side. The young man sprinted toward the black strip, the vehicles only sped up as he approached. 

 Thunder crashed across the sky, echoing on the ground the instant metal touched metal. A deafening sound that propelled the young man through the clearing, a tree brought him to a stop with a resounding thump. “What the hell was that…” Jon clenched his jaw as the wreckage burned. “You brought me out there for this?” 
 The fog pulled into the tree line, exposing bark and leaves. Eventually the haze disappeared, giving way to a familiar black truck, a woman sat in the passenger’s seat, her arms crossed on the door. Intense green eyes looked out over the clearing, her face emotionless. 

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

 Light blue stretched over the sky, small puffs of white mixed against the background, accenting the warm sunlight that played across the thick trees and loose leaves. 

 Jonathan’s eyes slid open taking in the city from a distance but returning to the warmth in his arms. Jon traced the sleeping woman’s face with his eyes, carefully memorizing each line and curve of her features. A smile graced her lips, perfect teeth that reflected the woman in so many shades of white. Jonathan returned the smile, listening to the light snore that slipped from within the woman’s throat. 
 Emeralds met brown eyes, softening as moments passed. After a minute her smile softened to match, a warm whisper laced with wordless emotions came from her voice, the same voice that sounded nothing like her. “Good morning…”
 “Morning.” Jon grinned. “Sleep well…?” 
 The woman stretched tired muscles, making an effort to keep her torso still. A warm sigh slipped between parted lips as Kat’s body stiffened and released the tension of the night. “You should apply for a job as a space heater…” She grinned.

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

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

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

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


 The Wagoneer sat among mossy trees, it’s doors open to musky air. Music emanated from speakers in the doors, guitar rifts and drums mixed together, filling the space around the truck. Jon sat in the passenger’s seat, his feet propped on the door. A thick black book occupied his hands, lines coming together as he watched Kathrine who had been eyeing the streets that lead into the city.

 Music faded into words as one of the DJs cut in. His youthful voice calm and professional. “The search continues for a local drug dealer this morning… Twenty-five year old Kathrine Rikes.”

 The woman spun to face the truck, her gaze settling on Jonathan.

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

 Jon turned the radio off, holding the woman’s gaze with an emotionless stare.

 Kathrine recounted the information aloud, desperation seeping into her voice. “Local drug dealer… Drug dealer? I can’t believe…” Kat began a slow stride to the vehicle, her legs suddenly weak. “Jon…” 

 The young man met her eyes with another stare, the questions apparent on his face. 

 “Never… I’ve never done anything like that…” She slid into the driver’s seat, her voice loosing composure. “Jon… Please believe me… I’d never do anything like that.” 
 Jonathan searched Kat’s eyes, penetrating the growing barrier of water as it formed. Seconds passed into minutes, his gaze softening as he found answers in green depths. 
 “Please Jon… I swear to you….”

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

 
 Short grass stretched out over damp earth, rising gently to meet scorched wood and brick. Two forms hid behind a thick oak tree, carefully surveying the smoldering timber. The air carried pungent odors of burned wood and gasoline through the tree line. 
 Kathrine walked toward the house, scanning the surrounding area for any signs of life, Jon followed close behind watching the space behind them.

 The house stood a burned skeleton compared to it’s former glory, windows and sections of wall had been replaced with black marks and orange embers, mixing with the light smoke that seemed to fill the clearing.

 Kathrine slipped her shirt over her mouth and nose as she entered the back door. The once warm and inviting kitchen spat at them with broken cabinets and melted linoleum. Plates and cooking utensils lay scattered on the floor, the drawers that had held them strewn about. 

 Stairs were interrupted by ragged black holes and patches of orange that threatened to re-ignite at any moment. Slowly steps gave way to a dreary husk that had once served as a loft. Windows and pictures lined the walls, their images blackened or missing entirely. A large bed occupied the center of the rear wall, it’s once dark green comforter now fused with the stained pine frame. 
 A tall dresser sat across from the bed, strips of black marred the wood, giving way to empty slots where drawers had gone. Clothes laid about in heaps, denim and cotton wrestled with one another, black stains attesting to the fight.

 Kathrine dug through the heaps, separating clean clothes from those with out hope, salvaging three pairs of pants and a T-shirt. After some digging she breathed a sigh as her hands withdrew a small purple book bound in velvet. 
 Jonathan glanced over at the woman trying to read the expression she wore. Hope and fear melted into one another as she moved through the bedroom, sifting through memories that had been her life, stepping over the case that had contained her guitar, now a large pile of melted plastic and wood. Slowly ideas came from within, ideas involving stashes and utensils that would be used to measure out and fill small plastic bags.

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

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

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

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

 Jonathan picked up Kat’s hand, cupping it gently. “Kathrine…” He searched for the words, asking the woman’s eyes for some kind of clue. “I… You’re…” Jon sighed, squeezing her hand. “Nothings gone… You’re alive, there’s time to rebuild…”

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

 “Kat… We can do it. Whatever it takes, we can make it work…” The young man watched her reaction, his voice lowering as she began to speak. “I promise I won’t abandon you…”
 Kathrine stared, her mouth willing words out despite the lack of oxygen. “I… I wish…” She trailed off, her eyes coming to rest on their hands. “Theres so much I want… To tell you, but I’m terrified… What would it mean to us… To you? 

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

Chapter 7
I don’t care what it takes… 
I refuse to stand by and watch this go on…

I mean… What choice do I have?


 Twilight swept over dense buildings and dead roads, clouds held back fragile beams of moonlight promising rain that would match the bitter wind. Lights lined thick blacktop, dotting it in circles of yellow and orange. A blue sign hung from rusted brackets, the letters glowing an angry red. The Fleet Way motel stood quiet in the howling wind, offering chance shelter to anyone who could afford it.

 “We… We’d like a room please…” Kathrine shuttered as another breeze swept through the area.

 The man glanced up, tapping a button behind the counter. “One bed or two, smoking or non?”
 Kat glanced up at the sign, re-reading it. “The special, thirty-five dollar…”
 Jon pulled his wallet out, sliding the thick sketchbook under his arm. “I’ve got fifteen…” He whispered.

 “Okay. Fill this out…” A small white card slipped through the hole under the window. “Theres a five dollar deposit on the key.”
 “Right.” Kat began filling out her name, a dumbfounded expression replaced her features when Jon snatched it a moment later.

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

 “Hey.” The man started.

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

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

 White wood gave way to a room that could have easily been mistaken for a doll house. Lacquered press board supported a small television that fit perfectly with the table and chair set in front of the window. Brown fabric stitched across the small bed that occupied the rear corner of the rectangular room. Across from the door faces met duplicates of themselves in a mirror.

 The door shut behind the two, sealing out the biting cold of the early morning. Orange reflected from green eyes as Kathrine moved through the room, on her way to the bathroom. “Man… Whats that smell…”
 Jon looked back as he closed the curtains. “I don’t smell anything…” 
 “Ah… Found it.” The woman returned a moment later, a small plastic bag in hand. “Get the door.”
 “What is…”
 “You don’t wanna know…”


 “And now for your five day forecast…” The box trailed off as the power button was pushed. 
 Kathrine leaned against the wall, a soft sigh escaping from her lips as she placed a pillow behind her back. 

 “No news is good news…” Jon shrugged, his body sliding down in the chair.

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

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

 Orange cut through the darkness as she regarded the young man. “What about us?”

 Boots thudded absently, joined immediately by the rustling of socks. “Yeah…” Jon made his way to the bathroom, stopping just before he entered. “But if we let it eat at us… We’ll never get anywhere…”
 “Easy for you to say…”
 Jonathan stared at the woman, a soft bite in his voice. “I’ll be right back…”
 Kathrine stretched out slowly, her shoes clattering against the thick carpet. Time passed slowly behind closed eyes, fading into sleep as muscles relaxed themselves. 

****

 Thick white trees tangled into clumps, fighting over reeds and water. Spots of mud poked through the pools that filled the area, supports for the thick blanket that had been laid over the barren mire. 

 Kathrine stood atop an overturned log, it’s thick bark supporting tight fighting boots that disappeared under loose blue jeans, a matching T-shirt gave way to her features and a white baseball cap.

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

 “Hello?” Kat called softly.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 The gap widened slowly as murky fog crept up behind her. “I can’t, I’ll never make it…”
 Jonathan reached his arms out, his voice warming even as the fog touched the woman. “I’ll catch you.”
 “Jon…”
 “I promise.”
 Kathrine searched the man’s eyes, as the distance widened. She slipped into the fog, her boots carrying her deep into the chill, a breath left her body as she turned to the trench and began to run. 

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

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

 “Hmm?” A tired voice slipped from his lips.

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

 “Please…”

 The young man looked up, his weary voice cracking. “You sure?”
 “Yeah.”
 Jonathan stretched out, bones popping in various locations around his body. “Thanks…” He grinned as he slid over the thin comforter, his bare torso shivering slightly in the lightly chilled air. 
 Shampoo and sweat mixed in the air, faint traces of musty fabric coming together to fill the room with a scent that was unique and somehow inviting. Light reflected shades of vibrant orange and green as Kathrine moved through the room, the mirror grabbing her attention. A woman stared back at her, features familiar yet alien. Patters of orange and green danced across the mirror as Kat disregarded the woman, instead reaching for her shoes.

 A soft grunt emanated from the bed as the young man stirred against unseen forces. A moment passed before echoes of hate filled the room, dying out in a breath as he moved again. 

 Kathrine watched the fight play out, her leather clad feet holding her in place. “Whats wrong Jon…?” Several minutes passed before the man settled into a lull, tension seeping from exposed skin despite the more relaxed position. The woman hung her head slightly a large jacket sliding over her torso a moment later. “Sleep well…” Kat opened the door, glancing back before stepping into the frigid morning.

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

 Kathrine carefully picked apart memories from events gone passed, re-arranging them and viewing them from different angles looking for answers to questions that had followed her since birth. Those questions would eventually yield answers, after enough searching, enough dicecting; but not today. Instead her thoughts turned to the young man and the impact the last few days had incurred upon them. Angles blurred, views and memories merging to form a layout of their relationship, from the night in the dinner to the morning she had woken up in his arms. The events played out slowly, each one finding a special meaning as different views were considered and conversations relived. 

 Questions ebbed away at the emotions generated, each one more important then the last. Finally the string of questions began to unravel as Kat found answers she was content with, answers that wouldn’t fit if she thought about it hard enough. Only three remained, forcing new thoughts as she worked on them. Who was the woman in the coat? What did the police want with her? What about Jon? 
 Kathrine sighed inwardly as a gust of air bit into the insulated leather. The questions remained, deliberately open to anyone who could provide some insight where she had failed. Kat rolled three words through her mind carefully watching as new questions followed. What would happen? Could they be happy? Could they trust? Could they…?

 Miles disappeared under sneakers, eventually coming to a head in front of a white brick building, the large letters spelling out ‘MRS. T’s. A sign advertised it as an all night dinner, it’s atmosphere warmed the woman as muted light was cast from the wall of glass that made up it’s side. Kathrine scanned the parking lot from the shadow of a large apartment building. Confident no one was around she crossed the blacktop, entering the building with ethereal grace. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

 Red and yellow light crept around heavy curtains, slowly covering the walls in it’s glow. Foam containers rested on a table, the smell of chicken mixed with beef, drawing weary senses from the haze that clouded it’s owner’s mind. 

 “Good morning.” A soft voice warmed the air.

 “Morning…” Jonathan yawned.

 “I got some breakfast… It should still be warm.”
 The young man blinked, his vision focusing in the muted sunlight. “Cool.” 
 Kathrine looked up from the chair, her eyes flickering softly. “You okay?” She nodded at the bed which had been dampened with sweat. “You were really restless…” 
 A yawn took over Jon’s voice. “Just dreams….” He shrugged casually as he sat up. 
 “Pretty rough dreams…” 
 “No big deal…” Jon trailed off into a forced grin as he caught the woman’s gaze. “So whats for breakfast?” 
 Kat relaxed her body in the small chair, a sigh passing through drawn lips. “Ah. Hamburger, fries and coca…” 
 “Whats the occasion?” The young man smiled.

 “So… I was thinking…” Kathrine took a sip from the brown cup. “What are we going to do? I mean we can’t go to the police…” The woman glanced through a crack in the curtains as something caught her attention. “But how long can we go?”
 Jonathan took a bite of his hamburger, chewing slowly as he searched the tabletop for answers. Seconds passed under Kat’s brilliant eyes, forcing unease through the young man’s body. “Dunno… But.” He finished swallowing. “We need a plan…”
 “Plan huh?”
 “Yeah… Figure out what we need, what we have… All that.”
 Kathrine tilted her head as she searched the young man’s face. “Makes sense…” The woman continued her search, eyes cool and curious.

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

 “You?” Kathrine smiled warmly. “That’s cool…”  A few seconds passed in silence, her cheeks taking on tints of pink, before a soft chuckle warmed her features. 

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

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

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

 Kat chuckled softly as her eyes lit up. “That’s for me to know.” 
 Jon searched green eyes for a moment that stretched out into hours, finally mustering the  ability to speak. “Right…”  The young man nodded solemnly, his voice changing to one marred by time. “Like I was saying… We need a plan, take an objective look at the situation and what we have…”
 Kathrine watched his eyes closely, reflecting the man’s tone after mixing in an emotion only she understood. “Alright…”

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

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

 “Sure it is…”
 “Run that by me again?”
 “We have enough money for the room, and probably something to eat…” The young man relaxed slightly. “It could be worse…”
 “Yeah…” She smiled. “I suppose so.”
 “So what should we do with the truck?” Jon’s voice tensed. “The cops… The woman… God knows who else…. They’re probably looking for it…”

 “I think we should leave it in the field…” A hushed tone ended in sorrow as Kat took a long sip of coca. 

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

 “Thank you Andrea… Now over to sports.” The small box quieted as the knob was turned. Images of fumbles and analysts trading off across the screen.

 Jon leaned back, tracing over contours of the sleeping form that occupied the bed. Lines slowly changed into shapes as depth and detail were added. Cotton slid up the woman’s frame, exposing fair skin that wrapped over taught muscles. Thick stripes climbed up her back, forming a ladder that would eventually lead to emotion, innocence and strength… 

 Pencil slid over heavy paper slowly bringing loose fitting jeans over curves and coming to rest against the flimsy comforter. Bare flesh crept from under denim as Kat stirred. A small foot met with her ankle as the fabric moved. Slowly the soft flesh tones gave way to think black stripes that made stopped an inch on either side. 

 Jonathan traced the image carefully, adding details as the woman exposed a well shaped calf and the stripes that cover it. Slowly the woman came to a rest, her body laying limp against the mattress. Red hair moved as she adjusted her head on the pillow. Sharp features and vibrant green eyes watched the young man as he worked. A weary smile graced Kat’s features as Jon’s eyes flickered in the glow of the television.

 “Having fun…?”
 Jonathan flinched, a lead snapping as he slammed the sketchbook shut. Eyes met, carefully searching one another. Emotions hid behind cool eyes, betrayed by the uncertain twinge in his voice. “That’s for me to know…” He grinned slightly.

  Kathrine searched the young man’s eyes, her arm sliding under the pillow. “Well… Lemmie know when your finished…”
 Jon blinked, his mind connecting and reciting the words in an instant. Seconds passed, the book in his hand calling out for attention. Warm emeralds watched closely as he shifted his eyes from the book to the woman and back. Slowly lips pursed, fresh paper peeking out from behind the thick binding.

 A soft grin filled Kathrine’s jaw as the young man put graphite to the page. Time passed slowly as the small pencil moved, energy found a tangible form between their eyes when they met. Trace amounts remained and intensified as Jon traveled her body with his eyes, relaying the information with an intensity that had found it’s way into brown depths.

 Jonathan moved carefully over the image, translating shadows that had found their way over Kathrine. Curves were re-touched with a steady hand, replacing the ones that had been first drawn sketchy and loose. Light reflected from the page as Jonathan filled in the final details of the eyes that were watching him. He looked up, finally able to speak. “I’m… Done…” 

 Kathrine smiled as she moved over the mattress, her feet finding worn carpet a moment later. A whisper passed between them, the words weighing less than the voice that gave them life. “May I?” 

 The young man glanced down at the image, a shallow breath finding his lungs as he passed the book. Seconds turned into an eternity as he watched Kathrine’s face. Orange flickered, replacing the emeralds for an instant. Hours slid into one another as her eyes moved over the photograph, lines and shadows that came together to form a relaxed woman, her true nature disguised by large gems, hints only reflected in errant starlight.

 Sharp features moved slowly, a voice came without breath a moment later. “Wow… I…” She looked up, the same airless whisper spoke as her eyes met Jon’s. “That’s… Beautiful…” 
 Energy cracked softly in brown eyes, the voice that spoke an uneasy whisper. “Yeah… She is.”  Jon searched the woman’s eyes, a pulse of energy forming between them as souls met. Light and thought vanished into the emeralds, replaced by emotion and hope. Uncertainty slowly changed into something long forgotten, an emotion without a name. Jonathan felt his heart jump when something soft touched his jaw, a trace of energy left in it’s wake. Questions appeared in the green eyes, quickly vanishing into the warmth between them. Several of his own questions fell under the weight of the energy that crashed thought the room as lips touched. 

 Souls touched one another in the darkness, heat and emotion carrying them above the confines of their bodies. Free to explore one another, free from the pain of memories, free from fear... Free. Energy cracked softly, heads moved and lips wrapped around themselves around each other, sharing the same superheated breath. 

 A soft, insistent tongue pushed gently against teeth, recoiling only for an instant as the ivory door opened. Air sucked through surprised lips when tongues touched, soft flesh met a rough head that explored it with guarded curiosity. 

 The rough tongue slid through the sealed mouths, probing for questions that could never be asked, the truths behind lies that would never be spoken and that which could never be. Emotions slowed behind green eyes, thought and reason drowning out the sensations and emotion that had taken over her body. 
 Slowly lips parted, pulled away by strength without conviction. Two bodies called to each other through the gasps of air that neither could regulate. Eyes met, uncertain and weary they searched for acceptance. 

 Words slipped, laced with warmth and emotions that the speaker could only guess at. “Wow…”
 Light glanced from green eyes, reflecting a drop of water that slid down her cheek. Kathrine’s eyes shot toward the floor, another drop plummeting to the carpet. A whisper left her body, barely auditable in the heavy air. “I… I’m so…. Sorry….”

 Jonathan stared, an aftershock rippling though his mind before the words registered. Fragments of a response found their way through splintered nerves, coming together to form words. The only thing missing was a voice. Finally it came, a pang marred by hope. “It’s… Alright…” 

The woman looked up, carefully searching Jon’s eyes. “N… No. Jon… I…” Her hand moved slowly tracing it’s way across his jaw. “I just wish…. Damnit.” Another tear slid from her eyes caught by a gentle finger. 

 “Kat… It’s…”
 “I wish you could understand…”

 “I wish you would give me that chance…” Jon tried to force a warmth that had been overtaken by other emotions. 

Kathrine searched the young man’s eyes, pleading silently for forgiveness. Seconds melted into hours as the air thickened between them. Heat took refuge behind brown orbs, eventually cooling into a glacial stare. 

 “It’s cool…” A bite came from the words despite the warm tones used to speak them. Seconds passed slowly as emotions were buried under a calm exterior, devoid of any trace of the fire that had been burning in his eyes. “You hungry…?”

 Concrete and asphalt exposed themselves to the dark sky, buildings lined the tight road offering shelter from the breeze that flowed through the streets like a river. Two forms moved in silence, passed closed curtains and barred windows, passed the brick that housed them. Past the memories of the night. 
 Cinderblocks gave way to glass and lights, offering a view or neatly stocked shelves and displays that boasted of lower then average prices. Letters stood out against the transparent barrier, the store’s name printed against a small white banner. ‘Knight Street Market’.

 Jonathan looked over at the woman next to him, carefully choosing words to break the silence that had followed them for the past hour. “Ah… One of us should probably stay out here, just in case…”
 Kat nodded, her voice cracking as if she hadn’t used it in years. “Alright… I’ll stay here.”
 “What do you want?”
 “I don’t care. Something to drink maybe…” She looked through the window, scanning the shelves. “Whatever’s cheap…”

 “Right.” The young man trailed off, the door holding his interest. Boots thumped against tile and metal as he slid into the store. Disinfectant dusted the air, cloaked behind fresh cut sandwiches and hotdogs. Isles passed slowly, items were inspected and replaced, others found a new home wrapped in denim. Jonathan sat a bottle of water next to a hot dog on the counter, watching the older man ring up the order. Blue light reflected from the counter, disappearing into an angry red after a second. The cycle repeated for the eternity it took the register to do it’s job. Jon glanced over his shoulder, a muscle flexing in his jaw when the image of Kathrine was haloed by a blinding light.

 Light shattered the darkness that had surrounded the market a minute ago, blue and red tones took turns painting the surrounding buildings in their glow but the spot light revealed only one thing. A woman stood in it’s cone, a purple T-shirt peeked from under a thick leather jacket that ended in a baggy pair of jeans and white sneakers. Red hair moved swiftly as she brought an arm up to shield her eyes, an effort made futile by the roar of a voice from inside the car.

 “Keep your hands where I can see them.” The strong male voice cut through the heavy air that separated them. Slowly black and white moved as a door opened, a tall man exited the car a moment later his pressed uniform giving way to a defined jaw and brown hair. “Do you know what time it is?” The man spoke as he approached. 
 “Ah… No sir.” A weak response came.

 “It’s way past curfew… And your bed time.” The voice softened slightly as the officer’s features came under the illumination. Lines drawn across marked skin hinted at an age that sounded nothing like his voice. “Hop in, I’ll take you home…”
 A soft chuckle left the woman’s mouth ending in a smile. “Its okay… I’m…”
 “Stop right there…” Another male voice crept from behind the officer, the body it was attached too pressed against the uniformed man. “H… Hands up…” The voice stuttered as it pushed something into the cop’s back. “Now.”

 “Now now… Relax, lets not do anything….” 
 “Shut up. Take off your belt… Slowly…”
 The woman recoiled, her mouth unable to find words. “J…”
 Slowly the officer removed his pistol belt, the leather creaking harshly. A breath left his body when the man behind him grabbed the thick harness. 
”Kat… Get the car.” The voice called out.

“Jon…”
”Kat, we don’t have time for this… Get the car unless you wanna run…”

 The woman stared for a minute, her eyes focusing on something in the distance. Slowly she moved over to the car, dipping into the driver’s seat as Jon handcuffed the officer.  Keys rattled in the darkness, lights died out in the same instant. Polished metal reflected errant street light as the woman threw them into a thick shadow.

 “What the hell are you doing?” The young man hissed as he guided the cop to the backseat.

 The woman stared at him, her eyes reflecting shades of orange. “We’re trying to make the situation better… Remember?” A distinct edge cut through her voice. 
 “Yeah...” A moment passed as the two locked eyes. “You got a better idea?” Seconds ticked by, the two carefully appraising each other. “Alright then…” The young man searched the cabin of the vehicle, a shotgun grabbing his attention. Latches gave way under shaking hands, an uncertain movement that liberated the weapon a moment later. 
”Jon…” The woman’s voice came hollow, an emotion, disappointment carrying her words. “We can’t…”

 “If we don’t… Who will?” Leather slid over the man’s shoulder, holding the large weapon in place. “Lets get outta here…”

 “A candy bar? A candy bar…?” Kathrine watched the young man’s eyes as he emptied his pockets onto the table. “You just… With a candy bar…?” A harsh breath passed through drawn lips, agitation thick in her voice. “And I suppose you got all that for three dollars right?”
 Jon looked up, laying down a small packet of meat snacks. “Nope… The hot dog and water took care of that… I was just getting the most for our money…” He flashed a side long grin before turning his attention to the equipment that had been sitting in the chair. 
 “Learn that in the Boy scouts did ya?” Kathrine’s words bit into the air. 
 “I saw it in a movie actually… This guy…”
 “A movie… You just…” Disbelief mixed with anger as Kat’s eyes narrowed. “You…”

 Jonathan looked over, his voice tensing as he forced a tone that sounded older. “Would you rather we have nothing?”
 “Jon… Those things kill people… Their designed to take lives…” Kat’s voice sank slowly under the weight of her own words.  

 “We can use them in other ways… I saw this movie where…”
 “This isn’t a movie Jon…” 
 “I know. I’m just saying, we can use them as a distraction…” Jon held Kathrine’s gaze, his tones pale compared to the fire of the woman. “I don’t like it… But if we don’t have something…”
 A pant leg twitched as muscles flexed, her voice mirroring emotions without names. “I don’t want anyone to get hurt… Theres no reason for it…”

“I know…” Jonathan looked over the thick belt, trying to identify what the pouches held, returning time and again to the large holster and it’s cargo. “I know…”

****

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

 “You sure this is the right place?” Kathrine took a breath as she peeked over the thick hedge. 
 “Yeah… We used to come here a lot when I was younger…” 
 “There…” Kat nodded at a pair as they moved through a cluster of tightly packed vehicles. Blonde hair traveled behind close cropped shades of brown. The women moved slowly, scanning the lot as they traveled the duffle bags they carried moved in unison. 
 Jon moved slowly, laying the large shotgun in the mulch they had been sitting in. A heavy breath left his mouth as he tightened the sheet that had been wrapped around the weapon. “Lets go…”

 Boots and shoes moved cautiously over dense blacktop, traveling over thick white lines and the occasional piece of trash. Soft green eyes met cool brown, emotions mirrored one another in the same instant. Dark circles under watery eyes gave way to relief and a warm smile as the two closed the distance. Hands wrapped around familiar bodies, the warmth they radiated blunting the fangs of air that bit into the other two forms.

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

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

Chapter 8

I look at him and I see a troubled young man who has lost everything…

Hes never going to have a chance to do all the things kids do…

He’ll never go to prom, never graduate, never go to college…

Hes never going to live a normal life…

And its all my fault…

 “So what are you guys gonna do?” Samantha’s calm tone hid behind the emotions that had overtaken her voice. 
 Kathrine glanced over at the blonde haired woman, then to the young man next to her. “I’ve been wondering the same thing…” 

 Jonathan shrugged carefully as two sets of green eyes fell upon him. “Find out what the cops want with us…”

 “Me.” Kat sighed.

 “Us… Then set the record straight.”

 “What about the gas station?” Sam looked over her shoulder as a car pulled into the parking lot. “Whoever was up there…”
 “We could check it out…” Jon nodded.

 A soft voice came from behind, the woman it was attached too shuddered as a breeze tore through the area. “What about Avery? If you explain to him…”
 “No.” Sam and Jon started at the same time, their combined voices slicing through the air. Several minutes passed in silence as the group watched the lot around them. Questions bounced back and forth between sets of restless eyes, the words unable to find voices.

 Kathrine finally spoke, inspiration and caution mixed in her tone. “What if we take it to court? Explain the misunderstanding…” Her voice sank as Jon locked gazes with her. “They’d have to grant us amnesty or something… Right?”
 “You know… You might be on to something…” Jonathan watched the woman carefully. 
 “Yeah?”
”Yeah… Then we can put on frilly dresses and…”
”Shut the hell up.” Sam snapped. “Sorry… We’ve never had good experiences with the court system… And if its as bad as the news says…” 
 “That’s just it. I didn’t do anything…” A touch of desperation slipped into the woman’s calm tone.
 “If its as bad as the news says… Then your going to need one hell of a lawyer…” Samantha’s voice filled the space between them, a flat echo of her usual tone. 
 Kathrine sighed, searching the pavement for answers. Soft lips moved to force a response, falling short when the young man spoke for her. 

 “Sam… We didn’t do anything…” Jon snorted. “We went to the damn police, they tried to kill us…”
 “Jon… Calm down.” Melissa spoke softly. “Loosing your…”
 “Alright.” The young man inhaled sharply. “I’m open to suggestions…” He scanned the faces around him, tracing the lines of exhaustion that mirrored his own. Minutes passed slowly under the murky sky as they for grasped for the straws that would help them build a house of reason. 

 “Well what if we figure out whats being charged…” Kathrine bit her lip, studying the faces that watched her. “What I’ve been charged with… Then prove it wrong?” 

 Jon cocked an eyebrow, his voice objective and calm. “Its not that easy… We’d have to go through each charge and disprove it… And we don’t even know what they are…”

 Samantha’s eyes narrowed as she regarded her brother, a bite in her words hinted at frustration that had taken over her thoughts. “They haven’t named you yet…”
 “And..?” Jon shrugged.

 A moment slipped by, confusion and other emotions met soft features, a voice crept through, hollow and alone. “I don’t wanna see you throw your life away Jon… How much do you really know about…”

 “Sam… I know what I’m doing.” Brown eyes sparked softly in the glow of the overcast. A soft whisper passed through his lips, confidence that had been buried under the weight of the words. “She’s my friend Sam… I can’t let her just… You did the same for me, you’re doing it again…. When I needed you, you were there… Now when I try to do the same thing its wrong…?”
 “This isn’t the same thing Jon… This is your life…”
 “Exactly… My life.” The young man glanced over at Kathrine, her eyes betraying the calm exterior she presented. “I can’t leave her.”

 Samantha watched the young man, gauging his tones carefully, comparing to other times he had used them. Realization took hold behind green eyes, a twinge of guilt impacting against the woman’s mind as she spoke. “Alright Jon… I understand…” Her eyes sank to the pavement, searching for the words that would give her the strength to speak. 

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

 Heads nodded slowly, expressions melted into facades of confidence as hope and relief seeped through restless eyes.

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

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

 Kathrine’s smile faded quickly, replaced by a grim seriousness that followed the carefully spoken words she used. “I promise.”
 Sam nodded as she un slung the large duffle bag and handed it to Jon. Melissa followed suit, offering a well worn version of the same bag to Kat. Hugs traded through the group, soft whispers of appreciation that warmed the area completed the exchange. Samantha slipped a light envelope from her rear pocket, presenting it to her brother with a warm grin. 

 Jon accepted the envelope slowly, thumbing it open as he studied the woman. Several small slips of paper moved under a shaking hand, depicting faces of presidents and denominations in the double digit range. “Ah… Sam? What about rent…?”
 “We worked out a deal with Rodger, we’ll be fine.” Samantha grinned softly, a twinge of emotion peeking through her tone. “It isn’t much but its all we can spare…”
 Kat looked over the young man’s shoulder as he counted, her eyes widening. “Sam…” A soft whisper passed through her lips, hope and appreciation laid thick over the shaky tones. “Thank you.”

 The woman nodded slowly, her voice hardening as she met Kat’s gaze. “Hopefully it’ll be enough…” Emotions flickered in soft green eyes, carried off by a look of contempt. “If you need more I’m sure you can get it…”

 “Sam.” A sharp bite came from Jon’s mouth. “We told you…”

 “I know what you told me, but that doesn’t mean it has to be like this. Your seventeen years old for Christ’s sake. You’ve got your entire life ahead of you… This is her problem, weather she did it or not, the police won’t rest until they find her. When they do the courts are going to tear into her and anyone she’s been with…  Is that what you really want?” Samantha’s eyes flickered as she scanned the young man’s eyes, silently pleading for an answer.

 Several seconds passed in the bitter chill that had settled between them. A soft hand rested on Jon’s shoulder, a reassuring pressure that was mirrored in Kathrine’s voice. “She’s right… You should go with her, tell them I took you hostage or something… If they think you were acting under threat or something you’d be clear.” Kat squeezed the man’s shoulder accenting the weight of her request. 

 Jonathan locked eyes with his sister, withdrawing a scrap of paper from his pocket. “This is the number of the hotel we’re gonna be at. If you find anything, let us know. In the meantime you really should get some sleep.” A calm, focused voice spoke for him, reassuring in it’s strength and disturbing in it’s unfamiliarity.
 Three sets of eyes appraised him, earth tones that shifted as he returned the stares, silencing questions that had yet to surface. 

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

 “Cool.” Jon hugged his sister tightly, a soft whisper left his mouth, the words meant only for them. “I love you…”
 “Love you too…” The woman returned the attention, the tear that slid down her cheek betraying the warm confidence in her voice. An instant passed before two sets of green eyes locked over the man’s shoulder, sharp features moved slowly, the words forming without a breath.
 “I’m sorry.”
 “Kat…” Sam spoke softly as she released her brother. “You be careful… Okay?”
 The woman nodded solemnly, unable to speak.

 Booted feet moved over heavy blacktop, tracing a path away from that which had been the owner’s life. Warm embraces and bitter arguments melted together, leaving the young man’s body in a physical form to be carried off by the light drizzle that had begun to fall from the sky. Jon looked back, taking in Kathrine’s features and the two forms that moved out in the distance, vanishing into the tan building. 

 A familiar set of hedges stopped the young man, the white sheet and the weapon it concealed stuck out in the shadows asking for his attention, soft but insistent. 

 Kathrine slid next to him, her eyes falling on the oddly wrapped package. “Lets leave it here…”
 “It might come in handy… Better than nothing…”

 “Please Jon…?” The woman looked up at him, a tear vanishing into the rain that was quickly replacing the drizzle. 

****

 Rain hammered against blacktop and concrete, brick and glass deflected the liquid fury, adding their own spite to the torrent. Several buildings lined the street in various tones of natural brick, all but drowned in the heavy sheets of water that fell from the near black sky. Two people made their way over the sidewalk, clothes clinging to their bodies like a second skin. The man walked slower, weighed down by a bulky duffle bag and a large package wrapped in white. Slowly the two approached an old motel, it’s white and blue scheme broken by the sign that read ‘Fleet way Motel’

 “How much for a week?” Jon looked over the counter as he propped the shotgun against the wall.

 “Hundred and forty.” The man replied flatly, the glass barrier reflecting his hollow tone. Jon thumbed through the envelope, producing the amount after a moment. “Is there a laundromat around here?”
 “Yeah, down the street. Left on Hess, next to the taco place.” He nodded as he slipped a key through the slot. “Room thirty five.”
 “Thanks”
 Two forms moved under the wood awning that sheltered them from the heavy rain, counting down numbers until they finally reached their room at the end of the lot. The thin door gave way to features Jon had remembered from the other room, the only difference being a larger television. 

 “Man…” Kathrine dropped her duffle bag on the table as she unzipped her jacket.

 “Yeah.” Jon nodded, setting his cargo on the bed. A moment passed in silence as he slid water logged boots from his feet. “I like rain, but that’s a little much…” The young man trailed off as he traced the muscles on Kathrine’s back with his eyes, the soaked T-shirt doing little to cover the thick stripes that stopped just below her neck. “Those are so cool…” 
 Kat looked over her shoulder as she dug through the bag, her voice warm despite the shivering in her body. “What is?” 
 “Those…” The young man nodded at her back, a wet sock finding a new home on the carpet. 
 “Ah…” The woman glanced before turning back to the duffle, her voice barely above a whisper. “You don’t have to look at them every day…”
 Jon frowned slightly, burying several questions he had considered in the same instant. “Sorry…” He whispered as he began to rummage through the care package. Neatly folded shirts and pants mixed in the nylon carrier, ending in socks and small resalable bags filled with hygiene items.

 “Crap…” Kat sighed.

 “Whats up?” 

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

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

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

 The young man watched as Kat shut the door, a sigh leaving his mouth as he reached under his shirt and pulled the heavy gun, the Beretta, from it’s hiding place. Heavy steel and plastic were followed with cool brown eyes, the black paint had faded away in some places, the barrel in particular showed wear but overall it looked like it would function. Jon shrugged, memories of the twenty twos he had fired at camp brought a touch of familiarity to the new weapon, though he had never fired a nine millimeter. “How hard could it be?”

 Another shrug carried his shoulders as he stuffed the Beretta in his bag. Wood and metal brought with them images of hunting trips that his father had taken him on, each one a notch of experience that unraveled with the sheet. Jon wiped the weapon dry, slowly working the nooks of the weapon and the enlarged pump it had been given. A light sigh filled the air as he began to unscrew the cap of the magazine tube, changing immediately as the cap and a long spring took to the air. “Ah shit.” Jon hissed, spilling several red and gold cylinders across the floor. “Unload it first Jon…” He formed a voice that could have easily been his fathers, the words nothing short of exact. Minutes passed as the young man gathered the rounds and parts, drying them off and packing them with his clothes.

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

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

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

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

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

****

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

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

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

 Jon held the door for Kat, stealing a look over the emptying streets before entering. Soft light fell from recessed light fixtures in the ceiling, casting shadows of yellow and orange over the multitude of clothes that filled the racks. 
 “Hi.” A soft voice called from the end of the room, the woman it was attached too smiled warmly as she addressed the two. “Anything I can help you find?”
 “No thanks.”
 Kathrine slipped through the isles, finally coming to a small rack marked “Young men’s street wear.” 
 Jon moved through the small room, carefully scanning the wall racks and the long coats they harbored. Several tags were checked, various shades of black and brown moved through the rack as Jon sifted through them. Minutes passed slowly as he neared the end of the rack, withdrawing an old black trench coat and slipping it on a moment later. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 Jon shot her a curious expression, his eyes searching. 
 “You’ll see…” 

 Thin wood gave way to a chilled room, darkness draped over the furniture and duffle bags that rested upon it. 
 “Bur…” Kat shuttered as she set her bags down on the floor and began digging.

 The television came to life with the push of a button, flickering images of men and women played across the screen as Jon flipped through the channels, finally a familiar image came into view, a small readout displaying the time among listings of programs. “Eight Sixteen…” Jon mused, turning his attention to Kathrine’s back. “Ah… You hungry?” 
 “Starving.” Plastic bags rustled in the darkness, a light hiss that matched the TV. 

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

 “Sure.” Jon nodded to the woman as she disappeared into the bathroom. Several minutes slipped by, programs changing into one another though none advertised news of the situation. 
 “Alright…” Kathrine’s voice came, tentative yet warm. 
 Brown eyes fell upon a woman that looked vaguely like someone he knew. A white baseball cap released a tea colored ponytail from behind, sliding down into raised cheekbones and vibrant green that reflected strips of light from the room. Other features came into view, a slight grin that danced across a sharp jaw line, the neck that supported it disappearing into a pure white turtleneck sweater covered by a dark purple denim vest that tightened just under her rib cage. White pants hung loose from the woman’s hips, held in place by a belt that matched some of the loops that had been sewn into the fabric. 
 A fragile smile changed the woman’s features, her eyes warming as they found Jon’s. “You okay?”
 Words formed, barely auditable in the still air. “Yeah…” Brown eyes looked her up and down one more time before locking with the warm green that watched him carefully. “You look… Ah…” Jon shrugged. “You ah… Yeah.”
 Kathrine smiled as a light flickered in green depths. “Thanks…” Sharp features warmed slightly, tints of red playing across them, mirrored in the wisp of a voice she used. “You ready?” 
 “Yeah…” Jon nodded after a moment, grabbing his trench coat on the way to the door, trying to clear the lump in his throat. 

 Candles flickered softly against dark hardwood and red wallpaper, projecting shadows over lightly trimmed tables. Matching red tones stretched over large cushions, molding to the two forms that occupied a booth in the far corner of the restaurant. White stood out against the décor only to sink into the warm atmosphere when the woman smiled, across from her a young man sat, his face a reflection of the ease in his eyes. 

 Conversations carried out under the glow of an old candle that separated them. Ideas and experiences were exchanged through affectionate tones, broken only by smiles and the occasional laugh. Plates sat long forgotten at the end of the table, each a tribute to the life that since deserted them.

 A woman moved from the kitchen, crossing the vacant room in a steady pace that conflicted with the tension in her expression. “Excuse me…” She began as she approached the boot. “We’re…”
 Jonathan looked up, a smile playing across his features as he acknowledged her. “Heya.”
 “Jon?” woman recoiled slightly before offering a smile of her own. “Jon Prower, is that really you? Where the hell have you been hiding?” 

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

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

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

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

 “Oh come now, I wouldn’t feel right…”
 “Neither would I.” Kat held the woman’s gaze, her voice a mock seriousness that wasn’t quite so fake. 
 “Well, if you insist… Do me a favor and we’ll call it even.”
 “Uh oh.” Jon snickered. “You did it now…”

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

 Jon found Kat’s eyes over the woman’s shoulder, a slight wince contorted his face as Hazel finished, the speech finding recognition. The young man searched vibrant green for a response, one he himself would be unable to articulate.

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

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

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

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

 “I’m glad one of us doesn’t…” 

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

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

 Two forms sat cloaked in the shadows of a large oak tree. Soft tones surrounded them, whispers of normal speaking voices that carried more than the words they spoke. 
 “I was thinking about trying to find my dad… Maybe go to San Diego… It’d be nice to at least say hi…” Kathrine glanced over at the young man who sat next to her, attentive eyes followed hers, allowing traces of emotions she thought she recognized slip out.

 “Sounds good… Would you mind if I came? I understand it’s a family moment and everything…” 
 “I’d like that…”
 Jon smiled as a light flickered in brown eyes. 
 Kathrine watched the young man as he examined the slowly changing sky. Features were traced mentally, each one finding a slightly different meaning as memories attached themselves to his visage. A strong set jaw moved into cheek bones that carefully shielded brown eyes from anyone who would hurt him… And those that had… A light hearted smile sat as an undeniable contrast to the though and emotion that played in his eyes. Seconds slipped by as she watched them, trying to find names for the things she didn’t understand. One stood out above the others, instantly recognizable in it’s delicate composure. Hope.

 “We should probably get going…” Jon nodded at the sky as he stood up, offering his hand to the woman.
 “I guess…” She whispered, taking the offer and holding it gingerly. 
 Seconds passed in silence as the two looked at one another, their bodies joined at the hands, a reassuring squeeze ended the stare in a slight grin from youthful features. The attention was returned after a minute before the two began the walk back to the reality that wouldn’t be denied. 

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

 Jonathan smiled lightly as he watched Kathrine cover her mouth with her free hand, a yawn slipping out despite the shield. Green gems glanced back at him, suddenly more than exhausted. Questions passed between them in an instant, requests for compassion and patience changed slowly into a call for the presence of the other. An answer came when hands separated for the first time in hours. A hand moved carefully over a soft shoulder that greeted it with a warm embrace of smaller fingers, warm to the touch and steady in it’s attention.

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

 A low whine echoed from glass and formed concrete ahead of them, light reflected from painted metal and tempered glass as a vehicle slowly moved into a halo from the street lamps. Paint changed from black to grey, separated by chrome trim that echoed the car’s manufacture. The large Buick slipped from under the light, followed immediately by a dark blue Monte Carlo and another Buick. 
 The whine dulled as the vehicle slowed, their headlights as dark and empty as the tinted windows that separated the drivers from the outside world. The first car came to a stop ahead of Jon and Kat. The low whine that seemed to follow the other vehicles all but died out as dark glass dropped into the door, replaced by a young woman wearing sunglasses and black baseball cap. Her voice carried through the distance like a growl, despite the cheerful tones she used. “Hey. Know how I can get to Lincon and Mayer?” 

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

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

 Brown eyes looked over the driver’s features which had since changed to something resembling surprise. The young man nodded absently as they continued their journey, a wave of relief passing between them as the whine of engines slipped into the darkness.

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

 Weary eyes ran through the dim room and the duffle bags that sat on the table. Tired muscles called out to be stretched under a heavy overcoat, tightening each time they were denied. Jon grinned softly as Kathrine took a seat at the end of the bed and began unlacing her shoes, her expression a gentle mix of emotions that came together to form something he had never seen before.

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

 An instant slipped by, eyes meeting to exchange thoughts and ideas, emotions laid thick over them. Kathrine returned the grin before stepping off into the bathroom. Cloth rustled in the muted daylight as Jon rolled up his coat to form a pillow, a thump signaling it’s decent to the floor. Boots found a new home under the table as the young man prepared the area, an old shirt cushioning him from the packed carpet and protecting him from the light chill of the air.

 Minutes passed as Jon stared at the ceiling, his mind a blackboard of thoughts with labels attached to them. Words were written in steady strokes, emotions slowly finding a foothold in the expressions that were related to the empty surface, each a question in it’s own right. 

 Fair skin slipped into view, sharp features and tea colored hair coming together to form a familiar face alight with the soft glow that radiated from her eyes. The same eyes that watched the young man, cautiously appraising him. A bright flicker filled green depths as he rolled over to meet her gaze, air passed between them as Kathrine sighed, the voice that spoke for her rang of playful uncertainty. 
 “You can’t be comfortable…” 

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

 Kathrine searched calm brown eyes, hints of red crept across light skin more than a match for the timid tones she managed to whisper. “Jon… Why don’t you ah…” The whisper trailed off into silence as she tried to force a normal speaking voice, falling short. “Why don’t you come up here… We’re both going to need the rest…”
 Brown eyes warmed slightly as emotions consumed them, underlying concerns faded under a thick blanket of nameless desires and half hearted restraints. Several minutes passed in silence as options were weighed and considerations gone over, eyes roamed over one another slowly finding acceptance and the respect that had followed them through countless thoughts.

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

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

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

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

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

 Liquid splashed against denim, drawing a curse from the driver, his attention pulling away to focus on an overturned cup and it’s contents that had spilled over the armrest. Words exchanged in different voices, muffled under the fierce wind, clips of conversation found the young man’s ears as he turned off the small game. White cloth moved with a large hand, the driver swabbing at the spreading cola stain.

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

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

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

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

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

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

****

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

 A wisp of air being sucked in filled the young man’s ears followed immediately by a tightening around his arms and legs. The hand stopped it’s exploration, instead brown eyes took over, taking in the natural light that reflected from the wall in front of him. A shadow found his eyes, flowing into a visage that faintly resembled his outline, the same outline that released the pressure it had imposed a moment before. 

 Jon slowly looked down, watching as dark denim melted into loose grey cotton and fair skin, his own flesh tones making an appearance when a hand rested on a thigh not his own. The young man followed the contours of the hand that was wrapped around his chest and arms, a gentle grip that soothed the weary body they held onto. 

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

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

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

 Seconds passed slowly as two sets of eyes searched, souls connected for an instant as warm pulses of energy filled the space between them, timed to the heart beats that slowed as time moved over them unrelenting. Minutes and hours followed emotions and breath, stilled by words without form that exchanged between weary eyes. Small movements stirred air, interlacing fingers and leveling out as breathing fell into sync. Shallow breaths passed slower then the heartfelt conversations that could not be spoken. 
 A whisper of a voice seeped into the air, regret and other emotions coming together to form words that Jonathan forced out slowly. “Kat…” A gentle squeeze of his hand echoed a warmth that replaced the uncertainty in his voice. “We need to get started…” Brown eyes pleaded for understanding in the wake of his own doubts and unwillingness. “We… News papers… Breakfast maybe?”

 Green eyes followed carefully spoken words as they left the young man’s mouth, adding their own emotions to the voice used to speak them. Another movement followed, the hands that tightened around each other, followed by grey sweat pants as Kat pulled her leg back. Tea colored hair inched over the pillow, closing the distance between them with faint tones of nameless sounds. Words slipped from the woman’s lips, each slightly softer then the last. “Do we have to…?” Warmth passed between them, taking physical form when Kathrine rubbed the young man’s fingers with her own. 

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

 A touch of breath flowed over youthful features, sliding down to rest in Jon’s ear as a voice formed. “You… Alone?”
 “The police aren’t looking for, well Avery is probably but…” Jon trailed off as he found Kathrine’s eyes and the emotions they held. “It’ll be okay…”
 A tight whisper followed unspoken concerns as Kat pulled the younger man closer, wrapping her fingers around his. “Please don’t…”
 “I’m sorry…” Jon winced as emeralds pleaded silently. “But we don’t have much time…” The young man continued, sliding his legs off the bed. 
 “Jon. No…” A frail cry filled the distance between them, shrouded by emotions that followed hushed tones. 
 The young man watched Kathrine’s eyes carefully tracing the contours of her face in turn. Soft lips called out, emotions resembling desperation driving them closer to his own. A voice interrupted them, shaky but level. “Shouldn’t take too long…” Jonathan forced himself up, tearing away from the embrace of cotton and fair skin. Strands of sleep and warmth frayed under the cool gaze of the young man, the voice that managed to speak for him only serving to wear them thinner. “Want anything while I’m out?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 “Alright…” An uneven response came after a moment, forced by a voice that lacked conviction and driven by the hands that separated them. 
 Jonathan smiled softly as he opened the door, looking back long enough to memorize the woman’s features before mouthing something that was immediately lost to the emotions in her eyes. The same eyes that vanished behind the painted wood that separated them an instant later.

****

 Sunlight fell from the featureless blue sky, casting shadows over the buildings below and reflecting the soft heat that could be felt underfoot. Cars and people moved over blacktop and concrete, vacant hints of work tapering off into the night that was quickly approaching. Among them a young man traveled carefully, the backpack he wore presenting him as a student. Boots carried him through the crowds and over the stretches of road that had lead to a run down hotel, it’s dingy paint cracked and marred by years of neglect.

 Jon crossed the parking lot slowly, surveying the streets before moving to the shaded corner and into the room it sheltered. Images played across the television, reflecting off neatly made covers and the form that was curled upon them. Loose grey hung from legs that balanced themselves on the edge of the bed, flowing into a loose white T-shirt that offset the woman’s skin. A purple book laid quietly next to the sleeping form, it’s velvet cover complimenting the strands of hair that covered it. 

 A soft smile played across youthful features, changing as the young man slipped the heavy metal shape from his belt, giving it a home in his duffle bag. Zippers moved quietly in the thick air, releasing cardboard containers and the food they contained, followed by various provisions wrapped in plastic.

 Moments passed in silence while places were set at the pressboard table, attentive hands copying layouts that had been seen at restraints, burgers and fries a forlorn replacement for the steak dinners they had surrounded. 

 Jonathan sat on the bed, a whisper leaving his lips to rest on the form that stirred only for an instant. “Kathrine…” Another moment passed, a hand cupping her shoulder. “Kathrine.”
 Green eyes shot open, scanning the room with an uneven speed that faltered and stopped when they met with Jon’s. A sigh left the woman’s mouth, relief and tension mixing in the same breath. “Hi…”
 “Morning.” Jon grinned. “Hungry?”

 Sheets of newspaper blanketed the musty brown carpet in layers of text and pictures circled in red ink. Two forms worked in the dark room, the TV offering light and noise, different from the scratching of pens on notepads. 
 Images traded across the screen slowly, reports and meaningless text, variations of the articles that lay strewn about the room. A soft voice filled the room after a commercial began. “That didn’t help much…”  Touches of relief moved over the thick uncertainty that filled Kat’s voice.

 Jonathan shrugged, glancing at the small notepad in front of him. The sequence of events that had brought them to the hotel stared back at him, each summarized into words consisting of two words or less. “Yeah…” he nodded after a moment, stretching out in the small chair as reports were replayed mentally. “Guess that takes care of…” The voice fell flat when a familiar face came into view, soft features and blonde hair brining with them an undeniable regret that was mirrored in the woman’s face. Lips moved on the screen, the voice replaced by that of the male anchor. 

 “An unusual twist in the search for a drug dealer points to one of her students… We’ll have more on this after the break.”

 Kathrine looked over, her mouth bearing the weight of the words that had been spoken. Shades of orange replaced inquisitive green eyes for a second as she silently questioned the young man.

 Jon blinked forcibly, a shaking hand tracing over the page as seconds ticked by like years in the suddenly ice cold air.

 An older man occupied the television, arranging papers against a cool marble cover that topped the faceless news desk. “What would you do if you found out you’re teacher, you’re friend was one of the most sought after women in California? Jonathan Prower was faced with such a choice one lonely Sunday afternoon when…”

 “Oh get to the damn point already…” Jon spat as the man droned on about the choices facing youth and the chase that followed.

 Slowly Samantha’s face replaced the man and his desk, clouded green eyes struggling to maintain composure despite the dark circles under them. Weary features moved, forming carefully spoken words that fought the tense voice she used. “I just want him to know that no matter what, I love him… Regardless of what hes done…” 
 “So he hasn’t tried to contact you?” A woman asked just off camera.

 “Nothing.” Sam shook her head, her voice level even as a camera flashed off screen.

 “How would you describe him? His Personality?”
 “Hes a smart man…” A slight edge crept across the heavy dread in her voice. “He just made a bad choice that’s all…”
 Another voice spoke, probing the woman for information. “Police are citing multiple charges of trafficking and possession against Rikes and now your brother may be facing the same charges, including aiding and abiding a fugitive… How does that make you feel? What was going through your mind when you found out?”
 Samantha closed her eyes for a second, her face reflecting the thoughts that gathered behind her eyelids. “What I think doesn’t matter right now… Jon… If you’re watching this, do what you have to do. Make things right… No matter what happens, I love you…” Her hand replaced the lens of the camera as she turned down the street, bricks and reporters forming a trail that followed close behind. The words ‘recorded earlier’ presenting a constant reminder of a fate unknown.
 Colors faded across the screen, replaced by a police officer marked at high rank by the title printed across the screen. A voice followed a woman dressed just as sharply, her light red blazer an instant contrast to the navy blue of the uniformed man. “I’m here with Lieutenant Moore from the Lake Falls Sheriff’s Department where the calls have been flowing in… Lieutenant, could you give us some idea of what you’re department has been able to learn?”

 “Well…” The man began, his brown hair reflecting light from the camera. “From the tips we’ve received and eyewitness statements its becoming apparent, to myself at least, that we are dealing with an expert in camouflage and evasion… However experts make mistakes too, and when she does we’ll be waiting for her… Odiously due to the sensitive nature of this case I can’t divulge exactly what we have, but rest assured we are close to uncovering the hole she’s hiding in.”
 “What about her friend? One of your officers said that they had been seen together last Sunday right before some kind of accident?”
 “Officer Avery briefed me on the encounter, the young man that was seen with Rikes has been positively identified and it’s been confirmed that he is actively helping Rikes… At this point it is unclear weather he was coerced or he acting on his own, however we are looking into every avenue. His sister has been a big help in understanding him and the possible motivations he might have for being associated with this woman…”

 Moments passed, questions and groundless answers trading between tightly drawn faces. Finally a voice interrupted them, dragging attention to the glowing box.

 “Once again, Kathrine Rikes now thought to be aided by one of her former students, Jonathan Prower…” The woman continued methodically as a picture filled the screen, sharp features and red hair standing next to a physical description. Another picture followed, youthful features lax in the presence of a school flag that was pinned behind. “They were both seen together, driving a nineteen eighty-two Jeep Cherokee, solid black with marks on the passenger’s side, presumably bullet holes…” The woman trailed off, images of the pair filling the screen. “If you have any information, you are urged to call your local sheriff’s station… This is Tessa Hartford, channel seven eyewitness news.” 

 Kathrine swallowed, her legs folding under her a moment later. Tones slipped from her mouth, mere whispers in the overwhelming emotion that spoke for her. “Jon…”
 “Yeah?” The young man looked over, a calm expression mirroring his words.

 “Jon…” The whisper came again. “Why?” Emeralds pleaded softly for resolution that evaded the woman with practiced ease. “What are we gonna do?” 

 Jonathan swallowed harshly, taking a seat on the bed before he spoke. “We’re gonna go with it. Now we know whats up, we can work on fixing it…” Calm eyes found a shattered confidence that clawed desperately for something to lend strength where emotions had failed. “Relax… It’s not bat at all, we’ll figure out where this stuff took place and go from there…” 

 Hands wrapped around tense muscles and bleached cotton, cold to the touch and shaky in feeling. Warmth returned the attention, the hands only slightly less uneven. Pressure followed closely behind energy wrapped around the two bodies in a warmth uniue and soothing, the same warmth found it’s way into the voice that spoke. “Its gonna be alright…” 
 “Don’t let me go… Please…” A tear crept down the woman’s face, cooling the cheek it touched. 
 Warmth passed through the room in slower pulses that wrapped the two tighter then their arms could. Finally the young man spoke, a whisper that only served to disappear into green eyes. “I’ll be here Kat… No matter what…I…” Muscles tightened in an instant, the words unable to be vocalized. “I promise…”

****

 Machines ran under the glow of halogen lights that hung from the rafters of the expansive concrete room. Rollers and gloved hands fed strips of plywood into large machines that processed it, filling the hair with smells of lacquer and heated lumber. 

 Light crept through vents in the high ceiling, allowing a glimpse of the moon that shone down on the factory. People moved over concrete, carrying on tasks and preparing for the shift bell only minutes away. 

 A woman followed the wall, pushing a wheeled trash can filled with papers and disposable gloves. Blonde hair hung from the limp form, a perfect match for the vacant green eyes that guided the woman to a brightly lit office. An older man smiled as she approached, offering a small trashcan as he finished signing a document.

 “How you holdn up?” The man regarded her, his tone friendly. 

 “I’ll be okay…” A yawn cut her off as she emptied the container into the larger one. “Just need some sleep…”
 The man nodded, slipping from the office into the hall, his polite visage replaced by the expectation of rest. “If you need a couple days off…”
 “I’ll be okay…” Sam shrugged, her voice level.

 “Alright, but don’t be afraid to ask…”
 “Thanks”
 The man nodded, his jeans and flannel shirt moving as he crossed the building, disappearing behind a cluster of binding machines.
 Samantha stared for a second, her body unable to move. Words found a weary mind, reports and outdated request forms making up the bulk of the trash. Another word, a name, stuck out among them. Kathrine Rikes reached from the page, offering an explanation in an unspoken voice of black and white. Other words followed, lost to the haze of sleep that was quickly enveloping her mind despite the mention of the woman. Days of restless sleep had worn away the woman’s ability to focus but not her ability to worry, as had been evident by the shaking in her hands which only intensified at the mention of Kathrine.

 A quick movement brought the page into her pocket, unsettling the already splintered nerves that controlled her. Sharp noise filled the building, an electronic screech signaling the end of the shift. Minutes passed slowly, people filled the room, emptying out into the chill of the early morning air. 
 Melissa slipped from behind the woman, her features marked by the same exhaustion on Samantha’s face. “Hey…”
 “Hi…”
 “Tired?” The voice echoed a mock question that needed no answer.
 “I’ll let you know when we get home…”

 White light slid over furniture and the newspaper that cover it, empty cartons filled the available empty space, standing as a reminder of the countless hours that had been spent in the living room searching, making calls and theorizing  Scraps of paper sat in neat stacks on the coffee table, next to the coffee maker that had been running before the door opened. 
 Samantha sighed heavily as she closed the cupboard. “Damnit. Theres gotta be something to eat in this fu…” 
 “Hey.” Melissa’s voice filled the room, an edge dulled by concern. “Its okay. I’ll go get something…” The woman forced a tone as she wiped the sleep from her face.

 Sam stared, trying to copy the words that appeared behind green eyes. “Sorry…”
 “Its okay, tell ya what. How bout you grab a shower and I’ll get us some dinner. When I get back we’ll start on this morning’s batch.” She motioned to the stack of newspapers, suppressing a yawn. 

 “Ye… Yeah, Okay.” The woman nodded absently, a soft hug expressing feelings she couldn’t bring to her lips. “Be careful.”
 “You know it.” Mel smiled before she stepped out of the apartment, leaving a dull ache in her trail. 
 Moments passed slowly, clean clothes finding a new home by the bathtub that was filling with warm water. Samantha stood in the cramped hall, Jon’s room calling out from behind the closed door, begging for company, to did through everything again. Six times wasn’t enough, just one more. Always one more. Samantha sighed, a wisp in the face of a hurricane.

 Questions crept across a tired mind, demanding recognition, a demand that paled to the need for answers. Several more followed as water wrapped around the woman, relaxing tired muscles that begged for relief. Tension filled the tub in waves of clear liquid that seemed to flow from within the woman. Seconds ticked by, the tension fading into a calm that eventually lead to the peace of sleep.

 Samantha started with a jerk, her body forcing itself out of the cold water. Fog cleared as adrenaline was introduced to a run down body and mind, tapering off slightly as she dried off and slipped into the jeans and sweater that had been waiting for her.

 Soft features passed by a mirror, tanned skin a contrast to the light blonde hair that wrapped around her skin, sticking in clumps and trails. Eyes looked back at her, hollow and uncertain they asked of that which couldn’t be named. A tear slid from probing eyes, blame slowly finding a place, the name attached, her own.

 Questions continued to chase formless answers as Samantha stepped into the dark living room. Strands of moonlight crept over windowsills, casting luminescence over the old couch and the papers that littered the floor.

 “Mel?” Sam whispered as she moved to the door, checking the locks. A second ticked by in silence, green eyes searched the room carefully taking in the shadows that seemed to deepen as they were probed. Samantha sighed softly, allowing the last bit of adrenaline to fizzle out, replaced by reason involving burnt out light bulbs.

 A soft click filled the room, followed immediately by blinding light. Sam rubbed her eyes, a soft curse leaving her mouth, lost to the hatred of the lamp. A shadow moved in a blur, bare flesh connecting and wrapping around Samantha’s throat as she struggled to make out the silhouette. Something hard stopped the motion, a wall that met the woman’s back with a thump.

 “Where are they?” A feminine tone found Samantha’s ears, calm but hinting at an urgency. 
 Features slowly came into view, jet black hair draped over light skin and a well defined jaw line. Blue plastic hid a fire that flowed from the woman’s gaze, the bulky duster she wore open to reveal a compact frame that betrayed the strength of her grip. “Where are they?” The woman repeated, her hand tightening with each spoken word.

 Hands wrapped around oilskin fabric, twisting and wrenching over dense muscles that refused to budge. “Let go!” Samantha forced her voice around the hand, sounding more like a whisper then the shout it was meant to be.

 “Tell me where they are and this ends.”

 Faint sounds found overworked nerves, a tight whine that reminded Sam of the street races she used to enjoy growing up. The woman’s voice brought her back to reality, the situation playing out like a movie she was the star of. 
 “Shit.” The black haired woman turned her attention to the window, holding Sam in place.

 “Bitch.” A voice spoke, ended by the sharp crack of bone impacting bone an instant later. Samantha coughed as she ran for the door, watching the woman recoil from the temple hit she had just taken. Locks came undone slowly, the motion stretching seconds into hours, even as the door opened to the stain covered hall way and it’s promise of safety. 
 Bare feet slapped wood as Samantha sprinted through the halls, stairs passed in a blur, doors moved into view a moment later as she descended the staircase that would lead her to the front door, to freedom. 

 Leather covered feet slipped into view, covered by loose hanging denim that matched the flat black trench coat the form wore. Dingy plaster passed by the distinctly male form, his posture and grace a sharp contrast to the stained walls and muted light. Youthful features came under the scrutiny of green eyes, a strong jaw and sharp cheekbones leading to reflective sunglasses and brown hair. A moment slipped by as Samantha stopped, her recognition shattered when the man spoke. 

 “Hello Samantha…”
 “Who…”

 “Oh shit...” A voice filled the space behind her, a whisper that ended when a strong hand grabbed her shoulder and guided her to the wall. Thick black hovered just out of Sam’s view, heat and sound filled the tight hall before echoing through every nerve in her body. Another deafening clap filled the confines of the building as the woman forced Sam harder into the wall.

 The black silhouette came into view again, aimed at the door just ahead of them, two more cracks registered when fragments of metal and splintered wood erupted from the heavy door. A booted foot forced movement from the painted surface, revealing darkness as the couch that peeked from the living room.

 “Go.” The woman said as she forced Sam into the shadow, filling the hall with several more ear splitting shots.

 Samantha exhaled sharply, the scene playing out again when the woman grabbed her shoulder. Booted feet thumped through the room, a light sigh passed the woman’s lips as her rifle retreated under her jacket. “Go.” She motioned at an open window. 
 Green eyes searched cold plastic, comprehension following action that lead her through the open window to the sidewalk below. Thoughts ran through her mind, muffled by adrenaline and exhaustion they cried for her to move, to run.

 “Follow me.” A whisper came, calm and level as the woman guided Sam to a patch of shadows between the apartment buildings. Errant street light reflected from glossy paint as the two moved. A soft click released locks, Samantha moved along side of the vehicle, forced by a strong hand. “Get in.”
 A plain interior surrounded the woman, the radio and other controls replaced by black panels that matched the dashboard, a small panel of buttons and switches replaced the armrest, accented by dials that had nothing to do with temperatures. Samantha scanned the car, trying to think, only to be denied by the emotions and fatigue that tore through her. 

  The woman slipped in before thumping a switch in the arm rest. A soft whine filled the cabin of the vehicle, slowly intensifying as she pulled a small pistol from under the seat. An instant ticked by, the safety being released at the same time she pulled the car into gear. Rubber and steel jumped from the shadows, slipping into the streets with a pitched whine that increased in intensity as the car picked up speed.

 Another sound filled the street after seconds passed, followed by the visage of a street bike speeding through the dark, it’s driver’s coat flapping in the wind it created. The form moved quickly, covering the distance before a weapon discharged, a multitude of sharp cracks splintering the silence of the night and signaling their contact with the car in a series of dull thumps that brought looks and tension from the blonde haired woman.

 Several more rounds impacted against the vehicle, each bringing their own unique sounds to the melody that was played out between the buildings. Air whipped around the cabin, the woman’s composure level despite the clatter of automatic fire from behind them.

 Samantha gasped as plastic changed in front of her, the car sliding into a wide turn and heavy looking metal being brought to bear against the bike and it’s rider. Sharp cracks filled the cabin, each deafening in it’s own way, changing as the car moved.
 “What the hell is going on?” A fragile plea filled the car, cut off by gun fire as the woman continued her retort.

 “What… What the hell…” Samantha trailed off as the car jerked to the side, a whine changing when the vehicle slowed. The woman tossed her pistol under the seat before the car bucked into a forced acceleration that propelled the vehicle through densely packed buildings at speeds that were better suited to race tracks. 
 “What the hell are…” Pain registered before motion, fabric and bone struck her jaw, a pain made pale when her head struck something hard. Shadows followed bright red paint and weary eyes, slowly the shadows turned into a darkness that enveloped Samantha completely.

 Slowly feeling found weary muscles. Pain slipped in between breaths of chilled air, scents of old fabric and trace amounts of gunpowder mixed in the small room, it’s cinderblock walls offering no clues to her location. Samantha scanned the room, taking in the dimensions that could have been her bedroom, save for the chair that sat across from her and the stained cherry end table that separated them.

 A lock clicked in the still air, a soft click releasing the metal door to a shadow filled room, beyond the darkness a form moved, boots disappearing under heavy denim that hung loose from under a black tank top. A strip of gauze drew attention immediately, the thick spot of red covering a forearm that lead to defined upper arms. A metal tray called for consideration, forcing the green eyes back when sharp instruments and plastic syringes came into view.

 “No… No, no, no.” Samantha whimpered, trying to move as rope tightened around her arms.

 “Lets talk about your brother…” The woman spoke softly, the tray clacking in the dark air before a large blade took up residence in her hand, the glint of steel reflecting from her sunglasses that were suddenly colder then her voice. “Tell me all about your brother…”

Chapter 9

In the past week I’ve been more fulfilled then I’ve ever been.

And all it took was two men with guns and a lifetime of seclusion…

 Light seeped around closed curtains, slowly covering wood and fabric, painting shadows and silhouettes over the dense carpet that filled the room. Strips of light found their way through the room, revealing a faded brown comforter that ended in white cotton and pillows. Two forms rested under the thin covers, fair skin and red hair peeked from under a well defined arm that held them close.

 Warmth slipped from the woman’s smile as she pushed herself against the sleeping form, a gentle reassurance of his presence. Trace amounts of the young man’s sent found Kathrine’s nose, masked by soap and shampoo, the mix only serving to draw her nearer. Ideas and sensations followed behind closed eyes, each one a new experience that brought with them emotions, healthy, real, emotions. 
 Kathrine pushed against the man again, a light sigh passing through grinning lips as she rubbed his arm with her cheek. Another warm smile graced her features when Jon’s arm tightened around her, the emotions returning in soothing glimpses that offered sensations to match. The faintest whisper spoke for her, touches of a life she had never known allowing the voice a breath. “I think… I…”
 A moment passed, the silence forming waves that traveled through the room, slowly washing away the fragile resolve surrounded the bed, an island from which there was no escape, or desire to. Questions slipped behind green eyes, forming the trees and features that would be turned to shelter by the answers. One of them warmed her with possibility, fueling the fire between them, all that was needed was a voice.

 “Good morning.” It came, vaguely familiar but undeniably real.

 Kathrine smiled, rubbing his arm with her cheek for the first time when he was awake, energy and warmth following the attention. “Good morning.” Whispers traded softly in her mouth, forming the words she couldn’t speak aloud.

 Muscles tightened around the woman’s shoulder, comforting in their gentle pressure and warmed by the emotions that controlled them. Feet moved slowly, sliding under light fabric to meet the soft skin that wrapped around Kathrine’s own. Denim touched small feet, immediately replaced by the warmth of the young man, a warmth that intensified as he slipped his leg over hers. “Sleep well?”
 Fingers interlaced carefully as Kat guided his hand down over her stomach, squeezing it gently. An instant passed between the light breaths that filled the woman’s lungs, an answer refusing to take form. Finally a voice passed her lips, barely auditable in the otherwise silent room. “You didn’t dream last night…”
 “Yeah… I did.” Jon’s fingers wrapped tightly around her hand, a slight shake sneaking into the strong grip. “About you…”
 Green eyes followed movement that brought her face to face with the young man, brown eyes greeted her, warm and inviting depths that echoed emotions without words. “Me…?” The voice formed, a whisper that slipped from a trembling mouth.
 “Yeah…” Something flickered in between words of the silent voice. “It was nice…” Jon rubbed Kathrine’s hand with his thumb, the shake in his finger reflecting the uncertainty in his tone. 
 Minutes passed in silence, eyes carrying on conversations that wouldn’t be given to their owners. Distance closed slowly as Kathrine moved, coming to share a pillow with the young man, followed by breath as lips touched carefully.

 Seconds passed, mouths locking bodies together as large hands wrapped around Kat’s back, a gentle pressure bringing their bodies into the same warmth that passed between them. Emotions echoed in smaller hands as they explored the man’s back and arm, tracing over the heat that relaxed his muscles.

 A soft tongue caressed Kathrine’s, enticing her with attentions that followed the hands sliding up her back, under it’s cotton covering. A gasp left the woman’s mouth, sensations rippling through her body when a tentative hand brushed her spine with a feather’s touch. Something called from within, a voice that was loosing ground to the warmth that explored her body. It spoke, a whisper in the storm of emotions that was her mind. “How far…?”
 Another caress silenced the voice, Jon’s tongue sliding over hers the same instant a hand drew air from her lungs. Fingers pulled themselves over fair skin slowly, over her back they traveled, forming a hand that cupped her breast with the same care his other hand used to trace her spine. Sips of air passed between them, stirring the breath they shared. Kathrine slid her leg from under the young man, bringing it rest over his waist before running a hand over defined muscles, drawing a sharp breath from him as her hand grazed his lower stomach.

 Emotions met between eyes as lips parted, shaking only slightly as acceptance greeted the other, a mirror for the soft attention they shared. Kathrine pulled herself against the man, brushing his cheek with hers, stopping only when lips found her neck, sending an intense wave of energy through her body.

 Words chased thoughts and emotions through the fog of desire that had swept over the woman’s mind, each one struggling for recognition, for air that she couldn’t keep. Kathrine pulled herself tighter, her cheek meeting his as he continued to kiss her neck, a voice found her lips slowly, the tones a mirror of the fire that fueled the young man. “Jon… I…” 
 Life froze when a metallic ring filled the air, drowning out everything but the shock that reflected between the two. Eyes searched one another, hands frozen in place even as the phone rang a second time. Another ring filled the room, answered by a clenched jaw and regretful expression that only deepened as Jonathan slid over to the angry box. 

 “Yeah?” Emotions met agitation, projected in the youthful voice that was anything but. A moment passed as his expression changed to one of relieved annoyance, the male voice on the phone reminding them of the wakeup call they had requested. “Yeah. Thanks…”
 Plastic slammed against plastic, shattering the soft daze that had settled in Kat’s mind as events replayed and reason took control. Green eyes followed the contours of Jon’s face, coming to the realization more quickly then she wanted to. “Its that time isn’t it?” The woman spoke softly, her voice wavering under the appraising gaze of the young man. 

 “Yeah… I guess so…” A calm tone carried the words she had been silently praying for but didn’t want to hear, the brown eyes that looked back at her telling a different story as he sat up.

 Kathrine followed slowly, her body refusing to cooperate, allowing her just enough to wrap her arms around the man. Support lent strength to shaking features and limp muscles, intensifying as he hugged her back, mutual emotions giving her the final piece she needed to move on her own. Eyes locked, separated by a breath that disappeared when they kissed, only to return as the two slipped from the cotton embrace. 
 
 Nylon rustled softly as Jonathan dug into his backpack, withdrawing several packages of prepared meat snacks, steel followed a hard thump filling the empty room as a hacksaw landed on the bed. Jon exhaled sharply, unzipping his duffle bag and exposing wood and blued steel to the soft light that filled the area around the table. Seconds passed quickly as he measured the weapon to the backpack, estimating the length as best he could. Metal slowly changed under guidance of a sharp blade and steady hands as images played out behind brown eyes, memories of minutes ago and touches of possibility that brought other ideas to mind, most of them involving sweat covered skin.

 Clank. The barrel snapped finally, brining attention to the cut and the one yet to be made. Slowly images were replaced with checklists and plans that had been laid out the night before, phone calls and news broadcasts sitting behind breakfast and showers. Jon shrugged, the thin blade carving into the butt of the gun as he recited priorities.

 After several minutes the wood gave way, shortening just enough for a hand to grasp the trigger and still be comfortable, just like in the movies. Shells slipped into the weapon, one of them chambering with a loud crack before the weapon slid into the backpack. Scents of freshly cut wood mixed with processed meat and preserved cheese that followed carefully made tea, warming the air with echoes of home cooked meals and conversation yet to occur. 
 Feelings found the young man when gentle hands wrapped around his stomach, a warmth passing through the air as lips formed a whisper. “Hi…” Hands tightened slowly, pulling him to the woman who’s lips grazed his shoulder.

 “Heya.” Jon smiled, emptying the final package of cheese. Soap and shampoo drowned the breakfast with a scent that wouldn’t be denied, even as the young man laid a pair of newspapers down.

 “Where’d you get those?”
 “Machine out front…” Jon shrugged before turning to face the woman. Tea colored hair flowed from sharp features, still damp as was apparent by the strands that clung to the light skin which flowed into a soft white tank top, only to disappear into the navy blue sweat pants that had been drawn tight around her hips. Green eyes watched him carefully, curiosity and emotion trading off, occasionally interrupted by something he couldn’t identify. A voice spoke finally, a whisper that died between them before words could take shape.

 Questions formed between soft eyes, each important but trivial compared to the flow of emotion that brought lips together and hands around one another. Seconds slipped into minutes as two forms mixed themselves in the other, tongues softly exploring where hands couldn’t follow. Warmth passed slowly as they separated, smiles and heat reflecting in their features.

 “Ah…” Jon nodded at the nylon bag on the floor, pulling Kat closer as a careful voice spoke for him. “We’re gonna have to pack…”
 “Pack?” Emeralds searched for an answer, clouded by uncertainty and emotion.

 “Yeah, these bags are nice, but if something comes up…”
 “Jon…”
 A finger pushed gently against soft lips before he continued. “We’ll have to be quick…” A light grin crept across youthful features, erasing the caution of a moment ago. “Besides, they’re stylish.”
 Hours slipped by in an instant, regret and other emotions searching for comfort, sinking the tones that flowed between them. “Jon, please don’t talk like that… This is serious, I don’t want either of us to get hurt… I don’t want to loose you…” Green eyes pleaded with the young man, questions and hope overtaking them.

 “We’ll be fine Kat, but we’re going to need to be quick…” Jon trailed off as a tear slid from sharp features, making it’s way to his T-shirt. 
 “Boy scouts…?” Kathrine looked up, a fragile grin betraying the words that passed between them just above the voice.

 A moment passed in silence, stretching into the eternity it took his mouth to move. “Ah… Long time ago… After our parents…” Another second passed, green eyes softening as Kat offered support for shaking hands. “They tried to put me in a foster home... Sam fought them, but she got slammed… ‘Not a suitable environment’ they said…” Touches of spite seeped into a quiet voice, leveling off after time melted into the woman’s attentive touch. “Ah… So I left… Sam fought them, we begged, borrowed, scrimped… Stole… Eventually they gave her custody, it took almost six months… But we had them beaten…” Another emotion ended the man’s tone, bordering on accomplishment. 

 “How…” Kat searched his eyes, questions slowly changing into something he couldn’t identify. “I’m so sorry…”
 “Please don’t…”
 A nod moved the woman’s features, her voice disappearing between them. Hours passed slowly, strength and courage sinking into the warmth that they shared. Understanding and acceptance followed unspoken conversations that carried back and forth as they ate breakfast. 


 Papers and pens moved under watchful eyes, noise filtered through the room in shushed tones of local news. Weary muscles stretched over light brown fabric, tension and relief changed in the young man’s body before a pen flew across the room. “I need a break…” Jon grinned, taking in green eyes that surveyed him with guarded curiosity.

 “That’d be nice…” Kat sipped her tea, a sheaf of paper sliding from the bed, a moment later a notepad followed as she stretched out, meeting the young man’s eyes with a smile. “What have you got in mind?”
 Jon grinned slightly, a response defeated by obligation. “Grab your duffle bag…”

 
 “Just like that. Make sure its tight…” The young man nodded as Kat rolled a pair of pants and stuffed them into the old backpack. Several sets of clothes followed, slowly filling the pack with memories and warmth that followed carefully spoken instructions.

 “Make sure you put the stuff you’re going to use in the front pocket, and on top.” Jon handed off a number of nameless meat snacks, each a small meal in it’s own right. “Food… Ah. Here…” A moment passed as a small plastic bag emptied onto the bed, flashlights and first aid kits chasing batteries and bottled water. 

 Green eyes followed him carefully as he prepared the items, a flicker dragged his attention to the gems that sharpened when they met, a question followed immediately, the voice silent in the wake of emotion, a simple three letter word slipped through speaking of burdens and relief that mixed in green depths.

 Seconds slipped by, a flashlight filled and attention held despite the uncertain answers that fought for recognition. A shrug finally spoke for him, warm and decisive but lacking any real conviction.


 Zippers sealed clothes and provisions from the street light that filtered around closed curtains. Plastic bags and clothes filled a duffle bag marked for disposal next to the door, various sheets of newspaper peeking from the half open container.

 Brown fabric flowed over the bed, marked by wrinkles and indentations that reflected light from the TV. Denim and cotton picked up the glow, slowly melting into the thick book that occupied the young man’s hands. Graphite brought shape and form to vacant paper as a steady hand guided the pencil, each pull bringing with it memories of a life gone past. Features filled the frame that outlined the heavy white, familiar features echoing from a tired mind what could never be. Samantha’s face slipped into view, followed by similar features, older and more refined. An older man stepped from behind them, his arms hanging over their shoulders, offering solace to the weary eyes that traced his jaw. Next to them a young man smiled, warmth and emotion reflecting in the eyes that watched the photographer, taking physical form in the arm that had slipped around the woman next to him. Sharp features and fair skin filled the space next to the man, her warm smile speaking of happiness and emotions without names.

 Breath filled his ear in an instant, whispers carrying curious tones in between thoughtful words. “Can’t sleep?”
 “Ah…” The young man shrugged as shadows gave definition to warm faces. “Just thinking…”
 A moment passed in silence, a soft breath touching his cheek following bright green eyes. “What about…?”
 Jon sighed softly, filling in details as time passed. “Someone…” Pencil touched paper again, drawing bangs over sharp features with a delicate touch. 

 Seconds passed, eyes following the picture just outside of his vision, eventually coming to rest on the vacant space next to them. “Looks empty…”
 The young man turned his head slightly, offering his pencil.

 Kathrine stared for a moment, her face softening as she ran her eyes over the picture and back to the man. Slowly words formed, a shadow of her tone slipping between them. “I can’t draw Jon…”
 “We can do it together…” A soft smile warmed youthful features, a match for the emotions that filled his eyes.

 A second slipped by, emeralds softening when the small tool rested between two hands. Pressure followed fingers that wrapped around one another for an instant, a mutual reassurance of the silent promises they had made.

 Kathrine sat next to Jon trying to adjust the book to her position, letting a defeated sigh pass her lips after a minute. 
 “Lay back a little…” Jon offered, watching closely as she adjusted the pillow to the new arrangement. 
 “Much better.” A light voice responded after a second, a smile playing across sharp features as the woman traced faint lines that vaguely resembled a man. “I told you so…” She whispered, the lines re-defined by stokes of graphite. 
 “That’s good Kat.” A finger slid over the page, following the man’s chin and tracing an invisible line. “Try like this…” Suggestions and ideas flowed between them, rough shapes taking on more defined forms as time passed. 
 Kathrine looked over, following the hand that guided her own at an awkward angle. “Um, Jon?”

 “Yeah?”
 “Would you mind if we changed positions? I can’t see what you’re doing… And I know you can’t be comfortable….” Tentative tones spoke over the calm whisper of the woman’s voice, echoing emotions that followed her eyes. 

 “Yeah alright.” Jon nodded as he rolled his pillow, freezing for an instant when Kathrine slid in between his legs, using his chest to support her back. Moments passed slowly, warmth relaxing tense muscles as the woman adjusted to the seat she had made. Paper and pencil peeked over soft hair, silhouetting it in memories of warm embraces and gentle words that had been their life reflected in different eyes. 
 Slowly lines came to form features, carefully drawn images followed energy that guided a small pencil. A tightly pulled smile lead to a strong jaw and sharp cheek bones that hinted at the warmth in wide eyes, offering faint reminders in the face that watched the picture develop. Hands traced over them, offering suggestions in silent touches of air that slipped between them. Emotions followed a carefully drawn woman as small drops of water found large hands, each impacting with soft patters that gave way to the insistent pull of graphite over paper.

 Jonathan smiled softly, cupping the woman’s free hand before allowing a voice to pass his lips. “You’re doing great Kat… Don’t stop now…” Another kind of grin found youthful features as a shaking hand continued to define the woman. Long hair flowed from raised cheeks that harbored crystalline eyes, curious yet hollow when compared to the man next to her. A rounded jaw and sloped posture brought her into full view, offering trace reminders of a life that looked only slightly less inviting then the warmth in his arms. 
 Kathrine stared at the picture, fully developed and surrounded by a frame drawn with gentle strokes and careful attention. Seconds slipped by without a breath, two pairs of eyes tracing over contours from their past that smiled back at them with the kindness and acceptance they had both enjoyed but lost.

 Energy cracked softly as Jon wrapped his arms around Kathrine, fingers came to rest on his, warmth easing the weary aches of nameless pains. Slowly she turned, offering a glimpse of the damp streaks that ran from clouded emeralds. Feelings followed the sketchbook, guided by hands shaky but certain. A light clicked in the room, following the television into darkness, offering protection from memories of times gone by. That same protection wrapped around the young man’s body a moment later, small arms and gentle hands finding his back as tears soaked into his T-shirt. 
 Warmth passed between them, filling the room slowly. Life stories recounted in quiet tears and gentle embraces that no voice could translate. Orange replaced green for an instant, water lending to the reflection that took place in Kathrine’s eyes. 
 Emotions mixed in silence, energy following understanding and warmth into the strands of possibility that weaved behind brown eyes.  Several more strands followed as time passed, forming a blanket that wrapped around them with promises of shelter from the cold and rain, the hate and spite, the lies and half truths… From the world. Words formed, pitches and tones recited them mentally, a long forgotten meaning slowly attached itself to the voice that was nearly silent. “Kathrine…”
 Muscles tensed as a mechanical ring tore through the air, demanding attention and recognition while shattering any hope of denial. Jon clenched his jaw as orange reflected to meet his gaze, the regret almost physical in it’s presence. Another ring filled the air, drawing tension from both bodies as they pulled tighter, willing the angry voice away. Defeat followed another ring, calling them back to a world of hopeless deficits to nameless forces. 

 “Hello?” A cracked voice spoke for the young man, a shadow of itself that blended with the darkened room.

 Melissa’s voice filled the receiver, tense and marked with strips of panic that brought her voice just above a whisper. Words followed, interrupted by sniffs of the biting silence that filled the young man’s ear. Finally they came together, sending shards of resolve and hope in all directions. “She’s gone… Jon, she’s gone…”

****

 Air filled overworked lungs with biting cold and sips of blood, exchanging as heated breaths left blood soaked lips. Dull grey bricks fought polished wood and crimson for the attention of a half conscious mind that swam in a cocktail of pain killers and emotion.

 Metal stood open, offering glimpses of the muted sunlight that was fading into shades of orange and yellow. Features found recognition, furniture and appliances dotting off white walls that melted into the thick concrete floor. 
 Slowly a form slipped into the door way, thick soled boots and heavy denim following the black tank top and raven hair that were offset by the blue sunglasses and white hand towel she used. An expression changed drawn features, a tight grin hinting at respect and admiration that seeped into the glacial plastic that watched her carefully. A moment passed in silence, an eternity of threats and pleas that had been exchanged repeatedly in the past among the brutal attentions that had swelled soft features. Blood and water mixed on the towel as the woman wiped her hands clean of the violence of the day.

 Seconds ticked by, the towel disappearing behind the door to be replaced by a large wood basket, it’s handle covered by a black cloth that hid it’s contents. The woman crossed the room slowly, well cut muscles flexing and releasing as she moved, offering reminders of the power that had changed Samantha’s features and skin color in several places.

 “Are you hungry?” The woman’s voice came calm and relaxed, a sharp contrast to the quivering muscles that held Sam’s head up by invisible strings. Tension followed the smell of freshly baked bread as it slipped from the basket, immediately joined by a bottle of clear liquid. 
 Seconds passed between them, swollen green eyes searching the calm plastic that hadn’t changed in the hours they had spent together, unyielding to the silent questions and flecks of blood that touched the rim. After a moment the woman tilted her head slightly, offering a view of the sharp steel eyes that replaced polarized plastic a moment later.

 Samantha stared, a drug induced haze defeating the voice that begged for attention. Minutes slipped by in silence, an unnerving gaze reflecting questions and muted pleas for answers. Metal slid from the basket, a massive frame drawn out over small hands, an engraving on the side slowly coming to recognition. ‘Desert Eagle .50 AE’

 “You’re brother is in a very dangerous position…” She began calmly as the clip slid free. “Hes alone out there without a clue Samantha…”

 Battered features contorted at the mention of her name, tracing the large weapon as practiced hands disassembled it carefully. A glacial expression followed steel orbs as they probed soft green for something unidentifiable.

 “He has no idea what hes gotten into with Kathrine…  I’ve been tracking her for a little over a week but I’ve never been able to get close enough…” Metal clanked softly as the woman ran a small rag over the pieces, giving special care to the task. “With Jonathan out there things are only going to get worse… Kathrine might be using him to escape, but they’re ill equipped for the battles ahead… That’s why I need your help Samantha…”
 Samantha stared for a moment, the information finding roots behind the bruises. “Ho… How…”
 “I need to know where they are… I need you to tell me everything about them, whats their relationship, how long have they known each other… Anything he might have told you…” Steel clacked against steel as the woman reassembled the weapon slowly. “If I can get to them in time, I’ll make sure you’re brother comes back to you safely… You have my word.”
 “Who…” 
 “They’re going to die soon Samantha, if you don’t help me… These people aren’t usually so lenient with neutrals… It’s a borderline miracle that they’ve made it this far, assuming they’re still alive…” Something flickered in cold eyes, following the magazine that slid into the massive gun. “If you tell me where they are Samantha, I can get them out of this… The two of you can disappear, together… You’ll never have to look over you’re shoulder again, all you have to do is tell me where Kathrine is…”
 Samantha looked up, her head barely supported by the muscles that screamed for release from the unbreakable nylon binds. A stare replaced her eyes, contempt and disdain speaking for her in tones that slipped into the whisper of her voice. “How… Do I know you won’t kill him…”
 “You don’t…” Heavy metal slid back, a sharp metallic clink filling the space between them as a round chambered, the barrel leveled at Samantha’s chest. Seconds ticked into eternity as eyes met, defeat and submission passing between them in waves that softened sharp eyes.

 “Alright… Alright…”

****

 Bricks and glass stood tall over vacant concrete, casting shadows over the sidewalks that reflected biting winds while absorbing the occasional strips of moonlight that crept through the cloud cover. Silhouettes slipped between buildings, the soft patter of shoes mingling with the hollow thumping of boots as the two traveled just fast enough to be considered a run. 
 “Shit.” Jon hissed, tightening the straps of the backpack that hung over the long coat.

 “Ye… Yeah…” A soft voice filled the space behind him, the woman’s jacket buffeting from another gust.

 Blocks passed into the deep chill of the early morning fog that had settled over densely packed buildings, suppressing glimpses of the vehicles that lined the streets. Sunlight slowly crept over the brick towers, painting dead black top in differing shades of yellow and orange, warming the air with trace amounts of reflected light.

  Cars and trucks filled the road, moving to the rhythm of a waking city too concerned with it’ self to notice the two forms that chased misshapen visages through the polluted haze. 
 Weary bodies moved cautiously between vehicles, a shake rippling through frayed nerves and frosted muscles. Slowly a voice came to youthful tones, reflecting in the confines of an alley. “Kat, you okay?”
 The woman nodded, her white pants a match for the pale skin that peeked out from a leather jacket and turtle neck. Seconds passed as clouded emeralds searched for the relief tension held hostage. “Fi… Fine…”
 Jon sighed, scanning the tight alley that stared back at him with a gaze of cold brick and errant litter. “Lets…” A moment slipped, brown eyes tracing the form that shook next to him, the decision coming to a voice not his own. “Lets head back…”

 Eyes met, an unspoken apology melting into a grateful embrace of shared body heat. “No… Jon, we should keep looking. She could be at the library, maybe the bus station, ah… the…”

 “Yeah… She could be.” Shaking tones slipped into an uncertain voice, chilled by the hours of fruitless searching that had numbed every nerve ending in the young man’s body. “She… Could be anywhere… We’ll go back, grab something to eat… Warm up a little bit…” Seconds followed the beat of a heart not his own as Jon searched Kathrine’s eyes, taking in the regret and concern that mimicked his own. 

 “Jon, we…”
 “Kat, we’re not gonna get anything like done like this…” Pangs spoke for the man, hopeless tones lost to the unflinching chill of reason. “Soon the streets are going to be filled with people… Not to mention cops…”

 “J…”
 “Come on.” A large hand slipped over the woman’s shoulder, resting on the pack she carried. A confident stride carried them from the stone enclave to the empty field of metal and blacktop, changing in an instant to the hollow walk that spoke of the uncertain future they shared.

 
 Soft hues of blue and white hung over the city, warming concrete and asphalt with the promise of mild temperatures, promises that broke under the constant bite of chilled oxygen and moisture. People and cars moved through the busy streets, trading off colors and clothing that contrasted with the two students who made their way through the crowds.

 Varying shades of yellow and black met painted plaster and blue wood, a single story reminder of the shelter that offered more then protection from the elements. The sign beckoned to anyone who would read, and welcomed those who had stayed. Jon scanned over the parking lot, counting vehicles and rooms before stepping off the sidewalk.

 A light voice filled the young man’s ear, concern bordering on the edge of panic forming words that had no place but very real substance.

 “Jon, there… Its her.”
 Seconds slipped by as brown eyes scanned the traffic, coming to a stop when bright red stretched over a car. The Monte Carlo sat next to a parking meter, the woman inside exchanging glances with Jon behind plastic, the once tinted window now missing. A tight smile changed her features, lighting up the road as recognition followed her from the opening door. 

 “Shit, shit. Go.” Youthful features contorted, a hiss of a voice speaking of urgency, the body it was attached to introducing fresh adrenaline to weary muscles as the first steps were taken. 

 Clothing and nylon moved quickly through a sea of tainted concrete and crowded blacktop, unyielding to the bitter winds and fatigue that carried the, Brick and glass put distance between adrenaline soaked nerves  and the woman that followed them, only to be swallowed up as boots carried raven hair over the path the two had made.

 Jon and Kat slipped between buildings, tension and fear lending speed to shaky feet that traveled over cracked concrete as swallows of cold air filled their lungs. Several blocks, turns and twists drained resolve and energy, only to be repeated when a familiar duster peeked from around brick, a soft patter announcing her arrival each time.

 Breath found lungs in daggers of ice and moisture, made worse by the droning of cars that filled the streets, each adding their own touch of spite to the chemical air.  Streets crossed, carefully controlled by lights that exchanged colors, the markers lost to the haze of choices that filled the young man’s mind. “Sh… Damnit.” A hiss left his mouth as the woman rounded the alley they had just come out of, her expression as emotionless as the heavy duster she wore. 
 “Come on.” Kathrine’s voice cut through his ear even as she tugged on his arm. “This way.”

 Noise filled the streets, diesel engines and cars trading off through the densely packed vehicles. A large bus sat ahead of them, feet extending into miles as they traveled to meet the steel salvation. An older man looked down at them, his face a mix of suspicion and hospitality.

 “How much do you charge?” Kat’s voice forced calm tones that betrayed the tension in her jaw.

 “Dollar fifty per person.”
 The two slipped into the otherwise vacant bus, Jon’s breath ragged as he dug for the money. “Go… Just Go.”
 “I have a schedule..” The reply came flat in the still air.

 “So do we…” Jonathan started, his hand sliding under the plain shirt only to be held by a tight grip and sharp eyes.

 “Sorry…” Kathrine glared at the young man as she slipped money into the meter, questions an emotions speaking the volumes her clenched hand only hinted at.

 Oil cotton and sleek hair followed the crowd, peeking above the windows and reflecting from lightly tinted glass. Two forms hid under the frame, hugging the wall carefully, watching with measured hope as the woman continued her walk beyond the steel cage. 

 “Jon. What the hell were you thinking…” A whisper slipped between them, the edge sharper then the stare that cut through desperate resolve.

 Brown eyes sat cold in the wake of the woman’s attention, focusing on the front windows and the nameless faces that passed by.

 Heavy steel and rubber moved forward, slowly traveling over dense blacktop. Two forms sat, scanning the cars that disappeared into the multitude of colors and styles of a busy city. Buildings and turns passed in silence, the only tangible sound being a dull roar from the engine.

 Slowly the bus came to a stop, pulled by a sign and the couple that stood under it. Jon flexed his jaw, trying to guess at the unfamiliar features of the area. “Come on, lets go.” He whispered, slipping through the back door and into the light breeze that flowed over evenly spaced houses and cracked asphalt. 
 “Where are we?” Kathrine’s voice disappeared into the exhaust that marked the vehicle’s departure.

 Jon shrugged, scanning the houses for any signs of recognition. “I think Crestline area…”
”Oh… Great.” A sharp edge followed the instant of silence that ended the woman’s tone. “What was that, were you going too? What were you gonna do?”
 Youthful features changed, reflecting the concentration that had been broken by the sudden attack. “Huh? Oh…”
 “Yeah. ‘oh.’ What was…” 
 “Calm down Kat…”
 An instant slipped between them, carefully spoken words betraying the emotions that mixed in green eyes. “Jon, what would have happened if you had pulled that out?”
 “I don’t know…” An equally cautious voice filled the young man’s mouth, hinting at the agitation in his stance. “Sorry.”
 Kathrine tilted her head, sharp features softening in turn as seconds ticked by. “We need to come up with a plan…”
 “Yeah, lets get off the street first…”

 Minutes passed under swift moving feet. Run down houses and chipped paint flowed over hills and through valleys, occasionally separated by cars dotted with rust or others with broken windows. Finally the two came to an old park, the overgrown grass a match for the debris and broken play equipment that filled the small area. An oak tree stood fair in the back, various posters and graffiti replacing the once proud visage with shadows of a reality neither welcome nor escapable.

 “Man…” Kat sighed, taking in another handful of preserved meat.

 Jon watched the street carefully, a muscle in his jaw flexing as a car drove by. Images slid behind brown eyes, each one coming to form a possibility, catalogued neatly before being tossed into the furnace of emotions that set fire to reason. “Lets go.” He spoke harshly, rising to his feet. 

 “Uh, where?” Kathrine followed slowly, adjusting her backpack.

 “I’ve gotta find Sam.”
 “Jon… What about…”
 Boots cracked over grass and rocks as the young man re-traced the path they had made coming in, his voice carrying through the area with touches of anger. “Screw her, screw the cops… I’m gonna find Sam, then we’re going to get outta here…”
 “And go where Jon?” Kat’s voice bit into the air, concern and hope mixing in her tones as she caught up. “They’re all over the place, we’d never make it.”
 “Better then sitting here waiting…”
 A soft hand gripped his shoulder, tightening as he tried to step away. “Jon…”
 “What?” A glare stopped heavy boots, muscles flexing and releasing as the young man turned to face sharp features and warm eyes.
 “If we go out there, the police and the wom…”
 “I don’t care.”
 “Hear me out.” A hand tightened as a whisper begged for attention. “Besides them… Our pictures are on TV. Someone is bound to notice sooner or later…” Desperation crept over Kathrine’s voice slowly, the words forming in sips of air. “What if we call Melissa? We could find out if she heard anything…” Seconds ticked by, silent pleas and apologies welling up in green depths that searched the young man. “I’m sure she would want to know…”

 “Know what Kat? Know that I haven’t done a damn thing to find her? Know that I put Sam’s life in danger, put her in danger? I’m sure she’d love to…”
 Kathrine recoiled as the words formed between them, her own voice failing despite the tightened grip. “This is all my fault… Jon…”
 “No. Stop right there…” Jon’s edge tapered off slowly, his eyes closing before his voice took over. “This isn’t your fault. I’ve made my choice, and I’d do it…” A breath stopped him suddenly, all together different tones replacing the silence after a moment. “Yeah… Your right… She deserves to know…”

 Time passed between them, an embrace of fabric and leather drowning the emotions that burned behind brown eyes, a silent apology forming as reason took control. 

 A whisper slipped from soft lips, echoing concern and something indistinguishable. “Do you know her number?”

 
 Concrete and black top mixed under a midday sky, laying under brick and glass that advertised prices of cigarettes and milk. Two forms huddled around a payphone, scanning the lot as the man input numbers.

 Rings filled Jon’s ear, mechanical echoes of a shapeless hope that paced back and forth through his mind.

 “He… Hello?” A timid voice filtered through the receiver, bringing relief and tension to weary muscles. 
 “It’s me… You okay?”
 “Thank God… Are you alright?”
 “Yeah, have you heard anything? News?”
 “I… I called the police… They’re looking for her, but they think you guys had something to do with it…”
 “What kind of bullshit…”
 “Jon. She left something here, it looks important… It’s about Kathrine…”
 The young man glanced at Kat, a curious expression mirroring in her eyes as a mouth formed words. “What?”
 “Yeah… It has a description of her, it looks like it might be a warrant or something…”
 Jonathan stared for a moment, his glare freezing Kat in place, questions and assumptions filled the space between them, mixing with pleas and apologies as eyes held each other. “Did you tell the cops?”
 “N… No…”

 “Alright… I dunno where we are but… Can you meet us somewhere?”
 “Uh… Yeah… Where?”
 “Do you know where the Forum is?”
 “No…”
 “Grab a pen.” A slight edge crept into Jon’s calm tone as he traced sharp features that couldn’t meet his.

 Starlight peeked through clouds, painting the world below in pale tones of blue and white that reflected from broken windows. Silhouettes moved over blacktop and brick, disappearing into the shadows that filled spaces in between buildings. Silence carried the two through back alleys and around corners as it had for the eternity they traveled, miles wearing boots and shoes down as much as the people that wore them. 
 Blue letters and glass ended their journey, vacant depths interrupted by cobwebs and debris, a sharp contrast to the once thriving business. Darkness swallowed the two, allowing traces of their forms to show through when they moved. 

 Orange reflected in the pitched glow of ambient light as Kathrine scanned the building across from them.

 Jonathan followed her eyes carefully, a question forming before Melissa slipped from behind the decrepit bar. An instant passed as he searched the area, watching carefully as the woman moved in front of the building. 
 Asphalt passed under boots and shoes, cracking only slightly when three forms met, exchanging hugs. A folded slip of paper traded hands, from shaking to level an instant later.

 Kathrine turned when Melissa shot her a glance, something drawing her attention. 

 “The… They said you guys… Um. They said you shot a cop…”
 Two sets of eyes locked on the woman, tension and disbelief finding a physical form that bludgeoned youthful features with images of lies in print and the punishment they would render.

 “What?” Kathrine spoke, her voice just below a yell. “Where? When?” Orange reflected the desperation of her tones, replacing green for an instant and forcing Melissa back, her hand over her mouth.

 “What the hell?” Another step pulled her away from the pair, her own emotions coming around the words. “What the hell was that?”
 An instant slipped by before Kat turned, a soft sigh escaping her lips. 
 “Mel… We didn’t do anything… Please beli…” Jon began slowly, cut off when a hand grabbed his shoulder. 
 “Jon.” Kathrine’s voice echoed concern and unease, touches of panic changing her tone. 
 “Hang on. Like I said…”

 “Stop where you are.” Brilliant light shattered the darkness, bathing the old bar in hateful white that was projected by search lights. Red and blue light mixed in the heavy darkness, silhouetting uniforms and faces while announcing the presence of two squad cars, one at each corner of the parking lot.

 Jon turned his head slowly, time winding down as steel reflected in the changing light, each a mirror of the weapon he had under his belt, another officer slipped from behind the vehicle, a reminder of the weapon in his backpack pointing at the three. An instant slipped by, the pump of the officer’s shotgun leading the release of safeties. “Oh Fu…”

 “Put your hands behind your head and get on your knees.” A strong voice filled the distance between them, echoing against cold brick and lifeless concrete.

 “You didn’t…” Harsh tones passed between the Jon and Mel. “Please tell me you didn’t…”
 “If you don’t comply, we will open fire.”
 “N… No, Jon I swear…”
 Kathrine swallowed hard, the lump in her throat giving way to a shaking voice. “We, I didn’t do anything… I’ve never even gotten a parking ticket. Next thing I know my best friend…” 

 “On the ground. Now!”
 Jonathan exhaled sharply, choices fighting one another as an instant stretched into an eternity. Black and white cars protected men from an unarmed threat and the silent attacks that played out behind brown eyes, each a call to action that offered possibility. Slowly scraps of plans came together, forming a carpet that rolled out before him, disappearing into the shadows just beyond the parking lot. “Go.” The young man grabbed two different arms, pulling hard as a sharp crack splintered the silence.

****

 Dull grey surrounded soft features, interrupted only by a hollow metal door and small end table that offered sustenance with bread and water. Samantha sipped from the bottle slowly, taking care to avoid the swollen patches of skin that had redefined her face. Minutes ticked by, small chunks of bread disappearing into a mouth with excruciating pain that was suppressed by hunger. Rope sat in front of the door, a neatly cut reminder of the woman’s departure, sitting next to the small bag of pain killers that would have to be injected before long.

 Samantha forced another piece of bread down her throat, wincing with the effort as she considered her options and the reasons she wanted Kat. Conversations recited themselves slowly, picked apart carefully and finding ground among her own suspicions. Words traded off behind blackened eyes, each adding to the sheet of information she had been gathering. A sentence came to being, the words ringing through her mind like a bell “Using him to escape…”
 Questions begged for clues to their own existence, resolution to the turmoil that had been tearing her apart for the hours she had been considering them. “Is it the cops? Why him? Why is she…”

 A metallic click cut off her thoughts in an instant, metal swinging out to reveal the raven haired woman wearing a black tank top that exposed well defined abs, a match for her arms, loose black denim hung over thick soled boots. Silver eyes met Samantha’s, their bite as sharp as it had been hours ago. “Do you think you can travel?”
 Confusion slipped around tense lips, forming a tone that ached for relief. “Wh… Where?”
 “They just stepped up patrols… I guess you’re brother is more of a threat to them then we thought…” The woman’s cold tone ended in a shrug as she offered a hand. “We need to find them before its too late.”

 Blood stained clothes rustled softly in the still air, their owner taking to shaky feet despite the careful attention. Seconds passed between two sets of eyes, questions taking shape through wounded tones. “We? Wh… Where?”

 The woman steadied Sam before turning to the door frame. Several small dots came together, forming a trail over her spine, disappearing into the black fabric of her clothes. “We’re going to the industrial district, the police lost them not too long ago…”
 “S… So why me?” Sam followed behind the shorter woman, taking in the room just beyond hers. Varying shades of yellow crept through a small window that overlooked cracked bricks tainted by time and pollution, buildings followed the same scheme off into the distance where tall glass and steel structures replaced the run down visage of the lower east side. Hardwood floors met spotless plaster and painted trim, accenting the single bed and built in bar that separated the kitchen from the rest of the apartment. Slowly other features followed green yes, a walk in closet sitting next to an open bathroom. 

 “I don’t like loose ends Samantha.” She turned, withdrawing a set of clothes from the closet. “If that means taking you with me, so be it…” The woman handed off a pair of jeans and a T-shirt followed by a pair of boots that faintly resembled her own, all mirrors of the vacant shades she wore. “I suggest you take a shower while you have the chance… It might be a while.”

 Confusion changed bruised features as Sam stared, seconds disappearing into the sharp eyes that watched her, impassive but urgent. After a moment she glanced at the bathroom, the well stocked shelf speaking of relief for a weary body. “Uh…”
 “Be quick about it Samantha…” 

 Samantha sighed, the misty air wrapping around her like a blanket, relaxing muscles as much as the warm water had. Denim hung from her hips, held by a thick leather belt that had a symbol on it’s buckle, fairly resembling a seven. Sam stared at it again, trying to define its meaning as she opened the door. Smells of smoldering herbs mixed with gun oil and leather, filling the woman’s nostrils in an instant. Black hair and a bulky duster found Sam’s gaze, looking back at her with calm silver. Other items caught her attention, laid over the naked mattress neatly. A bulky vest sat carefully placed between a pistol and overcoat that matched the woman’s. 

 “Do you know how to use one of these?” She spoke softly, picking up the weapon before slipping the clip free. 

 “N… No.”
 “Alright, this releases the magazine…” She carefully traced the pistol, indicating the features as she went. “Safety is here… Safe, fire.” Calm tones passed between them as the woman guided Sam’s hand into a firing stance. “Level the front sight to you’re target’s chest level, the rear sight should straddle the front, line it up and squeeze the trigger, don’t jerk it…” She watched Samantha carefully, her eyes unwavering. “Try it.”
Click.

 “Good…” A moment passed as she took the weapon from shaking hands. “Load the magazine like this, be quick… Then pull the slide back far enough for the round to be chambered…”
 Samantha followed the instructions, the weapon emitting a light click as she loaded the magazine, pulling the slide back gently. The slide slammed forward causing the gun to slip to the mattress. Blonde hair whipped around as she turned to face the woman who watched her without any readable emotion. 
 “Those are forty caliber hollow points… You shouldn’t have too much trouble unless you try to spray… If you hit someone, they’re going to feel it, unless they have armor on…” She trailed off, lifting the thick black vest up to reveal smaller squared off pieces that looked something like the sleeves of a T-shirt. “Put this on… The shoulder pads hook in here and here…”
 Minutes passed quickly, the heavy armor conforming to the shape of Samantha’s body before the shell of oil cotton and thin liner slipped over her frame, covering the equipment in toneless fabric. Samantha looked at the woman, watching carefully as she presented the slim pistol with her left hand and two extra magazines with her right.
 “Wh… What makes you think I won’t shoot you?” 
 “You have other priorities.” The response came instantly, glacially cold if not somewhat bitter. 

 Samantha stared, the words ringing more true then she thought possible. After a moment the pistol found a new home in her pocket. “Wh.. Who are you anyway? What do you want with Kat?” 
 Steel eyes fixed the woman in place, betraying nothing as she crossed the room, scooping up a backpack from the bar followed by a large Katana that disappeared under her duster a moment later. “What should concern you more is what Kathrine has done to you’re brother… Or will.”

 Samantha felt her heart drop, adrenaline following fear through her veins in an instant. “What do you mean? What is she gonna do?” Boots carried the woman to meet the hallway’s dingy brick and concrete floor. 
 The pair walked through the hall, oilskin and denim rustling softly as the came to an elevator, sliding into it’s waiting arms. “They’re not ready for what lies ahead… From what I’ve gathered Kathrine doesn’t know them, or why…”
 “Them, who?”
 Paneled wood opened to reveal an empty parking garage, a dull grey expanse that offered nothing but variations on the theme, interrupted by sleek features and red paint. “A long time ago… About eight hundred years, there was a clan that lived on the Hanta Flats…” The woman unlocked the car, dropping her bag into the rear seat before a switch brought a low whine to the garage. “They had a compact with the outlying settlements, free trade and neutral grounds for peace talks… For almost sixty years the clan prospered, in terms of wealth and numbers they outsourced many of the kingdoms in Europe. And they did it without fear, hatred or greed…”
 Streets passed slowly into the pitched engine as the woman continued. A king heard of this clan, he saw an opportunity unlike anything he had seen before… With no standing army to speak of nor a castle to defend it’s riches they looked easy to conquer….” A slight edge crept into the words, several more blocks passing outside of tinted windows. “He sent two thousand men to the leader’s council, only to loose them… When he got news of this he enlisted the help of neighboring nations… Including several of the clan’s trade partners… They never stood a chance… Three hundred thousand soldiers descended on the settlement one morning… After they had destroyed the resistance they took the land for themselves… Those who escaped lived only to be hunted down like game…. A once proud clan was reduced to ashes, but that wasn’t enough. They sought to eradicate the clan, and it’s descendants from the earth…”
 “After they had finished, they formed a guild with the sole purpose of finishing what was begun, ‘to preserve the sanctity of man’…  They call themselves Ket Caust Nevat, The Order of the Earth Purifiers…” A light sigh passed through drawn lips as the car turned down an alley. “The clan scattered to the winds, some were lucky to form their own bands, however the Order eventually found and destroyed them. As the years wore on, the descendants began to appear, carrying on the name though the mixing of bloodlines that had occurred…. Many of them came together to form a powerful clan, Leval Tet. White Rose.” 
 “They have existed for nearly three centuries, hiding in the shadows, biding their time and increasing their numbers… Soon there will be a reckoning, when they rise from the dirt to extinguish the Order and return to the life they have been denied…” 
 Samantha stared, watching the woman’s features change slowly to a self assured grin that matched the fire in her eyes. Minutes passed as quickly as the streets and cars outside, finally she spoke. “So whats Kat got to do with this?”
 “Kathrine is a descendant… Fifth generation probably…”
 “Huh?”
 “The blood line, its probably a fifth generation, one of Kathrine’s ancestors belonged to the clan…”
 “Thi…. This clan, does it have a name?”
 “Not a spoken one.”
 Green eyes searched the road carefully, cycling information through filters of suspicion and logic. Dingy brick and broken glass traveled on either side of them, cracked asphalt and overgrown grass seeing them through the shells of a once thriving industrial sector, now forgotten by the engine of progress. “S… So how do the cops fit in?”

 “The Order has agents in all parts of life,  government officials are fairly common… Someone found out about Kathrine’s decent, now they’re going to wait for a chance to remove the threat… Something that can be publicly justified…”
 “Like being…. What about Jon?”
 “Typically  they aren’t concerned about outsiders, unless they present a threat to their secrecy… If he is a neutral, he will be perused as much as a descendant would be…”
 “Neutral?”
 “Someone that holds no allegiance, either they actively pose a threat to the Order or they are trying to harbor a descendant…”
 “Okay, so what can be done?” Samantha searched for her voice, sighing inwardly as choices slipped by her eyes, buildings and chain link trading off as the car slowed. 

 The woman pulled into an open door, the interior of an old warehouse sliding into the overwhelming darkness that consumed the Monte Carlo in the same instant. “That depends…”
 “On?”
 “Your brother…” Plastic and metal gave way to the expansive room, offering the pair to the lightly chilled air. A soft patter echoed through the concrete enclosure as the woman walked toward the entrance, her demeanor as cold as the mirrored sunglasses she wore. “If he gives them a reason to hunt him… Right now they’re after Kathrine, Jonathan is of little consequence…” 
 Samantha swallowed, following the woman around the streets that intersected and curved through the empty husks of factories long since abandoned. “S… So why do you want her… What do you get outta this?” 
 “Kathrine’s life expectancy is a fraction of her lifespan…. It would be a waste to see so much potential thrown away. Every recovered neutral brings them a step closer to their destiny…” Soft tones slipped from the woman’s mouth, echoing something only she understood. “Though I’m sure the numbers have changed by now, there were approximately six hundred members of the White Rose clan… With thirty percent of them being inactive…”
 “Inactive…” Samantha went over the conversation mentally picking apart the phrases and possible meanings as they traveled. Slowly the sky changed to reflect the rain that trickled from dense clouds, bringing light winds and odors to weary senses as they traveled. 

 “There we go…” The woman smiled, pointing at a broken window several blocks away, the glass giving way to red hair and a white turtle neck that hid under a purple vest.

Chapter 10
So here we are...

Cold, hungry and alone…

And that’s okay, because…

Why?

 Sand stretched over the vacant land, a thin strip of asphalt joining the light blue sky in it’s presentation of twisted metal and shattered glass. Two vehicles occupied the otherwise empty road, a small sedan that mixed carefully with a large tanker, it’s pain flecked across the area matching the errant blood stains across it’s windshield.

A young man sat next to the Taurus, his body limp against the contorted metal. Curses and questions traded through hush tones, unanswered by the stench of leaking diesel or the tears that slid down his cheeks. “Maybe I should have stayed… Then I wouldn’t have to worry about this shit…” He yelled, slamming his fist into the cold steel.

 “Here again?” A feminine voice filled the area with calm tones that betrayed an underlying seriousness.  “You were doing so well…”
 Jonathan looked up, a scowl finding it’s way through the streaks of water, a contrast to the slight grin that formed the wolf’s snout. “The last thing I need right now is more of you’re bullshit.” A rock covered the distance quickly, going wide. 
 Brown and white moved slowly, defined muscles carrying the sleek form over the scorching blacktop without any sign of effort. Minutes disappeared into calm blue yes, questions answers slipping through in a steam of speechless words that clawed from within. “If you had stayed, the other members of you’re pack would have never known you’re gift… One of them would still be lost… You gave them a reason Man, now you wish to take it?”
 “Reason? Reason? What the hell reason did I…” Jon trailed of as something thumped against the window above his head. Features came into view as he rose, fair skin and sharp emeralds that reflected so much confusion and pain. Behind her blonde hair writhed as Samantha pounded on the driver’s side window. Time slowed down as the scene played out, familiar doors that refused to open and the glass that refused to give. The only difference being the lack of barely conscious efforts to free them, replaced by urgency and focused adrenaline. “No… Not this time…”
 Heat and pressure flowed from around him, an intense wave of pain that ended in an instant. Heat followed, fire and diesel mixing over the asphalt to melt the misshapen steel and blistering paint. Nerves registered the sensations that surrounded a body driven by emotion, pushing them behind with the same effort used to punch the unforgiving glass. Another wave of pressure enveloped the world, drowning out everything an instant before plunging existence into a cold void.

 Crack. Sound echoed through a startled mind, reflecting from heavy bricks an instant later. Senses slowly came into being, dust and age mixing in the chilled air that was warmed slightly by muted sunlight as it crept from behind thick rain clouds. Broken glass held the rain at bay, shielding the young man from it’s bite. Features came into view, a short weapon and it’s wood pump occupying his attention, wavering slightly when a hand slid over his shoulder. 
 “Hey…” Kathrine’s voice passed in a wisp of warm breath that spoke of concern and something that couldn’t be named. “Jon…”

 “Yeah.” Jonathan turned, his shaking voice a match for the hands that couldn’t hold the heavy weapon. “I… I’m up…” Tension slowly gave way to an hand that came to rest around his arm. Boots stared back at him, stretched out legs offering nothing but the reflected chill of the concrete flooring.  
 “Are you alright?” Another whisper passed between them as she pulled herself tighter against him. “Bad dreams?”
 Minutes passed slowly, a muscle flexed in the young man’s jaw before he spoke. “Yeah...” Shaking hands guided the shotgun to the floor of the expansive room before they pulled his legs to his chest. “I…” Jon trailed off, searching the warm emeralds that watched him, silently voicing their concern. Seconds slipped into minutes, the air biting into the space between them but dying in the calm warmth of green depths. 

 “What about?” Kathrine pulled on the man’s shoulder, bringing warm to the choices they shared, complete and willing. 

 Jonathan searched carefully, the words forming without a voice. Another breath forced the response after a minute, uncertainty giving way to emotion as he spoke. “About… You… You and Sam…” Jon turned his head sharply when water slid over his cheek, leaving a trail in it’s wake. 
 “Hey.” Sharp features came into view, the woman’s hands coming to rest on tense shoulders. “It was just a dream… Its okay…” A warm finger traced over taught features, stalling the tears that formed while offering relief that needed no answer. “Its gonna be alright…”

 Minutes disappeared into green eyes, holding carefully spoken truths that would never be heard. Tension slowly gave way to the warmth of the arms that held him, tightening as he released a breath. “I need help Kathrine… I need… you…” 
 Light flickered in the woman’s eyes before a whisper spoke for her, almost silent in the face of emotions that couldn’t be placed. “I’ll always be here for you…” Words formed on her lips, unable to pass as she searched his eyes. Minutes slipped by, eyes following the arms that wrapped around shaking bodies. “I promise…”
 A form stirred in front of the two, the trench coat that covered her giving way to a light great sweatshirt and blue jeans. A small strip of gauze tapered off into her natural pigment, sitting as a reminder of the razor wire topped fence that protected them from the hostilities of the world. 
 Kathrine pulled her cheek over his, a light breath making it’s presence known as she moved. Another graze ended in an embrace of warmth and nameless emotions that passed between them in an instant. “I…” Muscles tensed in an instant, shattering the peace of seconds ago. “Someone’s here…”

 “Melissa.” Jon slid next to the woman as Kathrine collected their backpacks. “Mel, get up.” Seconds ticked by while clouded eyes searched the area, stopping when they found Jon.

 “Wha?” A squeak of a voice left her mouth, dying out when Kat slid her jacket on.
  “Someone is here…” Jon shook the woman again, accenting the urgency in his tone. “We have to go. Now.” A soft gust brought frozen water through the missing portions of window, bringing reminders of the safety they were about to abandon.

  Slowly the woman rose, handing off the trench coat with an instant stare that slipped from weary features. Shoes and boots passed over dull concrete, mixing sounds as they moved between hulking reminders of machines that had produced any number of items but now served as a nesting ground for rats and other manner of vermin.

 Kathrine guided them through the dense shadows and around the thick beams that supported the building, coming to a stop when a set of double doors ended their path. “Back, back… Go.” She whispered, orange reflecting the tone of her voice. 

 Jon picked up a jog, retracing their trail before forming a new path through the rusted metal jungle. Bricks and vacant concrete slipped by, interrupted by glass and rain occasionally mixing with the smell of wet dirt. Another door found Jonathan’s gaze as sound echoed from the other end of the room, followed closely by a light patter that resembled footsteps.

 Heavy metal gave way to dense grey and rusted steel, coming together to form a tight stairwell that descended into a darkness clouded by moisture and dust. Steps disappeared in leaps of heavy leather and cushioned soles, bringing the three to the ground level after a minute. A sign hung from the ceiling warning them of the emergency alarm that would sound if the door was opened. 

 Rain and wind filled the confines of the room, sending shards of cold through the bodies that stepped into the open air a moment later. Asphalt and rain cracked as the three sprinted to the fence, Jon offering a back to step on, following with feet that slipped to the ground just as two forms left the door. Concrete and brick slid passed them, slowing only long enough to turn corners and cross streets.

 “Damnit.” Melissa cried out from behind, gripping her side.

 “Come on.” Jon pulled her hand, his pace a mirror for the shaky breath that found his lungs. Several buildings passed into the obscurity of increasingly heavy rain, draining energy and resolve as the group traveled. 
 Another sharp turn ended when Kathrine slammed into someone, knocking both of them to the ground. White fabric and black leather mixed with dark blue, changing slightly as confusion gave way to reason in the form of blonde hair and determined features, the nameplate marked “M. Avery” 

 “I’m sorry.” Kat began, recoiling as he reached for his gun. 
 Jonathan brought his boot to the man’s arm, holding it and place. A voice filled the space between them, stronger then his own and accented by the shotgun that pointed at the ground. “Don’t.”
 “Jon.” Two voices filled the air, each carrying their own versions of desperation.

 Seconds passed, eyes watching the young man carefully as Kathrine stood up, offering a hand to the staggering Melissa.

 Eyes pleaded for solace in the minutes it took the women to get around the corner. Jonathan sighed softly, regarding the officer with a level tone that betrayed the shake in his hands. “We’re in deep shit aren’t we?”
 Avery stared for a second, his gaze a near match for his wavering voice. “You’re making it worse… If you turn…”

 “We didn’t do anything. We’ve tried telling you, but you don’t listen…” A low whine caught Jon’s attention, filling the space between tightly packed buildings with a pitched metallic cry that faintly resembled an airplane. “Don’t follow us man… Please.” Tension released from the heavy boot, changing into a biting step that carried Jon past a police cruiser and into the thick sheets of rain that continued to hammer the earth.

 Kathrine and Melissa looked up as Jon approached, expressions changed to regret following carefully spoken words. “Where are we going?”
 “Off the streets…” Jon motioned to a row of houses that stood on the top of a hill, rain distorting the facades and shelter they offered. “I heard her back there… We gotta hurry.”  

 Melissa sighed, her breath faltering as they traveled. Concrete and asphalt mixed as the group moved through the damp air that thickened while lungs gasped for sips to fuel the bodies they belonged to.

 Black and white slipped from around a building, the female officer focusing on them even as she rounded the corner, another following close behind. Other engines registered from behind, vehicles that brought with them the promise of punishment and loneliness.

 Jonathan pulled Melissa’s arm, following Kat as she slipped between the tightly packed cars. A voice called from behind, an order lost to the sharp crack that echoed through the vacant halls of brick and glass. Something impacted against the young man, weight that forced him into the concrete as soft sigh filled his ear.

 “Jon!” Kat turned sharply, her expression sinking while the pulled the weight from the young man’s back, working furiously despite the series of rounds that splintered concrete around them. “Melissa…”
 Jon rolled over in an instant, taking in the blood stained polyester that mixed with black hair and Asian features. Wood found shaking hands, a trigger followed the rough voice that filled the area. “Get her.” A dull roar ripped through the rain, disappearing into the hollow crack of a pump ejecting a spent shell as asphalt changed in front of a Crown Victoria. Recoil barely registered through the cloud of adrenaline and fear that replaced the fog around him. Booted feet followed, carefully lifting the man to the women that slipped around chipped brick.
 Melissa thumped against the wall, her face a pallor mask that housed a vacant stare. A cough left her mouth, cut off by a soft gurgle as blood spilled from drawn lips. 
 Kathrine tried to pull her up, tugging hard against the weight that refused to budge. “Mel…” She whispered an instant before she grabbed Jonathan’s hand, adrenaline lending unnatural strength to her effort. 

 “N…” The young man started, his voice failing as boots carried him over the icy concrete, moved by a will not his own. Several more shots passed through the haze of choices and half hearted decisions that mixed behind brown eyes, giving way to anger followed closely by vengeance. Jon stopped hard, turning away from the refuge just out of reach. A second ticked by as he readied the shotgun, focused adrenaline bringing strength to taught muscles. 

 “Jon!” Kathrine shouted, her hand finding his shoulder. “No! Jon! Don’t.” She pulled him hard, forcing his body into the cold brick. “They’ll kill you!” Emotions passed through her eyes, reflecting the chaos of her thoughts. Something flickered deep inside, drawing reason and focusing emotions the emotions that had been mixing.

 Slowly souls touched through locked eyes, a warm reaction that pulled them together for an instant before re-affirming the unspoken pact they shared. After an eternity features came into focus, wet hair and a sharp jaw that mirrored the emeralds which pleaded with the young man for recognition.

 “Go.” Jon nodded finally as a boot thumped against concrete, followed by another that mixed with the pitter of shoes before disappearing into the biting rain that consumed the city.

 Asphalt and concrete flowed around weary muscles and frayed nerves, a solid river of hard won movement against unforgiving memories and forced adrenaline that gave strength to the body they occupied. Heavy grey followed wet dirt and pounding water as the pair slipped by an old warehouse and into a mix of houses marked condemned or abandoned. Grass sloshed in puddles around leather and rubber, guiding them through the misshapen visages of safety that made were made up of backyards and alleys.

 Jon looked over his shoulder in time to see a black and white car tear into a turn that lead the driver up the hill, another followed while two others turned the opposite direction into the tangle of old factories and forgotten dreams. Guilt and regret rained from above, taking root under treated fabric and brown eyes. Slowly a voice formed, hollow in the downpour of emotion. “I’m sorry…”

Booted feet followed mud stained denim and leather past broken windows, short fences and mixed trees. Minutes slipped into woven trails and heavy foot falls that carried the pair over rises of dirt and trees into the thick chill of densely packed buildings Jon recognized. East Lake Business District, a sign nodded at them as they passed, bringing a layout of familiar paths and the shelter they had offered in years gone by.

 Jonathan grabbed Kat’s hand, tugging her into an alley before turning several buildings in silence only broken by the rough breathing that pulled him through the husks of civilization. Cars mixed through the streets, linking both sides with multi-colored variations of machines he suddenly wished he had keys to.

 Concrete slowly gave way to grass and fallen leaves, mixing with branches that broke under the weight of a forceful boot. Jonathan cleared a path through the dense patches of trees that sheltered them from the prying eyes that existed nowhere but consumed his every thought. Hours passed over muddy ground and between ashen colored trees, yielding to the muscles that had failed long ago.

 Eyes searched one another, the distance between them growing colder as a gust of air brought quantities of frozen rain down upon them. Breath slipped through parted lips, adrenaline giving way  to the bite that surrounded the shivering bodies. Jon looked down at the shotgun in his hand, a muscle flexing in his jaw when it slipped into it’s nylon carrier, next to rolled clothes and bagged supplies. Words slowly formed behind brown eyes, blame and guilt following the what ifs and could haves into the overwhelming realization of fault and where it belonged.

 Kathrine moved closer, sliding along the overturned log they shared. Her hand touched his arm gently, the tension and shaking giving way to warm emotion mirrored in her voice. “Jon… We need to get out of this… We’ll catch pneumonia…”

 Seconds passed in stretches as Jon searched sharp emeralds, tracing the emotions and questions that spoke for them, his own voice a forgotten plea for attention. Fabric slipped from the young man’s body before finding a new home over the woman that sat next to him. Nylon followed an instant later as Jon stood on shaky feet, searching the area carefully and nodding when to Kat when he picked up a slender log.

 Several logs and sticks slowly came together, forming a rough shelter that balanced on the perch the two had been using minutes ago.  Black fabric stretched out over the makeshift lean-to, shielding the occupants from the icy water that continued to pour down. 

 Warmth wrapped around tense muscles, arms holding him in place as a wet cheek fought shivering that wouldn’t subside despite the dry shirts they wore. A sigh left Jon’s mouth, impacting against his legs almost physically. “Kat…” 

 The response came after a moment, her arms tightening as her cheek pushed against his. “Jon…?”
 The young man pulled his body tighter before returning the attention, pushing gently against the shaking woman after a minute passed. Warmth followed carefully spoken words, betraying the tense voice that allowed a whisper. “Tell me its alright… Please…”

****

 Black and white vehicles separated from their line, splitting paths through the cold rain and heavy blacktop in pursuit of the two forms that had slipped between a pair of houses. A sport utility vehicle followed behind slowly, coming to a stop at the intersection. Three forms exited a moment later, large men dressed in black pants and ponchos that advertised them as members of the FBI.

 Samantha swallowed as the Monte Carlo slowed to a stop. Another breath filled her lungs, choked off when a calm voice filled the cabin.

 “Stay here.” The woman nodded, unbuckling her seatbelt as the door gave way to pounding rain and bitter wind. Steel clacked hollow against the torrent as a rifle slipped from her duster and into light hands. Moments passed under the haze of moisture and atmosphere that filled the streets as the woman closed the distance between them, her calm stance and easy motion interrupted only by the compact rifle in her left hand.

 Green eyes widened slightly when the agents turned to face the approaching form. Expressions traded among them, mirrors of caution and surprise that vanished from their faces when thunder ripped through the air, forcing one of the younger looking men to the ground.

 Panic changed into recognition during the split second it took the remaining agents to take cover and draw their own weapons. A series of sharp cracks followed rounds as boxy looking handguns discharged at the woman, impacting against the exterior of the Chevy, her movement too quick of their aim.

 Samantha ducked, the sound of lead thumping against still driving her under the dashboard an instant before another set of timed shots echoed through the street. Weary features crept over plastic in time to see the woman closing in on an agent that had placed himself between the Ford Explorer and the short dark threat.  The man said something, his gun finding an uneasy hand that pointed at level features. Seconds passed in unwavering foot steps that brought the woman closer, disappearing into hours when she batted his arm out of the way before driving a long curved blade into his shoulder and the vehicle underneath, stopping only when the handle protruded from his body. Sharp cracks followed the man’s scream, changing asphalt and rubber as bullets and shell casings took to the air.

 An instant passed, the woman leaning into the man’s face before prompting words only they shared. A violent shake and wincing features complimented one another as she repeated her question, accenting it with a solid punch to his stomach. Several moments slipped into the stare the woman used to watch the uncertain shell that looked back at her, his expression lost to the wall of water that continued to fall.

 The woman turned away, hefting one of the fallen agents into the back of the vehicle before collecting the others. Thick soled boots carried her to the Monte Carlo, releasing the trunk with a practiced motion before withdrawing a small silver canister banded in blue and white stripes. The question repeated over the distance before she pulled the large katana free from it’s embrace of steel and flesh. A flash of light reflected from exposed steel, drawing blood from the man’s throat before the motion had registered. Treated cotton adjusted as the man’s head lolled back, held in place my exposed bone that disappeared into the driver’s seat along with the body it had been attached too. 

 Green eyes followed the emotionless glare of steel orbs, unflinching even as the Explorer erupted in a ball of superheated gasoline and metal.

 A calm voice filled the car as the woman slipped in, an underlying edge following the words she used. “Where would he go Samantha?” The car whined to a start, sliding in between buildings as seconds ticked by.

 “Those…. You just….” Samantha managed weakly. “You just killed those…”
”Where would he take her? Focus.”

 Green eyes stared at the silhouettes of brick and glass that moved outside the vehicle. “Uh… I don’t…”
”Think Samantha…”

 Minutes passed slowly, the vehicle going over paths and trenches that had been made among the polluted cores of the industrial area. Black and white occasionally silhouetting themselves against the haze of frozen water and dense atmosphere, offering silent reminders of the need for knowledge. “He… He might have gone to the shelter… Downtown…”
 An instant ticked by under the gaze of steel eyes, a doubtful expression mirroring her tones. “Would he?”
 “I… I think so. Its too cold to be outside…”

****

 Moonlight crept through clouds, falling down in soft waves of light that painted the earth in differing shades of blue, reflecting from damp leaves and wood. A small pile of sticks sat next to a thick log, fabric and shadows giving way to the two forms that melted into one Shivers brought motion to the form before it tightened in on itself an instant later. 
 Warmth pressed against Kathrine’s body as it had done countless times before, dry fabric that offered a soft reminder of the young man that had been sleeping in restless terms not unlike his usual patterns. Smells of wet leaves and dirt mixed with the fear and desperation she had been hiding from in her mind, only to be warmed by an altogether different scent, one that struggled for comfort in her arms. 
 Images came together behind green eyes, events playing out with a frame by frame commentary on what had happened, how the police officer had told them to stop, when she had fired her gun… When she had killed Melissa… The only detail that didn’t remain constant was the officer’s face, which had come to resemble none other than her own. As time passed different images made their way into the stream of emotions and regrets, replacing them with hope and careful touches of energy that gave way to other powerful emotions she couldn’t name. 

 Kathrine closed her eyes before allowing the pictures to develop, her mind wandering in the face of exhaustion yet focused enough to trace the contours of forgiveness that waited in brown eyes, mirrors for the voice that Samantha spoke just outside of her vision. “I’m glad the two of you are safe…” Kat ran over the words, masking the pangs of the voice with emotions she hoped would lend solace. 
 Another voice spoke clear and strong from a black robe and wood that harbored the California state seal. “In lieu of evidence to the contrary I see no reason to hold the defendant under these charges… Case dismissed.” A light smile graced her lips, the same lips that wrapped around others a moment later as strong arms held her close. “We did it… Kat we’re free.” 
 Several more pictures followed, the return to their normal lives, graduation following a final year of careful study and close friendship. Slowly the graduation faded, replaced by a candle lit dinner that two forms shared, soft whispers of conversation far more serious then could be vocalized traded between warm eyes as they ate. A deep sigh changed the restaurant to a couch that sat in front of a bright fire, cracking gently into the tones she would use to tell him everything, and three words he would use to make it all okay. “You’ll never be alone again.” Other words came, lost to the emotions they carried. The same emotions that brought Kathrine into a flowing white dress her father helped her with. Hours passed in seconds, the words hanging from her lips as she searched brown eyes for the formless doubt that didn’t exist. Finally they came, a whisper giving them life. “I do.”
 Trust followed emotion through the light haze of candles and incense that filled the room. Life slowed for the eternity the two stood together, inhibition and uncertainty long forgotten by the fair skin and defined muscles that wrapped around one another. Warmth followed carefully placed hands and gentle kisses as sips of air left her mouth, slowly transforming into gasps when the attentions traveled over her body. A gentle request left parted lips, lost to the cotton sheets that suddenly wrapped around them. “Make me yours…”

 “Kat.” Jon’s voice filled her ear, dragging her back to the chilled air and insect calls that surrounded them. “Kat…” The voice came, warmed by degrees of emotions she couldn’t identify.

 Slowly she opened her eyes, meeting brown orbs in an instant of recognition and respect. A voice formed, shaky but warm. “Yes?”
 “Sleep well?” The young man grinned, his posture betraying the relaxed nature of his tone. 

 “Ye… Yeah.” Kathrine stirred, feeling a familiar heat well up on her cheeks. “H… How about you?” 
 Moments slipped by in silence, thickening when large hands wrapped around smaller ones. “We need to get changed… And food… Something warm to drink at least...” 
 Kathrine tightened her hold on the man before pressing her head against his, a reassurance of the outlet that was waiting for them. Minutes passed into the silence that was changed only by soft heartbeats and whispers that formed a plan. “We could go to that dinner…”
 “I was thinking something less public.”
 “Like?” 

 “Theres a bus station a ways from here…”
 Kathrine nodded, thoughts of cups of chicken soup drowning out the biting cold that had stripped away her dreams. Minutes passed between the two, each awaiting the first move. Several more minutes passed by before Jon rose, offering his hand which Kathrine couldn’t release.

 Wind ripped through wet fabric and determination in a damp reminder of the frigid temperatures that had fought the pair over the miles of asphalt and shadows they had covered. Cinderblocks and paint called out through the darkness, florescent lights guiding weary minds to the shelter of linoleum and off white paint.  
 Jonathan grinned as he held the door, allowing quantities of warm air to slip from the single level building. Chairs followed steel, coming together to form the rows of seats that occupied the middle of the room. Machines sat tall against the rear of the cinderblock enclosure, offering warmth to numbed extremities.

 Kathrine stopped under a vent, rubbing feeling back into reddened skin during the minutes that passed between weary eyes, A light smile found it’s way across sharp features before a shaky voice slipped into the air. “Wh… Why don’t you get ch… Changed… I’ll get dinner ready…”
 “Y… You sure?” Soaked fabric slid free, exposing a damp T-shirt and skin that matched. Brown eyes glanced at her, clouded but aware. “Why don’t…”
 “Don’t question my au… Authority mortal…” Kat smiled wide, forcing the shake from her body as she searched for money to feed the machines.

 “Fine.” Jon’s voice echoed against painted walls with a mock seriousness that made him sound some how older. Boots skidded across the white floor, dragging the young man to the bathroom. 
 Kathrine dug through her bag in silence, sifting through the memories of the past few days that were made physical when rolled clothes gave way to a velvet bound book. A small sandwich bag peeked out from behind the soft covering, coins clinked together a moment later as she lifted the bag out with a set of clothes.

 Whirling brought scents of chicken and hot water into the stale air, followed closely by meat and crackers that slipped from the snack machine before being carefully laid out by wavering hands. Another cup of chicken joined the small setting, adding its warmth to the meal that would probably do little against the biter nerves that were stinging all over the woman’s body.
 Jon slipped from the bathroom, his bare feet pattering lightly against the floor as he crossed the room. “All yours…” Tones filtered through the dense air, regret slowly melting into a calm strength that echoed years of learned focus.

 Kathrine glanced over at the young man, tracing the soft expression that lead to weary eyes made clearer by the warmth that relaxed his body visibly. Slowly other features came into view, a plain white T-shirt slipping under a belt which held up a dark pair of jeans, cuffed over bare flesh. Short brown hair sat in a mock flat top that served only to re-enforce the notion of an age several times his own. 

 “Ah, do you want a sweater? I have an extra…” 

 “I’ll be fine.” An instant slipped by as something flickered in brown depths, following the lopsided grin that crossed his features. “You look like you could use one though…”

 Kathrine cocked her head slightly before following Jon’s gaze. Realization brought patches of red to fair cheeks and clothes to the woman’s chest, a voice found her lips eventually. Half serious tones filled the distance in a moment, carrying gentle reminders of the jokes they had shared at some point in her mind. “You pervert…”
  Jon’s smile widened slightly as his eyes searched for something only he knew. “What?”
 “Typical…” Another mock tone traded between them, changing as Kathrine slipped into the bathroom. “Don’t wait for me… Dig in.”

 Kathrine traced over sharp features with a damp paper towel, wiping away the errant flecks and streaks of mud that dotted her face. Black fabric climbed up her neck, stretching out over her arms while it hugged her body with a snugness she almost enjoyed, a contrast to the baggy jeans that hung from her hips with matching tones of black before ending in the white cotton of dry socks.  

 Metal gave way to the brightly lit room and the clothes that had been stretched out over multi colored plastic. Backpacks sat under a row of chairs, offering no clues to the location of the young man.

 Panic slowly crept over Kat’s mind, possibilities and images flashed behind green eyes as she threw her clothes into an empty seat. “Jon?” Seconds ticked by in silence that stretched into hours while dark fabric moved through the room, scanning the darkness before she stepped into the biting cold. “Jon?”

 “Yeah.” Jonathan’s level tone carried from the phone booth that had been standing next to the building. 

 A heavy breath left Kat’s mouth, forming in the frigid air as she wrapped her arms around the man who let go of the yellow pages. Seconds passed slowly, silence giving way to a warm voice that echoed mutual concern. “I should step out more often…”

“You, ah…. You scared me…”
 Brown eyes found green, soft questions and appreciation trading off as they searched one another. Seconds slipped into minutes that bit into the exposed skin and dry fabric with daggers of cold air. “Um… We should probably go inside…” Jon spoke, the words bringing an unwilling acknowledgment from Kathrine after a moment. 
 “So… Ah, what should we do? I mean… Ah….” 
 A muscle flexed in youthful features as options were considered visibly. Finally a voice spoke around a mouth full of chicken soup. “Well… We need…. I need to find Sam…”
 “We…” Kat whispered, cupping his hand gently.

 A moment slipped by as Jon locked eyes, smiling only a little before he continued. “Then I guess we find a nice little place somewhere… Mexico maybe… Wait for things to cool off, come back… I guess…”
 “Jon…”
 “Yeah?”
 “What if… I mean…” Words formed, willed to a voice that could do anything but speak.

 “Then I guess its just us…” A calm response came slowly, the pangs of uncertainty apparent despite the façade. 

 “I don’t want it to be ‘just us’ though… I want things to go back to what they were…” Kat looked up, a tear sliding from her eye before she managed a shadow of a whisper. “I want our lives back…”
 “I don’t.” The response came almost instantly, a touch of emotion begging to be justified.

 “What?” Kathrine looked down, watching carefully as Jon laced his fingers through hers. 

 “Too much I’d miss…”

 Words formed without breath, giving way to a soft grin that changed her features before a hand tightened it’s grip. Questions came together in clips of speech that carried the pitch and tones she would use to speak them, immediately lost to the air that wouldn’t stay in her lungs.

 Minutes passed in silence, emotions and questions passing in the still air waiting for a breath to make them real.

 “Jon…”
 “Kat…”
 The two began at once, trailing off into a concerned expression that mirrored their new tones. 
 “Go ahead….” Jon spoke softly.
 “No… You first.”
 A second slipped by as brown eyes searched, deeply buried pains sliding into the words that left the young man’s mouth after an eternity without breath. “Kathrine… I’ve been thinking….” Another second stretched out while youthful features changed into a mask of emotions that couldn’t be understood. “What do you think would have happened between us…. If this hadn’t…”

 Kathrine stared, images playing out behind her eyes while possibilities struggled for recognition. Emotions mixed slowly through the pages of snapshots that she had taken over the past several days, bringing a warmth that found her hand after several moments. “I dunno… Um, I’m sure we would have been really good friends…”
 “And what about this?” Pressure found Kat’s hands as something sparked in the young man’s eyes.

 Words formed slowly as images of forgotten conversation crept across Kat’s mind brining a pained version of her voice to unwilling lips. “I don’t know… I’ve never been very good at this kind of thing… People always want more than I can give…”
 Jon nodded after a moment, his own voice a faint whisper that gave under the weight the words he spoke. “They always do…. Sometimes I wonder if its all in our minds though. Like, what we think we should share being different from what they want to hear, then when they ask for something else it seems… Awkward I guess, if that makes any sense…” 
 Eyes searched one another for the never ending minute that brought an unspoken question to brown eyes, the same question that warmed Kathrine’s mind with thoughts of relief. Flashes of life passed behind her eyes, conversation reciting in friendly voices that resembled those of her parents, their words ringing truer as she considered them more. “Someday you’ll find someone… Who’ll look past…”
 “Kat?”

 “Sorry… I think your right… I think most of that stuff comes from learning each other, how to work together…. It comes with time I guess…”
 “Still doesn’t make it any easier, you know?”
 “Yeah…. It would be really hard for both I would think… You’re supposed to be able to share everything… But what happens when even you aren’t sure what to think?”
 Jon shrugged, his hand tightening it’s grip as he spoke. “I guess the best they could hope for is patience huh? Eventually one of them would ask I suppose…. Hopefully the other would be ready…”
 Kathrine traced the words as they left the young man’s lips, following the tones to a relief she hadn’t been aware of until a flicker of energy caught her attention. Slowly breath found her lungs as possibilities gave way to hope and other emotions. “Hopefully…”

 
 “What the hell?” Jonathan hissed, his eyes pinpoints in the soft glow of candles that burned just out of sight. “What the hell…”
 “J… Jon, please…” Kathrine managed a whisper that died between them. “I don’t understand it either…”
 “Oh I understand it… You’re some kind of freak…” Spite sharpened the edge that cut through the young man’s voice. “You know what? Keep your bullshit. I’m gone, thanks for everything…”
 Boots thumped against wood, carrying the young man’s silhouette into shadows just outside of the circle of light they shared a moment ago. 
 “Jon! Please… Plea…” A voice trailed off into tears that flowed freely into the darkness. Kathrine willed a body to move, crying out against waves of regret and the pain that had become physical as the form disappeared into obscurity. 

 “I told you.” Tones filled Kat’s ear, each one adding their own version of the emotions that welled up at the corner of her eyes.

 “Shut up!”

 “It hurts doesn’t it? But you knew it would…”
 “I said…”
 Slowly features found recognition, tea colored hair and a sharp jaw line following raised cheeks and green eyes. Fabric moved slowly, a long robe covering the body underneath in endless shades of colorless emotion. “You knew exactly how much it would…” Orange reflected in the woman’s eyes for an instant. “But you did it anyway…”
 “I… I had no choice… He deserved to know…” Kathrine winced, the words forming just beyond her voice. 
 “What about Melissa? Did she deserve to die for you?” Sharp canines slipped into view as the woman smiled, mere inches from Kathrine’s face. “Does he deserve to die too?”
 “N… No. God, no… They…”
 “Doesn’t that feel good? You were better off alone. You didn’t have to think about anything then did you? Oh… Wait, there was that constant itch wasn’t there…. Now that you’ve found someone to scratch it you’re going to kill them… “Why Kat?”
 “I didn’t ask for this… I…”
 “You didn’t fight it either, now did you?” 
 “Fight…. How the hell am I supposed to fight…” Kathrine stepped back as ideas made themselves known, offering a solution to her question. “No… I’m not going to leave him, he was there when anyone else would have left… I owe him that much…”
 “Owe him? So you’re going to repay him by killing him?”
 “Shut the hell up. You don’t know…
 “Don’t I?”
 Kathrine stared, her eyes grabbing at the mirrors that echoed through her soul, emotions and memories mixing to form a cocktail of regret. Seconds melted into hours that followed words she almost didn’t recognize. “I don’t care… Nothing is going to change my mind… I…” The whisper died out after passing her lips, choked off by nameless pain.
 “What? You what? Say it. Justify his death Kathrine… Tell us why he has to die…” Another instant passed as a grin lit the woman’s face with emotion. “Say it!”
 Hours slipped by as Kathrine found the words, pulling them from places in her mind that she hadn’t allowed herself to go before. Breath brought life to a faint whisper, alone but certain in the pool of the emotions that surrounded her. “I love him.”


 “Hey…” A soft voice slipped into a weary mind, bringing reason to darkness and emotion to conscious nerves that struggled for acceptance. Slowly light brought features into view, a strong jaw sat open slightly from a hanging head, brown eyes carefully watched as Kathrine adjusted to the pillow of denim and muscle that served as the young man’s leg. 
 Smells mixed in the air between them, soft hints of natural scent that slowly melted into laundry detergent and dirt. Ideas slipped behind measured doses of courage before disappearing into soft brown eyes a moment later.

 “Good morning…” Jon yawned.

 Kathrine smiled, her voice falling short when she tried to speak. A moment passed as eyes searched one another, questions finding hollow answers in the warmth that changed into energy when movement registered an arm over her stomach. Plastic reflected shades of orange and white as they passed over denim covered legs, sliding over fair skin and the hand that covered it before continuing it’s journey over a black turtle neck  and sharp features, warming the body they bathed nearly as much as the emotions that carried between locked eyes.

 “Sleep well?”
 Another faint smile followed tension as Kat stretched out, arching her back while fresh blood flowed into weary muscles. Air slipped from her lips, a word cut off by a warm finger that slid under the shirt she wore, tracing energy up the center of her chest before coming to a rest above her belt. “And just what do you think your doing?” Kathrine grinned finally forcing the words though warmth that had found nerve endings.

 “Just curious…” Energy flickered in brown eyes as Jonathan retraced the path with another finger, pulling emotions over fair skin in a physical form that only served to warm the body they touched.

 “Find what your looking for?” Kathrine spoke softly before the fingers drew her forward, pulling her from the embrace of plastic a moment later. Shaking hands followed a breath that met youthful features after an eternity, lending support to the soft embrace they shared.

 “I… I think so.” A whisper passed between wavering lips, a sharp contrast to the warm eyes that searched for something only they understood. Hours melted into emotions which followed one another into a breath shared between tightly sealed lips. Time slowed as souls explored the distance that didn’t exist, searching carefully for relief to unspoken aches and buried pains. Answers followed after warmth wrapped around the two forms, hands pulling them tighter together while shielding them from an uncertain future.

Kathrine pulled the young man tighter, feeling his heart jump when her leg slipped over his. Seconds passed between sips of air as hands slid up her back, tracing the ridges of her spine with a light touch. “Jon…”
 “Hmm?” A reassuring embrace pulled Kathrine tighter against the warmth they shared.

 Words slowly formed behind green eyes, following the tears that joined their cheeks, warming a voice that wouldn’t speak. Breath drew in hard, fighting her lips to bring tones she knew were right. An eternity gave way to a sniffle that resembled nothing she was familiar with, again it called out at the edge of her mind. “J… Jon…”

 Brown eyes came into view, slowly allowing emotion into energy that filled them. Breath filled the space between them, an unwavering hope veiled by concern. “Whats wrong?”
 Fresh tears slid free from closed eyes, absorbed by a soft finger that trembled just beyond Kat’s senses. Weary features collapsed under the weight of words she couldn’t speak, a relief following the emotions that would never be allowed a voice. “Damnit…” Water touched her lips, biting reminders of a weakness she had carried, but now carried her. “Why is life so unfair…? Why does it have to be like this?”

 “Kathrine … Its okay…”
 “No. Its not, Jon…” Air fought her body in the hours of silence that consumed them, bringing physical weight to a fragile resolve that wouldn’t allow her an inch of movement. Finally something spoke for her, a whisper that offered nothing in the face of emotions which mixed deep inside. “Jon… I love you.” Tension pulled muscles taught in her body an instant before heat took a physical form around her back. Minutes passed in the deafening silence broken only by a breath that traded between separate mouths, mere inches apart.

 “I…” Jonathan’s voice touched Kat’s lips, echoing the emotions she couldn’t bring her eyes to see. “I love you too Kathrine…” Strength and conviction overtook the sight shake that had been used to form the words, a powerful contrast to the pounding heart which mirrored her own. 

 Hours and days carried emotions and silent prayers through the hollow concrete room, pushing heat away from the forms that occupied a chair, drawing them closer then their bodies could hope for. Daylight slowly filled the room, casting shadows over the joined souls while the world moved to entirely different tones, car engines and horns paling against the soft heart beats and unspoken conversation. 

 “Kathrine…” 
 “Jon?”
  Regret moved before words, a race of willpower and emotion which ended when a whisper that brought obligation to uncertain tones. “We have to go… Theres a bus that comes around three…”
 Kathrine tightened against the man’s body, tracing the voice that didn’t speak.
 “Its two thirty.”
 Realization warmed the perceived seconds that had spoke the words they needed to hear, words no voice could reproduce or would attempt to. Slowly Kathrine slid free, large hands arguing for an instant before they released her to the warm air that tingled with possibility. 
 A voice stirred from inside, calling out softly as she watched the young man collect their possessions. “Feels good doesn’t it? Enjoy it while it lasts…”
 Jonathan smiled, offering her backpack and jacket that had been dried by time. Lips touched softly, a warm embrace serving to pull the emotions they shared into the physical form that held them. 

 Kat smiled inwardly as a tongue flicked hers before running over it carefully. Hands followed the outline of her frame, drawing a breath when they settled on her lower back, sending energy through warmed nerves and drawing her closer. “I like that…” Kat returned the attention, licking his lips gently, savoring the taste she hadn’t been able to identify.  “I like that a lot…”
 Jon smiled warmly before guiding the woman to their waiting shoes. “It is nice…” 
 Leather slid over feet, followed by fabric and nylon as the pair prepared to step into the polluted air that seemed colder than the bus station. Glass gave way to air and noise, a moment of consideration all but forcing them into the bitter torrent of lost dreams and hopeless faces. 

 Clouds hung thick over a light grey sky, light filtered through the soft haze of moisture that had settled between tall brick and glass structures before resting upon the thick grass and steel play equipment that made up the West Field park. People moved over the concrete paths and moist sand, young children and adults mixing into small groups that carried on conversations interrupted only by laughter.

Two forms sat behind an old tree that had been marred by years of climbing. Food traded between hushed tones and grins of appreciation. Strips of cured beef and preserved cheese met with crackers and water, forming the small banquet that ended after minutes of careful rationing. 
 Kathrine looked over the small bottle of water she had, her voice calm but somehow not hers. “Okay… We checked the library, the shelters… Everything in between… What did we miss…?” 

 Jon shrugged, the ideas marching across his face behind a bottle of water. “Maybe… What if she left? I mean, what if she got away from the… Who?” A moment slipped by before his voice filled the air again. “What if… She got away, she wouldn’t be able to contact us so she goes out of town…”
 “Where?”
 “I don’t know…”

 Minutes passed between the two, expressions of doubt and thoughts of hope speaking for the voices that wouldn’t come. Kathrine leaned against the tree before closing her eyes to the endless array of questions that moved back and forth through her mind. Focus brought ideas and solutions to the questions that mattered, each one offering possible clues to Samantha’s location, other answers found the same question in the eternity of an instant.

 “E… Excuse me…” A faint voice called from in front of them, touches of worry bringing uncertainty to youthful tones. “Ha… Have you seen my mommy?” 
 “Nope.” Jon’s voice found Kathrine’s ear a moment later, pulling her conscious mind to the little girl that stood in front of them, a flowered dress meeting brown hair and green eyes before giving way to discolored tennis shoes.

 “Jon.” Tones of scorn slipped from Kat’s mouth, replaced by concern as other words formed a moment later. “What does she look like sweetie?”
 The girl drew a finger to her lips as she considered thee question, glancing at Kathrine. “She looks… Like you… Much prettier though, and she has yellow hair.”

 Kat smiled before scanning the park. “Well, lets find her then…” A moment slipped by as the woman stood, offering her hand to the girl. “Whats your name sweetheart?”
 “M… Maria.” The girl grinned.

 Jon chuckled before shooting an off handed look that commented the cautious tones in his voice. “Prettier then her? This I have to see…”
 Minutes passed slowly, questions to the woman’s location meeting variations of “I don’t know” as the three moved through the park. Boots and shoes mixed quietly over concrete and grass before stopping sharply when a police car drove by. Heavy steel traveled over blacktop in an achingly slow movement that pulled varied emotions and questions into a physical form before rounding a corner. Air passed between locked eyes a moment later, relief and uncertainty mixing carefully as words formed.

 “We need to go…” Jon nodded at Maria before meeting Kat’s gaze again. “Real soon.”

 “Maria?” A voice came from behind, drawing a curious expression from three faces in the same instant.

 “Mommy!” The girl smiled, breaking free from Kathrine’s hand.

 “Oh thank god.” The older woman sighed, taking the girl up in her arms. “I was so worried…” Blonde hair and drawn features spoke for the eyes that fell upon Kathrine a moment later. Something flickered in blue eyes as recognition changed her expression into one of near terror, lending heat to her panicked voice. “It’s them! They tried to kidnap my daughter!”

 Kat stared blankly for a split second, words finding her mouth before her mind could silence them. “We didn’t do anything…” A shaky voice gave under the intent stares of several sets of eyes that that belonged to masks of surprise and suspicion. 

 “Oh shit…” Jonathan’s voice followed the hand that tugged her arm into strides of concrete and asphalt, carrying them away from the shouts for police and half hearted attempts to catch up to them.  

 Shoes and boots traveled quickly between cars and buildings, bringing their owners to a small patch of shadows that huddled under the multi-story apartment building. Kathrine sighed softly, echoes of thought and emotion giving her voice life. “When is it gonna end…” Movement found her ears a moment later, a whisper of a foot fall that reflected carefully taken steps that gave way to the eerie quiet of the alley only to resume in another breath. Kat tapped Jon’s shoulder, pointing to the mouth of an intersection. 
 A nod answered her, followed by an indication of the way they would travel. Seconds passed as they slipped into the darkened embrace of dingy brick and cracked asphalt. The sound of boots traded off with soft soled shoes as they moved, the relentless patter unshaken as they rounded another corner.

 “Still there…” A whisper passed between the two, her voice more level then she had thought possible.  Kathrine looked up the alley, counting the various trash cans and bags that shared the tight space. “Hey…” She smiled as idea pushed past the images of their stalker. Leather and denim moved quickly, sliding behind a plastic trash can that spilled it’s contents with a hollow thump, following the clatter of cans and other debris to the ground.

 Several more thumps interrupted the sounds of rubber impacting against blacktop as they moved. Smells of urine and trash mixed in the still air that thickened with each spilled can. An intersection brought Kat to a stop next to a dumpster, Jon following suit. “Get those…” she grinned, pointing at a pair of trash cans before she turned to another set just inside the mouth that would lead to the street.

 Hours slipped by in an instant as the pair took refuge behind the old dumpster, breath stalling when a tall form occupied the intersection. Leather silhouetted brown hair, hiding the body underneath with hollow shadows, cast by the trench coat he wore. Dark sunglasses accented sharp angles that changed only slightly while he scanned the split path. 
 Thoughts pulled themselves through the haze of desperation that clouded Kat’s mind, each one screaming at her to run and not stop. Muscles tensed in the seconds it took the man to turn and behind his journey back through the alley, steel glinted in his hand as lightly reflected from the highly polished handgun he carried.

 Jon drew her attention, a light touch that pulled her eyes to the strong set jaw and concerned expression of youthful features. A finger pointed her in the opposite direction, cars and people making the choice more difficult while options were considered. A quick motion re-enforced the decision Jon had made, a gentle push that brought slow, careful steps over the worn blacktop which stretched out for miles into the thorny embrace of waiting eyes and vacant calls for help.

 Minutes slipped into the light patter of shoes that followed a hollow clap of rubber and concrete, carrying unwilling forms into the light that reflected from glass and dirty brick. Yellow and orange mixed over vehicles and concrete, erasing shadows with rays of warmth that rivaled the slight chill of the encroaching night.

// This part is probably going to need to be re-written.. not happy with it at all

 Wind flowed through the vacant streets, giving flight to errant newspapers and trash that settled back after a moment. Rose colored bricks and orange neon sheltered a pair of silhouettes in the proposed warmth of smoke and alcohol that mixed just out side of The Den.

 Kathrine sighted slightly, reciting the miles of travel and fruitless searches they had shared. Regret followed emotion into a voice that faintly resembled hers, interrupted by a shake. “Ah… Are you hungry?”

“Kind of…” Jonathan nodded, scanning the street. Treated fabric adjusted slowly as the young man pulled his backpack into position, accenting the movement that brought a sawed off weapon from under his coat. 
 Kat winced, recalling the argument they had gotten into and the harsh words he had used to win it. “I’m not going to let us get caught unprepared, without any way to defend ourselves…”  Fact, decidedly brutal but entirely real. Again the shotgun slipped from under his coat, the rope he used to conceal it wavering while he moved. Moments passed as she held the door open, searching for the faint traces of food she had noticed in the haze of smoke and depression.

 Heavy wood and glass mingled under dim lights, casting thick shadows over the booths that lined wood paneled walls. Pool tables competed with a full bar and it’s tenants for attention. Disheveled shells occupied stools, a group of weary faces that took on familiar features, sharp and vacant.

 Tobacco and alcohol filled the woman’s lungs in an instant, drawing light coughs that followed the pair to a booth deep in the room. After some time passed in silence and older man took their orders, his stained apron marking him as a cook.

 Kathrine pulled her hand over her face, agitation and hopelessness vanishing with the motion. A light sigh met with brown eyes, warmth and emotion asking questions that didn’t have words.

 A moment passed as recognition changed the young man’s features, a zipper giving way to a hand while he rummaged through his backpack. “Oh shit… I forgot.” 
”What?” Kat tilted her head slightly before following the paper that made it’s way to the table. 

 “Melissa gave me this…” A shaky voice spoke for him as he laid the sheet out, it’s print crying for attention. “She said Sam had left it there… At the apartment…” Pain slipped into the man’s tones, changing into a soft bite as the words died between them.

 Kat traced over the upside down text, chasing the words across the page as Jon read it over in hushed whispers. Words formed a physical thorn that buried itself deep in the soft voice, sharpening with each breath. 
 “Allied Plywood… To Curtis Bunkwell, head of security… Subject, recent hire… Be advised that one of you’re recent hires is under suspicion… We are uncertain at this time, however should it be, please handle the situation immediately. This is to be taken care of no later than October tenth. If you have any questions use the usual channels…” Jon sighed softly. “Its signed, Ha… Hayden Winters…” Fingers traced of attributes that followed the message, each letter slowing their progress.  “Kathrine Rikes… Five, six… Red, green… Weight unknown, markings… Unknown, affiliation, neutral…” Concern followed questions through the dense air, given life by an unspoken voice.

 “May I?” A voice came through sips of rancid air, faint in the wake of uncertainty. Paper slid over glossy wood, accenting the information with reflected light and shadows that deepened as the page was read silently. Kathrine’s eyes widened while she went over the message, forcing an uneasy voice into the air. “This… Doesn’t make any sense…”
 Minutes passed, curious expressions changing between sharp features and warm eyes. Jonathan shrugged finally, his voice coming slow and methodical. “Did you work at Allied?” 

  Kat traced the tones carefully, the suspicion biting into her as it forced a soft tone that shook under his attentive eyes. “Y… Yeah, when I first moved here… But I quit when I got the position at West View...”

 “Wasn’t that like… The sixth?”
 “I think… No, it was Tuesday, the eight…”
 Jonathan nodded, a flicker drawing attention before he grinned. “Well… Looks like you got out in time huh?” 
 Relief swept through tense muscles, warming the space between them as Kathrine found her voice. “I guess so… But that still doesn’t mean anything… What am I under suspicion of? What would… Jon.” A haggard tone changed instantly as clips of video played out behind green eyes. Two police officers gasping and panting as they searched an alley, meanwhile their prey looked down upon them from a rusted fire escape. One of them spoke, forming words that were lost to adrenaline and the car engines that moved just outside of the confined area. Seconds passed as angles were considered, brick and metal reflecting the harsh tones that the officer spoke. “Hayden is gonna be pissed… The… The police… Jon.” Her voice cut through the air, a yelp of surprise and fear that filled the room in an instant. 
 “Calm down Kat.” An aged tone spoke for the young man, a whisper that bit into the air with teeth sharpened by urgency.

 Kathrine stared, tracing the warmth that flowed from brown eyes. Minutes passed into hours as emotions were drowned by reason and desires, each begging for answers to the questions burning in her mind. “Jon… The police officer in the alley.” 
 An instant slipped under the watchful gaze of youthful features, an expression that mirrored thoughts without form. Words gave life to concern and uncertainty, made bitter by tones of suspicion. “Kathrine, what did you do before you left San Diego?”
 “Ah, I worked at a factory…” A timid whisper passed between them, her mouth suddenly numb as Jon’s words slapped her. “I didn’t do any…”
 “Calm down.” The razor sharpened instantly, brown eyes wavering slightly when they met Kathrine’s. “Is there anywhere you might have went, something you might have done… Maybe a friend or something?”
 Hours thickened the silence, memories and options weighing out over the boundaries of time in an outstretched sheet of pictures and audio. Over and over they played, each one drowning the other in a sea of noise and forgotten potential. “No, the only real friend I had was a pastor…” Relief followed the gentle nod the young man used to respond, his face mirroring the emotions that slipped through his steady gaze. 

 “Alright, how bout since you’ve been here?”

 “N… No.”

 Jonathan nodded, a thoughtful tone erasing the doubts that ebbed away at his focus. “Well… there goes that. What…” A minute slipped by, the hollow clan of ceramic bringing chicken and potatoes into view as the older man laid the plates out in front of them, the check making it’s way to the table a moment later. “What if there’s another Kat Rikes out there and…”
 “Jon.” A soft whisper laid thick by nameless emotions spoke for the woman. “They put my… Our pictures up there… They’re after us… I don’t think its that.”

 Words formed in his mind, emotions defeating the scornful voice that howled for an audience. “Maybe the cops… Maybe… “ He sighed. “I dunno…”

 Orange flickered in the woman’s eyes as light caught them, following the sharp contours of a grim mask that had replaced her features. Questions ran rampant through the clouds of emotion in green depth, slowing only when Jon slid his hand over hers, cupping it gently. Moments melted in silence, a reassuring sound that echoed possibility following strength, and overwhelming truth.

  Minutes passed slowly as meals were finished and bodies warmed under the dim attention of an overhead light. Energy followed a light tone that slipped from smiling lips, drawing tension behind carefully spoken words. “You don’t like kids do you?”
 Jon looked up, his voice lost to the thoughts that had been printed out on corporate letterhead. Finally he shrugged, a cracked whisper finding it’s way to his lips after an eternity. “Why?”
 “Tha… That girl in the park…”
 “Ah…”
 Kathrine tilted her head slightly as emeralds followed him, unshaken by his tense posture. 
”What?”
”Why?”
 Minutes dragged out in the wake of her tone, a deafening ring that demanded an answer, subtle but undeniable. Slowly warmth eased sharp features as eyes met, a gentle voice following the silent apology that erased doubts between them. “Sorry… That came out wrong…” Slight tints of red crept across the woman’s cheeks, her eyes shifting to the slip of paper that demanded to be paid.
 “No, its cool… Ah, I dunno… But we have other things to worry about right now…” Jon shrugged, his voice carrying a dull edge.
 “I know… But she might have got hurt, you know?”
 “Yeah…” 

 Emeralds watched him carefully, warming the air as emotions followed words through the distance. Questions and possibilities sparked a voice to motion, a whisper meant for no one else. “So what about under ‘normal’ circumstances…?”
  Jon stared for a minute, reciting the question several times before allowing his mind a chance. “Uh… I don’t know…. Never really thought about it...”

 Hours passed in an instant, recognition mixing with uncertainty as Kathrine recoiled. A shaky voice filled the air a moment later, carrying emotions he couldn’t identify. “Ah… Right…” A muscle flexed along defined features, tensing and relaxing an instant before her face went pale. “Ah… Sorry.”
 “Hey…” The young man grinned, allowing his voice to slip between the light pulls of air he forced in. “You want me to get this?” Jon nodded at the check.

 “I… I’ll get it.” The woman grinned slight as she picked up the paper with a wavering hand. Another moment passed before she found his gaze again, doubts taking a physical form between them as they choked off her voice. “I uh… Forgot….” 
 “Whats that?” Fabric rustled as Jon slipped from the booth, pulling his backpack on after a moment. 

 “Nothing, sorry…” Kat winced, following him to the bar and the cash register that rested upon it. Money changed hands, from shaky to firm while the older man tallied the bill and made change. Painfully slow under the watchful gaze of a pair that stared at the fair skinned woman from stools nearby.

 “You got a problem?” Jonathan spoke firmly, drawing attention the same instant a muscle flexed in his jaw. 
 The man chuckled, his graying hair following his blue padded vest and flannel shirt back to his beer. A moment passed in silence, the other man drawing a finger into the air before he went back to his drink. 

 Jon moved forward, stopped by a soft grip that found his shoulder. Tension released after the hand tightened, giving way to reason and priorities that had nothing to do with the dregs of humanity
 “Lets go Jon…” A soft voice filled his ear, pulling as much as the hand pleaded with the young man’s shoulder. 

 Boots and shoes traded back and forth through the room and into the chill of the night, each a soft cry to unseen forces for relief from the fatigue that had settled in their bodies. Buildings passed slowly, each one standing as a reminder of the lives given to one another, the shadows between them only serving to deepen as they traveled.

 Hours passed into footfalls, buildings and concrete melting into dense shadows and street lights that struggled to keep light over the asphalt and the old pickup that rested ahead of them, vacant in the shadows. Jon sighed deeply, giving a form to the agitation which had been biting into his thoughts and hopes. 
 “Whats wrong…?” Kathrine whispered, her tone warming the air between them.

 A shrug gave way to a grin as emotions were buried behind brown eyes. The young man stopped, scanning the street before allowing a voice not his own. “I gotta take a piss…”
 Minutes passed in a expression, confusion meeting shock that gave way to annoyance as the woman’s features moved. Annoyance bit into the air, following a relief that met her tone after a moment. “Why don’t you go up there…”  She nodded at an alley, hidden among the shadows that sunk while they approached. 

 Jon shrugged, carving a path to a dumpster deep in the alcove. Movement caught his attention as paper rustled softly over asphalt, dragging memories of the countless pages of news paper that had been searched, still unable to speak the simple truths of innocence and naive that were Kathrine’s only real crimes. The same crimes that Samantha and Melissa had been brought into, because of his choice… The young man sighed deeply, tensing when another sound filled the alley, a hard thump that followed a yelp of surprise distinctly feminine in it’s call. 

 Kathrine looked up from the icy concrete, fresh blood sliding from her lips as she turned over, tracing the bitter look in the older man’s eyes that watched her unyielding to the pleas that couldn’t pass through her lips. Blue nylon and red flannel gripped a tall form, bulky in the stomach that lead to blue jeans and stained sneakers, red splotches that pulled back from Kathrine’s side before impacting again. Blood splattered against grey, painting it in shades of brown and red that followed a haggard cough from drawn lips. 
 An eternity passed as the older man stepped back, reaching behind him slowly. Light glinted from polished chrome, nylon giving the large pistol to the night before a metallic clink released a safety.  Slowly features came into view, a trace amount of satisfaction finding its way over the pudgy face before it vanished into the finger that rested firmly on the trigger. “Times up bitch…” 
 
 “Hey!” A roar filled the space between the buildings, a youthful voice that echoed focused adrenaline and touches of fear as brown eyes fell upon the tall form in front of him. Kathrine looked between it’s legs, her eyes reflecting amounts of orange and emotion, warm against the cold determination that had filled his hands. Time slowed as the form, a man, turned. Steel moved slowly, just out of reach but not far away from the shaking form that shouted something, her voice lost to the scene that played out achingly slow. Hours ticked by in a rush of decisions that flowed through frayed nerves, each one echoing choices that shouldn’t have to be made, actions that weren’t right, emotions that shouldn’t have to have been felt. 
 Jonathan felt the wood crack in his hand, giving under pressure hands applied as the reality came to his senses, edged lighting and thick shadows following the weapon that moved over the woman lying on the ground, pointing squarely at the concrete sidewalk between them. Words formed behind brown eyes, a voice pulling out the words that were never meant to be spoken. Just a two legged deer… Just a two legged…. A dull roar ripped through the young man’s mind as a finger found the trigger.

Chapter 11

[placeholder]

 Cinderblocks stretched out over linoleum, reflecting light that rained down from the recessed fixtures that dotted the ceiling. Metal and canvas huddled in clusters, temporary beds filled with echoes of the glacial air just outside the painted walls. Two forms moved through the expansive room, leather dusters and thick boots carrying them between rows of cots and behind the dividers that separated men from women.

 Samantha sighed after a moment, watching as the shorter woman lifted up a wool blanket and drawing a curse from the older man that had been sleeping under it. Mirrored sunglasses reflected soft features and blonde hair, hidden by a mask of bruised flesh and small cuts, causing Sam to wince in the same instant.

 The woman shrugged, her face as emotionless as the thick duster she replaced her features with a second later. “Where else Samantha?” The voice came, an edged calm that cut through the light hum of the florescent lights. 
 Thoughts traded back and forth, differing voices pleading with her to run, to find her brother, to get away and never look back. All she had to do was turn…

 “Samantha.”
 “Uh… M… Maybe…” A minute passed into realization, an unforgiving truth that stung the voice she used. “I don’t know…” 
 Silence returned, interrupted only by the light thump of boots meeting scuffed floors. A door gave way to sterile hallways and muted versions of the same lights in the sleeping area. Wood ran along the contours of a large desk, papers and pens mixing with clipboards and rosters. Behind them a man sat, his stern look and graying hair giving way to a balding skull and soft voice. “Signing out?”
 “Looking for someone… Perhaps you can help me?” The woman slowed, removing her sunglasses as she picked up a stack of filled rosters. “Her name is Kathrine Rikes.”
 The man recoiled slightly, his voice wavering. “Ah, are you friends of hers?” Movement caught Sam’s attention, bringing tension to weary muscles as he slid his hand under the desk.

 “Not exactly…” A muscle tensed in the woman’s neck before she spoke again, a distinct chill tempering the edge in her tone. “I’ll thank you to get your finger off that button… Have you seen her or not?”
 A moment slipped by as the man shook his head, carefully spoken words filling the space between them. “Ah, no… No ma’am. We’re required to report anyone wanted by the police…” 

 “A man named Jonathan Prower, have you seen him?” 
 “N… No Ma’am…” The man flinched again, gazing at Samantha for the eternity it took fear to replace his thin features. 

 Light reflected from steel, drawing attention as a curved blade slowly withdrew from the thick desk before slipping into the woman’s coat, a whisper of sound dying out as she turned to the front door.

 “S… Sorry.” Samantha managed weakly, following the raven haired woman into the darkness that stretched out over concrete and blacktop. “What the hell was that?”

 Mirrors found her eyes, cold and distant contrasts to the suddenly warm voice that spoke. “Samantha, how far are you willing to go to see your brother again? What will it take? When is enough?”
 Seconds ticked by, the questions taking root in tired nerves as the words melted into an answer. Air choked off her voice as calm plastic reflected a known truth in green eyes, unnerving in it’s certainty. Slowly words came to shaking lips only to be cut off by the deep pitches of a heavy diesel engine that roared to life from somewhere down the street. 
 Light cut through the street, erasing shadows with sharp daggers of white and yellow. Rubber and steal moved quickly around a corner as the large white pickup traveled by the pair, it’s engine filling the area with an angry roar.

 “Come on.” The woman nodded , tracing a path through the shadows to the waiting Monte Carlo.

 “Where?” Sam managed after a second. “What are we doing?”
 “Those were sleepers... Something is happening…”
 “Sleepers?” 
 A low whine followed a switch that brought motion to the vehicle, pulling it through the shadows in a pitched sound that matched a light screech of tires. “When there is a confrontation sleepers are called in, usually reserve forces that are assigned to sections…” Another pitched whine brought them closer to the heavy truck as it turned another corner. “When there is an encounter sleeper units are activated… They also act as stationary scouts. Background information gathering and low yield reconnaissance are their primary functions…” 
 Samantha glanced over, tracing the tension in the woman’s jaw before finding the words she didn’t quite believe. “You’re serious...?” Movement registered just outside of her vision, the truck pulling against the curb to a scene hidden by thick shadows.
 Seconds passed into minutes, a low whine dying out when the vehicle slipped into an alley. Thick leather followed black hair and metal into the chilled air, a light hiss of air announcing their arrival with muted fanfare. “This isn’t a game Samantha…” An instant slipped by as she popped the trunk, withdrawing a large weapon that resembled the shotgun Samantha had used so many years ago on hunting trips, the only difference being a black pump and thick barrel. “Do you know how to use a scattergun?” 
 “Uh… Y… Yeah…” Sam looked over, gauging the tones that wouldn’t leave her mouth. Hours passed as the woman loaded thick cylinders into the weapon, black and white striped tubes that ended in painted brass. “Those… Those aren’t twelve gauge are they?” 
 Mirrored sunglasses titled slightly as she loaded the weapon, cocking it before loading another shell. “No... Vindicator rounds… They resemble eight gauge more closely…” The woman grinned slightly, presenting the weapon with a small satchel. “ Do you think you can handle it?” 

 Samantha shook slightly, tracing the contours of the heavy looking weapon while recalling it’s purpose. “Uh… N… No…” An instant slipped by before the woman pushed the large weapon against her chest, an implied force that brought unease to muscles which refused to work. 
 “Learn, fast.” A cold tone matched the bite of air that swept through the tight confines. “If you lean into it and brace your foot, you should be alright… It’s buffer will compensate for some of the recoil…” Boots patted softly through the alley, interrupted by a metallic click releasing the safety of the compact rifle that slid from her coat after a moment. “Keep your head down and try not to get in the way…” 

 Samantha followed slowly, leaning against the cold brick as she slipped the satchel over her neck. Wavering hands tightened against the chilled plastic furniture of the massive shotgun, images of a Ford Explorer and FBI agents trading off behind the overwhelming questions that pounded against her nerves. “What if we get killed? What about Jonathan? Who? Why?” 

  Another voice stopped her thoughts, a tight whisper that followed the woman’s duster around the corner. “Samantha, follow me…” 

 Shadows draped carefully over concrete and blacktop, cast aside by buildings and street lights. Forms moved ahead of them, barely visible in the thick darkness, four large frames of similar height mixing amongst themselves as another form laid under them, his bright flannel shirt reflecting errant light. Concrete disappeared in slow movements of heavy boots, pattering softly against the idle of a diesel engine just ahead of them.  
 Seconds slipped into the empty street when two of the forms turned, large men that acknowledged them in the hours of aching movement and steady adrenaline Samantha registered when highly polished steel came into a man’s hand. 
 “Get down.” The woman nodded calmly toward a parked truck, a blur of motion bringing her rifle to bear an instant before thunder cracked across the sky of dark grey and black. Movement followed the metallic clink of painted brass to the ground, a large man buckling while his pistol was given to the unforgiving concrete. Bittersweet gun powder followed raven hair and light skin into a careful movement that brought her behind the old truck, slipping next to Samantha with an ethereal grace. 
 Glass shattered as dull clacks filled the air leading into another series of shots in the same instant a strong hand pulled Sam’s attention. “Samantha, go up there…” She pointed at an off green coupe just ahead of them. “I’ll cover you, when you get there… Cover me, alright?”
 Samantha traced the mirrored chrome that harbored sharp features and relaxed power. Finally her voice crept through drawn lips, dying out in a whisper as another shot ripped through metal next to her shoulder. “Jesus…”
 “Go.” Raven hair followed her leather duster into movement that brought a short burst of thunder through the air, ending immediately before fresh rounds formed the deafening crash of adrenaline and energy Samantha used to scurry up the row of vehicles. 

  Forms moved carefully just outside of the shadows, taking shape as green eyes peered over the top of the massive shotgun that trembled in her hands. Boots turned slightly, Sam’s shoulder leaning into the weapon she braced against the hard metal surface before pulling the trigger back. Pressure met with resistance, followed by a curious tone that replaced her thoughts as she looked over the trigger. Another dull roar sent glass across her side before adrenaline soaked nerves found the small button banded in red, pushing it in with a finger that barely registered the movement as she readied the weapon again.

 Bricks and shadows gave way to a large man that moved slowly ahead of the thick barrel of the gun, wavering only slightly when he came to a shooting stance, the dark pistol in his hands pointed directly at her. Samantha slammed the trigger to the rear, expecting resistance, instead meeting a kick of pressure that tapered off into force as dark bricks splintered under the massive cone of lead the weapon sent into the shadows. The man recoiled, a swift movement ending with a dull thump of flesh and concrete. 
 Samantha bucked, the large pump cracking hollow in the air before leading emotion and realization to the ground with a light clink. Flashes of light pulled her attention to the thickening shadows ahead of her, a pair of large men trading off with the slow moving muzzle flashes they used to return fire. Metal changed on either side of the woman, splintering glass and heated air registering before sound. A leather duster wrapped around frozen nerves in an instant, sharp features and mirrored plastic ending in subdued colors and scents of gun powder. 
 Lips moved slowly, the woman’s calm voice lost to the ring that replaced Samantha’s world. An instant slipped by, raven hair recoiling the as metal changed an inch away from Sam’s head, the air a heated reminder of the threat on the other side of the vehicle. Sunglasses met blacktop, following the woman’s finger as she slid it under the long coat, drawing blood from her left shoulder. A shrug brought Samantha back to life as the woman pulled herself up, lips forming words only she understood. Steel colored eyes locked with hers, fire burning behind the calm façade she presented, speaking of the need for action.   
 Samantha forced the shotgun’s pump forward, washing away the world before focusing her attention on the eyes that watched her. Slowly a nod moved her head, a response to the lips the woman used to explain the situation. “Cover me.” 

 Adrenaline flowed into shaking hands, lending strength to the action that brought Samantha around the marked side of the car. Another wave of force pulled her to a standing position that mirrored the firing stance her father had taught her so many years ago. Dark skin and jeans mixed with a black sweatshirt and baseball cap that ended in a bulky looking pistol, a faint call to the Desert Eagle the woman had used. Instinct drove motion from unfeeling nerves, gauging the distance an instant before Sam pulled the trigger, giving way to another wave of pressure that drowned the world in a sting of pain and hollow memories of her voice.

 Another flash carried the massive pump back before sending an empty shell through the air, an instant reminder of the man that fell to the sidewalk several yards ahead of the weapon. Something impacted against her sending a dull throb into the pit of her stomach, as a series of flashes marked the man’s desperate attempt to fend off threats only he could see.

 Pressure sent Sam to the ground, the heat of mushroomed lead finding it’s way to heavy denim jeans, singeing her flesh before subsiding into the adrenaline that leaked from her body in invisible trails she used to pull her senses together. Slowly pain pushed against the mind she used to force instinct behind the touch of cold steel that held her head, a match for the bumper and grill she had landed on. Scents pulled slowly against her lungs, gunpowder and heated metal trading off while she forced movement into her body. Light flashed just ahead of her, a loud roar following the light into realization of the woman’s rifle as it discharged repeatedly.  
 Treated cotton slipped from around the large diesel truck ahead, the form replacing her weapon’s magazine with one from under her coat. Lips moved slowly, Samantha’s name topping off the movement that brought raven hair and defined features nearer. “Are you hurt?” A calm voice echoed warm tones, mixing with the dull ring that filled Samantha’s mind. 
 “N… N…” Sam fought the violent shake of her body while forcing movement to her legs, giving out after a step. “W…”
 “Come on.” A strong hand pulled her up, all but carrying her through the shadows, over the bodies that laid tangled among one another. Faces were traced under green eyes, details taking a firm hold before giving way to the wounds that exposed crimson and stained clothes. One after another they moved, carried by heavy cement and leather clad feet, each a silent reminder of the chaos that had lasted no longer then a heart beat. 

 A voice dragged her attention back to the woman who watched her carefully. “Samantha, one of yours?” She nodded at a pudgy form, his flannel shirt and blue vest soaked in blood. A moment slipped by before heavy denim brought the woman to the ground next to him, her hands exploring the wounds.
 Sam shook her head, barely able to hold herself up as thoughts followed realization into regret and accomplishment. “We… We did it… We’re alive…” 
 The woman looked up, her hands rummaging through the flannel man’s pockets. “You did well Samantha, I’m impressed…” Shades of orange replaced steel eyes for an instant, barely registering against the mixed emotions that clouded frayed nerves. “You’re first?”
 Whispers traded off in Samantha’s mouth before forming a voice she couldn’t quite recognize. ”First?”

 Minutes slipped into the low droning of an idling diesel, the woman moved quickly through the shadows, searching the men’s pockets while Samantha leaned against cold brick. Finally tones broke the silence, a rush of adrenaline and energy lending to the newly discovered facts. “I just…”
 The woman looked up, her voice a calm reminder of the situation. “Samantha, calm down… There will be time for this later… Right now I’m going to need your help…” Patterns of orange slipped into the movement the woman used to close the distance between them. “I need you to search that truck, alright? Look for anything, papers, cards,  computers, phones… Anything, alright?”
 Sam shrunk under the gaze of the shorter woman, her nerves pounding against rational thought before giving way to forced movement and emotionless heat. “Ye… Yeah…” Leather and rubber impacted against black top, trailed by the shadow of the massive shotgun Samantha propped up against the running truck before slipping into the cab. Upholstered seats and leather wrapped dashboard mixed under green eyes, each a reminder of the vacant space in between. Slowly shaking hands searched through the vehicle, exploring with guarded curiosity. Minutes slipped into hours while movement caught her attention, a dull thump echoing the opening of the tailgate and loading of bodies that followed. “What the hell are you doing…” Sam whispered, sliding her hands behind the seat, drawing them back empty. 

 A moment passed as the woman rounded the open door, her features unwavering. “Find anything?” 
 “No…”
 “Lets go…” A silver canister slipped from under her coat, slightly larger then a flashlight, blue and white stripes laid across the center as she twisted the end cap before tossing it in the back. “Now…”

 Samantha scooped up the shotgun, a sprint carrying her through the shadows as the woman followed behind. Pressure and heat followed sound through the street, light changing the face of the bricks and glass in the same instant. Sam slowed only slightly giving way to the woman that lead her back to the Monte Carlo, a calm jog bringing them through the mix of shot up cars and broken glass. 

 The woman slipped into the vehicle, Samantha following in a mix of heated air and shaking nerves that died out as words left her mouth. “What the hell just happened there…?” 
 Words formed between them, a calm voice giving to the whine on the engine that carried them through the streets after a moment. “Welcome to my world…”

 Plaster wrapped around hardwood floors, presenting silhouettes of furniture lit by errant star light and shades of yellow that slipped in through the open door. Samantha followed the woman into the room, the patter of boots leading her through the pitch black room she explored with a wavering hand. “I can’t see…”

 “Oh… Right…” A calm voice filled the room, dying out an instant later as florescent tones painted the walls in soft blue and white. Minutes slipped by in silence, the woman setting her weapon down on the bar before placing the Katana next to it. “Are you thirsty? Hungry?”
 Sam looked over, her hands tightening against hard plastic and metal as she pumped the shotgun, releasing the empty shell casing with a hollow crack. Contours fell under soft green eyes, giving way to the realization of an hour gone passed. “I…” The voice emptied out again as it had several times during the trip. Images traded off in an instant, each a solid reminder of the firefight, the choices made and the consequences rendered.

 “Samantha… You did very well… I’m impressed…” The woman smiled lightly, sipping from a bottle of water. “The only thing you need to work on is your speed… But other then that…”
 “You talk like it’s a fucking basket ball game! I just killed someone out there and you’re sitting here going on like…”
 “Samantha. They would have killed you without hesitation… You know that or you wouldn’t have fired… You’re alive right now because of your actions…” Black hair moved slowly, matching the shrug the woman used to guide her duster to the floor. Nylon traveled over thick armor, a band that ended in a clip matching the one at the butt of her rifle. “You’re very perceptive…” The woman grinned, pulling a strap from behind before guiding a bandoleer of silver canisters to the counter top, a resounding clink ending journey of the battery sized objects. 

 Samantha recoiled slightly, tracing the thick trail of blood that ran from under the woman’s shoulder pad, disappearing over her hand while she moved.  
 “In fact…” A voice filled the distance between them as armor slid from the her torso, giving way to the black tank top and fair skin that was changed by the silver dollar sized wound right below her collar bone. “If we had to do that again…” The calm voice continued as she ran a finger around the hole. “I would have given you the double…”
 Sam winced, watching carefully as the woman turned to the sink. Sensations followed her hand to the welt that had formed under her armor, an instant contrast to the bruise on the woman’s shoulder. Thoughts followed action, guiding her shotgun and duster to the empty bed a moment later. “We need to get you to a doctor…” Samantha traced the wound again from behind, sliding the bulky vest from her body before stepping into the kitchen. “Real soon…”
 “Theres a… Satchel in the closet… Its black, about this big…” The woman nodded, indicating the size with one hand while a rag fought with blood in her other. “It has a red and white cross on it…” 
 Sam nodded, following the thick boards to the closet, fresh adrenaline lending ease to her search. Boxes and back packs traded off before the satchel crept from the shadows, it’s marking distinct to anyone. “Found it.” She pulled back carefully, setting the bag down on the counter before looking up to the suddenly warm expression that changed defined features.

 “In the middle compartment…” The woman began, unbuttoning the cross. “Theres a pair of forceps… Grab those and come under the light…”
 “You’re… Not serious…” 
 Silver eyes fixed her in place, a soft whisper gaining weight with each spoken word. “Samantha, if you won’t do it I will… It feels like a jacketed round… It shouldn’t be that hard to get out…”  
 Sam stared, emotions and energy giving way to disbelief and uncertainty in an instant that dragged into forever. Slowly she found the silver instrument, pulling it out with a shaking hand. “Are…” Words died out before breath gave way to pounding nerves and light touches of adrenaline. 
 “Okay… It feels…” The woman craned her neck sideways, rotating her shoulder slightly. “Like is about here…” Seconds passed into the calm grey eyes that watched Samantha, a warm reflection of her voice. Damp cloth gave way to the dime sized hole that peeked through fresh crimson, a steady flow disappearing into the woman’s tank top. 

 Sam swallowed hard, the florescent light lending shine to the tool she could barely hold. Blood moved under the shaking steel, guiding the sharp point into the woman’s body with a soft liquid sound that ended when she struck something. Defined features winced slightly, a touch of air finding Samantha’s ear in the same instant. “S… Sorry.” Sam sighed slightly, forcing her hands to move as she opened the grip and pushed deeper, coming around the small object that stopped her from closing it completely. “Found it…”  
 A low hiss found Samantha’s ear, following the gentle pull she used to drag the bullet through the woman’s muscle, exposing it to air after a moment. Ragged strips of brass colored metal hung from mushroomed steel, painted in shades of red and black. “H… Holy shit…” Sam examined the bullet, retracing the contours of the motionless reminder of a fragile life. “This thing is huge…” 
 Raven hair and steel eyes followed a hand the woman used to dig through the black satchel, withdrawing a small curved needle and spool. “Probably a three fifty seven…” Pained tones hid behind a calm façade, echoing only traces of the contempt she used to prepare the thread. “Would you mind?” 
 “Huh?” Sam looked over, dropping the bullet into the sink with a hollow clunk. 
 “Here…” The woman nodded at the thread and needle in her right hand. 
 “Ah… Ah, right…” A moment slipped by, Samantha forcing her hands steady in the wake of emotions she couldn’t name.

 Winces and hisses of air traded off between the needle and shaking hand, a sharp contrast to the warm voice that slipped from the woman’s calm face. “Where did you grow up Samantha?”
 “Ah... San Diego originally…” Sam wince again as she pulled the needle through unflinching skin.

 “And your brother?”
 “Hes been here all his life…” 
 A slight his of pain left the woman’s mouth as Samantha tightened the stitches before tying them shut, joining rimmed flesh in an instant. “That should do it…” 
 Silver eyes crept over green, following her body down to her boots before making their way up. “You hit?”
 Sam stepped back, an uneasy voice finding it’s way to her lips. “No…”
 “Good… Are you hungry? Thirsty?” The woman grinned slightly, fishing the forceps out of the sink before rinsing them clean. 
 “I… Uh, no…” A moment slipped by as eyes watched one another, silent questions meeting an appreciative expression that contrasted with the thick stitches and red trail down the woman’s front. 

 “You should get some sleep then… We’ll go leave at first light…” 

 “Sleep? I can’t sleep after that… We were almost killed…” Sam’s voice trailed off into the small pill the woman extracted from her pocket. 

 “Adrenaline is the only thing keeping you awake right now… Lay down and it will be fine…” Light hands moved quickly, snapping off a piece of the pill before presenting it to Samantha. “This will help you sleep…”
 Sam looked at the woman, following the warmth she used to ease shaking nerves. An instant passed before she accepted the piece, sighing inwardly as thoughts and emotions traded off between the sips of air she used to swallow the pill. “We have to find them… Please…”
 “In time Samantha… Right now you need to rest… You did very well tonight, I’m extremely impressed… If you’re brother is anything like you, they’ll be alright until we can find them…” An instant passed in a panicked reaction of muscles and nerves as the woman wrapped her arms around Samantha, a tight force that felt little like any hug she had ever known. “You did well Kimo… Very well…” 
 “Kimo?” Sam winced. 
 “Ah… There isn’t a direct translation for it… Best described as friend or companion, without the implications...”
 Green eyes traced over dense muscles and black fabric, trying to focus in the wake of dizziness that suddenly found her mind. “Ugh…” Sam stepped back, trying to brace herself against the bar. 
 “Go lay down…” The woman pulled her hand gently, sliding the equipment off the bed in a quick movement that brought Samantha to the thick mattress after a moment. “Rest well… You’ve earned it…”
  A voice filled soft features, dying out into the darkness that sunk in from the walls around her. Slowly images crept behind her eyes, giving way to realization and pain before questions and answers begged for attention, each a reminder of the events. All at once the voice died off, silenced by the darkness that pulled a thick blanket over her mind.


 Slowly sensations found Samantha, smells of gun powder and lubricating oil mixing with soap and shampoo before giving way to the overwhelming scent of smoldering herbs. Images of firefights and explosions traded off behind closed eyes, fragments of a dream she couldn’t remember. Tones and pitches followed carefully spoken words, a soft voice that echoed emotions only the woman understood, an instant call to the dreams that were memories.  
 “I know… Don’t worry honey… It won’t be long now…” The woman sighed softly as metal clinked against the cold walls. “Have a good sleep, I love you…” Another sigh filled the air before giving way to accented words that sounded nothing like her. “Tama Yae…” 
 Plastic clicked in the darkness, leading metal pieces into the methodical sounds of a weapon being put together. Seconds passed into the sounds before Sam found her voice, shaky and hollow. “Who are you talking to?”

 A silhouette moved ahead of her, a light smoke following her pony tail into a tint of orange that marked the edge of her eyes. “Welcome back…” Darkness thickened into black clothes that covered fair skin before giving way to a thick strip of gauze she used to cover her shoulder. “You’ve got some time, go back to sleep…”

 Samantha sat up slowly, fighting waves of dizziness for the hours it took to move. “I can’t… Nightmares…” Another voice crept over her lips before forming words she didn’t  understand. “Tamma May?”
 Orange reflected under strips of light that changed as Sam moved, hollow reminders of the woman’s posture on the floor. “Don’t push yourself too hard… You’re going to be worn out until it wears off…” Another silhouette found green eyes, a large shotgun that moved under careful hands before coming to rest against the bed. 
 “Who… Who are you anyway…?” Questions ran through Samantha’s mind, given to her voice by a haze of non existent restraints. “What are we going to do? Why the hell did you hug me…? What…”
 Raven hair reflected shades of yellow and white before the woman rose, her level voice soothing in it’s warmth. “We’re going to find you’re brother… I was looking over some old schematics…” Light filled the small room, shattering the darkness with a flicker of florescent heat, exposing a map that had been laid out over the bar. Colored grids and marked positions followed the dense grey of buildings before leading into the raised terrain markers at the outer edges of the city. “Our friends were visiting one of their rally points… An information drop, by now its shut down but that means either they found something to do with you’re brother or us… Since…”
 Sam recited the words silently, forcing her body to the kitchenette despite the sudden waves of weakness that pounded against her nerves. “What… Why…”
 “Since we’re the only actual ‘neutral’ forces out there…  The Order is going to be keeping tabs on them… Last known locations, equipment… General state of health…”

 “Okay so what can we do, I mean… Why don’t we go back there, get the…”
 “Police are already investigating it… By now they have shut down the drop, it would be a waste of effort…” Something flickered in grey depths as the woman traced a finger across the map, indicating marked positions with various symbols accenting them. “They have several drops that we could check… Mostly low security sectors…” 
 “Mostly?” Sam followed the woman’s finger to a square that had been crossed off. 
 “Most of their drops are manned by skeleton crews, one or two… Though lately they have picked up some of the high yield drops...” She moved again, indicating several buildings in the abandoned industrial sectors. 

 “Okay… So we need to get these… Drops…” 

 “We need to find one that has information pertaining to your brother… Sleepers are usually within a few blocks of their respective drops…” The woman marked a small circle around the buildings that had set the stage for their encounter the night before. “We would be better off starting in this area…” 
 Sam nodded, following the finger with silent questions before allowing her voice to form. “Why are they’re so many?” 

 “You can’t win a war without information Samantha…” Steel eyes locked, an even voice echoing uncertainty that formed between them physically.  
 “War? Like… War?” A shaky voice formed from hollow words, giving way to tension that brought tired nerves into a forced awareness. “War…” 
 The woman nodded, a slight edge creeping across her tones. “The clan decided to make their stand here not long ago… They had too many members to remain nomadic… When the Purifiers found out they setup patrol points, this lead to permanent outposts and bases… Most of their resources have been dedicated to the Lake Falls campaign…Its believed that if the White Rose can hold out for another hundred years or so they would be able to drain the Order of everything they have…” A moment passed between locked eyes, giving to the whisper of a voice the woman used. “If…” 
 Samantha stared for a minute, running over the words for any signs of doubt. “So what… What can we do… I mean, after we find Jon… What will happen to us?” 
 “You’ll disappear if you’re wise… Drain your bank accounts and get out of the states…” 
 “Just like that? Is that all we can hope for?”
 “Would you rather be dead?”
  Words died off in Sam’s throat, given to the unforgiving gaze that watched her. Minutes passed in the silent wake of questions unanswered and dwindling hope before ideas followed her through the haze, each a call to action, a call to escape. “Okay…” A whisper spoke for her, ragged sips of air lending it weight. “So what about Kat… I mean… Whats going to happen to her…?”
 “Kathrine will go to the clan… Be taught their ways, given a new life… The one meant for the descendants… If they out last the Order then Kathrine will become part of a new generation… In spirit and form…”
 “What if she dies… What if the Order succeeds… What if…” 
 “Possibilities…”  Cold eyes followed Samantha, unnerving her voice before following the lines the woman drew across the map. “There are several possibilities… But what matters more to you?” 
 “Jon, of course… But she didn’t want that life… She doesn’t even know… Does she?” 
 “She knows enough…” 
 Minutes passed into emotions and energy, giving way to Samantha’s voice as fresh resolve erased her fatigue. “Then let’s go… Let’s get out there right now, we can search the area… If she knows then she would know why we’re trying to find her right… I mean she…” 
 A moment slipped by, the woman shrugging slightly as she rolled up the map. “I doubt it… Samantha… Is this what you want?” 
 Words crept behind green eyes, each a solid reminder of the emotions that haunted her thoughts. “I’m not going to rest until I find him… With or without you’re help…”

 Red and blue lights reflected from dark brick and glass, trading off with the insistent rumble of fire trucks that had gathered around the smoldering wreckage of a large pickup truck, now a skeletal version of it’s former glory. A news van sat behind the barriers police had put up, a couple officers patrolling the tape as much as the several that moved around the vehicle with cameras and collection tools. Two forms moved just out of reach of the lights, a light patter bringing them through the thick shadows that hung between buildings.  

 Samantha watched one of the officers with guarded curiosity, his features somewhat familiar. “Avery…?” 
 “Hmm?” The woman looked up, following Sam’s gaze. “Friend of yours?” 
 “Not exactly… You said they, the Order, had positions in government right? Is it possible that they have cops… Like, beat cops?”
 “Entirely… They seem to favor paperwork positions, where the real power is…” A calm voice followed the woman into a patch of shadows just outside of the alley they had been watching from. “They have field agents… Some take roles in public services, others in private sector security… As long as they have access to information, relaying and collecting…” 

“So how… How the hell can they afford to do this…” 

The woman looked over her shoulder, leading them into a turn around the scene. “The same way the White Rose does… Business… It makes the world go around…” A light hiss slipped from her mouth before she took another turn, a tight alley lending chill to the air. “From what I understand they made it big in construction...”
 Samantha followed closely behind, pushing the large shotgun under her coat before forcing words to her mouth. “Okay… So why, I mean… They’ve been trying to destroy the clan for all this time… Whats the point? Why don’t they just let them be, its not like they’re going to hurt anything is it?” 
 Light crept through the shadows, a small caged light bulb offering a view of an old metal door that peeked out from a brick wall just ahead of them. The woman held a hand up, her palm flat against the light that haloed her. Another instant passed before a rifle took up residence in her left hand, it’s silhouette forcing Samantha to draw her own weapon. 

 Inches passed under thick soled boots, slow movements carrying the pair to the heavy looking door. A slat occupied the middle of the door, a reminder of mob movies where the person’s identity would be checked before they were allowed entrance. The woman glanced up at Samantha, a light grin changing her features before she pointed over the taller woman’s head. 

 Samantha turned around, following a thick pipe up the side of the building before it disappeared over the roof. Slowly words fought with nerves to form her voice, a hollow version of her tones bringing agitation to life. “You can’t be serious…”

 “Stay here…” The woman clipped her rifle back in place before sliding a hand around the pipe and pushing her way up. Minutes passed quickly as the booted feet and taught muscles pulled the woman to the roof, a light expression giving her defined features warmth. 

 Samantha stepped back into a patch of shadows, watching carefully as errant lights played across the mouth of the alley. Images and thoughts traded off behind green eyes, memories of a life that could never be again. Defined edges and tight muscles followed brown eyes into a visage of a smile that faintly resembled her brother. Warm memories slipped by, parks and walks guiding deep conversations through her mind. Emotional moments melted into bitter fights and slamming doors the same instant a large door opened to reveal treated cotton and light skin. 
 “Come on…” The woman grinned slightly, her mirrored sunglasses reflecting the soft yellow light that rained from above. Seconds passed into the pitch black hallway as it stretched out before them, a concrete floor laying out under cinderblock walls interrupted by metal doors and vacant bulbs that dotted the grey ceiling. Soft pattering followed the pair through the hallway, their boots tapering off into checked locks and prepared weapons. “Second floor Samantha…” 
 Sam looked up, following the woman up an old stair well. “What is this place… What was it?”
 “Apartment at one time or another…” Treated cotton slowed to a stop before the woman turned, her voice a glacial tone that mirrored her sunglasses. “A public works project most likely…” Minutes trailed off while the woman scanned the doors, finally settling in front of one at the far end of the hall. “Here…” Movement registered, a blur of black fabric and polished steel that guided the woman’s shoulder into the door, forcing it open with a creak of weathered hinges. Concrete melted over the floor, following stainless steel counters and hanging lights into a small rack at the far end of the room. Samantha slipped in, rounding a wall in front of her to a shadowed kitchen, vacant and hollow. “Nothing…”  Sam lowered her shotgun before turning back to the main room, following the darkness to the woman’s outline. 
 “Okay… This isn’t right… They should have been gone by now…” A moment slipped by, the woman stepping back into the sips of light that seeped in through small windows. Steel reflected the same light an instant later, drawing into a curved blade disrupted by the streaks of blood that had been painted across it. “Even one…”
 Samantha stared for a minute, giving breath to possibilities and tension before sound pulled her attention from behind.  Movement followed a bulky form through the shadows, giving way to a polished handgun that forced adrenaline into tired nerves. “Oh shit…” Words slipped, following Samantha’s boots into movement an instant before an ear splitting crack echoed through the concrete enclosure. Sam looked over, the woman’s rifle occupying her attention as she kneeled. 

 Darkness splintered under the thunderous clap of the woman’s rifle, sending concrete into the air in the instant it took her to pull the trigger. Fragments of cinderblock rained from above, shards of heated energy that pounded Samantha’s head nearly as much as the realization of the hole’s placement, right above her. Another instant passed, the sound of something hitting the ground overtaking the echo that wouldn’t subside. 
 “Lets go…” A calm voice filled the room, giving way to the pattering of boots as she slipped into the hallway. “Its too late… I told you…”  

 “R… Right…” Sam forced herself up, shallow sips of air fighting to stay in her lungs. “S… So Where… What…” A sigh left her body in an instant as she fell into step behind the shorter woman. “What are we going to do then…” 

 “Theres another drop… About ten blocks from here… We’ll go there, then back… The sun will be up soon… Do you know where they might have gone?” The woman looked over her shoulder, her calm voice an instant contrast to the lights and noise that filled the tight alley, echoes of the police cruisers just outside of the alcove. 

 “Stop right there.” A familiar voice pounded against Samantha’s ears, finding recognition in the form of memories; a well built man holding Jon’s collar in her door way. “Drop your weapon and put your hands on…”
 “Avery, stop…” Samantha swallowed hard, stepping in front of the woman. “Don’t do this… Please…” 
 “Sa… Samantha? What the hell…?” Avery tensed, his pistol reflecting streaks of light.
 “What the hell indeed…” The woman whispered.

 “Put your gun away.” Sam stood firm, her voice shaking only slightly as she made her weapon visible. “No one has to die tonight… Help me find Jon… Hes alone out there, he didn’t do anything and I have the proof… Help me find him, please Mike…”

 The man tensed again, his mouth forming words without a breath. Silhouettes slipped in behind him, slowly covering the distance in stirs of movement. “Put the guns down…” One man ordered, his flashlight and pistol leveled squarely at the pair. Other weapons followed, perfect copies spread amongst the four officers on either side of the hesitant Avery. 

 “Think about it!” Samantha shouted before ducking back into the door, the woman following close behind.

 An instant slipped by as the woman pulled the door shut, forcing the bolt closed before a light whisper filled her voice. “And just what will that accomplish?” 
 “He’s an asshole, but he has a sense of fair play…” Sam’s words died off as a sharp crack echoed through the tight hallway, steel giving way to a small projectile that buried itself in the floor a moment later. 
 Boots pattered against concrete, carrying the two through the hall, stairs leading them to the third floor as chilled air seeped in through an open door at the top of the staircase. Errant light filtered in from above, trading off with street light and red tones from police cars just outside their reach. Samantha gasped, taking in the scents of diesel and damp air that filled her lungs in the instant it took her to reach the roof. “So what now?” A bitter tone followed her words while she scanned the buildings around them, each far to high to be useful. 
 “Easy…” The woman grinned, looking over the edge of the tight alley before grabbing the thick pipe she had used to climb earlier. Careful movements brought the woman to the ground, offering a map of foot holds for Sam to follow. “Come on…”
 “R… Right.” Samantha sighed, forcing movement from stiff muscles. Sound caught her attention a moment later, the pattering of feet leading various men to the roof just as Sam found the cracked asphalt.

 Boots thumped hollow against blacktop and concrete, carrying the two past buildings and reflections of emergency lights before giving them to the shadows of an alley several blocks away. Samantha leaned against the cold brick, forcing sips of air into her lungs before looking up at the calm woman who watched the street. “So… What… Now…”
 “Get back to the car and move on… We’ll have to wait on the other drop…”
 “No… No damnit… We…”
 “Samantha.” A sharp tone cut her off. “We don’t know what ‘Avery’ will do… If he is with the Purifiers then you may have just put both our lives…”
 “I don’t care… I’m going to…”
 “Wind up dead at this rate.” 
 Samantha stared, following the contours of unforgiving plastic and sharp features. Realization followed slowly, words giving weight to the decisions she had made and those she had yet to make. 

 “Everything we do has to be measured very carefully, there isn’t any room for error… A bad choice here or a slip of the tongue there… It could mean our lives… Do you understand?” The woman watched her carefully, unnerving the emotions she let slip. 

 “Alright… I’m sorry… But…”
 “I know Samantha… You have to detach yourself, think about tomorrow… Concentrate on your goals,  don’t let them overtake you… All you have to do is remain calm…” A warm voice replaced the woman’s as she offered a hand. “We’ll go back and prepare for tomorrow night… We can’t afford to get caught like this…”
 Samantha nodded solemnly as she followed the shorter woman out of the alley, a sharp bite of words unspoken giving way to the emotions and energy that carried her through the shadows. 

 Plaster wrapped around the small room, a bare mattress offering bulky vests and weapons to the soft glow of overhead lights above the bar where two women sat. Opposites in form and tones they watched each other calmly around spoons of warm chicken stew. Light skin tones ended in a black T-shirt that hugged the woman’s frame, a contrast to the baggy jeans she wore, giving way to bare feet. Samantha shrugged, a loose tank top giving way to the chill that had settled in the air fought only by her jeans and socks. 

 “We really should change your bandage…”
 The woman shook her head slightly, rotating her shoulder with a thin smile. “I’ll be fine in a couple days…” Steel eyes warmed as she dipped a piece of bread into the large plate of stew. “Curious…”
 “What?” 
 “You’re brother… You…” Words ended in a large bite of bread, stretching out in the eternity it took her to chew. “Were you’re parents like this?” 
 “Like this?” Samantha’s chilled tone bit into the air, giving way to realization after a moment. “Ah… No… They always taught us to turn the other cheek… Tried anyway, we used to fight constantly… But if something happened we were there for each other… And after…” A shallow sip of air found her lungs before she continued under the woman’s watchful gaze. “After our parents died… We knew we were all the other had… He... We, grew really close after that, it had gotten to a point where we could talk about anything, didn’t matter what…”
 The woman nodded, a grin replacing her features with genuine warmth. “So what about Kathrine?” 
 “Ah… She… Well, Jon met her at a park… Then later I guess they went to an all night diner… They’ve been friends ever since…”
 “This is how he treats his friends?” Curiosity changed her voice entirely, a light probe that followed carefully spoken words. “A little zealous isn’t he?”
 “Theres more to it I think… He’s always been protective… More so after our parents died…” Samantha scooped up another spoon full of stew, forcing it her through the pain that throbbed in her mouth. “Damnit…”  A moment passed in silence, interrupted only by the light chewing that traded off between contrasting features. Finally a voice spoke, a timid whisper of uncertainty. . “So what about you, any brothers or sisters?”

 The woman tilted her head slightly before something flickered in her eyes. “Not in you’re sense… There were some that are considered to be family, though they’re memories by now…”
 “Must be a lonely life…”
 “Sometimes we don’t have a choice in the life we lead…” 
 Samantha nodded as the silence thickened. Minutes passed into the finishing of meals, the woman’s plate almost twice as large emptying out in the same time Sam had taken to clear hers. Eyes met, a calm expression giving warm tones to the shaking lips that spoke them. “So, Um… Any kids?” 
 The woman turned her attention to the open window, scooping up their plates before dropping them in the sink. “Samantha… Do you have someone? A husband, boyfriend… Anything like that… If so we need to find them too…”
 “Ah...” Samantha trailed off, steel eyes following her with urgent precision. “No.” She whispered finally. “No one…” 

 Seconds passed under the woman’s watchful gaze, hardening before she finally spoke. “Alright…” An instant slipped by as she crossed the room, a light patter carrying her through the darkness, interrupted only by the strips of moonlight that crept through an open window. “Never found someone…?” 
 Sam shrugged following the woman’s form as she dug through the closet, withdrawing a rolled up cloth and leather pouch. “Ah… I tried but… I mean, there were some… But when Jon moved in… I kind of put everything on hold...” 
 Steel eyes found hers, reflecting shades of orange for an instant as she laid the cloth out    in front of her. A variety of small brushes and bottles traded off across the cream colored surface, bringing familiar scents of lubrication oil and solvent to Samantha’s nose. The woman nodded, her soft voice following her as she broke down the rifle. “That must have been hard…”
 Samantha watched the woman carefully, tracing the knowing tones she had observed. “I would do it again thought… As many times as needed… So what about you? Is there a mister… Um…?”
 “No.” A cold tone followed sharp eyes, an instant reminder of where she stood accented by the practiced hands that cleaned the assault rifle. Minutes passed into the soft rustle of a brush, given occasionally to a blow of air that sent grey flecks to the cloth.

 “Sorry…” Sam finally whispered. “I didn’t mean to…”
 “Its alright… Like you, there have been some, but this…” A firm hand motioned over the various parts of her weapon. “Doesn’t make for very good relationship material…” 
 Samantha grinned slightly, trying to force a relaxed tone into her shaky voice.  “I suppose when you can bench press more then you’re boyfriend there’s going to be  some insecurity…” 
 The woman looked up, her head tilted slightly as she shrugged. An instant slipped between locked eyes, warming the air when a thin smile crept across defined features, leading into a light chuckle. 
 “Most of the guys I’ve been around get nervous if you can play pool better then they can, I can imagine what would happen if you went to a gym…” 
 Metal clanked against metal, the woman re-assembling the weapon with practiced ease. “Grab the scattergun Samantha…” 
 Samantha picked up the heavy weapon, setting it down before sitting across from the woman. 

 “Alright…” She grinned, ejecting the thick shells with a series of dull cracks. “The scattergun has a pair of pistons here and here…” She traced her pinky over the large barrel, indicating either side of the pump. “They lead to a buffer in the butt stock… These have to be disabled before you clean it…” Hours passed under the careful guidance of defined features and strong hands, giving way to the intricate procedures required to clean the vaguely familiar weapon.  

 Sunlight crept over a small windowsill, shades of red and orange sinking into shadows that swept over concrete and plaster. Black denim melted against a vacant mattress, giving way to tanned skin and lax muscles. Bruised features moved slowly, soft eyes adjusting to the muted light before a voice could form words. The woman looked up from her seat on the floor, following the movement Samantha used to sit up. 
 “Right on time Kimo…” 
 Sam yawned, barely registering the voice she couldn’t quite place. “Coffee…” 
 Moments passed as eyes watched one another, finally the woman smiled, slipping into her armor vest before offering the taller woman hers. “In time… We need to get out there…” 
 “Do you…” Another yawn cut off the uncertain voice. “Do you ever sleep?”
 “Up Kimo… Let’s go.” The woman’s tone took on a distinct urgency that betrayed her calm demeanor. 
 Samantha sighed, shrugging into the heavy vest before a duster draped her body in shadows. Minutes passed into the whine of the Monte Carlo that carried the pair through the vacant streets, lined by husks of buildings whose purpose had been long forgotten. Slowly the sun sank into the horizon, replaced by the orange and white glow of street lights. Corners and alleys passed on either side before the car slowed in front of a connivance store.

 “Get your coffee…” The woman looked over, her mirrored sunglasses reflecting the chill in her voice. 
 “Ah…” Sam squirmed, digging in her pockets before whispering. “Never mind…” Movement caught her attention, a light touch of leather draping across the panel in the arm rest, a hand with a pair of folded dollar bills peeking from under it. “Um, thanks… Do you want something?” 
 “No.” 
 Samantha slipped through the door, sipping from the large cup. The same cup she almost dropped when a motorcycle ripped through the street just outside of the Monte, a yellow and black blur that matched the high pitched whine of the car the woman had turned on. 
 “Come on.” A calm voice found her ears in the instant it took Sam to get in the vehicle, barely registering the seatbelt she slid across her torso as the car pulled into a turn. 
 “What the hell was that?” 

Another pitched whine filled the cabin, blacktop disappearing under the long front of the vehicle as the woman whispered. “Field op…” 
 The form slipped under the halo of a street light, accenting his trench coat with a brisk movement he used to bring a weapon to bare, a boxy pistol with a clip that was easily twice the length of the handle.  “Oh shit…” Samantha ducked before a series of sharp cracks popped through the night, impacting against the windshield with a dull patter. Several more rounds hammered the vehicle, thumping hollow against weary nerves and armored steel. 

 “Hold on.” The woman continued calmly before taking a sharp turn, accelerating the instant another scent joined melting rubber, a sharp acrid smell mixed with gasoline. Several more turns brought the pair to a loose trail behind the motorcycle and it’s rider, buildings and lights passed in a flurry of movement that could barely be registered even as the woman noted the location with an even tone. “Hes going to the west side… That’s unusual…” 
 Another sharp turn cut off Samantha’s response as she tried to stabilize herself. Minutes passed into the high pitched whine the car picked up as it closed the distance, sliding passed parked and over thick blacktop. “Shit…” Sam hissed, wiping hot coffee from her leg. 
 The woman slowed the vehicle in time with the motorcycle, coming to a hesitant rest in the middle of a three way intersection. Moments passed, the man getting off his bike with a relaxed movement that mirrored his easy posture. Well cut features and brown hair hid behind sunglasses before flowing into treated cotton, a buttoned up trench coat concealing bulk in several places before ending in thick boots. The man smiled, a carnal grin that accented his methodical removal of riding gloves. “Damnit…” Black hair moved slowly as the woman opened the door, giving way to the bitter air that flowed through the cabin in an instant. “Stay here Samantha… No matter what happens, stay here.” 

 Sam nodded, watching the woman cross in front of the windshield that had been marked by dime sized holes filled with lead.  A moment passed in panic as a truck slipped into view at the left side of the intersection, accenting the worn down buildings with tinges of blue and white light. Another followed immediately after, changing shadows before a car slid into the right side of Sam’s view, a blue Monte Carlo that lead a large Buick to the truck’s high beams. Samantha froze, doors opening in the seconds that stretched out physically while the woman drew her sword, continuing her advance despite the forms that slipped from the vehicles. 
 Light accented the cars from behind, giving way to a blur of motion as a heavy diesel pickup slid behind them, it’s engine roaring against the fragile windows what watched from above. Sam cringed, following the contours of men as they exited their trucks; a sharp contrast to the three women that slipped from the blue Monte. Dark denim and hooded sweat shirts draped over smaller frames the women used to carry compact rifles to a fighting stance, back to back between the cars they stood. 
 “Come now Leandrea, you don’t really think you can stop this do you?” The tall man smiled again, as the men hid behind doors of their trucks, all four mirroring a shooting stance that matched their assault rifles. 
 Samantha forced the door open, bringing her shotgun up the instant she could move. Time disappeared into the howl of a feminine voice, given to the blur of military fatigues she wore as she slipped from the rear door of the Buick, a massive ‘mini gun’ in her hands, held by a strap that kept it at her waist. The dark painted contours followed Samantha’s mind into a frenzy of spinning barrels and loud roar of rounds flying through the air, spraying the trucks with miniature explosions that traded between heated slashes of light. Disbelief caught Sam in the same instant the men returned fire, a curtain of lead that traded back and forth behind the man and woman, Leandrea. 
 Leandrea brought her sword down with a quick movement, a blur that ended when the man forced a hand into the crook of her arm, twisting it behind her back in the same instant. She rammed her head into his face, a sharp crack signaling the contact made when she flipped him over her shoulder, guiding him to the ground with a thump that paled in comparison to the loud roar of one of the trucks exploding. 
 Samantha looked up, barely able to register a motion from the man that sent the woman to the air, impacting against the blacktop after a moment. 

 Leandrea looked over, making a grab for her sword that ended when the man stepped on her arm, picking up the curved blade before settling it just above her chest. “This looks familiar doesn’t it? Only last time you were here…” 

 Sam released the safety of the shotgun, her hands shaking slightly less then the weathered voice she used to drown out the gun fire for an instant. “Hey asshole!” A roar cut off her voice as she jerked the trigger back, striking a reaction that brought the woman’s sword to a clatter against the pavement. The man jerked sideways, tripping over Leandrea before a pistol sent several rounds into Samantha’s vest, each a biting impact that sent her to the ground. 
 Pain throbbed from various locations on Sam’s body as she watched the sky, buildings made themselves known; bathed in flickering orange light that matched the series of sharp cracks and furious barking of the mini gun just outside of her sight. Features came into view slowly, cutting through the haze with a sharp edge of defined jaw and cheek bones that hid behind mirrored sunglasses. 
 “Good job Kimo…” She smiled warmly, offering a hand. 
 Samantha nodded, fighting the acrid air that wouldn’t stay in her lungs. Finally movement came, dragging her up before noise brought the world to an end. A thunderous crack filled her ear in an instant, leading to a grim expression and compact rifle right next to her head. “Damnit!” Sam shouted, unable to hear her own voice, drawing an apologetic expression from the woman. 
 “Here…” Leandrea shouted, pointing to an alcove just beyond the intersection, nestled between parked cars and short buildings. “Go, get there!” Words ran together through Samantha’s mind, a rough guess interpreted by solemn nerves. “Leave the shotgun!”
 “What? Why?” 
 “Go!” Leandrea pushed against her, a series of cracks signaling her rifle’s retort to threats unseen.

 Bricks slid into shadows, highlighted by the occasional streak of orange light that carried her deeper into the alley. Steps brought her farther into the shadows, giving way finally to a turn that brought her face to face with a dumpster. Scents registered, urine and gunpowder trading off through the moving silhouettes as they moved just behind her, each a fragment of noise she couldn’t quite put together. A voice clawed from behind green eyes, demanding immediate action when the words registered. “They found you…” Samantha ran, adrenaline pouring over her body in the instant it took her to withdraw the slim pistol from her duster and send rounds into the darkness. More silhouettes moved, unfazed by the flurry of forty caliber bullets she covered her trail with. 
 Several turns brought Sam to a street, vacant of any signs of struggle, no melted cars or empty brass… No bodies. Noise clipped her side, giving breath to the curse she used to grip her side, finally aware of the pain adrenaline had covered up. Panic found Samantha in a physical form when a police car drove by, it’s lights reflecting from painted brick and parked cars. More followed behind, a string of vehicles that ripped through the darkness in seconds, carving a turn at the end of the road before disappearing from view. 
 Realization followed the instinct Sam used to carry herself up the street before sliding into an alley, sipping air through the sharp driving pain in her side. Slowly noise came to frayed nerves, a subdued repetition of gun fire that pounded her senses almost as much as the stench of decaying rat. Several more police cars slipped by, each a reminder of the immediate need to get out of sight, to hide. 

 Sam scanned the street, taking in a shallow breath before making her way to an intersection. Questions formed behind green eyes, requests for understanding and knowledge trading off with an overwhelming sense of distain that followed the very real possibility of her loosing her only chance to find Jon.  
 Another sharp ache brought her mind back to the task at hand, giving strength to the wavering hand that pushed against her vest only to recoil when fresh pain swept over her body. “Shit…” She hissed, forming a path through the densely packed reminders of human progress, the same progress that continued to play out just outside of her hearing range with a series of dull pops. 
 Hours slipped by as Samantha moved carefully through the faded west side of town, turning and hiding while she traced a path she hoped would take her back to the apartment. Thirst followed warming air, given to the sun that slowly crept over the edge of the city, painting buildings and concrete in muted shades of orange and red. Samantha sighed deeply, forcing her breath around the sharp heat that hadn’t subsided. Another minute passed before she sat up, the cold brick offering rest to weary nerves that paled to the slew of questions and desires she had been considering during her short break. 

 Cars took up residence along the street, moving slowly through the light mist as busses and people carried out to the chilly morning. Sam struggled among the occasional cluster of sharply dressed men and women, a match for the choices that pounded against her nerves, each more pressing then the last. “Is she alive? What would happen if I went back to the apartment? Where would Jon go…?” 

 Samantha mulled over the questions, forcing answers that didn’t quite fit. One questioned remained, it’s answer as elusive as the relief she searched for. Movement registered in front of her, an older man smiling softly as she approached. Ripped jeans and matching denim vest covered his bulky torso, disappearing into the thick features and arms the man used to withdraw a compact pistol from behind. 
 “Come on Sammy…” The man smiled again, even as Samantha drew her pistol. “Lets play!”
 “What the hell are you talking about?” A shaking hand leveled off even as a pair of men dressed in suits passed, seemingly oblivious to the weapon. “Who are you people?”
 A sharp crack drew attention from all around, giving weight to the sharp pressure that impacted against Sam’s chest a moment later. Several more sharp cracks followed her response, catching the man in the head before the suited men turned, each carrying a version of her weapon. The same weapon that clicked empty in her shaking hand an instant later. 

 “Shit, shit, shit…” Sam hissed, slipping behind a parked car as the men opened fire. 
 “FBI, Freeze!” One of the men shouted, lending speed to soft hands that reloaded the Sig Sauer. 

 “Bullshit!” She shouted, shooting into the air under the startled gaze of panicked men and women on either side of the street. Another shot marked her sprint across the road, giving way to a man that stepped out of her way as she ran into an alley. Shoes pattered close behind, rustling over cracked asphalt and around garbage cans.  

 Samantha forced air through her body, following the linear path through the alley that ended in a pair of doors marked ‘Crestline Mall Emergency Exit’ Seconds passed in considerations and hopes, fading as quickly as the men that approached. Realization followed Samantha into the desperate waves of tension she used to attempt to pry open the door, meeting with a resistance from the other side. Shoes followed metal into realization, the vacant sound of safeties being released sending a cold chill through Sam’s spine.

 “Turn around.” A calm voice echoed through the tight confines, a solemn reminder of the chance she didn’t have, made physical when she turned to face the men, her pistol clenched tight. “Where are they?” 
 “Fuck you.” Samantha raised her weapon, forcing the movement with a will not her own. A finger found the trigger achingly slow before something hard impacted against her, forcing her into the pavement with a dull thump.

****

 Emotions froze Jonathan in place, several small stabbing pains impacting against his chest in an instant. Realization followed the haggard man that laid out over the concrete, it has been his chest, the pain merely a reflex of muscles. The shotgun trembled in his hands, coming back to a level stance at his hip while the man flinched, his flannel shirt stained crimson. 

 Words found his ears, a feminine voice carrying them in tones of desperation and other, nameless, emotions. One after another they ran through his mind, lost to the man that looked at him vacantly. Light followed energy from behind, noise giving way to pain after an instant when something, Kathrine, pulled him sideways. Jon turned slowly, the visage of another man and the pistol he held breaking the spell of seconds ago. Adrenaline flowed through his veins and down his arm, coming to form a small pool next to his boot. The thin man fired again, changing bricks in front of Jon, barely noticeable as Kathrine pulled him into the street. 

 Jonathan found his feet after a moment, giving breath to the sprint he picked up to cross the street, tension and fear lending speed to the effort that was easily matched by Kat. Another shot rang between the buildings, a hollow crack reminding him of his position the same instant bricks repeated the sound. A sharp turn brought the pair through an alley, moonlight accenting the fading echoes of the man with the gun. 

 Several more turns and alleys brought the pair to a stop, Jon’s rough breathing the only identifiable sound. Moments slipped by as the eyes watched the streets, tracing the tall buildings on either side of the empty blacktop. A hand found his shoulder slowly, a light touch that barely registered even as a voice filled his ear. 
 “J… Oh my god… Your bleeding…” 
 Jon looked down, the air chilling his hand as fresh crimson slid over a clenched fist. Pain found his arm barely recognized when images of the incident replayed behind brown eyes. A tug at his shoulder brought eyes together, contrasts of concern and emotion biting into the words he couldn’t speak. 
 “Let… Ta Take your coat off… I…”
 “I’m fine.” The young man started, his voice as glacial as the air that whipped passed the alley.

 “But…”
 Jon clenched his jaw, an overwhelming bite finding his features before softening when green eyes followed his, unwavering despite the tense expression on the woman’s face. Finally a voice came, level but warm. “I’m fine.”

 Sound ripped through the street in an instant, a dull drone of a diesel engine giving way to a high pitched whine while a large pickup flew past the mouth of the alley, a familiar red Monte Carlo following a short time later. 

 Jon sighed, rising to his feet before stepping into the shadows. “Are you alright?” 
 Kat watched him carefully, her eyes reflecting errant light before she spoke, her voice a weakened version of the emotions that played across her face. “Y… Yeah, Jon…” She struggled, forcing tension from her body visibly. “Jon…”
 “What?” The young man looked over his shoulder, slowly tracing a path through the alley. 

 Emotions flickered in green depths, giving way to the coarse voice that spoke for her. “What… He… You…” A sigh brought a different tone, forcing strength into her pitched voice. “I’m so sorry…” 

 Jonathan picked up a slow jog guiding them through the tangle of concrete and bricks before coming to a stop behind a forgotten laundromat. Pitched tones brought blue and red lights across the sea of blacktop that separated them from the streets, lending fresh adrenaline to tired muscles and frayed nerves in the same instant. Jon pulled Kathrine’s arm, her face echoing the confusion he had felt as he jumped over a low wall into someone’s back yard. 
 Several more blocks separated them from the threats just outside of their hearing, giving way to tension and emotions Jon forced out of his body. Slowly realization came back to him, the man’s image a permanent fixture in his mind, nestled between the pump and trigger of his shotgun. 
 Streaks of star light carried the pair through back alleys and shadows, constantly speaking of the need for movement and the shadows that would move in on them and drag them back, kicking and screaming or limp and lifeless. Slowly shades of red and orange replaced the stars, giving an altogether different threat to the silhouettes that sought the last slivers of shadow, a breathless call for rest trapped in emotions neither understood nor desired. 

  “Jon… Take a breath…” Kathrine broke the silence, her voice a soft whisper that died out between them as moisture thickened the air. 

 “I’m fine.” The young man shot back, picking up his shaky foot followed by the other. People moved just outside of his vision, hollow reminders of a city that would be awake soon, it’s children getting ready for school and it’s business district that would be alive before long. Jonathan sighed deeply, forcing movement from his body before turning up the street, rational thought planting ideas on courses of action that could be taken. The same actions that had to be taken, regardless of the consequences. “Kat…”
 Kathrine looked up at him, following his eyes as they scanned the streets.
 “Alright, how much money have you got…?”
 The woman looked at him for a moment, her expression blank before she managed a whisper. “Ah… One hundred and thirty eight…”

 “I got like seventy… That gives us… Ah…” 

 “Two hundred, eight…” Kathrine followed his gaze, her red tinted skin a shallow version of her normal features. “Jon…?”
 “Shit… Alright…” Jon sighed, forcing another movement from his body that carried him up the street. “We need to get out of here… Right now…”
 “Jon… What about Sam?” 
 The young man looked over his shoulder, a bitter tone tapering off into reluctant acceptance. “Kat, we can’t do this… We’re going to get killed…” Another sharp hiss left his mouth when he adjusted the shotgun, the chilled air biting into the small hole in his coat. 

 Kathrine sighed deeply, her expression as tense as the voice she used. “Jon… Why don’t we go to the police…”
 Jon choked off his voice, the words fighting his lips for every breath they could get. “You’re smarter then that…” 
“But…”
“No.”

 Hours slipped by in the drone of cars and people as the pair made their way to an old bus station, the east side of town lending touches of contempt to the worn down visages of forgotten memories and faded hopes. Jon mulled over his choice, slowly giving life to the realization that had been eating at him for the eternity it took Kathrine to count their money. 
 “Are you sure…?”
 Jon nodded, his voice a haggard version of the tight alley that separated them from the building. “Just tell them you lost your ID… It might work… If not, I’ll try…”
 Kathrine nodded solemnly, watching him with a timid expression. “I… I’ll get some soup too…” 
 “Right…”
 A tight sigh left his mouth, giving breath to the possibilities that swirled around his mind, a new life that would have to be begun and the potential of their getting caught. “So what… We stay here, we die…” His voice echoed against the confines of brick and mortar that surrounded him, justifying his decision to leave his sister behind. Another moment passed, a tight whine echoing through the streets before a motorcycle slipped into view, it’s black and yellow paint clashing instantly with the cars that guided it through the street. The man atop it turned his head, his trench coat flapping in time with the slower pace he changed to while he passed, following Jonathan with vacant sunglasses. 
 Time slowed as much as the bike that slipped into a parking space just ahead of the alley. Jon slid his hand under his coat, withdrawing the heavy Berretta as he approached. Sharp features followed brown hair and toneless baggy clothes before disappearing under the trench coat the man wore. A moment slipped by as realization brought the pistol to Jonathan’s hand, leveled right at the man’s chest. Heavy boots thumped hollow following the man’s approach, unflinching as Jon’s finger found the trigger. 
 “Safety’s on…” The man spoke, his voice a calm version of his features, unchanging while the distance closed between them. 

 “Figures.” Jon winced mentally, bringing his right hand into a fist that he moved as quickly as he could. An instant passed, a blur of motion cuffing Jon’s wrist before the pistol was released, a pressure causing the young man’s body to recoil. Movement caught his attention again before blacktop met his face, a knee pressing into his spine as the man wretched his arm back, applying more pressure with each inch he pulled.

 “Where is it…” 
 “In my pants…” Jon grimaced, forcing air through his lungs while the man twisted his arm. “Suck it…”
 “Where is Kathrine… Tell me and this stops…” 
 “Why should I?” Jon all but cried out when a new wave of pain shot through his arm, bending back as muscles in his shoulder strained to keep his arm in it’s socket. “Why?”
 “This isn’t your fight Jonathan… Tell me where it is and you won’t have to worry about this ever again.” A hiss of air followed release in an instant, a yelp of pain and surprise filling the young man’s ear before leading to movement of treated cotton and the flow of fresh blood to Jon’s arm.

 “Get off him!” Kathrine shouted, her voice registering vaguely as she pushed the taller man to the ground, dumping a cup of steaming broth on his face before pulling Jon’s arm. “Come on!” 
 The man struggled with his coat, managing to get out of it after a moment. Another kind of movement brought his hands to his face in the seconds it took Jonathan to recover his pistol. 
 “How bout that shit…” Jon grinned, sending his boot into the man’s chest, repeating the motion several times as the man doubled over. “Leave… Us... Alone...” The young man managed around the throbbing pains in his arm and the kicks he delivered. Kathrine tugged on his right arm, drawing a shout and pained expression, warmed by the realization that found his eyes a moment later. “Thank you…”
 “Come on!” Kat pulled him carefully, jogging up the alley.

 “See you next time asshole…” Jon looked over his shoulder, watching the form writhe as water steamed over his back and face. 

 Jonathan flexed his arm slowly, wincing at the stinging sensation in his bicep, the same way he had done almost a hundred times before. “Okay… So now what…” He whispered, tracing the contour’s of Kathrine’s face, heat and emotion barely visible through the clouded eyes.  

 Kat sighed deeply, her shaking voice more then a match for the posture she held atop the cinder block wall. “I… Jon… What the hell are we suppose to do? We can’t go anywhere! You won’t…” The woman trailed off as a tear slipped down her features. 
 “Won’t what Kathrine…” 
 Kat jumped down, the short distance easily absorbed by her shoes. Red and orange traded off across the sky in shades of pink that loomed heavy above them, casting shadows over the play equipment that had housed their meeting. The park that had given him, them, life. Slowly she turned, her expression void of any trace of emotion. “Jonathan, we can’t do this… We can’t go on like this…”
 “We can… We have to…” Jon slipped down, wincing as he caught himself with his right arm. “If we give up, we loose… We die.”
 “Jon…” Kat looked at the sunset, her eyes reflecting the orange streaks that painted the sky. “Who… Who do we loose to? Jon… You… This isn’t fair… This is…”
 “Hey…” Jonathan sighed softly, wiping her tears with a finger. “Kat, we’re going to be alright… We can steal a car or something…”
 “St… Steal a car… Jon, listen to yourself…”
 “Kathrine… What choice do we have…” 
 A moment passed between locked eyes, questions and hopes melting into the warm embrace two bodies shared, a heated contrast to the sinking temperatures around them. Jon registered movement under the coat, a small hand sliding over his back before pulling him closer then their physical bodies could manage. 
 “I… I love you…” Kat whispered, barely auditable in the wake of emotions that traded off behind brown eyes. 

 Jon cringed slightly, forcing tension from his body as he pulled the woman tighter. “I love you too Kathrine…” Warmth slipped into the setting sun in the hours the two stood as one, the time giving way to a soft breeze of chilled air.

 Slowly lights registered, red and blue reflections that moved over bricks and grass before leading a police cruiser across the distance. Several more followed close behind, each moving several times faster then most cars would on the highway. Jonathan watched them pass, counting mentally over Kathrine’s head. 

 Eyes found his, orange reflecting in the shadows that surrounded them before giving way to a soft whisper that touched his skin. “Jon… We need to go… Find some place to hide for a while…” 
 “I know… I know…” Jon tightened his grip on the woman, causing her to wince slightly before returning the attention. “Come on…” The young man sighed, pulling his arms to his side with a physical effort. 

 Concrete and blacktop disappeared into miles of shadows that thickened with each step taken, exhaustion and emotions wearing down bodies nearly as much as the biting cold. Buildings mixed with street lights and parked cars, paving out a path through the jungle of brick and metal. The path wore down as a vehicle moved through the streets, a black and white color scheme lending to panic that intensified when a familiar shield came across the large pickup truck. 
 “Shit…” Jon hissed as the truck slowed by them, a flashlight silhouetting their bodies in an instant. 

 “Excuse me… Can I talk to you?” A gruff voice filled the distance between them, the stocky man it was attached too exiting the truck the same instant another door opened on the other side. 

 Kathrine whispered into Jon’s ear, her voice a faint echo of words he had never heard but knew were right. “Jon, these guys aren’t cops…”

 Jon picked up a sprint, following Kathrine’s lead through a sea of asphalt and parked cars, each a solid reminder of their surroundings. Another reminder found his ears an instant later, a sharp crack that splintered glass just behind him. “Shit.” The young man whispered, following Kathrine into an alley that was all too willing to accept them. 

 “Go back!” Kat turned sharply, a silhouette making it’s appearance known under the soft glow of reflected light. Several more followed behind it, unnerving the muscles Jon struggled to get into motion. Two police officers stood at the mouth of the alley, a stocky man with a pistol contrasting the taller man with a rifle, both locked into firing stances.

 “Stop where you are.” The shorter man’s voice filled the distance between them, accenting the harsh tones of foot falls from behind.
 Jon sped up, ramming his shoulder into the taller man the instant a blinding pain ripped through his shoulder. Kathrine followed behind, boots and shoes hammering blacktop as the pair sprinted through the street, haloed by sharp cracks that barely registered through the waves of adrenaline that crashed against weary nerves. 

 A sharp turn brought them into a parking lot, it’s marked asphalt stretching out around an abandoned movie theatre. Jonathan grabbed his shoulder, vaguely aware of the thick crimson that flowed over his body as he moved. “Shit…”
 “Jon, here.” Kat whispered, jogging around the building before stopping next to a loading dock, the shadows just thick enough to conceal their bodies. 
 Seconds passed into hours while the truck rounded the corner, several men of varying sizes occupying the bed. Another hour passed while the driver scanned the side of the old building with his flashlight, eventually coming to rest at the edge of the dock. Jon pulled himself into the shadow slightly, trying to melt into the thick concrete, the same concrete that was bathed in white and blue an instant later. 
 Kathrine took to her feet in an instant, tugging on Jon’s arm before leading the pair through the expanse of asphalt. The truck roared to life in an instant while a shot ripped through the night, followed immediately by another. Jonathan pushed himself hard against the waves of fatigue that forced themselves through the air, giving way to ragged breath as the pair crossed the street, sprinting up the concrete slab that stretched out ahead of them.  Painted bricks and windows slipped by in a flurry of motion as boots and shoes pounded against cold stone, a sharp contrast to the heated breathing Jon used to force air into his lungs.

 The pair rounded the corner just barely ahead of the pickup that continued to rain lead upon them, faint scents of ozone and heated metal forcing fresh adrenaline through Jonathan’s body. Kathrine ducked behind a parked car, pulling Jon to the ground as he passed. Lead changed the car ahead of them before the truck managed to stop, screeching tires marking it’s changed pace. Boots and shoes slowly found concrete as the pair rose, sprinting the opposite direction while the driver began turning around, a perfect match for the men that were reloading their guns. “Good idea…” Jon panted, following Kathrine as best he could into the thick shadows of an alley at the other end of the block.

 Shadows disappeared in heavy foot falls, each a marked accomplishment of adrenaline powered bodies. Movement caught Jon’s attention just ahead, a large dual tone Buick following a blue Monte Carlo through the street, behind them a white pickup ripped through the air, it’s droning diesel engine a sharp contrast to the shrill whine of the cars.

 Jonathan stopped at the mouth, scanning the street for an instant before allowing a breath to pass through his lips. Options and considerations traded off behind brown eyes, marking possibilities among cars and buildings that lined the other side of the road. 
 “They’re coming…” Kathrine’s whisper touched his ear, barely auditable against the pounding heart in his chest.

 “Come on…” He managed weakly, forcing movement into wavering feet. Minutes disappeared in hours and days as the pair made their way through the densely packed buildings and parked cars, the constant bite of shoes and trucks always one step behind. Fatigue and adrenaline clashed against Jonathan’s body in an instant, his knees followed in aching movements that brought him to the ground, breath ragged and hollow. 

 Kat tugged at him, slipping his arm over her shoulder, a light gasping replacing her normal breathing despite the miles that had been traveled at a full sprint. ”Come on Jon… Just a little more…” 
 The pair slipped through the shadows, unnoticed by the homeless man that slept at the mouth of an alley. Chilled concrete and brick wrapped around them as they sat, mirrors of contrasting breath, a reminder of wholly expended adrenaline that tapered off into exhaustion and rational thought. Eyes met, vacant words of appreciation taking hold between them while they struggled to keep air in their bodies. 

 Jonathan rose finally, scanning the street vacantly as he tried to piece a map together in his mind. Minutes lent calm realization to shaking hands, the search ending when a familiar sign came into view, a call to a suddenly bright past. “Crestline Lake, two miles.” Jon smiled slightly, tracing the contours of the letters as images fought to drown out the pains in his boy, in his mind. 
 “Jon…” Kathrine whispered, pulling his attention as much as she pulled at the ragged hole above his shoulder, the coat exposing thick red. 
 “Lets go…”
 “Your…”
 “I’m fine.” The young man hissed, picking himself up with an effort he hadn’t known before. “Lets go…”
 

 Strips of light played across the sky, highlighting clouds with shades of orange and red. Buildings and cars laid below the thick blanket of oxygen and light that bit into treated fabric and shuddering features of a pair that moved among the thickening stream of people getting ready to start the day. 
 Jonathan clenched his fist, the light lending visibility to the stripes of blood that painted his T-shirt, down his chest and back they crept, drying before binding flesh with fabric. Pain registered slightly less annoying then his shoulder, it’s location his right bicep, where a smaller trench had been made over his muscle. Boots and shoes traded off over heavy concrete, a soft patter marking the movement of a tired looking woman, her tea colored hair drawn back in a pony tail that bounced in unison with her backpack, a sharp contrast to the circles under her shifting eyes.

 Men and woman followed children through the light haze of the early morning, preparing for school and other reminders of life they would never know again. Jon sighed softly as a familiar bus passed, barely registering faces he might have remembered if they had mattered. 

 “Jon…” Kathrine’s voice brought him back slowly, shaking as he traced the heated questions in her eyes. “Jon?”
 Minutes passed between locked eyes, giving way to nameless emotions and hollow pleas that echoed the people around them, each a call to the shadows that wouldn’t exist before long. “Crestline… We’ll go…” Jon thought for a second, fighting memories desperately for names. “We’ll find someone that can hide us…”
 “Who would…?” Kathrine’s whisper impacted against the moist air physically, drawing doubts in the air with wordless thoughts. 

 “Ah…” Another minute slipped by before Jonathan turned and started a new path up the road, the heavy shotgun banging against his knee with every step. “We’ll find someone…” 
 People moved over the sidewalk, drones moving to the beat of car engines and horns that traveled over the thick blacktop. Two moved to a distinctly different tone, boots and shoes carrying them through the tangle of polluted hopes to the bright lights and clean façade of the Crestline Mall. Shades of white and grey traded off across the large building, giving way to the massive panes of glass that composed the entrance before leading to pair of soda machines just outside it’s walls.

 “Still got that money?” Jon looked over, his tone a whisper of his normal voice that tapered off as they slipped between parked cars. 

 “Ye… Yeah…” 
 Minutes passed in hours as Jon sipped from the sharp cola, liquid awareness that fought his body’s fatigue with ravenous contempt. Another sip brought movement from Kathrine, their wall shaking slightly as she moved. Cars and blacktop melted together under the rising sun, following employees and customers into the massive structure behind them. 
 “They… They don’t even…” Kat began, trailing off when she looked over, her eyes contrasting with the thick circles under them.

 Jon nodded, watching more people make their way into the building with an unknowing haze that seemed to match the people on the streets. Shells without a thought their own… “Yup…”
 “Jon…” A small hand wrapped around the younger man’s back, a warm reminder of reasons, the reason he was bleeding, the reason his sister was missing… The reason he would do it again… “I’m scared…”
 Jonathan looked down, the razor’s edge blunted by soft eyes that watched him with hope he hadn’t been able to understand. Minutes passed into the emotions Kat used to speak the words neither could, warm reflections of emeralds unwavering as they watched him. A voice died off in the young man’s throat, silenced immediately by an approaching police car, just ahead of them. Force pulled him up, the soda taking flight the same instant he Pulled Kathrine to her feet, taking a lunging stride toward the mall as instinct forced him to action. Thoughts faintly registered, words of a hopeful voice that sounded nothing like his. “They won’t open up in public… Too many people…” Cops weren’t supposed to… Wouldn’t…

 Noise followed them, a wailing siren that marked the officer’s interest as the pair slipped into the double doors. Brown tile stretched out under the soft glow of overhead lights and errant light that fell from the exposed skylights. Stores traded off over the thickening air, some barred by shutters while others stood open, ready for business.

 “Go…” Jon glanced at a kiosk, the mall’s layout forming an L shaped passage way that would lead them to freedom, however temporary. Emergency exits popped out immediately drowning out the phone booth and bathroom markers. “Go, go, go!”  The young man looked over his shoulder, tracing the police car that slid in front of the large doors a moment later. 
 Kathrine tore through the heavy light in an instant, Jon following closely behind even as the officer shouted from behind, his voice infinitely familiar and equally sharp.

 “Jon! Stop!” Avery, Michael Avery. Jonathan looked back, forcing speed into his legs while Kathrine moved just ahead of him. 
 “Go here.” Jon pointed at a small alcove, the payphones disappearing in a blur of polished metal and painted cement. Another sharp turn brought the pair into a pair of double doors, red bands moving slightly as something pushed against it from the other side. “Shit… Stop.”
 The movement came again, the same instant Avery rounded the corner, his breath coming in stirs. “Jon… Stop man…”
 Jonathan hissed carefully drawing his pistol before leveling it at the man. “I told you, we didn’t do anything…” The door bucked again before Kat whispered something. “Go man… Just leave, now!” Jon winced, accenting his voice with a released safety. 
 Avery stood calm, his hands stretched out away from his sides. “I know you didn’t… I found out last night… Sa…” 
 “Stop.” Jon cocked the hammer back, stalling the man in his half step. “Stop right there or so help me god…” 

 “Jon… Stop…” Kathrine whispered. “Put it down…”

 “Listen to me… Your si…” 
 “Bullshit…” The young man hissed, aiming in front of the officer before slamming the trigger back. A sharp crack resounded against the walls, forcing the taller man behind the corner as Jon slammed his weight against the door, triggering the shrill cry of a fire alarm. Air found tired nerves, a fresh touch of resolve that splintered across the tight alley as two suited men slipped into view, their guns pointed directly at him. Words followed motion, Jonathan bringing his pistol to bear an instant before he could think. “Oh shit…”

****

 Seconds ticked by in hours of muted light and painful motion as Samantha grabbed for her pistol, the inches stretching into miles while fingers clawed against asphalt. Sound crashed from behind, a pitched ring drowned out by a whisper above her, the voice a panged surprise that sounded distinctly male. 
 “Oh shit…”

 Sam looked up as the ring came again, a fire alarm trigged by the door that slammed against the wall an instant later. Thunder clapped through the tight alley as something heavy tripped over her, giving her enough momentum to reach her weapon before aiming it at the taller of the men. Another shot rang through the heated confusion in an instant, drawing attention to the shorter of the two as he fired his weapon over her, the threat behind retaliating with a sharp crack that caused the man to recoil, his shoulder flinching back a split second before Sam pulled her trigger several times. Blood and surprise mixed with gunpowder and desperation while shots slipped through time, thunder splintered the air again as the taller man backed up, marking his departure with several rounds that fell flat when Sam caught him in the face with an aimed shot.

 Relief ended in an instant, realization leading swift movement to half feeling muscles that rolled her over, her arms locked, pistol unwavering as she assessed the new threat. A tall man stood before her, silhouetted by painted cinder blocks, heavy work boots slid under thick denim before giving way to a white shirt, hidden by the trench coat that concealed a shaking body. The same body that held a police issue pistol, it’s target; her face. Other features slid from behind the heavy weapon, a strong set jaw flexing and releasing in time with the shallow breaths that slipped into the air around him, brown hair ended in a flat top, accenting the hardened eyes that watched her without recognition, instinct and fear driving all signs of hope from his eyes. 

 A voice formed achingly slow in the eternity they watched one another, each instant pounding against the heart that could barely keep from stopping when the young man continued to stare, his stance completely rigid. “J…” Sam began, cut off when something moved just outside of her view, red hair and black clothes leading to fair skin and sharp features that slid into her vision with a wisp. 
 “My god… Samantha…” Kat whispered softly, slowly rising to her feet.

 Jonathan continued to stare, his body as motionless as Samantha’s, instinct holding them in place by strings of emotion and hope. “Jon… Put it down…”
 A moment passed, the young man focusing on something just over her, the same focus that pulled his pistol away while he stepped over her slowly relaxing body. Sam looked, forcing herself up just in time to see the shorter man lift his weapon up, kicked away by a booted foot. The same booted foot that held his arm in place while Jon leaned in close, giving him words only they would share, the last words the man would ever hear. Another instant slipped by, Jon looking over his shoulder before turning back to the man and cocking the hammer back. 
 “This is what you deserve… You hear me? But … No… You’re going to live, and remember who did this to you…” Jonathan kicked the man in the ribs, following it with a swift kick to the man’s head, drawing a hollow crack of bone and steel that snapped his head sideways. Eyes locked an instant later, green and brown speaking the words that a voice would never be able to translate. The same words that ended when the door pried open slowly, a tall, well built police officer making his presence known an instant before Jon sent him back into the mall with a shot that cracked against the wall nearly as loud as the weapon that discharged in his hands. “Go.”
 Samantha and Kathrine began a sprint past the young man as he fired another round into the wall before picking up a jog behind them. Emotions and thoughts traded off behind green eyes, colliding in echoed foot falls of the three as they traveled through the alley. People gathered around the other side of the street, traffic a slow trickle around the mass of confusion that seemed to focus solely on them when a voice rang out. 
 “Its her!” 
 “Fuck.” Samantha grabbed Jon’s arm, leading him down the street faster then she thought possible, past a police car that slid around the corner achingly slow in the wake of traffic. Another followed close behind, a mirror of the nameless accomplishments that followed the three in hollow thumps of booted feet.
 “Stop!” One of the officers shouted, the instant Sam slipped between the cars. 
 “Go.” Jon said flatly, turning when they had crossed the street half way before punctuating his point with several quick shots. 
 “Go.” Kat whispered as Sam turned, watching vacantly aware of the police who ducked behind their cars while Jon gave lead to the splintering asphalt. Small hands pushed her forward when she tried to turn, to get her brother, to make it right. “Go!” Kathrine shouted the same instant glass shattered ahead of them, a car’s window giving way to the sharp crack of nine millimeter rounds. 
 “Take a left up here…” The young man’s voice came from behind, tapering off before dying in a repeated crack he used to cover their tracks. 

 Three forms slipped through the confines of an alley, the shadows covering them only enough to make it hard to see. Several minutes passed under sprinting feet, giving way to heavy breathing and weakening nerves. Samantha sighed, forcing pain from her side before inhaling another breath as they slipped between buildings, making their way among the thinning rows of houses that lined the streets. Sirens played heavy against the suddenly whisper quiet noise of the cars that traveled up the road. 

 “Here.” Jon gasped, jumping over a short chain link fence that enclosed a house long forgotten by it’s owners, the ‘for sale’ sign flapping in the breeze. Another, larger fence lead them into a thick patch of woods, trees and grass disappearing in struggling gasps of air and forced foot falls.

 Inches stretched out into miles of up hill terrain before giving way to a well worn path through the briers, a call to ages long forgotten.

 Kathrine ducked ahead of her, a branch catching Sam in the head before she could react, her mind burning with stagnant adrenaline. “Shit…” 
 Jonathan stopped finally, trees and overgrowth laying out before them in a circle of worn dirt that slid under the thick cover of trees, blocking out most light despite the lack of leaves.
 A moment passed, eyes locking before they roamed over the bodies attached to them, pistols moved in hands, an exact mirror of disbelief and recognition finding their features when eyes met again. Slowly words formed, emotion giving way to the breathless voice that fought with questions and hatred without focus, attempting to express everything in a word, a name. “Jonathan…”
 “Yeah?” Jon sighed, flipping the safety on his Beretta before a he stumbled back. Kathrine caught him in an instant, slowly guiding him to a seat on the ground. “Are you… Are you alright?” His voice came again, shaking nearly as much as the hand he reached out. 
 “Jon… God… What… Who…” Sam whispered before sliding her arms around the young man, pulling him tight, the throbbing pain a mere brush upon her flesh even as arms found it. “Don’t worry… Its gonna be okay…”
 “Shh...” A voice filled her ear, hollow but completely level. “Are you okay?” 
 “Yeah… I’m okay… Jon…” Samantha looked up at Kathrine, her eyes narrowing slightly while the woman looked on, the circles under her eyes matching the shaking body that held them. “Are you… Are you okay?”
 “Yeah… I’m fine…” Relief found her in an instant, dulling the thoughts that echoed in her mind, drowning out the words Kat mouthed.

 “Thank god…” Tears slipped, dampening the flesh of cheeks that couldn’t be separated, only tightening in spite of the winces it brought. “You sure?” Sam whispered, following the tensing muscles as she tightened her grip. 
 “Yeah, just… Tired…” Jon moved slowly, a feeble attempt to rise that was held by Samantha’s arms. 
 “Sit… Rest…” 
 “We need to go…” 
 Kathrine looked over at the pair, her eyes following Sam’s with unreadable emotions. Slowly her mouth formed words, barely understandable in the sudden waves of spite that pounded Samantha’s nerves. “No…”
 “And you…” Sam stood up, stepping toward the recoiling woman, her hands a clenched match for her jaw. “You… You… This is all about you!” Another step brought the women closer, Kathrine shrinking under the sharp gaze of battered features. Words ran into sentences and thoughts mixing in the storm of emotions Samantha fought, her every instinct telling her the words she wouldn’t hear. “Shoot her... Now… Don’t look back, go… Run… Stop, wait… Think.”
 “Samantha…” A voice found her ears, a shallow wisp of air that carried words of heated emotion. “Sis… Calm down… We need to get out of here… Out of town…”

 Kathrine looked over, her pained expression replaced by concern in an instant. “Jon…” 
 Sam turned slowly, her pistol fighting to remain in a wavering hand. Jonathan rose slowly, his boots sinking into the soft ground while he struggled to stay upright. Skin paled slightly, almost unnoticed save for the thick red marks on his hand that contrasted with the lighter tones. “Sit down Jon…”
 “Now… Damnit, we are….” The young man kneeled down, blinking his eyes slowly, attempting to will away only demons he could see. “We need to go… Now.” 

 Samantha and Kat moved slowly on either side of the shaking form, expressions mirroring all to real emotions that gave way to an uneven acceptance between them. “Later.” Sam whispered to herself. “I’ll deal with you later…” Sam slid Jon’s arm over her shoulder, wincing slightly when something hard impacted against her ribcage. “We… Okay… We need to find Leandrea…”
 “Who?” Jon looked over, his breath a hollow plea that followed his foot steps down a new path. 
 “Leandrea… She’s looking for us…” Green eyes locked, opposites separated by a hung head and light breath. “For you.” 
 “Wh… Why…” Kathrine hoisted the young man’s arm up, drawing a soft curse the same instant. “Sorry.”

 “Get you where you belong…”  Vacant blacktop laid out ahead of them after a moment, a slab of black heat that gave way to vehicles and concrete, down a hill lined with faint remnants of security in the form of painted houses separated by fenced yards. Sam scanned the street before a large hand slipped from her shoulder, the young man forcing himself level despite Kathrine’s support. 

 “Stop… Your going to make it worse…” Kat’s soft voice echoed the concern evident on her face while she tightened her grip. 
 “Let go.” Jon pulled his arm back, turning his attention to the street. “We need to get a car…” Another moment passed when he locked eyes with Samantha, emotions tapering off in hushed tones only they shared. “Sam… We need to go…”

 Samantha fought the words from her mind, the questions and hatred disappearing under the weight of needs, each real and immediate. “Food, Water… Gas… Where the…” 
 “Listen… We need to find someone who can hide us…” Jon winched slightly as the words left his mouth, all but drowned by the rough voice that left his mouth. “Someone we can trust… Sam… Do you understand?”
 Samantha stared, tracing the nameless expression the young man wore, following the curves of his face to the wordless voice that had been silenced by fear. “No.” 
 “Sam…” Jon looked up the street, stepping forward slightly to balance himself. “Hazel…”

 “What? Why? Jon…” The woman looked over her brother’s shoulder, following the wavering green eyes that attempted to follow the pair. “What about her… If we take Kat, we’ll be exposing her to…”
 Jonathan stepped forward, following another footstep in an instant as he lead Kathrine over the dead sidewalk. Words died between them, a silenced plea for understanding and acceptance that lead a different kind of recognition to Samantha’s mind in the hours it took her to pick up her foot, the decision made by emotions not her own.

 Light fell from hanging street lights, casting shadows that thickened around the heavy brick towers that lined the streets. A small building sat among them, a three story reminder of success, of the feelings shared long ago, the same feelings that ended in bitter words and lost hope. Three forms moved quietly through the shadows behind the restaurant, soft patters and dull thumps trading off between them as they slipped along the cold walls, coming to a stop at a metal door painted in blue tones nicked by the garbage can that sat overturned next to it. 
 Samantha knocked on the door, her pistol hanging heavy in her left hand. Minutes slipped into hours while she repeated the call, a soft thump that echoed through the confines of the alley way before dying out in a whisper from behind. 

“Here…” Jon stepped under the soft light, pounding on the door with a fist covered in dried blood.
 A second passed between them in silence, interrupted when a metallic click released the door. A shorter woman poked her head out, her black hair and tanned skin a perfect match for the Italian features that greeted Samantha with a surprised expression as she scanned her with blue eyes. An instant slipped as words formed on the woman’s lips, barely auditable over the light drone of a dishwasher. “What the hell are…” 
 “Hazel… Can we talk for a minute?” Jonathan’s voice caught their attention instantly, a level mirror of the emotions that carried his words. 
 The woman froze, her head peeking out from the door before recoiling when Jon stepped closer. Hazel looked up at Samantha, emotions and wordless questions tearing through the space that separated them. Finally she looked over her shoulder, shouting into the kitchen. “Sally, get that order for table five… I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

 “Got it.” The response came almost instantly.

 Hazel looked through the alley, scanning it carefully as Kathrine stepped from the shadows. “Sam…” She began, a timid expression following her awkward stance. “What… What are you doing here…” 
 “Hazel… We… We’re in trouble…” Samantha whispered softly, shrinking under the sharp eyes that watched her. “We… Need a place to stay for a little bit…”
 “Trouble?” The woman hissed, her body reacting nearly as quickly as her voice. “You killed those people! You helped a fugitive Sam! How the hell can you come here and ask for…” 
 “Hazel.” Jon took another step forward, emphasizing the edge in his voice. “We didn’t do anything alright? Someone is pulling…”
 “But…” 
 “Jon.” Sam looked up, mirroring his edge with perfect clarity. A moment passed as the young man stepped back, turning his attention down the alley after their eyes met again. “Listen, Hazel… Please believe me, I’ve never lied to you… We didn’t do anything they say on the news, we don’t even know what the hell is going on… Please… Hazel, we just need a place to recover for a couple days, get some stuff sorted out… Then we’ll be gone…”
 “No… Absolutely not… If the cops come knocking on my door and they find you there…” Hazel looked over slowly coming to the young man’s back, his form cutting the words short.

 “Please… We have nowhere to turn… I’m begging you…” Sam followed the woman’s eyes, tracing the emotions she used to carry her whisper through the distance between them. 

 “What… Why… Why me?” 
 “We need someone we can trust… Hazel, please don’t turn your back on him…”

The woman swallowed hard as her lips began to form words, all but lost to the emotions that wracked Sam’s body in an instant. Seconds stretched into years in the time it took chilled air to carry the words between them, following the soft clink of keys from the woman’s pocket. “Two… Two days… No more…”

Chapter 12

[Placeholder]

 Wood floorboards stretched out under trimmed wallpaper, dark tones of red and stained wood coming together to warm the air while providing trace amounts of light that seeped through the windows on either side of the room. Shades of orange and white slipped over stained cherry furniture and patterned rugs that occupied the large living room before giving way to the dining room and it’s large table that would have easily fit into a mansion. A hallway sunk into left wall, giving way to a door that mirrored the one at the other side of the living room. 

 “Wow…” Kathrine took in the scene again, tracing the contours of the overstuffed cushions and candle light fixtures that sparked to life, filling the room with a soft glow of pure warmth.

 Samantha pushed past her, slipping her duster free while crossing the room. Eyes met in an instant, emotion and thoughts following battered features into the air between them, silent but completely real. Another instant slipped by as Sam laid her coat over the large table, placing her pistol on it before pulling straps on the thick vest she wore, a bullet proof vest. Small metal rivets caught her attention when she turned the vest around, holding it up under the light. “See this?” Sam pulled one of the bullets free from the armor before staring at Kat. 

 Kathrine nodded slightly, unable to speak. 
 Tanned skin slid under a black tank top and baggy pants that matched the toneless boots and icy voice she used to pluck the remaining rounds from the armor. “This is for you Kat… I hope you appreciate it…”
 Jon stepped forward, his voice level despite the obvious bite in his words. “Sam… It isn’t her fault…”
 “Yeah, it is…” The woman looked up, her pony tail whipping back when she turned her head. “Take off you‘re coat...” 
 “It isn’t her fault sis, the cops are…”
 “This isn’t about the cops Jon, there’s more to it… Now take off you’re damn coat…” She began, taking a step toward the young man before recoiling when he stepped back, arms out. 
 “I’m fine.”
 Kathrine swallowed, searching for her voice behind the emotions that traded off between the pair. “Jon… Let her…”
 “I’m fine…” Jonathan looked over, a soft flicker catching his eyes when they met hers. “Really, I’m okay… I’m gonna get a shower, then we need to have a chat…” The young man turned his attention back to his sister, a soft edge flowing from the weary voice he used. “Okay?”
 “Damnit Jon…”
 “Calm down Sam…” 
 Samantha flexed a muscle in her jaw, giving life to the pained tone she spoke an instant later. “Fine…”

 Jonathan reached under his trench coat, withdrawing the massive weapon from under it a moment before setting it down next to Sam’s, the pistol following a moment later. Expressions traded between the two, unreadable masks that echoed emotions only they could understand. 

 “What the hell…” Sam looked down at the larger weapon, her voice a tight version of her normal speaking tones. “Jon…?”
 The young man turned, his features slightly paler then before. Wavering steps carried him to a door at the end of the hall, cream colored tile and muted light reflecting from a large mirror at the end of the small room. Eyes locked in an instant when he turned to close the door, an eternity stretching out between the wordless pleas for solace as brown eyes followed hers, unwavering while emotions slipped into movement of lips, the words  given to a carefully silenced voice. “Be careful…”

 Kathrine swallowed as the door closed, the suddenly cold room leading to bruised features and green eyes. A moment passed between them, a nameless mask melting into Sam’s face while she withdrew a clip and threw it on her duster. “Kat…”
 “Sam… I’m so sorry… I never…”
 “Shut up…” Sam tightened muscles in her arm, forming a fist that released slowly. “Does he know yet?” 

 “Know what?” Kathrine followed the woman’s eyes, trying to read the sharp grin that suddenly changed her features.

 “About you…” Metal clinked against metal while Sam slid her pistol’s clip free, loading a fresh one a moment later. “About what you are…”
 Kathrine stared, the words taking root between fear and emotion, stopping her heart in an instant. Muscles tensed in her body, an explosion of wordless voices and heated emotions tearing through her mind as Samantha’s grin widened.

 “That’s right Kat… I know what you are… I know all about you…” The woman stepped forward, her size only slightly larger but altogether dwarfing Kat. “He doesn’t does he…”
 Eyes followed her, sharpening with each mile Sam erased between them. Words slipped behind shaking eyes, begging for motion, an escape. Another voice screamed into her ear as Sam stepped closer, the room followed her into a dark expanse that wrapped around them. Sharp features and tea colored hair slid from around the blonde, a long robe leading to a face, intimately familiar, it smiled. “Well… Now this is a treat…” She smiled again, her face coming to rest on Sam’s shoulder the same instant she spoke.

 “Hes my brother Kat… Hes a kid. I don’t know what you’ve done to him… But I do know what this is about… I know what you are, what you were born into… Kathrine…” The woman stepped forward, pushing her finger into Kat’s chest, pushing the breath from a body that couldn’t move. “I know you better then you know yourself…”

 Hours passed in seconds, the woman over Sam’s shoulder whispering into her ear before regarding Kat. “Snap decision Kat, is she bluffing?”
 “Ho... Ho… How…?” Kat whispered, air fighting with her lungs for every breath. 
 “We had a nice little talk while she was beating my damn face in Kat… See this?” Sam pointed at a bruise on her cheek. “This is the part where she told me what you were… Why you were being hunted… And this? This is where she told me about the lives you ruined… The dreams and hopes you destroyed…”
 “Oh dear…” The woman smiled. “There goes the bluff theory!” 
 “S... Sam… I….”
 “Stop.” Samantha pushed a finger to Kat’s lips, a gentle touch that contrasted the glacial touch of metal that registered in her stomach. “I’ll tell you what your going to do… You’re gonna tell him Kat… You’re going to explain why you fucked up his life, why you put his sister in this situation…” Sam grinned again, pushing the weapon slightly. “You’re going to explain why you betrayed him… Do you understand?”
 Kathrine looked down, each touch of air fading from memory as the woman mirrored Sam’s grin. Words slipped behind her eyes, giving way to the emotions she couldn’t begin to sort out, the storm of feelings that crashed against her nearly as much as the shaking nerves that brought sweat to her body. “S… How… I….”

 “You’re going to do it bitch, you hear me? You do it or I will…” Another breath touched her lips when Sam erased the distance with a spiteful whisper. “Do it Kat… Or I will… He’ll find out one way or another…” 

 Words died off in her mind when the voice registered hollow, a biting reminder of the heavy pressure that buried itself into the pit of her stomach. Another kind of pressure found her body in the eons it took air to slip between tightly drawn lips, disbelief and unwilling emotions forcing their way into the green eyes that watched her over a tightly clenched jaw. 
 A door opened behind them, forcing light into Kathrine’s mind, drawing the living room out while boots pattered against hard wood flooring. Samantha turned back to the table, her expression suddenly placid, mirroring the relaxed stance she used to examine her body armor.

 “Need a towel…” Jonathan slipped around the corner, his trench coat covering his frame before giving way to heavy work boots and black denim. Scents followed the young man into the living room, natural scent and dried blood coming together to form a sharp odor that made Kat wince, another wince came when their eyes met. Uncertainty and regret gripped her throat in the instant he smiled, choking off any kind of air that had been in her lungs before turning her away, unable to meet his eyes.

 “You had better tell him …” Sam whispered as the door shut just up the hall. Green eyes watched her carefully, fire lending an edge to carefully spoken words. “I love him Kat, hes my world… I want him to be happy… But I will not let him throw his life away, for anything… Anyone… Do you understand?”
 Kat nodded slowly, forcing the movement as muscles froze under the heated stare. “I… I never meant…”
 “Don’t…” The woman hissed, her jaw flexing in time with the harsh breath that left her cringing form. “You tell him Kat… So help me god if you don’t…” Minutes passed in silence while Samantha examined her weapon, her finger roving over the features Kat couldn’t name. A vacant stare replaced her eyes, wavering occasionally when light reflected from the muted steel. Emotions followed energy into the air between them, thickening as Sam turned to face Kat, the same vacant expression fixing her in place. “He would walk through hell barefoot if he thought it would make you happy Kathrine… And where he goes, I will… But he doesn’t know what hes fighting for…”
 “Sam…” 
 “After the heat dies down, we’re going to find Leandrea… Then Jon and I are going to leave the states… We won’t be safe until we get out of here…” Another instant slipped into locked eyes, emotions and thoughts trading between them, silent pleas masked by fear. “What she does with you is none of my concern but I want you to know that its going to be a hell of a lot better then what you’ve done to us…”

 “I never meant…” Kat traced her words, following them into the eyes that watched her carefully, emotions slicing through the air with precision matched only by the tense hand that held the pistol tightly. “I’m sorry… Samantha…” Wisps of air found her lips, struggling to form the words that died between them. “I’m so sorry…”

 Samantha turned around, a hiss of air following her into a hunched stance as she set the weapon down. “Save it… You just make damn sure he knows… You got me?” The woman looked up again, her multi colored features a distant reminder of the smiling face she had once worn, changed by emotions all to clear. 

 “Sam…”
 “I said shut it!” Eyes narrowed behind a slim pistol, meeting Kat with a glacial stare that only served to intensify in the minutes that passed between them. Hours melted into pleas and water that slipped from opposing eyes, differed versions of the same truth giving way to Samantha’s shaking hand as she pulled the clip from the pistol and unloaded the chamber. Another instant passed when she locked eyes with Kat, a soft voice whispering versions of the emotions felt physically. “You have until we leave Kathrine… Make him listen, help him understand… Okay?”
 Kat nodded solemnly, unable to hold the woman’s gaze. “I will… But ho… How… Did…?”

 A door cut off her voice, the hollow release of a heavy wood and boots erasing her resolve in an instant of panic that followed a man from the bathroom, his short brown hair and set jaw betraying the exhaustion that played across his pale skin. Bare feet and heavy denim lead up to a baggy t-shirt that hung limp from his body, coming to an end just below his elbow. A trench coat peeked from under his right arm, a tint of white slipping from under it before disappearing into a thick red stain. Kat swallowed hard retracing the contours of the man’s frame, tensing as he hoisted a back pack in his left hand with a grin. 
 Kathrine followed the man’s eyes, tracing the forced emotion she had noticed into the warm smile he used to meet her. An instant slipped by while he passed her, the familiar odor of dry blood mixing with soap and a pungent twinge of antiseptic. 
 “Sam…” Jon looked up, setting his belongings at the end of the large couch before returning to the dining room. Brown eyes searched his sister up and down, the curiosity more then apparent when he grinned slightly. “You look… Ah, different…”

 “Yeah… Leandrea gave me these…” She nodded at the armor and weapon before turning her gaze back to Jon who stepped into the kitchen a moment later. “What the hell are you…”
 “Kat, you hungry?”
 “Jon… This…” Kathrine began, cut off when Sam filled the space with a tight voice.

 “What the hell are you doing, this isn’t our place… Have some damn respect.” 

 Jonathan turned around, a large plate of lasagna following a jug of milk to the counter. “I am, but we haven’t eaten in three fucking days…” The young man looked up, matching his sister’s voice with an edge several times sharper. 
 Samantha recoiled as Jon pulled a knife from the drawer and split the large helping of pasta in two. Another instant gave way to a grin while the young man withdrew a plate from the cupboard, fixing a glass of milk under the uncertain gaze of his sister. Kat winced slightly when the young man turned to her, erasing all doubts of the words he would speak. “I know you’re hungry Kat… Here.” 
 A moment slipped between locked eyes, warm emotions giving way to the sharpened voice the young man used to make his position clear. “Our place or not… Food is food…”
 “Jon…” Kathrine began, trailing off when pain registered in her stomach, an immediate reminder of the forced denial she had used to silence her body. Other pains followed slowly, each a call to sleep forgotten and breaks not taken. After a moment she moved, forcing the back pack from her shoulders before placing her things next to Jon’s and joining him at the table. 
 “I didn’t…” Sam looked down at the pair, her expression mirroring the genuine regret in her voice. “Sorry…”
 “Its cool…” The young man spoke softly, forcing a fork full of lasagna into his mouth. 
 Minutes passed into the soft chewing of food and sips of milk that only served to dull the edge that wracked Kat’s body. “You still hungry?”
 “N… No, I’m fine…” She managed weakly, the truth, a pain in her side.
 “S… So, whats this about…” Sam motioned toward the large weapon that ran the width of the table, her eyes fixed on the shortened barrel. 
 Jon looked up, a muscle flexing in his jaw before he spoke, the voice a forced calm that betrayed the emotions in his eyes. “Tomorrow… Okay?” 

 “Jon…” 

 “Please…” The man sat back, his posture a match for the yawn that left his mouth an instant later, giving strength to the shaky yawn Kat managed after a moment. “I’m glad you’re alright Sis… I really am, but we need to get out of here…” Another yawn cut him off. 
 “We will…” The woman glanced at Kat, a flicker sharpening her green eyes for an instant. “We will…” 
 Silence thickened under the soft glow of an overhanging lamp, the seconds stretching into minutes before a whisper changed the air, dying out on the young man’s lips. “So where are you gonna sleep…”
 Sam sighed, looking down at the display of leather and weapons for the hundredth time. “I’m not going to… I need to talk to Hazel when she gets in…”  Green eyes followed the pair, the question mirroring one Kat had been silently asking herself, unaware of it’s presence. 

 “Okay… Guess it’s the couch then huh?” Jon looked over, his warm expression a tired version of the emotions that flickered in his eyes. 

 Seconds passed between them, stretching out into the uncertainty Kathrine felt searching her from the end of the table. Another emotion changed the young man’s face for an instant, following his eyes to the careful words that didn’t need a voice. Finally Kat forced air into her lungs, pushing the words out before she could stop them. “Yeah, guess so…”

 Samantha sighed again, leading breath to the light words that filled the air. “Alright... Leave me to explain this shit to her…”
 “Sam…” Jon stood up, crossing the dining room in a soft stride. “Just tell her to wait till tomorrow, we can sort this out then…”
 Kathrine slid behind them, avoiding the watchful eyes Sam tried to follow her with. A moment passed as she slid her shoes off, damp socks following them to rest on her backpack. Light haloed the young man as he crossed the living room, coming to a seat at the end of the couch before forcing a grin that followed Samantha to the bathroom, her footsteps made louder by the heavy looking boots she wore. “Jon…”
 “Hmm?” The young man grinned again, sliding into the overstuffed cushions, offering his hand a moment later. 
 Words trailed off behind green eyes in the eternity it took her to accept the large hand, running her fingers between his while she pulled herself onto the warm couch. Choices and emotions traded off under the tightened grip two hands shared, giving way to warmth of a body Kat pushed herself against, melting into the soft breath that filled her ear. “I love you…”
 “I love you too…” Jon whispered, his hand pulling hers to her stomach before bringing them closer. 

 Thoughts buried themselves deeply behind a voice not her own, dying out when the words couldn’t form. A tear replaced them, one at a time they slid from sharp features before impacting against the soft fabric and gentle heat the couch wrapped around them. Movement brought attention from behind, her leg flinching when Jon brought his over it. Warmth followed closely behind as the young man pulled her tightly, the emotions in his slowly beating heart translating into a physical form that wrapped them tightly together. Slowly a whisper found Kathrine’s lips, the words achingly hard to speak in the face of the darkness that crept over her vision. “Thank you…”

****

 Samantha pulled tighter on the roll of gauze, cringing when a sharp pain splintered her resolve. A mirror watched her carefully, exposing tanned features and the tightly wrapped ribcage that continued to throb despite the brace. Fresh pain flowed through her body as she forced air into her lungs, giving way to the soft curse she let slip through the tears. Green eyes stared back at her, the bruised face that held them barely recognizable even as she traced her features, scanning for any other wounds. Breath found her body in sips as she forced herself upright, steadying herself against the counter before making her way back to the living room.

 Light tapered off around the heavy couch, the dark red tones disappearing under the smaller form that sunk into Jon’s, her black clothes a contrast to the fair skin that peered out from under the pure white T-shirt and lightly tanned arm Jon used to hold her close. Emotions slipped into words Sam couldn’t vocalize, speculation and suspicion carried the small hints of motion that followed her through the apartment as she turned off the lights along the walls. 
 Slowly she made her way back to the dining room, dimming the overhead light before easing herself into a chair with a sigh. Minutes passed into hours while Samantha watched the forms on the couch, following the near motionless bodies that ended in tightly clenched hands. Realization slowly found unwilling nerves in the seconds it took Jon to pull his hand, their hands, closer to Kathrine’s, stomach. Questions slipped into her mind, each a very real doubt that lent itself to other questions, unwavering against the tide of pleas and hopeless prayers. “Did they…?” 

 Noise crashed against her thoughts, drawing a streak of pain as Sam reached for the heavy Beretta, leveling it at the front door that unlocked after a minute. Black hair and tanned skin followed tight jeans and a bulky jacket into the room before the woman poked her head back out the door. Sam exhaled sharply, her heart beat returning after an eternity, eyes met carefully, a shaking expression leading Hazel through the dimmed room. 
 The woman stopped instantly when Samantha set the pistol back on the table with a dull thump. “What the…” 
 “Tell me about it…” Sam looked up, following the contorted mask of fear that had changed Hazel’s features. Seconds passed between locked eyes, questions trading off between them for the eternity of silence that thickened as the woman sat down. 

 “You said you didn’t do that stuff... What the hell is all this…” Hazel’s eyes narrowed slightly, her voice sharpening as the seconds ticked by. “You brought this shit into my house… You…”
 “Hazel… Please… Let me explain…” Sam winced, forcing the air from her lungs despite the sharp pain that shot through her ribs. 

 “I can’t believe this… I let you, you of all people into my house again and you…”
 “Damnit will you listen to me!” Blonde hair moved the same instant her fist slammed against the heavy table, shattering the whisper she had been using. “Hazel… We had to defend ourselves some how… What the hell would you have done?”
 “Guns Sammy… You brought guns into my home… My home…” 
 “I’m sorry, I really am…” Samantha recoiled when a fresh wave of pain pounded her side. “Shit…” She looked down, running her finger along her lower ribs before cursing again when she found the source. “I really wish it could be different…”
 “Explain… Tell me why I shouldn’t just call the cops right now and tell them where you are…” Hazel flinched slightly as the words left her mouth, a tight whisper that ended in a harsh snap. 

 “Because they’ll kill you… Hazel… Theres something going on here… A war…”
 “The only war that’s going on right now is between me and common sense… So far common sense is kicking my ass… You had better tell me the truth…”
 “Hazel…” Samantha swallowed, forcing the pain from her mind as words formed on her lips, barely auditable in the thick air. “They’re… They’re fighting against these people, like Kat… Trying to eliminate them… A religious sect I think… Kathrine is a descendant of them…Its… Complicated…”
 “Make it simple, I’m slow…” 

 Seconds ticked between locked eyes, emotions slipping into tightly held whispers of uncertain tones that barely reflected Samantha’s voice. “Theres this sect… A clan… Kathrine is a descendant of it… Anyway, there’s also a group that was formed a long, long time ago… Like eight hundred years ago, to hunt down the members of the clan and destroy it… It’s a holly war I think…” Sam swallowed before finding her voice again. “They ah… The Earth Purifiers… She called them… They’re fighting constantly with the clan… All the time, back and forth… Out there right now there’s a fight going on… I’m sure of it…”
 Hazel swallowed, her gaze wavering slightly. Emotions trailed off into slowly moving lips, the options weighing visibly on her face as she regarded Samantha. “I… Sam… That’s one hell of a story… But that…” 
 Air slipped into Sam’s mouth, fighting with the voice she felt crawling to her throat. “I know… I’m still not sure I understand it… I know I don’t… But its true Hazel… Kathrine is being targeted by these people… Jon and I got dragged into it… Leandrea is going to take Kat and we’re gonna disappear…”
 “Leandrea?” Hazel cocked her head, following Sam’s eyes carefully. 

 “She works for the clan I think, she’s going to take Kat to them… If she’s still alive…”
 “Wait… Sam… This is about Kat? All of this? Well where the hell is she?”

 Samantha nodded at the couch, drawing an immediate breath from the woman across from her.

 “Oh… So, they ah… Does Jon know?”
 “Not yet… He will… Kathrine is going to tell him… I made sure of it.” A touch of satisfaction slipped into Sam’s level tone, trailing off when Jon’s hand tightened around Kat’s. 
 “And this doesn’t sound the least bit unusual to you? I mean listen to yourself… You’re talking about leaving like its as easy as grabbing a bus ticket… Sam, half the state is looking for you guys…” 
 Minutes slipped in silence as Samantha followed the contours of the sleeping forms, uninterrupted by the realization that flowed from the shorter woman. “We don’t have a choice… If we stay here we’re going to get killed… By the cops… The Purifiers… Each other….” The woman winced, recalling their encounter behind the mall. “I can’t let that happen…” 

 Hazel watched her carefully, the words almost physical between them. “That’s… That’s one hell of an imagination Sam… I always did like that about you… But, this… This is too much…”
 “Does this look like my imagination?” Samantha pulled her shirt up slowly, exposing the thick gauze wrap around her ribs. “Does this?” She pulled the heavy vest up before closing the distance between them. “Hazel… People are dying out there, we should be dead too… If we go back out there we will be… We don’t have any choice, the Purifiers are everywhere… I don’t even know what the hell they are... But I know that Jon is too young for this, he… We, don’t belong in this… Neither do you… Please believe me when I say I never wanted it to be like this… You know me better…”
 The shorter woman rose, meeting Samantha’s eyes with an uneasy calm that wavered only slightly as she spoke. “Sammy… This… Alright, what about you guys… I mean, if you do manage to get outta the country where the hell are you going to go? What happens if you get caught…”
 “We…” Breath stalled on her lips, focusing adrenaline through her body in small pulses that changed when Sam met the woman’s eyes again. “I don’t know… But we can’t stay here… Leandrea said that it would be in our best interests to disappear after Kat gets turned over…”
 The woman glanced over, following the sleeping forms with a light breath. “He isn’t going to let you do that Sam… You know better…”
 “He will once he finds out…” Sam swallowed hard, pushing against the emotions that pounded her mind, screaming of her betrayal. “Kat will tell him… She’s the one that kept it secret… Kat will give him a reason to…”
 Hazel recoiled slightly, her whisper slightly sharper then the stare she used to fix Sam in place. “That’s a little… Mean don’t you think?” 
 “Mean? Its Kat who… I don’t care if its mean… Hazel, she could have gotten both of us killed… And Jon doesn’t even know why… What would you do?”
 Minutes slipped by as the woman followed the words that hung thick in the air, finally she turned back to the couch, a soft sigh giving way to her words. “Still… That’s… Sam, he… When was the last time that he had someone…”
 Samantha looked over, tracing the man’s face before shrugging. “Beth was the last one… But Hazel, Kat is eight years older then he is… He’s a kid… She’s a grown woman, they can’t possibly have that much in common, I mean….” Sam froze when Hazel’s eyes turned to her, a flicker lending emotion to the brown depths. 

 “Since when has age been a problem for you?” 
 “That’s different… He’s a kid…”
 “You always were a hypocrite…” 

 “Hazel… How can you tell me that…”
 “Sam, he loves her… Why would you want to destroy that…?” Emotions slipped behind locked eyes in an instant, giving way to a haggard whisper of formless breath. “Are you trying to break them up like you did us?”
 “Damnit, I told you… Theres nothing I could have done… I had no money, I had… If those two don’t get separated they’re going to die… One, if not both of them… If Jon dies I’ll never forgive myself… I have the chance to stop it right now, that’s exactly what I’m going to do…” Samantha stood up, forcing the air from her lungs. “End of discussion.”

 Seconds passed into hours as Sam picked up the heavy armor vest, poking the holes with a shaking finger. Realization crept into her mind under Hazel’s watchful eyes before giving way to the almost non existent voice. “I would die for him… I would… Kill for him… But this… This isn’t right, we’re in someone else’s war… Why should we die for her? Why should we die for them…?” Eyes met, shaking slightly when the shorter woman placed a hand on Sam’s shoulder. “Why?” 
 “I’m sorry Sammy…” Emotions melted the edge in her voice, replacing it with the soft touch of feelings long since past. Hours slipped between them in an instant, a breath trading in the thick air before dying out when Sam spoke.

 “I think… We need… Hazel, we need to find Leandrea… She has an apartment down on the lower east… But I don’t know if she’ll be there… I mean, last time I saw her… There was this big fight, down in Old Crestline… By the…”
 “Business district…?” Hazel whispered, her voice a match for the surprise on her face. “That was you guys? Jesus… It was all over the news… A bunch of cops got shot to death…”
 “That was between the Purifiers…” Sam winced, another shot of pain ripping through her side. “Leandrea and I were out there when it started… We got separated….”
 “Jesus Christ…” The woman looked down at the armor, following Samantha’s gaze over the large holes in the dark fabric. “Sam… My god… Sam I… I…” 

 A minute passed as Samantha pushed her finger into one of the holes, thumping against a hard backing. 

 “Sammy…” Brown eyes met hers, a timid expression changing the woman’s voice entirely. “I… Sam… How can I help?”

****

 Cracked asphalt met with dingy brick before sliding into the shadows that poured out into the street. Urine and garbage mixed with sweat and blood as forms moved just ahead of the barrel of a shotgun. 

 Jonathan swallowed, the smaller form moving ahead of him, shouting. The voice all but drowned out by the words that ran together behind his finger. “Don’t do it… Do it… Pull the trigger… Don’t, stop…” 

 Another instant slipped by, Kathrine calling out against the large man in the flannel shirt that stood just above her. “Jon… Please, help me…” The voice filled the air again as the man leveled his pistol at her, undisturbed by the wavering finger that tightened against the trigger, against her salvation. “Jon…”
 The young man shouted, his voice cut off by the sharp crack and silent scream that filled the alley in an instant, splintering nerves and bone with a deafening scream Jon let slip from his mouth. 
 “You did it kid…” The man turned, his worn features a contorted mask of accomplishment that lit up as he leveled his weapon at the young man. “You did it…”
 Air left Jon’s mouth in an instant, the same sharp crack impacting against him physically when light changed the alley for a split second. Pain slid into relief in the hours it took asphalt to catch him, warming the cold body that laid out over it’s embrace. Darkness followed slowly, the shadows mixing with muted street light before overtaking the fragile light and giving way to a pitch black sheet that laid over him.

 Life slowed to a crawl when sensations registered, pain forgotten as the scene replayed. Another call filled the air, Kathrine’s cry, the sharp crack of a nine millimeter, the emotions that gave way to the man who turned slower than before. Jon exhaled sharply, his finger finding the trigger before slamming it back and sending the man into the street. Seconds passed into hours as the young man stepped closer. Tea colored hair and fair skin laid carefully over aged blacktop and debris, coming together to form a woman. Barely recognizable features changed slowly, clouded green orbs peering from behind half closed eyes before a wisp of breath filled the space between them. “You did it…”
 “I didn’t…” Jon winced, a split second before gunpowder found his nose, a match for the ear splitting crack that pitched the world into darkness. Words slipped through the shadows, a stream of choices and excuses that played out in different voices, each a reminder of the muscle reaction that had brought a life to an end, a choice that had been consciously made. “Why? Jon why? How could you?”
 “I had no choice...” Slowly features came into view, blonde hair and muted light following one another into a familiar visage, her shaded form a call to reason. “Sam… He would have killed her…”
 “That gives you the right to take his life? How could you do something so monstrous? You aren’t my brother… You’re a killer Jon… A killer, do you hear me?” 
 “Please… It wasn’t my…” The words ended sharply. “I did it because I had to… I did it because it was right… I… I did it because it was… It was right… Wasn’t it?”
 

 Heat registered slowly, a warm touch that pushed against him when he moved his leg slightly. Scents followed closely behind, a soft wisp of something unique giving way to the overwhelming smells of eggs and sausage. Fabric rustled slightly as the young man moved his leg, drawing another gentle press from the heat under him. Jon pulled his hand up slowly, realization stopping it the same instant fingers pulled against his. 
 Light slipped in through closed curtains, painting the large room in shades of yellow and white. Hard wood and dark rugs met with stained cherry and heavy tones of red that lined the walls, a backdrop for the small pictures that traded off across the sea of lost memories. Slowly other features came into view, light reflecting strands of hair before sliding over fair skin and sharp features. A thin smile melted into the woman’s mouth as she pushed herself against the young man, her hand tightening around his while a light snore crept from deep in her throat, barely noticeable despite the distance between them.

 Jon looked up carefully, a short woman occupying his attention as she crept across the thick rug, her light foot falls betraying the tired stance she used to cross the living room. A minute ticked by as eyes met, Hazel smiled softly before motioning toward the kitchen. 
 “Breakfast is ready…” She smiled again, her white shirt and blue jeans ending in tennis shoes. “I gotta open… I’ll be back around midnight…”
 “What time is it?” Jon mouthed, his voice forgotten to the comforter that had been wrapped around them as they slept.

 “Five to nine…” 

 The young man nodded, yawning as he pulled his hand slightly. “Thanks…” 

 “Yeah… Sam just went to bed… Tell her to call me when she wakes up, okay?”
 “Yeah, no problem…” Another yawn ended his words before he pulled his hand free, causing Kathrine to roll over. “Thanks again…” 

 Hazel smiled and waved, disappearing into the hallway with a careful step. 
 “Hey…” Sharp emeralds looked up at him, curiosity and nameless emotions welling up behind the faint whisper that touched his lips. 
 “Good morning…” Jon whispered.

 Seconds slipped into minutes between locked eyes, questions and emotions trading off between thoughts and fears, lost to silent words that ended when Kathrine’s voice found her lips. “Good morning…” Another second slipped by before the woman wrapped her arms around Jon’s back. Heartbeats reflected one another for the minutes that held them, given to a whisper that found the young man’s ears after a moment. “Thank you…” 
 Moisture registered against his cheek, heat and emotion following the damp sensations into a tight embrace that warmed the breath Jon could barely move. “You hungry?”

 Eyes met, an uncertain twinge changing the emotions that melted together in green depths. Finally a voice slipped between them, the air warm against wavering lips. “St… Starving…” 
 Hours slipped by as eyes continued to search one another, the only sound between them a patterned breathing that gave way to the movement of fabric as the two tightened against one another. Time melted into a soft breath of pain before Jonathan forced words through unwilling lips. “Shoulder…” 
 Tension brought the woman closer, her arms sliding down lower before she rubbed his cheek with hers. “Sorry…” Another wave of tension pulled them together, shielding them from the threats that waited just outside the apartment, willing another confrontation that they wouldn’t survive. “I love you Jon… So much…”
 The young man tightened his grip, pushing the aches away as eyes met, emotions streaming from sharp features that could do little to stem the uncertainty in his own mind. Words formed, forgotten immediately when he pulled his hands together, forcing the air from his lungs as lips touched. Soft pressure met his tongue when he found his breath again, a silent plea ending the exchange in an instant before the woman’s arms tightened. Jon recoiled slightly, giving breath to words that barely registered. “You okay?”
 Another moment passed in silence, eyes watching each other with curiosity and warmth that rivaled the tears that slid from Kathrine’s cheeks. Lips moved, her voice dying out as she tightened her grip. “Lets eat…” 

 Jonathan laid a plate on the table, scrambled eggs and large sausage patties trading off over the surface before disappearing under large slices of toast. A moment slipped by as the young man retraced the large table, following the contours of the weapons that had been forgotten the night before. Leather followed the clatter of steel against wood while he wrapped them in the heavy duster before hiding the package behind the couch.

 Footfalls caught his attention in an instant as Kathrine’s form slipped from the hallway, her wet hair sticking to her head and face before hanging over a white tank top that gave way to a loose pair of navy blue sweat pants. Eyes met, emotions stirring air that refused to give as she turned her attention to the table. 
 “Want some milk? Orange juice?” The young man retuned to the dining room slowly, following Kat’s gaze before loosing it to the places set at opposite sides of the table. 

 “Ah… Mi… Milk please…” 

 “Sure...” Noise pulled his attention slowly, coming to rest when Kathrine picked up her plate and set it next to his, her chair following suit an instant later. Emotions trickled off into the breathless prayer Kathrine began in the hours it took Jon to fill the glasses. Silence changed when glasses took up residence next to the plates, given to another sound when Jon slid his hands over Kat’s shoulders, a gentle massage tugging at the tension under his shaking fingers. “Sleep well?” 
 Moments melted into one another, scents and light breathing carrying the woman’s head down as Jon continued to work her shoulders. “Jon…” She turned her head slightly, her expression a mirror for the pained whisper she let slip a minute later. “Could you… Please stop…” 
 Another breath left her mouth when Jon pushed harder, fighting the suddenly thick tension that made its way through her shoulders and back as the words left her mouth. Seconds slipped into minutes under the weighted motions as Kathrine hung her head lower, exposing more of her back to the gentle energy Jon traced over her spine, coming to rest finally as the muscles gave way. 
 “Thanks…” She looked over her shoulder, emerald reminders of the heated emotions that tensed under his hands. 
 “Yeah....” Jon grinned, sliding into his chair before taking a fork full of scrambled eggs. “Sleep well?” 
 Kathrine pushed against him, her timid movements a match for the silence that thickened as she followed her fork over the meal. Minutes passed in the thick air, melting into hours while they finished their meals, the only auditable sound; mixed breathing.

 “Want some more?” Jon whispered softly, drawing an apologetic look from sharp features. 
 “Pa… Please…” Kathrine nodded, a light flickering in her eyes while her lips wavered. 

 “Are you okay?” The young man looked up, forcing a calm that faintly resembled the concern under his words. 
 Eyes met slowly, emotions giving way to the tender arms that slid around Jon’s neck, forcing the breath from his body in a sharp hiss of pain and surprise. Minutes melted into one another as Kat pulled herself up, resting carefully on the young man’s lap before pushing herself against him all but erasing the distance in streaks of tears. “I’m sorry… Jon… I’m so sorry…” 
 Jonathan looked up, holding the eyes that could barely stay focused. “Kat... Whats wrong…” Another hiss left his mouth when the woman tightened against him, a faint touch of flesh finding his cheek a moment later. 
 “Please forgive me…” 
 “Kat…” Jon brought his arms around her back, forcing the pain from his mind as he pulled her close. “Don’t…” A finger found his lips, silencing the whisper even as Kat’s body tensed against him. Hours passed into the near silent pleas for things only she understood, finally giving way to a soft touch of lips that followed nameless emotions into a physical form. Jon winced slightly as a rough tongue slid over his, a surprise that had been forgotten to the pain in his shoulder. Soft touches followed the rough texture when he pulled against the woman’s back, cradling her head softly as she explored his mouth. Another instant passed before Kathrine pushed against him, her body tensing around his legs when Jon slid his hands over her lower back, massaging it with the same attention she used to pull him tighter. 

 Breath found his lungs in an instant of surprise when the tension subsided, giving way to a blur of movement as Kat stood up, a pained expression mirroring the voice that didn’t speak. Tears changed over sharp features as the woman stepped around the table, disappearing into the hallway before the sound of a door closing echoed through the apartment.

 Jon stared for a minute, replaying the events even as warm liquid seeped over his shoulder, a red flow that gave immediately to the emotions in his mind. Bare feet pattered against the wood floor, each a soft hammer that echoed through room nearly as much as the soft sobs that filtered under the bathroom door. “Kathrine…?”
 Another sob found his ear an instant later, muffled by the thin wood and sealed by the lock that wouldn’t give. Minutes ticked by in cries of formless words and shaken nerves that continued to pound the walls, echoes of the emotions that carried the woman’s voice through the door. “Go away…”

 Words formed, a ready response that faltered when expectation gave way to echoes of Kathrine’s voice. “Talk to me Kat… Whats wrong…” 

 Sobs traded with the sounds of something moving against the door in the hours it took the woman’s haggard tone to push its way through the air. “We… Jon, we can’t do this…” 
 “Yeah, we can… We’ve got Sam, we have food… Shelter… All we need now is a…”
 “I mean us…”
 Jonathan felt his heart sink, the soft voice splintering his words before they could leave his mouth. Hours slipped by in the deafening silence, broken only by the occasional cry that followed something hard into the door. Finally a whisper formed on Jon’s lips, barely registering to his own ears. “But I love you…”
 “I love you too Jon… I love you so much… But this… This can’t ever be…” Another cry ended the woman’s voice before she slammed something into the door, harder then before. “Its not fair… Its… Not right…”
 “Kat…”
 “Go away...”
 “No.” 

 “Jon…”
 “No.”

 Minutes melted into hours while silence thickened between them, giving to sensations slowly as fresh blood poured from Jon’s shoulder, the strip of gauze useless against the re-opened wound. Finally a voice registered, a whisper that 
softened slightly when metal released the door. “Jon…” Kathrine slid into view, her eyes a sharp contrast to the red circles that gave way to streaks of water and dark reminders of sleepless nights. Fair skin and loose cotton followed closely in the hours it took her to come around the door, all but collapsing as she closed the distance between them. “I’m sorry…” The whisper ended when Kat wrapped her arms around the young man’s back, pulling tighter with each breath. “I… Jon, I…” The woman breathed in sharp, forcing herself back before following the contours of Jon’s shoulder. “Oh Jon…”
 “Don’t worry about it… Whats wrong Kathrine…” Seconds passed between eyes, questions and emotions slipping into one another as Kat started pulling at the base of his shirt. 
 “Take this off…” 
 “Kat… I’m fine, really…” 
 “Don’t argue with me Jon.” Kathrine snapped, pulling the shirt off before Jon had a chance to react. “So damn stubborn, you don’t need anyone’s help… You don’t need…” Kat stalled, removing the bandage with a tentative touch that echoed the emotion in her eyes. “Oh my god…” 
 Jon looked down, sliding his hand over the wound before applying pressure. “Its not that bad… Really…” The young man forced a grin that changed only slightly as he ran his finger through the small trench. 
 “Here… Sit down…” Kathrine whispered, pulling a small towel from the rack next to the sink, replacing Jon’s hand with it a moment later. “Just hold it there…” Seconds passed slowly while Kat prepared a small rag, mixing water and antiseptic before a whisper broke her silence. “Why didn’t you say something…”
 “Its not bad... Its just a graze…” The young man stood up, stepping toward the sink as Kathrine turned around, her expression a mask of confusion and pain.
 The woman recoiled, ringing out the rag before sliding it over Jon’s chest and resting on top of the wound. An instant ticked by as emotions and thoughts traded between locked eyes, a silent plea meeting countless aversions and shapeless answers that raced through green eyes.  “Jon…”
 “Tell me Kat… Please. Whats wrong?” The young man followed wavering eyes that fought the trickle of words as they slipped from her mouth one after another, lost to breath that couldn’t form.

 “I… I… No. Jon…” Kathrine tensed when Jon erased the distance between them, her body shaking as he placed his arm on the counter, barring any attempts she would make to run. “I… You’re shoulder…”
 “Kathrine…” Jon whispered, following the eyes that kept glancing at the door. “Please…” The young man pushed against Kat, her back arching as if she was trying to melt into the counter. Emotions trickled from her cheeks, given entirely to the swallow of air she used to tighten her hand on his shoulder. Pain shot through Jon’s arm in an instant, a fresh trickle of blood soaking into the rag just above Kat’s head, the mirror reflecting his tone almost perfectly. “Fine…” 
 Kathrine winced, pushing back against him while forcing herself up in a hard breath. “I’m sorry… This is all my fault…” Again the rag tightened over his shoulder. 
 “Kat… We’ve been over this…” Jon slipped his hand around the woman’s lower back, turning away from the mirror before forcing another breath into his lungs. “It isn’t you’re…”
 “Shut up! Jon, this happened because you wouldn’t turn away… Because you were strong… Your sister is in this because of what I…”
 Jonathan silenced the woman carefully when lips met, air disappearing into his lungs as he pulled hard. Small hands found his back a moment later, forcing the air from his body before pushing him away. “I’m in this because I want to be Kathrine… I love you, I would give you my life if I thought it would make a bit of difference… If you could wake up tomorrow and not have to look over your shoulder, not have to worry about sleeping in the rain… Not have to…”
 “Will you stop it!” A tear cut off the woman’s plea, given to the shaking hands that tightened around the young man’s frame. “I brought you into this, I brought everyone you cared about… I….” Emotions trailed off into collapsing muscles when Kathrine let go, pushing herself into the tiled wall before sliding to the floor. A whisper changed the air suddenly, barely auditable against the background of nameless words that traded between them. “I killed Melissa…” 

 Jon sank to meet her, a breath giving life to emotions forgotten by weary muscles. “Kathrine… That wasn’t… Those cops could have just as easily... I…”
 An instant slipped between locked eyes, erased by warmth that wrapped around Jonathan’s body, small hands leading into shaking arms before giving way to a tense whisper. “Jon… We could have… We still might…” Hours passed as the woman tightened her grip, emotions mixing around them in a whisper. “I don’t want… I don’t want you to…”
 Jonathan swallowed sharply, his breath stalling even when he found the words. Another moment passed before he forced a tone he could barely understand. “I was… Kathrine…” The young man’s breath left his body entirely, given to the warm hands that pulled against him. 

 Muscles tenses under Jon’s hands before Kathrine met his gaze, barely stable enough to match the rough voice that slipped from her mouth an eternity later. “I… I… Jon… I’m not… I…” Hands tensed against the young man’s back, drawing the shaking form closer. “I… I love you… Jon, I… I’m sorry…”
 Jonathan slid his hands around Kat’s back, running his cheek over hers in a soft motion that brought familiarity and warmth to his mind. “Kathrine… I love you too…” Minutes slipped into hours, given to the strained breathing that passed between quivering forms. Movement matched movement, carefully measured touches of energy and warmth following one another as Jon rubbed the woman’s back, a soft breath giving life to his voice a moment later. “Lets go lay down…” Jon pulled against the woman as she slid back. “We’re both tired…” 

 Clouded gems looked up at him, echoing the emotions that traveled over his spine in gentle fingertips. Several moments passed silently before Kathrine nodded, the movement faintly registering even as she tensed around the man. “Y… Yeah… F… First… Lets get you c… Cleaned up…” 
 Jon stood slowly, leading the woman to her feet after a moment. Pain traded off in gentle touches of emotion while Kathrine cleaned the wound, carefully going over and around the area with a gentle hand. Hours melted into the soft heat that traced over his shoulder, following the shaking emeralds that focused carefully on the task of wrapping Jon’s wound. 
 Kathrine looked up finally, the concern nearly as physical as the breath that passed between them. Emotions and questions played out slowly during the soft flicker of energy that changed Kat’s face for a split second when Jon smiled, rotating his shoulder. “Better?”
 “Much…”  
 Minutes slipped into the pattering of careful steps, following the pair as they traveled over the floor, tracing a path to the stained wood and dark tones of fabric that stretched out over the sea of plush carpeting. Kathrine shuttered gently under Jon’s hand, closing the distance that barely existed between them before tightening her arm around his waist.

 “Here…” Jon lifted up the thick comforter, giving it a new home on the back of the couch. A moment passed as the woman looked up, curiosity and uncertainty flickering in her eyes. “Lay down…” The young man smiled, kissing her forehead before pulling his hand from her shoulder, guiding her to the thick cushion. 
 Kathrine looked up as she settled herself over the cushions, an uneasy expression mirroring in the sharp contours of her jaw. “Jon?” 
 “Trust me…” The young man smiled gently, guiding the woman to her stomach. A minute passed as Jon breathed in slowly, clenching his hands before forcing a calm into his nerves. Another instant slipped as Kat turned her head, following the young man as he sat on the edge, clenching his hands again before stretching them out. 
 “I trust you…” Kat whispered, her voice a wisp of air that faded into the fabric a moment later. 
 Jon grinned, sliding his hands over Kathrine’s back gently coming to a rest at her shoulders. Minutes melted into one another under careful movements of energy that followed the young man’s hands, disappearing into fair skin and soft fabric as Jon massaged her shoulders carefully. 
 Kathrine breathed in slowly, the tension in her muscles trading off with her breath while Jonathan continued to work. Energy and warmth pushed back against his hands, gentle reminders of the hand that slid over his knee, a silent appreciation Kat let slip into a sigh after an eternity. “Thank you...” 

 “Shh…” Jon whispered, tracing his hands over the woman’s shoulders into her neck and back. “Just relax…” Another sigh left her mouth while Jonathan followed the contours of her spine, sliding his hands out over the muscles that melted under his fingers before returning to her spine. Minutes gave way to hours in faint traces of tension and wordless emotions as Kathrine’s breathing slowed to match Jon’s hands as they continued to follow her back, finally coming to her shoulders again. Energy trailed off into a light snore that left Kat’s throat, a gentle echo of the sound Jon had woke too, the same sound he followed minutes later from one nightmare to another.

 “Yeah so I killed him, so what? Should I feel ashamed? Should I pray for forgiveness? Should I be proud? If it wasn’t for me she would have died… I would have died…”

 Jon stood back against the cold brick wall that surrounded him, the scene playing out in front of him in an instant. The man behind the shotgun turned, grinning slightly. Features came under the glow of errant street light, sharp angles and brown eyes trading off to form something the man on the motorcycle called his face.  “You still did it…” Another instant slipped by as he turned to face the flannel man, grinning even wider as he pulled the trigger, sending the him into the air. “You enjoyed it… Admit it…” The man stepped over Kathrine’s form, frozen by any number of nameless emotions. “You enjoyed being the hero… You liked…” A split second passed as the man pumped the weapon and unloaded another shell into the flannel man’s face. “Getting even… For what they, we,  did to you… Did to her…”
 “So what?” 
 The image turned, grinning before dropping his shotgun and closing the distance between them. Brown eyes flared instantly, a fire matched only by the sharp words that found his lips. “You killed him and you feel nothing… You’re a monster Jon… A monster…” 
 Jonathan pushed himself against the wall, silently recounting the actions, words brought themselves to his lips, a hollow version of the emotions that flowed over the pavement. “Why the hell should I feel anything… He could have killed both of us… We were defending ourselves…”
 “Monster…”
 “Deal with it…” A voice slipped from his mouth, barely auditable in the flurry of sound and motion that the man brought into the alley as he withdrew the Berretta from his waistband and began firing into the shadows, inches from the young man’s head.

 “At least you did something… No flaming cars here, right bud?”
 Jon clenched his jaw, adrenaline soaking into his nerves slowly while his image smiled. 
 “Oh, so he does feel…” 
 “So will you asshole…” Jon pulled hard against the man’s trench coat, sending him into the brick before lending strength to a punch that replaced the face, still smiling. 

 “Temper, temper…” The man grinned, wrapping his hand around Jon’s wrist before he could react. “Don’t forget kid…” Jon recoiled as something hard slammed into his rib cage, drawing the air out before the man drove his knee into Jon’s stomach. “You… Are… A failure…” The man continued to knee him, fresh pain and heat flowing with each impact. “Even if you do manage to keep Kathrine alive… You’re gonna freeze some day…”  A heavy boot brought Jonathan to the asphalt, the pain in his leg paling under cold stare of the man’s pistol. “Just one time Jon…”
 Kathrine’s face slid into view, contorted in a mask of fear. “Jon…”
 A sharp crack ended her voice, echoing through the tight confines of the alley with a distinct bite. “Just one time…” The man smiled wide before leveling the pistol at Jonathan’s face. “Let her down… Freeze, breathe the wrong way, one time… And it’s over…” The man stepped forward, kneeling down in front of the young man, smiling as he dropped the clip and reloaded. 
 “F…” 
 “You think running away is going to fix this? Running away from you’re problems… From us… We’ll be where ever you go… All you have to do is let us in… Give yourself an inch of rest… I promise you it won’t last…” 
 Jonathan spit, giving fresh blood to the pavement before letting his voice pass. “I won’t let you take her… I won’t, you sick son of a bitch…” 
 “You just did…” The man smiled, letting the slide slam forward. “I was empty…” Noise followed darkness in an instant of brilliant pain. 

 Jonathan flinched, fresh adrenaline and light finding his nerves in a split second, followed immediately by heat. Air slipped through his lips, slowly filling his lungs before tension gripped his body. Fabric and skin gave way to heat that continued to tense against him while he turned his head. 
 Tea colored hair slipped around sharp features and fair skin, slowly coming together as realization took hold of shaking nerves, lead by brilliant emeralds that changed into shades orange, reflecting muted light. The woman breathed, her body tensing as eyes met. “Are you okay…?” 
 Jon exhaled sharply, sliding his hand around Kathrine’s back before tightening his grip. Heat registered over his body, a leg that tensed over his even as he rolled over. Another heat followed her arms when they came around the young man’s back, tensing as she erased the distance between them, the only sound coming in sips of air that traded over their cheeks. 

 “Jon…” Kathrine whispered, her body melting into Jon’s. “Whats wrong…” The woman tensed again bringing her cheek over his as another whisper slipped into his ear. “Are you alright?” 
 Jonathan pulled her tighter, giving breath to the words that faintly registered in his mind. “I love you Kat… I promise you, no matter what… I’ll be there… Always…” Jon pulled her again, sighing as she returned the attention. Minutes slipped into the warmth that continued to wrap around him, unwavering to the tension between them. 
 “I love you too Jon… I’ll never let you go… I…” Kathrine kissed his cheek. “I love you so much…” 
 Minutes melted into one another, flowing through slowed heartbeats that carried the breathless words and promises of matched souls. Movement gave way to emotion as Jon rolled over, pulling the woman to a rest on top of him. Heat pushed against him flowing over his torso and legs as Kathrine adjusted to the new position. An instant ticked by while she sighed, the comforter rustling in the seconds it took her to wrap it around them. 
 “I’m sorry…” 
 Jonathan tightened his grip around the woman, forcing the slight throb from his shoulder before letting his breath form the words, calm and clear. “Don’t be… Please…” 
 Emeralds found his eyes, separated by the breath that touched his lips, in time with a matched heartbeat. Minutes slipped into hours while they watched one another, emotions and thoughts flowing into the silent voice Kathrine whispered. Another minute passed as Kat tightened her grip again, rubbing her cheek against his a moment later. 
 Jon pulled the woman tighter, sliding his hands up and down her back, tracing familiar ridges over her spine with his finger tips even as she kissed his cheek. Energy followed a breath that found his ear when he came to her lower back, stopping just above her pants. Another breath touched his ear, following the small movements he used to pull his hands over her back. 
 Lips met in a moment, giving way to air and heat as a rough tongue slid over his, softly exploring, a mirror of the gentle movements Jon used to trace her lower back. Heat flowed between them, invisible waves of energy following one another into small hands that slipped behind Jon’s head, cradling it as Kathrine massaged his tongue with hers. Breath changed the air they shared, surprise and emotion giving way to heat that pushed against Jonathan, a match for the hand he brought over the woman’s chest, cupping her breast carefully.

 Another push ended sharply as the woman recoiled, her breath barely formed as it left her mouth. “Um Jon…” Kathrine bit her lip, sharp features and fair skin stood out over green eyes, an uncertain expression mirroring the tints of red that had changed her features. 
 “Yeah?” Jonathan whispered, continuing to follow her spine with his fingers. 
 A moment slipped by between locked eyes, an unreadable emotion echoing the heat Kathrine brought against the young man. “Your ah… You… Um…” Another gentle push touched against heavy denim, giving way to a sigh as the woman closed her eyes. “Your ah… Poking me…” 

 Jon grinned slightly, closing the distance between their lips before pushing against her, drawing a sigh between locked lips. Another sigh followed immediately as Jon ran his fingers over her back pushing against the dampness that registered, barely, against him. The same sigh lead to a soft moan that filled Jon’s mouth while Kathrine explored his mouth, more instant then before.  Emotions followed energy and heat into a breathless voice they shared as he began to slide his hand over the woman’s back, carefully tracing the tension in her body.

 “Oh crap…” Kathrine whispered, rolling off the man an instant before noise registered just out of view. A door opened slowly giving way to the soft patter of bare feet, a woman slipped into view from across the living room, her blonde hair a haggard match for the slumped posture and bruised features that carried her up the hallway to the bathroom.

 Jon exhaled sharply, realization following surprise and tension before Kathrine exhaled into his ear. An instant ticked by as eyes met, appreciation and warmth carrying hands into one another even as lips touched. “Figures…” Jonathan grinned, sliding his free hand over the woman’s leg that tensed against his. 
 “Y… Yeah…” Kat breathed in harshly as Jon’s fingers crept up her thigh. “J… Jon…” Kathrine whispered, her breath forming the words despite it’s uneven pattern. 
 “Hmm?” Jon smiled, following the contours of the woman’s body before coming to a stop next to moist fabric, held by a shaking hand.
 “Sam…” She sighed as Jon’s hand tightened, echoing the breath he erased when their lips met.
 A door opened after a moment, giving way to the heavy foot falls that pulled Jon’s hand away nearly as quick as the tension Kathrine’s body used to meet his hands. Seconds passed between locked eyes, mirrors of the words that couldn’t form between them. After a moment the woman yawned, drawing a soft breath in the air. “Hey bro…”
 Jonathan turned his head slightly, a muscle in his jaw flexing before his voice formed. “Morning…” 

 “We need to talk…” Samantha yawned again, tracing a path to the kitchen. “Right now…”

 Tension pulled him from under the comforter, the woman’s body tightening around him as her breath filled his ear. Seconds slipped into hours as she ran her hand over his torso, kissing his cheek softly before hugging him again. “I love you…” 

 “Y… Yeah, okay…” Jon looked up, waiting till Sam turned her attention to the cupboard before meeting Kat’s lips, a soft kiss that registered the gasp of surprise she followed his hand as it slid over her thigh again. “I love you too…” Another soft gasp filled his ear before he sat up, laying the covers over the woman as carefully as he could. A moment passed as realization stopped him in mid stride, a familiar strain following him to his backpack in search of time, and a shirt.

 “Oh Christ… Are you okay…?”
 “Shit.” Jon hissed, looking up as Samantha crossed the room eyeing him. “Yeah… Its just a graze…” 
 “Jon…” Samantha searched him before stopping at his bicep, the thick bandage only slightly cleaner then the one on his shoulder. “Jon, why didn’t…”
 “Because I’m fine.” The young man grinned, slipping a shirt over his body even as the tension subsided. Soft eyes peered from behind a mask of bruised flesh and curved features carefully searching for answers only she had questions for. “Really, its nothing…”
 The woman sighed, shaking her head before allowing a hiss of air to pass her lips. “Whatever…” Another second slipped by before she stood, returning to a cup on the counter. 
 “Sam…”
 “Yeah?”

 “What happened…” The young man stood carefully, tracing the contours of her face in the muted light that poured in from the small windows. “To you…”

 Minutes passed while the woman prepared her coffee, her shirt and pants echoing the grim expression she wore as she took up residence at the table across from him.  Sam sipped from the cup, a long pull that ended in a soft breath, the words dying out on her lips.

 “Sam…”
 “Leandrea saved my life…” Samantha sipped from her coffee again, the words marching across her face even before she spoke. “The woman you guys told me about… She came to the apartment before they did…” Another moment passed between locked eyes. “She did this to me, trying to find out where you guys were…”
 Jonathan swallowed sharply, his whisper giving way to a rough version of his normal voice. “S… Sam, I’m sorry… I… How did you get away?”
 “I didn’t, I got separated from her… There was this fight in Old Crestline… We got attacked…” A sharp breath followed her words, giving way to the distinct bite in her voice. “She’s trying to find Kathrine…”
 “But, what about you… How did… What the hell happened?” 
 “She was trying to find out where you would go, when that didn’t work she took me with her and we started searching the shelters…”
 Jon nodded while Sam took a sip from her coffee. 
 “We found this place, we thought they might have information about you… But…” 
 Fabric rustled from the couch following Kathrine’s head from behind the arm as she pulled herself up. Emeralds followed the younger man before wincing when Sam turned her head to meet the woman. Seconds passed in silence, three sets of eyes following one another through the dim room before movement brought Kat to the table, a timid expression mirroring her careful approach.

 “This is a family discussion…” Samantha hissed, clenching her hand as the cup squeaked it’s disapproval.

 Jonathan stared, recounting the words that continued to ring in his ears, a match for the sharp bite which had spoken them. 
 “S… Sorry…” Kat whispered, following Jon’s eyes before turning to get up.

 “No, we’re in this together…”  Jon slid a hand over Kat’s shoulder, squeezing gently despite the glare Sam shot him.  “All of us…”

 “Jon…” 

 “No.” Jonathan looked over, fixing his sister in place with a level tone. “The only way we’re going to figure this out is if we’re all here…”

 Minutes stretched out over the table in traded breaths and uncertain glances finally giving way to a soft breath that crashed through the air as Kathrine’s voice sipped from her lips. “We ah… We tried to find you… We searched all over town… We couldn’t find you…”
  An instant passed before the woman’s breath leveled off, changing to a tone that easily matched her lax posture. “That’s because I was busy getting my face beat in or shot at…”

 Kathrine glanced at Jon, her eyes reflecting trace amounts of light in brilliant patterns of orange that betrayed her tense whisper. “I… I’m sorry…”
 “How the hell do you do that…” Sam propped her foot up on the table, following it with the other before stretching out, cut off when a sharp hiss of air left her mouth.

 “I ah…”
 “We uh… Sam, we need to talk…” Jonathan breathed in, trailing off when Samantha sat up slowly, her features contorted in an expression of uncertainty and pain. “Its about…”
 Noise ripped through the room, the front door giving way to a short woman that was silhouetted by the soft glow of hallway lights. Hazel slipped in a moment later, a large pan occupying her hand while her voice filled the air. “Honey I’m home…” 
 Three sets of eyes followed the woman in unison as she flipped a light, bathing the room in warm shades of muted white and yellow. Seconds ticked by while she set the pan down on the table, faint scents of lasagna and cheese trading off into the warmth that radiated from the deep container. 
 “Oh man…” Kathrine inhaled deeply, a thin smile creeping across her features despite the tension in her voice. “That smells so good…” 
 Sam looked up, nodding before allowing her eyes to find Jon’s. “Later… Alright?”
 “Yeah…” Jon swallowed, following the woman as she slid out of her coat and grabbed some plates. 

 Hazel smiled, setting plates out in front of them. “So did you guys sleep well?” 

 Jon leaned back slowly, licking his lips carefully as Samantha followed the same pattern. Kathrine finished a forkful, smiling toward Hazel while she sipped from a glass of milk. An instant slipped by, giving way to Samantha’s voice, a satisfied tone echoing the warm grin she wore. “That was delicious…”
 “Yeah, no kidding…” Kat smiled. “Thanks.”
 Jonathan nodded, raising his glass before downing it. 

 “Glad you enjoyed it…” Hazel smiled, offering her own version of the grin that had changed the features of her guests. “I’ve been thinking about some stuff …” A minute stretched out as the woman’s lips moved, her breath given to a whisper. “You guys can stay here as long as you need… But you need to be careful… I mean… We need to be…”
 “We know about careful…” Jon tilted back, forcing his chair back in turn. “All too well…”

 “I know… But you guys get seen here, and I go up for aiding and abiding… Regardless if you did whatever or not… Know what I mean?” Hazel looked up, the tension all too obvious in her carefully spoken words.

 Nods followed the group, Samantha swallowing a sip of air before speaking. “Hazel, we’re going to need some supplies… Real soon… Kat…” 
 Kathrine shot her head up, a mix of emotions changing her face in the instant it took her to form a shaky response. “Yes?”
 “Have you still got my clothes?” 
 “Um… Shirts…”
 “What? What the hell happened to all my stuff… The duffle bags…”
 “We had to ditch them…” Jon leaned back farther, accenting his tone with a lick of his lips. “Some of them wouldn’t fit her, so we went to a thrift store downtown… Picked up a couple backpacks too…” 

 Sam glared at Kat before taking a pull from her coffee. “So add clothes to the list…”
 “What else is on the ‘list’?” The young man sighed, forming possibilities in the air between them. 
 “Food, water… Ammunition… A car… Blankets, money…” Samantha shrugged, letting a tight hiss slip through her mouth in the same instant. “Have you guys got any of that money I gave you?”
 “Yeah… I think…” Jon looked over, following Kathrine’s gaze. “Don’t we?”
 “Um… Yeah, about sixty dollars…”
 “Sixty?” Sam snapped. “I gave you guys damn near four hundred dollars… How the fu….”
 “Expenses…” Jon sighed. “Hotel rooms, clothes… Food… It isn’t cheap…”
 “Four hundred dollars worth?” 
 Hazel stood up, collecting the dishes before allowing words to her voice. “I’m glad you were able to keep out of the weather… Its been really cold…”
 “We know…” A distinctly bitter tone crept across the young man’s words before giving way to a carefully forced calm. “We also had bought some tickets...” 
 “Where to?”

 “Mexico…”
 Samantha took a long pull from her coffee, emptying it with a sharp hiss. “Okay, tell me this… What were you gonna do if the Border Patrol had stopped you? Customs? Passports?”
 “Sam… We didn’t know… We thought you were…” Kat began.
 “Nope…”
 Jon swallowed, forcing his voice despite the edge that crept across his words. “So… What would you have done?” 
 “Kept searching… I did it even though we got separated…”
 “And get killed?” 
 “Jon… There wasn’t a day that went by I didn’t think about you out there, alone… Freezing to death, even when Leandrea picked me up I held on to this little sliver of hope that you were out there somewhere… Now that I found you, I’m relieved beyond words… But these people aren’t going to give up… We need to get our priorities straight and get the hell outta here…” 

 “Priorities…  Priorities? All we’ve done is sit here and talk about what happened… This isn’t helping…” Jon’s voice crept to a dull roar that subsided only when Kathrine’s hand found his shoulder. “We need to sit down and pool our resources…”
 “What fucking resources? A couple guns and some clothes? That sounds like a plan for survival to me!” Sam stood up, accenting her pitched voice with a wince. “We need money… A car, ammo… Food and a way out…”
 Jon rose to meet the woman, a muscle flexing in his jaw even as Hazel slipped to the edge of the table. “This isn’t going to work Sam… We need to come up with a plan…”
 “I’ve already got a plan… It goes like this… We get our supplies, a car and get the hell outta here… We can change our names and…”
 “And what about the Border Patrol? Customs? Think Sam…”
 The woman’s fist clenched before she slammed it into the table. “Don’t hand me this bullshit Jon! I am not in the mood!”
 “Neither am I…” The young man whispered, forcing an even calm into his tones after a minute. “Sam, hear me out…”
 “No, I told you… This is how it is… We’ll be fine… As soon as we get rid of…”
 “Samantha…” Hazel slipped her hands around the woman’s shoulders.  “Breathe girl… Inhale… Exhale…”
 Minutes dragged into hours, eyes searching one another in nervous exchanges of pleas and answers neither appreciated or welcomed. Slowly another voice filled the room, a timid whisper in the face of storming emotions that traded between the standing forms. “Um… What about…” Kat’s voice died off when Samantha turned her head, a sharpened version of her stare erasing the woman’s resolve almost physically. 
 “No if, and, what about or anything… This is the way its going to be…” 
 Jon stood up finally, exhaling before forcing a pained calm. “Sam…”
 “No!” 
 “Fine… But don’t bitch at me when we get shot to death because you had to go off half cocked…” The young man swallowed, letting his words hang in the air before allowing another breath to pass his lips. “Obviously now isn’t such a good time… But when you cool off, lets talk… Alright?”
 “Jon…” Hazel looked over his sister’s shoulder, her calm expression a sharp contrast to the weighted features in front of her. “She’s been through a lot… So have you… But you guys need to work together…”
 “I know… Like I said, when you cool down, we’ll have a talk… Until then, think about it…” 
 Kathrine stood to meet the young man, following him as he turned back toward the couch. A breath passed between locked eyes, sharp emeralds meeting him with concern and a ready embrace that echoed any number of nameless emotions. 

 “Jon… Kat…” Hazel’s voice filled the apartment, giving way to tension that filled the young man’s body in an instant. 
 “Yeah?” Jon turned, taking in the slumped form of his sister as Hazel continued to work her shoulders, a sigh slipped from her lips while the shorter woman swallowed. 
 “You guys can take the spare room… Sam will take my room and I’ll get the couch…”
 “No, its okay…” 

 Samantha looked up, her expression a mirror of the biting words she didn’t speak. 
 “No, I insist… But ah…” Hazel grinned slightly. “Theres a laundromat down stairs… If you dirty the sheets, wash em…” 
 Jon turned to Kat, tracing the contours of red that mirrored the heat in his own cheeks despite his attempts to quell it. Seconds slipped into hours between locked eyes, giving way to a light grin that crossed Jon’s face an eternity later, a sharp contrast to the unsteady glance Kathrine managed. “Ah… Yeah…” Jon laughed, scooping up his bag even as Samantha’s stare intensified.  

 “Don’t you walk away from me Jon…” Sam stood up, crossing the room in strides fitting of a run. “We aren’t done…”
 “Sam.” Jon turned around, the heat in his face draining slightly as the woman closed the distance. “You need to relax and I feel like shit… The only thing we’re going to accomplish is pissing each other off…” 
 Kathrine exhaled, slipping next to the young man before allowing her voice to form in the thick air. “Samantha… Why don’t you lay down, maybe take a bath… I’ll give you some clothes…”
 A muscle flexed in the woman’s arm, coming to a stop when her fist shook, a match for the near silent whisper of her voice. “Stay out of it.” 

 “Sam…”
 “I said…” 

 “Samantha.” Jon stepped closer, his glacial tone following the patter of bare feet. “Cool it…”
 Minutes dragged between opposing eyes, given words by silent pleas for understanding and compassion. The same pleas that ended when Samantha clenched a muscle in her jaw, following the young man’s gaze with an unwavering fire. “You wanna know why you’re in this mess? Do you wanna know? Tell him… Tell him Kathrine… Make him understand…”

 Jon glanced over, taking in the shattered visage of the woman that could do anything but stand. A moment passed before she swallowed, her jaw weighing against the words only she could hear but continued to echo through the room. “Kat…?”
 “Tell him bitch!” 

 An instant slipped into disbelief and tension as the man turned to his sister. “Sam, what the hell is wrong with you…”
 “Tell him!”
 Kathrine slid her hand over the man’s shoulder, drawing pain and tones of regret in the air with her voice. “Jon…”
 “Sam… I don’t know what the hell your thinking right now but you really need to get off it… She hasn’t done anything, I’ve been with her the whole time… She hasn’t had a chance to…”
 “God damnit you stupid little…” Samantha reached out for Kathrine’s hand, stopped in an instant when Jon grabbed her arm. “Let me go… Now!” Another arm came to a rest in the young man’s other hand as she tugged hard. 

 “Calm…” Words died off in a hiss of air that slipped between them, given life when Samantha’s foot came down on his foot. “Down…” 
 Hazel slipped behind Sam, wrapping her arms around the woman’s torso before pulling her back. “Come on girl… This isn’t healthy…” The shorter woman tugged harder, drawing a yelp of pain from Samantha in the hours it took her to calm down.

 Samantha looked up at Kat, kneeling and coughing before a haggard breath left her mouth. “Don’t… Let me… Find you…”  

 “Kat… Go take this stuff to the room, please…” The young man swallowed, handing off his bag and boots to shaking hands. “Sis… Whats wrong…” A moment passed as he offered a hand. 

 “That bitch… Is going to get… Us killed…” Sam doubled over, forcing air into her lungs with a visible effort. “She…” 
 “Calm down… Breathe…” Jon looked up at hazel, trying to read the mask of concern and other emotions that couldn’t be identified. “What happened…”

 “She… This isn’t… Our fight…” Sam cried out, rising to her feet. “We’re going… To find Leandrea… We’re going to get outta here…” Another sharp cry ended when she forced air into her lungs. 
 “Sam… Lay down…” 
 “I’m fine…” A breath filled her lungs, slipping past her words before dying out as Hazel helped the woman to the couch. 
 Jon looked his sister over, following the uneven breathing she used to stare back at him, eyes sharper then the voice she couldn’t speak. A moment slipped as Samantha forced a new cry from her mouth, following the deep breath she took. “Sam…” 
 “I’m…” 
 “No, don’t… Be quiet…” 
 Hazel looked on carefully watching the woman as she repeated the action. “Um…”

 “Shut up…” Jonathan hissed, watching Sam’s chest rise and fall to the sound of a light cry. “Breathe in really deep…” The young man whispered. 

 “Jo…” 
 “Do it.” 
 Seconds passed into a half hearted inhale Sam pulled from the air before exhaling it as her face contorted. “Shit…”
 Jon looked up, following the battered contours of his sister’s face before allowing a breath to form words. “Lift up your shirt…”
 “No…”
 “You’ve got a broken rib Sam… It might puncture…” 
 “I said no…”
 Hazel reached down, pulling the woman’s shirt half way up her torso, exposing tightly wrapped gauze and a tanned stomach. A moment slipped by as Samantha fought against the smaller hands that held her shirt over her bust. “Let go…”
 “Hold still…” Jon traced his fingers over the gauze. “Breathe in… Tell me where it hurts…” 
 “Jon…” 
 “Do it…” The young man continued to explore her ribs, touching each one gently as Sam continued to breathe. 
 “Fuck!” Sam’s yell filled the apartment in an instant, giving way to a sharp howl that followed Jon’s fingers. 

 “Found it…” 
 Hazel followed the woman’s gaze as Jon pulled at the gauze. “What should I do…”
 “Just hold her…” Jon looked up, meeting Kat’s eyes from across the room. “Kat… Get me some tape and scissors... I think there’s some in those first aid kits…” 
 Kathrine nodded, disappearing into the bedroom an instant later.

 “No… Let...”
 “Shut it…” The young man hissed, mirroring any number of tones from their past. “If this doesn’t get taken care of…” 
 “I don’t care… That bitch is…”
 “Samantha… Concentrate on taking deep breaths…” Jon swallowed, tugging on the makeshift wrap down. “Kat… Hurry up…”

 A minute brought Kathrine next to the couch with the items in hand, shaking as she handed them off. 
 “Support her back…” Jon whispered, cutting a piece of the white tape. “Sam… Breathe in deep and hold it as long as you can… Okay?”
 “Jo… Fine…” Sam inhaled, Kathrine’s hands coming to rest under her spine even as she cried out. 
 “Hold it Sam…” Jonathan placed the strip on her torso, following the contours of her rib with another piece an instant later. “Little more…” 
 “Fuck you and your little more…” Sam hissed as Jon slid a longer piece over her side, bringing it to her spine after a moment. 

 Hazel grabbed Sam’s arms, stopping them before she had a chance to bring them down. “Hold still…” 
 “Got it…” The young man nodded to Kat before applying several more pieces on either side of the woman’s rib. “Have you got some pain killers…?” 
 “Yeah… I think so… In the bathroom.”
 Kathrine disappeared into the hallway without a word, a sharp contrast to the hiss of air Samantha let out.

 “Relax sis… You…”
 Samantha stared at him, a vacant breath reminding him of news undelivered, tears unshed. Another breath pulled his attention to the tea colored hair that slid next to him an instant before emeralds occupied his vision. 
 “Found em…” 
 Jon nodded, counting the quantities of aspirin and ibuprofen that mocked him with low doses. “Have you got anything stronger than this…?” 

 “Um… No…” 
 “Booze?”  Sam looked up, wincing with the effort.
 Hazel looked around, following the room with a thoughtful expression. “I have some Jack…” 

 “Give it…” 
 Jon sighed, shrugging off the last of the tension he hadn’t felt until Sam grinned at him. “Pour me one too…”

 Errant light slipped in through closed windows, casting shadows over hardwood and dark tones of red that covered the walls, a sharp contrast to the light blue comforter that stretched out over a large bed. Slowly forms moved under the unwavering gaze of the street lamp just outside, reflecting the warmth it projected in shades of orange and white. 

 Jonathan sighed deeply, taking a seat on the end of the bed as Kat shut the door. Another instant slipped by while the woman leaned against the door, her eyes reflecting shades of orange that mirrored the streaks of water on her cheeks. “You okay?”

 Kathrine slid through the shadows, her head hung to match the slumped posture she used to find a strip of comfort on the thick blanket. Minutes passed in silence, leading soft sobs into the large pillows at the end of the bed. One after another they matched tears in a stream of unnamed emotions that could be heard despite the soft tones used to advertise them. 
 “Kat…” Jon crawled up the mattress, allowing his voice to slip through the waves of tension still fresh in his mind. “Whats wrong…” 
 The woman inhaled, taking in a new breath before forcing it into words. “Jon… I… I love you…” An instant passed between locked eyes, giving way to the soft breath they shared between locked lips.

 “I love you too Kat…” Jon grinned, following her eyes as they reflected light again. “I love everything about you…” 
 Kathrine retreated to the pillow, giving her tears to the soft fabric before allowing her voice to the air. “Jon… I… I’m not… I was born....”

 “Kat… Just take a breath…” Jon sat up, running his hands over the woman’s shoulders as she cringed against the thick padding. “Just breathe…” Tension pulled against the young man’s fingers, stalling them in place before her muscles pleaded for attention. Minutes slipped into one another, giving way to the gentle energy that followed Jon’s fingers as they traced Kathrine’s shoulders.

 “Jon…” The woman turned her head, a soft voice carrying emotions only she understood. “Why are you doing this…”
 “Its something my mom used to do when I didn’t feel well… It always made me feel better…” The young man slipped his hands lower, following the contours of Kat’s frame. 

 “That’s not what I mean…” Kathrine pushed herself up slowly, coming to a seat despite Jon’s silent objections. “Why…” A tear formed over the woman’s words, breathing in ragged touches of emotions. “Why are you still here, you…” 
 Jonathan stared, swallowing his breath before it formed the words he knew were right. Another minute melted into the vibrant emeralds that continued to watch him, wavering only slightly as small hands cupped his. 
 “Please Jon… This means a lot to me…” 
 “Ah…” Truth passed behind brown eyes, leading realization into familiar pains echoed by long forgotten emotions. “Um… Kathrine…”  Jon sighed, breathing in scents that mirrored the woman in front of him, each a warm reminder of the heated eyes that begged for an answer. “Because I love you…” The man’s voice trailed off into a deep swallow, truth and comfort following it out of his mind. 
 Kathrine wrapped her arms around the young man, tensing as she kissed his cheek. “It might not be too late Jon… You and Sam could…”
 Jonathan pulled her closer, erasing the distance in a wisp of surprise that filled his ear when Kathrine tensed again. “Don’t…” 

 Minutes passed between them, unspoken conversations following the trace amounts of light that continued to rain in from above the bed, casting small rays of warmth over fair skin and light fabric. Another minute brought Kathrine to rest in front of the young man,  guided by large hands that slid over her shoulders after a minute. 
 “I’m always going to be here for you Kat… I love you too much to let you go alone…” 
 “Jon…” Kat whispered, her head sagging into the gentle strokes of energy Jonathan brought over her shoulders. 
 Tension traded under Jon’s hands, physical reminders of the emotions that fought for his voice, relief that would never come and truth never spoken gave way to feelings equally as powerful but merely pale versions of his reasons. The young man exhaled, following the ridges of Kathrine’s neck with his thumbs before allowing words to run together in his mind. 
 Kathrine’s head dipped lower as Jon slid his hand over her neck, tracing a path over familiar bumps and light cotton before giving way to her shoulders. “Jon…”
 “Yeah?” Jonathan whispered, feeling his breath reflect from the light skin of the woman’s shoulder. 
 A second slipped by, emotions following a small hand that wrapped around the young man’s neck, leading lips to one another. Warmth slipped into a shared breath as Kathrine’s tongue made its way over his, a textured version of the soft hand that continued to cradle the young man’s head. 
 Jon wrapped his arms around the woman, pulling her closer despite the angle. A gasp formed in his mouth, a voice given life when he cupped Kathrine’s breasts, following the tender attentions her fingers continued on the back of his neck. An all together different sound filled his throat a moment later, a snore that echoed against the tension in the woman’s body as she melted into his arms.

 Kathrine pushed against him again, bringing the new sound deeper as Jon pulled tighter, all but forcing his breath into her mouth. Tears flowed over joined lips, bringing familiar tastes to the rough heat that explored him. The same heat that left his mouth a moment later, giving to a shallow breath and green eyes. Kathrine turned slowly, wrapping her arms around him before pulling tight. “Please don’t let me go…”
 Minutes melted into one another as heartbeats fell into a carefully shared patter that reflected joined cheeks, carrying emotions without names into the soft breaths which touched Jon’s ear. Fabric cushioned the careful decent the young man lead joined bodies too, rustling as they adjusted to the new position. “Kathrine…” 

 Kat tightened her body, sliding her legs around his, following her hands to a cradle of fair skin and cotton that wrapped around the young man. A blanket of emotions and sensations given life by a faint snore that continued to slip from her throat as she pulled against him again.

 Jon swallowed, forcing the words before he had a chance to stop them. “I was so scared I was going to loose you…” Tension met him in an instant, warming his body nearly as much as the tear that touched his cheek a moment later. Another kind of tension ended the woman’s snore, giving way to a pair of lips that grazed his neck, warmth following energy into the kiss that joined their bodies again. 
 Minutes gave way to hours, eyes following one another in exploration of weary souls and tired minds. Energy flowed between carefully matched eyes, questions and emotions trading off with pleas for something faintly familiar, acceptance.  Jonathan sipped in air before allowing words to reflect from the soft lips that called to him silently. “Kathrine…”
 The woman sighed, pulling herself closer against him, warmth following a gentle hand that touched his spine carefully. “Yes?”  

 “Will you do that again…” 

 “Do what?”

 “That um…”  Jon sampled the air carefully, taking in the woman’s scents before giving his breath to a whisper. “Your, ah… Your purr…” 

****

 Light slipped in through small windows, painting over hard wood and wallpaper in shades of brilliant orange and yellow. Blue fabric laid under carefully placed forms, a sea of emotions that sat calm while heavy denim and light cotton came together to form an island. Free from any number of distractions, from denial, from fear. True freedom. 
 Kathrine inhaled, stretching her legs under the tightly woven blanket of energy that wrapped around her in lightly tanned skin. Brown eyes watched carefully, a match for the grin the man wore. 
 “Good morning…” Jon whispered, running his fingers up her back. 
 “Morning…” Kat smiled before erasing the distance between them with a kiss. “Sleep well?”
 “Yeah… I’ll say…” A moment passed between locked eyes, leading a soft tongue over Kat’s lips even as the man’s hands pulled her closer. “I love that sound… I love you…”
 Kathrine tensed, recalling the night’s events with uncertain memories. “I ah, I love you too…” Another instant slipped by as Jonathan’s hands slid to her lower back, pulling warmth over her shirt before sliding under it a moment later. Breath followed tension  when the young man joined their lips, massaging her tongue with his. 

 Energy changed into a voice not her own as Kathrine melted against the man, a soft echo of shared emotion sliding from her throat while the man continued to explore her mouth and body. Breath fought her lungs as a hand slipped up her back, coming to a rest behind her neck and head, drawing warmth up the length of her spine.  “J…” Jonathan’s body tensed slowly, a reminder of the heat that pushed against her, drawing any form of breath out in a sigh. “Jon… You’re doing it again…”

 “Whats that…” The young man grinned, repeating the motion with a slightly more insistent pressure. 

 Energy cracked through frayed nerves in an instant, bringing tension to the woman’s body as she met the man’s lips. “You know what…” Kathrine sighed softly, following another push before reason crept behind her eyes. 
 “Maybe…” Jon smiled again, sliding his hand around her chest before resting it on her breast. “But so what…”
 Kathrine exhaled, arching her back into the heat that flowed around her body, a mirror for the heat that begged to push into it. “Jon…” Air changed into a voice, cut off as fresh energy pushed against her body. “Oh man…” Eyes met, carefully watching one another for the eternity that carried the desperate pleas Kat couldn’t bring to her lips. “J…”
 “Yeah?” 
 “We need to…” The woman recoiled, as a hand slid down over her back, coming to a rest just above her pant line. “We need to stop…” Pain echoed between them, resounding the barely auditable words Kathrine forced between sips of air. “At least for now… Your sister…” 
 The young man nodded solemnly, pulling Kat closer despite the pressure she managed against him. “Yeah… I guess…” Mirrored tones followed one another, faint reminders of regret and disdain that were paled by the warm flicker in his eyes. “Good things are worth waiting for…” Another flicker brought lips together, a gentle heat that pushed against her, drawing a gasp that lead to a moan, barely auditable between them. 

 “Stop that…” Kat smiled weakly, tensing slightly as the young man kissed her again. Minutes passed in silence, given to the gentle warmth of locked eyes and heated nerves. “Jon…”
 “Yeah?” The young man smiled, his breath mixing with the scents they shared, a desire fueled cocktail he stirred carefully with his lips. 
 “It… Doesn’t bother you?” 
 “No… I understand…” 
 “Um…” Kat pulled herself tighter against the man, forcing a whisper that echoed the uncertainty in her own mind. “I meant the sound…”
 Jon’s breath slid against her cheek, coming to rest in her ear where it formed words a split second before his lips touched her neck. “I love it…” 
 Kathrine sighed softly, moving her head back. “Really?” 
 Another breath found her ear after a moment, giving way to the gentle warmth that wrapped around her. “Yeah… How do you do it?” 
 “Its… Um…” Words stalled, fading into a breath she forced despite countless objections, each a formless cry of waiting truth. “Its kind of involuntary… I um… I can stop it if I try hard enough…” 
 Jon grinned, following a flicker from brown depths. “That’s… Interesting…” The young man ran his fingers along her neck carefully sliding down her spine, tracing each bone with a warmth equaled only by his breath. “Please don’t…” 

 Kathrine retraced the physical words, following them to a measured breath of freedom in the hours it took realization to hold her. Slowly her voice trailed off into the soothing heat Jon pulled over her back, a matched breath drying the tears she hadn’t felt. Emotions melted into words as she closed the distance between them, meeting tender lips in an instant. Heat followed the attention as Jon tightened his grip, giving way to the soft tongue that massaged hers with careful strokes. “I love you so much…”

 The young man smiled, a warm expression mirrored the shallow breathing that fell on her lips in time with her heartbeat. “I love you too Kathrine…” Warmth followed carefully spoken words, achingly slow to form despite the breath that fed them. “Always and forever…”

 Words slipped from wavering lips, dying off one by one as resolve melted into the brown eyes that continued to watch her, unyielding to the silent questions and emotions that pushed against her. Finally a voice spoke, a faint touch of breath echoing hope, frail but certain. “I want you to know something…” Kat tightened her voice, unaware of the near silent whisper she had slipped into. “I don’t know how to say it…” 
 Jon tensed slightly, barely noticeable in the warm voice that filled the space between them. “Someone…?” 
 “No… No Jon, no…” Kathrine pulled herself to him, swallowing hard before allowing the faintest of whispers to leave her mouth. “I’m not…” Words died instantly, given to the soft breath the young man used to meet her lips, a match for the voice that filled her mouth an instant later.

 “Then I don’t care…” 
 “Jon…” Kat recoiled slightly. “This is serious…”
 “So am I…” 
 “Jon…” 
 “No… I don’t care what you’ve done… I’m not going to let you go… Ever.” Light flickered in brown depths, instantly leading another breath to locked lips. “I love you.”
 Kat pushed against the man, fighting the words despite a voice somewhere calling out to her. “Now… Now or never.” Another breath slipped between them, a harsh reminder of words rehearsed only in her mind, never aloud. “Jonathan…” 

 “Kat…” The young man licked her lips, carefully tracing a path over her jaw, coming to a gentle kiss at the base of her neck. “I know what we’ve been though… That’s whats important to me… I love you, everything about you… It doesn’t matter, even if you did those things… I’m still going to be here for you…”
 Courage melted under the warm breath Jonathan used to give life to his voice, the words fading into darkened corners at the far edges of her mind. “I told you…” A voice clipped her words from behind green eyes, battering the fragile slivers of hope which continued to beg for her to speak, to make it right.

 Brown eyes continued to follow her carefully, unwavering to the fragile wisps of air Kat tried to form words with. Days lead into heated exchanges that continued their assault on her mind, tearing at her with claws sharpened by fear. “Jo…” Breath gave way to a hollow whisper, steadying slightly when she met his lips, pulling him tightly. “Jon… I… Want…” Tears slid into her eyes, unaware despite the continued flow of tension from within her mind. “I want you to know… If… We’re…” 
 “Kathrine… We’re gonna be fine…”
 “No… No… Jon… If we’re gonna be together… You have to…” A light sip of air touched her lips after an eternity, giving way to another pair as the young man silenced her. 
 “Anything…” 
 Kat sighed deeply, her breath dying out as he tightened his grip. 
 “Anything at all…”
 “Love me…” Fresh tears followed a sharp pain into her whisper. “You’re going to have to be weak… To accept me…” 
 Jon pulled tighter, wrapping her in the warmth that melted her voice before drying her tears. Scents traded off carefully in the distance that didn’t exist, something Kathrine recognized as emotion. Fear. “I wouldn’t have you any other way…”

 “Jon…” Kathrine sipped the air again, retracing the physical mirrors that flowed through her veins. “I can’t help it… I was born like this… I… I… I’m different…” 
 “I know…” A breath touched her lips, following the shaking lips that pressed against hers a moment later. “That’s why I love you… You aren’t like…”
 “I’m not… I’m not hu…”
 “Kathrine… I love you, for you… I always will… You can’t tell me anything to make me feel differently.” Jon smiled softly, kissing her before a wave of tension pulled them close. Minutes disappeared into the soft embrace, following tears and whispers of reassurance that needed no voice, given to a soft rustle of fabric as Jonathan stretched carefully.

 “Jon…” 
 “Yeah?” 

 Kathrine tightened her grip on the man forcing a breath into his mouth as their lips met, taking it back a moment later. Warmth followed her fingers as they traced their way over defined muscles, running the length of his arm before coming to a rest on the large hand that tensed at the small of her back. Another breath found her lungs when Jon’s tongue slid over hers, a match for the fingers she curled around the man’s hand. Heat flowed over her tongue in another wave of pressure as Kat guided the willing hand to her thigh, tensing only slightly when the man’s hand cradled her gently. Movement stopped her breath in an instant before she tensed against him, following a finger that pushed gently against her inner thigh, rubbing slowly. 

 A sigh melted into her throat while the young man continued to massage her, a soft breath flowing between carefully locked lips. The same sigh disappeared entirely as a deep purr took over her thoughts, following the gentle attentions the man’s hand continued slightly higher then before. 

 Jon’s murmur filled her mouth slowly, an approval rivaled only by the soft tongue that continued to massage hers. Fresh adrenaline soaked into the woman’s body, following a shaking hand Kat forced against Jon’s as it pushed against nerve endings. “Sorry…” Jon whispered, sliding his hand away while Kat’s hand tensed around it. 
 “I am…” The woman inhaled, savoring the physical tastes in the air. “I love that…” She grinned, running her tongue over the man’s jaw. “You smell so good right now… But… We… We should probably…” Kat purred softly, following the man’s neck with her tongue. “We should…” Another deep pull of Jon’s scent brought her lips to his neck, swallowing the physical air as she sucked gingerly at the base of his neck. 
 A gasp filled her ear in an instant of warmth and emotion that followed a gentle pressure around her thigh, mirroring the motions of her lips. “I love you…”
 Kathrine sucked harder, running her tongue over the spot of flesh that echoed the scents that continued to mix over the man’s body. The woman tensed slightly, her purr deepening before a wave of surprise touched her in the form of fingers dulled by cotton. Mixed flavors and scents crawled over her tongue despite the tension in the man’s shoulder, each movement a contrast to the wisps of approval that slipped by her ear. 

“Kat…” Jon’s voice pushed against the woman, guiding warm traces of desire over her body, a match for the tension in his body. “Kathrine…”
 Kat lapped at his shoulder, releasing her grip with a soft pull of air. “Yes…?”
 “That… Um…” The young man tilted his head to meet her eyes, emotions and appreciation mirroring the hands he brought around her back. “That kind of… I uh…”
 “I’m sorry…”
 “No… No, its… Different… That’s all, surprised me…”

 Kat nodded, realization slipping into shaking hands as she pulled herself back. “You um… You taste…” She bit her lip, watching the flickering brown orbs for a minute before meeting his lips. Warmth and surprise melted into an embrace of defined muscles and a soft tongue Kathrine slid over with her own. “Like that…”
 Jon grinned slightly, his whisper impacting against her. “I don’t taste anything…”
 “Really?”
 “No…”
 “Oh…” Heat welled up as she kissed the young man again. “You taste… Really… Really good…” 

 An instant slipped between locked eyes, a knowing grin finding it’s way across youthful features while Jon brought a finger between them, carrying slight touches of scents that continued to mix in the air. Another instant passed as the young man licked his index finger, carefully holding her gaze as he did. “This… This I can taste…”
 “Oh…?”
 “Yeah…” Jon smiled again, reaching his hand behind her and cradling her head before meeting her lips with the same fervor she had used. Tastes mixed instantly, vaguely recognizable versions of the man’s skin following something new and unidentifiable, something uniquely theirs. 

 “Oh…” Kat ran her tongue over her lips before sampling the young man again. “That’s alright…” 

 “I like it… A lot…” Another grin faded from the man’s face, melting into a warm expression that followed any number of nameless emotions from his eyes. Minutes flowed into one another, the only auditable sound being matched breathing that paled in comparison to the words as they passed between locked eyes, each a silent reminder of the tender hands which explored her spine.

 “Jon…” Kathrine smiled softly, following her voice with a soft purr.

 “Yeah?” 
 “Thank you…” 
 The young man smiled, closing the space between them in an instant. “I love you…” 
 “I love you too…” Kathrine grinned, licking his lips and savoring the taste as her purr deepened. Another version of her voice slipped around the sound, carefully forming words she knew better then to speak. “We’re gonna make it… Jon, we’re gonna be okay…”
 Tension wrapped around her in an instant, giving way to the tender breath that found her ear a moment later. “Yeah…” Warmth followed his tones into sharpened daggers of reality, each one a solid bite which dragged over her skin despite the armor Jon wrapped around her. “I’m gonna make sure of it…”

 Wood and plaster slowly wrapped around furniture, giving way to panes of glass and the thin curtains that shielded them from the outside world which continued to hammer them with light. Newspapers sat atop lacquered wood, displaying various articles to the woman that leaned back in the large chair, her blonde hair and multi colored features leading scents of strong whiskey and coffee through the air. Eyes locked in an instant as Kathrine made her way through the door frame, following the man in front of her with uncertain steps. Pain rang through with pitched clarity, a silent reminder of the slumped posture and weary expression that composed the woman’s visage. 

 “Morning…” She spoke finally, a throaty sound that barely echoed anything Kat had ever heard.

  “Morning sis…” Jon yawned. “How you feeling?” 
 “Hung over…” Samantha shrugged, taking a long pull from a coffee cup that continued to fill the room with stench of alcohol. 
 The young man chuckled, leading Kat to the table before picking up a sheet of paper. “Anything?”

 “Yeah… Look at this…” Sam nodded at a piece entitled ‘Rikes still at large’ 

 “Man…” Kat whispered, tracing the letters again before sliding behind Jon’s shoulder. Minutes passed in the careful reading of the article that did little to stem the doubts of innocence she could almost taste in the air. “Shoot out? We were running from them….”
 “Yeah no shit…” Jon rotated his injured shoulder, swallowing with the motion. “This is bullshit…” Tension flowed from the page in sips of truth overshadowed by lies of black and white, detailing encounters only they had shared. 

 “Yeah…” Samantha took another long pull from her drink before standing up. “You guys wanna talk about it?” Wavering eyes flickered brightly as they met Kathrine’s, dulled by an expressionless mask that echoed scents of alcohol and tension visible just below her voice.

 Jon looked down at Kat, following her with the same wavering glance, silent pleas for solace that became physical when his voice touched her skin. “I don’t think so… Not right now…”

 “Alright…” Sam stepped to the cupboard, staggering only slightly as she moved. “I’ve been thinking… Maybe you’re right…. We need a plan…” A moment slipped by before she turned, her eyes sharpening to match her voice. “We need to hurry up…”

 “We should… Pool our resources and figure out where we can go from there…” Tension crept across the man’s body reflecting as his muscles flexed in time with the light breaths he took. “I think we’re going to…We’re going to need money…”
 “I…” Kat whispered, forcing the tones despite the sharp glance Sam held her eyes with. “I have about two thousand in my account… I could…”

 “Too risky…” 
 “If we get seen in public, we’re done.” Samantha sighed, stretching her arms before preparing another cup. “We need a way out…” 
 “Okay, what have you got in mind…”
 A soft patter of bare feet found Kathrine’s ears, following a door to the trace scents of shampoo and soap that cut through the air with laser sharpness. Hazel’s form slipped around the hallway a moment later, her hair wrapped up in a towel that match the one she wore around her torso. 
 Kathrine followed the woman’s frame, tracing the legs that carried her through the room. Familiar voices found her mind in clips of breathless conversation she recounted with pitched clarity. “Don’t you wish…”
 “Maybe some hair dye and new clothes…” 
 “What for?” Hazel looked up, meeting Kat’s eyes with a grin before turning to Samantha.

 “Trying to figure out how to get out of here…” 
 “Hold on…” Jon disappeared into the bedroom a moment later, returning with his backpack and a weary, knowing expression. Seconds followed the man as he dug through the bag, producing a notepad and pen with a hollow smile. “Lets brainstorm…”

 “No way, that’s insane…” Kat whispered, following Hazel’s eyes as she slid a finger over the table, drawing out her idea with an invisible marker. 
 “It might work… If you could make it through block moor, then take the off ramp to…”
 “No, Kathrine is right…” Sam sipped from her drink for the hundredth time. “We’d never make it… The police are always out there, its going to be a hell of a lot worse now…” 
 “Well… What about East Crest…”
 “Too much going on…” Jon sighed. 
 Eyes followed one another through the dim haze of ideas and rejections that floated just above the table, made physical by the sheets of note paper crumpled up across it’s surface. 
 “So…” Jon inhaled, following his written words. “We have eight thousand dollars we can’t touch… No wheels, no clothes, food, water, shelter, and…”
 “Pocket lint.” Kathrine whispered carefully.
 Jon looked over, his eyes lighting up to match the warm grin on his face. “Oh… Yeah. That too…” A light chuckle lead to a deep breath before the man turned back to his paper. “Okay… So we need…”
 “I can get some money together…” Hazel nodded. “I have some friends that owe me…” 
 “How much?” 
 “Um… Probably a couple thousand…” 

 Kathrine inhaled sharply, her voice fighting with the objections that didn’t exist. “Are you sure?”
 “Yeah, I can have it by… Friday maybe?” 
 “Okay… So what about a car… Clothes…”
 “I can pick some stuff up from the thrift store if you don’t mind hand me downs… You’re too tall to wear anything I have…” 
 Samantha looked over, her expression a curious version of the level voice she used to fill the air. “What about a car…” 
 “Um…” 
 “You were on a roll…” Sam grinned, her weary face more then a match for the slumped shoulders she carried. 
 “Ye… Yeah, I think I can swing that…”

 Eyes met carefully, emotions and appreciation trading off between them even as the woman swallowed hard. Kathrine breathed in, following the dense air that thickened around the table. “Th… Thank you… So much…” 
 “Yeah… Thanks.” Jon nodded.

 Hazel swallowed, her breath wavering slightly before the words came between them. “Don’t forget what you promised Kath… I’m going to hold you to it…”

 Warmth flowed into fair skin, given a breath that could only manage to stay in her lungs. Finally Kat nodded, catching a glimpse of the sharp green eyes that followed her every movement. 
 Jonathan inhaled, his words falling against Kat’s ear a moment later. “We… We’re going to need some first aid stuff too… Just incase…”
 “And ammo…” Samantha’s level voice cut through the air, drawing immediate attention.

 Kathrine swallowed, a breath forming slowly despite the repeated attempts to stop it. “This is all my fault…”
 “Deal with it.” Sam hissed. 

 “I…”
 “Look. It happened, we’re here because of you… But we’re going to get out of it… We’re going to find a nice little hole and crawl in… Who knows, we might enjoy it…”

 “Sam, please don’t start this again… Its not her fault, you’re here because I chose to…”
 “That’s bullshit, she…”
 Jon stood up, the motion just quicker then the soft green eyes that watched him. “Listen to me, Kat couldn’t have done anything... We…”
 “So you didn’t tell him yet?” Sam looked over at the woman, fixing her in place with a sly grin. “Maybe I should…”
 “She told me everything I need to know. And I’m telling you…” 

 “Jon… Calm down…” Kathrine slid her hand over the man’s shoulder, tensing as he forced another breath into his voice.

 “We’re going to be fine… In a couple years when this all blows over we’ll be…”
 “We’ll be fugitives…” 
 “I can live with that…”
 “For how long?”
 Kathrine felt another wave of tension impact against her physically when the young man breathed in. “Jon… Just…”
 “As long as we can… We’ll make it out of this… We’ve been through worse…”
 “Worse? Worse! Listen to this! When… When has it been worse? You’re running around town with a grown woman, hiding from a...”
 “That ‘grown woman’ has a name… And you know what?” Jon stepped forward, a muscle flexing in his jaw. “I don’t care… If I had to do it again, I would...” 
 “Jonathan…” Sam sat back, pursing her lips before allowing an unnerving calm to speak for her. “Would you? Look me in the eyes and tell me that… Make me believe it…” 
 Hours ground into a haggard breath Kathrine could barely keep in her lungs, a match for the silence that filled the room. Slowly a hand came to rest on her shoulder, a large, warm reminder of the emotions that needed no voice. Another wave of warmth flowed over her body in pulls of energy that followed the man’s fingers as they worked over her skin. 
 “I would do anything… Samantha… For you, for her…” Pressure worked into Kat’s shoulders, following the careful breath the young man let slip over her head. “I refuse to let you…”
 “And I refuse to let you endanger yourself… Jon, it happened… I was hurt too but this is not the way to make up for it… You did the right thing, you…”
 “You weren’t there.” 
 Kathrine winced as Jon’s hand tensed. “Jon…” 

The pressure subsided instantly, given to the tension in the young man’s eyes, a silent apology that echoed in sips of carefully spoken words. “It won’t happen again…”

 Samantha breathed in deeply, ending a long pull from her drink. “You wanna die out there? Do you really understand…”
 “He does…” Kat whispered. 
 “And you would know…?”

 Jon massaged her shoulders, more firm then before.  Energy followed his fingers despite the tension Kathrine felt welling up from the steady gaze Sam watched her with. Minutes followed the same tension into a thick silence broken only by a hiss of air as Samantha sat back. 
 “We’ll need IDs… Passports… Hair dye... A car, money… Clothes, food and water… At least a months worth…” A breath passed Sam’s lips, crashing against fragile silence before forming sharp daggers of speech. “Ammunition and medical supplies too…”

 “I think I can get those things…” Hazel whispered carefully, sighing a moment later. “Theres a sporting goods store down on Mollison… I… I don’t know about the others…”

 Another gentle pressure worked it’s way up Kathrine’s neck on either side, guiding warmth over her body in physical waves that fell from her shoulders. Brown eyes slipped into view as she turned her head, giving way to reminders of emotions she could barely identify. 
 “We wouldn’t need the passports or IDs… Would we? I mean if we go through a checkpoint or something… It won’t matter…”

 “Maybe not… But it would buy us some time… If we got pulled over…” Sam shrugged. 

 “The vehicle registration…” Kat swallowed, forcing the words while Jon continued to draw energy over her shoulders. “The registration, insurance… None of it would come back in our names…”

 “Yeah… We’d be screwed…”
 “And if we stay here… We’re screwed…” Sam nodded following Kathrine’s eyes with emotions she could easily name, mirrored by the scents of fear and seething hatred that continued to mix in the air. “So what should we do? Stay here and wait… To die, or take our chances and leave the country…”
 “I… I um…”
 “We should leave…” Jonathan tightened his grip, working his thumbs between the woman’s shoulder blades. 
 “Jon…” Kat looked up, allowing the slightest purr to push against the warm hands that continued to work against the tension in her body. Seconds melted into the strong grip Jonathan used to send fresh waves of warmth through her shoulders, muffling her voice before it could form the words she could barely recognize. “We… We need to…” A deep sigh silenced her entirely as Jon’s thumbs touched her spine with a sharp crack of energy. “Oh man…” 
 “Are you having fun?” Samantha’s voice cut through the emotions in an instant, shattering the soft lull the young man’s hands had pulled her into. 
 “Um…” Kathrine winced, forcing objection through her body despite the continued attentions. “We would need to get gas too… Containers of it, and radiator water… Just in case…”
 Samantha’s eyes followed Kat carefully, narrowing with each second Jon worked her shoulders. Finally they slid up, coming to rest just above Kathrine’s, all but disappearing behind a mask of readable emotions and battered skin. Minutes ticked by while the eyes watched the space above her, the tension almost physical as she exhaled sharply. “Fine.”
 Kat looked up, barely able to meet the sharpened brown eyes that flickered with any number of nameless emotions. “Jon…?” The large hands slid from her shoulders carefully, following the warm, almost satisfied grin that made it’s way across the young man’s face.

 “Yeah, it is…” 
 “Jonathan…” Hazel’s whisper tugged attention from the room before greeting it with a light grin. “You guys get your clothes ready and I’ll put em in the wash… I’ll get some for Sam and… The other stuff…” 

 “Yeah… Will do…” The young man slipped down to a crouch next to Kat, jotting down a list of items they had duplicates of in their backpacks. “We’re also going to need a road map… Some note pads, pens, first aid kits… Big ones, and um…”
 “Ammo.” Sam said flatly. “Forty caliber, nine millimeter and twelve gauge…”

 Breath choked off Kathrine’s body in an instant, a mirror for the muscles that tensed skin white in Jon’s neck as he continued to write. Minutes slipped by as the young man handed off the paper before digging his clothes out, as Hazel disappeared into her bedroom. Kat followed suit carefully withdrawing her own laundry before donning new clothes. A white pair of sweat pants replaced blue, followed immediately by a white tank top that vaguely resembled the one Samantha wore. 
 Hazel emerged the same instant Kat did, giving a familiar grin to the large plastic basket she held. “I’ll probably be back in a couple hours… I need to run some errands, one of you should check the wash at about ten… It’s the third door on the right, bottom floor.”
 “I’ll get it…” Jon nodded. 

 Kathrine inhaled, placing her hand on Hazel’s shoulder as she opened the door. “Thank you… For everything…” 
 “Don’t thank me… Sam is the only reason you’re not out on the street right now… If it had been anyone else… Even Jon…” A shallow whisper echoed through Kat’s mind in steady touches of truth and recognition while the shorter woman hoisted the basket. “I love Jon like he was my son, but… This is some serious shit Kat… I don’t understand why you haven’t told him yet…” 
 Kathrine’s heart jumped. “H… How…? How did you know?” 
 “Sam told me… You better hurry girl… She isn’t the patient type… Let him know, help him deal with it… She’s going to make you look like the bad guy here if you don’t…” 
 “H… How am I supposed to help him deal with it… I don’t even understand it…” Faint whispers traded behind locked eyes, given to the uncertain emotions that pounded against her every breath.

 “Break it to him easy… Be as gentle as possible… He doesn’t need a kick in the face… You need to get him alone, relaxed and then ease it in…” A weary grin crossed her face before she leaned in closer. “Kindda like sex…”

 Breath slipped through her lips, dying off before it could form the words she had prepared. Heat followed soon after, giving way to a barely noticed tug at her mouth as images traded behind her eyes, shut off immediately when the door shut.  

 “Yeah… So?” Jon’s voice touched Kathrine’s ears, echoing the slight edge of his words with distinct clarity. 
 “It doesn’t bother you that she was your teacher at some point? She’s twenty five years old for Christ’s sake…” Harsh tones followed immediate action as Samantha stood up, sending the chair clattering to the ground. “Jon…”
 “Samantha. Stop, you’re…”
 “Kat, get in here…”
 Kathrine swallowed hard, tracing the bitter glare Samantha used to regard her. “Y… Yes…?”

 “Whats you’re…”
 “This isn’t right…” Jon looked over, an apologetic mirror of words unspoken, silent warnings of the approaching storm.

 “Kat, what is it you see in my brother? What kind of life do you think the two of you could have together if this were to all of a sudden disappear… Kids? Maybe a nice little college fund that he can pay for when hes not even out of…”
 “Sam…” Another swallow of the thick air brought Kathrine’s voice to bare, the words weakened versions of the objections in her mind. “We… Um… We’ve been trying so hard to… To survive… I mean, we um… We’ve been…”
 “Answer the question.”
 Brown orbs flickered just out of her sight, carefully spoken pleas that lent strength to the words Kat could barely form. “Sam, we’ve been through so much… So have you, but… Right now what we need to do is plan… Put our differences aside…”
  “Differences! Listen to this! Tell you what Kat, you show me a difference that we need to set…”
 “Stop the bullshit, Sam we have more important stuff to worry about…” 

 Samantha clenched her hands, forming fists she used to prop herself up on the thick table. Minutes dragged through the deafening silence, broken only by the labored breathing Sam let slip from her clenched jaw. “F…”
 “Sam.” Kathrine whispered.
 “Fuck you…”
 Kathrine inhaled sharply, emotions and heat welling up slowly even as Jonathan followed his sister’s stance. Objections traded off with carefully silenced truths, giving themselves to her lips before she had a chance to stop them. “Samantha. When… When I met Jon, I never, ever thought it would turn out like this… I met someone that had been troubled by life… Alone and scared… Just like me… We became friends, you might even say I… I liked him from the start… But when this stuff started happening, he didn’t leave… Why? I don’t know… But there isn’t a minute that goes by I don’t think about it, about what I’ve brought upon you… I know that no amount of pleading for forgiveness… No words, no… Actions… Will make it right… But I’m not going to let you two… Die… Because of this… I would give my life to see that you’re alright… If it comes to that, say the word Sam… And I’ll disappear… But…”
 “The word.” Sam looked up, her jaw flexed in a mirror of the heat in her eyes. “The word Kat, what is it? Tell me, cause I want you gone so bad I would be willing to help it along… The only reason your breathing right now is because of Jon… I’m not, by nature, a violent person Kathrine… But…”
 “Stop it… Both of you. This isn’t helping…”
 “What then? Jon you…”
 “We need to come up with a plan… Right now…”
 “This… This, Jon… We…”
 “Shut up will you?” Jon cocked his head to the side, following his words with a touch of distain. “We’re going to…”
 “No, you shut up! We’ve been…” Samantha roared, her voice pounding against the walls even as Jonathan stepped back, grabbing his bag before heading toward the door. “Don’t you even…”
 Kat looked up, shrinking under the steeled eyes that watched her with any number of nameless emotions, mirrored only by the sharp bite in her voice. The young man slipped by her, offering solace in the large hand that cupped her arm gently, applying a slight pressure as he made his way to the bedroom. 

 “Jon… Please…” 
 The young man stalled for an instant, turning his head before giving his breath to a razor. “Cool down Sam… When you think you can drop the attitude… You know where to find me…”  
 Kathrine swallowed, following Jon into the dim room that suddenly warmed under the soft sigh she let slip from her mouth. “Jon…” Seconds melted into hours under the warm gaze of brown eyes, unwavering to the adrenaline that had shaken his hands. “We… Um…”
 “Yeah…” The young man shrugged, dropping his backpack on the bed before withdrawing a thick book, it’s surface marred by any number of formless pleas for help. “She and I share one thing…” 
 Kat stepped closer, shaking feet carrying her over the hard wood that stretched out for miles in all directions. Emotions and ideas traded off carefully behind green eyes, each screaming out for the words that needed to be spoken, the relief that begged for reality. “Jon…”
 “Willpower…” Jon nodded at the book, meeting Kat’s eyes for a split second before sliding onto the bed. “She and I have always been at each other’s throats… Even after our parents died… We have our good times and bad… But she’s always been kind of harsh when it came to… Well… You know.”
 Kathrine slowly made her way around the bed, taking a seat next to the young man. “Jon… Do you think that… I mean, what… What do you think?”
 “About?”
 “Us… She… She did make a point… I mean…”
 Minutes slipped between locked eyes, each second forming a question that couldn’t be answered by the voices that argued back and forth, silent prayers unheard by any but the two souls that shared them. Words splintered the silence, carefully spoken versions of a truth underlying of the unique relationship they had begun. “Kathrine… I don’t care, I love you… No one, nothing, absolutely nothing will change how I feel about you… I want to be with you, if that means giving up this…” The young man pointed at his backpack, accenting the point as he pulled a pencil from it. “I’m fine with that… If Sam doesn’t like it, tough… Let her deal with…”
 “Jonathan…” Kat whispered, forcing the words despite the voices screaming in her ear to stop. “I love you too, but… Jon, if we… I mean, you have you’re whole life ahead of you… I’m… I’m uh…”
 “Look…” Jon leaned in closer, drawing a warmth across Kathrine’s shoulders when his hands came to rest. “I love you, I would die for you…” 
 “Would you live for me?” The woman closed the distance, sliding her hands around the man’s back as she met his eyes. “Could you live?”

 Heat followed the man’s hands to the small of her back where pressure changed into energy, guiding Kathrine’s frame into the arms that wrapped around her after a second. “I would… I would do anything to be with you Kat… Anything.”
 Kathrine sighed, the pounding of a heart not her own filling her ears with emotions mirrored only by the soft traces of warmth that followed fingers over her back and sides, tightening against the breaths she could barely keep in her lungs. “Jon…”

 “Yeah?” 
 “Could… Could you… Could you let me go?”

 Wood stretched out under the carefully muted sunlight that crept through small windows on either side of the large bed in the middle of the wall. Light blue fabric flowed over the thick mattress, giving way to lightly tanned feet and heavy denim before melting into the pure white cotton that rested on either side of the form’s legs. Fair skinned arms wrapped carefully around defined muscles, meeting one another under large hands which held a book carefully. 

 Lines came together as they had done for the past hour, slowly forming features Kathrine had defined pages ago. Her mother and father continued to grin at her, unwavering to the large hand that traced their outline with warmed precision. A woman stepped from behind them, her soft features and warm grin more then a match for the other woman directly beside them, Samantha and her mother. Jonathan finished the picture as he had done the others, with a soft grin and a large hand which he guided under her thigh. 

 “Jon…” Kathrine exhaled sharply, following the gentle fingers with a tension she hadn’t realized even as it slid up her back. Another kind of tension ended the exploration when Jonathan ran his fingers back to the page, looking over his shoulder with a guarded wisp of air that traded between locked lips.

 “Please…” Jon grinned, the question a call to the countless requests he had made while sketching. “Just a little…?”
 Kat tensed against the young man, the same as she had done every other time. “Jon… It makes me feel… Um…” Words trailed off into a warm flicker before dying off completely as he turned back to the book. “Jon I…”
 “Its cool… I think I understand…” A calm voice echoed in the faint strokes of graphite Jon pulled across a fresh page. Seconds slipped into minutes, bringing faint marks into recognizable features, a small square that occupied a section of the page with images of a young man sitting next to a woman, smiling softly against a backdrop of a setting sun. “You know… There were times that I… I had hopped we might…” A light sigh ended the man’s words as he began to fill in another square, slightly larger then the last. “I had thought maybe we could… Be something, like, outside of all of this… Had it never happened…” 
 Kathrine tightened her grip before meeting the man’s cheek with her own. Words traded off behind green eyes, fighting one another for the voice Kat couldn’t muster. Finally a whisper came as a woman stood at the head of a table, her long dress a match of the feast that stretched out over the vibrant colored linen she could almost see. “I… Jon…” Again she tightened her grip, following the gentle fingers that traced the woman’s outline again. “I wish we could have… But I know… It wouldn’t have happened…” 
 “Why not…?” A soft whisper brought details and shadows into the small picture as minutes ticked by in silence.

 “We… I… Jon…” Kat sighed, cringing as truth found her lips. “Jon, I haven’t ever been this close to someone… You don’t know how hard it is to keep from… I…” Another sigh lead tension through her body in a fit of heated tears she barely noticed. “Every time I think about this… It hurts so much Jon… I’ve… I’ve taken your life, but… I love you, so much…” 
 Brown eyes slid into view slowly as the young man craned his neck around, emotions lead silent whispers between them, vanishing into a haze of light scents Kathrine recognized as a physical reminder of the fear in his eyes. “Kat… We… We survived, we’ll keep doing it too… Whoever these bastards are… We’ll outsmart them, even if… If it takes the rest of our lives.”
 “Jon…” Kathrine closed the distance between them, meeting the man’s lips with hers. “I don’t want us to have to worry about going outside and wondering if we’re going to get shot at… If we’re going to get cornered… If… Jon… I don’t want to loose you… I… I…” Minutes slipped between locked eyes, a soft breath going back and forth as lips formed whispers meant only for them. “I don’t have the words… I can’t find them… But I love you Jonathan… I want you to know that…”
 “I love you too Kathrine…” Jon licked her lips carefully, a soft reminder of the hand that had slid over hers. “We’re going to be okay… I promise you…” 
 “Shut up Jon…” Kat whispered, meeting the man’s lips with her own before cradling his head. Minutes disappeared into the heated breath that moved over tongues, massaging one another with deliberate movements mirrored carefully by intertwined fingers. Slowly lips parted, air reflecting from them as eyes watched one another, melting the fears the outside world was preparing for them. Kathrine pulled her hands around the man’s torso again, cradling the firm tension in weary muscles that moved only slightly to pick up the pencil again. “Always… And forever…” The woman tensed again, allowing a faint purr to reflect from deep within her throat.

 Heat melted against her as the young man adjusted to the new position, sliding down to a stop with his head on her chest. “Please don’t stop…” Jon looked up, offering warmth in faint whispers that brought relief to Kathrine’s body, to the sound that deepened between them. 
 Hours followed one another through the deep purr, giving way to images of memories not experienced but truly felt, utterly real. Images played across the page in black and white, photographs of parks and picnics that slowly made room for candle lit dinners before returning to a tire swing Kathrine had brought from her past, a lone reminder of a life she wanted for them. Finally Jon traced an outline over a large portion of the page, a square he used to frame a bed that drew familiarity in traces of graphite and fading sunlight that draped shadows around the pair. A woman sat against the thick back board, her legs on either side of the young man, supporting him nearly as much as the hands that were intertwined, more then a match for the eyes that watched each other. Shadows followed soon after, shrouding the image in shades of protection from anyone who would seek to undo the ties that bound them together, a silent prayer made physical as Jon looked up, offering the words that followed his voice a moment later. “I love you…”
 Kathrine’s purr deepened as it had any number of times before, leading tension into her body as she tightened her grip. “I love you…” Sound changed light in an instant, unregistered until Samantha’s form slipped into the brightly lit door way. Bare feet slipped from under blue jeans before a snug t-shirt changed the denim into shades of white with underlying black that peeked through the material. Kat swallowed, fighting her body for silence even as her hands pulled against the man’s arms. 
 “Feeling better?” Jon looked up, closing the book before bringing his hands to rest over his waist.

 “Jon… Can we talk now?”
 “You forgot the wash…” Hazel’s light tone slipped around the woman in the door, following her as she passed by. 
 “Yeah… Alright, whats up…”

 Samantha took in a deep breath, her eyes roving over the pair even as Kathrine tightened her grip. “Um… Mind if I come in?”

 Jon looked up, meeting Kathrine’s eyes with an unease that reflected in his muscles which tensed slightly. “Yeah…”

 “I… I’ve been thinking a lot about what you said… Jon, I’m sorry… I wasn’t thinking straight…”
 “Well duh…” Jon smiled. “Last time you had that much alcohol in you I had to carry you to the apartment…” Another grin changed his face, lending warmth to the light tone Kat felt as he pushed against her. “Good thing that cabbie was a woman…”
 “Right…” Sam chuckled slightly, an obvious effort that did little to curb the edge in her eyes. “So… Um, if you’re ready to talk… Hazel made dinner and…”
 “I’m not hungry… Kat?” The young man looked up, his eyes flickering slightly as his hand curled around hers. 

 “N… No, thanks…” A whisper forced it’s way from her lips before Kat managed to return the attention, shrinking under Samantha’s gaze.

 “Well… No sense is leaving the door open… Have a seat.” Jon crossed his legs, making an obvious effort to keep his torso still. “Now… About this ‘You were right’ thing…”
 “Y… Yeah, Jon… You were right… We need to plan… Hazel got the stuff, accept for the first aid stuff…” Sam pursed her lips before slipping onto the edge of the bed. “She talked to her friend… She’s gonna be able to get about twenty five hundred… Maybe four days or so… And a car…”
 Kathrine inhaled sharply, following the tension in the woman’s voice as she recounted the words. “Sam… What about food… Warm clothing…” 
 “We’ve got that covered too… She called some friends and gave them a line about a needy family…” Seconds ticked by in silence, interrupted only by the echoes of lines that hung in the air. “We’ll be ready for a trip to the Yukon by the time she’s done…” 

 Relief met Kat’s body slowly, a sharp contrast to the tension in the young man’s shoulders. A tension that flowed over her hand an instant later as Jon sighed. 
 “That isn’t going to be enough Sam…”
 “Yeah it…”
 “No, I mean the money… Even if we had enough gas to get to… Wherever, food too… Theres still going to be shelter, emergencies… Um… Feminine stuff…” Another sharp bite changed the man’s tone before giving way to serious whispers of aged words. “I mean, we could probably live out of a car for a while… Stretch the food out with some homeless shelter meals… Maybe a little slight of hand here and there… But Sam, what are we going to do if one of us gets hurt… Sick… What if we have to… New IDs too… Working papers or something?”
 “I was thinking maybe… We go to Mexico… Guatemala, or some place big… Where we could just melt into the background for a while… A couple years maybe, then get our citizenship… Different names of course, maybe we’d even be able to move out from there…”
 “Money sis… Money…”
 Kathrine swallowed, wincing as words formed at the edge of her mind. “We wouldn’t… We wouldn’t exactly fit in… You might, but… Skin tones and stuff… I mean, it would be easy to pick us out…”

 “Who said you were…”
 “She’s right…” Jon nodded. “You could fit the part if you dyed your hair black, maybe… But we’d be easy to spot…” The young man sighed as minutes dragged into hours, the silence almost physical in the wake of broken hopes all to evident. “What about Canada…”
 “Too far away…” 
 “Why not… We could stay in the states… There are hundreds of people every day that just disappear… I mean… We…”
 “Are wanted criminals…”

 “True, but…”
 “Um… I have an idea…” Kat exhaled slowly, recounting clips of something just behind her mind. “I read this article once… About a man that had stolen someone’s ID card and replaced the picture with his… He used it to buy stuff on credit cards… I mean… Its not much, but if we could find some ID cards and…”
 “They’re printed on Kat…” Jon looked up, his voice warm despite the tension in his muscles. “That’s probably why…”

 “Staying here is suicide…” Sam sighed. “The FBI… The Feds Kat… This isn’t a little curfew violation or something… If they catch us… Not to mention the Ord…” 
”Yeah, so? Sam… Do you have the slightest idea about how to get around in Mexico? Can you speak Spanish, cause I sure as hell can’t… Rock and a hard place…”

 “Canada is a long drive… But, if we drove day and night, we could make it in a couple days… Right?” Kathrine allowed a sliver of hope to brighten her tone before plunging it into the jagged green orbs that followed her without remorse. “Theres a lot of territory out there…”

 “Yeah… But we would have to get the money changed over to their currency… I think the borders are more heavily patrolled too... We’d be stuck…”
 “What about a small township somewhere… H… Here in the states? We could just settle in with the locals… May… Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad…”
 “You know… That would be nice…” Jon looked up, offering a slight grin that echoed the fingers which curled around her hand, tighter then the flicker that replaced his eyes for an instant. 
 “No… It’d never work… If anyone, anyone at all heard about us…” Minutes silenced Sam, giving her to the slump she used to hang her head a moment later. “If we went to Mexico… We could at least fall into some kind of background…”

 “Sam… If we went to Mexico we wouldn’t know anyone… The places… We wouldn’t even know the language, it would be damn near impossible to start over…”

 Green eyes followed one another carefully creeping over the words the woman spoke silently, threats and reminders of pain yet to come. Slowly a thin smile changed soft features before giving way to a stinging breath Kathrine couldn’t help but feel. “So what would you suggest, teacher…”
 “Hey now…” Jon spoke instantly stalling the breath Kat had prepared. 

 “Seriously… What would you do Kat… If it was just you, alone… With no one to fall back on… Out in the rain and…” 
 “Cool it Sam… Please.”

 “I…” Kathrine whispered, forming the words slowly as she pulled against the heat in her arms. “I would have died a long time ago…” Warmth pushed through the words, following the attention with a gentle hand that cupped hers after a moment. 
 Samantha sighed, meeting Kat’s eyes with emotions only she could understand, the same emotions that changed slightly as she came to look at her brother. “Alright… Well what if we picked up some language tapes… Maps… We could at least get a head start on it… Jon, I’m not saying that it would be easy… But we don’t really have that much choice…”

 “Sam, remember when you started that grease fire in the kitchen…” Warmth followed the man’s words before leading to a light seriousness that hinted at the gentle pressure he brought against Kat’s hand. “The one I tried to put out with that big pitcher of water…” 

 “Y… Yeah…”
 “Remember how dad was going on about the choices we make can have a big impact on our lives, even though we don’t realize it at the time…?” 
 “Yeah… My ears are still ringing from when mom screamed… She was so pissed…”
 A light chuckle lead tension through the young man’s hand, dulling the edge that crept through Kathrine’s mind before sharpening it as scents followed unspoken words. Fear and unease hung thick despite the calm facades the siblings presented to one another. Slowly Samantha looked up, her eyes narrowing only slightly as she regarded the woman, the outsider. The freak.

 “But… Um… Yeah,  but after the flames died down… Remember what dad said?”
 Samantha pursed her lips, words marching across her face as options were considered and memories relived. “Uh…”
 “No matter what you do… How bad it gets… Don’t be afraid to take a breath and think about what you’re doing… Don’t dawdle, but…”
 “Know you’re ready to act…” 

 Kathrine swallowed, following the warm voice that melted into Jon’s hands, bringing with it soft reminders of a life she had helped destroy. Tension silenced the voices which screamed behind her eyes, begging to let her voice take form, to make it right regardless of the pain it would bring. “Here Kat, do it now so Sam knows you did… Let her feel justified… Even if it kills you…” 
 “Yeah, so what I’m thinking is... We get the tapes, like you said… Maps and all that, fine… But we’ll never make it in time, we’re talking days, not months… We’d need someone familiar with the area…” 
 “No… We could…”
 “Um… Jon…” Kathrine whispered, her words barely forming despite the force she used to push them out. “What… What if… What if we were to… Sell these tickets…”
 “Why?” Jon looked up. 

 Kat swallowed hard, disbelief strangling her words even as realization found her, speaking of the reality of an idea and the consequences waiting. “We… We give them to someone… Then take off in the opposite direction… If they… If they get stopped at a check point, or Border Patrol… They…”
 Jonathan smiled, his mouth moving just before Sam’s voice cut through the air. 

 “Don’t even try to play Kat… You know you’d do it and not feel anything…”

 Tears fought for air as Kathrine clenched her hand, solace just out of reach despite the warmth that tightened it’s grip. “I… No, Sam…” 
 “Bullshit, I can see it in your eyes…”
 “Cool it sis…” Jon sharpened his voice to match the tension in his muscles, felt with every breath that pushed against Kat’s body. “She might be on to something, we should consider it…”
 “I got no problem with it… But she needs to drop the innocent attitude… We all know better…” 
 “What the hell is wrong with you… We’ve been…” Jon breathed in deeply before a glacial voice changed his tones. “Sam, look… We’ve all been through a lot, but we’re going to get nowhere like this… Just… Please… Stop it, at least till we get outta here…”
 “But Jon, she…”
 “Sam… Please…”
 Green eyes met, soft features standing as a sharp contrast to the heated edge that erased the distance between them, only to melt against emotions and hope Kathrine tried to force together, a shield against the words she knew had to be spoken. A physical reminder of the shield tensed again before speaking, all but erasing the stare with an aged tone.

 “It isn’t going to get easier from here… If we let our emotions take us over, we’re going to get killed… I love you Sam… I won’t let anything happen to you, I won’t let anything get in our way if I can…” 
 “Jon… Listen to yourself… I love you too but if we’re gonna get killed… Wouldn’t you like to know why?”
 Muscles tensed in an instant, a fresh wave of adrenaline giving way to the panicked breath Kat couldn’t hold in her lungs, the same breath that stalled when she tried to form words. 

 “Look, I don’t give a shit what someone says… We didn’t do anything, and I refuse to let…”
 “Jonathan! You’re seventeen years old! Listen to your older sister… For once, for the love of God will you please listen to me…”
 “I did… And you tell me some bullshit story about how it’s all Kat’s fault… You know damn well if I hadn’t sided with her you wouldn’t be involved…” 
 “You’re too young to be in this shit… And for what? Why? Do you really think this woman gives a damn about you? What the hell is she going to want with a kid… After this is all said and done she’s going to be gone Jon… She’s going to use you… Just like Beth…”
 Kathrine bit her lip, fighting words with a ferocity paled by the tension Jon tried to pull himself up, held in place by muscles soaked in adrenaline. Slowly breath slipped, giving life to a razor Kat couldn’t have identified if it hadn’t been her own voice. “As a matter of fact I do care… I love him Sam… I wake up every day thankful that I even met him, and had he walked away I still would be… Sam, no matter what you say… What you think… I love him… I can’t begin to understand what the hell is going on, what I’ve done to you... What I am… But if we make it out… I’d like to… I would love to spend the rest of my life with him…” A breath caught Kat’s voice for a split second as ideas traded through a flurry of nameless emotions, each resembling a heated passion she could almost feel at the corner of her eyes. “I wouldn’t expect you to understand… I don’t really give a damn if you do… I’m in love with him, he stood by me when no one would… He didn’t quit when he had the chance… He saved my life Samantha… And before all this? We we’re friends… We could have told each other anything… Anything at all and we wouldn’t have to worry about being judged… About being persecuted because something wasn’t right… Because we weren’t ‘right’…” Another breath emptied her lungs into the space between locked eyes, battered features recoiled in the same instant, surprise and wordless hatred taking root as Kat found her voice again, slightly lower then before. “Samantha… He’s not a ‘kid’… Even though…” The woman winced as brown eyes found her, appraising with careful attention. “He’s… I… No… He’s not a kid damnit… He’s you’re brother… He’s a young man that grew up too fast… He didn’t have a choice, and you know what? Neither did I… I didn’t ask to be like this, I would change if I could…”
 Hours slipped by in seconds, a hollow voice ringing through the distance even as Samantha slumped her shoulders. “So you told him?”

 “Ye… Yeah, she did…” Jon turned, the words forcing new adrenaline into Kathrine’s body while he clenched her hand. “You know what? It doesn’t matter…”
 “I… Jon…” Sam inhaled. “You… You told him everything? And you’re… Well what…” Another hour ticked by before streaks of water slipped down the woman’s face, each a biting reminder of the harsh words and outright lies that had been traded. “We… Well… Fuck…” Samantha stood, following the pair with her eyes before forcing a hollow tone into the air. “Did… Did he tell you why he never quit? Did he tell you about the accident? Did he? Jon did you tell her about the six weeks you spent in juvy… She’s… She’s going to do it to you Jon… Mark my words… She’s going to let you take the fall…” 
 “Fuck you.” 
 “Jonathan!” Kat tensed.
 Noise filled the room, splintering the tension with a loud crack of wood impacting against wood, the same wood that sealed the bedroom and the fanged echoes of conversation from unwilling ears. Warmth moved under smaller hands, cradling them with shaking movements that matched the tensing muscles in the young man’s body, each one forcing a breath, an emotion Kat couldn’t name. Minutes pulled one another through the thickening silence, giving way to scents and tension as Jon rolled over, supporting himself despite the gentle pulls she tried to join their bodies with. 
 “I’m sorry… Kat… I…” A breath touched her lips gently, reflecting the words he spoke. “Thank you…”

 Kathrine pulled the man tighter, warmth wrapping around her a second before tears fell from her cheeks, giving life to the faint whisper she could almost understand. “I’m sorry…” Tension followed the breath as a cheek pushed against hers, rubbing as softly as the hands that tightened around her. “I’m so sorry…”
 “Kathrine…” Jon’s voice touched her ear, a tense breath that pounded her nerves in an instant. “I love you… No matter what, anything… Anything, please… Just… Don’t… Don’t…” Moisture registered slowly, drawing the woman’s arms tighter despite the pressure he brought against her body as muscles went limp. “Please don’t let it hurt this much...” 
 “I…” Kat swallowed, pulling tighter. “I can’t… Jon, I can’t….”
 “Please…”
 “I… I’ll try…”

****

 Light slipped through drawn curtains, faint strips of orange and white that crept through the darkness, over hard wood and blue fabric. Fair skin and light cotton followed one another into a gentle warmth that tensed slightly under Jon’s arm, a movement that followed the bare whisper of pained words a moment later. 

 “When mom died… Dad… Lost it… I mean, he and I both fell apart… He stopped caring about everything, we were…” Kathrine pushed against him carefully, echoing the tension in her body before another whisper took to the air. “He started drinking… All the time, trying to forget… Trying to get away… But that didn’t stop the collectors… It didn’t stop the memories…”
 Jon pulled the woman closer, kissing the back of her neck as she continued. 

 “I was twelve years old… Holding down two jobs and going to school… He couldn’t… He couldn’t even get up in the morning…” A tight cringe brought her voice to a stop, an immediate mirror of the hand that shook almost as violently as her words. “I did everything I could to keep anyone from finding out… I put on a smile and lied when people would ask why my father wasn’t around, why I couldn’t play at someone’s house… It hurt so much to come home and find dad passed out in the chair, listening to mom’s jewelry box… You could see the tears, he… I’d fix dinner, burn it, then throw something together… I wouldn’t stop crying…” Tension followed tears against the young man’s body, drawing a gentle pull of breath as Kat forced her whisper. “I couldn’t stop… Every night until I would finally fall asleep…”

 Hours dragged through the countless tears that fought Jon’s hand as Kathrine’s form cringed against him. Emotions trailed off into a gentle pain that barely registered when the young man slid his other arm around her shoulder, bringing it to rest over her.

 “One day, I met this man… He… He helped me so much, he introduced me to God… Taught me about how there was a plan… For each of us…” Kathrine’s fingers slipped through the young man’s, accenting the warmth in her voice with a gentle squeeze. “He helped me find the strength when I was at my lowest… When the land lord evicted us, when we had no place to stay… When my grades started hitting the floor… Father McAthen… Ron, gave us a place to stay before we moved into a real apartment… But even though the church found us some food donations… Clothes too… It never got better, we scraped by… Most of the time… With just enough money to buy some milk and soap…” Kathrine breathed in deeply, her breath starving the fragile hopes Jon had found just behind the words. “We… It was so hard… I got a job at a bank when I was seventeen… Lied about my age and got a teller’s position… When I graduated… Man… Ron was trying so hard to get me to go to college… But I didn’t want to… I had a job that paid the bills…” 
 Jon tightened his grip slowly, following the words with carefully measured silence. Voices changed slowly behind brown eyes a moment later, each offering a gentle reminder of ages, of the differences that weathered them.  
 “I tried so hard… Made so many promises, I told him I’d never leave… I’d always be there… But, he… He gave me a reason to break my promise… If I stayed… I would have wound up just like him…” A hard swallow pushed against the young man, echoing the hard fought breaths he heard. “Father McAthen promised me he would look after my dad… Made me swear to get an education… I… There wasn’t a day that went by without a thought about him, I moved down town so I could concentrate on the work… But it never got easier… I… Tried… Everything to forget, even if just for a minute…” 
 “I spent my entire life trying to find out answers to questions I couldn’t even begin to understand… My parents had always been supportive… Regardless of what… Differences… We had, they were always there…” Another hard breath ended sharply before Kat clenched the man’s hand, drawing a light sip of energy through the darkness. “They had accepted me for what I was… But without them I was powerless… I couldn’t think, I couldn’t breathe… I couldn’t…”
 Jon tightened his grip slowly, following the warmth through the shutters that pushed against him. Each a version of prayer unspoken. 
 “After three years I came out with a bachelors degree in education… But there wasn’t a job anywhere… I worked at a factory for the last three months I was there… Then when the place closed down… I moved out here thinking… Hoping that I could maybe… Maybe piece together our lives again… I would find a job out here… Get settled… Go back to San Diego and bring my dad…” A deep sigh ended the woman’s voice as she clenched her hand, shaking in the wake of words only she understood. “I haven’t seen him since… I’m too afraid to go back… I… I think if I do, we’d be stuck in that again… But now… Now there’s someone else…” Minutes slipped into one another, carefully following Kathrine as she rolled over. Breath reflected from Jon’s lips, given to life by a shaking pair that drew tight over sharp features. “I… Jon… If we… I want you to meet him, but I don’t want us to get stuck there… We could be happy… We could be together… But it wouldn’t be easy… If he… I mean, even though…”
 Hours slipped into locked eyes, melting the vacant mirrors of heat and energy that watched the young man carefully. Words formed behind brown eyes, lies that would make everything okay. The words that would make the pain stop. The words he couldn’t speak. 
 “Jon…” The woman sighed, slipping her leg over him with a gentle pressure that mirrored the arms that slid around his back. “Jon… Can you please accept me… Can you make it not matter? Would you…?” 
 “Anything…”
 Light reflected from the woman’s eyes as Kat pulled against him, erasing the distance with a shaking breath. “Jon… Would you make it okay… Could you live with the knowledge that I’m some… Thing…” 
 Jon inhaled, pulling the woman tighter, fighting every breath that begged questions behind his eyes, uncertainty and hope that only hinted at the warmth in his arms. “Kathrine… I love you…”
 “I love you too Jon… But… Theres so much you don’t know…” Kat winced as the words left her mouth, echoing pain in every spoken breath. “I… Jon… I was born… Different…” A heavy breath impacted against the young man, a contrast to the unstable lips which barely moved under Jon’s gaze. “I… I don’t know what the hell it is… Why... I’m like this… Why…” Tears slid into the pillow, carefully disappearing into the stain that marked Kathrine’s careful whisper. “I’m not… Normal…”
 “Kat…” A rough tongue silenced the young man in an instant, drawing the oxygen from his body while tension brought him closer to the shaking form. Minutes passed in a breathless sigh that melted frayed nerves and emotions uncertain before separating them with a forced motion. 
 “I want to remember this forever… No matter what comes next…” Kat brought her cheek to rest against Jon’s, energy and tension following her breath into a haggard pain made physical when her hands clenched into the young man’s back. “Jon… I’m… I…” Another wave of tension bit into the air before the woman’s fingers dug in. “I’m not human…” Silence pounded Jon’s ears, echoing the words several times before giving way to another series of tones, each more pained then the last. “I was born some kind of… Freak…”
 “No… You…”
 “These…” Kathrine slipped back allowing enough room for her breath to touch Jon’s lips, orange reflected in sharpened emeralds in the years that slipped between them. “The stripes…” Another breath touched his lips, stalled in an instant as a rough heat drew surprise from Jon’s body, dragging energy over his tongue as Kat tensed against him, more insistent then before. Air traded between locked lips, echoing the silent pleas and tears that slipped between them before dying out in a heated touch of emotion as it pulled over the young man’s tongue again. 
 “Kat…” 
 “Jon…” A sharp whisper found his ears before forming sensations against his body, warmth and energy that paled in comparison to the cringing muscles in the woman’s body. “I… We… God this hurts…” Tension ended the woman’s voice as she pulled herself against him. “Jon…”
 “Kathrine… Calm down… It’s okay…” Jon whispered, forcing a calm despite the heart that pounded against his chest. “It’s…” Words trailed off into heat, following small fingers that ripped his hand from her back, tightening as moisture met his cheek. Movement slowed time while Kathrine pulled the young man’s hand over her frame, a shaking guide that pushed against the nameless emotions and silent cries which filled the room in an instant. Slowly a breath found his lips, given air when the woman pulled back, stalling at her lower back. 
 “Jon… Please… Please… Don’t forget... I love you…”
 “Kat…?” 
 Kathrine closed her eyes, shuddering while she pulled Jon’s hand lower, tracing the contours of her body with a carefully drawn breath. Seconds dragged into years and decades, giving way to a tension as Kat all but forced a breath into the young man’s mouth. Movement stopped, ending in a shaky gasp as warmth slid under his hand, a thigh that shook nearly as much as the hand which pushed him against it. Another kind of heat pushed against his hand, sliding over her leg, a buffer for the tension Jon hadn’t realized until it bit into his mind. Seconds slipped into a tight whisper, fading as the words died off in his mind. Questions followed immediately before the woman pulled her hand back, sliding it under Jon’s arm to meet her other. 
 “It… I was born like…”
 Jon inhaled, running his hand down the woman’s leg, following the thick heat that seemed to follow her body  with a mind of it’s own, shaking slightly as his fingers traced the outline of the new form, a thick cylindrical heat. “What… Is…” Realization brought tension before small fingers dug into his back, each a physical reminder of the uncertainty in his own mind. “Kathrine…” Another sharp breath brought Jon’s hand back up the woman’s leg, slowly following the contours of the new discovery as it quivered, timed perfectly to the shallow sips of air Kat traded between them. Finally words struck him, silenced by the pained eyes that watched him, unwavering as he slid his hand over the woman’s back. 
 “I’m… Sorry…” Kathrine tensed again, driving her fingers deeper into the man’s back despite the tension Jon managed to force her back with. Another breath echoed from his lips, giving heat to the frail mask of uncertainty and emotion Kathrine wore. Years followed the young man’s fingers as he slid his hand over her back, following the ridges of her spine to the base. The base that guided him gently into the discovery, easing the transition to something new, something inhuman… Some… Thing… 

 Fingers pulled the thing closer, draining fear from the green eyes that watched him carefully. Slowly Jon ran his fingers over the woman’s leg, struggling to identify the words that battered his mind with uncertain whispers of emotions, of fear. “K… Ka…” Jon swallowed, his body tensing as he followed the discovery again. “Can… What…” A sharp breath found his lungs, freezing the shaking hands he barely recognized as his own. “Can… Can I… See…”
 Kathrine tensed against him, her hands releasing warm fluid over drawn muscles that lead pain through the back of his mind, unheard by the carefully weighed options Jon followed through the air. “J…” 
 “Please…” The young man tightened his grip on Kat’s thigh and the twitching heat, drawing a light gasp of surprise before his voice formed. “Please…”

 Hours melted into the nameless words Kathrine pulled over the young man’s back, a trail of energy that followed silent pleas for acceptance, for understanding. For forgiveness. “Jon…” Kathrine drew a breath as she slid her hand over his, erasing thoughts as her fingers curled around him, cradling the shaking hand with one several times less stable. Seconds passed between locked eyes, emotions and reflected light trading off with the tensions of shaking bodies. “Please… Don’t… Hurt…” The woman sighed, pushing herself against him, pulling his hand to her back while cringing. “Please don’t forget…” Another instant passed as she slid her hand over his, pushing against the waistline of her sweats, guiding them down slowly. Fair skin peeked out from under the covering, a sharp contrast to the thick black stripes that climbed down her lower back, slowly coming under the timid gaze Jon managed to watch her thumb with as it continued to push the sweats lower. Flesh stretched out carefully over tense muscles, following the curves of her body, unbroken save for a movement that caught his attention, a thick, striped, appendage that slid up her lower back from under her pants. Another wave of tension brought the woman closer, bringing the thing from her pants in inches of striped flesh that mirrored the heavy breath Jon could barely recognize as his. 

 Hours gave way to the words that screamed from behind brown eyes, unheard by the shattered eardrums of an unresponsive mind. Movement dragged through the darkness as the woman, the thing, moved, a careful tension she used to pull his hand to her spine. Years brought the appendage through the darkness, it’s fair skin tone an exact match of the skin that wrapped around sharp features, the same sharp features that contorted as Jonathan swallowed. Questions found the young man’s mind in fragments of a voice not his own, a lost memory of confusion that mirrored the pain in green eyes. “A tail? How… Who the… Why? How? What… What the fuck is it?” 

 Minutes passed between locked eyes as seconds were counted by emotions and words without form, each a silent question that couldn’t be answered. Kathrine breathed in sharply, following Jon’s hand with her own as he pulled it over the thing. Inches of striped flesh lead into feet, that the young man went over with a shaking hand, counting each with a measured breath. Four feet brought Jon’s mind into focus slowly, bringing with it tears and images of reflected light that watched him closely. Breath touched his lips in a gasp when he brought his hand back to the base of the woman’s spine, the base of her inhuman appendage. 
 Kathrine slid her hand under his arm before sliding it over his back, the sensation barely noticed as his mind rang out the questions flowing between locked eyes. Tension brought warmth that pushed against him softly, a timid embrace that followed a similar warmth as it pulled itself over the young man’s legs, slightly lower then Kathrine’s. Hours dragged through the formless emotions and nameless words that echoed through the silence, each a deafening shout of disbelief and requests for solace. Shaking nerves pounded against the young man, a heart following an instant later as Kathrine tightened against him, slowly breath took form just above his mind, a frail whisper of uncertainty and fear that was made physical as the words registered. “I’m sorry…”

 Years melted into one another before the woman moved again, shaking while pressure pushed against the young man, driven by the fear that made it’s way into his every thought. A gentle push drove the woman away, following the leg she slid off him with a pained expression, made wholly real as tears slid from sharp features, impacting against the comforter with pitched cries to match. “I’m so sorry…” Another pressured inhale brought the woman’s hands from around his body, erasing the warmth that shook with haggard sips of air. 
 “No…” Jonathan tensed, finding his whisper before forcing it through the questions that continued to pound his nerves. An instant slipped by as he pulled Kathrine closer, erasing the distance with a conscious breath. Minutes gave way to the gentle tension the young man used to hold them together, the same tension that absorbed any number of tears. Pressure pushed against him again, unshaken by the heated breath that found his lips in the form of a voice, hollow and alone. “I… No…”
 Kathrine swallowed, the action forcing a deep sigh into the air between them as she tensed. “Please forgive me…”
 Jon pulled the woman closer, forcing their hearts against one another while guiding a shaking hand over her frame, tracing the heated tension that twitched as he moved over it. “Why…?” 
 Orange reflected tones of a breathless voice given entirely to the emotions that pounded against the young man’s chest. Fresh tears fell from the woman’s features before sliding into the air between them where they died out in a breath. “I… I’m not…”
 Tension erased the distance between shaking nerves, following a breath Jon pushed into lungs not his own. Surprise gave way immediately to reaction as a rough tongue slid over his, pulling energy though a heated breath of shared emotion, shared fear. Another instant separated lips carefully, allowing mouths a form if not the words. “I love you…”
 A deep breath ended sharply when Kathrine cringed against him, tea colored hair and sharp emeralds disappeared into the darkness, pushed against the young man’s chest before allowing tears to find his shirt. Slowly realization came to a wordless breath, guiding Jon’s hands over the locked muscles in the woman’s back.

 Hours lead one another through the breathless cries and flowing tears that continued to pound the young man’s body, each one reflected in the pains that shot through his body in time with a faded heartbeat. Words stretched out behind brown eyes, following the decisions he had made since their meeting. Regrets fell carefully in line with successes and hopes, weighing out on scales built with forced breaths and tense muscles, all of which pushed against him in the form of an inhuman, thing. A friend, a lover, a… Freak… 

 “Jon… You aren’t going to run away now are you?” A voice called out from tense muscles, each word a silent reminder of vows taken among smoldering wreckage and scorched sand. “You aren’t going to let it die… Are you?” Jonathan breathed in sharply, exhaling the bitter tones with a force barely felt against the heat which cringed against him for the umpteenth time. Hours disintegrated under the heavy breaths that forced themselves into the young man’s body, following the pounding of tears and questions that rained from the thing in his arms, the woman… Kathrine Rikes. Finally words formed, the faintest of whispers given to a wholly unknown voice. “I love you Kathrine Rikes… Always… And forever…”

 Green eyes met his behind sips of oxygen, hard won movement and words followed carefully behind. Kathrine pulled herself closer, erasing the shred of space with an undeniable warmth that crept over the young man’s body, a relief made physical as sharp features melted into an expression he had never seen before, rivaled only by the tail that followed her leg to rest over his. “Jon…” A swallow brought the woman’s lips closer to his, shaking with each passing breath. “Are… Do… I…” Moments slipped by as Kathrine tightened her grip, adjusting her hands to a new position that erased the tension in defined muscles. “Th… Thank you…” 
 Jonathan swallowed, retracing the words that continued to ring in his ears, each a hollow reminder he couldn’t undo, he wouldn’t want to. Water etched it’s way across the young man’s cheeks, unknown emotions guiding the drops across the distance between locked eyes before disappearing into the sea of soft fabric. Measured breath pulled familiarity through realization before leading lips together, a shared warmth that paled against the emotions which flowed over gentle touches and carefully formed energy. Jon tensed slightly as Kathrine’s hands crept up his back, following the rough heat that explored his mouth with a timid curiosity made worse as her leg pulled against him. 
 Hours slipped into a heated exchange of shared breath, leading energy through the tension in matched heartbeats which gave way to fresh pulls of energy as hands mirrored exploration over spines, careful touches that echoed physical emotion, relief. Slowly lungs filled with cool air as lips parted, energy followed immediately when emeralds peeked from sharp features, a cocktail of nameless hopes and dreams that cried out for attention, for comfort. 
 Kathrine tightened against him, her tail twitching as it explored the young man’s leg. “I… Jon, I can’t… Just… Thank you, Jon… Thank you so much…” Whispers slipped from a hollow breath, pulling emotion though the hands that wrapped around Jon’s back, tensing before her tail curled around his leg, followed immediately by her leg. “Thank you…”
 Jon inhaled again, following the woman’s scent as red hair and a sharp cheek pushed against his, leading moisture and relief into weary muscles. “Kathrine…” Another sharp breath stalled his words, given to the hand he slid down her spine. “I love you… No matter… No matter what…” Tension drew an immediate gasp when the woman’s nails dug into his back. “All of you…”
 “I love you Jon... I… I love you so much…” Kathrine cringed. “I’ve wanted to tell… You for so… Long…” A deep breath brought words against the young man’s lips, mere whispers in the torrent of questions that wrapped around his mind and body. “It hurts so much…”
 Jon forced air into his body, tension slipped from his mouth carefully expelled by a will not his own. “Kathrine… It’s… Okay…” Another breath pulled words from his mind, a carefully spoken tone that echoed emotions he couldn’t identify. “I love you… I love you for you… Everything…”
 Green eyes followed him carefully, melting hours into seconds while emotions flickered under the steady glow of lights just outside the apartment, matched entirely by the wind which rattled the windows softly. “Jon…” Kathrine trailed off, wiping her face with the pillowcase before tensing against him. “I love you too… I… I did from the second I saw you…”
 Jonathan let a grin change his mouth before finding the words behind uncertain tones. “I almost didn’t grab your wallet…” 
 A coy grin slipped through streaks of moisture before lending itself to a light whisper that echoed the small finger which traveled over the young man’s spine. “I was… I was hopping you would…” Another grin played across the distance before lips touched. 

 “I’m glad I did…” 

 “Me too…” Another wave of tension pulled Kathrine’s body against him, bringing energy in sharp tastes of shared emotion she slid over Jon’s tongue. Hours pulled light skin over heavy denim as warmth followed gentle strokes of a rough tongue, exploring with a deliberate caution. 
 Jonathan slid his hands up the woman’s back, tracing the energy in her muscles to the neck he cradled while a breath changed in his mouth. “Ka…” He managed, trailing off as air was erased between them, given to Kathrine’s mouth when his other hand massaged the base of her spine. 
 Sound pushed against his body, a deep purr of unmistakable emotion and tension that pulled him closer despite the small hands that hung limp over his back. Minutes disappeared into the tension Kathrine brought against his body, each muscle a mirror of the breath which continued to trade back and forth before she pulled back. “Wow…” Eyes met, shaking nearly as much as the tone that gave way to a warmth unknown, the same warmth that all but melted into the young man. 
 Jon grinned slightly, forcing a breath into his body while running his hand over the base of Kathrine’s back, sliding lower with a gentle movement that reflected the uncertain expression which followed him. “I love you…” The young man smiled again, meeting the woman’s lips before running his tongue over the rough heat that recoiled only slightly as his hand found her tail. 
 Kathrine’s purr deepened immediately, sinking into a gasp and tension before she pulled herself against him, following the barely held breath with a sound which pushed against Jon’s body physically. Seconds slipped into the deep sound, changing only when the young man pushed against the base of her tail, each a moan unique to the tension she brought against him. 

 Emotion followed heat into the breathless kiss the woman pulled from the young man’s body, crying out silently as Jon pushed against the base of her spine, leading his fingers to her tail before following the ridges of energy which cringed against him. “My god… Jon…” Kathrine whispered, allowing fresh air into their lungs. “That’s…” Words died off in an instant, given to a tense moan which pushed against the walls, deafening in the otherwise silent room. 

 “Yeah?” The young man smiled, steadying his hand against the woman’s body, tracing the heat with guarded curiosity. Seconds brought the hand over a tense form, following the contours of Kathrine’s frame before coming to a rest at her knee. Eyes watched one another waiting for words that never came, given to the warmth Jon used to massage the tense thigh under his hand. Inches followed tension as Kathrine pulled against him, sniffing the air between them before kissing him gently.

 “Jon… How do you do that…?”
 “Do what?” Jon grinned, moving farther up despite the thick purr that pushed against his body. 
 “You smell again…” Kathrine pushed herself against him, kissing his jaw before sipping the air above his ear. “You smell… Um…” A swallow of air guided the woman’s head over Jon’s, following gentle lips which touched the skin at the base of his neck. “Right here…” A slight moan filled his ear, slipping from tense muscles and deep purr before pushing against him. “Oh… Jon… Do that again…” 
 Jon looked up, retracing his movements with a held breath as he pulled fingers over the woman’s inner thigh, massaging against the gentle waves of energy that pulsed against him. “This?” 
 Kathrine’s eyes closed, following her head into a dip that brought their lips together. “That’s nice…” The woman’s purr deepened while she fought her voice as it gasped. “Oh man…”
 Jon grinned. “Kathrine…” Words traded off carefully as he pulled his hand higher, gently grazing a damp spot that caused the woman’s body to tense.
 “Yes…?” Orange replaced green for a split second as she closed the distance, kissing the young man’s neck softly. 
 “Here…” Seconds pulled tension from Kathrine’s body as the young man rolled onto his back, following heated breath which pushed against him carefully.

 Air touched his ears, slowly forming words with a voice that could only whisper while muscles tensed against him. “Jon….” Kathrine adjusted to the new position, shaking slightly as she took up residence on the young man’s stomach. Tension followed immediately before a light kiss found his neck, leading a gentle suck Kathrine mirrored with her tail. “I love you…”

 “I…” Jon exhaled, craning his neck before sliding his hands under her shirt. Surprise touched his body in strokes of textured warmth and sharp teeth that pulled against the young man’s neck, each more powerful then the last. “Kathrine…” Jon tensed, pulling the woman closer before guiding the tank top up her frame. “What do you taste…” 

 Another instant passed while Kathrine bit into the flesh, a gentle blade of sharpened emotion and energy that erupted into sensations both new and familiar as the woman lapped at it with a textured tongue. “You…” Her purr deepened slightly while fresh tension pulled her closer. “Sorry…” 
 “No… Don’t stop…” Jonathan leaned his head back, barely registering the small hands which had slid under his shirt. “I think I like…” Another sharp bite brought sensations of fractured nerves that mixed with emotion to form a wholly unique feeling that shot through his body in an instant. “Holy shit…” 
 “What?” Kathrine’s head snapped back, the concern in her voice more then a match for the eyes that regarded him. “Are you okay?”
 Seconds slipped between locked eyes, giving way to a shared breath as Jon found his body again. “That… Wow…” The young man grinned, pulling Kathrine’s shirt over her head despite the silent objections that went barely noticed. Fair skin stretched over drawn muscles, tensed slightly as Kathrine pulled her hands over her breasts, burying them under the shaking fingers and nameless emotions which watched him closely. Jonathan pulled his hands over the woman’s legs, drawing energy through fingertips he pushed against her. “Kathrine…” A soft breath brought the woman to an upright position, fading while the young man continued his exploration, carefully tracing the soft curves hidden under thick cotton. Minutes slipped by, guiding the young man’s hands to her back before pushing gently against her spine. “I love you…” Another gentle pressure met with a tension in the heat wrapped around his leg, more then a match for the slow movement Kathrine used to pull herself closer, to touch her chest to his. 
 “I love… You too…” Moisture fell from the woman’s eyes, impacting against Jon’s an instant later. “I… Jon, are…” Words died off into a shared breath, silenced by joined lips, followed immediately by a gasp of surprise when Jon ran his fingers over the woman’s spine, pressing gently against her tail before wrapping his hand around it. Kathrine recoiled slightly, echoing any number of nameless objections, pleas and demands that reflected from green eyes while Jon massaged the appendage with a timid breath. 
 Pressure followed the woman as she dropped herself against the young man, pushing warmth into a shared heartbeat and breath, echoed physically as hands cupped Jon’s head. Words traded off behind closed eyes, slipping into the deep purr which pushed against every breath the young man tried for. Muscles tensed against him as Jon pulled his hands back, giving way to the woman’s back before pulling her tight against him. Questions disappeared into a gentle moan as Kathrine cringed, forcing a breath into his lungs even as another, moan clawed through the woman’s voice. 
 “J… Jon…” Kathrine tightened against him before pulling her head back. “I… Jon…” Tension fought the woman’s words while lips touched, given entirely to the haggard breath that separated them a moment later. “Holy crap…” A deep moan pushed the young man down, following tension and warmth that wrapped around every muscle in his body. “Jon…” 
 “Kathrine…? You okay?” Jon whispered, his breath trailing off when the woman pushed her teeth into his neck, sucking gently. Sound slipped into tension, the deep purr Jon barely registered while heat pulled through his body, leading to the spot Kathrine continued to pull on. Pain fought with emotion and breath before leading into a tension the young man forced away from his mind, only to find it again when a voice filled his ear. 

 “I love you Jonathan…” Tension wrapped tighter around his leg, following the woman’s body before hands slid under his shirt, exposing lightly tanned skin which joined lighter tones an instant later when Kathrine pushed herself against him. “Um… Jon…?” 
 “Yeah…?” The young man followed green eyes with a soft grin, mirrored by the light traces of energy which slid from the woman’s frame, stirring under the carefully drawn fingers he pulled over her spine. 

 Kathrine’s breath touched his lips, followed closely by a wavering pressure as her tail slid from around his leg. “I um… Jon… We can’t…” 
 Emotion stalled words in Jonathan’s mind, questions that disappeared into the warmth of matched heart beats. “Wh… Why?” Tension gave way to a hard won movement as Jon forced himself up, coming to a stop as he crossed his legs under the woman. “Whats wrong…?” 

 Heat pulled against him, wrapping tension around stiff muscles that registered pain before the legs Kathrine slid around his back, mirrored by the hands which followed around his neck a moment later. “Jon…” Orange reflected in the woman’s eyes, shattering words in any form with a tense surprise that pushed against him. “Oh…” Kathrine inhaled sharply, adjusting her body to the tension Jon followed when breath touched his lips. “Oh Jon… You… You um…” 

 Another pull erased the distance between them, drawing a shallow breath that touched Jon’s ear as Kathrine slid her head over his shoulder. Air followed carefully behind cringed muscles, each speaking of the reality under his hands, the warmth and emotions that ended in a thick heat which hung from the woman’s spine, the inhuman thing that was made physical when her tail twitched. Jonathan pulled the woman tight, sliding his fingers up and down her spine with a careful sip of air that filled with scents as unique as the warmth that pushed against him. 
 Kathrine’s voice filled the young man’s ear, following moisture over joined cheeks. “I love you Jonathan Prower… B… But… I’m…”Another shallow breath ended the woman’s voice in a deep purr as she pushed against the young man’s lap, drawing a tension unique to the moan that filled his ear in a split second. “God… Do that again…”
 Jon smiled, pulling the woman tighter before sliding his hand down to her tail. “Do you like this?” A gentle pressure forced Kathrine against him, a deep purr silencing her despite the pressure he felt against his cheek. Another moan followed a push of heavy denim and strained muscles before leading into a soft cry Jon barely recognized as her voice.

 “Jon…” The woman tensed again, pushing against him while he continued the attentions. “J…” Tension pulled against him before words found the air, tapering off slowly when Jonathan turned, guiding Kathrine to the pillows. “Jon… I um…” 
 “Hmm?” The young man grinned, kissing her neck with a gentle breath he felt reflect from her skin. Another kiss gave way to new tastes as Jon moved over Kathrine’s shoulder. “Oh… I…” The young man ran his tongue over the spot slowly tracing the familiar scents and new flavors that echoed emotions which tensed against him. “I think I see what… You… Um…” A deep breath brought tastes and sensations to wavering nerves, guiding pressure to the woman who sighed slightly as Jon pushed against her. 

 “Jon…” Kathrine inhaled, pulling her legs tighter around the young man before pushing against him. “You um…” Another breath stalled in the air when Jon slid his hand over her frame, cupping her breast with a soft tension. “You um… You’re shaking…” 

 Jonathan inhaled, retracing the heated questions that spilled from the woman’s eyes. The same eyes that reflected light in shades of orange an instant later. “I… Kathrine…” Breath fought with truth in the hours it took the young man to slide his hand under the woman’s head, offering a warm cradle to match the tender hands which slipped down his back. “I... I love you…” 
 Air formed a moan as it left Kathrine’s mouth, forced out when Jon closed the distance between them as heavy denim strained against the damp embrace just under him. The woman tensed slightly when Jon repeated the motion, following his movement with a gentle kiss which mirrored the thick purr between wavering bodies. “I love you too Jonathan…” 
 Minutes slipped by, melted between locked eyes that traded off requests for any number of nameless comforts, hidden by the fear all to evident in shaking nerves. Fingers followed tense muscles in pulls of energy that wrapped around Jon’s frame, drawing him against the woman, against…. Kathrine. Jon inhaled, slipping his hands around her before erasing the air between them. Tension followed the legs which begged for attention just outside of his mind. The same tension fought his hand when he tried to push them off. Several attempts gave way to a wisp of air he confused for his voice. “Trust me…”
 Kathrine pulled herself against the young man, guiding heat over his frame in touches of barely felt energy that followed her fingertips over his spine. “Jon…?” 
 The young man grinned, running his tongue over the woman’s jaw, before kissing her ear. “Trust me…” Tension followed a steady breath and wavering hand into minutes of slow, deliberate trails of warmth Jonathan left in the wake of gentle kisses which he dotted the woman’s shoulder with. Slowly air found his lips as he worked his way back up to her neck, following the deep purr that pushed against him. “I love that…” Jon sucked gently on the sound, just below her jaw. “I love you…” 
 Kathrine leaned back, her body arching with the attention of a hand Jon used to massage her breast. Air followed carefully behind the silent pleas for understanding that still hung thick in the air despite the scents which mixed gently over fair skin. “Jon…” 
 “Shh…” Jon met her lips, reflecting the soft touch of air with a heat which strained against his jeans. “Just relax…” Another breath separated them, guiding energy from the sharp emeralds in strips of orange and green before sending them into small hands which wrapped around the young man’s back. 
 “I don’t want you to go anywhere Jon… I just… I just want you to hold me…” Kathrine tightened her grip even as Jon slid lower, planting kisses along her neck. 

 “I’m curious…” Jon inhaled carefully following the scents that changed, a mirror for the purr which deepened as he traced a finger over the woman’s chest, slowly inching his way down to her pant line. 
 “But…” Kathrine began, silenced the instant the young man brought a gentle kiss against her nipple. Tension followed breath into a deep purr and half hearted gasp which followed the gentle energy Jonathan traced over fair skin with his tongue. “Oh…” Another gasp tensed fingers against the young man’s back, digging in despite the sharp breath that left his body.

 “Kathrine…” Jon looked up, following the trail his finger had made with a series of kisses, each a print of marked achievement that mirrored adrenaline and emotion as they crashed against his mind. Deafening cries silenced themselves when his hands slid to her sides, following the gentle curves of her frame to her hips. Fabric slid over his thumbs, given to movement when he pushed against it, melting the soft white into flesh tones darker but no less pure.
 “Jonathan…” The woman’s hand reached out, shaking as Jon slid the pants from her body. Another touch of air followed sharp emeralds when Kathrine’s body tensed, following a shallow breath and hand that she used to cover herself. 

 Minutes melted into gentle kisses of striped flesh as the young man traced the woman’s thighs with his lips, guiding sips of air over the stripes which traded off down defined muscles made more solid by the tension which shook her body nearly as much as his. “Kathrine…” Jon looked up, swallowing the air that he could barely keep in his body. Another breath forced its way into his lungs when he ran his finger up the inside of her leg, following the muscles to her hand, the same hand he cupped a moment later. Minutes passed between locked eyes, prayers and promises gave way to tension and air when Jon pulled the hand back before turning it over in is and kissing the palm. “I love you…”
 “Jon…?” Kathrine leaned back, releasing a breath that echoed the uncertainty in her eyes. “Please… Um…”
 Jonathan inhaled sharply, sliding down the between the woman’s knees before kissing either thigh, following the stripes which played across her flesh. ”Anything…” Jon looked up, accenting his words with a tongue he pulled over shaking muscle. 

 Small hands registered around his shoulders, the same small hands pulled on him gently before echoing a light gasp as Jonathan moved farther down her thigh. “Jon…” Kat inhaled again, sharper then before. “Will… You… Um…” A final breath ended when the woman arched her back, filling the air with a moan matched entirely when her tail came to rest over the young man’s back. 

 Jon tensed, fighting the words that ripped through his mind, speaking of the unreality of the thing, the unnatural, inhuman… Thing, that was Kathrine Rikes. Scents followed a breath the young man used to silence the voices as he pulled his tongue over the last stripe, mere inches from the tender lips and short hair that marked her as human. Jon breathed in, following the contours of the woman’s body with his eyes before meeting her lips with his own. Tastes begged for exploration in the timeless instant of warmth and moisture that pushed against his senses, each one more powerful then the last, each one distinctly unique, distinctly Kathrine. Hands moved in time with the woman’s body as she arched her spine, following the fingers that tensed around Jon’s body. Breath gave way soon after while the young man ran his own hands over Kathrine’s legs, coming to support the arch of her body, the same arch that cried out as Jon ran his tongue over the tastes again.
 “Oh my god…” Kathrine tensed, her hands running over the young man’s head and neck, clawing desperately for something only she understood. “Jon…” Another tension met Jon’s mouth despite the careful exploration he continued through the unique warmth.

 Hours melted into one another, lead through the room in gentle moans and labored gasps of air which Jon followed with the same interest as the tail that continued to push against his back. “Kathrine…” Jon looked up, running his tongue over his lips despite the weary expression the woman used to regard him. “Um…” A shaky breath replaced his while he slid his hand back over her leg, massaging gently as he moved. Slowly the woman arched her back farther, following the gentle pressure Jon brought against her tail, the same tail he followed to it’s home while continuing to explore her.  “Do you like this?” Jon let his eyes creep over the woman’s body, gauging the reaction that followed the massage he began against the base of her tail.

 Tension pushed against him in the same instant, bringing her legs over his back before she arched her back farther, almost forming a U as she pushed against his mouth. New tastes followed immediately as deep breaths slipped into the air, forming any number of heartfelt moans that paled to the silent purr of a tense body. 
 Jon grinned slightly, guiding his tongue against the woman despite the tension that gave fresh tastes and moisture to his mouth. Hours melted into the explorations and tension that refused to subside even as he let go of her tail. “You okay…?” The young man looked up, following the haggard moans Kathrine finally gave to the air before slamming into the mattress with a dull thump. 
 Fair skin contorted, following a gasping form and sharp features as they fought with enemies unseen, air. Green eyes finally looked down, a weary reflection of the heated emotion which continued to shiver despite the warm smile which had changed Kathrine’s face. ”Jon…”

 The young man slid his tongue over her lips again, following every inch with a curiosity matched only by the small hands that pulled him up her frame. Jonathan ran his tongue over his own lips carefully recounting the tastes which continued to trade off in his mouth. “You… Wow… I love the way you taste…” Jon smiled as he kissed her, guiding his tongue over the textured heat that mixed familiar tastes with the new, creating a cocktail as unique and powerful as the woman herself. 
 Kathrine’s back arched slightly, pressing her flesh against him before hands wrapped around his back, following the exploration she carried out in his mouth. Minutes passed into hours of heated breath and energy soaked fingers, trading off with gasps which filled the young man’s mouth as he pushed himself against her. 
 “My god…” The woman cringed slightly. “You um… You made me…” A light moan lead her purr through the distance between them before dying out in a whisper that touched Jon’s ear as she pulled him close. “Thank you…” 
 Jonathan grinned, kissing the side of her neck before sampling her taste again. “I love you’re taste…” Minutes slipped into gentle pulls of scent and energy Jon followed over the woman’s neck, mirrored emotion changed only slightly while Kathrine’s arms explored the man’s back. 

 “Jon…”
 “Hmm?”
 “I love you…” Kathrine tensed slightly as her hands slid around the young man’s front, tracing the ridges of his body lower as shallow breath left her mouth.
 “I love… You….” Jon’s voice trailed off, dying entirely when a pair of hands stopped at his belt. Eyes met, emotion and desire stalling the hands for the eons it took the young man to meet Kathrine’s lips again. Tension fought him slightly as sounds registered, a metallic release and deepening purr which ended when something wrapped around him. 

 “Oh… Wow….” Kathrine recoiled as her hand slipped from Jon’s pants. “You… Ah… You… Wow…” Green eyes followed him carefully, disappearing into the heat she brought to his lips an instant later. Movement pushed against him as a hand worked against his pants, exposing heat to the cool air in a gentle brush of energy which explored him with timid caution. Kathrine arched her back slightly in the minutes it took Jon to get his pants off, hindered by the small hand that continued to explore his anatomy.

 A deep breath pushed against his lungs before Jon pulled the woman to him, sliding his hands under her spine before separating their lips. “Kathrine…?” Another, deeper breath forced fresh adrenaline into his body, wrapping around his leg physically a moment later. 
 Emeralds followed him, carefully echoing the warmth she tightened around him before giving way to a hollow breath, barely auditable despite the distance. “Make me yours…” Kathrine pulled the young man closer, arching her back farther before erasing the distance between them with a kiss that all but eliminated the air in his lungs. 

 “I love you Kathrine… Always and forever…” Jon whispered, pushing himself against her warm hand which wrapped around him, a guide to the body not his own. Wind howled outside, a shadow of the cry which left the woman’s mouth as Jon pushed into the waiting lips; tension fought his breath and body in an instant that ended when he met with resistance. An instant slipped by, pressure and tension fighting him despite the breath Kathrine turned into an ear splitting cry as he pushed into the tight warmth that contorted around him in an instant.

 Eyes watched one another carefully, mirrors for the shaking bodies which held them and each other. Jon pushed through the heated tension despite the uncertain expression Kathrine watched him with. Seconds passed in a tense silence that thickened while bodies melted against one another, given to traded breath and wavering hands, joined together by shared emotion. Pain slipped from warm emeralds, echoing the physical tension which wrapped around the young man through minutes of carefully silenced voices and trepid words. 

 Slowly Kathrine pushed against him, drawing a breath and purr in the same instant. Another, deeper purr filled the space between them, giving way to a shallow moan as the woman arched her back. 

 Tension subsided carefully when Jonathan returned the gentle pressure, pushing with a light gasp against the tight confines. “Oh…” The young man pulled back slightly, following the warmth that seeped through the deep purr Kathrine met him with, more then a match for the hand she wrapped around his back. “God…” Another gentle push brought tension against him, drawing a shallow gasp as the woman arched her back. Breath left his body as he pulled himself back, trailing off into a gasp while the woman tensed around him. “Oh my god…”
 Lips met, fighting one another for the breath both required as Jon pushed deeper before pulling himself back. Hands cringed against one another the instant a deep moan pushed against the young man’s body, given to life when Kathrine arched her back further. The sound repeated itself a moment later as muscles tightened in her body, all but forcing the young man out as she cried with a voice unheard. Another instant passed before Jon pushed against the tension, drawing an immediate reaction as Kathrine called out again, a formless sound of heated air that filled the young man’s lungs with any number of desperate emotions. 

 Minutes fought with his body for control, giving way to the shallow breaths the woman managed finally as the tension subsided. Jon breathed in slowly, pushing himself deeper despite the mixed breathing which traded between joined bodies. A light gasp found his mouth as new sensations pulled against him, a damp tension which wavered only slightly as he thrust into it. Another thrust brought a mirrored gasp and shared breath before giving way to tension that wrapped around him. 
 “I love you J…” Kathrine whispered, pushing against him the same instant he thrust, drawing a haggard breath and tension immediately after. “I love you Jonathan…”
 “I…” Jon swallowed, tracing the new tension mirrored by his own. “Oh Kath…” The young man cringed slightly, driving himself deep into the woman who tightened against him with each thrust. 
 “J… Jon…” Kathrine purred, her back curving to meet the young man as he continued to push in. “I can feel you…”
 Jonathan breathed in, forcing himself deeper despite the tension that continued to fight his body. “I love… I love you Kathrine…” He managed to whisper as tension welled up deep inside. A sharp gasp cut off in an instant when Kathrine’s body tightened around him, following her back into a moan unheard but wholly felt. ”Ka…” A voice began, drowned out as he fought muscles, drawing a hard breath while he pushed himself deeper into the heat. “Ka… Kath…” Jon cringed, breath disappearing into the heated mouth that wrapped around his, an exact copy of the exchange that took place a moment later. “Kath…” Muscles tightened, locking as the woman recoiled, her moan following a desperate grab of fingers that wrapped around the young man’s back. Pain shot through Jon’s body while Kathrine dug in, the sensation all but lost to the pulsing heat which ended in a breath that sounded nothing like him. “Kathrine…”
 Eyes met, following breath and emotions into minutes before giving way to the gentle heat and scents which wrapped around them. Kathrine tensed against the young man carefully, her breath fading into his ears before it disappeared into a deep purr. “I love you Jonathan...”
 Jon inhaled deeply, wrapping his arms around the woman, his lover. “I… Love you too Kathrine…” Jon rolled over, pulling the woman with him to a warm embrace, resting on their sides, forming one body with differing skin tones and stripes that mixed across a sea of cotton. Warmth followed gentle kisses, changing slightly when something slid over his leg, a forgotten discovery that slowly wrapped around his leg. A grin spoke for him as he slid his hand down Kathrine’s back, tracing energy over relaxed muscles before coming to a stop at the base of her spine, of her tail. Emotions found his eyes, green emeralds begging for acceptance in a silent plea that found tired nerves after an eternity. Jonathan licked her lips gently, pushing himself deeper into the warmth that tightened at his attention.    

 Minutes passed into the sounds of the woman, orange and green trading off in the distance, each one echoing emotions that followed a gentle rubbing of cheeks and whisper of words meant for no one else. “Thank you Jon…”
 Jonathan returned the attention, cradling the woman gingerly while she moved. “For what?” A sigh replaced his voice as Kathrine pushed against him, a light gasp filling his ear an instant later.

Eyes locked, a silent prayer spoken by opposite souls each echoing wordless volumes of emotion that gave way to energy when the woman’s breath filled the air between them. “You.” 

 “So what now Man…”

 Air found Jon’s lungs in sips of familiar scents and warmth that mixed over fair skin before fading into a light grin Kathrine wore. Slowly other features came into view, thick stripes and lax muscles which slipped from a light purple robe she had wrapped around her body. Jon rolled over, taking in the warmth of a mid day sun that matched the light breeze which crept in through an open window. Another form came into view slowly, grey fur stretched over powerful muscles and a canine frame which sat just below the window. A light grin regarded him, more then a match for the arctic orbs which followed him without emotion. “Would you like a biscuit?” Jonathan smiled, sitting up slowly. “How bout a chew toy...?”
 The wolf grinned, following deliberate steps that closed the distance between them with a tic as nails touched wood. “Lets go for a walk…”
 “Why? I’m comfortable…” Jon grinned, running his hands through Kathrine’s hair.
 “Bring it too…” Another grin changed the feminine voice while she yawned. 
 “Kat…hrine… Hey Kathrine…” The young man whispered, grinning slightly when sharp emeralds erupted in a reflection of orange and white that followed a pair of hands from under the silk robe. Minutes pulled through the shared breath, glacially cold despite the warmth of the attention. “Good morning…” 
 “Heya…” A distinctly different voice spoke for the familiar features, accenting the new tones with a wide grin which served to accent her slightly enlarged canines. “Fancy meeting you here… Who’s puppy?” 

 The wolf stretched again, her ear twitching while air changed between them. “A pack of dominants cannot function… Too much bickering, second guessing…” 

 Energy followed another kiss as Kathrine replaced the breath in Jon’s body with a sharp dagger of chilled heat. The same heat that disappeared when words found his ears, given to a sharp hiss of air as Kathrine slipped her hand over hardened flesh. “Hey…” Jon leaned back slightly, following the tension in the small hand that slipped around him before leading the woman to a gentle kiss.

 “Yeah?” Kathrine smiled, slipping her leg over his body before letting a glacial tension over him. “What?” Another grin changed slightly when the woman pushed against him, drawing a gasp of surprise which ended as the animal jumped on the bed.

 “Um… Kathrine…” Jon began, pushing himself deeper despite the frigid sensations it brought. “We need to go…” 
 “Where?” The sultry voice spoke carefully, echoing the desires Jon felt physically. 
 The young man looked over, fighting the tension that continued to send daggers of ice through his body. “Y… Yeah, where?” 
 Minutes slipped into small hands that Kathrine wrapped around the man’s body, pushing herself against him with a heat nothing like the sapping chill of moisture which wrapped around his body, consuming his thoughts. “I like it right here…” The woman tensed against him, following haggard breath she let slip before pushing Jon to the bed. 
 “For every hunt… Small and large there is a balance, drive and temper… Without one…” Words died off as Kathrine pushed against the young man, giving an arctic breath to his lungs while tension pushed him deeper. 
 “You like that?” The woman smiled wide again, exposing her canines to the light which reflected in her eyes a moment later. “Does my Jonathan like his precious mate? Does he approve of the extra amenities? Does….” Kathrine trailed off while new waves of tension impacted against Jon, following a hard press of chilled flesh that wrapped around his leg while she arched her back. 
 “Yeah… I do…” Jon smiled, pulling the woman closer before pushing himself against the thick tension in her body. “I love you Kathrine…” 
 “Good to hear…” The woman smiled wider before whispering. “I have something you’ll enjoy then…” 
 “Oh yeah?” The young man grinned, pushing against her again.

 “Oh yeah…” Silk fabric adjusted slightly, following the tea colored hair to a slight chill at the base of his neck. “Are you ready?” 
 “Yeah…” Jon craned his neck, giving room to the rough tongue which ran up the soft flesh slowly.

 “Are you sure?”
 “Any time…” 
 “Good.” Pain erupted through the young man’s body, frozen immediately as the woman’s teeth sunk into his neck. Blood crept across his skin, sliding down to small patches of frozen liquid which gave way to the soft purr Kathrine pushed against him. “You taste so… So… Good Jon… Did you know that?” Another wave of pain followed recognition while tension mixed between them. “I love this… I love how you just… Let me do what I want… I love how you taste… I love how you hold me, tell me its okay… How it doesn’t matter that I’m a freak… I even love how you fuck…” The woman’s face slid into view, crimson lips and teeth trading off with the fair skin and sharp features both familiar and completely new. “You might even say I care about you…” Kathrine tensed against the young man, running her tongue over her lips with a slight grin. “You…” Another, harder tension brought fresh chill to his nerves as the words rolled off her tongue. “Might… Even… Say… I… Love… You.” A loud moan erupted from the woman’s throat before daggers of ice wrapped around his body, guiding themselves into trenches of opened flesh and frozen blood. “Oh that’s nice…”
 Words died off on the young man’s tongue, frozen in place by waves of pain which shot from the open wounds that made their way over his body. 
 “Oh yeah… I love you alright… I love you Jon… To death.” 
 Air choked off in his mind, fighting the emotions in sharp emeralds with near silent pleas he tried to force out. “Kat… What the hell…” 
 “Shh… It’s okay… Remember?” Pain trailed off into exhaustion, following the smiling features, unshaken by the light purr and blood stained teeth. “It’s all okay Jon… Everything is just fine….”
 

Sunlight crept over hardwood and maroon carpet, slowly making it’s way to mixed shades of blue and white before settling upon a form that moved only slightly. Fair skin and thick stripes flowed over lightly tanned flesh and defined muscles in an embrace that changed only with the rhythmic breathing they shared. Tea colored hair and sharp features traded off over soft fabric and dampened pillows, a vacant reminder of the tears shed any number of years ago. 

 Jonathan breathed in slowly, giving names to the various scents that flowed through the distance between them. Another gentle pull of air brought familiar sensations through memories, reminders of the warmth that had wrapped itself, herself, around him. Movement found his body despite the weights that fought to hold his hands in place, wrapped around the woman. Energy and fresh blood coursed through stretched muscles attached to wavering nerves and fingers before tapering off into the thick exhaustion that had filled his mind. Slowly images followed one another over fair skin, gentle reminders of shared emotion and uncertain disbelief that changed under the soft pressure Jon used to guide his finger over the woman’s arm. 

 Words followed close behind while lax muscles pushed against the young man’s finger, speaking of the nameless reality that would be theirs, a future without limits or fear, a life of embraces and warmth. A real life, with a real love. Fingers traced carefully over the woman’s frame, following the gentle curves with a trail of energy almost visible against her skin. Another image changed as sharp features mirrored a thin smile, immediately standing out against the warmth when familiar faces came into view. Samantha’s form slid into view just behind a car, her wetsuit and surfboard matched against the white sands and gentle waves which gave way to the thick stripes and fair skin of Kathrine’s back, completely alone and totally accepted they played against the backdrop of a setting sun. The same way his fingers played across the woman’s back in slow strokes of energy and warmth which followed her spine with a subconscious effort. 
 Sound slowly melted into the air, a gentle pull of emotion given to the light breath that passed between them. The same sound deepened as Jon’s fingers moved lower, sliding over ridges and tension before dropping off against the base of her spine, a mirror for the leg that tensed against him before air left the woman’s mouth. Another heat moved over his side, given to the small hand that moved carefully over his back, mirroring the slow movement he used to guide his hand back up.
 Faint memories pushed against his mind for recognition, begging for exploration of familiar features that belonged nowhere but existed regardless. Jonathan breathed in, following the memories and Kathrine’s spine, stalling his breath even as tension pulled him closer to the woman. Another kind of tension followed her breath when Jon’s fingers found the base of an appendage completely unreal but totally physical. The same appendage melted under the woman’s leg as she slept, disappearing into the thick comforter with a silent whisper, a cry.

 Words formed slowly behind brown eyes, disbelief and shock slowly melting into emotion as realization made it’s way through the questions. “You’ve been hiding this all your life haven’t you?” The bare whisper died off in regret matched easily by memories of warmth shared and emotions more real then the objections that had been screaming for a breath. “I’m sorry…” 
 Warmth pushed against him in steady pulses of energy when Kathrine’s hands wrapped around him, closing the distance with a gentle purr. Eyes slowly came into view, following the striped skin which erased the inch of space between them as her leg tensed. Words traded off in sharp emeralds, given to life by a silence unwavering to the breath which continued to reflect from her lips. Slowly other words, emotions, made themselves real as Kathrine met his forehead with her own, joining them an instant before a rough tongue slid over his nose.

 Jon grinned slightly, guiding his fingers over the woman’s leg before bringing his hand to rest over her thigh. Breath met his lips an instant later, giving way to a tension that followed him through vibrant green orbs only to disappear into the words Jon managed to mouth. “I love you…” 
 Another breath pushed against his body in the hours that continued to melt through the distance between them, trailing off into a warmth matched only by a wavering hand as it pulled up his back. Heat erased the distance as Kathrine’s arms tightened around him, following a sharp jaw and raised cheekbones to a rest against his. Breath slid over the young man’s jaw, coming together in a touch of emotion that formed a physical reminder of the reality they shared. Kathrine tensed again before pushing her cheek against his, sliding energy to his lips a moment later. 

 Air trailed off into a soft touch of energy as Jon’s hand retraced the muscles in Kathrine’s back, strengthening the purr which continued to push against the young man’s body. Reminders of shared emotion trailed off in green eyes, unwavering to the shades of orange which reflected as she licked his nose again. Slowly a small hand came to follow the young man’s spine, guiding energy both felt and recognized through the questions in his mind, erasing the uncertainty of their voices with a deep sound. Air touched his lips a moment before a vaguely familiar tension pushed against his fingers, moving to meet his hand as it followed the leg next to his body. 
 Jon grinned slightly, touching Kathrine’s lips before sliding a hand under her leg, meeting the twitching heat that continued to shrink away from him. Breath slipped between joined lips, carefully following the hand Jon used to trace the woman’s tail in gentle sips of energy that forced themselves into his mouth. Kathrine tensed, her tail moving in time to follow the fingers which massaged the thick appendage as it slipped from under her. 
 Another sharp breath filled Jon’s mouth with scents familiar and warm, unique to the woman who’s tail draped itself over the young man’s torso a moment later. Jon followed the striped flesh from her spine, tracing over the soft muscles almost felt as they tensed against him, matched reminders of shallow breaths which continued to trade off in his mouth. Hours followed the gentle attentions that brought emotion and physical sensations rivaled only by the hollow moan Kathrine pushed into Jon’s body. Slowly tension gave way to another, breathless, moan heated entirely by the muscles under his hands, nearly as real as the textured tongue that explored his mouth with a drive matched easily by fingers which pushed themselves into his back. 
 Kathrine tensed again before sucking the air from his lungs, an instant reaction that left no time for a thought before muscles contorted around him. Pain registered immediately after, small daggers of warmth that had been her fingertips, giving way to the blood which flowed over his back despite the tension he managed to bring against it. Another wave of tension pulled the woman against him, freezing his body in place while measured pain made it’s way though his back. Words fought for his voice, a long lost memory of emotion and pain Jon barely recognized as it formed between locked lips. “Ka…” Fresh pain shot through his spine when Kathrine tensed against him, harder then before. “Ka… Kathrine…” Jon fought the sensations with a hard won breath, forcing it into words despite the overwhelming bite of closed eyes and sharp features. “Kat… That hurts…”
 Hours dragged one another through the haze of scents and pressure that continued to work against the young man, finally subsiding when a heavy breath pushed its way through the distance, the voice; a long drawn gasp of uncertainty. “I’m… Sorry…” Kathrine tensed again, a split second movement that lead pain through Jon’s body before disappearing as she pulled her fingers out of the holes she had made. “Jon… I…”
 “Its cool…” Jon grinned, licking her lips before wrapping his arms around her. “How are you feeling...?” 
 Kathrine’s purr touched his body before the sound registered, a warmth rivaled only by the rough tongue which touched his lips moment later. Emotions flickered in green eyes, carefully drawing themselves in the air between them. Words followed the shallow breath the woman managed despite the occasional tension in her muscles. “Well… Good morning to you too…” Another gasp changed her features slightly before she erased the distance with a kiss. 

 “You…” Jon inhaled, forcing air into his body before forming words. “You took my breath away…” Another moment slipped into pressure as hands found one another, fingers wrapping around one another the same way Kathrine’s tail pulled over his back. “From… From the moment I saw you…” The young man grinned, licking the woman’s nose carefully. 

 Minutes melted into the sounds of the woman, matched as eyes watched one another. Kathrine smiled as she pulled her leg tighter, her body following suit as it melted against him, a river of striped flesh that ran nearly as deep as the gems which followed her purr to an end when she pushed a tight whisper against him. “You’re doing it again…” 
 “What?” Jon grinned.

 “You know what…” Emeralds filled his vision a moment later, reflecting strands of orange in a breath. “Jon… I…” Pressure found the young man’s body as Kathrine tensed against him before meeting his lips with a deep purr. “I love you so… So… Much…” 

 “I love you too Kathrine…” The young man smiled, massaging her tongue with his. “Just think… In a few days we’ll have a house somewhere… Away from everything…” Another soft grin changed his features before he managed a whisper. “Just us…”
 Kathrine smiled, rubbing her cheek against the young man’s as she tensed. “We’ll have a house?” 
 “Yeah… A nice little place, out in the woods maybe…” Sound pushed its way through the distance between them, a light purr that laid itself under the whisper like a carpet. “And we could plant a garden… Live off the land you know?” 
 “A fireplace…” Light flickered in green depths as the woman met his eyes. “Jon… Theres gonna be a fireplace...” Another breath touched Jon’s lips, an instant before the image formed. “And a blanket… And us…” 
 “Yeah…” Jon grinned, extending his hand to cup the woman’s. “That would be really… Nice…” Hours melted into the images which traded off between locked eyes, each a wordless emotion which carried through the heated breath and relaxed muscles of joined bodies. “Kathrine?”
 “Hmm?” 
 “Thank you…” 
 “What for?” Curiosity replaced the soft purr with an expression matched only by the hand Kathrine slid over the young man’s arm. 

 Jon slid his arms around the woman, erasing the distance between them before pressing his cheek against hers. 

 Minutes followed one another through the deep sounds which pushed against him, giving way to small hands that melted into him with energy equaled only by the breath that formed words in his ear a moment later. “I love you Jonathan…” 

 “I love you too Kathrine…” Words formed slowly, giving way to the shaking hand of realization which had buried itself deep behind his mind. The same mind that flooded with possibilities, images of a life soon to take shape, almost physical. “We’ll have a spring maybe, fresh water whenever we want… There’ll be a trail behind the house that leads up to a mountain… We could go camping… Watch the sunset…”
 Light flickered in green depths as the emotions traded through the breathless distance. “And we… There would be a little flower garden in the back… And some apple trees…” Kathrine smiled wider, following her breath with a warm whisper. “A fireplace…Jon… I want a fireplace… We… We could… We would… We would be there… Nothing but you and me… And the fire… We could be so happy… Jon, we’re gonna… We’re gonna be together…?” 
 Jonathan smiled, memorizing the contours of the sharp features and vibrant emeralds that watched him. Slowly words formed, lending themselves to a confidence Jon could only imagine was his voice. “We’ll be together… Forever Kathrine… I promise…” 
 Hope melted away into flames fueled by emotions with names vaguely familiar, acceptance and appreciation. Sharp features followed soon after, giving way to a shaky voice that impacted against him nearly as much as the thick purr she let slip from her throat. “Are… Are you sure? I mean… I…”
 “Kathrine...” Jon grinned softly, tightening his grip before guiding his lips to hers. Breath changed slowly, a rough texture finding his tongue before he had a chance to react, given entirely to the emotion which wrapped around his body tighter then before. Another kind of tension wrapped around his leg slowly, smooth skin and warmth guiding familiarity over his body and mind, reminders of the unique lover he had found. Air found his mouth slowly, ending when brilliant emeralds fell upon him with an emotion he couldn’t identify. Words trailed off into joined hands before the young man met her lips again. “We’ll have a fireplace too…”

 Jonathan tightened his belt slowly, stretching out before slipping into his T-Shirt. A light grin crossed his features as he followed the thick comforter with his eyes, inching over the form that laid atop it, stretched out in an ethereal reminder of something new, something inhuman, someone… Perfect. Small feet stretched out slowly, following tension through a soft moan as Kathrine arched her back slowly. Jon smiled softly, watching the muscles in her thighs guide thick stripes over her body, matched by the chest which peeked carefully over pillows and tea colored hair. Another, deeper moan left the woman’s mouth, given to air as her back came to form a perfect U, mirrored slowly as her tail stiffened out over the sea of cotton that moved only slightly when she came back down. 
 “What?” Kathrine looked up, a warm grin changing her weary features in touches of emotion only she could understand. 
 “You’re so beautiful…” Jon whispered, sliding to the edge of the bed. 
 Tints of red crept over sharp features before she pulled her tail under her legs which closed before she brought her arms over her breasts. “I um…” Kathrine bit her lip, following the young man’s gaze with the same uncertainty in her voice. “I’m ah… I’m naked…” 
 Jonathan chuckled, guiding his finger over her shin. “Yup…”
 “Yeah… So be a gentleman and get me something to wear…” A light tone changed her voice as she sat up, giving way to a soft breath that touched Jon’s lips when he closed the distance between them. 
 “But I like you like this…” Hours passed as options played out between locked eyes, following a gentle kiss. 
 “Jon… Um… Does… How much does this bother you?” The woman sighed, bringing her tail to rest behind her. “I mean…”
 “Kathrine…” The young man inhaled sharply, fighting words that couldn’t be spoken. “I love you… Every” Breath changed between locked lips, giving way to a tense gasp as her arms slid around his back. “Little…” Another breath changed slowly when Jon brought his hand over her thigh, brushing it carefully. “Thing…” An altogether different breath shot through his mouth in a moan when his hand came to rest against her tail, massaging it gently.

 “Oh man…” Kathrine gasped, tensing against him, almost pulling him into the bed as she laid back. “Jon…” The woman looked up, a coy smile erasing the breath in her body as she started to stretch out again. “I love you so much…”
 “I love you too Kathrine…” Jonathan smiled, bringing his lips to a thick stripe that made it’s way around her leg. “So… So much…” Another gentle kiss brought the young man up her leg, following the stripes of her flesh up to the tension just below her pelvis. 
 “Oh don’t you dare…” Kathrine smiled, sliding her hand over his head even as he ran his tongue over the stripe. “I’m still sore from last night…”

 Jon looked up, questions trading off before a voice formed, concern and emotion forcing the words out before he could recognize them. “Are you okay? You… You’re not…”
 “I’m okay… It just… Itches…” The woman sat up slowly, bringing her hands around Jon’s back before kissing him gently. “And that… That um, thing you did earlier… If you were to touch me right now I’d probably scream...” 
 “That’s okay…” Jon smiled softly, sliding his hands Kathrine’s frame. “I’m sorry…”
 “Don’t be… Jon… I love you… I love what we did… It felt so… Natural… It felt… Um… Really… Really… Good…” A rough heat touched his lips, giving way to a moan as she pulled him tight. “Jon, if you… If you can accept me like this… I… I’m yours… In any way you’ll have me…” 
 Hours melted off into words Jon barely understood as they left his mouth, given to a breath not entirely his own. “Kathrine… I… Wouldn’t have you any other way…”
 Warmth pushed against him as the woman tightened her grip, leading a whisper to his ear in sips of air meant for no one else. “Jonathan… Will you be mine?” 
 The young man smiled, returning the attention.  “I already am…” 

 Hours melted in the soft glow of natural sunlight, muted by drawn curtains that only served to accent fair skin as it wrapped around the young man. Slowly eyes slid into view, giving life to any number of nameless emotions that spoke for them. Kathrine pulled the man tighter, touching his ears with a breath that mirrored the thick heat which pulled itself around his leg a moment later. “I’m never going to let you go… We’re gonna be together, in a house… And happy…” Another sound pushed against his body as the woman slid over his legs, wrapping hers around his torso before her purr thickened. “And we’re going to be… We… We’re going to be happy Jon… I’ll give you whatever you want… Anything at all, if you just don’t leave me…” 
 “Kathrine?” Jon pulled back, tracing the uncertainty in her eyes. “I would never leave you…”
 Tension found his body as the woman’s fingers dug into his back, mirroring the emotion which tightened around his leg in the same instant. “Jon… I’m not…”
 “Kathrine… You… You’re special…” The young man inhaled, bringing his lips to the soft flesh of her neck before sliding his hands around her hips. “You’re so special… You’ll never understand how much you mean to me… I wouldn’t dream of letting you go Kathrine…” 
 “Are you sure?” A gentle hiss of air filled his ear before the woman tensed again. “I mean… I understand if…”
 “Shh…” Jon whispered, bringing his finger against her lips. “I will never, ever, leave you Kathrine Rikes… Never…” Hours passed between locked eyes, words hanging thick against the young man as Kathrine’s body tensed in time with her heart beat. “I love you Kathrine…” 
 “I… I love… I love you too Jon…” Shaking nerves gave way immediately to tension and moisture when the woman pulled him tight, meeting his lips with a pressured breath that drove him into the mattress a moment later. Minutes followed the deep purr she brought against him, giving way to light sips of air which pushed their way into his mouth. “Um… Sorry…” The woman sighed softly as she bit her lip, forcing fresh tension through the young man’s body when she pushed against him. 

 “No… Its…” Jon smiled, wrapping his arms around her back before pulling her close. “This is kind of nice actually…” A light tension strained against the heat on top of him, fighting his jeans for recognition. “But if you’re sore… We should probably…” 
 “But I want…” Kathrine tensed, biting her lip as she pushed harder. “I want you in me… And… I want to be wrapped around you… Forever…” 
 “Kath…” Jon whispered, pushing himself against her. “It’s okay… We have time… Lots…” The young man smiled, running his tongue over her lips as he followed her spine with his fingers. “But we need to get going… At least talk to Sam…” Minutes gave way to a tension unlike any he had felt before, mirroring the pain that streamed from emeralds in sips of oxygen left behind as Kathrine tightened her grip. 
 “I love you Jonathan…” 
 “I love you too Kathrine…” 
 Kathrine slid up to a seat on the young man’s stomach, watching him with a slight grin which echoed the moisture that pushed against his body. “Don’t forget that… Please…” 
 “I wouldn’t if I could…” 
 Tension clamped Jon’s sides as the woman breathed in sharply. 
 “Sorry… I didn’t mean it to sound like that…” 
 “No…” Kathrine whispered, sliding off the bed a moment later. “Its okay…” 
 Jonathan stood up slowly, fighting the words, lies, that would make it ‘okay’. Breath followed slowly as Kathrine bent over, a quick movement that stretched out as his jeans strained against him. “Oh man…” 
 Tea colored hair and striped flesh moved nearly as fast when the woman looked over her shoulder, curiosity painting her face in a mask of emotion both felt and recognized. “Wh… Oh…” A timid grin changed her features when she slid her foot into the pair of sweat pants, following her other foot a moment later. Seconds slipped into the careful movements she used to bring her tail against her leg, sliding it into the baggy cotton embrace that made her twitch visibly while she pulled them to her waist. 
 Jon watched the woman carefully, tracing the gentle twinges of pressure that seemed to make their way across her body as she adjusted the pants. “Are you okay?” 
 “Y… Yeah…” Kathrine looked over, recovering her tank top a moment later. “Just getting… Settled.” 
 A sharp breath found the young man’s body as he went over the procedure mentally, counting off the nameless pains that made themselves physical in the distance between them. “That can’t be comfortable…”

 “Its… Its just… Sensitive that’s all… Always has been…” The woman sighed, shades of red underlining her words as she crossed her arms. “Its… Um… It kind of hurts when I sit wrong or… Put too much weight on it…”
 Jon slipped his arms around the woman, pulling her tight as smaller hands made their way around his back, leading a soft purr to the space between them. “Does it hurt when I touch it…?” 
 Kathrine looked up, smiling softly as her purr deepened. “I love when you touch it… It makes… It makes me feel really… Um…”
 “Good?”
 “Special…”

 Seconds ticked by in sips of oxygen forced through wavering muscles as Jon met her lips, guiding his hands over her back before coming to a rest at the base of her spine. “You are Kathrine... You’re so special….” 
 “Shh…” Kathrine grinned, running her tongue over Jon’s lips before pulling him tighter. “Man… I love the way you smell… The… Um… Our smell…” 
 “Me too…” The young man grinned, fighting the words that kept creeping into his mind, questions that needed answers, questions that would hurt, questions that would give reason to the inhuman reality of his lover. “I love you…” 
 “I love you too…” Another bright smile changed the woman’s features in an instant, giving way to a coy grin contrasted by a sultry tone. “Whats for breakfast?” 

 Jonathan smiled, pulling her tight before making his way toward the door, all but carrying her through the thick fog of emotions and scents that had been made more real then the breath the young man fought desperately to keep in his lungs. “Sausage… Eggs… Maybe some toast and…” Jon’s voice died off into the clank of metal as it impacted against wood, leading recognition in an instant of shattered words and biting tension. Blonde hair and battered features looked up, fading into the thick black leather cover that had been laid out over the table. Other visages stood out over the sea of formless cries and heated silence, metallic reminders of a life as brutal and unforgiving as the stare Samantha fixed him in place with. Metal cracked against wood again while the woman dropped a piece of the cop’s, Jon’s, Beretta on the table, sharpening her gaze over the rag she used to wipe it.

 “Bout time…” 
 “Morning sis…”
 “Make yourself useful…” The woman nodded at a smaller pistol that had been taken apart. 
 “Ah… Actually… I’m kindda hungry and I promised Kathrine I’d make breakfast…” Jon swallowed under the gaze he could feel just behind him. ”And… Um… We need to talk…”
 “We tried talking remember?” Sam replied flatly, wiping over the worn steel of the barrel. “You didn’t want to hear what I had to say…”
 “Sam…” Jon sighed, crossing the room in shallow breaths that mirrored his uncertain steps. “What do you want me to say?”
 “I don’t want you to say anything… I want you to listen… To understand… Why is that so hard?” A minute passed between locked eyes, unflinching to the deep breaths the woman used to fill the air. “We haven’t always seen… Okay, never, seen eye to eye on things… But I care about you… Deeply… And I want you to be safe, but being safe in this situation…” 
 “Yeah… I understand… But Sam, I… I love her and…”
 “Theres more to it then than Jon… You know better…” Sam looked up as he approached, a slight whisper sinking her voice with each step. “We need to be extremely careful, everything we do could mean the difference between us breathing for another minute or getting a piece of lead in the face… And I really don’t…”
 “Yeah… I know Sam.”
 “So why can’t we just sit down and talk this out…” 
 “What have you got in mind?” Jon sat down slowly, tracing over the sawed off shotgun that had been hidden by the leather covering. Words died off in an instant, given entirely to the large pump and sleek contours that brought memories crashing through the fragile warmth which had been wrapped around his hand. 
 “What?” Sam met his eyes, following the young man’s gaze to the weapon before cocking her head. “Whats that on your neck?” 
 Jon swallowed hard, looking over at the woman next to him before forcing air into his lungs. Tea colored hair and green eyes slipped into view, drawn tight against a mask of unreadable emotions that followed a distinct scent, pungent and undeniable. Fear. A muscle flexed in Kathrine’s jaw as her skin faded by shades visible among the shaking muscles that had replaced the woman’s body. Slowly tears slipped from sharp features, impacting against the leather just in front of the disassembled pistol that advertised itself as a Sig Sauer. Muscles tensed in the woman’s body before giving way to a light metallic clink a hand dropped against the duster drawing several quarters out in a stack. 
 “Bottom floor, third door on the right…” Hazel’s features slipped into view, a light grin playing across her face despite the tension in her arm. 
 Jonathan looked up, trying to will the woman away even as a sharp voice cut through the air.

 “You didn’t…”

 “I’ll say…” Hazel smiled over the table, while Jon struggled to find Kathrine’s eyes around the shorter woman’s body. “I sleep on the couch remember? If you two are…”
 “Jonathan Mathew Prower…” Sam’s voice cut through the distance again. “What the… And you! You’re twenty five years old! How could…”
 “Shut the fuck up will you!” Jon stood sharply despite the tension that bit into his mind. Guiding it instead to the table with a dull thump. “Look… Its none of your business what I… We do when we’re not around you… If its not…” 
 “Now we can add pedophile to the list of charges… Good job Kat!” Samantha grinned, wincing as a light breath changed her features. 

 “Hey, fuck you, you’re just pissed off cause I found someone… Finally… Pissed off cause little bro got…” 
 “Hey!” Hazel wrapped her hand around the young man’s mouth, offering another one to Sam in the same instant. “This isn’t going to help anything… Ease up you two…” Another, sharper tone filled the woman’s mouth before she regarded Samantha. “Sam… Take a breath girl… Relax before you hurt yourself… And you…” Brown eyes locked on Jon’s, offering any number of emotions that had found labels despite the tension in her grip. “I don’t care what you do… Okay? Its none of my business… But just make sure you clean up after yourselves okay?”
 “You can’t be serious…”
 “Hey… Breathe… Like I said… You’re growing up and learning about girls… I mean hell I was there once too and…”
 “Um… Hazel, I’m seventeen... I’ve known about girls for a while…” Jon grinned, forcing a calm tone that eased the shake in his voice. 
 “And the situation… I can’t claim to see what you’ve seen but I know whatever it was… Its brought you two together, so maybe if you explained that to Samantha…”
 “She won’t listen…”

 “You won’t talk…”
 “Why should I?” The young man turned his head, tracing over the heated breath that thickened over the table. “The only thing your gonna do is tell me how its not right, I’m just a kid and…” 
 “You are though… When I was your age I was worried about trying to finish high school and get into a college… So was she… And so was Kat…” The woman nodded down at the thing in the chair, still unmoving save for the distinct quiver of her hands. “First things first… You don’t know anything about Kathrine… And guess what? You probably never will… This is my time to be seventeen… Let me live it how I choose...” Jon winced, sliding around hazel to Kathrine’s side before fighting the tension in her body to meet her eyes. “You okay?”
 “Yeah, this is your time alright… And if we…” 
 “Shh…” Hazel whispered, filling the air with a hollow voice a moment later. “Hes right Samantha… Hes making grown up choices now… Let him be himself… He’ll come to you if he needs help…”
 “No he won’t…”
 “Kathrine… Talk to me…” Jon tugged the woman’s hand and the shaking nerves that continued to draw themselves tight. “Kathrine…?”
 “Jon, we aren’t…”
 “Shut it… Kathrine… Talk to me…” Minutes dragged into hours, counting measured gains of conscious thought in clouded eyes as Kathrine inhaled for the first time, following air with streams of moisture from her eyes. “You okay?”
 Slowly tension found the woman’s hand, wrapping around Jon’s with a pressure equaled only by the heated emotion in her eyes. Words slipped from held breath before giving themselves to a shallow whisper, barely auditable in the non existent space between them. “Jon… I… I… Help…”
 “Whats wrong?” 
 “Save the drama…”
 “Shh…”
 “I…” Another wave of tension fought with his hand for recognition, giving way immediately to shaking eyes that matched her voice. “I never meant to… I… I…”

 “Breathe Kathrine… Breathe…” Jonathan wrapped his hands around hers, giving way to a haggard breath that found words attached too it. “Talk to me Kathrine…”
 “I… I… I never meant…” Emeralds sharpened slowly before Kathrine’s face drew itself over the mask of terror she wore. Slowly air slipped between them, a light reminder of the emotions she held silent despite the wavering nerves in her hands. “I… I’m okay… Gimmie a minute… I… Yeah… I’m okay…” 
 “Whats wrong?” The young man looked over as Samantha went back to the weapon on the table, wiping it before grinning. 
 “I… Just… One minute…” Kathrine inhaled sharply, wrapping her arms around the young man in a blur of motion he could barely identify until fingers found holes they had made earlier. “Y… Yeah… Just a minute…” 
 Jon returned the attention with a hand, using his other to cover the Sig with the duster. “All the time you need Kathrine…” Another instant passed as Jon followed Hazel’s glance, echoing the concern in her eyes with his voice. “Are you okay though? You feel alright…?”
 “Later…” A whisper touched his ear, barely auditable against the emotion in her voice. “Later… Please…?” 
 “Any time…” Another whisper passed between them, giving itself to the sharp daggers that buried themselves in his back. “Any…Time…” 

 Seconds melted into minutes and hours between tightly held bodies, unyielding to the tension that all but melted them into one another. Scents followed carefully silenced sounds, bringing familiarity and warmth to the faint purr that pushed against Jon’s chest nearly as much as the thumping of a heart not his own. “Thank you…” 
 “Yeah… Um… Hazel… Have you guys eaten?” 
 “Yeah…” 

 “Well, you mind if I fix some breakfast…?”
 “Breakfast?” The woman laughed, leaning against the table. “Its almost three…”
 Jonathan swallowed, tracing over the gentle ridges of Kathrine’s spine with a finger. “Well… Um… Is it okay?”
 “Yeah… I don’t mind…” Hazel grinned slightly, accenting her light tone with a mocked scorn. “You need a shower though… Both of you… And I want my stuff clean by the time you go to bed…” Another, wider smile changed her features as she walked toward her room. “Nice tats Kat…” 
 Tension clamped around the young man’s back, driving Kathrine’s fingers deeper despite the hiss of air that left his mouth. “Kathrine…” A moment passed before the tension eased, giving way to a whisper that touched his ears.

 “Sorry…” 
 “It’s cool… So what… What do you want…?” 
 “You…” 

 “Yeah so I’m thinking...” Jon managed around a mouth full of sausage. “If we get to the border by nine we can find a crossing somewhere… Maybe run the edges and come back later or something…?”
 “Possible… But if we’re going to get a car through there its gotta be a big opening…” 

 “Yeah…” Kathrine nodded, twitching her foot slightly as it grazed Jon’s leg. “Um… Why not wait till later? Like two… There would be less traffic and…”
 “Too dark…” Sam shook her head, re-assembling the Beretta with a learned hand. “We wouldn’t be able to see…”
 “I can…” 
 “That won’t help us much…” 

 Jonathan sighed, taking a deep swig of milk before forming a breath. “What if we scout it out during the day and come back at night…? It’s a little more risky but we would know where we’re going and how to get there…”

 “That could work… But if we get seen, we’re gonna have to have a backup plan…”
 “Yeah…” 
 “Sounds good…” A light voice came from behind, leading a short woman across the small room to the end of the table. “I got a hold of Will, he says he can get a couple hundred dollars and…”
 “That doesn’t help us much…”
 “And… Hes going to be able to get you guys a car… A pickup actually, with a shell on it… Can you drive a stick?”
 “Yeah…” Samantha nodded, wiping the pistol’s exterior clean before meeting Jon’s eyes. “How’s your shoulder…”
 “Fine.” 
 “Seriously… How is it?” 
 “Fine…”
 “Sure?”
 “Yeah.” The young man replied flatly. “How bout medical stuff… Medicine and bandages? We’re going to need some stuff for your rib too… A brace of some kind…” 
 “I’ll take care of it…” Samantha nodded, mirroring his tone with and even expression. 

 “Yeah?”
 “Yeah…”
 Guys…” Kathrine’s whisper touched the air slowly, giving way to a sharp breath as options played out over her face. “What about getting exchanged?”
 “What?”
 “Money… We’ll need to get the money exchanged… That would look kind of suspicious if we try and get almost three thousand dollars turned into… Um…?”
 “We’ll… Get it as we need it…” Jon shrugged, prodding his eggs absently. “Um… That brings up a question… What are we going to do once we get there?”

 Seconds slipped into a biting silence that gave way to tension as Samantha pulled the shotgun up to the table. “I suppose we’ll have to find a place… And figure out how to balance the money we have left… If we can stay out of the light, work in someone’s fields or something we could… I’ve heard about Columbians come over there to find crews to tend their coco…”
 “And what do you think they do with that?” Jon grinned slightly as imaged played through his mind. Kathrine looked up the instant a warm smile changed his features, following a picture of the woman he had never seen before. Bright blue fabric laid over fair skin before giving way to small white frills and a skirt that resembled a maid’s outfit he had seen on some movie. Slowly the same frills gave way to striped flesh and taught muscles before disappearing into light garters and shoes. “What?” Jon grinned wider as Kathrine continued to watch him, the curiosity painted in vibrant shades of green and orange.

 “I don’t think I wanna know…”

 “Yeah so, either the Columbians or migrant labor… Maybe we could start our own business or something… With new identities…” 
 The young man nodded, weathering Kathrine’s eyes despite the lopsided smile that clung to his mouth. “Okay… Sounds good...” 

 An instant slipped between locked eyes, giving way to a hollow metallic crack that filled the room in an instant when Samantha pumped the shotgun, sending a red and brass cylinder to the floor with a dull clink. Soft features contorted as the weapon was unloaded slowly, each crack a sharpened reminder of conscious decision made by a body fueled by emotion and memories melted by reason, by wrongness. Sam looked up, unscrewing the  magazine cap before retrieving the shells. “Um… Jon?”
 “What?” The young man swallowed as she held up the spent shell, emotions melting into the mask she wore to follow his eyes. Hours passed into a deep breath the young man could barely hold against the nameless emotions that pounded his mind with words, names, labels, reality. “Murderer. Monster. Killer.”
 “Something you wanna tell me…?” Light flickered, replacing the woman for an instant as the choice weighed in the air, made physical when a small hand found Jon’s a moment later. 

 “I don’t think so…” Jon shrugged, forcing a cool tone despite the quiver in his fingers that Kathrine’s hand could do little to quell. 
 “You sure?” 
 “Yup.” The young man nodded, sipping his milk before standing. “I’m gonna throw the laundry in… You got anything you want washed?”
 Minutes slipped between locked eyes, trading off questions and pleas that fell flat between them, given entirely to tense muscles and tears without form. Finally a voice filled the room, vacant shadows of a joking tone weathered by defeat and broken hope. “I love you bro, but sharing body fluids isn’t high on my list of things to do…”

 Jon pursed his lips, following the words with a light grin that vanished as he scooped up his plate and dropped it in the sink. “Um… Kathrine, you ah… Want me to throw anything in?”
 “Uh… I’ll get it… Thanks…” The woman tensed, rising to meet him as he stepped into the bedroom. “Are you okay?” Another tension brought her hands to the man’s shoulder, held in place despite the wince Jonathan used to remind her of the wound. 
 “Yeah… I’m fine…” Jon nodded, grinning slightly before wrapping his arms around her waist. “Just wanna keep up on this stuff… Hazel doesn’t like laziness…”
 “Jon…” Kathrine whispered, emotions lending strength to an otherwise cracked voice. “Ah… I… Um…”
 “Shh…” The young man grinned, pushing a finger to her lips. “Its okay…” Minutes melted into tension when Kathrine pulled herself against him, digging in with a breath shared and heated between separated lips. 
 “I’m so, so sorry Jon… I never…”
 “Shh… Kathrine, its okay… Just relax… We’re supposed to be enjoying ourselves remember?” Jon smiled, running his tongue over her lips before pulling her closer. “In a few days… None of this will matter… We’ll be happy, and…” Words stalled, giving way to reason and reality as memories played out behind brown eyes, each one an image of the inhuman warmth that melted against him. “We’ll be together Kathrine… Forever…”

 Cinderblock wrapped around linoleum and metal, giving way only to a small window that allowed trace amounts of light to paint the small room in shades of orange. Sound filled the tight confines with the drone of warming clothes and fading whispers Jon used to recount experiences both live and forgotten.

 Clothes tumbled through the small window of the dryer, following words and images into phrases clipped by emotion, made to fit ’what should be’. Questions lead themselves immediately through the haze, biting tones carrying them through the pleasant visages of a life that awaited them. “What the hell is she? How did Sam find out…? Why are they after us? Because of what she is? Who are ‘they?’” Words trailed off into a haggard breath as the young man looked out the window, tracing the shadows that made themselves known under the setting sun. 

 People moved just outside of the pane, carrying on their lives without care or concern for the reality they didn’t know, for the pains they didn’t feel. Images followed close behind, snips of conversation held under flickering candles and warm water. Questions found answers in whispers as striped skin wrapped itself around his leg, giving way to a warm purr that pushed against his chest when Kathrine’s eyes met his. Three words repeated themselves, answering his questions with physical emotion, made real as the soft voice repeated itself. “I love you…” 
 The young man sighed softly, going over the questions again before sipping the air slowly. “That’s all that matters… Right?” Seconds passed under the sharpened gaze of heated questions, each more potent then the last, but pale compared to the answer that repeated itself immediately. “What is she?”

 “I love you…”
 “How did she get like that…”
 “I love you…”
 “What are we going to do…”
 Silence cut off the voice, giving way to a hollow buzz that filled the room with tension in an instant. Nerves reacted after a moment, ringing out through the daggers of noise which continued to push against the wall. “Yeah, yeah…” Jon sighed, withdrawing the thick comforter before wadding it up under his arm and making his way back to the apartment.

 Wood gave way slowly to tightly held whispers and scents of alcohol, following blonde hair and battered features as she took a shot from the large bottle of whiskey that had been set at the end of the table. Hazel looked up a moment later, her finger still held against the map which had been laid out over the stained surface. 
 “Where’s Kat…hrine…” Jon tensed slightly when Sam looked up, a glazed look leading an edge through her voice. 
 “She’s in the bedroom…” 
 “Hows your rib?”
 “Fine.” The woman looked back at the map, dragging a pen over the multi colored surface while Hazel continued to trace a path over it. 
 “You su…”
 “Yes goddamnit!” 
 Jon swallowed, inhaling sharply as words died off on his tongue. “Fine.” Another minute passed before he found the door, fighting against the hollow questions that continued to press themselves against his mind, demanding answers with ready pains. “When you sober up, we should talk…”
 “I’m not drunk…” Samantha spat, rising even as the young man opened the door to find Kathrine’s form curled up on the bed. Heavy denim fell over the woman’s legs, bunched up at the knees, mirrored easily by the t-shirt that covered her torso, stopping just above the middle of her thighs. “We need to talk right now…”
 “Later…” Jon nodded, yawning slightly before forcing a calm tone through the bite of his voice. “Cool down, I’ll get a shower… Then we’ll talk… Okay?” 

 “Fine…”

 Minutes passed into silence as the young man breathed in slowly, leveling off his body while tracing Kathrine’s form to the small purple book which had been clutched close to her body. Jonathan slid onto the bed, laying the thick comforter over the sleeping form with a tender breath, made into words that barely registered against the warmth just below him. “I love you…”

 A gentle purr brought a smile to the woman’s face before sharp emeralds looked up at him, replacing the breath in his body for an instant before small hands reached around his back, all but pulling him under the cover. “I love you too.”

 “I need a shower…” 
 “So what?” Kathrine smiled, pulling him tighter before sliding a leg over his. “I won’t tell anyone if you won’t…” 
 “You okay?” Jon grinned, erasing the slight pain in his skull with a kiss. 

 Another moment passed as soap and natural scent mixed with something else, giving way to fair skin as it wrapped around the young man’s body. “I had to use some of your clothes… I hope you don’t mind…” 
 “I could have put something in you know…”

 Kathrine grinned, sliding the thick blanket over him before wrapping him in a warmth unique to the woman. Slowly breath pushed against his lips, giving way to a voice faintly registering words as she rolled him onto his back. “I like this though…”
 Energy followed the young man’s finger tips as they made their way over Kathrine’s back, tracing over ridges and valleys that resounded with a soft purr before giving way to a pressure as she melted against him. “You sure you’re okay…?” 

 Minutes ticked by in the faint sounds Kathrine used to pull herself tighter against the young man, leading tension through the questions in his mind while her head rested against his chest. Slowly emeralds came to greet him, offering answers in sips of emotion meant for no one else. “I love you…” 
 “I love you too…” Jon tensed slightly as fingers slid up his chest, exposing lightly tanned flesh as they went. Another, different tension found his hands when he returned the attention, drawing fair skin and thick stripes over the muscles that could do anything but move. “Are you okay?”
 Kathrine looked up, pressing her chest to his before wrapping her arms around his shoulders. “I love you Jonathan… Please don’t forget that…” Heartbeats reflected from one another in the hours it took energy to find a form between them, giving way slowly to the silence that pounded the walls with any number of heated pleas for help. 
 “Kathrine… Whats wrong…” 
 “I…” Minutes passed slowly, melting tension in stirs of energy made physical when Kathrine’s lips met his, guiding a rough tongue through the air that wouldn’t stay in his mouth. Hours disappeared into the warmth that fought with him for oxygen, moisture followed familiar tastes, pushing against his lips as the woman pressed herself against him. Finally shaking nerves gave way to tension when Jon wrapped his arms around the woman, fresh air found his body the same instant orange reflected in green depths, offering an instant reminder questions considered but never formed. “I’m sorry Jon… I’m sorry I… I… I’m sorry I ruined your…”
 “Shh…”
 “No damnit, listen to me…” Tension pulled small fingers against Jon’s shoulders, digging in despite the pain that made it’s way through his hands. “Jon… I ruined your life… I ruined Sam’s life… I got… Melissa…” Fresh tears crept over sharp features, pounding against Jon’s face in a timed mirror of the heart that thumped against his chest. “Jon… I love you so much… I don’t want you to die… I don’t want Sam to die… I… I…” Another haggard breath changed the woman’s tone before her fingers dug in deeper. “I just want to be normal… I don’t want you to have to look at something like this… Like… Me”
 Jon breathed in, pulling the woman tighter while questions played out behind brown eyes, easily mirrored by the uncertainty in clouded emeralds. “Kathrine…”
 “Shut up…” The woman tensed again, her fingers drawing warm liquid as fresh pain shot through his shoulder. “I want… Just one day… To wake up and not have to worry about covering some hideous… Thing… Not having to try and hide some damn reaction… Not having to cover up these damn markings! Jon… I just want to be normal… To be like you… To be human! Why is that so hard? Why cant I be? Why…” Kathrine froze while pain continued to throb through his body. “Oh sh…” Heart beats faintly registered through the tears that continued to stream over sharp features, giving way to fair skin and tense muscles as the woman sat up. “Jon… I’m sorry I… I… Damnit!” 
 “Relax…” Jon sat up slowly, holding the woman in place despite her attempts to get up. “Its okay…”
 Tension erupted through the woman’s body, taking form when small hands wrapped around his back, leading tears to the young man’s shoulder. “Jon… No… Just… Just let me go…”
 “No.”
 “But…”
 “No.”  Jon pulled the woman tighter, running his fingers over the heated tension in her body. “Kathrine… I… No… Kathrine, its alright… Ah…” Words trailed off into sharp eyes, silenced entirely by the emotions that continued to flow over sharp features. Warmth replaced the voice without words, giving itself to a light swallow of air when Jonathan pulled the woman tight, forcing a breath despite the questions in his mind. “I love you Kathrine Rikes… I love you for everything you are… It… It doesn’t matter… You’re…” Tension slowed his voice, fighting the uncertainty that played across his mind while options made themselves available. Finally a voice spoke for him, pressed into the hollow mix of emotions and scents that refused to leave. “Nothing matters except you…”

 Pressure found the young man’s body as Kathrine tightened her grip, sniffling against the waves of emotion that found names in an instant. “I love you…”
 “I love you too…” Another wave of pressure pulled the woman tighter, straining against the ribcage that held her at bay. “I love you so much…” Jon whispered, fighting the questions with a wavering voice, made more uncertain with each passing second. Finally words formed, hollow versions of the emotions that pulled themselves tighter against him. “Just a few more days… And none of this will matter…” 
 Kathrine shuddered pulling herself against him despite tension Jon let slip from his mouth. Hours passed in the silence, held in place while small fingers made careful trails over the young man’s spine, achingly slow movements that followed warmth of a voice that sounded vaguely familiar but somehow unique. “Jon… What if we don’t make it…?” 
 “We will…”
 “How do you know…” 
 Jon inhaled, following the gentle ridges of the woman’s back before tightening his grip. “I’m going to make sure of it…” 
 An instant passed before Kathrine recoiled, pulling herself hack before giving a whisper to his lips. “So… We… We’re going to be okay…?”
 “Yeah…”
 “And you’re going to… You… We… Um… We’re going to be together…?”
 The young man pulled his hands tighter, accenting his breath with a smile. “Forever…”
 “What about Sam…”
 “She’ll be fine… We’ve been through rough spots before and…”
 “That’s not what I meant…”

 Jon stared for a second, following the emotions he couldn’t begin to identify. “What do you mean then…?”
 “Melissa…”
 “Oh…” Minutes passed into the deafening silence that thickened between them, forming questions and pleas before making way for the responsibility both dreaded and hated but fully realized. “I’ll tell her… Soon, she’s drunk right now…”
 The woman sighed, pulling herself closer while Jon ran his fingers over her back. “I… Jon, that could have been one of us… I don’t think… Jon, if we had…”
 “It’s okay… Just relax… Kathrine…” Jon leaned back, pulling the woman closer as he made his way back to the bed. “I know… It hurts, but we’re alive… We’ll have time to grieve… But we should concentrate on keeping ourselves…”
 Harsh sips of air found his cheek as Kathrine breathed in, forcing words against his ear before tensing. “Jon… What are we going to do…?”
 “I’m working on it…” The young man pulled her close despite the soft pressure that attempted to push her into the darkness. “We’ll be okay… After we get all the supplies and stuff, we’ll be okay…”
 Hours melted into the relaxed energy Jon drew across the woman’s back, following the contours of her spine with a held breath. Warmth followed close behind as Kathrine shuddered slightly, her heart pushing against the young man’s rib cage while he traced her frame slowly. “Jon…” Orange reflected in an instant, giving way to the emotions that trailed through her words, each a whispered plea of a silent voice. “You can live with… With me?”
 “I wouldn’t have you any other way…” Jon grinned slightly, forcing the words through a breath heated by biting reminders of questions he couldn’t, wouldn’t, allow to take shape. 

 The woman swallowed carefully as she pulled against him. “Why not?”
 “Because it wouldn’t be you…”
 Tension found the young man’s body before he retraced her spine, guiding energy over her stripes as Kathrine watched him. Minutes gave way to a shallow breath, mirrored by occasional sips of a purr that echoed against Jon’s body while timid finger tips explored the sides of his frame. “Don’t lie to me…”
 “I wouldn’t…”
 An instant slipped between locked eyes, giving way to a gentle pressure as the woman silenced her purr completely. “So if I was… Normal… Would you still care? Would it…” 
 “Kathrine…” Jon tensed slightly, going over the words while they raced behind brown eyes. Slowly they came together, forming a response echoed by a shallow voice that brought any number of silent pleas for solace through the haze of choices. “My mom… Told me once, if you waste your time with ‘what if’ and ‘might have been’ you’ll never be able to see what life really means… What makes it count…” The young man trailed off into green depths, lit by errant light that continued to filter in through the small windows. “You, Kathrine…. You’re all that counts…” 
 Minutes lead the emotions through the thick haze of questions and hopes that formed between locked yes, giving way to shallow sips of oxygen that pushed against the young man’s lips as Kathrine continued to watch him. Slowly sound formed between them, echoing the textured heat that found his tongue an instant before she tightened her grip. “Sorry… I…”
 “It’s okay…” Jon smiled, running his fingers on either side of her spine before coming to a rest at the base of her back. “I love you Kathrine… So much…” 
 “Jon… Its okay… I don’t mind…”
 “Hmm?”
 “I don’t mind you calling me Kat… I kind of like it actually…” 
 An instant slipped between locked eyes before Jon tensed. “Sorry… I figured it might make you…” 
 “No, Jon…” Kathrine watched him, warmth following her voice through the light purr that continued to echo through the space between them, deepening as Jon traced her body with his fingers. “I don’t want anything between us to change… But I can’t keep this in… I want you to know… I mean if you want to…”
 The young man inhaled, meeting Kathrine’s lips before cradling her head with his hand. Textured emotion made it’s way over his tongue slowly, giving way to a gentle gasp when Jon pulled her closer. Sound filled his mouth an instant later, giving way to the dense purr Kathrine used to melt into him. “I love you… Okay? No if… No should… No conditions…” Breath found his body an instant later, forced into his lungs as the woman tensed. “I love you…”
  Seconds and minutes melted into the thick purr that pushed against the young man’s body, offering a hollow voice that couldn’t quite form the whisper Jon felt touch his lips. “I love you…” Slowly small hands crept over his torso, pulling energy over his body as Kathrine’s cheek pushed against his, echoing her sound through the young man’s throat. “I love you so much…”
 Jon smiled softly, allowing a faint breath to leave his mouth before bringing his hands over her thighs. “Kathrine… Does it hurt when… I mean…”
 The woman inhaled slowly, her purr deepening as she watched him. “Hmm?”
 “When I um… When we uh…” 
 Another instant passed between locked eyes, echoing the confusion in green depths. “Nothing we do hurts…”
 “So when…” The young man tensed, sliding his hand over her back before coming to the base of her spine. “If I um…” Breath pushed against his lips when Jon found the base of her tail, fighting for air while he massaged it. 
 Another breath pushed against him as the woman arched her back, slowly air slipped from his mouth when lips met, given entirely to the soft moan that left her mouth around the deep sounds of her body.

 Jon grinned slightly when Kathrine ran her fingers up his torso, pulling him to a seat. Tension wrapped around him, as the woman’s legs curled around his back, matched closely by her hands. “I love you Kat… Everything about you…” 

 Seconds slipped between locked mouths, giving way to warmth as Jon pulled the woman’s shirt up, Kathrine smiled before running her tongue over his jaw, echoing the movement with a gentle push against him. “I love everything about you… Right down to your taste…” 

 “Yeah?” Jon smiled, craning his neck as sensations crept through his body, following the purr Kathrine used to suck at his neck. “I love when you do that… It… Feels really… Good…” Jon leaned back slightly, inhaling as small hands pulled him closer.  Tension found his body in an instant when sharp teeth met his flesh, drawing familiar sensations in an explosion of energy that filled the room, erasing all trace of air in his lungs. Words formed slowly before giving way to a gasp as Jon forced a voice from his mouth. “Kath…”

 Seconds melted into pressure while the young man continued to massage her tail, following the almost non existent bones he could barely make out as his fingers wrapped around it completely. The woman’s purr cut short as tension wrapped around his body, mirrored instantly by the stiffened muscles in the tail that twitched despite his continued attention. “Crap…”
 Wood creaked in the still room, painting it in muted tones of white and red that were immediately offset by a familiar form. Blonde hair and green eyes met his, following the scene with emotions as readable as the stripes that Jon massaged despite the tension both physical and emotional. “Don’t you know how to knock…?”

 
 “So what? Its my life! Deal with it…” 
 “She’s an adult Jon… One that brought you into this shit…”
 “And? I stood by her… That’s the reason you’re here right?”
 Bruised features changed under the muted light that pulsed through the room, giving way to a hiss of air while she curled her hand into a fist. “That doesn’t matter… She’s dangerous… To you, to me… To herself…” A sharp breath changed her expression instantly, replacing glazed eyes with daggers of energy sharpened by emotion only she could understand. “Jon… Bro… Come on and think about this… You know what she is and why the…”
 “You know what? Save your ‘bro’ shit… Okay? You treat me like I’m a kid, like I don’t have any fucking idea what I’m doing…” Jonathan stepped closer, closing the distance even as Sam’s eyes narrowed. “I’m sick of it. Damn sick of it. We almost got killed out there, looking… Looking for you, looking for answers… Guess what we found?” Another, deeper bite took the young man’s tone before forming words he couldn’t stop. “We found people that were trying to kill us… We found choices we shouldn’t have to make… Things we shouldn’t have to live with… You know what else we found?  A whiny little bitch who can’t see two feet in front of her face, beyond some stupid coincidental bullshit charges that don’t mean anything…”  Breath slowed instantly while words traded off in silence, giving themselves to his whispered voice that reflected tightly held truths. “I’m still looking for my sister…” A minute passed between locked eyes, separated by an inch of air that tensed nearly as much as the muscles in the woman’s jaw. “And until I find her… We don’t have anything to talk about...” 
  “Don’t you fucking dare…” Samantha’s hand clamped on his shoulder, digging in while pain shot through his body, lost to the adrenaline that surged between locked eyes. “You walk away from me and I’ll make sure you have a reason to be pissed… Did she tell you why the police are after her? After you? Did she tell you about her life? Do you really know the whole story Jon?” Alcohol mixed in the space between them, forming sharpened words and biting emotion “How much do you really know about her...”
 “What the fuck does that matter? Listen to me… I know what she is… I know that she isn’t normal, but you know what? That’s fine… I love her, and maybe it’s a little weird… So fucking what? I still love her… And even though this happened, in a few days it won’t matter… We’ll be safe, and warm… We can deal with it then… But you need to realize that I’m not a kid okay? I’ve grown up a hell of a lot in the past seventeen years if you haven’t noticed…”
 “You think you have, but you’re still a kid… You don’t know what its like out there, what the real world is…”
 “Real world? Real world!” Jon inhaled sharply, vaguely aware of the shorter form that approached them just out of his sight. “This is the real world! Where people get shot, people get killed… I know all about the real world damnit…”
 “Hey… Guys…” A soft voice came crashing through the waves of adrenaline that continued to push through the young man’s voice, giving way to a short woman who’s tanned skin and brown eyes softened the edge of heated emotion as she rested a hand on his shoulder. “Relax… If you keep this up the cops are gonna come here and…”
 “Fuck this.” Jon whispered, sighing. “When you decide you wanna talk to me like an adult, treat me with some respect… You know where I am…” Words tapered off into daggers of sharpened eyes Samantha used to regard him. “Until then, stay the hell out of my way…” Tension wrapped around his shoulder, sending fresh waves of pain through his body an instant before he grabbed her hand. “Just leave me the hell alone…” Another instant slipped by as the young man forced Sam’s hand off his body, turning to the door that stood partly open. Bare feet and carpet traded off slowly guiding him to the gentle sobs Kathrine used to introduce him to the scents of the room, all too familiar, fear.

 Kathrine looked up from the far corner, her eyes reflecting shades of orange and green while water made it’s way down her cheeks, crashing against the wood floor nearly as loud as the door Jon slammed shut behind him. Breath followed quickly behind while the young man slid to a seat in front of the door, crossing his legs before forcing a calm tone through his mouth. “You okay?”
 Minutes passed through the tight sobs the woman allowed to fill the air, guiding words through the distance, each a hollow reminder of emotions both physical and tasteless. “Jon… I’m sorry…”
 “Don’t be…” The young man lulled his head back, sipping the air slowly. “She’ll get over it in a couple hours…” Sharpened breath found his lips before forming words, giving themselves to a tone that sounded nothing like him. “Sorry about what I said… I didn’t mean it to come out like that…”

 Kathrine looked up, her expression barely readable despite the sips of orange that traded off in her eyes. “Jon… If…” An instant passed as she rose, tracing a path through the dark room to a seat beside the young man. “If it bothers you… I mean…”
 “No… No it doesn’t…” Jon inhaled, sliding his arm around her even as questions traded off behind his eyes. “I’m not going to lie to you…”
 “Good…” Tension found his hands when Kathrine tucked her legs to her chest, wrapping her arms around them while she watched him. “Please don’t…”
 “I want to understand… But… I believe you…” Minutes melted into the hollow sips of air that pulled tension through the woman’s body. Slowly words formed between them, each underlined by the shallow breaths Kathrine used to watch him. “I’d say it doesn’t ever cross my mind, I think about it more then I’d like to… About the possibility of these people being after us because of what you are… That’s the only thing I think would fit… The letter… That fucker at the bus station…”
 “Jon…” A new tension pushed against his hand, guiding it into the wall as she leaned back. “What… What  if…” The woman sighed deeply, fighting for air she let slip a moment later. “What about everything else? I mean… They’ve had all this time… Why now…?” 
 “I dunno…” Jon tensed slightly, recounting the calm voice that had replaced his. “Did your parents ever say anything about… That?”
 Moments slipped into the woman’s voice, a whisper of emotion barely recognizable as the words trailed off. “They… They…” Kathrine looked up, her voice a pale sip of air that filled Jon’s ear a moment before the woman’s hand slipped around his body. “They um… Helped me deal with it…” Emotions met between locked eyes, silent pleas that reflected light in vibrant shades of orange while the woman slid her other hand around his shoulder, pulling him tight before touching his face with a breath. “They were normal… I was born like this… But they still accepted me, helped me understand that I was… Um… Different… But it was okay… I mean, they loved me regardless…” An instant slipped between locked eyes, warming as Jonathan brought his arms around the woman. “And… They um… Mom would give me these things to help me hide… Even though they loved me, they made sure I knew that I would have to cover up… Even though…”
 “You don’t have to…” Jon whispered, running his hands over her back, tracing the contours of her spine. “Soon we can go where we want… Do what we want… And you won’t ever have to…” Breath silenced him as lips met, tension dragging through the shared emotion as Kathrine pulled herself closer. Slowly energy met as a rough tongue slid over his, giving way to the gentle moisture that found joined lips a moment later. Questions slid behind brown eyes, forming a breath that wouldn’t stay, lost to the warmth of the thing that pushed itself against him. Finally air found his lips again, falling short when he tried to speak, the questions all too apparent but buried under the emotion that reflected from emeralds. “I love you…” 

 “I love you too…” Kathrine cringed slightly, resting her head on the young man’s shoulders as he continued to follow the ridges of her body. “Jon…”
 “Yeah?” 

 Minutes melted into one another, following the tension in the woman’s body as it echoed a heart that thumped against Jon’s rib cage. Voices traded off just behind him, whispers shadowed by emotion and alcohol. Another breath found his ear the same instant Kathrine tensed, falling into recognition and words before giving way to twinges of pain in his back. “What are we going to do… I don’t wanna loose you… But if they’re after me… We… We can’t be… Together…”
 “Shh…” Jon pulled the woman tighter, fighting the words that pushed against his mind, reason and truth cementing themselves firmly behind his voice. “We’ll be fine… We’ll get to Mexico and find a place to hide out… And we’ll plant a garden…” The young man closed his eyes, pushing against the frail heartbeat that continued to thump against his chest. Slowly images played out, dissolving the darkened room with bright flowing grass and trees that surrounded a log cabin with promises of warmth made more real as the sun sewed strands of light into a blanket over the sky. “We’ll have a nice little cabin… And we’ll set up a swing in one of the trees…” Jon grinned slightly, watching Kathrine’s form lull back and forth over the small swing, her purple dress setting itself off under the careful guidance of a white blouse. “You could walk around wearing a dress if you wanted too… Like that one you wore to church…” Tension found his body as the woman tightened her grip, a soft whisper falling on his ear as Kathrine swung back and forth.

 “You liked that one didn’t you…”
 “I like anything you wear…” The young man inhaled sharply when Samantha’s form came into being, watching from the open window. Slowly words slipped from her mouth, reflecting the warm smile that changed her features when she called over the window sill. “We’ll be able to make our own food… Have apple pie for dinner… Maybe raise some animals too…” Jon followed the woman’s scents, tracing over the thick piece of pie he bit into while Kathrine and Samantha smiled. “We’ll be warm too…”
 “The fireplace?” A gentle purr touched his body, meeting his fingers as they continued to travel up and down her spine with a barely recognized motion. 

 “Yeah…” Seconds followed one another through the warmth of a small fire that cast strips of yellow and red over fair skin, highlighting gentle curves, mirrored by the warmth which danced in vibrant emeralds. The same emeralds that followed the young man with a warmth as unique as the thick tail that coiled itself around his leg. 

 The woman’s purr deepened slightly while air touched his neck, giving way to a gentle hug. “We’ll be together…”
 “And warm… And safe…” Jon smiled, leaning back against the door. “Forever…” 
 “You…” Kathrine pulled back, inhaling slowly before a whisper slipped from drawn lips. “Jon… What about… I mean… I…”
 “Hmm…?” The young man ran his hands over the woman’s lower back, inching his way down as she arched her spine. 

 “Um… I don’t know if I can give you… Um… Kids…” 

 Hours melted into considerations and surprise, halted instantly by sips of orange and tension. “K… Kids…?” Jon inhaled sharply, forcing air into his lungs before drawing a voice he couldn’t quite understand. “I um… Never thought about it…”
 Kathrine’s body cringed against him while the woman’s whisper filled the space between locked eyes. “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?” The young man smiled slightly, fighting with the emotions he couldn’t quite name. “We have plenty of time to figure out whats what…” Another deep breath filled his body in an instant when small hands dug into now familiar holes. “It would be you though… No matter what…”
 “Are you…”
 “Yeah.” 
 

 Moonlight mixed with errant strands of orange and white before sliding over light blue cotton and fair skin, melting into defined muscles that wrapped around the woman’s shoulder . Tea colored hair fell over thick pillows and lightly tanned skin, giving way to the deep purr that radiated through the tight space, echoing warmth and emotions without form. 

 Kathrine’s leg twitched, pulling heavy denim over the young man’s leg just as it had done any number of times before. Another twitch brought her leg higher, draping it over Jon’s body as she adjusted her torso to the new position.

 “You okay?” 
 “Um… Kind of…” The woman sighed around her purr, sliding her leg back down. 

 “Whats wrong?” 
 “Your jeans are kindda rough…”
 Jon looked down, carefully tracing the annoyed expression that caught strips of light while she moved. “I think I have another pair…”
 “Would it bother you if I… Um…” Minutes passed between locked eyes, questions trading off almost physically before giving way to a whisper that fell against Jon’s lips with a touch mirrored by small hands that tightened around his shoulder. “Um… If I took them off…” 
 An instant slipped between shared breath as Jon considered the question, forcing images out of his mind while the woman continued to watch him. “No… Its okay… “
 “Um… Okay…” Kathrine’s tone changed only slightly before she slipped her hand under the covers, mirroring the same motion Jon used to slide his pants from his body. “I probably should have had you put something in the wash… But I um…” Tension found the young man’s back when she looked up at him, forcing his jeans from the bed with a breath. “I’m not used to… Um…” Another second melted into tension as the woman met his lips. “I’m not used to being…”  
 “Um… Kat?”
 “Hmm?” Orange reflected in the woman’s eyes, following the deep purr that resounded against his chest, echoed by the thick warmth which wrapped itself around his leg almost instantly. 

 “That… Was… Was I your first?” Jon swallowed carefully, forcing the tension from his body while warmth tightened around his leg. 
 Kathrine looked up, pulling herself tighter before she slid a hand over his frame. Seconds melted into one another, following the thick purr she used to answer him. “You were my everything…” 
 “So um…” 
 “Hmm?” Vibrant emeralds slid into reflections of light an instant before breath touched his lips, echoing the tail that slid farther up his leg. 

 “That’s… That’s cool…” 
 Kathrine smiled, pulling herself tighter while guiding air over his cheek before replacing it with her lips. “You were my first real kiss… My first… Real love… The first to know about... Those things… You are my everything…”
 Jon inhaled slowly, following the heat that registered down the length of his leg, echoed easily by the leg that draped itself across his. “I’m sorry…”
 “Why?” 
 “That… That couldn’t have been easy…”
 “It was… It was so right... It is so right…”
 “I mean… All your life?” Jon met her eyes carefully, following her frame with a finger tip. “That’s… I… I was alone for a while… But I still…” The young man swallowed, forcing his whisper away before Kathrine tensed against him. 

 “It wasn’t that bad… I… Um… I dreamed a lot about… Things… But it passed when I got into school… Sunk myself into studying and working… I never thought about it…” Fresh tension pushed against the young man as Kathrine inhaled deeply before meeting his cheek with hers. “But now that I have you…” 
 “Yeah?” Jon grinned, bringing his hand to rest on her thigh, tracing the tense muscles along her leg before pulling her tight. “Um… Does that bother you?” 
 “No…” Kathrine’s breath filled his ear instantly, leading another deeper sound as the young man cradled her leg. “I love when you hold me… I love how you hold me…”
 “What about um… Age…” Air left his mouth the instant a rough texture found his neck, leading warmth over his body as familiar sensations traded off through the energy the woman sucked from the soft flesh. 
 “What about it…” Kathrine whispered, accenting her question with a shallow purr. “Man… I love the way you taste…” 

 “Do… Does it…” Jon sighed, following the woman’s thigh with a wavering hand. “Does it bother you?” Seconds passed between locked eyes, giving way to a shared breath as the woman pulled herself tighter against him. 
 “No…” 
 The young man grinned slightly, tracing his finger through Kathrine’s hair before traveling over the curves of her frame with a careful touch. Energy followed close behind in sips of air that traded off between joined lips. “I love you…”
 The woman’s purr deepened slightly while she held him tightly, forcing air into his body before taking it back when his hand touched her tail. Seconds melted into one another under strands of orange and green that changed across Kathrine’s eyes, giving way to a soft breath and gentle grin. “This is perfect…” An instant passed as she looked up, her tail tightening against him as another whisper spoke. “This… Us…” A deeper purr replaced the woman’s voice before pushing against Jon’s body in sips of air and energy, lost to the warmth that resonated from her smile. “I love you too Jon… More then you’ll ever know…” 
 Hours followed one another through the tightly held traces of energy that flowed over bodies, disappearing into sips of conversation with out form, lives without limit or distraction. Warmth melted against the silent questions, erasing them with well known truths and whole emotion that subsided only slightly when a male whisper echoed through the non existent space between them. “Kathrine?”
 Orange reflected through the deep purr of the woman, pulling Jon’s senses from the slight pain that throbbed from behind a relaxed mind. “Yes?” Warmth tightened against his leg while Kathrine’s smile drew more attention in sips of light that reflected from slightly elongated canines. 
 Thoughts melted into green depths, silencing the voice that tried to fight for reality. The same voice that trailed off into a barely auditable sigh when Jon pulled against the woman, bringing trails of emotion and warmth through the darkened room. Words danced across sharp features as the young man grinned, following them with strings of a faintly recognizable thought but completely real emotion, love. Slowly emotions erased the slight pinch of nerves behind his eyes as Kathrine’s purr pushed against his mind, cradling him physically while the woman’s arms carried him into a ease he hadn’t quite understood until all feeling slipped into the silence of sleep.

****

“Yeah I know… But it isn’t right…” Samantha sighed, following the highway markers that dotted the large map she had laid out over the table. “He may think hes ready… But he…” Words broke off into silence as Melissa looked up from her chair, offering a weary nod. 
 “Sounds familiar…” 
 “Yeah… Well…” 
 “Hes growing up Sam… He isn’t gonna be a baby forever… Besides, they’ve probably seen a lot… That can bring anyone closer together… Or tear them apart…”

 Words trailed off as Sam followed a well drawn path over the thick lines of interstates and back roads, coming to a stop only when a border marker separated the page. “I know… But… She’s got her own life she has to lead, the clan will take care of her… A lot better then he could…”
 “Can ‘the clan’ hold her at night, comfort her when she’s feeling bad… Tell her she still looks good when her ass starts getting fat?” Sips of emotion leveled off in the shorter woman’s voice as she smiled. “I know you’re worried Sam… I would be too, but… He made a choice, and from what I can tell he isn’t going to go back on it… Especially now…”

 “He doesn’t seem to understand whats at stake here… We aren’t talking about just our lives… I mean… I know that this is going to sound weird but…” Sam swallowed another shot of whiskey, continuing to force words through the thick haze of pain and drowned emotion. “The clan is on the loosing end of this thing… Whatever it is… And as much as I don’t want to get involved, Kathrine is part of that ‘thing’… Whatever reason… They got us involved, the Purifiers want to kill her… And… Jon doesn’t want to let go… So I’m gonna kill her myself…” 

 “Hey girl…” Hazel picked up the bottle just as Sam reached for it. “That’s enough for tonight…” 

 “Oh shut up…” Sam sighed, attempting to focus herself despite the thoughts that pounded against her mind. “I’ll kill whoever tries to hurt Jon… And I won’t feel it… I didn’t behind the… Mall… And I won’t now…” The woman sighed again, following the muted light to the couch that had been made up to a bed. Familiarity and emotion found her voice slowly as she sat back in the chair. “I still kind of wish… No… No, no…”
 “Me too Sam… I still think about it from time to time…” Melissa’s voice overtook the words slowly, warping them as they found her ears. “I was surprised when you showed up… But I half… No, I hoped that you had come home to stay…” The woman trailed off, her faint accent slipping into the words she used to fill the distance with a soft whisper. “And here you are, taking off again… Just like…”
 “Hey...” Sam sighed, forcing a clarity that died off slowly as words left her mouth. “I wanted to tell you… I’m sorry, okay? I was broke… I didn’t want you to worry about supporting me… I still don’t…” 
 “You just left though… I woke up and you were gone… Sam…” 
 “I was young, I…” Emotions crept into her tone before giving way to a sip of air, bitter and heated. “I knew you wouldn’t…”
 “Sam I would have helped you any way I could… You know that…”
 “But we wouldn’t have been… I mean, I don’t like being someone’s charity case…” Sam shrugged, allowing the edge to make its way through the air. 
 “You didn’t seem to mind too much when we went places…”
 “That’s different though… That was… Fun, I loved that… But we… We’re talking about a long, long time…”

 Hazel grinned, offering her hand over the map. “We could have been so much… Just you and I against the world, but you were too scared to ask for help… Too proud…”

 “You were too willing…” The woman hissed, forcing the words against the heavy pull of heat that pooled up with emotions and memories. “I would have drained you… Just like after…”
 “No you wouldn’t have… Sam, I tried to tell you… I had gotten that loan… But I couldn’t go back on it and try to find you… I had invested too much work into getting it…” Hazel sighed, the words playing out physically in the space between them. “Shortly after you left the bank approved my loan, we opened up the store… I lived off what was left until we started getting customers… Sam, there was plenty for both of us… I tried so hard to find you…” 
 The woman leaned back, forcing a deep swallow of the bitter air that had settled around her. “Yeah, then ‘momma Hazel’ would make it okay huh? You have no idea how much I hated calling you that… Every time was like a little kick in the face…”
 “You said it was cute…” Brown eyes flickered slightly as the woman matched Samantha’s posture. “I mean… Hell you could have been my daughter…”
 “You aren’t that old…” Sam smiled slightly, allowing a pained tone to speak for her. “But you didn’t mind me telling you how much I liked being your ‘little Sammy’…”
 “Fifteen years is a bit of a stretch…” Gentle features warmed slightly while breath formed words, given to the emotion that carried her tones into memories. “I didn’t know it bothered you that much… I thought it was rather attractive myself, it had a thrill too it…” 
 Samantha smiled, nodding slowly. “Yeah… That was kind of… Erotic…” Another breath changed the heat in her cheeks before erasing her thoughts for an instant. “I still miss you…” 
 “I never stopped loving you Sam…” Hazel matched her eyes carefully in the hours it took her to force a smile to her lips. “You just made it so hard to… You never let me in…”

 “I didn’t want you to worry about me…” 
 “That made me worry all the more…” 
 “Sorry…” Samantha sighed, vaguely aware of the moisture that made its way over her cheeks as she brought her head to rest on the table. 
 “It’s okay…” Warmth followed seconds to a physical sensation when hands came to rest on Sam’s shoulders, forcing pained memories through her body as they worked against the tension in her body. “I’m still here for you… I always will be…”

 Samantha sighed slightly, following the gentle fingers that drew warmth over her muscles. “I… Need…” Breath stalled while emotions traded off into physical words that cut through her mouth before she could silence them. “I need help momma… I’m so scared…”
 Minutes melted into the tension that eased only slightly under the guidance of steady hands, dragging physical sensations through the heated breath that backed up in Sam’s throat as words filled her ears. “Its okay Sammy… Everything is gonna be okay…”

 “Jon is going to die, and he won’t let me help him… I… I don’t know what to do…”

 “Talk to him… Tell him how you feel…” Another whisper touched her ear, matched by the warmth that pulsed over her shoulders. “Let him know how much he means to you…” 
 “I can’t…” Sam sobbed, forcing the words despite the weakened voice that could do anything but speak. “He won’t listen…” 
 “He will Sam…” Hazel’s tone touched her body as warmth traveled over her back. “Hes going to listen to you… But you have to listen to him too... Ask him to help you understand…” 
 “But…” 
 “He will Sam… Trust me…” 
 “Hazel…” Samantha looked up, allowing an uncertain twinge to speak for her. “What if he doesn’t, what if… What if he pushes me away…”
 “Then you wait… Help him understand that you’ll be there… “
 A minute passed between locked eyes, forming memories as the shorter woman smiled. “I… You were…” 
 “I always did… And I always will…” 
 “But…”
 “Its unconditional Sammy… It has to be, or… He won’t understand…” 
  Minutes melted into the gentle heat Hazel continued to pull over Samantha’s shoulders, echoing emotions understood and felt as she leaned back into the chair. “I’m sorry…”
 “Don’t be… I understand now…” Breath touched her cheek while fresh blood and adrenaline found it’s way into Samantha’s body, erasing the thoughts and silent questions the instant lips touched. Warmth followed air between locked mouths, giving way to a soft touch of heat that massaged her tongue before the woman sighed. Seconds brought familiar images to mind while hands pulled her closer. Words followed close behind, giving way to a face, it’s brown eyes and black hair melting into Asian features and a gentle grin, the name attached almost lost to the warmth that came to a seat on her lap. 
 “Shit…” Sam gasped, her hands edging across the woman’s back as she pulled herself away with an effort. “I can’t…” 

 Confusion gave way to tension while emotions trailed off in brown eyes, finding names slowly. Disappointment, regret, hopelessness. “It’s okay…”
 “No… No it isn’t… Hazel… I…” Tension pulled against her before she brought her hands around the woman, pulling her tight while air made it’s way into her lungs. “I’m sorry… But… I’m… I’m with someone…”

 An instant melted into surprise and pain before giving way to concern as breath found her ear. “Oh shit… Sammy, where are they?” 
 “She’s at the apartment…” Samantha swallowed, forcing a calm tone despite the warmth that continued to call for her. “She’ll be okay until we can get to her… I’m gonna pick her up on the way…”
 “Have you called her? Made sure she was okay?”
 “It’d be too dangerous… From what the papers said, the police are tracking us… And if the cops find us, the Purifiers will… Its better she doesn’t know whats going on… They won’t either…” Hope spoke for the woman, vague, elusive truths made real by emotions she couldn’t quite understand, nearly as warm and real as the hands that shook against her back. 
 “Sam…” 
 “I’m sorry…”
 “What about… What about me…” An instant passed as the woman pushed herself back, filling the distance with a heavy breath. “I mean, won’t they come looking for you… Will it get back to me… Are you going to be okay… Is Jon?”
 “I don’t know… I don’t…” Sam sighed, wiping her face before meeting the warm brown eyes that watched her with an unwavering emotion. “I hope… Hazel… I’m sorry I got you into this…”
 “No… Sammy, when I said I would be here for you… I meant it, in nine years nothing changed… I still love you, I always will… Even though it means letting you go, I’m still going to be here for you… Always…”
 Samantha fought air for an eternity before tears found her cheeks, lost to warmth that wrapped around her body in a tight embrace of tanned skin and accented words. “Thank you momma… Thank you…”
 

[ This is going to need a lot of work methinks… ]

 Wood wrapped around the small hallway, accenting the pictures of faces Samantha thought she recognized. Relatives and friends passed slowly down the small corridor, looking down on her as she crept over the carpeted floor, a vagrant wisp of a form called forth by a male voice a second later. 

 “Samantha… Get in here.” 
 “Ye… Yes?” Sam looked up, following the strong contours of her father’s jaw even as it formed daggers of ice between them.

 “Ms. Thomas called today…” 
 Dread welled up in an instant as events were recalled, following pitched words of apology that couldn’t form against the jagged gaze of the tall man. “D… Dad…”
 “Are you some kind of weirdo Sammy? Do you really like…” The man winced before giving his breath to the words that cut tanned skin an instant later. “Are you a dyke Sam?”
 “I… I…” Sam whispered, forcing words to her lips while images played out behind her eyes. “I didn’t mean to…”
 “You were caught kissing a girl in the locker room Sam… That isn’t normal… And ‘I didn’t mean too’ doesn’t cut it…”
 “Sh... She star…”
 “Bullshit Sam.”
 “But…”
 “Get the fuck out of my house… Take your things and leave… Now.”
 Tears fought with her body as the young woman knelt down, her hands pleading nearly as much as her voice. “Daddy… Please, I… I didn’t…”
 “You had your chance girl… Now get…”

 
 Light filtered over hard wood and dust, painting the room in shades of orange and red, accenting the faint warmth that registered over her shoulder. Samantha turned slowly, tracing the shaded contours of Italian features and which changed only slightly while the woman fought demons only she could see. Recognition followed pain through her mind as she pulled Hazel’s arm off, giving it to her before sliding from the embrace. Seconds passed in minutes while she made her way through the weary muscles and unflinching pain that continued to throb behind her eyes. Slowly memories came through the haze, offering clips of conversation that ended in a fully dressed figure which stared back at her in the mirror. 

 “Coffee…” Samantha mouthed to the reflection, sighing softly as she opened the door to mixed scents, eggs, sausage and coffee danced thick in the air before finding her voice completely solid but entirely formless. Words died off in an instant when brown hair and lightly tanned skin slid from under a t-shirt and baggy pair of pants that mirrored the clothing Kathrine wore in front of the stove. Seconds slipped between locked eyes, as sound fell silent, barely registering against the roll of quarters the young man hid in his fist. 
 Sam nodded slowly, fighting the ache in her body with a movement that carried her to the waiting pot. “Sleep well?” 

 “W… Would you like some?” A cautious tone touched Samantha’s ear while she poured a cup. Sharp features and warm eyes melted the ready response that had prepared itself, unknown to the woman. 
 “No… Thanks…” Sam grinned, forcing her mouth to move before she sat down. “Um… Guys…” 

 Two sets of eyes locked on her, a cold mask of emotion as unreadable as the brown eyes it held Another mask slipped beside the young man, offering a plate and cup of milk before she took up residence in the chair next to him. 
 Slowly words came together, running into one another before slipping through her mouth around haggard breaths she could barely force out. “I… I’m sorry… Jon… Kat... I was wrong to say those things… And… I understand that the time you spent together brought you closer… What you’ve been through… I don’t know… I won’t pretend to… But… I want you both to understand…” Samantha swallowed as brown eyes watched her, unwavering to the silent pleas made physical by a shaky breath. “I love you Jon… And… I’m… I’m scarred... I don’t want to loose you… I know we don’t get along all that well, all the time… But now more then ever we need to pull together and…”
 “What about Kathrine…”
 Seconds ticked off between green eyes, echoing emotions only the woman could understand. “Um… Kat… K…”
 “I…” Kathrine began, slowing her voice when Sam swallowed. 

 “Jon… These people are after Kat because of what she is… She didn’t do anything wrong… But… Even though, they won’t stop until she’s dead… And probably us too…” Breath filled her mouth slowly, giving way to the sharpened words that tore through her voice a moment later. “Theres someone that can help us, she had been trying to for a something like a week but… You guys kept getting away from her or something…”
 Youthful features changed slightly, mirroring the grin that slipped across his mouth before a small hand crept over his shoulder, coming to rest even as Kathrine followed Sam’s gaze. “What do you mean help us…?”
 “She knows whats going on… All of it… She wants to help us get away…” Sam swallowed again, allowing a calm she couldn’t quite grasp. “She saved my life… But I don’t know if she’s still alive…” 

 “We’ve been fine on our own though… Why should we get her…?” The young man winced the instant Kathrine’s hand clenched over his shoulder, a faint reminder of the bandage that hid under his shirt. 

 “Jon… If she knows about it…” Kat whispered, her voice a pale comparison to the distinct surprise that painted her face. “If she knows what I am…”
 Minutes passed in a breathless silence, changing only slightly as Jon massaged the bridge of his nose. “Okay, so… What does she look like, who is she, and why does she want to help us…”
  “Her name is Leandrea…” Sam watched carefully while Jon continued to work against his body, bringing memories and sensations of the biting fog that pushed it’s way through her resolve. “She… She’s short… Maybe Hazel’s height… Really built, black hair…” Breath died off in her mouth when the young man’s head shot up. 
 “Wears a trench coat? Carries a rifle?”
  “Ye… Yeah… That’s her…”
  “Fucking Christ…!” Jon stood up, followed closely by the red headed woman. “That bitch almost got us killed!” 

 “What? When?” Sam swallowed, recounting encounters that fought her body for control. 

 “The hotel… She showed up there when we were out looking for you…” An instant passed before Jon leaned against the table, a quick reaction used to cover up the visible weakness that had taken his knees. “Some how she found out that we…”
 “Um… I… I told her…” 
 “What? Why? How the hell did…” 
 “She took me from the apartment… I tried to get away, but there was this guy… She shot him I thought… But we saw him a couple days later…” Nerves shook slowly as words left her mouth, giving themselves to the concern in her brother’s eyes. “Um… She, she told me what this was about… And… And… I told her…”
 Minutes slipped through emotions nearly as unreadable as the placid mask the young man used to processes the information. “S… So she didn’t hurt you or anything?” 
 “She saved my life Jon… She wants to save Kathrine’s too…”
 “Answer the question.”
 Silence trailed off into a breath as Samantha forced truth through the ready made response that had presented itself. “Yeah… She beat me, cause I wouldn’t tell her…”
 “That bi…”
 “No, she helped me understand… Jon she didn’t know…”
 “Okay so… That explains the clothes… And the armor… Gun too…” Jon shrugged, rubbing at his skull while Kathrine looked on, suddenly more curious then before. “So… What happened to her?”
 “There was this big fight in Old Crestline… The guy was there… He and Leandrea got into it… Um… They were there… We got separated…” 
 The young man nodded after a moment, following her eyes with an unwavering consideration that brought faint reminders of their father’s gaze. “Sam… Why don’t we just let her go, I mean…” Words trailed off before Jon looked up at Kathrine. “I mean, we don’t know if she’s alive… We could be putting ourselves in a lot more danger then if we were to just go…” 

 “But…”
 “I know… But if we’re dead… Nothing we learn will help us any…”
 “Jon…” Kathrine’s plea filled the room in an instant, tapering off slowly to a concern that mixed with other emotions before forming words. “This could be our chance to… My chance… To learn what I am… I mean… Jon… If she knows, she could…”

 “I know Kat… But if…”
 “Jon…”
 Samantha swallowed hard when the young man pulled his arms around the woman, tightening his grip visibly before filling the air with a shallow whisper. “Kathrine… I understand… Believe me I do… But if we get killed out there… We don’t know why she’s looking for us even…”
 “She… She wants to help Kathrine…” 
 “Or kill her...” Jon looked over his shoulder slowly, giving breath to ideas Sam felt creep into her mind the same instant. “I’m thankful you’re alive Sam… I love you… But, if you wouldn’t have helped her… Would you still be…?”
 “I… I… I don’t know…” The woman swallowed while emotions played out between locked eyes, giving way to a pair of green orbs that followed her with the same intention of her brother. “But… Kat is…”

 “Not going to be put in danger if it can be avoided.” The young man said flatly. 
 “But…”
 “No.”
 “Jon…” Another soft plea slipped from sharp features, giving way to strands of moisture that melted from the corners of Kathrine’s eyes. “It could be my only chance…”
 “Ours…” Jon whispered, seemingly oblivious as Sam watched his hands slide to the small of her back, a reassuring gesture that did little to curb the edge in his words. “If we do though... And we find out that she’s trying to kill us… What then?” 
 “Then we defend ourselves…” Samantha sipped from her coffee, accenting the flat tone with a mouthful of sugarless warmth. “She might be able to get us out of this Jon… Don’t you think that’s worth trying?”
 “Might… But we can do this on our own… We’ve been doing okay… I mean…” 
 “For how long… How long can we go Jon…”
 “As long as we need to…”
 Samantha bit into her tongue before words found a physical taste. Slowly other words replaced them, echoing the concern in matched eyes. “Okay… So what about Kat… Don’t you think she has a right to know…?” 
 “Why don’t you tell her…? You seem to know… Tell us both…”
 “I don’t… Jon, I know about as much as you do right now…” 
 “Yeah?”
 “Yeah…”

 
 “Well shit…” Jon chuckled, following Samantha’s finger across the large map before a pre-recorded voice echoed words that had been repeated several times below the sizzling of ham and onions. “Como estas?” 

 “Bein… Y tu?” Sam whispered, faintly aware of the woman that slipped from around the corner, her tanned skin and black hair bringing pained reminders of events that couldn’t happen, lives that wouldn’t be taken. 
 “Ah, bein… Gracias…” Jon nodded, grinning slightly when his finger found a border marker. “Hazel…” 

 “Hmm?” The woman looked up from the skillet, grinning slightly while scents traded off in the air.

 “Ah… Do you have a pair of shorts that you don’t wear any more?” 
 “Probably… What for?”
 “Ah, something for Kat to sleep in…”
 Sam looked up, swallowing her voice even as a muscle flexed in the young man’s jaw. 
 “Oh, yeah… Um… After dinner, okay?”
 “Sure… Thanks.”
 Minutes slipped between locked eyes while emotions traded off into a breath that weighed more then the words Sam could barely force. “So… Watchya think?” 

 “Um… Eighty miles… Maybe two hours if we kept it around the speed limit…” The young man shrugged. “We get to the border and we can scan the area… Get seen and we can head back up…” Seconds slipped by while Jon traced his finger over a back road. “Madison… Then go farther down and try again…”  Another breath fell silent when the young man propped his elbow on the table, massaging the sides of his head in a mirror of actions taken several times before.

 “You okay?”

 Sound changed the room for an instant, leading a slim pistol and eyes to the door. The same door that gave way to sharp features and a large basket of clothes. Kathrine looked over the basket in the eternity it took Samantha to slip the pistol back into her lap. “Ah… Jon, can I talk to you for a minute?” 

 Glances exchanged for a second, leading the young man to the woman as she slid into the bedroom, shutting the door behind her. 
 “Uh oh… I know that voice…” Hazel’s light tone filled the air, giving way to a light grin that changed Samantha’s face an instant before the shorter woman poured some wine over the skillet. “Jon’s been a bad boy…”
 Sam chuckled softly, following the contours of memories she couldn’t quite understand, each one echoing the pains that seemed to follow the young man. Slowly words formed, giving way to the almost non existent breath that gave them life. “You don’t think it’s… Serious do you?”
 “Nah...”
 “No, really… I’m fine…” Jon grinned, opening the door before tea colored hair and fair skin slipped behind him, a mock chase that ended when she wrapped her hands around his shoulders. “Ah! Help!” The young man chuckled, grabbing the door before Kathrine pulled him. 
 Samantha watched carefully as the events played out, recording the warm emotion that seemed to fill the air with promises of a life that would be shared, pains forgotten and dreams made real. Slowly words found her lips, giving themselves to the voice she barely recognized as hers. “You made your bed, now lay in it…” 
 “Yeah…” Hazel smiled even as the young man grinned, sliding out of Kathrine’s grasp. 
 “Shit…” An instant slipped by while Jon rotated his shoulder. 

 “Sorry!” A soft tone yelped even as Kathrine’s form slipped from behind the man, wrapping her arms around his stomach. “Sorry, sorry, sorry…”
 “No, its cool…”
 Minutes passed in silence while Samantha folded the map, making way for plates and glasses that Hazel set out carefully. Images and memories followed closely behind, bringing with them words and conversations long forgotten until the shorter woman withdrew various items from the fridge. Cheese, bread and wine traded off across the table top, making way for the large plate that brought a thick slice of meat to bear against the grinning faces which surrounded the table. 

 “Name your poison.” Hazel’s tone filled the room for an instant, tapering off as Samantha poured a bottle of red wine labeled with words she couldn’t understand.

 “Oh wow…” Kathrine smiled, taking up residence next to the young man. “Um… Water or milk please…” 
 Samantha recoiled nearly as much as Kat when Jon picked up the wine, filling his glass with an unyielding calm. “Hey bro…”
 “What?”
 “Jon…” Kathrine’s tone filled the space between them, accenting the red tints on her cheeks. “Um…” Seconds passed in silence while the two women watched him. “Um… Never mind…” 
 “Well if she won’t say it I will... Don’t you think you’re a little too…”
 “Live a little.” Jon grinned, his smile doing little to blunt the edge in his voice. “Want some?” He turned to Kat, offering the bottle even as Hazel came back with her milk. 

 “N… No, thanks…”
 “Oh… Oh, yeah… Um… Actually…” A minute passed in confusion while the young man offered his glass to Samantha. “Maybe you should take it…”

 Clothes laid out in stacks, neatly folded versions of the carefully arranged groups of supplies that traded off over the large wood table, ending in a large brown paper bag marked “Grandpa’s Sporting Goods”. Samantha counted the various stacks, marking checks along the list she held. “So that… That’s everything I guess… Um… Kat, have you got some tampons?” Sam sighted, disbelief fighting her voice as she followed the set of supplies that stood in front of the red headed woman, echoing a choice made by a will not her own.

 “Ah… No, I um… I won’t need any…” The woman squirmed while Samantha watched her carefully. “I um… No.”
 An instant slipped between locked eyes, giving way to confusion before realization slipped through the air even as Jon glanced up from the well marked road map he held.  “Okay… So… You gonna be okay for a couple weeks or so…?” 
 “Y… Yeah…” 
 “Jon… Bandages and…” 
 “Got it.” 
 “Alright so…” Samantha swallowed sharply, rummaging through the paper bag before withdrawing several small boxes, each reminders of precautions made necessary by the weapons that sat atop a thick towel. Brass clattered against the table while Sam loaded the magazines with fresh rounds, following the gentle rustling Jon and Kat used to stuff their belongings into waiting backpacks. “Um… Jon… If you…” Sam looked up, sliding the last shell into the old Remington before offering him the weapon and remaining boxes of ammunition. “If you want to talk about it…”
 “I don’t think so.” The young man shook his head, sliding the shotgun into his pack with a clenched jaw. Emotions traded off in the hours they watched one another, given slowly to the heavy Beretta he buried in the front pouch. 
 “Oh… Okay…” An instant slipped by as Sam filled her own backpack with supplies and maps, followed by the slim pistol. “But, if you ever do…”
 The young man turned, shouldering his bag the same instant Kathrine’s hand reached out, falling short before Hazel’s form slipped in from the hallway. Seconds passed between locked eyes, echoing nameless emotions that ran into one another as Kat shot Sam a look she couldn’t quite place, matched by the uneasy steps she used to follow the younger man. 
 “I um…” Hazel whispered softly, sliding a hand over Sam’s shoulder while she sighed. “I think maybe… Maybe that isn’t what he needs…” 
 “What?”
 “I mean… Bringing up stuff like that right now probably isn’t the best way to go…” Another breath filled her ear before trailing off into realization of pains buried under the preparations that continued to push through her mind. “Try getting to him with Kat… Get something you have in common going… Know what I mean?”
 “No…”
 “Show Jon you care about her too... She’s his world right now Sam… Try stepping into it…” The woman grinned when Kathrine slipped into view, shutting the door behind her.  

 Eyes met carefully, words leading one another through the silent distance before a voice took form as sharp features melted into a mask of concern, focused by the bright eyes that watched Sam. “Um… Sam?”
 Samantha swallowed, choking off the emotion and words before new ones took root in her voice. “What?”
 “I um… Are we going to see Leandrea… Are you still going to…”
 “No…” The woman cringed slightly before zipping her bag shut. “You mean too much to Jon… He would never forgive me if…” 
 “Sam…” Hazel’s cautious tone crept across her mind, echoing the words that she replaced with contrasting tones of forced emotion. 

 “No… Kat, we aren’t… Jon is right... I… You have questions, so do I… But this isn’t right… You… You didn’t ask to be born like this… We didn’t ask to meet you, but now that all is said and done… We have to deal with the consequences…” Sam followed the woman’s pained expression with words she could almost taste. “I care about him, more then anything in this world Kat… I want him to be happy… But… He…”
 “Sam… I know…” The woman winced before forcing a calm that betrayed the distinct shake in her body. “Please believe me when I say I never wanted this to happen… I… I didn’t… I mean I was…”
 Samantha rolled her neck carefully, biting back the response she felt touch her physically through the soft lit room. “We need to concentrate on what we have to do… Choices are going to be made, sacrifices too… But I want you to understand that if it comes down to Jon or you… There won’t be a hesitation…”
 Seconds ticked by meeting a solemn nod from the slightly shorter woman. “I understand…” 
 “I wouldn’t expect anything less if you were in my shoes… Would you?” 
 “Um… I… I don’t… Know…” Kathrine swallowed, her body tensing before giving way to a slumped version of her frame, accented by the heavy sigh that left her mouth an instant later. “Samantha… I’m sorry… I know I can’t make it right, but please believe me when I say I never…”
 “Is there an echo in here or is it just me?”
 “I… I never meant for this to happen Sam… I never meant to be born like this, to meet someone like Jon… To fall in love with… But… But, now that this all… What could I do? I mean, I don’t know what to do Sam…”
 “Survive.” The woman replied flatly. “Its what we do…” Another breath changed into words slowly, hollow tones carrying the touches of contempt she allowed to slip into her voice. “Our father taught us to endure the bad so we can appreciate the good… Jon found the good in this… He probably found more good then hes going to let on, but Kat… All its going to take is a little slip… The wrong word at the right time… And hes going to walk away…” 
 “He… He isn’t like that… He accepted me… I… I mean if that…”
 “Hes been through a lot Kat… More then you’ll ever know, but it hurt him… Hes scarred from head to toe, even if he doesn’t let it show… All you have to do is give him a reason to turn his back…” Samantha trailed off slowly while Hazel’s hand slipped over her shoulder, silencing her finally with a formless voice.
 “Help me understand him then…” Kathrine whispered, slightly more insistent then before. “I want to be there… Like he was for…”
 “Live and learn Kat… That’s something only you can do… You figure it out.”
 “But Sam…”
 “No…”

 Hazel looked over, her eyes flickering before a sharp voice filled the air. “That’s a little mean don’t you think…” 

 Samantha swallowed, following the physical emotion from brown depths before giving them to a formed breath and sharp words. “It’s a little mean to have to give up your life too… Don’t you think?”

“Sam…” A meek tone pulled her ear, dragging her attention to the sharp features and green eyes that mirrored any number of lost hopes. “Please… Help me be there for him… I want him to be happy… I want you to be happy… Theres no need for us to be fighting or…”
 “Look.” Sam exhaled sharply, dulling the throb in her side with carefully spoken words. “Hes still young yet… Regardless of how mature he might act, hes still a kid… He can be hurt easily, even if it doesn’t show outside… Just watch what you tell him…” 
 “Sam… I understand that… But he means so much to me… I don’t want to hurt him, I want to help…”
 “Its gonna take time girl…” Hazel’s soft tone filled the room, tapering off into a warmth felt and recognized. “In the three years I’ve known him… I’ve never heard him talk about something that bothered him… He’ll let you in when he thinks hes ready Kat… And not a moment sooner…”
 Minutes passed in silence as Kathrine’s face changed, mirroring the varied emotions that played across Sam’s mind in the same instant. Frustration took them slowly before lending a voice to the cocktail of wordless pleas as Kat turned back to the room. “Thank you…”
 Samantha sighed, tracing the frame of the closed door while memories played out behind her eyes, bringing names to the haggard chill in her body. “She cares about him…”
 “She loves him.”
 “Why?”
 “Does he love her?”
 “I don’t doubt it.”
 “Why?” 

 Minutes passed while emotions played out carefully, echoing truths from long forgotten images of a shared past. A shorter woman slipped into view from around the front door of her apartment, black hair and brown eyes trading off into soft features that ended in lightly tanned skin. The same skin that melted into Jon’s hand, a mirrored grin of final appreciation which brought with it it’s own breath. “I still remember when he brought Beth over for the first time… He looked so happy… After… After mom and dad, he wasn’t… He was miserable… But she turned it around for him, she was only using him to get back at some boy friend of hers… But she made him happy…”
 Hazel slipped into the chair next to her, a soft mask of concern following the breath that left her mouth an instant later. “Kat wouldn’t do that… She’s a good kid…”
 “He never let anyone get close to him after that… He shut everyone out… But now… Now this… Woman… Is doing it to him again…”
 “She wouldn’t hurt him Sam…”
 “How do you know?”
 “She promised me she wouldn’t…” 

****

 Errant light filtered through small windows, casting shades of orange and white over hard wood and light blue. Slowly shapes crept from the thick shadows, offering reminders of the backpacks that had been hidden under the bed and the clothes that sat atop them. Two forms slid into one, white cotton and fair skin traded off around defined muscles and lightly tanned versions of the warmth that ended in baggy jeans and a large book. Fabric rustled softly in the thick silence, following gentle pulls of graphite over heavy paper before trailing off into a light sigh when Kathrine worked against the young man’s shoulders. An instant passed while Jon pushed against her, the muscles in his back tensing slightly when they touched her chest, a call to actions repeated several times through the hours of shared warmth.

 Tension fought her hands as energy followed her fingers, gentle pressure that subsided only slightly when familiar features came across the page. Sharp features and thick stripes slowly melted into hair that flowed across the large pillow which supported the warmth more then apparent in the woman’s eyes. Slowly memories came to form emotions through the gentle warmth that pushed against her as a thick appendage slipped into view around a tensed thigh. Words fought her voice while the young man continued to define the length of inhuman flesh that stopped after her foot, tensed nearly as much as the legs she pulled tight against him. “Jon…” A whisper touched her lips while the young man continued to bring shadows to the outstretched muscles and tense warmth of the woman’s body.  
 “Hmm?”
 Kathrine swallowed, pulling herself tighter while emotions trailed off into a voice not completely her own. “I um… That… Um…”
 Brown eyes slid into view, all but melting her voice with a tension that ended entirely when lips met. Heat followed a soft tongue through the shared breath, mirroring the slight motions Kat continued against his shoulders. Finally a breath ended the warmth with a different kind of heat, tangible reminders of the emotion that flickered deep in brown depths. “I love you…”
 Images played out in an instant while Kathrine wrapped her arms around the young man’s frame, erasing the distance with a gentle purr she barely felt until Jon murmured an approval. “I love you too…” Slowly breath changed while large hands worked over the page, giving way slowly to drawn muscles and gentle warmth. Hours melted into one another, brining memories and names to the gentle touches that he used to bring the woman to reality.  “I can’t believe this…” Kathrine inhaled slowly, following the gentle pulls of emotion he used to complete the picture, ending in a soft brush of warmth that changed slightly as he pulled his fingers over her leg. 
 “What?” Jon grinned slightly, meeting her eyes with another brush of warmth. 
 “You… Us… This… All of it… It feels… So…” Kathrine trailed off wholly when a hand found her thigh, mirroring the warmth that drew their lips together. “Yeah… Like that…”
 The young man smiled again, emotion trading off into warmth as he wrapped his hand around her tail, following a shared breath with a different warmth when words trailed off into a gasp. “Hey…”
 “Ye… Yeah?” Kat whispered carefully, following her breath with a purr that could barely make it’s way around the hard won air which filled her lungs. 

 “I got something for you…” 
 “You… You’re all I want…” Another breath filled her mouth while the young man continued to rub her gently. Tension followed sensations as a hand released her tail, drawing emotion and longing nearly as undeniable as the grin that changed when Jon licked her lips. “Where are you going…?” Kat whispered, fighting her body as the young man pulled himself free. 

 Minutes disappeared into silence while he slid off the bed, carrying soft emotion and warmth through the slight twinge of hunger that announced itself for the umpteenth time, more pronounced even while Jon looked up from his backpack. 

 “I know how… Uncomfortable it is for you to wear stuff…” An instant slipped between locked eyes, giving way to a tension that bit into Kathrine’s mind even as she made her way across the bed. “If it would make you more comfortable to sleep in or…” Jon trailed off slowly, nameless emotions welling up in the distance before making themselves known as he held up a small bunch of silk-like fabric as warm as the grin that exposed matching tones of white. 

 Kathrine stared for a minute, following the outline of the shorts that ended in an elastic waist band and pitched emotion that found her lips before she could stop it. “What for…”
 “I… I just want you to be comfortable…” Emotion trailed off into silence while ideas crept behind green eyes, each a reminder of the warmth that followed her in brown orbs. “You said you were sensitive and…”
 “But Jon… This… This isn’t… I mean…” Seconds followed minutes between locked eyes as the young man laid the white fabric carefully over her lap. Slowly words found her voice, made real as a gentle breath touched her lips, accenting the natural scent that carried the man.  
 “Please…?” 
 “Why?” 
 “Because… I… Um…” A sheepish grin changed youthful features before lending warmth to a shared breath. “I love the way you look… I love…” Warmth followed the young man’s fingers as they slid over Kat’s thigh, carefully tracing the muscles she felt tense under his hand. “I love you Kat… I want to see… I wanna see you…”
 Minutes melted into hours, given to the considerations and silent pleas that traded off between locked eyes, erasing the silence with a shared breath and warm pressure the young man used to push her to the bed. “Jon… I…” Kat whispered, running her hands over the defined muscles that trailed over her body in gentle sips of emotion reserved for no one but them. “I… I…” Another breath ended sharply when fingers stopped just above her pant line. 

 “Please…?”
 “I… Um… Jon…”  
 “Please Kathrine…” A distinct voice cut through the air as lips found her stomach, gently guiding warmth to the emotion that touched her body with a thick purr. 

 “I… I um… Are you…” Words trailed off slowly into the warm tongue that explored her stomach before forming again as she sat up. “Are you sure…?”
 Jon looked up, a warm grin changing his features as he ran a finger along her inner thigh, stopping just short of the warmth that drew familiar sensations through her body while options laid themselves out carefully along the contours of the young man’s jaw. “I’ve never been so sure…” 
 Warmth slid across her cheeks the same instant Jon brought his lips against her stomach, ending the soft attention with another grin. Breath fought her body in the eternity it took muscles to move, giving way to pressure when she tried to stand up. The same pressure ended sharply when Jon stood to meet her, wrapping his arms around her while tension locked her body. “I dunno if…”
 “Please…” Warmth touched her mind while large hands pulled her close, giving way to soft traces of biter sweet scents that brought memories of embraces and hardened emotion she almost felt as she pushed against him. 

 “You um… You’d like to see that?”
 “Yeah… I want you to be comfortable though… I mean…” 
 Kathrine looked up, forcing a grin before allowing a shaky breath to speak for her. “You just wanna see me naked don’t you…”
 Warmth pushed against her before a light smile changed the young man’s face. “I wouldn’t mind that either…” An instant passed into a gentle embrace of solid emotion, echoing reminders of a relationship as real as the warmth that pushed against her. “But I want you to be comfortable too… Really.”
 “I am… I’m here, with… With you… And its okay… I’m…” Kat looked up, biting her lip before bringing her hand around the young man’s head. “I love you…” Breath traded off in an instant as large hands settled at the base of her spine, massaging sensations both real and emotional while she followed a soft tongue through the heated emotion. Finally lips parted, giving way to cool air and warm grins made silent as Jon pulled her closer. 
 “I love you too…”
 “Um Jon…” Kat smiled softly, echoing the gentle pain that continued to throb in her stomach. “I um… I’ll wear these… On one condition…” 
 “Anything.” 
 “You make me something to eat…”
 Hours passed between locked eyes, a gentle grin suddenly changing into the bitter sweet scents that pushed against her body physically. “What would you like to be...?” 
 “Huh?” Kathrine followed the young man’s breath carefully while realization crept up behind her eyes. “N… You pervert…” A timid grin changed her features slightly when a large hand came to rest behind her thigh, following the muscles that tensed even when fingers pulled themselves up. “I um… Yeah… Yeah, okay… Leftovers maybe…” Kat grinned slightly as a purr touched her voice, melting into the warm grin the young man used to pull her closer. “That’s kind of nice…” 

 “Yeah…” Jon smiled before his hands came to rest at the base of her spine. “I love you…”
 Air thickened between them slowly, giving life to a shallow breath that barely registered as her voice. “I love you too…” A gentle purr pushed against her mouth before echoing the words she couldn’t quite make out. “Maybe some milk too…”
 “No problem…” Jon smiled softly before sliding his hands up her frame. An instant passed before the young man pulled himself away, sliding through the door into the near black living room. 
 Kathrine inhaled sharply, holding the silk fabric against the soft glow of errant light before tracing the contours of emotions made physical with each crease. Finally a voice crept across her lips, a near silent whisper of pained truth. “Only for you Jonathan…”

 Light slipped in through closed curtains, painting shades of blue and orange over the furniture that cast thin shadows over the hardwood which stretched out into the familiar scents of ham and onions traded off from the microwave across the room. Slowly features came into view, lightly tanned skin drawn over an athletic frame, ending around a milk jug while white wrapped around his shoulder. Brown eyes looked up from the glasses as Kathrine crept across the empty carpet, moving through the shadows despite the tension they brought against her. 

 Hours slipped between locked eyes, silent appreciation making its way through the air before the young man followed her frame with a warmth matched only by the scents that immediately filled the air, reminders of a reaction she couldn’t quite place. “Oh wow…” 
 Kathrine inhaled slowly, stepping into the soft glow of the microwave before leaning against the counter. “Um… Jon…?” She managed finally, her voice trickling into an emotion that could have been mistaken for fear. 

 Seconds passed through the scents of meat and warmth, made more physical as the young man leaned against the opposite counter, the vaguely familiar strain in his jeans matched by the shallow whisper he used to fill the air. “You… You um… Wow…”
 Heat welled up against her cheeks as sensations trickled through her mind, matched easily by the thick tail she uncoiled from around her leg. Slowly breath changed as air gave way to words while options played out under the brown eyes that continued to watch her. Finally movement carried her body to the fridge, an escape made quick by the words that found her lips a moment later. “Where’s the ketchup…”
 Scents traded off through the haze of emotion and words that continued to mix in Kathrine’s mind, offering reminders of the warmth that spoke an instant later. “Uh… B… Bottom shelf…”
 Kathrine looked up, swallowing before standing to meet the young man. “Uh… Jon?”
 “Yeah?” 
 “You… You’re doing it again…” The woman grinned, retrieving a plate from the cupboard before opening the microwave and recovering her meal. 
 “What? Oh…” Warmth wrapped around her carefully tracing energy over her frame in the eternity it took the young man to bring his arms across her chest. “I can’t help it…”  

 Air slipped through her mouth, lending warmth to the careful movement she used to meet his eyes. Emotion found her in sips of energy that trailed across the distance between them, mixing with smells familiar and inviting. “Jon…” Kathrine managed against the warmth which continued to seep from brown eyes. Words fought questions through the distance, coming to rest on her lips before giving life to a timid whisper. “Jon… I… I’m curious…”
 “About?”
 “You…”
 Jon pursed his lips before a muscle tensed in his jaw, tapering off into the warm breath that touched her lips a moment later. “What about me?”
 Questions melted into her voice in an instant, moving to her voice before she could stop them. “I… Um… Well… Where did you grow up? What did you do in your life… Before all this… What made you who you are…” An instant slipped as nameless emotion flickered in brown depths. “There so much I want to know…” 
 Hours pressed through the silence, melting words into silent pleas before giving way to the shallow breath that left his mouth in a weighted sigh. “Sometime…” 

 “Jon… Please…” Emotions followed one another through the short distance, touching off any number or pleas for things only the young man could understand. “It would mean so much to me… I mean… All this time, I’ve wondered what its like being you… To be Jonathan Prower for a day…” A light chuckle found her voice, forced nearly as hard as the tail she wrapped around the young man’s leg. “Please Jon…”
 “There isn’t much to say Kat…” Jon grinned softly, pulling her tight even as tension made it’s way through his back. “I grew up here…  I was a student…” Light flickered in brown orbs, mirroring the carefully accented voice that filled the distance between them. “I met this beautiful woman and…”
 “Jon…” 
 “That’s all that matters Kat… You.” Breath trailed off into a gentle tug of energy that followed the warmth of the young man’s hands, pulling her tighter before words touched her ear again. “You’re my everything Kathrine… Nothing else, nothing. Means anything to me…” 
 Warmth slipped through shaking nerves while Kathrine released the young man’s leg, giving her attention to the waiting slice of ham. “You…” The woman began, trailing off as hands found her shoulders, drawing energy over the muscles in her back while a breath touched her neck.

 “I love you Kathrine…”
 “I love you too…” She looked up, grinning slightly before wrapping her tail around his leg. Seconds ticked off between locked eyes, echoing emotions without form but nearly as tangible as the large hands that wrapped around her stomach, pulling her into the warmth that tensed only slightly when she pushed against it. “Hey…”
 “Hmm?” Jon pulled her tighter, filling her ear with a heated breath that echoed the scents which continued to mix in the air around them.

 “Um... Will you tell me some time?” Eyes met carefully, fighting the physical sensations that crept through Kathrine’s mind as the young man pushed against her. “Hey, hey… Hey… Seriously… Will you?”
 Seconds found minutes through the silence, thickening while emotion flickered in brown depths, giving themselves to a shallow sip of air that fell on Kat’s face with a thick pressure, mirrored easily by the tension in his arms. “We’ll see… Okay?”
 “That’s not fair…” Kat whispered, a touch of pain finding its way through her voice. “Jon… Please…”
 “Sometime Kathrine… I… I promise.”
 Minutes followed the silence before giving way to shallow purr that filled the air slowly. Emotion traded off between locked eyes, silent pleas of acceptance and warmth lending themselves to the warm grin that played across youthful features. “I trust you Jon…”
 An instant slipped by, carefully weighted air changing only slightly when the young man smiled. “I love you Kathrine…”

 Images trailed off into a warmth she could barely identify as nameless pains fought her mind for recognition, carrying hollow versions of truths buried under the same emotions that wrapped around her tighter then before. Finally a voice spoke, the weighted tone in her mouth dying off slowly as she formed words. “I… I love you too Jon…” 

****

 Steam and warmth traded off in the small room, wrapping around lightly tanned skin and defined muscles before giving way to the tense bite of pinched nerves deep behind brown eyes. Jon stared at the mirror for a minute, fighting the shallow breath that continued to seep into his lungs despite the pressure he brought against the ache. 
 Slowly fresh air filled the room as he opened the door, adjusting his belt an instant before blonde hair and soft features slipped into view, a towel in one hand and tooth brush in the other. Chill fought the young man’s body for recognition as he forced a grin,  meeting the woman with a tension echoed carefully by the tight smile she used to regard him. “Morning.”
 “Morning…” Jon yawned, steeping aside before finding another breath of cool air. “Sleep well?”
 “Yeah… Getting kind of nervous…”
 “Yeah… Me too… Couple more days…” The young man trailed off slowly before Sam slipped into the bathroom, a silent whisper of the arguments that played out across her face, silenced entirely as she shut the door. 
 Seconds passed as Jon followed the sharpened daggers of pain that continued to push against his skull. Feet traded off slowly as the young man crossed the hardwood floor, slipping by closed curtains and dark wallpaper, each sharing the same tones of muted red. Light crept through thick curtains, highlighting a path around furniture and throw rugs to the heavy door that gave way under his guidance.

 Soft blue fabric and white pillows came together, highlighting tea colored hair and thick stripes that played over fair skin, muscles melted into one another to form the woman’s back, disappearing under the comforter as rays of sunlight slipped through the small windows just above the bed. Jonathan traced the visage slowly, damp hair and familiar scents taking hold of the relaxed muscles in his body. Sips of movement pulled him closer as shades of natural light made the form clearer, her eyes a closed match for slow breathing and a gentle purr. 
 Jon smiled slightly, bringing his hands to the warm flesh of the woman’s back before tracing her shoulders in light touches of energy that drew a weary smile over her face. Slowly lips touched sharp features as the young man massaged lax muscles. Another kiss brought him to her neck before giving way to a soft whisper. “Good morning…” He smiled before moving his hands lower, massaging the warmth that pushed against him in a thick purr of mutually felt emotion. 
 Weary tones slipped into the air, given life by the shallow breath Kathrine used to silence her purr for an instant. “Good morning…” 
 Another soft grin found his lips before trailing off into a pull of air as Jon ran his tongue over the woman’s neck. “You smell really good…”

 Tension pulled through the woman’s body, following the slow stretch she used to exhale against the slightly dampened pillow. “I…” Sharp emeralds came into view slowly, leading a light chuckle to her mouth before she turned her head to meet the young man. “I smell like sex…” Seconds melted between locked eyes, giving way to a shared breath that followed the young man’s fingers over her spine, slowing only slightly as a rough tongue massaged his. 
 Air found him again slowly, guiding warmth through his mind when familiar tastes mixed with scents. Slowly new tastes filled his mouth, drawn over the woman’s body as he followed stripes across her back, ending in tender kisses that pulled their own reactions. 
 “That’s new…” Kathrine’s purr deepened slightly as the young man continued to sample the woman’s skin, following the thick reminders of the unique lover that continued to fill the room with a purr. 
 “Yeah…” Jon whispered, moving his hand over her spine, following the contours of her spine before coming to a stop against the base of her tail. “I love you…”
 Tension pushed against his tongue for an instant before a weary breath filled the air. “I… Do… Does that bother you?” Kathrine looked over her shoulder even as Jon traced a stripe across her lower back. 
 Seconds slipped through the tastes and warmth which continued to tense, leading a slight arch through Kat’s spine as the young man massaged the base of her tail. “Not at all…”   

 “G… Good… Cause… It feels... Really good…” The woman’s purr deepened slowly as Jon continued the attentions, changing only slightly as the energy followed his tongue to the base of her spine, a gentle suck ending the journey with a light moan. “Oh wow…”
 Jon grinned, sampling the variations of familiar scents and tastes that played across the soft flesh. Tension pushed against his body in an instant as sound erupted through the apartment, a heavy thumping that echoed through the living room, making its way through the small room an eternity later. Eyes met before expressions mirrored one another, surprise and nameless emotion giving way to adrenaline even as Kathrine slid from under the covers. “Shit…”
 The sound repeated itself a moment later, giving way to the shallow thumps of weary muscles and a groan that signaled the shorter woman’s voice. Kathrine pulled the comforter tight against the mattress, working furiously even as Jon slid their backpacks farther under the bed. 

 Eyes met again, an instant of confusion that changed into fear before Kat grabbed her clothes. “Cops… Cops…  Where are we gonna hide… Crap, crap, crap…”
 “Bed… Under the bed…” The young man looked up, following Kathrine’s lead as she threw the wads of fabric under the bed. Fair skin and sharp features followed closely behind, giving way to familiar scents and adrenaline as the woman slid under the frame. Jon grunted softly, sliding under the large comforter that hung from the sides, a shallow whisper finding his lips as Kathrine’s tail wrapped around his ankle. “Can you hear what they’re saying?”

 “Y… Yeah… Oh crap…” Kat hissed, a sharp exhale that pushed her against the young man. “They wanna search the place… They heard she might be involved…”

 Seconds traded off between tightly pressed bodies, leading a forced breath as wood gave way to dress shoes and bare feet. Two sets of shoes followed neatly pressed pants, dark blue reminders of the tension that tightened around his ankle, drawing pain felt as quickly as it took the feet to split up, disappearing on either side of the bed. 
 “I told you… Its just me and my boyfriend…” Hazel’s tight voice filled the air for an instant, sharpened concern carrying her tones through the room while soft sounds traded off as something was moved. 
 “So why the extra bedroom?” A male spoke, a gruff tone mirroring the scratchy voice he used to lift up something on the bed, slamming it down with a soft thump. 
 “We keep it for… Special occasions…” The woman sighed, an instant melting into a haggard whisper. “Ah… We make videos actually… Sell them on the net…”
 “Where’s the computer?” Another voice spoke, more youthful but no less rough. 
 “Ah… We give them to a friend to sell… She runs a site…” 
 Tension pressed against the young man, leading a small hand to his before digging into it with emotion that mirrored itself in sharp emeralds.

 “Whats her name?” 
 “I can’t give you that kind of…”
 “What is her name.” The older man spoke flatly, accenting his demand with a step toward her. 
 “K… Kit…” Hazel stepped back even as Jon turned his bag slowly, fighting the eternity of shallow silence that crept over the air, changing only slightly as he pulled at the zipper. “Kit Marks…” 
 Seconds fell into hours before dress shoes slid into view in front of the bed, following the shorter woman through the door frame while the young man withdrew the heavy pistol from his bag. An instant slipped between locked eyes before a voice carried through the room. 
 “Who’s in the shower?” 

 “Ah… A friend of mine… Spent the night…” 
 “A friend? Who?”
 “Ah… Alright, yeah… We’re sleeping together… On the side… My boyfriend is kind of… Cheating on me with this younger…” Hazel’s voice tensed slightly before giving way to a relaxed tone. “Well you know how it is… You get older and you aren’t as attractive as you were… Ten years ago… And they go out and find something new… Younger… And…”
 “So… You haven’t seen them?”
 “Ah… No… The last time I saw Sam was… Oh shit… Like nine years ago?” 
 “Alright, here… If they show up, give us a call… Ask for Detective Murphy or Detective Li…” 
 “I… I will do that…” A hopeful voice changed the woman’s tone before leading a focused caution through the foot steps that carried through the living room. “You ah… You won’t tell my boyfriend will you?”
 “We will need to talk to him… Does he have any relation with them?”
 “No, hes never met them… Um, you can probably find him at his girlfriend’s house… Up on Lake View…” 
 “Thank you for your cooperation…”
 “Yeah… Have a good one…” 
 Breath left Jon’s body slowly as noise registered, a light slam of wood against wood that lead a metallic click while the young man laid the pistol against the floor. “Fucking Christ…”
 “Jon…” Sharp emeralds found him, carefully echoing nameless emotions that were made physical as he slid from under the bed. Breath fought tension in his body before giving way to a swift motion he used to pull himself up. Tan skin and brown hair met before contorting into a mixed mask of emotions, as readable as the rough sigh she let slip a moment later. 

 “Jon…”
 A moment passed in silence before the young man shut the door. “Just a minute…” Silence followed the pounding heart through the room while Jon traced Kathrine’s frame, memorizing the gentle curves and thick stripes that hid themselves under sweat pants and a tank top. “Get a shower, I’ll get our stuff ready…”
 “Jon?”
 “Now.” The young man exhaled, stepping into the living room before scanning the room’s empty confines. “Shit, shit, shit… Hazel?”
 “Getting dressed…” The shorter woman’s head poked out from the open bed room just up the hall. “Kat ready?”
 “She’ll need a shower…”
 The woman nodded an instant before slamming on the bathroom door. “Lets go Sam, get out…”
 “What the fuck are we gonna do…”
 “In… In the cupboard… Grab anything you don’t have to heat up… I’ll get Sammy’s shit together…”
 The young man inhaled sharply, forcing the pounding ache out of his mind as he crossed the room. “Right…”

 Memories and ideas chased one another through the adrenaline that continued to race through Jon’s body, giving way to the heavy pistol he tucked under his belt an instant later. Boxes fell against the countertop, echoing the hammering heart the young man used to form names for the ideas which gave way slowly to a steady breath and voice, vaguely familiar even as Sam’s form darted past him to the fridge. 
 “Shit…” The woman sighed, withdrawing a package of sandwich meat before turning to face him. “You okay?” 
 “Yeah, come on… Pack it up, stuff everything you can…”
 An instant slipped between locked eyes, realization following the sharp daggers of pain he hadn’t registered until Hazel brought a backpack to the table, followed by a thick vest and duster. “What the hell are we gonna do?”
 “You can take my car…” The shorter woman turned, offering Samantha the keys with a clenched jaw. “It’s almost empty but you should be able to get out of the city…”
 “Okay... Shit… Okay, okay… Good… We… We’ll stop by the apartment and…”
 Air died off in Jon’s lungs as words formed between them, splintered hope and resolve erasing all traces of conscious thought while fear made it’s way through his tightly held whisper. “Sam… We need to talk…”

Chapter 13

I get the feeling I’m trying to put out a fire with gasoline…

And the flames just keep getting bigger…

But I still grab for the gas can…

 “She’s still following us…” Jon looked back, tracing the contours of the bright red street bike as it carried contrasting tones of white and black between the constant stream of cars that flowed on either side. Signs passed overhead quickly, offering reminders of off ramps missed and hopes that faded into the lulling hum of the small Civic. “Shit… Go faster…”
 An instant slipped into eternity while tea colored hair and clouded emeralds regarded him, a softened edge carrying her voice above the gentle sobs which filled the back seat. “Jon… I can’t… We’re barely under the…”
 “Go faster damnit!” The young man hissed, withdrawing his pistol even as the bike closed the distance between them. “Shit, Kat… Move it…”
 “Jon!” 
 “Now!” Another tight hiss ended his voice before the woman slowed just behind them, her helmet and thick leathers concealing a compact frame that betrayed the heavy looking machine which thrummed against the drone of traffic, unsympathetic to the tears that flowed from Samantha’s cheek. 

 Guilt followed action before Jon rolled the window down slowly, offering his middle finger to the woman before bringing his pistol to the air with his left hand. “Move it Kat… Faster…” Jon swallowed, tightening his grip as the woman slowed.
 Motion caught the young man’s attention just ahead of them, an old truck bucking before it pivoted slightly, it’s path made clear as Kat slammed on the breaks, sending fresh adrenaline and hushed tones through the car even as Jon spat. “Damnit…” Another motion changed in an instant, red lights slowing the truck before the woman turned, narrowly avoiding a white car as it tried to pass them. “Sorry!”
 “Go… Go, go…” Jon hissed, releasing the safety of his Beretta before drawing the slide back, chambering a round. Seconds passed into minutes while Kathrine made her way through the traffic that seemed to thicken as the Ford sped up. “Sam!” The young man looked over his shoulder, mentally marking the truck’s location while it slipped in front of them. “Sam, come on sis… Please, get up…”
 “Crap.” Kat’s voice barely registered before heated rubber and screeching tires slowed the vehicle. “Hold on.” Pressure found the young man as he clawed for the large shotgun in the back, hidden under his sister’s form that barely moved even as the car slowed again. 

 “What the hell are…” Jon trailed off, a larger truck slowing in front of them, mere inches away. “Oh fu…” Waves of pressure barely registered the impact of adrenaline and splintered glass, drowned out by the roar of a heavy diesel engine that gave way to the sharp crack of gun fire, impacting against the car before tearing into the roof with a series of hollow thumps. Screeching tires met with resistance before Kathrine’s voice filled the tight confines of the vehicle, echoing the movements she used to pull the car around the large truck. 
 “Interstate Ten, East… Which way…”
 “Keep going…” Jon swallowed, following the twisted sheet of metal that had acted as the car’s hood before forcing his way into the back seat. “Get to I forty and go south…” Seconds passed into the heavy stench of ozone, given to air before the Ford slipped ahead of them. 
 “Crap!” 
 “I got it…” The young man nodded absently, all but rolling Sam’s tense form from the seat, withdrawing his shotgun from the patterned sheet an instant later. Wood cracked hollow in the small car before blonde hair and soft features changed, forming a vague mask of recognition as Jon pushed her back into position. “Sam… Come on…”
 “Damnit!” Kat hissed before sound splintered the car in hollow reminders of the automatic weapon a younger man used to penetrate the side of the vehicle. Another, sharper hiss left the woman’s mouth before Jon smashed the rear window. 

 Seconds passed in stretches of concrete and multi colored metal, given in an instant to a deafening roar that followed the Remington before giving way to heat and pressure. Rubber erupted in an instant, spraying physical sensations through the almost non existent distance. “Shit!” Jon swallowed, his voice lost to the ring that ended only an instant before images played out under the mid day sun. Dark metal and exposed rims gave way to sparks and a sudden jerk as the truck impacted against the front of the Civic, words filled the cabin sharply, lost to the heated adrenaline that coursed through the air.
 Breath died off into a feminine tone, marred by pain and fear, the same emotions that exploded into brilliant pain as the truck continued to push the front of the car. Metal twisted before taking focus through the front windshield that had been replaced with spider webbed glass. Kathrine’s head gave way slowly to contorted steel and ear splitting noise as sparks rained in through the side window, showering Jon with the emotions he could taste an instant before a tall concrete barrier gave halted to momentum, giving life to pressure while the truck compacted the front of the vehicle. 

 Minutes and hours passed through dazed adrenaline, lending air to empty lungs, a reminder of the pain which pulsed through the young man’s body. Slowly sensations gave way to sharp features and green eyes, vacant but sharply aware. “Jon?” 
 “Yeah… You okay? Sam?” Jon looked down, barely aware of the passenger side window that had stopped him. “Sam?”
 Soft features melted into the crumpled sheet, blonde hair and weary eyes sparking only slightly while she rose to meet him. “B… Bleeding…” The woman swallowed, running her finger along his neck before withdrawing a thick cocktail of glass and crimson. 
 “Get up, lets go…” Jon whispered, fighting his body for the eternity it took him to open the door. Gasoline and Diesel traded off in the heavy air, a heated instant of panic following the slow motions which pulled the young man from the twisted vehicle. “Sam, come on…” Images fought weary muscles to an outstretched hand, giving way to Kathrine’s form, a thick vest offsetting the white denim and turtle neck that covered her body. Samantha looked up again, an instant stretching out physically while cars slowed around them, emotions slipped into the woman’s voice, hollow but aware.

 “We’re alive…”
 “Yeah, come on…” Jon looked up, watching as the heavy truck continued to stare back at them, it’s occupant no where to be seen. “Kat… Get her and the packs…” The young man inhaled sharply, recovering his shotgun before chambering another shell. Concrete followed motion slowly while the young man followed the side of the truck, looking into the empty cab before finding his voice. “Go!” 
 Air cracked sharply, giving life to a dull thump from ahead as glass exploded next to him. Another shot changed breath before the man pulled the trigger, a vague silhouette creeping from the other side of the vehicle. Several more shots ended sounds, given entirely too soft features and tanned skin, accented by the thick pants and black tank top the woman wore. Samantha walked toward the truck, the pistol in her hand barking a response even before her voice splintered the tension. “Come get it mother fuckers!” Another sharp series of shots ended as the woman ejected her magazine, sliding another one in while she rounded the truck. Breath found Jon’s lungs slowly as he followed the woman, barely aware of the slumped form that laid out across the thick pool of red, a ragged hole marking the entry just above his right eye. 
 “Holy shit…” Jon winced, swallowing before grabbing his sister’s arm. “Come on…”
 “Got em!” Kathrine’s shallow tone slipped into the dull roar of traffic, given an instant later to a dull thump of air being cut which repeated even as they jumped the waist high barrier. White paint and red lettering gave familiarity to the small helicopter that followed the wreckage while concrete and chain link erased the hope Jon used to throw his backpack over the fence. 

 “Go” The young man knelt down in front of the fence, sighing before fresh pain shot through his body, lead to his spine as Samantha clamored over the tall divider which accented the various office buildings and reflective glass that stretched out before them. 

 “We… We should go back, get the…” Kathrine’s soft voice carried through the distance even as she came down on the other side of the barrier.

 “No…” Jon handed his shotgun off to Sam before managing a sharp sigh. “They’ll find us… The car is screwed… We…” The young man tailed off into a whisper, shouldering his bag while Samantha clenched her jaw, the emotions on her face melting into a cold mask of focused adrenaline. “Sam… You okay?” 
 “What now?” The woman turned sharply, her pistol groaning it’s disapproval of her tightened grip. 
 “Go… We’ll hide out somewhere and…” Seconds passed into hours, each one stretching out into the dull roar of a heavy diesel engine which filled the area in the split second it took a pickup truck to emerge from around a building just ahead of them. “Fuck me…” Jon hissed, picking up a sprint in the instant it took the black vehicle to slip into view, a heated reminder of the uneven breath he could barely hold in his lungs. 
 Several sharp cracks touched off in the thick air, drawing attention to the locked stance Samantha had taken a few feet away from the chain link barrier. Hours melted into sounds and smells, giving themselves to the cocktail of emotion Jon could barely recognize as adrenaline brought with it images of a helicopter over head, the man on the side following the blonde haired woman while she continued to shoot at the truck, her rounds doing little against the heavily armored glass. 
 “Sam! Come on!” Jon grabbed her arm, all but dragging her as she continued to fire. 
 “Sam…” Kathrine’s mild voice carried through the distance, lending focus to the weary nerves that guided them over formed concrete and too a six story building marked ‘Unicorps Information Systems’. 
 “Go.” The young man swallowed sharply, vaguely aware of the large truck that continued to roar through the tightly packed buildings, passing them an instant before a series of dull pops clattered from behind somewhere. “What the hell are… Yeah, yeah… Go…” 
 “Jon?” Kat looked over, her breathing as level as the curious expression that followed her features. 
 “Public, remember? They wont shoot at us in public…” 
 “The fuck they won’t…” Samantha’s calm tone fell from behind, accented by a metallic sound which followed the pistol in her hand. “The Purifiers want her Jon… Give them to her and this stops…”
 “Fuck that.” 
 “Fuck you then…” The woman sprinted ahead of them, her speed easily matched by the confusion that painted itself on a pair of suited men as they slipped from the large double doors. Seconds passed in sips of cool air, following reason and emotion while Jon slowed, his shotgun balancing in one hand before he pushed the door open. Dark blue carpet stretched out under off tones of white and gold that cast shadows as soft and yielding as the older woman that looked up at them, her soft features bringing familiarity in memories and images that died off when Sam pointed her pistol at the woman. “Exits, back exits… Where are they?”
 “I… I…”
 “Now bitch!” 
 “Ma’am…” Kathrine swallowed, stepping in between the women, her voice a tight calm that echoed the shaking hands she placed on the desk a moment later. “We are being followed by someone and need to get away… Can you please tell us how to get to…”
 Samantha pushed Kat aside, the force sending her to the ground before the blonde woman pulled the hammer back. “Tell me now, or the last thing going through your mind is going to be my bullet…”
 “I…”
 “Now!”
 Tension crept through Jon’s body while the scene played out, an instant contrast to the pock marked truck that slowed to a stop in front of the building, followed immediately by a sport utility vehicle he couldn’t quite identify. “Shit… Shit… Sam…” The young man swallowed, turning to the older woman before finding his voice. “Out… Now, how can we get out of here?”
 “The… Emergency exits… On the sides… Map…” Seconds melted into hours, giving tension to the steady movement she used to produce a small printed map, various offices and names dotting the lines and paths marked with red ink. “P… Please don’t do…”
 “Go…” Jon nodded, passing the map off to Samantha the same instant eight forms started toward the front door, suits and jeans trading off among the various sized men even as a police car ran behind them, stopping just slightly ahead of the truck. “Damnit…”

 “Come on…” A calm voice replaced Sam’s, a dull edge creeping over her words before she looked at the older woman. Glass called out from behind the thick desk, handles and hinges marking them as doors, hiding a wall that had been coated in the same gold and white scheme, accenting the word ‘Unicorps’. “Turn on the fire alarm… Get these people out of here…”

 “But…” 
 Sam jerked her head up, following the sound of the large doors that opened up to one of the men, the rest following behind with guns drawn. “Now!”
 “FBI Ma’am… Kathrine Rikes… Stop now or…”
 Seconds melted into motion, blurs of action that followed new scents. Blonde hair and black clothing changed slightly as the woman’s voice echoed the same heated spite Jon used to push Kathrine behind the desk. “Fuck you!” Gun powder mixed with adrenaline and fear, sending one of the men to the ground as shots echoed through the suddenly tight confines. Another sharp crack ended when Sam stepped back toward the glass door. “Come on…”
 “Go…” Kathrine shouted to the older woman, guiding her to the Unicorps logo while Jon and Sam stepped into the alcove that housed it. 
 “The door…” The woman whispered, barely auditable over the shots that traded off through the distance. “Need to be buzzed in…”
 Jonathan looked over his shoulder as one of the men recoiled, the spray of crimson coating the window behind him before it shattered an instant later. “Shit…” Air changed next to his ear, accenting the heated possibilities which continued to fill the space, giving way to realization as he turned, unloading a shell into the door that splintered over the crouched pair. “Go.”
 A metallic click ended Samantha’s retort in an instant, guiding the younger man to a stance in front of her, chambering another shell the same instant one of the men stood to fire. “Move it!” Carpet and glass changed slightly, leading motion from behind as the women disappeared into the hallway. “You can’t have her…” The young man shouted an instant before diving into the open doorway. Polished marble and gold trim stretched out under the tall walls which gave way occasionally to marked office doors and recessed light fixtures. Doors passed in a flurry of movement, counting down numbers to the heavy double doors marked by a small button panel on it’s side. 

 “Shit…” Samantha hissed, loading a fresh clip into her pistol before handing her empty to Kathrine. “Fill it…” 
 “Uh…” Kat looked up, slipping a door open before all but shoving the older woman in to the office. “Call the police, trigger the alarms… Get these people outta here, okay?”
 “I… Ye… Okay…”
 Jon sighed, sending a shell into the wall just in front of the shattered door the instant a head poked around the corner. “Shit, shit, shit…” Another shot echoed through the tight confines, giving way to tension when a man in a suit stepped out of one of the offices. “Get back in…” Breath trailed off into motion when small hands dragged him into a square room, wood paneling and familiar gold trim wrapped around the group before lending way to a startled woman in a white blouse and grey skirt, her expression easily matched by the startled yelp she let out when Sam pushed her into the back of the elevator, mashing the third floor button an instant later. Hours melted into deafening silence, broken only occasionally by the sharp breaths that traded off while the doors came to a close, each second a physical reminder of the weapons that pointed at the from the other side of the barrier. “Holy shit…” Jon breathed in slowly, running his mind over the adrenaline haze that continued to hide his thoughts. “You guys alright?”
 “Yeah…” Kathrine swallowed, emotions giving way to the shallow whisper that left her mouth. “I… Um, Sam, where’s your…”
 “Bottom pocket, left side.” The woman replied flatly, turning her backpack to Kat before breathing in deeply. “You okay bro?”
 “Yeah, I’m good…” Jon nodded, glancing over at the office woman before dropping his backpack and withdrawing a small box of twelve gauge shells. “Are you okay?” 

 The woman stared at him for the eternity it took to load fresh rounds into the shotgun, an unflinching terror silencing her voice before it could leave her mouth. Metallic sounds echoed against the small room while Kathrine loaded Sam’s magazine, each round a marked accomplishment that went largely unnoticed as Jon scanned the map that lay at her feet. 
 “Third floor is… Theres an exit at the back, we’ll have to get there by… What the hell is this?” The young man exhaled sharply, tracing his finger across the blacked out section of the map. “What is this?” He looked up to the woman, his voice distinctly chilled. “Whats here?”
 The woman stared for an instant, focusing sharply when Samantha closed the distance, wrapping her hand around the shorter woman’s throat. “Tell us, now.”
 “Re… Research and development…” 
 “Are we going to be able to get through there?” Kathrine looked up, handing Sam the loaded magazine with a shallow sigh. “How many people are up there…”
 “Ah… About seventeen…” The woman’s voice tightened, matched by the muscle that tensed in Sam’s arm. “Can’t breathe…”
 “Can you get us in there?” Sam cocked the hammer back on her pistol, leveling it directly at the woman’s forehead. 
 “N…”
 “Can you get us in there?” 
 “N…”
 “Wrong answer sweetheart… Can you get us in there?”

 “I don’t have access…”
 An instant slipped between locked eyes, giving way to pain both heard and felt when Samantha kneed the woman in the stomach. Another, sharper pain sent the woman to the floor as Sam kicked her in the ribs.

 “Hey… Hey…” Kat managed finally, her voice barely auditable against the thick tension that was made physical when the doors opened. 
 “Shut it bitch…” 
 “Lets go…” Jon inhaled sharply. Blue carpet and white walls gave way to a low lying ceiling, offset by the metallic trim which enclosed a large booth just outside of the elevator doors. A large man looked up, his security guard uniform more then evident even as he pulled a radio from his desk. Seconds slipped into hours of disbelief, made more powerful when Samantha stepped in front of Jon, her voice a calm voice that echoed the heated emotions in her tones. 

 “Off it… Now…”
 “Level three, security breach…” The man continued his voice trailing off into a loud crack before giving way to the hollow thump of fear that sounded vaguely of flesh and equipment. 
 “Holy Christ… Sam… What the fuck are you doing?” 
 Kathrine inhaled, running the length of the hall before coming to stop at a pair of  massive vaulted doors. “Crap…” Another instant slipped by as the woman turned back, her voice a cocktail of heated pleas which ended in silence the instant the elevator closed. “Not much time…”
 “Grab his keys…” Sam nodded at the writhing form, accenting her level tone with a harsh whisper. “Fucking hell…”
 “You okay?” Jon looked over his shoulder, tossing Kathrine the small key loop before searching the man’s equipment belt. 
 “Fine… Go…”
 Hours passed into minutes while Kat worked against the door, the various keys and small credit card looking pass cards offering nothing but failed attempts and hisses of air. “None of them…” The woman whispered. “None of them work…”
 “Back…” Jon tugged Kathrine’s shoulder. “Lemmie try mine…” A pitched roar filled the small room, giving way in an instant to a metallic crack and spider webbed glass. Another roar echoed harder then before, giving life to heated fragments of memories and thick shards of a surprised mind. Jon grinned slightly, ejecting the shell before a sharp crack found his ears from behind. “Go…” The man turned slowly, finding only the elevator doors which offered no reason to the sound.  “What the fuck was that?”
 “The secretary maybe…” Sam shrugged, stepping through the door before steadying her pistol. “Alright listen up… Where’s the exit in this rat trap?” 
 Jon stepped through the door, Kathrine’s uneasy expression making the steps more labored even as Sam stepped forward. Lenolium laid out under bulky machines and glass booths before giving way to brilliant florrecent fixtures which rained down on the forms made unidentifiable by the bulky white suits and helmets that brought memories of science fiction movies and virus outbreaks. 
 One of the suits moved slowly, it’s hands leveled under Sam’s steady aim. A feminine voice echoed through the seemingly vast expanse, bringing unidentified emotions to the air before trailing off into a timid whisper. “I’m in charge here…”
 “That’s fucking great, I don’t care… Where is the emergency exit…”
 “But I…”
 A sharp crack filled the room in an instant, lending spite to the blonde woman’s voice an instant before a shrill cry filled the building, a pre-recorded message following the unending metallic whine. “Please proceed to the emergency exits immediately, remain calm and make sure to close down your work stations… Please proceed…”
 “Now bitch…” Sam tensed visibly, her voice sharper and more focused. “Tell us how to get out of here and you might live to see another…”
 “No!” Kat’s heated whisper echoed through the room in an instant, leading a series of sharp cracks to the air before drowning out thought when the shorter woman wrapped herself around Jon. Air touched his lips in haggard breaths of emotions without words, echoed in an instant when she pushed against him, a dull thump filling his mind with possibilities for the eternity it took forms to materialize behind them. Pain echoed from sharp emeralds, lost entirely to the nameless mask of heated words that carried across the short distance. Another shot rang out from in front of them, a uniformed officer and two suited men recoiling slightly when Samantha brought her pistol up, unloading several rounds into the police officer. 
 Emotions melted into breath while hard floor met the back of Jon’s body, made more painful by the light form on top of him. Eternity played out in green eyes, lending strength to emotion when the woman’s faint whisper touched his lips, lost to the confusion that played out through his mind. 

 “Get up, go!” Sam shouted over the gunshots that traded off in the hallway. “Move it!” The woman’s voice ended sharply as she spun, blood and surprise painting the wall behind her in an instant. 

 “Kat… Kat are you okay?” Jon managed finally, recovering his shotgun the same instant Samantha fired back from her sitting position. 
 “Y… Yeah…” The woman looked up, pulling tension across his body while he rolled over, trying to find his feet. “Are you?”
 “Get Sam…” The young man knelt down in front of the pair, firing from around the corner while Sam continued her response from behind him. Seconds ticked off into fresh adrenaline while the men moved closer, echoing the heated breath Jon could barely keep in his body. The same breath that left his lungs as he slammed the trigger back, catching one of the suited men in the leg. Crimson and skin tones traded off over the small tan covering, leading realization to the sharp crack that filled his ear the same instant the man’s head snapped back. 
  “Go!” Sam’s voice filled the back of Jon’s mind, lead to reality by a small hand that tugged at his shoulder. 
 Another shot rang through the room from behind, giving itself to the dull metallic thump as Jon slipped behind a large machine that faintly resembled a computer he had seen in some history book. “You okay?” 

 “Yeah…” Sam’s voice echoed from across the isle, her face easily matched by the focused adrenaline in her voice. “You hit?”
 The young man turned around the corner, unloading a shell in the instant it took him to find the man and his grey suit. Blood traded off into emotion while the man’s knees crashed against the tile, his foot a barely identifiable mass of ichor. Sound followed the suited man’s voice, a loud scream ending sharply when Samantha rounded the machine, unloading several shots into his head. “Jesus Christ… Sam…” Jon looked up, swallowing sharply as he traced over the hole in his sister’s left arm. “Sam… Are you okay?”
 “Yeah… I’ll be fine…” 
 Minutes passed between locked eyes, surprise and appreciation giving way to the warm embrace of fair skin and tea colored hair. “Thank god… Thank god, thank god…” 
 Jon swallowed, tension finding his body in the eternity it took him to wrap his arms around the woman, guiding his hands over the heated metallic reminders of emotions made physical before he pulled one of the bullets from the woman’s vest. “Kat… I…”
 “Come on…” Sam’s voice ended his tone, action and speed focusing his body into the sharpened edge which carried them around the machines and reflective windows that offered nothing  save for the view of the office complex and parking lot which had been filling up with people. Another visage caught the young man’s attention, instantly reminding him of movies he had seen but couldn’t quite recall. A large van crept through the crowd, followed immediately by several police cars, the letters on the side nearly unreadable.

 “Oh… Shit…” 
 “What?” Sam turned around, following his gaze to the scene below. “Fuck…”
 Jon looked over, loading his shotgun despite the tension that fought his body. “Any Ideas?”

 Kathrine looked up, the emotions in her eyes barely readable but entirely felt. “What if we… What if we um… “
 “What?”
 “Sprinklers… Lights… Turn them off and we can get outta…”
 “Go…” Jon nodded, pushing Kat through the tightly packed machinery to a door banded in orange and black. 
 “What the hell are you thinking?” Sam shot back, her tone level despite the blood that continued to seep from her wound. 
 “If they can’t see us, we can get away…” 
 “How the hell are we gonna see though?” 
 “Kat…” Jon looked down, following the last of the white suited people that continued their decent to the ground flour over the painted steps and caution marked railings. “She can see in the dark… We’ll be okay…”
 “You sure?” Sam’s voice trailed off into the slamming of a door just below them, heavy metal and safety glass immediately gave way to a large man in a grey suit, his balding skull and white hair matched by the surprised expression that ended when a shot rang against the tight confines of the stair well. Metal clattered in an instant when a man slipped from behind him, his tall frame offset slightly by the large pistol in his hand. 
 Second slipped into motion as Jon brought his shotgun to bear, the motion lost to the sharp crack that filled his ear an instant later, sending the man reeling while off tones of red and fragments of white painted the wall just behind him. “Jesus… Sam what the hell are you…”
 “Go.” The woman pushed him forward, her movement stalled slightly as a door opened at the bottom of the stair well. Slowly men slipped into the stairs, deep black covering their bodies while slim weapons and helmets traded off among their forms which were clad in heavy looking armor. “Shit…” 
 “Freeze!”
 “Go, go, go…” Kat whispered, pulling Jon’s shoulder to the open door even as a woman stepped in front of them. “Sorry…” Tea colored hair and fair skin moved quickly, forcing her aside before working their way into the large stretch of intertwined cubicles that reflected from the mirrored ceiling. Computers and desks traded off under the mirrored panes, giving themselves to the shadows that played between the occasional light fixtures. Seconds met breath in haggard reminders of emotion that carried the three between the maze of dividiers and blue carpet. Slowly sound followed, a metallic click leading the rustling of booted feet through the room. “Four…” Kat whispered, her tone barely silenced when Jon brought his finger to her lips.

 Sam looked over at them, her pistol releasing it’s hold on the magazine before she slid a new one into the handle. “Fill it…”
 Jon stared for a second, possibilities and ideas melting into a voice he could barely identify as his own. “You aren’t serious…”
 “For all we know they could be Purifiers too…”
 “They’re doing their job… Sam, come on…” The young man swallowed, the woman’s soft features masked in a hatred only she could identify. Slowly air left his mouth, guiding him to a crawl through the thick tension in his body. Hours followed seconds into memories, each one striving for recognition, accomplishments that paled in comparison to the heart that hammered against the young man’s rib cage. A voice broke the silence an instant later, a male tone that echoed through the room, a shallow whisper fell from a small alcove ahead of them. 
 “Special agents Hays and Daniels, FBI…”
 A small hand tapped hollow against Jon’s arm, pointing at the ceiling an instant later. Three forms crouched among the computers and desk, a man in the same black outfit that matched the ones which moved around the ceiling at various edges of the room knelt next to two men in jeans and t-shirts, their identification hanging from their neck. Jon swallowed, ideas trading off while the black forms slid around the room, coming to form a square at each corner of the room. The young man looked back, following the uncertain warmth in sharp emeralds before resting his hand on Kathrine’s shoulder. Slowly a near silent whisper found his lips, given life when Samantha looked over her shoulder. “I’m sorry…”
 “I got an idea…” The taller woman looked up her pistol accenting her voice before it shattered the silence. “Run!”
 “Shit!” Jon stood slightly, running through the mix of heated emotions that ended when he brought his shotgun against the man dressed in black, impacting it against his helmet before shoving his face into the desk. Another instant brought his boot to the man’s ribs while shots splintered the air next to him, causing the ‘agents’ to recoil a split second before a series of shots clattered through the expanse. Air changed before Jon knelt lower, following Kathrine through tightly packed barriers and ear splitting gunshots that continued to fill the room. “Shit…”
 “Go…” Sam pulled on his back pack before firing several rounds into the windows which shattered at the attention.  
 “Which way?” Jon looked up, Samantha’s frame disappearing behind the heavy emergency door an instant later. 
 Stairs disappeared under booted feet, leading fresh adrenaline as the three climbed to the top floor. Slowly ideas crept through the waves of panic that continued to pound the young man’s body, each one offering only slight variations on the shallow breath which formed on his lips. “No fucking way… This… No…” Hours slipped into green eyes, accenting the sharp emotions which traded off through the distance, giving way to tense muscles and fair skin which wrapped around him before pushing him against the heavy door.

 “Jon…”
 Samantha’s hand fell on the woman’s shoulder, her tone a level version of the tight grin that crossed her face. “Hey, bro…”
 Hours passed between locked eyes, emotions trailing off into resolution unheard but completely felt even as a biting voice slipped from behind brown eyes. “No burning cars here, right bud?” Slowly emotions gave way to breath, forced into his body by the contrasting green eyes that refused to waver even as something hammered into the door that held him up. Blood trickled over Samantha’s arm, offering warmth which registered vaguely as the same arm tensed in time with the muscles in her jaw. Finally a different grin changed her features, a voice taking form before sound echoed through the expansive room, a clatter of metallic daggers that drew attention immediately. 
 Jon looked up, following the sound to a set of machines that died off into shadows, following the dimmed overhead lights which all but died in an instant. Veiled darkness crept over the machines in the same breath, giving way to a heated voice he barely recognized as his own. “Well… Shit…”
 

****

 “The cops…” Sam shrugged, her pistol groaning against the strain in her arm. “Kat… Got that clip?” A moment slipped into confusion as the woman withdrew the loaded magazine, handing it off while Jon watched her, unwavering to the dull thump that continued to pound against the heavy door. “I’m open to suggestions bro…”
  Tension followed the young man’s body before he wrapped his arms around Kathrine, pulling her tight despite the shotgun in his hands. “I’m sorry…”
 “Jon…” The woman looked up, the streams of water evident as the slipped over sharp features before giving way to a forced smile. “Come on… We can do this...” Another instant slipped by when she regarded Samantha, a hopeful tone masked in uncertainty. “Right?”
 “Yeah… All we need is a bazooka and…” Hours hammered the dense air, occasionally giving way to a wisp of an idea, fragments of a plan. Finally words formed, tense versions of a shallow breath giving them life. “Roof…” Another minute ticked by, the fragments coming together to form an image of a silhouette that crept through the darkness ahead of them. “Get to the roof and we’ll make our way through the elevator shaft…” 
 “But… How?” Kat’s weary tone slipped into silence as she forced herself from Jon’s arms. “The elevator…”
 Sound erupted through the room, a sharp crack that reflected from the walls in an instant, giving way to tension as fresh pain shot through Samantha’s arm. Plaster and metal changed near by while Sam followed the contours of Jon’s eyes, each second balancing itself on the emotions that played across his face. Finally she managed a movement before unloading several rounds into the maze of machines that stretched out over the tile floor. “Get to the basement… Give these assholes something to look for…” Another shot accented her voice before she ducked behind one of the larger machines. “Trip the sprinklers… Lights, break stuff… Do whatever…” Sam trailed off when another sharp crack impacted against her cover. “Make it look like your everywhere…” The woman turned sharply, following Jon’s visage as it brought his shotgun to bare against the darkness, unloading a shell the same instant she let off a shot. “Go…” 
 Shoes and boots traded off into the deep shadows, giving way occasionally to the shallow breaths Sam fought her body for while she stuck her pistol into the spaces between the tall mechanical reminders of their environment. Movement caught Sam’s attention, drawing her into a deep alcove while Jon and Kat continued their careful search. Air stalled into words, barely registering while she turned the corner, her body shaking only slightly as fresh blood trickled down her arm. Sound assaulted the air physically, a metallic sound giving way to the shuffle of booted feet that paled in comparison to the surprise that wrapped around her hand in an instant before sending a wave of pain into her chest, forcing the air from her lungs in the same instant. 
 Air died off before sharp features and brown hair met her vision, mere inches away. “Hello Samantha…” The man grinned, movement caught her attention before pressure wretched her arm behind her. “Miss me?” 
 “F… Fuck you…” Sam whispered, her body fighting for air before an arm turned her to face Jon and Kat, their forms disappearing into the bullet marked hallway. Another kind of pressure impacted against her head when she drove it back, an attempt at resistance that met with a snort of pain and release. “I shot you… I fucking shot you…” She gasped, searching for her pistol before sound filled her mind with possibilities, a voice vaguely familiar in the thick haze of adrenaline. 

 “Sam?”
 “Freeze!” Another voice called out through the darkness, weighted tones carrying the authrority that met with a dull roar of a shotgun. 
 “Call to your brother Samantha…” The man stepped forward, his hand wiping away the blood on his lip before light bathed the form in recognition. Boots disappeared under heavy looking pants that hung loose under the open trench coat and armor vest which accented the chrome pistol in his left hand. “Call to your brother, I take Kat… You live… Isnt that what you want?” The man stepped closer, a deliberate motion bringing with it the air of familiarity when Sam found her pistol. 
 “Fuck you…” She grinned, bringing her finger to the trigger in the eternity it took her to rise. “Fu…” Words died off when something impacted against her arm, a heavy pressure that sent her weapon across the floor. 
 “Samantha… I know you’re smarter then this… Kathrine isn’t going to bring you anything but trouble… Can you really do this for the rest of your life?”
 Another dull roar gave way to a series of sharp cracks that patterned through the darkness, each a call to action she couldn’t place. Several more bursts met with a haggard roar and shout she couldn’t begin to decifer. 
 “F…” Motion caught her before pain erupted in the side of her head, leading fresh blood to the tile when something held her against a machine, hard rubber unforgiving to the pleas she couldn’t quite vocalize. Seconds ticked into pain as the foot pressed harder, leading emotion through resolve the same instant a shotgun traded off through the continued bursts of machinegun fire. 
 “Sam come on!” 
 “Fuck you!” Samantha managed, driving her left arm into the man’s knee as she brought a booted foot into the man’s crotch. “Fuck you… Fuck you… Fuck…” Voice died off when the man withdrew his pistol, leaning against the opposite machine. 
 Light bathed the tight confines in the heated glow of white and blue, drawing attention to the black covered form, his helmet and heavy armor giving way to an equally heavy voice that accented the machinegun in his hand. “On the ground… Now…” Sam looked over, the man a distant memory even as her tongue ran through a socket where a tooth have been. 
 “Run… Jon, run!” She swallowed, staring that the bright light which continued to pound her body nearly as much as the shotgun firing just outside of her conciousness. “I’m sorry Jon… I’m so sorry…” 

****

 Sound ripped through the elevator, sharp cracks repeating themselves in varying pitches that ended in metallic thumps and near silent reminders of the crumpled female body that lay sprawled against the rear wall. 

 “Sam come on!” Jon shouted, pushing himself against the control panel while Kathrine melted into the corner opposite the open doors. Rounds impacted against the wall as seconds ticked by, giving way to a dull roar when Jonathan rounded the corner. Three men stood behind the security booth, contrasting against the suited forms which laid out between them. Buckshot tore into the booth, thumping hollow as one of the officers stood, his gun recoiling in time with his body. Blood and surprise mixed against the tiled floor before forming fresh adrenaline which shot through Jon’s body while he searched the tight for any signs of his sister. “Shit…” He managed finally, retreating into the alcove, loading new shells while options played out. Another burst of fire met with a pained shout and blood Jon barely recognized as it slid down his fore arm. 

 “Run… Jon, run!”
 Kathrine looked up, uncertainty echoing in the pained emotion that streamed over sharp features before giving way to careful movement when Kat slid down against her corner. Metal and air changed while rounds impacted against the confines of the car. “Jon… No…”  
 Another round caught the young man’s attention as pain ripped through his right arm. “I’m sorry Sam…” He managed the same instant he slammed his finger into a button marked “B”
 Seconds hammered against one another, trailing off into shallow sips of air that ended while the doors began to close. A soft metallic clink pulled Jon’s attention to the floor as a thick cylindrical canister rolled into the office woman’s stomach, unflinching even as a light hiss lead acrid air and thin smoke into the room. 

 “Jon?” Kathrine crossed the distance, wrapping herself around him while daggers of oxygen laced with bleached pepper scent fought his lungs with a ferocity unmatched even as tears slipped from clouded emeralds. “Ah… Crap…” Kat looked up, her eyes blinking in time with the heart that pushed against Jon’s ribcage. 
 “S… Shit…” The young man gasped, covering his mouth while fresh barbs took his breath. A metallic ding signaled something forgotten while Kathrine tightened against him, a haggard cough replacing her voice. Images disappeared into the thick haze which continued to push against the walls, bringing razors of pain and fire into his lungs.

 “Burns…” Kat’s shallow whisper disappeared into tension that wrapped around him, silent pleas for help unheard as the elevator dinged again. 
 “Almost…” Jon managed, tightening his grip as the woman squirmed, fighting him while air burned it’s way into his lungs. Another ding ended in an instant when Jon mashed the buttons, drawing familiarity as an alarm stopped the car. “Shit.” He managed before pushing another button.

 Fresh air emptied the elevator, giving way to hacking coughs as two forms crawled from the open door. Jon’s voice died off while small hands and coarse tones wrapped around his body. “Come… On…” Seconds gave way to tension before the pair impacted against the wall, a silhouette moved ahead of them, lost to the haggard pulls of oxygen Jon managed. Slowly features fought with his mind for recognition. Dress shoes disappeared under pressed navy blue pants and short sleeve dress shirt. A large belt broke up the large man’s outline, mirroring the gold badge and thick stripes on is upper arm. Other features lead memories through Jon’s mind as short blonde hair and defined features ended in a heavy pistol leveled directly at them.

 ****

 People traded off under the heavy hung clouds that wrapped themselves over thick blacktop as glass slowly gave way to fresh air, drowning out the distinct tang of the reception area. Samantha tugged against the large man dressed in black fabric and heavy armor. Pain stopped her in an instant, steel cuffs clinking slightly while the man tensed his grip on her forearm. 

 Samantha bucked again, sending fresh pain through her torso as adrenaline tapered off into bloody spits and tension. The woman looked up, her façade melting as the man opened the door to the barricades that fought with suited men and women before giving way to an open ambulance just outside of the building. 

 Boots thumped hollow against the dense blacktop, dragging seconds and minutes to the boxy vehicle and friendly smile that masked the young woman in a paramedic’s uniform. The officer sat Sam against the bumper, sighing nearly as loud as the voices that screamed from behind green eyes. Pleas met with silence, interrupted occasionally by the light static and hollow voices that emanated from the officer’s radio.

 “Rough day?” The younger woman looked up at Sam as she wiped at the small hole in her arm. 
 Sam tensed when the woman withdrew a small flashlight, scanning the muscles that had been stained crimson. Slowly her expression changed while she rubbed her hand around the wound. “You have no idea…” She managed finally, exhaling sharply when the paramedic bumped her rib. “Ah, shit…” 
 “Oh… Sorry, what…” The woman trailed off before guiding her hand over the thin tank top, following the contours of her rib cage. Another instant erupted into brilliant pain as she pulled the shirt up slightly. “Does it hurt when you breathe?”

 “Yeah…”
 “Any fluid discharge… Coughing up blood… Anything like that?”
 “No…” Sam stalled, a sharp static burst calling for attention as the medic pulled the tape off, the pain barely registering against the small speaker’s tense voice. 
 “Officer down… Shotgun… I repeat, officer down…” The man’s voice ended sharply before a sharp crack echoed through the radio, matched easily by a series of bursts that filled the air around them. “Suspect down…”

 Air died off into formless thoughts, washing away the chains which held Samantha’s mind together. Possibilities met with heated requests for knowledge, for truth. Another truth met her physically when the paramedic pushed her against the cold bumper. “Your only going to make it worse…”

 Minutes stretched into eternity as thoughts clawed their way through Sam’s minds, contrasting to the calm demeanor which carried a short woman toward them. Boots disappeared under heavy denim that hung loose from under a blue wind breaker marked by bright yellow letters. “US Marshals” Stared back over the woman’s chest, printed across a baseball cap that matched the jacket before breaking into black sunglasses and the raven hair that hung in a pony tail. The woman continued her deliberate approach, the slightest of limps carrying her photo ID and apprasing mask through the crowd. 

 Shallow tones filled the space between them, a strong voice which brought familiarity through the pained images that refused to subside. “I’m looking for Captain Mallery…” The woman looked at the officer, seemingly oblivious to Sam’s silent pleas for recognition.

 “What can I do for you…?”
 “I heard you guys found our perp…” Leandrea nodded at her, a calm hand coming to rest against the man’s shoulder before all but dragging him to the side of the ambulance, just out of Sam’s view. Options and ideas pushed against the questions in shaking nerves before coming to words, silent screams for action. “Run… She’s distracting him… So… Run bitch!”
 Words and thoughts followed one another into silence while the two forms slipped from around it’s side, the taller man chuckling as Leandrea glanced at her. “so is Malcolm still there?”
 “Last I heard he got transferred to Los Angeles… Little before my time…” 
 Sam looked up, fighting the daggers of pain which continued to burry themselves in her side. Minutes followed one another through the dark plastic that watched her, unflinching to the shallow pleas she wouldn’t allow a voice. Finally the medic looked her up and down, wiping a stain from below the bandage around her arm. “All set… Her lower ribs are broken but she should be okay for transport…”

 “Thanks…” Leandrea tugged at Nicole’s forearm, pulling her from the ambulance and into the haze of emotion that thickened while realization fought with her concious mind for control. Slowly words formed, a breath sharpening the calm voice she used to warm the air. “What happened Kimo… You disappeared on me…”
 “Y… You told me to go…”
 “Around the building… I told you to get behind them. Take the shotgun and go…” Leandrea looked over as her voice sharpened. “Imagine my surprise when I found the weapon but not you…”

 “Fuck you…” Sam hung her head against the shallow breaths she forced into her body.

 “Don’t worry Kimo… We’ll find Kathrine and this will be over for you… You won’t have to worry about anything…” A wider grin crossed the woman’s features before fading slowly into a serious bite. “I have someone in Germany that will be able to help you and Jonathan… I also have new IDs and passports…”
 “He’s dead.” Samantha looked up, her voice paled by the readable concern on the shorter woman’s face. “He’s dead bitch… So is Kat… But that asshole is still alive…” The woman fought the cuffs as Leandrea tightened her grip. “It’s all your fault… You and this fucking war…”
 “Are you absolutely sure Samantha?”
 “Y…”
 “Did you see the body?”
 Sam stared while emotions welled up against the seething hatred that coursed through her veins. Contrasting hopes played out against a bright red Monte Carlo, unscathed by bullet holes or collision damage. “You heartless little…” 
 “He’s alive then…” Leandrea nodded, the car’s locks releasing before she guided Sam to the rear seat. “Until we know, they are still alive… Do you understand?” The woman’s calm tone chilled slightly as she unlocked the handcuffs. “Where did you see them last?”
 “F…”
 “Samantha… Time is not on their side…”
 Seconds passed into silence when Leandrea produced a small, boxy pistol, handing it to Sam before setting the seat back. “Third floor… I told them to go to the basement…”
 Leandrea cocked her head slightly, accenting the puzzled expression she wore. “Why?
 “I… I figured there would be a sewer line or something…” 
 The woman cocked her head again before pursing her lips. “Alright… Stay here, okay?”
 Sam swallowed finally, a hopeful tone allowing her voice to form as the woman withdrew a larger pistol, it’s same box-like design marked by the words ‘Glock 22 .40 S&W’. 
 “H…. He’s up there…”
 “He?”
 “The field op… From Old Crestline…”
 Leandrea looked up, a muscle flexing in her jaw while news teams and office workers continued to watch the short tower. “What the hell is Hayden doing here…?”

****

 “Come on…” Avery’s even tone burned through the vague memories of rancid air that continued to scorch the young man’s lungs as he stumbled after then man. Kathrine followed close behind, her biting cough and running nose speaking louder then the swollen eyes that screamed out for help.

 “Can’t see…” Jon’s voice formed slowly while his hand tugged at the man’s shoulder.

 “Come on bud, your doing fine…” Avery looked back, the expression he wore echoing the adrenaline which pulsed through the darkness, breath offering fanged reminders of the time they didn’t have.

 A heavy door gave way to painted stairs highlighted by emergency lights and reflective tape. Slowly boots carried them down into the thin chill of concrete that was offset by the dull rumble of machinery as it pumped fresh air and electricity through the building, a mechanical heart for a living nightmare.

 “I found Samantha, Jon… She told me you didn’t do those things… Is that the truth?”
 Jon caught a response barely felt when Kat’s hand squeezed his. “Where is… She?”
 “Dunno, I’ve been looking… But its been about a week…”
 “Shit…” The young man hissed, wiping his face before fresh tears and mucus streamed over his features. “I think they got her…” Another pressure found his hand as Kat’s gravel tone through the darkness.

 “I’m sorry…”
 “We need a way out… Right now…”
 “I know bud… I know…” The man looked over his shoulder, words trailing off into burning sensations that covered the young man’s body. “Do you think you can fit into this?”
 Jonathan coughed lightly, the thin veil of burning flesh that covered his eyes giving way to Kathrine’s off handed grin. Slowly other features made themselves clearer as he focused. Avery watched him carefully, his dress shoes offsetting the tightly fitting clothes that had been stained with blood, Jon’s blood. “Now what?” He managed slightly, adjusting the heavy belt to his waist. 
 “Go up there and tell the officer in charge that you found… You… But Kathrine wasn’t…”
 A sharp crack echoed against the dense cinderblock, reflecting from an open air duct before a patterned burst tore through the air. Echoes planted themselves firmly in the young man’s eyes while he watched the open duct that offered only guesses of the action elsewhere in the building. 
 “Tell them Rikes got away…” 

 The young man stared, adrenaline tapering off into voices as Avery tightened his grip on the small revolver in his hand. “And your going to take Kat and…?”
 “We’ll get outta here… Meet up at the park in a couple days, the one I used to pick you up at…”
 “No.” Jon wheezed slightly, his body tensing even as Kathrine wrapped her arms around him. Seconds ticked between locked eyes, defenses guarding carefully held voices in the glow of yellow that rained down from the light fixtures. “No way in hell…”

 “Jon… It’ll be okay…” Kat swallowed wiping her face while tints of orange and green flickered harshly between tender sips of air. “It…”
 “No.”
 “Hey bud…” The man stepped closer, placing his hand on Jon’s shoulder, drawing a tension in his body as his finger found the trigger of the Remington. 
 “Don’t hey bud me asshole… I see exactly what your doing…” An instant slipped by while he tore Kathrine from around him, guiding her to a stand just behind him. Another second ticked by as Jon brought the shotgun to bear. 
 “T… Trying to keep you alive man…” The man continued to follow his eyes, the darkness serving to accent the heavy steel in his right hand. “I believe you man… The warrants are a crock of shit… I know you better then that…”
 “You don’t know shit about me…”
 “Jon…”
 “I know you aren’t someone who just starts shooting at people… Jon, we don’t have time for this… I can keep her safe until the heat dies off a little… Maybe find out about Sam…” Tension changed the man’s tone slightly as Jon pressed the shotgun to his stomach. “Trust me Jon… Please?”
 Hours chased one another through the options and silent pleas that formed between them, each one crashing against the invisible clock which continued to tick off their existence. Finally a shallow whisper touched his ear, casting uncertainty of the nameless choices before painting shards of regret over his mind in the same instant. 
 “Someone’s coming…”
 Jon looked up, pointing his weapon into the darkness ahead of him. Slowly features found recognition in the dim haze. Bright yellow letters draped themselves over the short woman’s hat, the words almost lost to the black pistol she pointed at Avery. 
 “Jonathan Prower…” The woman looked up at him, a cold mask mirroring the appraising tone she used to regard him. 

 “Y… You…” Jon tensed, his muscles contracting as fingers dug into his shoulder from behind. “What the hell do you want…?”
 “Michael… You need to get out of here… Right now. I saw a couple of your friends headed down this way…”
 “You know ea…”
 “How do you know my name?” The man relaxed slightly when the woman holstered her weapon. 
 “Kathrine… Are you alright?”
 “Y… Yes…” Kat whispered, her voice all but lost to the finger Jon pressed against the trigger. 

 “Who’s bleeding?” The woman cocked her head slightly nodding at Avery while her voice reflecting a focused calm. “You?” 

 “Him…”
 “I’m fine…”
 An instant stretched out while she pushed past Jon, her voice a warm touch that echoed genuine concern. “Michael… Take this and disappear…” She tugged against the thick vest that covered Kathrine’s torso, sliding it over her frame before she handed it off to Avery. “Jonathan, can you carry Kathrine?”
 Jon stared, disbelief silencing his voice while options played out. Slowly words formed between them, biting tones carrying heated reminders of the blood that thickened down his arm. “Who the hell…”
 “Later.” The woman turned to the taller man, her tone a bitter chill that matched the tension in Jon’s finger. “What the hell are you still doing here?”
 “I…”
 “Disappear… Now.” She accented the order with a hand that forced him back with little visible effort.  “Jonathan, grab Kathrine’s legs… We’re leaving…”
 “Who are you to be giving us orders?” Jon snorted, his voice sharpening before an orange tint reflected in Kathrine’s eyes. 

 “I’m your only hope of getting out of here alive… Now do it…” The woman nodded at Kat, sliding behind her carefully. “Kathrine works here… And Officer Avery is assisting Agent Chambers in the extradition of a wounded civilian…” Seconds ticked by before a throaty chuckle pushed against the haze of adrenaline. “I bet that CS burns doesn’t it…”
 “Fuck you…” 
 “You can help me or you can let the assault team kill you, Johnathan… I think your sister wouldn’t…”
 “You know h… Where is she?” Jon stepped forward, his finger tightening. “Where is she?”

 “She’s safe… The longer we stand around, the less time we have… I saw the assault team clearing out the ground floor on my way in…” The woman rested her hands on Kathrine’s shoulders before continuing, her tone as cold as the sunglasses that watched him. “Leave your shotgun here, backpacks too…”
 “No… We’ll go back up, I’ll help Kat get out the door and…”
 “Try to explain to the media why your wearing a backpack… Why your carrying a sawed off shotgun… Jonathan, I am your gate keeper… You come with me, how I say… Or you die…”
 

 Yellow tape and plastic barricades stretched out around the Unicorps Information Systems building, arcing against the crowds and cars just outside. Fragments of glass littered the ground, highlighting the missing second story windows which offset the light drizzle with a deeper shadow from inside the building. Water fell heavy against the cooling air as three forms made their way from the large glass doors. A woman lay limp between two officers, her white clothing contrasted by the dark blue of the taller male and light windbreaker the short Marshal wore. 
 Boots fell hollow through the distance as they moved, drawing attention from a news camera a split second before a large man came up to them, replacing the shorter woman before helping to carry the red head to the ambulance.

 Jonathan swallowed, glancing at the man’s name tape. “Ah… Mallory.” He managed while tension pushed itself into his spine, a reminder of the sketch book just under his shirt. 

 “Captain Mallory, corporal…” The man hissed, accenting his voice with a sharp stare.

 “Ah… Right. I saw Rikes on the second level… Captain. About two minutes ago…”
 Leandrea looked over at him while the paramedic wiped errant blood stains from Kat’s face. “I saw the kid up there… But he got away from me…”

 The man turned to the building, eyeing the broken windows as seconds ticked by. “Anything else?”
 “No captain…” Jon shrugged before the medic turned to him.

 “You okay officer?” She tilted her head, meeting his eyes with a concerned expression. “Your eyes are puffy…”
 “I’m okay… Was just…”
 “Yeah… Your Tac guys hosed up… I’m surprised they didn’t light us up too…”
 “What?” Mallory turned his attention to the short woman, the muscles in his jaw flexing against the tension in Jon’s body. 
 “They dropped some CS… I don’t mean threw… Dropped… Next thing we know this poor girl is almost on the damn thing… Corporal Avery and myself just barely got to her before she ran into your team…”
 The taller man nodded solemnly , his voice coming just below a whisper. “She’s okay though… And you are?”
 “Yeah we’re fine…. But that was the sloppiest shit I’ve ever seen…”
 “I’ll make sure it’s dealt with…” The man nodded, his tone suddenly weaker. A quick glance at the building brought a different tension to the man’s face before he picked up his helmet. “Avery… Get a call out to Lieutenant Moore… Hes been looking for you…”
 “Got it…” Jon swallowed as the medic wiped his eyes. 

 “And… Ah… Chambers… Lets keep this between us, okay?”
 Leandrea looked up at the man, her arms folded across her chest, mirroring the cold stare of her sunglasses. “What about her?”
 “Later… The man grinned as he stepped toward the building. Hours stretched out under the reflective glass that watched the crowd, silently recounting the haggard breaths Jonathan used to follow the raven haired woman to a small alcove just behind the structure. A familiar vehicle sat nestled in between tall brick walls that ddrowned the machine in thick shadows made more dense by the overcast sky.

 Emotions and thoughts traded off under the heavy silence which followed the threee, giving way slowly to a form that slipped through the shadows. Tan skin and blonde hair moved swiftly, covering the distance nearly as quick as it took Jon to bring recognition through the daggers of pain that continued to throb in his arm. “S… Sam?”
Tension faded in an instant, shapened emotion erasting the distance between them as Sam wrapped her arms around him. “Oh Thank God…”

 A soft voice carried through tight confines, offering reminders of necessary action. “How bad are your injuries?” 
 “Not bad…”  Jon shrugged as Samantha recoiled slightly. 

 The woman nodded, opening the trunk of the monte Carlo, withdrawing a duster and mirrored sunglasses. “Get in…”

 “So who… Are you?” Kathrine’s shallow tone disappeared into the high pitched whine that filled the cabin. Vehicles and buildings blurred past the vehicle as the woman turned sharply, her glacial expression highlighted by the occasional street light. 

 Seconds slipped in silence before she looked up, meeting Kat’s gaze with an unreadable emotion. “Nicole Leandrea… I’m with the Black Fifth, search and recovery…”

 Jon looked up at the rear view mirror, gauging the woman’s tone as Samantha wrapped a strip of gauze over his arm. “So why us…?”
 “Hold still…”
 “It’s not about you… It’s about Kathrine…” The woman’s jaw flexed before she turned onto an onramp, the marker bringing back memories of I-40. “You just happened to be caught up in it…”
 “I figured that much… So why do they want her… Who the hell are they?”
 “Kimo? I thought you would have told…” The woman’s tone flattened out slowly.

 “Kat did…” Sam nodded before withdrawing a roll of medical tape from the black satchel in her lap. “Unless that was a lie too…” 

 Jon swallowed, his attention focusing on the shaking woman in the passenger’s seat. “It’s what she is… Isn’t it…”
 “Kathrine is a descendant of a long dead clan…” Nicole looked over as Kat stiffened, her expression only hinting at the readable curiosity that clouded her eyes. “Eight hundred years ago…” The woman stopped suddenly, her voice changing to an accented whisper. “Shit…”
 Jon looked through the rear window, following a black and yellow motorcycle through the steadily rising whine of the Monte. “How the hell…”
 “He… He was at Unicorps…” Sam followed his gaze as it fell on the rider’s sharp features and short hair. “Who the fuck is he?”
 “Hayden…He…” Nicole slowed the vehicle slightly, a boxy handgun reflecting the tight draw of her neck. “Kathrine… Do you know how to use one of these?”
 The woman recoiled instantly, watching the pistol while emotions silenced her attempts at a voice. “I… I…”
 Leandrea tilted her head slightly as the bike whined through the thin traffic. The man dipped into his coat as Nicole eyed Kat, her gaze echoing the bite of a silent voice. Slowly the Monte sped up, it’s whine changing only slightly as Nicole slipped around a car. “Kimo?”
 Sam looked up, the tension in her jaw paled by the distinct chill in her voice. “What the hell do you want me to do about it?”
 The woman looked up, her calm façade weathering the steady approach of the motorcycle. Another instant slipped by as Jon un-holstered the Beretta, releasing it’s safety before the man roared up to the driver’s side window. Nicole looked up slowly, her jaw tensing an instant before the man withdrew a short weapon from his coat. Eternity lead a shallow hiss through the air while the man’s finger tightened against the shotgun, his grin fading the same instant a dull roar painted the window in prismatic tones of spider webbed glass. Leandrea exhaled sharply, a split second after the shotgun recoiled. An all together different sound clattered against the cabin when she tiled the car into the bike.  

 Fresh air poured into the vehicle when the woman forced the door open, her booted foot holding it in place as the speedometer crept past one hundred and thirty. Several sharp cracks echoed from the dark pistol, a near automatic burst that sent shards of plastic and errant metal from the bike. 

 “Car!” Kat ducked  while Nicole jerked past a sedan, accenting the tension in her jaw with another burst.
 Hayden tossed the shotgun against the pavement, withdrawing a similar pistol with a magazine several times longer then the grip. Blood erupted from his leg as he leveled the pistol at Leandrea. Rounds impacted across the vehicle in an instant, burying themselves into the dashboard before carving a path over the rear window. Jon exhaled, tension erupting in his body when a firm hand wretched the pistol from his grip. 
 “What the hell?” The young man turned to Samantha as She tapped Nicole’s shoulder with the bottom of it. 

 “She hasn’t got three hands…” The woman shouted as an empty magazine disappeared into the blur of concrete just below them. Nicole grinned slightly, accepting the weapon before cocking the hammer back. 

 Another sharp burst echoed through the cabin before rubber and surprise exploded in the light rain. A light chuckle followed the heavy pistol over the seat as Nicole closed the door, her weighted relief barely evident against the black and yellow machine that ground against the pavement. Fabric and blood stained the highway in long streaks, made vague while the pitched whine sharpened past the hundred and fifty mark. 

 “He leads the purifiers… He organized them after the first rebellion…” The woman’s calm voice returned, a level grin carrying her features as the car sped up. 

 “H… Hayden?” Kat turned to face Jon, her concerned tone echoing the vacant emotions in her eyes. “Hayden… Jon, that’s… The message!”

 “Message?”
 “I… I found this message when I was at work… About Kat…” Samantha looked up from Jon’s arm, the tight pull of air mirrored by the pressure she brought against his wound. 
 “Do you have it with you?”
 Kathrine looked back, her hand withdrawing a thick purple book from under her sweater. “I… I saved it…” She nodded, offering Nicole the folded page. “I… Worked at Allied Plywood…”
 Nicole leaned back in her seat as the Monte Carlo bucked slightly, the speedometer reaching the end of it’s dial at two hundred and thirty. Pressure found Jon’s body, hammering his mind with adrenaline while the woman slid past the few vehicles that dotted the highway. “Have you been in contact with anyone else? A husband, friends, boyfriend?”

 Samantha tensed slightly while Jon and Kat locked eyes. Finally a shallow voice faded into the steady whine of the engine. “H… Hazel…”
 “Friend?”
 “She kept us hidden…” Jon tensed slightly before loading a fresh clip into his pistol. 
 The woman nodded, her cold expression changing slightly as she slowed the vehicle. Another second followed tension while Nicole slid an envelope from her coat, a small hole hinting at the exchange of earlier. “Inside you will find tickets, a map, and fifteen thousand Marks… There is also three hundred American…” Words died off slowly before the car turned off into a dense patch of buildings, offset by the dim clouds. “The passports and IDs will be made as soon as we can get the latest registration codes…”
 Kathrine looked up from the dashboard, light reflecting orange tones while the car whined it’s way through the tightly packed brick towers. “You mean…”

 “We need to get downtown… Then after we get the codes, I’ll get you ready to leave…” Nicole nodded, turning before replacing her voice with a careful warmth. “I’m impressed Jonathan… You have done your name a great service…”
 Jon stared, trying to name the neighborhoods as they slipped by. Slowly a voice echoed through the cabin, a barely auditable whisper lost to the envelope in his hand. “We’re leaving…”
 “I’m just glad its over…” Sam leaned back, her heavy sigh straining against the hand she slid over her brother’s. “We did it bro… We’re home free…”

 Heavy shadows hung over the sheet of asphalt that stretched out under painted buildings and metal lights. Orange and white melted into one another, playing out over the few cars which lined the street, silent reminders of the vacant pleas for help that fell from sharp features.
 Nicole sat back slowly, her expression nearly as glacial as the mirrored sunglasses she used to watch the street. Minutes ticked by between locked eyes, the small alley giving way to the occasional car which slipped by. Slowly a breath found words, a short tension given life by Kathrine’s shaking tone. “So… This clan… What are they?”
 “They were…” Nicole glanced over. “They simply were…”
 “Were… They like me?” Nameless emotions fell under the weight of her carefully whispered word, giving way to a shallow version of her voice. “Were they freaks?”
 The woman’s head titled slightly as the words became physical in the tight confines of the vehicle. “They simply were…”
 “What kindda bullshit answer is that?” Youthfull features drew tight while a light hiss filled his mouth. “All you’ve told us is a bunch of shit that doesn’t mean anything… Answer the damn questions…”
 “Consider the questions you ask…”
 Minutes followed silence through the thickened air before Kat’s voice touched off against the shake in her tone. “So… The… The White Rose… They’re all decendants… Like me?”
 “Not all of them… Some of them are bondsmen, others are neutrals that earned a right of combat…” Nicole swallowed sharply before her tone sunk. “Some fight with the clan, support it in exchange for protection… And others actively participate in it’s politics… Seeding new buisiness, training or bartering…”

 “They aren’t human… What are they?” Kat whispered, her voice only slightly more tense then the sharp features which gave it life.

 The woman shrugged slowly before her own whisper pushed against the armored interior of the Monte Carlo. “There isn’t a classification… They are… That’s all that matters…”
 “So they don’t have a name? What are they…?”
 “Its theroyized that when humans first began appearing, there were several… Variants, each with different qualities, a testing ground to find a suitable species…” The woman shrugged, her tone slightly sharper. “According to that theory, the… Variants…. Banded together to form roaming packs, finally settling into a colony which developed into the clan…”
 Jon recited the information slowly going over the words before forcing a voice to his lips. “You don’t believe it…”
 “It’s a theory… One of many…”
 “So… How did…” The young man exhaled sharply, following Kathrine’s weary expression. So Kathrine’s parents were… Variants?”
 “Kathrine’s mother was…”
 “N… No she wasn’t…” Kat exhaled sharply, the words biting into her mouth visibly. “They were both normal…”
 Blonde hair and tanned skin fought against the black fabric of the seat while she adjusted herself to the sharp hiss of air that left her mouth. “Someone please tell me what the hell you’re talking about…”
 “Curious…” Nicole glanced over at Kat, holding her gaze as she flipped a switch on the arm rest, bringing a shallow whine to the car. “Both of them? Are you sure?”
 “Ye… Yeah… I know…”
 “That… Is, unusual…” She shrugged, the vehicle rolling to the mouth of the alley before picking up a different pitch when the woman pulled into the street. Seconds passed into the sharpened whine of the engine, carrying the sleek contours through the shadows and parked cars which blanketed the city. 

 “So where are we going?” Sam yawned. 
 “We need the latest registration codes… For that we have to get in contact with an operative down town… She runs a business…” Words fell into sharp beams of light that cut through the cabin the same instant a vehicle slipped around a corner from behind them. Nicole glanced at the mirror, her expression as unreadable as the vacant black paint which covered a Monte Carlo before giving way to tinted windows. The vehicle pulled up beside them, it’s horn echoing through the air between them. 
 Another horn blast carried against the pitched whine of the matched speeds before Nicole opened the door, the black Monte’s passenger window sliding down in the same instant. A youthful woman replaced the tinted glass with a smile, her black sweat shirt and baseball cap echoing in the wrap around sunglasses she wore. “Yana!” 
 “Sai…” Nicole echoed through the cabin, her tone a heavily accented voice barely recognizable. 

 The woman recoiled sharply, her friendly expression melting into a shadowed haze an instant before she bit her lip. “Well… Just watch out, we saw a Term squad a couple blocks back… They’re out in force tonight…” 

 Nicole nodded, her voice accenting the tensed muscles in her neck. “Tamma Yae…”
 “Yea Tay…” The woman nodded, a slight grin disappearing into the reflective glass before the car slipped ahead of them, it’s own whine picking up while the vehicle took a sharp turn. 

 “What was that all about?”
 “Terminator Squads…” Nicole glanced up at the rear view mirror, her voice flattening out. “The Purifier’s answer to special operatives… They operate in three man squads, usually do high level insurgence, but they also act as the Purifier’s  close net defense teams…”
 Jon looked back, his voice sinking in time with the heart he couldn’t feel beating. “How… What the hell are they going to do?”
 “Probably kill us…” Nicole chuckled slightly, the Monte Carlo stuttering only slightly before picking up speed. 

 Sam looked over at Jon, the emotions barely readable as she withdrew the pistol from her lap. “Not now… No fucking way…” 
 “Relax Kimo… We’re almost there…” The woman grinned an instant before a pair of sport utility vehicles slipped through an intersection ahead of them. “Or not…” 
 Seconds stretched out physically while Nicole pushed Kathrine’s head down, mirroring the tinted windows which dropped from the large vehicles, all but forcing the Monte to a slower pitch. Jon stared around the seat, a massive barrel drawing his attention to the rear window of the black Explorer. Sound exploded through the street, a deafening pop that gave way instantly to a crunch of metal and heat, echoed slightly as the vehicle bucked. An all together different sound replaced the engine with a dull roar before Nicole turned, ramming the side of the Monte into the first SUV. Metal impacted against metal before Nicole opened her door, unloading several rounds into the spider webbed driver’s window. 
 Finally breath found Jon’s lungs an instant before rounds tore through the cabin, changing the air before the front windshield cracked against the hollow thumps which continued to penetrate the rear. “Shit!” 
 “You have guns… Shoot back…” Nicole leveled her voice as she slid back into the driver’s seat, forcing the car forward despite the groaning roar it used to drag the vehicle through the shadows. Another level tone followed the distinct hole that made it’s way through the dash board an instant later. “They use armor piercing, sometimes high explosive r…” The woman’s voice ended in an instant, crimson spraying the windshield while an instant drew new images across the front of the vehicle, a thick smoke that gave way to blistered paint slowly as the car continued to drone through a back alley. 
 Kathrine looked up, her eyes barely flinching as words left her mouth. “Oh my god…” 
 “Here…” Sam tossed the black satchel forward, the movement registering before fresh rounds tore into the cabin. “How bad?” 

 Jon peeked his head over the back seat, vaguely aware of the air that had replaced the window before air changed paint right in front of him. “Shit.” 
 “Hold on.” Nicole’s level tone ended slowly, drawing a sharp groan from the vehicle as it rounded a corner. 
 “You… Your…” Kat stuttered while Samantha stuck her pistol above the seat, firing into the shadows behind them. 
 “Kimo, you hit?”
 “No.”
 “Jonathan?”

 The young man looked back firing several rounds that splintered against the grill of the large truck. “No…”
 Another sharp turn jerked the vehicle before a car slipped beside them, nearly run into the stream of parked cars which lined the streets. “We’re almost there…” Metal clicked hollow in the cabin before pressure found Jon’s body, forcing the Monte into a coughing whine as buildings melted into a blur. Another pressure ended when the vehicle turned sharply, disappearing into a thick blanket of shadows. “Shit… Kathrine, do…” 
 “Shit!” Sam hissed, her voice barely focused against the adrenaline that filled the air. “I’m empty…” 
 “In there, there’s some Hemostat… It’s a white label…”
 “I don’t see it…”
 “Hurry up… I’m getting dizzy…”
 Pressure slid into slowed motion, guiding a fresh pain through Jon’s body the same instant he sunk into the foot well. “I’m hit…” The young man managed around the blood he barely recognized as it slipped from under his bandage. “N… Never mind…” Sam stuck her head up, a concerned emotion bordering on relief speaking for her.

 “They’re gone…” 

 “Hurry… Up…” Nicole’s faint whisper slowed into the metallic clinking of instruments before giving way to a shallow drone as the vehicle slowed.  

 “I… There!” Kat’s voice ended sharply as she ripped open a small package, reading the label before lights changed around the vehicle. 

 Purple and blue poured into the rear window, highlighting the fragments of glass and errant stains of blood as words crept across carefully laid out playing cards highlighted in Neon “Ace of Clubs”. Jon winced slightly, Samantha’s jaw flexing in time with the almost non existent drone of the engine that pulled the car into the parking lot. 
 “G… Okay… We need to… Go inside and find Clarissa…”
 “Clarissa?” Sam looked up, her voice slightly more tense. “I know her…”

 “Hold still…” Kat whispered, wiping at the raven haired woman’s torso with a small white cloth. 
 “Out… Now…” Nicole opened the door, all but falling to the pavement. 

 Various people moved just under the large overhang of carefully placed lights which followed the thick purple painted concrete around the building. Cars traded off just outside of the black bricks and large sign, accented by the small groups of youthful reminders of a life unwilling to accept them. 
 Jonathan sighed, tracing the image before turning back to Nicole. “You okay?” 

 “Take this…” The woman glanced up from the trunk of the Monte, offering a bulky sweatshirt as thick blood poured from the ragged hole just below her shoulder blade. Kathrine swabbed at the hole, holding the tank top up while she strained against the almost physical pain in her eyes. “How close…”
 “I… I… Almo…” Kathrine looked up, sharp features and fair skin giving way to a mask tempered by the heavy breathing she had picked up. Another instant ticked by when Kathrine pushed a thick strip of cloth to the wound, running her fingers around the tape. “I… I think…. I’m gonna puke…” The woman tensed, her voice echoing the firm pressure she used to push against the cloth, mirroring the smaller strip wrapped around Nicole’s shoulder. “There…”
 “Alright…” Nicole turned, picking up her duster as Samantha scanned the parking lot. “Jonathan… Are you going to be able to function for a while?”
 The young man nodded, pain screaming for recognition while he forced the hooded sweat shirt over his body, drawing fresh reminders of the arm he could barely move. “Yeah…”
 “Kathrine?”
 “I’m fine…”
 “Kim… Kimo?” Nicole shook her head slightly, shrugging into her coat before placing a hand on Sam’s shoulder. 

 “Yeah…”

 A breath forced it’s way into Jonathan’s body slowly, bringing words into sharp emeralds while the young man dropped the pistol belt into the trunk. “So what… What are we doing…” He managed finally before slipping the heavy steel pistol into his belt. 
 “Clarissa has the most recent… Registration codes, for entry…” Nicole shrugged, boots thumping hollow against the dampened pavement as she slipped in between the vehicles. “After that... We go to the cl… Clan, drop Kathrine…” The woman stopped suddenly, her body shifting against the loll of her head. “Then, to the airport…”
 “Are you okay?” Sam whispered, sliding her arm over the shorter woman’s shoulder.

 “D… Drop Kathrine?” Jon tensed reciting the words that drowned themselves under the waves of pain which wracked his arm. “What do you mean?”

 Nicole looked over, her mirrored sunglasses betraying the worn voice she used to regard him. “Kathrine… Is a decendent… We need to get with the clan… Questions that need to be answered…” Another weary tone gave way to a deep breath when she forced herself upright, all but erasing the pain with a glacial façade. “Don’t worry Jonathan… It’ll be over soon…” The woman grinned slightly as she guided them through the line, seemingly oblivious to the complaints and groans of the waiting patrons. A reflective glass door gave way to smells of pine trees and flowers that pushed gently against black walls and ceiling. Large doors stood against the small room before accenting a long bar built into the side, trace amounts of smoke buffeted against the heavy thumping of music and noise just outside Jon’s thought. 
 A small woman came up to them from the bar, her baggy pants and black t-shirt immediately offset by a warm smile and fair skin. “Excuse me but there’s a line…”

 “Clarissa…” Nicole swallowed. “Sai…”

 The woman exhaled sharply, nodding an instant before producing a cell phone. “Hey boss… Leandrea is here…”  A second passed as she pursed her lips, her bright features slowly melting into a mask that mirrored the taller woman who slipped behind her. Dark sunglasses and a hooded sweatshirt reflected the baggy jeans she wore, offering gentle seriousness when her jaw tensed. 
 “What the hell are you doing here…”
 “My job.” 
 “Your job doesn’t involve us…”
 The shorter woman looked up, her bright smile returning. “Hey, calm down Kimo… Clarissa said its okay…”

 Nicole turned to look at Jon, her expression hinting at the tension in her voice. “Come on…”
 Sound melted silence as the woman opened the heavy door, electronic drum beats pressed against mechanical sounds and shallow exchanges of other instruments before giving way to a wisp of a voice, distinctly female. People moved through the large room, moving to rythyms both heard and felt as a woman worked at a machine surrounded by speakers, her white t-shirt and mirrored sunglasses mimicking the beats which poured through the room. A thin mist filled the air, reflecting the occasional turn of light and images which traded off across the walls, projected from a large machine just above them. 

 The woman at the machine looked up, waving the same instant a drum hit ended. 
 Samantha waved back, her grin forced against the obvious tension in her jaw.  
 A small hand wrapped around Jon’s in the same breath, drawing attention while disbelief changed his voice. Sharp features looked back at him, a tightly drawn mask of emotions which vanished into the multi colored spectrum which replaced her eyes. “Holy shit…” The young man gasped as shades of purple and orange melted into brilliant white and blue. “Kat…”

 “What?” The woman tilted her head, a shallow voice falling between them. “Whats wrong?”
 “Your… Your eyes…” Jon swallowed, following Nicole while new colors made themselves apparent. 
 “Come on…” The shorter woman moved through the crowd, almost forcing her way while Samantha trailed behind. Seconds gave way to minutes before a small door greeted them, it’s heavy wood painted flat black to match the walls. “If you’re asked a question, respond carefully… Do not, under any circumstances, lie or curse… Understand?” She nodded at Jon, her voice changing only slightly as she leaned against the wall. 
 “Yeah…” 
 A heavy breath left the woman’s mouth before she opened the door, slipping into the tight concrete stair well that climbed above the music, disappearing into a small room with a door in front of them. “Samantha… You go first…” 
 “Why…?” 
 “Go.” 
 Sam looked over her shoulder, a shallow whisper speaking for her as she opened the door. “Hey…”
 “Hey Sam…” A feminine voice echoed through the hall, it’s firm tone underlined by a gentle warmth. “Hows Mellisa…” The woman stalled when Nicole stepped in, followed by Kathrine. “Oh no…”
 Jon swallowed, taking in the long office. Thick purple carpet gave way to black walls and filing cabinets before a computer drew attention atop a cherry wood desk. Light fell from recessed fixtures before pouring in through the window which overlooked the dance floor. Heavy denim jeans wrapped tight around the woman’s body, giving way to carefully cut holes on either side of her thighs. A purple vest hung over the woman’s long sleeve shirt, accenting the curves of her body while highlighting the youthful features that ended in brown hair braded to the small of her back. 
 “Sam… I’m so… So, sorry…” Clarissa sighed heavily. “When… Did, it happen?”
 Nicole exhaled sharply, her gaze leveling at Samantha. “Something your not telling me Kimo?”
 “She… She was shot… Cops I think…” Sam looked over at Jon, questions begging for recognition across the short distance. 

 “Yeah… I think it was…” The young man swallowed. 
 “Oh Sam…”
 “I need the latest registration codes…” Nicole glanced up at the woman, her voice carrying a distinct chill. 
 “Have a heart…”Clarissa shot her a stare, accenting her tone with a weary sip of air. “Who’s the… This must be Jon…” The woman grinned slightly, her tone forcibly lighter. “Your sister told me so much about you…”

 “That’s me…” Jon shrugged, a pressure finding his hand as Kathrine pulled his arm. “This is Kathrine…”
 “So… You’re the nuteral huh…?” Clarissa stepped forward, running her hands along Kat’s shoulders. “I don’t envy you sweetheart… All you’ve been through… All that hiding and… Wait… Rikes? Kathrine Rikes?”
 “Y… Yeah…” 
 “Holy shit…” She grinned wider. “You’re a celeberty around here… You and your crew of miscreants…” The woman shook her head. “Listen to me, now I’m starting to talk like you guys… Anyway, you’re a local celeberty Kat… We’ve heard about all this stuff on the news… Man, if only they knew the truth…” 

 Kat winced slightly, her voice fading into a tight whisper. “S… So, you know?” 
 “Yeah, and lemmie tell you… Once they get you trained up… You’ll be just fine, I saw this one girl come in here. Skinny little thing…”

 “Trained?” Jon looked up, meeting the woman’s gaze. 
 “Yeah, they’ll show her how to avoid those assholes and fight them… Beat em at their own game…”

 The young man looked over at Nicole, her face easily mirrored by her reflective sunglasses. “What about me and Sam?”
 “I got the tickets right here bro…” Sam grinned, holding up a thick envelope. 

 “To…?”
 “Germany…”
 Ideas melted into emotions as Kat met his eyes. “Yeah right… You must be stupid to think I’m leaving her…”
 “This isn’t your war Jonathan… How long could you expect to survive out there…”
 “We did okay without any help…” A tempered edge took his voice slowly forming words in a voice not entirely his. “You got shot, you need a doctor… Your probably going to go into shock before too long…”
 The woman shrugged her shoulders before Kathrine tensed under her gaze. “Kathrine isn’t going to die because of you Jonathan… I won’t let that happen… You’ve done a terrific job keeping out of danger, at least keeping alive… But this is out of your scope… The Purifiers won’t let you… Leave…”
 Jon tensed, forcing the words through the distance. “And you aren’t either?”
 “I can’t…”
 “Why not?”
 “Jon… She’s going to keep Kat safe… She knows what she’s doing…”
 “D… Don’t I have a say in this?” Kathrine swallowed, drawing attention as her voice sharpened. “What… What if we just vanished, I mean, how could they know?”
 “There are agents in the upper echelons of the Central Intelligence Agency… Among other… Organizations, if they want to find you they… They will…” Nicole stepped back before Samantha supported the woman’s shoulders. “We don’t have time for this Jonathan… Those Term squads are still…”
 “Term squads? You brought Terminators out here?”
 “We saw two of them on Belmont…” 
 Clarissa turned, grabbing for her phone even as Nicole stood upright, her tones barely readable through the mask of nameless emotions. “There isn’t time to look back and wonder, this is a very dangerous…”
 “Jon, listen to her… She’s trying to help…”
 “You… You were going to do this all along weren’t you? We’d go to her, she’d take Kat and… Then what?”
 “Kathrine ruined your life, my life… She got Melissa killed… Jon how can you…”
 “I got Melissa killed…” Jon stepped closer, his edged whisper filling the space while Kathrine’s hand pushed against his chest. “I got her killed Sam… If I had shot back they wouldn’t have…”
 “You’d be dead too Jon…” Kat whispered. “N… Nicole… If I go with you… What guarantee do I have that you’ll… Keep them safe…”
 “No. Fuck that…” The young man tensed, withdrawing his pistol before leveling it at Nicole’s face. “You are not taking her.”
 “J…” 
 “No.”

 Samantha exhaled sharply, her rising tone edged against the heated concern in her eyes. “If we stay, we’re going to die… Jon, is that what you really want?”
 “I’m not asking you to…”
 Nicole tilted her head slightly before filling the air with a glacial calm. “Jonathan, your determination is admirable… But if you stay, you will eventually die… There won’t be a happy ending for you… It will be in a dark corner of a grime covered alley… Kathrine might be there too, but her fate could be much worse…” The woman took a gentle step forward, clearing a fraction of the distance between them even as the pistol wavered against the stabbing pains in Jon’s arm. “Would you like to know what they do with the ones they don’t kill?”
 “Shut up bitch… I don’t wanna hear your…”
 “They perform experiments on them Jonathan… Trying to find out more efficient ways to eliminate them… Live autopsies, genetic manipulation… Is that what you really want for Kathrine? How long can you keep the two of you alive?” 
 Seconds ticked by in silence, bringing a deafening halt to the words that had prepared themselves. Finally a voice spoke, barely recognized as fresh pain brought the hammer of the Beretta back. “I’m not going to let you take her… Not you or anyone else…”
 “Jonathan…” 
 “Shut up… You can’t have her… Neither can they…” Jon swallowed hard before bringing his finger to the trigger. “I’ll die before I let you touch her…”
 Sam stepped forward, held back by the smaller woman. “Do you really think you can get that hammer to fall before I can get you to you?” Nicole took off her glasses slowly the sharpened steel eyes reflecting any number of emotions brought to form when she tilted her head.

 “I’d put my life on it…” The young man swallowed, his finger tightening.
 A slight grin crossed her features before the sunglasses impacted against the floor, a dull clatter giving way a split second later to a blur of motion Jon could barely recognize until a hand wrapped around his wrist, drawing new pains the same instant it was wretched around his back. Another sound lead the Beretta to the ground when a forearm pulled tight against his throat.  “Nice try Kimo… For a second I thought you were going to pull the trigger…”
 “Jesus…” Samantha recoiled, a hand fighting with her mouth before painting her features in with disbelief. 
 “Let him go… I’ll go with…”
 “No, you won’t…” Jon winced, wrenching against the woman’s forearm as he tried to form words. “She… Isn’t going with you…” Another tight wretch met with resistance before pain shot through his body when the woman released his arm.  
 “Jonathan… Your courage is admirable… A little fool hearty, but none the less… I have to take Kathrine with me… Otherwise the clan, and Kathrine will be diminished…” A tight whisper touched the young man’s ear’s, the words meant for no one else. “Do you really care if Kathrine dies?”
 “F…”
 “Then get up, stop me…” 
 A second ticked by, given to the elbow he forced into the woman’s rib cage. Blood registered over Jon’s cheek before he elbowed her again. 
 “Jon!” Kat began, silenced when something hard thumped against Jon’s neck. 
 “Not bad Kimo…” The woman spat a fresh pool of crimson to the floor before releasing Jon. “You’ve got spirit… But…” Another spit ended when she wiped her mouth clean. “You aren’t going to survive like that if you don’t use your intuition…”

 Disbelief slowly melted into recognition when Jon turned to face her, tracing the carefully drawn grin across her features. “You won’t take her…”
 “How much does Kathrine mean to you Jonathan?”
 “Everything…”
 “What about your sister?”

  “Everythi…”
 “So which are you willing to sacrifice?” 
 Kathrine wrapped her hand around his before stepping in front of him. “Jon… No… I’ll…”
 “Neither… Cause you aren’t…”
 “You stop me… How are you going to stop the Purifiers?”
 “We’ll…”
 “Not them… You, how are you going  to stop them…”

 Jon stalled, images racing into one another as seconds ticked into minutes. 
 “That’s the only way Kimo… You can run, run for the rest of your life… But they’ll always be there… You will never be safe as long as Kathrine is with you…”
 Another minute ticked by when Sam stepped up to him, a faint whisper falling on his ears before giving way to a dull edge. “She’s right Jon… You know it… I don’t want to see you die…”
 “I’m not asking you to watch…” The young man spat before meeting the shorter woman’s  eyes. “So what then?”
 “Kathrine comes with me… We take her to the clan, you go to Germany… Live a wonderful life, a long one, full of happiness and freedom… Kathrine learns the clan’s ways, how to fight back… If we win, Kathrine becomes one of a new generation, free from tyranny or oppression… If Kathrine dies, never will the sacrifice be forgotten…”
 “Bullshit…”
 “Or… The three of you leave the states without anything, with any luck you won’t get picked up trying to cross international borders… You might make it as far as Mexico, then you live for as long as you can, begging for spare change from tourists, trying to hide in the cold… Maybe have a child that you won’t be able to take care of, give it up for adoption and…”
 “No…” Jon swallowed. “I won’t let you take her… What about me… Could you take the two of us?”  
 “Theres no reason to take…” The woman cocked her head back, a thin smile echoing the warmth that flickered in grey eyes the same instant. Another instant slipped by before she pursed her lips. “Are you be willing to fight for Kathrine? Die if necessary?”
 “Yeah…”
 “Think carefully about what you say…”
 “Yeah, I would…”
 Samantha’s grip tightened, sending needles through Jon’s arm. “Jon…”

 Again the woman grinned, her expression mixing with the genuine concern in her voice. “What about Samantha?”
 “She makes her own choices…”
 “Jonathan… This isn’t a game, if you go with her… You may never see the light of day again, you could very well die without knowing why…”

 “Hows it different? We run around, trying to hide from these fuckers… And all we find are…”
 “There is an alternative…”
 Jon tensed slightly, eyeing the pistol before returning his gaze.

 “You fight with me… We take Kathrine to the clan, and I take you on as an apprentice… You wouldn’t be given any kind of privileges but you could see Kathrine when you needed too…”
 “No, I go with him…” Kat turned to face the woman, a gentle pressure cupping Jon’s hand before she pressed herself against him. “If he fights with you, I’m going too…”
 “Kathrine… You don’t understand whats at stake here… You’re life is more valuable than either of them… There are hundreds of men and women that fight for u… Them, but you are unique… You are the reason they fight… For the right to exist…”
 “No… I don’t care… If he goes, I do…” Kat swallowed, pressing herself harder while a shaky voice slipped from her mouth. 
 “Are you both…” Sam began, her voice cut off the second Clarissa slammed the phone down. 
 “Shit… We got a problem…” The woman pulled open a drawer, withdrawing a boxy pistol with a purple slide. “Theres four Term squads in the area…” 
 “Now is the time of choice Jonathan… You fight with me, Kathrine comes with you… I’ll teach you everything I can, but we have to be quick…” Leandrea offered her hand, holding up the coat to expose her wrist. “You fight with me, or I take Kathrine by force… There are witnesses for both of us, will you enter this compact?”
 Jon stared, his voice barely registering as he met her hand. “Yeah…”
 A second melted into a warm grin when Nicole’s hand slipped to lock around his forearm. “I claim Clarissa North as my witness…”
 “I… I claim Samantha Prower as m… My witness…”
 “Your fucking…” Sam spat, the words falling short when Jon wrapped his hand around the shorter woman’s forearm. “Jon, this is our lives we’re talking about…”
 Light flickered in grey orbs, giving way to a tense warmth as she looked at Samantha. “Would you like a ride to the airport?”
 “F… No, fuck that… I’m not going to let him throw his life away on this stupid little bitch…”
 “Theres little you can do Kimo… He entered a compact, until one of us dies the bond remains…” 
 “No… No…” Sam shook her head before eyeing the pistol on the floor. “N… No…”
 “Come with us then…” Jon tensed when Clarissa stepped around his sister, tightening Velcro straps on the sides of a bulky vest. “Can… Can she?” Jon swallowed, meeting Leandrea’s eyes. 

 “Yes…” The woman smiled, releasing Jon’s arm before recovering the weapon and her sunglasses. “We don’t have much time… It’s now or never Samantha…” A different grin took her features as she slipped the mirrored glasses on. “You fight with us or you leave…” 
 

 Jon sighed, pushing against the small hand wrapped tightly around his; a gentle reminder of the emeralds that wouldn’t leave him. Sharp features contorted slightly in the guttural whine of the Monte Carlo as it slipped between a pair of buildings.

 “We’re…” Kat whispered, her hand tightening while she closed the distance between them. “We’re gonna be together… Forever…”

 “Yeah…” The young man forced a grin, physical pangs blunted slightly when lips met. “Forever…”
 Sam exhaled sharply, from the passenger’s seat when the vehicle took a sharp turn. “I can’t believe this…”

 “What would you have done different?” A calm voice echoed through the cabin, a chilled emotion bringing tight versions of genuine concern. 
 “I woulda gone with my sister when I first had the chance…” Sam glanced back, her voice sharpening instantly. 
 Jon tensed. “And if it had been Melissa…?”
 Nicole glanced at Sam as she turned her attentions to the vacant industrial buildings which blurred under the hammering rain. “Who is…”
 “It doesn’t matter… She’s dead… Cause of these…”
 “Because I didn’t…”
 “Shut up Jon.”

 Minutes trailed off into the thick groan of warped steel as the Monte crept by a large building, it’s purpose forgotten even as the machine slid into the parking structure which held it up. Nicole sat back, flipping a switch before sighing. “Who is Melissa Kimo…”
 “It doesn’t matter…”
 Chilled air filled the cabin before giving way to a tense voice. “Alright…” Nicole pulled the seat forward, leaning against the vehicle as her voice leveled off. “We need to get in contact with the clan and…” The woman’s voice died off instantly while she drew her pistol from her belt. 

 “Why…” Jon began, cut off when a firm hand forced him to the pavement. 

“Down…” Nicole’s whisper tensed before an ear splitting crack echoed through the cement structure. “Samantha… This side…” The woman continued over the short burst she fired into the thick shadows.

 Jon pulled himself around the back of the car, scanning the darkness before finding his weapon. “What the hell are…” Light flashed an instant before concrete chiped infront of the young man, spraying fragments of warmth over his face. 

 Another flash drew a dull thump from the vehicle as Nicole’s voice winced almost physically. “Here…” Several sharp pops ended when the woman pulled Jon against the car. Samantha pulled his attention immediately, leaning against the open door before firing several rounds. “Jonathan…”
 The young man looked up as light reflected from a small cylinder, it’s blue and white stripes offset by the chrome ends. Blood covered the item before she dropped it in his lap, her tones distinct reminders of the hand she placed on her thigh an instant later. “Turn the top… Twice, and… Throw it at her…”
 “H… Her?”
 “Do it.”
 Jon winced, looking up from the heavy canister. Movement caught his attention, a silloutte blurring slightly as it passed between support pillars. “Ni…” The young man began, cut off when another dull thump echoed right behind his head. “Shit!” Another, long, burst ripped through the car with a sharp series of pops. “Behind us!” Jon shouted when the silloutte moved again, sliding into a shadow the same instant rounds pounded the vehicle. 
 “Kathrine, out.. Now…” 
 Jon twisted the canister as Kathrine crawled out from under the firing weapons Nicole and Samantha traded off, settling next to the young man while a series of ticks ended in a metallic clink. “Got it…” Seconds melted into one another before light splintered the darkness, highlighting a large truck and the tall woman who hovered over the hood. Slowly metal ticked against metal, a dull ache finding it’s way into the pit of the young man’s stomach. 

 “Throw it Kimo…” Nicole’s voice ended slowly, a dull pop sending her left shoulder back. “Now!” A firm hand wretched the canister from Jon’s grip, sending it to the truck before pulling him hard against the vehicle. 

 Heat and pressure erupted through the parking structure, brilliant shades of yellow and orange highlighting the forms that surrounded the entrance in an instant. Nine sillouttes stood against the deafening crash of energy, their black clothing and large assault rifles matched by the heavy looking body armor they wore. Green tints registered a moment later, forming circles around their eyes, a call to spy movies and the night vision equipment they wore. 

 Nicole stood instantly, bringing her pistol to bear even as a sharp metallic click emmenated from the weapon. Samantha followed suit, her pistol barking through the expanse as flames and smoke poured over the area, casting rays of light over the armored men. 
 Hours stretched out physically while the men brought heir weapons up, Jonathan wrapped his hands around Kat, turning his back even as Nicole’s voice echoed something against the sharp cracks from beside her. “I love you Kathrine…”
 “I love you too Jon…” Kat tightened her grip on him, the words lost as moisture met joined cheeks. “Always and fore…” 

Thunder clapped through the darkness of tightly closed eyes, repeating several times as lower pitched cracks and splintering concrete showered the pair. Firm hands pulled hard against pain, unfelt as the sounds played out again. “Move it…” Nicole’s voice silenced the gun fire before dragging them across the pavement. 
 Jon breathed in, following familiar scents as sharp features came into view, highlighted in streaks of orange and yellow. “W…” Another breath fought his lungs when lips met, a careful reminder of the pain unrecognized. “We’re alive…”
  “Kaya!” Nicole’s form stepped forward, her hands raised half way. “Kaya Yae!” The woman stepped forward as forms met her and images played out. Bodies lay crumpled against the heavy concrete, giving way slowly to three forms dressed in black and grey fatigues, the striped pattern interwoven with  dark tones a brown and deep red. Curves flowed from under the baggy pants and large vests they wore, trailing off into ski masks and subdued goggles. A one of the women stepped forward to meet Nicole, removing her mask only when the shorter woman offered a hand. 
 Brown hair and sharp features played off under the flickering colors, disappearing into the warm smile and green tint which reflected from her eyes when she took Nicole’s forearm. “Kaya Tae Sai… Sai Tet Leandrea?” 
 “Takia, Tama Sai Prower… Sai Tae Rikes…”
 The woman looked over at the three while Samantha loaded a fresh magazine, her features masked with concern. 

 “Irana?” The woman turned her attention back to Nicole, the shallow grin fading slowly. 

 “Le at Sai, Bae Tae Kaya…”
 “Good luck…” The woman chuckled, slipping into her hand into her pocket before withdrawing a cell phone. “Watchya say Prower? You gonna fight for this reject?” Another chuckle ended the woman’s voice in a grin. 
 Jon recoiled slightly, Kathrine helping him up as Samantha hung her head. “Y… Yeah.”
 “Good man, good man…” Another second ticked by before she handed Nicole the phone. “We’ve heard a lot about you…” The woman stepped closer, her grin widening as a sharp green relflected from her eyes. “That highway stunt was a blast… I thought you were gonna do it…” 

 “Highway…” 
 “The Civic… You flipped me off and…”
 “That was you?” Jon leaned against the car when the woman stepped closer, offering her hand. “What… What the hell were you trying to…”
 “I was trying to get your attention, but you guys wanted to be heroes…” Another, sharper grin ran across the woman’s angular features before she chuckled. “Good job though… Getting away from the SWAT team… I watched it on the news…” 
 “Wait…” Kathrine whispered, drawing the woman’s attention even as Samantha sunk into the driver’s seat, her labored breathing matched by the thick tension in her jaw. “You… Your eyes…”

 “Yeah?” 
 “They… Green…” Kat narrowed her eyes. “How?”
 “All things get better with age…” The woman smiled. “Serjant Tammy Silver Wolf at your service…” She smiled, bowing slightly as her compact rifle hung limp from her hand. “Kathrine and Jonathan, joining with Leandrea? I’m not sure weather to applaud or pity you…” 
 “What do you mean?” 
 “Nikki… Well… Lets just say, I wouldn’t want to be part of that team…” Tammy shrugged, her bulky vest groaning with the movement. “Ask Leandrea sometime about the Pine Altercation…” 
 Nicole slipped from behind the woman, her expression as calm as the mirrored sunglasses she wore. A second ticked by as she stared at them, her voice reflecting any number of pained emotions. “Okay… Listen up… I have thirty days to make you fit for combat… We have a presantiation of arms schedualed for December thirty first…” The woman inhaled sharply, removing her plastic barrier before her voice fell flat. “Are you ready for this?” 
 Jon looked up, a tight whisper reflecting from the sharp grey eyes which watched him unyielding to the small hand that interlaced with his. “No…”
 “Good, neither am I…”
   

Chapter 14

So here we are…

 In a world without peace…

 In a life without hope…

Was it worth it?

 Trees blurred past the groaning Monte Carlo, uninterrupted by the shallow reflections of moonlight which followed the vehicle through the cracked asphalt and forgotten mile markers which lined the highway. Samantha followed the road through the darkness, adjusting to the heavy throbbing pains that continued to wrack her body despite the slight haze of painkillers. Thoughts fell against one another, biting reminders of the two forms in the back seat, of choices made without thought and concequences more serious then the blood that matted her hair to her skin. “Bullshit…” 
 “Something wrong Kimo?”
 Sam turned slightly, a heavy breath fighting her lips for recognition. “How can you take his word for it? Hes a kid… Don’t you guys have any sense of immaturity?”
 “You chose to come Samantha…” Nicole tilted her head slightly, the distinct chill offering slight emotion. 
 “He’s a kid, how can you take his word at…”
 “Samantha…” The woman slowed her voice, accenting the words as she slowed the vehicle. “There is no time for second guessing, he entered a pact of his own free will… Maybe your society doesn’t place much value on it’s youth… But the clan…”
 “No, the clan isn’t part of this conversation… This is about him and how your going to…”
 “The clan never had much 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 path between the trees. “If the child is old enough to walk and make rational decisions…”
 “These aren’t rational decisions…” Samantha hissed, her voice slowly rising. “I love my little brother… I would die for him… But this is fucking insane! Hes running around with a girl who turned his life upside down and got his sister involved… Not to mention getting M…”
 “Melissa killed?”  The woman stopped completely, the path splitting into a six way, gravel and dirt leading various paths through the blanket of wood and leaves. “The past is written Samantha… Theres nothing that can be done to untie it’s bindings… He’s made his choice, so has Kathrine… So have you. You can accept it, and appreciate his courage and determination… Or you can chastise him for doing what he believes is right… But 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…”
  Samantha looked over, tracing the contour’s of the woman’s features before forcing a breath through her lips. “Fucking bullshit…”
 “I’m up… I’m up…” A weary voice echoed through the cabin before a large hand gripped the seat. “Yeah, shit.. I’m up…”
 “Alright…” Nicole looked over at Sam, her voice a tight calm echoed by the pistol she withdrew from her belt. “Kathrine, your going to lead Jonathan… I’ll take Samantha… Try and keep up, alright?”
 Kat nodded, an errant strip of orange reflecting from her eyes before she yawned. “Ye… Yeah…”
 Samantha swallowed, retracing sharp features for the hundredth time in as many minutes. “How do you do tha… Never mind…”  

 Shallow blue tones mixed with errant star light, giving way slowly to a large house, it’s two story frame trading off brick and plaster before wrapping around the sharp angles of the roof with wooden supports breaking up the outline. Samantha inhaled slowly, following the slightly worn trail that ended in front of the garage, echoing the large chimney that climbed into the sky with the same determination of the trees which surrounded it. 

 Nicole held up a hand, her palm flat against the shallow sips of oxygen that left Sam’s body even as the woman withdrew a short rifle from under her coat. “Stay here…” She looked back, a light grin changing her features when Kathrine kneeled down next to them. Seconds ticked by while the woman slipped her duster off, the white bandages following suit an instant later. “Surround the house… Use secondary directions as a guide…”
 “Huh?” 
 “Use the shadows, get around the house…” Nicole wiped away at the dampened earth, drawing a triangle before looking up to meet Sam’s gaze. “One at each point… Understand?”
 “Yeah.” 
 The woman nodded, her expression as cool as the reflective plastic which covered her eyes. “Go.”
 Samantha swallowed before forcing herself through the densely packed trees, coming to a stop eventually as Jonathan slipped by, his labored breathing easily matched by the tense groan that followed his foot steps. Ideas and images traded off slowly into a mix of regret when the woman stepped closer to the house, rounding the side before readying her rifle and entering the front door. 

 Hours followed tension and pain through Sam’s body while silence gave way to the chirping of crickets and crawling of animals unseen. Orange flickered from across the area, marking Kathrine’s form the same instant a voice crept behind green eyes. “Take Jon, use the gun… Take him and go…” 
 “Where?” Sam whispered, silencing the sharp tone with a different pain. “Where the hell am I gonna go…”
 Another instant slipped by before Nicole emerged from the door, her relaxed posture mirrored by her empty hands. “Clear.”
 Three forms crept from the shadows, coming together to meet the large building. Faces mirrored confusion and pain from one another before Jonathan yawned, a groan ending when Kat came to support him. “You okay?”
 “Feel like shit…” The young man chuckled, eyeing Sam. “And you look like it…”
 Nicole’s tone drew attention slowly, her tilted head and mirrored sunglasses following the tense grin she wore. “Welcome home…”

 Shades of yellow and orange gave way to natural tones of filtered light which cast themselves over off-white walls and thick carpeting. Other features slowly found form while the lights intensified from the recessed fixtures which lined the walls. A table sat in the middle of the vast room, surrounded by small pillows which blended with the deep scarlet curtains and deep wood supports that followed the wall. A large hallway broke off into sections, separated by a stair case of matched wood and thick velvet strip that ran through the middle, accented easily by the thin layer of dust which blanketed the entire room. Another door made itself apparent just right of the hallway, a call to saloons of movies long forgotten. 
 “Oh wow…” Kathrine grinned, her hand tensing against the young man’s arm when she reached over to untie her shoes. 
 “Alright…” Nicole glanced at Samantha, holding her gaze before removing her sunglasses. “Samantha, there are towels in the kitchen… Run some clean water over them and start treating the wounds… Kathrine will boil some water and Jonathan will start dinner… In the fridge, you’ll find a bag of stew… Drop it in the water for ten minutes and serve it…” The woman sighed deeply, rubbing at the bloodied skin of her shoulder. “I’m going to get the car…” The woman took another deep breath before adjusting her pistol and heading toward the door. “The bathroom is down stairs, first door on the right…” 

 Sam sighed as Jon and Kat wrapped their arms around one another, a gentle emotion flickering in the air before Kathrine’s voice filled the space between them. 
 “Always and forever…”
 “Oh shut it…” 
 “Hey… Sis…” Jon looked up, wincing with the effort. “Please… Can we just get along for a while… Your tired, I’m tired… We’re both… All, hurt… And…”
 “No.”
 “Sis…”
 “Save it kid… You take that little whore and you…”
 “Sam… She saved my life… Saved yours too…” The young man tensed, his eyes narrowing while Kat pressed her forehead to his chest. “As much as you don’t like it… You owe her some respect…”
 “I owe her a bullet… We shouldda been outta here by now…” 
 “And what about us Sam? Don’t you think we deserve a…”
 “You don’t deserve this… And neither do I…” Sam sighed deeply, pressing words to her lips even as Kathrine looked up at Jon. “Kathrine… Is a lot more trouble then she’s worth…”
 “I…”
 “Lemmie finish… But, I understand why you want to stay… I… You, love… Her… That’s… I understand… Yeah, but this isn’t fair Jon… You know as well as I do…” 
 “You know what else isn’t fair? She’s been through an entire lifetime of shit, now this shit happens and you ask me to walk away like I would… You don’t know her story Sam… You don’t know what shes been through…”
 “No… Your right, but still…”
 “Sam… I’m… I’m sorry, I never meant…”
 “I know, but don’t you think that it would have been better for him if he had walked away…”
 “I tried, Sam… Believe me I tried, but he wouldn’t do it… He wouldn’t leave…” The woman looked up again, her voice echoing any number of nameless emotions. “He helped me so much…”
 Samantha swallowed, following the joined lips that taunted her with words she wouldn’t bring to her lips, silenced by the immediate pains that wracked her body. “Towels…” She managed finally, sighing as she slipped into the kitchen. Lenolium laid out under heavy wood cupboards and stone countertops before surrounding the large island that was offset by the massive stone oven at the far end of the long room. Another light drew attention to the large stainless steel fridge and black trimmed countertop range. Shadows sunk into the stone oven, giving breath to scents of wood and something faintly smelling of garlic. Sam grinned slightly, rummaging through the cupboards producing a hand full of towels. “Get in here…” She inhaled, running warm water as the two crept in, their hands intertwined. Another instant passed, giving way to the heavy lump she couldn’t move from her throat. “Take off your hoodie…”

 Sam adjusted to the small pillow, tension following pain through the forced swallows of vegetables and overwhelming aroma of deer. “So what are we gonna do now?”
 Seconds ticked by as sharp features and grey eyes watched her, unyielding to the deep breaths Sam forced into her lungs. Finally a voice came, a warmed edge that crept through the air while the woman took a long pull from her glass of scotch. “We need to get the two of you patched up… Jonathan, are you mechanically inclined?”
 “Uh… Yeah…” The young man shrugged. 

 “You’re going to work on the car… I’ll show you how to get the ballistic panels off… They need to be replaced… But the powerplant is going to need a lot of work…” Nicole swallowed, accenting her words with a shallow bite. “Kathrine is going to clean weapons and…”
 “That won’t happen…” Jon shook his head. 
 Nicole cocked her head slightly, a dull flicker sharpening her voice slightly. “Why not?”
 “She… Doesn’t get along with guns…” 
 “Curious…” Another breath passed through drawn lips before she shrugged. “Alright, Samantha will clean weapons… Kathrine will clean and laundry… Jonathan will do the dishes…”
 Seconds passed in the gentle clattering of stoneware dishes and silverware as eyes watched one another over the highly polished surface of the table. Emotions and questions traded off silently while plates emptied and dull aches gave way to satisfaction. Kathrine looked up finally, meeting the shorter woman’s gaze with an expression bordering on timid curiosity. “Um... What are we going to be doing?”
 “We have thirty days to prove our… Yourselves, combat ready and effective… You’ll be tested in several areas… Marksmanship, hand to hand combat, teamwork and the gauntlet…”
 “Gauntlet?” 
 “It’s a culmination of the events… One of you is selected as a medic and you have to drag your ‘patient’ through the gauntlet, while shooting at targets and being shot at yourself…”
 “Sh… Shot at?”
 “They’re fletchet rounds… They dig in and stain your clothes but they wont kill you…” 
 Samantha tensed slightly, forcing words to her lips while Nicole took another pull of her drink. “So… What… What are we going to do about… Jon isn’t in any shape to be doing anything… He needs rest…” The young man looked up, his complexion slightly paling before disappearing into the near pitch white of the bandages which covered his arms and shoulder. “Hes…”
 “So do you…” Nicole nodded. Sharp features and well defined muscles peeked from under the woman’s T-shirt, accented by the thick bandage on her left hand and fore arm. “We don’t have the luxury of time Samantha… We’re going to start immediately tomorrow… I’ll show you around the area, until you get you get back into decent shape we’ll be concentrating on weapons and tactics…” The woman grinned slightly, offering a warm voice. “One week of recovery should be enough, then we can move on to the more crucial tasks…”
 “Such as?” 
 “Running, movement… Clearing rooms….” A shallow sigh passed through drawn lips before she scooped up her plate and rose. “We don’t have enough time, I’ll train you as best I can, the rest is up to you…” The woman’s jaw flexed before she turned to the kitchen, disappearing with a slight limp. 

 Jon looked up, meeting Sam’s eyes for a split second. Emotions fell into words, silenced by a heavy sigh when the young man rose, taking Kat’s plate a moment later. 

 “Wh…” Kat began.
 “Shut up.”   
 “Bu…”
 “Shut… Up.”
 The woman nodded finally, leaning back before rising when Jonathan entered the room. Seconds ticked by between locked eyes, given to a shallow grin when the shorter woman slipped behind them, her voice a calm reminder of words that wouldn’t be spoken. “Come with me… Samantha, stay here… Okay?”
 Sam nodded as Nicole lead them up the stairs, her boots pattering softly against the deafening silence of the living room. Minutes melted into one another while words crept behind green eyes, offering swollen reminders of errant pains that couldn’t be named. Finally a voice slipped from her mouth, following the dagger of pain which shot through her side. “Shit…” The woman sighed deeply, forcing thoughts out of her mind when she withdrew her Glock and rested it on the table. Shadows crept over the weapon, reflecting the thoughts she couldn’t put into words but couldn’t deny. “Not fair… Not right…”
 “Sleep well…” Nicole’s warm voice slipped from the stair well, echoing against the soft plaster confines before falling to the carpet with a barely auditable thump of boots. Defined muscles and sharp features met with a tightly bound pony tail of raven hair, an instant contrast to the fair skin and sharpened grey eyes that watched Samantha. “You okay?”
 “My rib is broken… I think…” 
 “We can’t do anything about it right now Kimo… I don’t have any supplies…”
 Sam sighed, leaning back before stretching out on the floor with her legs crossed. “It hurts like a bitch…”
 “I know… Did the paramedic tape it?”
 “Yeah…” 

 “Alright…” Nicole sat down next to her, a small sheet of folded paper laying out across the table before she leveled her voice. “The message you found, where did you get it from?”
 “Allied… I worked there…” Sam stretched out slowly, working against the pains as her muscles gave way to fresh blood. 
 “Did Melissa work there?”
 Breath stalled, forcing itself into words, an answer to questions she couldn’t quite recognize. “Y… Yeah…”
 “And Jonathan?”
 “No, he was a student…”
 “Did you show this to Melissa?” 

 “Mel gave it to Jon… After… After you got me…” 
 Defined muscles tensed slightly before Nicole shrugged. “Kathrine worked there... Under suspision, the home address was on the application, correct?”
 “Probably…”
 “They chose not to terminate, until Kathrine began working at the school… Could it be that there wasn’t a home address on the application? A hotel mayhap?” 
 Sam sighed, her voice flattening against the yawn she let slip. “They won’t take you without an address though…” She shrugged, rising to a seat. “Mel... Tried to get away without it and they almost didn’t hire her…”
 “Where did Kathrine work before?” 
 “San Diego I guess…”
 A light flickered from grey orbs when the woman grinned, her shirt straining against the muscles which tensed in her arm. “I thought… Kathrine’s parents were normal… How could, they don’t do plants any more…” Nicole trailed off into a soft sigh, leading a shrug to her body when she grinned slightly. “Someone in Kathrine’s line is a decendant… If it skipped a generation with them, it could mean that Kathrine’s line is thinner then most… If that’s the case…”
 “What the flying hell are you talking about?” 
 “The clan used to use ‘plants’… Suragate families that would take care of the young while giving them time to develop to a combat age… The program was abandoned when families began getting raided and killed…” The woman exhaled sharply, her head tilting slightly before she  glanced back at the note. . “Kathrine isn’t a plant… It was a natural birth… The Purifiers can’t keep track of that unless it was a clinical… In which case it would have been taken care of long ago…”
 “So what?”
 “Kathrine fell under suspicion at some point in San Diego, then at Allied… Hayden knew it yet he waited until almost two weeks later to act on it…”
 Samantha followed the woman’s eyes, nearly vacant save for the words that conitued to chase one another through the steel orbs. “Maybe they wanted to be sure? I mean, murder is a big deal…”
 “Attacks happen quite frequently… Recourses are distributed along the city borders, and in some of the deeper districts such as the Crestline area… I followed the team to the gas station from Westview… They didn’t make any kind of attempt to loose me…” The woman tensed slightly. “Kathrine must have lived near by, I didn’t find any trace of the vehicle until Monday… They went to a dinner… And Michael almost…” 
 “What if Avery is working for them?”
 “He had a chance to kill both of them and he didn’t…” 
 “How do you know?”
 “I was there…” Another tension changed her voice while her words slowed. “Kathrine’s line skipped a generation, that goes unnoticed for twenty five years… Then the job at Allied, suspicion… Attack almost two weeks later, a lack of any serious effort on their part until recently…” Nicole tilted her head again, the effort lending a tinge of emotions not quite understood. “The fighting might have something to do with it… From what I understand the clan has been pushing them back heavily in the past months… They shut down six Purifier operations in one week… Why do they suddenly have the resources to engage terminators though?”

 Samantha pursed her lips slowly, a breath giving life to words she couldn’t quite hear. “Could Kat really be that much of a threat?”

 “No, Kathrine is a neuteral… No one can…” The woman looked up, a sudden grin taking her features. “If Kathrine was arrested, there would be questions… Questions that wouldnt stay silent for long… Typicly a neuteral is exterminated within twelve to fourty eight hours after confirmation… When they couldn’t terminate Kathrine that night they might have allocated some personel to the case, outside of the precinct… Assuming there was no home address on the Allied application but there was one on the school application…”  Nicole sighed slightly, her voice trailing off when she met Samantha’s gaze, her grin fading. “Excuse me…”
 Sam yawned. “So what about Jon… And me?”
 “Jonathan effectively became a neuteral when he chose to fight for Kathrine… The Purifiers were looking for information on their wareabouts… Family and friends would be the first choices… Then go back into the neuteral’s past… Old business partners, friends of friends and so on…” 
 “H… Hazel, they… Some cops showed up at Hazel’s… Were they Purifiers?” 
 “It’s a possibility…” The woman nodded, a tension changing her features slightly. “Did Hazel tell them anything?” 
 “N… No…” 
 “Then nothing will happen, there is no reason for them to come back… They probably left a card with her incase you did show up… But they won’t…”
 “We… We… Ni… We were driving her car…” Samantha tensed instantly, memories flooding over her tightened whisper. “We were in her car…”
 “Alright… Calm down Kimo…” Nicole grinned slightly, her voice as glacial as the eyes that watched Sam. “I’ll make sure she is taken care of…”
 “How? How are you gonna make…”
 The woman tensed, withdrawing a compact cell phone from her pocket an instant later. “Serjant Tammy Silver Wolf... An old friend of mine…” Another, wider grin changed Nicole’s features as she thumbed the numbers. “Hey Kaya...” She began after an instant. “Are you busy right now?”

 “Sleep well Kimo…”
 “Y… Yeah… Thanks for looking after Hazel…”
 “Likely nothing will happen, but just in case…” Nicole grinned slightly, an errant orange tint changing her eyes for a split second. “Tammy is very reliable… Rest assured she’s in good hands…”
 Sam nodded, a ghosted imaged of the orange tint mirroring the confusion of recounted conversations and steady warmth. “Than… Thank you Nicole, for… Keeping my brother safe…”
 “I’m sorry you had to get involved Samantha, both of you… But I respect your decision to stand…” The woman grinned slightly, offering a warmed voice to match. “If you need anything, my room is by the back door…”
 Words trailed off when orange reflected from cool grey, changing Nicole’s features for a split second. “How… How do you do that?”
 “What?”
 “The eyes thing… I noticed Kathrine… And you…”
 “It’s a light reflective membrane covering the iris…” The woman shrugged, her voice flat. “Gives us better night vision…”
  Sam forced a grin through disbelief, images traded off slowly while words gave way to a shallow voice. “Well… Sleep well…”
 “Good night Samantha…”
 “Night.” The woman turned, shutting the door before pushing herself against it. Black carpet lined the floors, highlighting the deep purple walls and white ceiling which laid out under a massive four post bed, it’s stained wood coated with a thin layer of dust that matched the other desk and standing wardrobe that flanked the bed. Natural stone greeted the woman, arranged into a fireplace that dominated the wall opposite the bed, offering reminders of the large stained book case which sat nestled between two full length windows. Another form moved through the room, mirrored by a large reflective glass that hid right next to the door. Samantha breathed in heavily, following the black velvet comforter and large pillows that smiled back at her with a gentle warmth. “All that’s missing is the damn mint…” 
 Samantha stretched out slowly before running her finger over the various leather bound books that filled the shelves with titles she couldn’t understand. Deep red tones crept out through the earthen colors, giving way to carefully painted white letters. “Six Leaf Clover” Sam pulled it out, the heavy grain paper pushing against her hand as she scanned the handwritten pages. Another second passed before she set the book down, unlacing her boots as aches and pains fought with her body for recognition. 
 Warmth wrapped around the woman slowly erasing her body as minutes melted into emotions lost immmidaitely to images veiled in a haze unseen but felt. Slowly scents of lavender and must gave way to wet concrete and tension as thought disappeared into sleep.

 Rain thumped against vacant concrete, paled by the thick soled boots which pounded their way through the shadows that stretched out around Samantha. Shallow sips of air fought her lungs for a moment through pain made physical while blood poured from her arm. “Don’t stop Sammy… Just a little more… That’s it…” 

 Images crashed through the sky, replacing the flow of emotion with familiar features, reminders of times gone by, lives lost. Tender embraces and pleasant smiles traded off as Samantha forced herself against the Asian features which lip up the darkness for a split second. Again the voice came, vaguely recognizable through the thick haze, unyielding to the desperate cries of a silent voice. “Don’t let them Sammy… Come on… For both of us…”
 “Why?” Sam shouted, her voice all but lost to the emotions that reflected from tall buildings. “Why us?”
 “Don’t stop Sammy… Please don’t stop…”

 
 Pressure found Samantha’s shoulder in an instant, leading surprise through weary muscles and splintered nerves. Sharp features gave way to grey eyes and fair skin before following black hair bathed in muted tones of orange and yellow.

 “Theres a shower downstairs…” Nicole smiled slightly, laying a package wrapped in black fabric against Sam’s leg a moment later. “Clothes, toothbrush and some pain medicine…” Another lower voice spoke for her as she rose to reveal black and brown striped fatigues that mixed among errant deep red flecks that blended with the pitch black t-shirt she wore. “Breakfast will be ready when you get cleaned up…”
 Sam nodded, fighting her body for movement while Nicole slipped into the hall. Minutes played against the warmth that flowed in through large windows, offering glimpses of the damp grass and dew soaked trees. Slowly Sam forced herself into the gentle scents of cooking deer and ready made coffee. Bare feet thumped hollow against wood in the eternity it took her to find the bathroom. Another eternity followed the wavering hand she used to open the package, exposing a black t-shirt and carefully folded pair of pants that mirrored the pattern Nicole had been wearing. Sam lifted the pants slowly, following the baggy legs and large cargo pockets which hung from them. A deep sigh brought words to her lips, each a physical accomplishment as she laid the pants down. “What the hell am I doing…?” 

Jonathan leaned against the wall, his blood stained bandages standing off against the lightly tanned skin and plaster walls, accenting a tense posture and weary expression he wore. Sam watched carefully over a large cup of coffee as the young man adjusted the black package from one hand to the other, occasionally eyeing the bathroom door. 

 Sound followed motion when the door opened, giving way to tea colored hair and light skin, offset by the deep tones of a tight fitting shirt and baggy fatigues. Jon stared, his eyes following the woman’s frame before offering a grin, leading a whisper of words only they shared.

 Grey eyes met over the cup, concern and warmth echoing through a silent voice. Slowly words came together while the woman tilted her head, finding a voice vaguely recognizable as Sam’s. “He loves her… Sh… She… Loves him… So why does it hurt me so much when they’re together…?” 

 Nicole glanced over, shrugging before offering a warm grin. “Jealous maybe… You aren’t the only one in his life anymore…” The woman shrugged again. “He loves you… He loves Kathrine… Their bonds have been forged through difficult times… Sometimes such bonds can overtake lifetime attachments…”
 “Y… You think so?”
 “It happens.” The woman nodded as Kathrine made her way to the table, sitting across from her while she continued. “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 set the cup down before meeting Kat’s eyes. “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…”
 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. “Has he been complaining about headaches… Dizziness, excess fatigue… Anything similar?” 
 “N… A couple headaches but nothing else…” Kathrine looked down at the table, following the edge with her eyes. “Ah… We um… Well, he was kindda ‘not’ there this morning… He seemed distracted…”
 “Stress?”
 “No, I mean… Physically… He didn’t say anything but you… I could tell, he had a hard time getting up…” Kat looked up slowly, her voice laced with any number of nameless emotions. “At first I though it… Was because of his injuries… But his color came back overnight... He seems okay… But still…”
 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?”
 Words trailed off when 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… F… Four days ago?”
 “Was he a virgin?” 
 “I… I don’t know…”

 “Were you?”
 Kathrine swallowed, her skin paling under the weight of invisible choices. Finally a timid voice changed her shallow breath. “Y… Yes…”

 Samantha stared as realization crept through the air, silencing the ready made objections that had laid themselves out. “Y… You um…” A sharp swallow ended her voice when Nicole met her eyes. 
 “Alright… He’s going through Leval Sect Tae… The White Heat…” Nicole turned to 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…”
 Kat nodded after an eternity, her voice a shallow mix of concern and fear. “Hes gonna be okay… Right? Whats 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 physicall 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 carried across the distance, giving way to a timid expression that painted her face a moment later. “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?”
 “A… And uncommon ones?” Kathrine tensed, focusing on Nicole. 
 The woman tilted her head slightly a warm voice offering trace reminders of parent teacher conferences and the ‘polite’ suggestions they yielded. “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…”
 
 Thick soled boots fell quietly against rubber while stainless steel tables traded off in the long concrete enclosure. Cinderblocks and poured concrete surrounded various small cylindrical tanks and shelves lined with beakers and notebooks. At the opposite end of the room large blocks of formed steel stood carefully stacked between machining equipment and reloading presses. 
 “This is the lab… For lack of a better name…” 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 other 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…”

 Seconds followed one another through the nameless emotions and shallow breaths while Samantha recited the tour mentally. Images of hand made furniture and deep colors slowly gave way to heavy steel blast doors and chemical containers before melting into peaceful vegetable gardens and slightly overgrown grass. “This wasn’t part of the design was it…?”
 “Yes it was…” Nicole nodded, slipping past them before holding a door open between various large machines. “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 its purified before it gets to the tap…”
 “Y… 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 work benches and peg boards which offset the various formed steel versions of weapons seen in action moves. Several waist high racks filled the center of the room, each one packed with assault rifles and pistols that paled to the massive minigun  which brought images of helicopters and the old Crestline district. 

 “Holy shit.” Jon whispered, his eyes 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. “Glock twenty six...” Another, slimmer pistol occupied her right hand. “Sig Sauer two twenty nine…” 
 “Whats that?” Jon pointed at the massive chaingun, grinning slightly.

 “Liberator…” Nicole hoisted the weapon up with a non existent effort mirrored on her features. “Here…”
 The young man picked it up, his face masked by surprise despite the slight strain in his right arm. “”It’s light…”

 “Titanium alloy… It uses a micro turbine engine for the barrels… In addition to the counterbalance system…” Nicole drew her finger along the two large tubes that hung just bellow the four barrels. “The weapon is also linked to a special recoil rig that is secured to the shooter’s torso… Rate of fire is approximately eight to twenty thousand rounds a minute…”
 “Jesus Chri…. Wow…” Jon swallowed, glancing at Kat. 
 “Hey Rambo…” Sam forced a light tone, her voice barely recognizable through the haggard emotions which followed his bandaged arm and black t-shirt. “Put it down…”

****

 Plaster and concrete wrapped around the bright red Monte Carlo, accenting the tool chests and work benches that contrasted against brilliant orange barrels, giving way too large doors built into the side of the garage. Webbed glass and chiped paint outlined the sleek contorurs of the vehicle in reminders of the crimson stained front windshield and gaping hole that had been punched in the hood. 

 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 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 the large air ducts that disappeared into the grill. 
 “What the hell is this?”

 “A powerplant…” The woman bent over, wiping fibers from around the massive hole which interrupted the trimmed curves of the engine’s casing. “Eight fifty series…”
 “I… Theres 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 followed him. “Learn… Fast…” A second slipped by before she pointed at the book, grinning slightly. “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…” The young man 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.”
 

  Shadows played across fair skin before giving way to orange and yellow flickers of light as the large fireplace crackled gently against the small welts which dotted Kathrine’s back. Moonlight and errant sips of blue tones mixed in the room, lending an ethereal glow to the tense muscles and thick velvet covers which stretched out under large pillows and patterned pants. 
 “They’re getting better…” Jon exhaled, tracing one of the marks right over her spine. “A little red but they’re almost gone…”
 Tea colored hair and sharp features changed slightly, reflecting against the full length mirror that watched the two forms cradled in the massive four post bed. Kathrine sighed slightly, light echoing shades of orange as Jon wrapped his arms over her bare chest. “I’m…” Another deeper sigh took the woman’s body before she pressed against him. “How are you feeling?”
 “Whats wrong?”
 “Nothing… Just… Worried, that’s all…”
 “About?”
 “Us…”

 Jonathan swallowed, Kat’s muscles tensing in time with the hands he tightened around her. “How so?”
 “I… Talked to Nicole, she… She um, told me that your headaches are… Because we… Um…” Kathrine looked up, resting her hands around the young man’s forearm. “It’s… Going to get worse…”

 “Oh? I haven’t had one since… Since we left…”
 “You…. Your going to change…” Kat tightened her grip as her tone sank just above a whisper. “You won’t be… Human…”

 Seconds stretched out while Jon recited the words mentally, fighting his body for air while orange and yellow danced across fair skin. “S… So, is… So what… Will I be like you?”
 “N… No…” A breath reflected from the young man’s lips before finding his ears in pained versions of the questions more then apparent in brilliant emeralds. “Its going to be minor… But…”
 “Its worth it…” Jon pulled his arms tighter before meeting the woman’s lips. “You’re worth it…”
 “But…”
 “Shh…” A soft grin crept across youthful features before Jon brought his lips to Kathrine’s neck. “Its okay…”
 Tension changed her voice when she brought her cheek to his, rubbing it gently. “We can’t do anything…”
 “Hmm?” Seconds slipped into the gentle crackle that resounded against the walls, giving way to the occasional suck of tender skin and warm purr which met the young man’s lips. “T… Thank you…” Jon swallowed hard, following the light as it continued to play across the woman’s frame.

 Minutes followed the deepened purr before Kat sighed, melting against emotions and questions while Jon followed the shadows around the bed. “Perfect…” A whisper came when the woman released her grip, pushing Jon against the headboard before stretching her legs, the patterned material giving way to a warm sigh. 

 “Almost…” A slight grin touched off across youthful features when the woman’s purr deepened. A different smile trailed off slowly as he ran his finger over her chest, coming to meet the thick belt, stopped instantly when a small hand came to rest over it. 
 “We can’t…”
 “Trust me…”

 Kathrine looked up, questions and nameless emotions leading tension through her body while she cupped the young man’s hand. “Jon?”
 “I… I want you to be comfortable…” Jon swallowed, a lighter tone creeping through his lips before he could silence it. “And… I want to see you…”
 Tints of red made themselves apparent while Kathrine followed his eyes, eternity followed among the flickering shadows and silent questions before giving way to tension when lips met. Textured warmth lead familiar sensations to the young man’s body as small hands wrapped around his head, cradling it while sound echoed against his body, timed with the gentle explorations of a rough tongue. 

 Jon followed the woman’s tongue, massaging it even as he unfastened the leather and metal belt, sliding the soft fabric while familiar stripes crept along her legs, wrapped around in vague reminders of the unique lover he had found. Another movement caught his attention when striped flesh slid from under the covering, a thick tail ending just past her foot, the same pattern covering it in any emotions bordering on silenced disbelief. 
 Minutes flowed between locked eyes, orange and yellow giving way to heated emotions and tender warmth, echoed through the distance in deepened pitches of a throated purr. “I love you…” Kathrine smiled slightly, her canines taking hold of the words the same instant a familiar warmth wrapped itself around Jon’s thigh, drawing words out physically with a silent voice.

 “I love you too Kathrine…” Jon grinned, bringing his hands to the woman’s stomach before meeting her lips. Hours melted into the shallow breathing and thick purr, paled by the gentle popping of fire and silent warmth that flowed through the room, slowing only as Kat’s tail tightened it’s grip. “Kat?”
 “Hmm?”
 “Does it… What does it feel like when you purr?”
 The woman glanced up, her purr trailing off slowly despite the warm voice she used to fill the distance between them. “It… Its kindda like… I can feel it, but I can’t always tell I’m doing it…”
 Jon grinned slightly before kissing Kat’s neck , following the tender thrum of the woman’s sound from the soft flesh. “I love how it feels…” Another shallow breath slipped into the young man’s mouth before emotions gave way to a tightened voice. “It makes me… Feel… Um…” 
 “Hmm?”
 “Comfortable?” The young man swallowed, fighting his voice for words while Kat ran her hand over his leg. “It makes me feel at ease… Its peacefull…”
  Seconds stretched out physically when eyes met, leading emotion to the gentle pull of air and tastes that filled his mouth from the woman’s skin. “Oh yeah?”
 “Yeah…” 
 Kathrine’s purr deepened slightly while she massaged his knee, a different kind of massage following his thigh. “What about this?”
 “T… That… Is nice...” Jon swallowed, bringing his hand to rest over the thick appendage, tracing the contours of it before kissing her neck again. “I love all of you Kathrine…”
 A shallow sigh touched off through the woman’s body, given life by the slight tension she used to push against him. “Careful…”
 “Sorry…”
 “We can’t do anything, and you getting me worked up isn’t going to make saying no easier…” Kathrine looked up, smiling before tightening her grip. “Jon…?”
 “Yeah?” 
 “Why… Why did you… I mean, when this all started… You didn’t leave… Why not?”
 Jon shrugged, sliding his hands down the gentle curves of the woman’s body before coming to rest over the thick stripes which covered her thighs. “I… I didn’t want you to be alone…” A shallow bite crept into his mind before giving way to a forced breath. “I… You’re my friend… Why would I leave?”

 “B… But… Jon, what if that had been true? What if I was a drug dealer hiding from the police…”

 “I wouldn’t believe you…” The young man grinned. “You are the farthest thing from a dealer…” Another tension changed his voice slightly. “Sorry… Didn’t mean it to sou…”

 “Shhh…” Kathrine swallowed, wrapping a hand around his before following his other with a gentle finger. “But why? You had so much going for you….”
 Jon laughed slightly, a reaction silenced immediately when sharp emeralds found him. “No… Kat, I would have probably dropped out by now…”
 “J… What about school, I mean… We, can’t… You’ll never get your diploma and…”
 “Relax… It’s okay…” 
 “No it isn’t…” Tension found Jon’s body when Kathrine pulled tight against his hand. “Our lives are… Gone, what are we giving up here? What are we going to get in return?”
 Seconds slipped between locked eyes, warming instantly when a shallow breath fell from the young man’s lips. “We’re getting each other Kat… That’s all that matters…”
 Hours followed the thick silence before giving way to a haggard breath when the young man’s finger followed the muscles in Kathrine’s inner thigh, all but halted as it slipped over short hairs. “Hey…”
 “Hmm?”
 “Stop that…” 

 “Why?” Jon grinned, retracing the path while the woman’s tail tightened around his leg. “Ah… Hey…”
 “What?”
 “Easy Kat…” Breath stalled when red tints crept across sharp features, echoing the finger tightly pressed against dampened lips. “That hurts…”
 Kathrine tightened her grip an instant before sliding her hand over his, pulling gently. “Please stop…”
 “I’m sorry…” 
 “I just don’t want you to get worse…” 
 “And I just want to make you feel good…” The young man grinned, running his tongue over a glistening finger. 
 “You per…” Kathrine exhaled sharply, her tail all but releasing the tensed thigh. “You… You um…” 
 “I love you… And… I love the way you taste…” Jon grinned, wrapping his arms around her the same instant a deepened purr pushed against his body.

 Seconds followed slowly behind while Kathrine’s tail tensed and released, fighting with the fatigues for recognition before she filled the air with a whisper. “So… You don’t mind looking at some fr…”
 “You are the most beautiful woman on the face of the earth Kathrine… I love you, every, single, thing…” Jon tensed slightly when the woman’s grip tightened. “I love you so much, I’ll never be able to find the words to say it ‘just right’.”
 “I… I love you too Jon, but… I… I’m still…. A th…”
 “Shh… Kathrine…” The young man swallowed, pulling his arms tighter before kissing the woman’s neck. “Just relax…”

 Light reflected from polished wood, accenting the stoneware plates and deep red pillows which rounded the table. Large helpings of prepared stew and potatos traded off under weary features while Nicole and Kathrine ate from portions easily twice the size.

 “We’re going to need food within the week… Do any of you know how to hunt?”
 “Yeah…” Jon looked up at Samantha before grinning slightly.

 “Yeah…” The woman nodded finally, a deep yawn leading unreadable emotions to her voice. “Just don’t give Jon a gun…”
 Nicole glanced over at Jon before tilting her head, accenting the physical questions of a breathless voice.

 “He’ll bring back pieces…” Sam chuckled as she brought a spoonful to her mouth. “If you like lead with your meat…”
 “Yeah, yeah… I got it didn’t I?”
 “Sure… After six shots…”
 “Yeah well…”
 The woman grinned even as Nicole followed Sam’s gaze, a level voice speaking for her. “Can you handle a rifle?”

 “Yeah…”
 “Kathrine?”
 “Kat looked up from her plate, a shaky voice leveling off while Jon forced breath into his body. “Um… No…”

 “There is a herd of deer that come through here, about six miles north east… Samantha will handle that, Jonathan and I will go fishing and Kathrine will make bread… Day after tomorrow…” Nicole nodded, her tones warming slightly as she took a bite of her potatos. “Today we’re going to start with weapons familiarity and basic movement tactics…” Another tone echoed through the room, following the faint tinges of red and orange that marked the rising sun. Minutes fell into silence while the group finished their meals, soft reminders of hospitatility made more vivid as Nicole collected the plates with a grace contrasted by the well defined muscles in her arms.

 Jon swallowed sharply, following the woman’s frame as she disappeared into the kitchen. Tension met with an edged calm more apparent then the questions that surrounded the woman in baggy fatigues and tight fighting shirts. “S… So… Sleep well?” The young man managed finally, meeting Sam’s gaze. 
 “You?”
 “I guess…”  Samantha nodded, taking a long pull of her coffee while something clinked in the kitchen. “How are you feeling?”
 “Fine…”
  Nicole slipped from the kitchen a moment later, a bottle of water in one hand and notebook in the other. “Lets go…”

 “So it’s a shotgun?” Jon pulled the pump back, looking down the large barrel.

 “Yes, the Vindicator is attuned to an eight gauge shotgun… It shares many of the traditional characteristics, a pump action, ejector mechanism and firing pin. It also has a pair of pistons located just under the barrel, these work against the buffer in the buttstock…” The woman drew her finger over the small tubes into the slightly enlarged stock and pistol grip that ended the weapon. “It compensates for about sixty percent of felt recoil…” Another second ticked between locked eyes before Nicole pumped the weapon. “The pump also has a shorter travel distance, about two inches… After firing the gas forces the pistons forward while the buffer absorbs the inertia… Then the small amount that’s left is transferred into the bolt carrier, forcing it back when the pump is moved…” 
 “H… Why would you want it like that?” Kat looked up from her crosslegged seat on the floor. “What does it accomplish?”
 “Faster rate of fire, it makes it easier to re-acquire the target… Its also easier on the frame, these rounds would destroy a weapon without proper design…” 
 Jon handed the weapon to Sam, a touch of surprise making its way over soft features and tanned skin even as he spoke. “You have to clean it pretty often don’t you?”

 “You would regardless…. After a firing session the weapon can become hazardous… If there is a block in the mechanism it can cause the pistons to rupture… Likely killing the shooter and destroying the weapon…” 
 “What defines a firing session?” Samantha pumped the weapon forward, holding it out for Kathrine a moment later. 

 “Anything over six shots… At about ten it becomes an yellow level hazard… Twelve, orange… Fifteen, red… Twenty, black…”

 Jon glanced over as Kathrine shook her head for the umpteenth time, a polite refusal made serious when Sam tried to force the weapon on her.

 “No… Thanks…”
 “Take it.”
 “No… Really, its okay…”
 Nicole titled her head, a calm voice sharpening while she put her weapon in the rack. “Something wrong Kathrine?”
 “I… No.”
 “Then take the weapon…”
 “She doesn’t want to…” Jonathan met Nicole’s gaze before forcing a neutral tone through the questions that played out between them. “She’s smart… And I know she’s been paying attention… Theres no reason to…”
 “Kathrine, what is the maximum effective range of an FA forty assault rifle, iron sights, human shooter.”
 “N… Nine hundred… And Twenty meters…” The woman winced when Sam all but smacked her with the weapon. 

 “Hey.” The young man tapped Sam’s shoulder before giving life to a sharpened tone. “Cool that shit… If she doesn’t wanna touch it, leave it at that…”
 “Fuck that, she got us in…”
 Nicole picked up the weapon before offering it to Jon, carefully spoken words echoing any number of nameless emotions. “Think you can handle it?”
 “Y… Yeah, I’ll try…” 

 “How many hazard levels are there?” 
 “Three… No, four…” 

 “Samantha…” Another breath slowed while the woman followed Sam’s frame with her eyes, a light grin reflecting light to the heavy cement just below them. Sharp looking canines stuck out immediately, slightly longer then her otherwise white teeth. “I have a special one for you… But in the meantime you’ll be training on the FA forty… Alright?”
 “Yeah, fine…” The woman glanced over at Kat, a heated edge speaking for her. “What about Kat?”
 “Kathrine… Do you know how to use any kind of weapon?” Nicole stood up slowly, running her fingers over the racks before withdrawing a short lever action rifle.

 “I… I um, can’t use… Guns…” The timid whisper reflected from the walls in an instant, drawing attention while she sunk back against the floor. 
 “Why not?”
 “The least you could do is pick up something and help un-fuck the mess you made…” Sam rose slowly, her voice sharpening while rising against the cold reminders of poured concrete. “The very least you could do…”
 “Hey… Let her…”
 “Kathrine, if I gave you a weapon…” Nicole walked toward her, laying a Glock down directly in front of her before withdrawing a similar one from the workbench. Another second ticked by when she dropped the magazine, inserting a bullet in it before putting it back in the weapon. “You have a loaded gun, so do I…” She grinned, chambering the round an instant later. “In a deep alley somewhere…” The woman took a step back before leveling the pistol at Samantha. “Your team doesn’t know that I’m behind you…”
 “Hey…” Sam swallowed, stepping back despite the level gaze she used to follow Nicole. “We’ve had enough guns pointed at…”
 “I’m going to execute her if you do not act…” Seconds ticked by in silence, Kathrine’s hand wavering nearly as much as the tension in her jaw, all but disappearing when the woman spoke again.

 “Bang. One down… What about you?” She directed the pistol at Kat, her steady hand an immediately sharp contrast to the tension and shallow breathing the woman managed. “If you don’t act, everyone of you will die… And so far you are letting it happen… Is that really what you… Bang.”
 “Alright… You made your point.” Jon swallowed the instant the pistol came to rest at his face, Nicole’s hand on the trigger. “It’s her choice… We’ve been through a whole lotta shit in the past month lady… You wouldn’t believe…” Another deeper swallow trailed off when the woman’s finger tightened. 
 “Hey!” Sam’s voice cut off when Kathrine jumped up, all but running to the door while gentle sobs followed her, a ghost of memories only she shared. 

 “Damnit… What the hell was that for?” Jonathan handed the shotgun to Sam before glancing at grey eyes, unyielding to the silent pleas for understanding he managed an instant before stepping toward Kathrine’s path. “She doesn’t like guns… So what?”
 “And you, and Samantha will die as a result of it…” 
 An instant slipped by before the young man snorted. “I’ll fight for her then… Just leave her alone…” 
 “Jon…”
 “Jonathan, if Kathrine can’t handle a weapon, then you and Samantha are placed in great danger… Kathrine is a liability…”
 “She is not a liability…” The young man tensed, his voice almost as loud as the deafening realization which crept through his mind. “She isn’t going to carry a weapon, she’s going to be alright… She…”
 “Is going to get us killed…”

 Soft blue tones fought against shallow red and orange, miniature eruptions of color cracking against the walls and furniture while fair skin and velvet mixed between large wood posts. Light traced across the sleeping form, highlighting the gentle curves and thick stripes that followed trimmed muscles up her back before giving way to patterned fatigues and tanned skin. Heavy paper and graphite echoed through the room slowly, mirrored by the almost non existent purr that followed the muffled popping of wood and ash.

 Jonathan pulled tension over the thick book before breathing in, fighting his arm for movement despite the mixed sensations dulled only slightly by fading pain killers. Forms crept through shadows, gentle reminders of nameless hopes and certain desires made physical while graphite outlined a large tree before coming to rest over a swing. Flowing hair and light skin tones traded off against a warm sun, a skirt and blouse accenting the sharp features and warm smile Kathrine wore even as work boots and baggy jeans came into being next to her, the youthful expression mirroring the same appreciation and warmth reflected in the gentle shadows which edged off into a large fireplace and carefully laid out blanket. Seconds followed the flowing lines and careful pencil into stretched out muscles which covered the young man’s frame while his hands slipped around Kathrine’s stomach, cradling the warmth almost physical on the page. Slowly familiar features made themselves known in the muted light, a thick tail and stripes accenting her figure before wrapping around his leg in warm sips of emotions without breath. 

 Jon grinned slightly, retracing the shadows of the picture into a familiar Cherokee and the woman that occupied the front seat, her hands intertwined behind her head while sharp features presented a confident demeanor mirrored easily by the brilliant emeralds which watched him. Memories flowed over the page while emotions and sensations replayed themselves behind brown eyes, giving way to graphite and shaking muscles while the young man outlined a large bed and familiar blue comforter. Finally words made their way across the heavy paper, accenting a memory from dreams forgotten and desires unyielding. “Happy Birthday”. 
 Sound changed in the room while Kathrine’s purr deepened as she pushed against the young man’s leg, a tender reminder of the shallow whisper that slipped from her lips, all but lost to the sound of a door opening. 
 A short woman met the door frame, a large glass occupying her hand. Silk fabric covered her body in shades of black and deep purple, designs 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. 

 “N… No…”
 “Alright…” Nicole sat on the bed, offering the tall glass before glancing back at Kathrine. “Is this normal?”
 “What?” The young man closed the book, 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. “Whats 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 grey eyes while Nicole glanced down at the book in front of the young man. “Do you write?”
 Seconds slipped by while emotions followed the replaying image of unnatural tints and questions lost to the haggard breath he couldn’t force out. “I…” Another second met with resistance before giving way immediately to a sharpened tension and weary voice. “I um… You… 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… It… Sam got it for me…” The young man swallowed sharply before following her finger. 
 “Do you draw to relive your life, or to get away from it?” Another slight grin changed sharp features before she withdrew a thick volume from the book case, bound in leather and sealed with a large strap. 

 “I… I guess both…”

 “In… Their culture, someone like you would be considered a portent…” Breath trailed off into the slow release of the leather strap, exposing yellowed pages and hand written symbols nearly unidentifiable in the flickering light. “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…”
 Jonathan 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… Theres some pictures of… Of Kat…” 
 The woman nodded, her voice level despite the tension almost visible. “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… 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 soft grey orbs in an instant before silencing a ready breath. “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?”
 Heavy paper and thick silence traded off through the distance before giving way to a slight grin and tints of orange when the woman looked up. “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…” Another slight chuckle took the young man’s voice before giving way to a shallow whisper. “Back to town…”

 Nicole grinned, 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, offering trace reminders of the slight grin that played across sharp features and grey eyes. “How does it make you feel, knowing she is what she is?”
 Jonathan swallowed, sipping at the forgotten tea while options made themselves available, each one more uncertain then the next. “I don’t know… It… She’s… 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…”

  Minutes followed silent questions and warm tea through the distance, giving themselves to the tender smile and warm voice the woman used to close the book. “How old are you?”

 “Seventeen…”
 “And Kathrine?”
 “Twenty five… Six tomorrow…”

 Pops and shallow breaths traded off before Nicole closed her eyes, a deep sigh taking over her body before she placed the sketch book down in front of him. Slowly words formed a dull edge of pained tones and familiar sensations. “I wish you the best Jonathan… There’s so much you have to learn yet… But you have time, you have all the time you need…” The woman nodded at the glass as she held up her book, 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 while shallow whispers fell from her mouth. “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 bringing with them reminders of disbelief and uncertainty left among blue comforters and white sweats. 
 “Holy shit…” The young man slid back against the bed, his tone flattening out while words fought his lips for recognition. “You… 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…”
 “S… 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 strands… That’s the theory…” Nicole laced the strap through the thick book, placing it on the shelf while breath gave way to hesitant words. “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 as softer versions of the same voice gave way to uncertain words. “This creates a lot of problems, I’m sure you can imagine… Following a particular line becomes almost impossible when its 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 while words crept through his lips in mixed emotions nearly identifiable. “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, its 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…”

 Jonathan 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 going to happen to me? Am… 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. “You know… The first time I was with someone, he was sick for almost a month… I was so scared, I was sure he was going to die… But, 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 the young man’s shoulder, knowing tones echoing against his ear when she leaned in close. “When this is all over with Jon… 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…” 
 Breath fell silent as sleep forced it’s way through the young man’s mind, pushing past the questions and objections that planted themselves firmly behind brown eyes. “Br…” Jon began, his voice all but lost to the thick purr and warm grin which erased his body a split second later.

 “Sleep well Kimo…” 

 Light flowed over polished wood and deep velvet, errant strands of warmth blanketing the room in emotions made physical as fair skin tones gave way to sharp features and tea colored hair. Jonathan inhaled slowly, finding his breath among the natural scents and faint reminders of burned wood. Sound touched the young man’s body while an eternity stretched out into warmth and a thick purr that wrapped around him with a tender smile drawn over Kathrine’s jaw.

 Hours melted into the sounds of the woman, her arm stretching out over Jon’s back followed immediately by her leg. “Jon…”
 “Good morning…” The young man smiled, bringing his lips to Kathrine’s forehead with a gentle pressure. “Happy…”
 “Take your pants off…” The woman grinned slightly, pulling herself closer before meeting his lips, her eyes a closed match of weary tones. 

 “Hmm?”
 “I... I wanna feel your body…” Kathrine tensed against him, sliding her hands down his back slowly. 

 Jon grinned slightly, familiar sensations playing off across his mind while he worked the thick belt free. “Sleep well?” A soft breath slipped into locked lips, trailing off into a deepened purr and small hand which helped guide the soft fabric from his body. Seconds followed one another before giving way to a gentle sigh when Kathrine’s tail wrapped around his leg, coiling around it before meeting his foot with the end. Another sigh met his mouth as the woman’s leg pulled him tighter, mirrored slightly by the small hand which cradled his head a moment later. Energy followed gentle fingers over his body, following the contours of pained muscles and warmed emotions before melting against him when Kathrine pulled herself tighter.

 Hours melted against shared breath while fair skin and lightly tanned muscles mixed against white sheets, given entirely to the heated reminders of certainty that crept through the air in heavy breaths when lips parted. Brilliant emeralds focused in an instant, lost immediately to the orange tints that changed her eyes a split second later. “Good morning…” She smiled, drawing a tense breath when Jon pushed against her. “I… I wish…” Breath trailed off into a shallow moan when the woman’s body tensed against him, a tightened version of the heated breath shared a moment later.

 Jonathan swallowed, pushing against her despite the tension which fought him for warmth while a deepened moan touched his ears. Tension pulled the woman closer while Kathrine’s tail released his leg, arching against his hand as he traced the thick heat with a steady grin. “I love you…”
 Kathrine pushed against him, her purr fighting a shared breath before small fingers dug into the young man’s back, mirrored by the immediate tension in the woman’s body which lead to a deep moan and familiar pressure. “Jon…” 
 Pain flowed slowly over defined muscles and tightly wrapped bodies before giving way to a soft gasp and vaguely familiar tensions, warmed against sharp features when Kathrine’s back arched to meet the young man. Minutes followed forced sips of air while tension mixed with scents and warmed emotion of locked eyes. Jon fought the woman’s body for air despite the force she brought against him for the eternity of silent words and deepened purr which ended as soft tones crept between them. 

 “I… I love you…” Kathrine pushed against him slowly, her body tensing as warmth wrapped around the young man. “Oh man…” Another soft moan echoed through the distance before a familiar warmth wrapped around his leg. “J… Jon…” She sighed, her hands tracing over Jon’s spine in mirrored movements of locked eyes and shared breaths. 

 “Happy birthday…” Jon smiled, guiding errant strands of red hair from sharp features before meeting her lips with a gentle push. 

 Kathrine smiled slightly, pushing against him before rolling him to his back. Seconds played out between locked eyes, giving way to a shared breath and hands which followed tense muscles down the woman’s back, cradling the thighs she tensed against him with a shallow moan. “This is the…” Kat swallowed, tensing when Jon’s hand cuffed her tail. Another, deeper moan left the woman’s mouth before changing the instant she arched her back against him, forming a near perfect U. 

 Warm flesh and hardened emotion tensed against the young man as he brought his tongue to her breast, mirroring the same gentle attentions he used to work against her tail, slowing only slightly when a small hand pushed against his chest, bracing the haggard breath that filled the air an instant before she tensed against him. 

 “Best… Birthday present…” The woman stopped instantly while her body tightened around him, leading a familiar warmth when she met his chest with hers, emotions playing out against sharp features before giving way to a deep moan paled a split second later by the tension that all but forced him out. “N… No…” Heavy breath met with warm scents, guiding a rough tongue to Jon’s neck as Kathrine filled his ear with a purr, unaffected by the slight moisture which made it’s way across her body.

  Jon swallowed, sighing heavily while Kat’s body fought him for every inch of warmth. Another sigh danced over sharp features when a rough texture sucked at his neck, sharpened teeth digging in nearly as much as the force he brought into the confines of the woman. “K… Kat…” The young man managed, familiar sensations mixing with scents and moisture before leading tension through his body while he ran a hand over her tail. “Ka…” Words trailed off slowly when Kathrine tightened the same instant as teeth sunk into soft flesh, erasing his mind with a force that gave way to hard won breath. “T…” 
 The woman tensed harder against him while her purr disappeared into the breathless cry that left her mouth, blood stained teeth following the sharp contours and warm emeralds of a weary mind. “J…” Kathrine pushed down before melting against the young man, an echoed emotion finding a shared breath the same instant pressure met with Jon’s mind, his body lost to the warmth that wrapped around him as a guttural sigh left his mouth. 

 Minutes trailed off into haggard breaths and faint trails of sweat while eyes watched one another through the non existent distance between melted bodies. Emotions flowed through joined lips finally giving way to mirrored heartbeats and gentle pressure when Kathrine brought her head to rest on the young man’s chest. Jonathan inhaled finally, a steady breath bringing natural scents from memories as physical as the fingers he ran through the woman’s hair between slowed sips of oxygen. “Happy birthday Kathrine…”
 “Thank you Jon…” Strips of orange reflected from green eyes when she looked up, a gentle emotion making itself known as she wrapped her tail tighter around his leg. “I love you…”
 “I love you too Kathrine…” The young man grinned, intertwining his fingers with hers before forcing uncertain words to a steady tone. The same words died off slowly before giving way to a gentle smile as he ran his finger through her hair, tracing her spine to the thickened tail that tensed around his leg. “I wish I could say I have something special for you… But…”
 “Jon…” Kathrine looked up, pushing herself against his chest before following his eyes carefully. “You… You’re all I want… I want to wake up like this, in your arms… For us to be this…” The woman swallowed, a tight voice replacing hers with any number of concerns. “Oh Jon, I’m sorry… I’m so sorry…”
 “No, Kat… I…” The young man craned his neck slightly when a rough texture slid over it, a slight pain trailing off into gentle sensations and the slightest of purrs. “Kat… It’s okay… But…” Jon grinned, sliding his hands down the woman’s back. “I love you…”
 Green eyes met his in an instant, a tongue occupying the young man’s attention when she ran it over her lips, wiping errant crimson away with a shallow grin. “I’m yours…”
 “And I’m yours…” 
 “Your mine…” Kat smiled as her body tensed against him, echoing the gentle whisper that touched off through the air. “That feels so good… You are mine… You belong to me… And I belong to you…” Another whisper fell on the young man’s lips when she closed the distance. “It doesn’t matter… You love me… And I love you…”
 Jon smiled, wrapping his hands around the gentle tension under striped skin and velvet before meeting her lips. “You belong to me, and I belong to you… I am you, you are me… We are together… And… We’ll be like this forever…” Certainty and emotion warmed the air between them while Kathrine’s throat pushed through the distance, carrying the physical sensations through a shared breath. “Happy birthday lover…”
 “Thank you Jon… Thank you so much…” 

****

 Samantha sighed heavily over the large cup of coffee that stared back at her, untouched emotion giving life to the shallow whisper that fell from her lips as grey eyes flickered over the table. “So you… You fight for them?”
 Nicole nodded slightly while she arranged a large basket filled with small bread loaves and soft fabric. Symbols traded off over the black and purple fabric she used to cover the basket, various markings echoing the gold stitching that lined the piece. “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 while adjusting the velvet cloth to cover the still warm bread. “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…” A sharper tone fell from the woman’s lips before she set the basket carefully in the middle. “If you can work together, put Kathrine aside… You could be a commanding force in this war…”
 “But what if I don’t… We don’t want that?” Sam swallowed sharply, her voice edging toward the hushed yell she could barely stop. “Jon is seventeen years old… He’s a kid… Hell I’m getting old, won’t be too much longer before I won’t be able to keep up…”
 “Jonathan made his choice Kimo… So did you… Kathrine didn’t have one, but I can respect the attempts at keeping you two out of danger…” Nicole stood up, offering a slight grin. “Come on, we have training to do…” 
 “Yeah… Gimmie a second…” Sam sighed, slipping her thick soled boots over her feet before blousing the baggy fatigues she wore. “Use the bathroom and I’ll be right out…” The woman trailed off when Nicole disappeared into the kitchen, her assault rifle and fatigues betraying the feminine curves of her body. Thoughts fell silent when she followed familiar paths over dense carpet and around wood supported plaster, coming to a stop in front of a large stained door. Warm air and sound flowed through the large room, a gentle rusting of water and unidentifiable thrum leading words to Sam’s mind while silhouettes moved behind distorted glass. 
 “May I?” Jon’s light tone echoed through the room as the smaller form moved closer to the showerhead, her arms bracing her against the wall the same instant a slightly tensed voice filled the air.

 “Y… Yeah I guess, just be careful…” Another movement caught Sam’s attention when the form changed, a long shadow crept behind the glass, extending from the woman’s back to the larger form with a deliberate movement that changed slightly when he closed the distance between them. “H… Yeah, there ya go… Be gen…” Kathrine’s moan filled the room in an instant, reflecting from porcelain and tile before giving way to her voice. “Yeah… There, just like that… Try not to go too high…” 
 Sam swallowed, words fighting her body for air while she watched the shadows change, a flicker of movement emanating from the glass wall that separated them before stalling when Jon came to a stance immediately behind the woman. 
 “Like that?” 
 “Y…” The thrum deepened immediately, a thick moan filling Sam’s mind with objections silenced when a small hand pressed against the glass. “Jon…” Emotions trailed off before the long shadow moved from around Jon’s body, pressing a vague form to the barrier when the woman’s moan shattered the thoughts and emotions behind green eyes. 

 “Jesus…” Sam whispered barely above the metallic click of the door. 
 “You ready Kimo?” Nicole glanced up, from her back pack while gentle emotions played across her face. “Are you alright?”
 “Y… I think… Um… I just saw Jon and Kat…” Warmth welled up against soft features and tanned skin before a shallow breath found her lips. “I’m not sure what I just saw… Trick of the light or something…” Sam swallowed, a hard lump fighting her voice before giving way to the light smile she managed when Nicole offered her a copy of the assault rifle in her hands.

 “Shadows in here can play tricks on your eyes…” The woman nodded finally as she produced several magazines and a satchel of loose rounds. “Today we’re going to establish a zero for your weapon and go over fundamental marksmanship…” 

 “What about them?” 
 “Jonathan isn’t in any shape to train…” Words followed her while she turned to the large front door, holding it open for Sam. “When we get back I’m going to take a look at his arm…” Samantha nodded, brilliant sunlight and bright grass following them through the open space around the house before giving way to the thick tree cover and worn dirt path they traveled. “Kathrine won’t use a gun… That leaves us…” 
 “Okay…” The woman followed Nicole’s frame, her fair skin and grey eyes softening slightly while a warm breeze swept through the light touches of pine and flowers, betraying the well cut muscles of her arms and stomach made clear by the tight shirt she wore. “I guess its not so bad out here…”

 Dark leaves blanketed the earth in shaded tones of brown and green, accented by overturned logs and stretches of trees that gave way to a gentle slope of open grass. Wood posts stuck up from the ground painted in numerous dark marks and splintered pieces of black timber. At the opposite end of the opening two forms stood propped over a wood bench, it’s design brining faint reminders of the stained furniture of the house. 
 Samantha looked up over her rifle, the dull ring in her ears paling to the repeated thunder claps Nicole used to splinter one of the posts. “Good shot…”
 The woman glanced over, her eyes reflecting orange in the red and yellow strips which painted the sky with lightly chilled sips of air. “Come on Kimo, you can do better then that…” 
 “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 a finger pulled against hers, bringing a natural stance to the otherwise shaking nerves. 
 “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. 

 Another sound cracked through the distance sending fragments of wood in every direction. “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 impacting against her body before dirt took to the air. “Ah…” Fresh tension crept through her body before grey eyes found her, flickering slightly against the slowly setting sun. “S… She um…”
 “Here…” Nicole laid her rifle down, fresh orange crossing her eyes in the hours it took her voice to warm. “I don’t expect you to trust me, but I would like to help you… If only to make it easier on you…” 
 “I don’t need your help…” 
 “You do, 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 get it taken care of you won’t…”
 “Taken care of? Like its that easy… She was my life… I’ll never forgive myself for not being there, she died because I couldn’t protect her… Because I couldn’t…” Sam trailed off while words recited in her mind in distinctly male tones, pitched reminders of conversations long held but forcibly forgotten. “J… 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…” Light flickered in grey orbs before giving way to a warm breath that fell between them in fading tones of certain emotions. “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….” The woman sighed while moist leaves and packed dirt clapped with thick soled boots in gentle reminders of words silenced by a tense breath. “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... And 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 from sharp features. “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…” Orange tints followed the woman’s eyes during the seconds and stretched questions that traded off in the distance between them, trailing off into the familiar visage of the large two story house, interrupted by the familiar forms that had been laid out on the slight incline of the roof. 
 Fair skin and tanned tones stood out against the blanket, accented by baggy fatigues and black t-shirts, they’re faces all but lost to the growing shadows of the darkened sky. 

 “Hey you two…” Nicole chuckled waving as she approached the door. “Happy birthday Kathrine…” 
 “Thanks.” The timid tone replied a moment later. 
 “So… What do you mean, exactly…?” Sam whispered.

 “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 a door accented by inlaid symbols. “History is sacred… As all life is, but when recorded and shared, that person becomes a thread in the timeline…” 
 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 room, save for the brick fireplace which melted into the wall. Large windows overlooked the opening just outside of the house while light slipped in through the intricate etchings that followed the individual panes of glass into a similar set of markings along the book case built into the side wall. “Wow…” Breath ended in a gasp of surprise when green eyes fell on a silk garment that hung against the wall. Images flowed through one another, bringing fair 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 reflecting from the fabric dragon that covered her thigh, mirrored by the massive jaguar on the other. 
 “That was a gift from Emperor Ninkō…” 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…” Seconds ticked by in silence, a shallow emotion making it’s way through the woman’s tone while words trailed off. “He was a Sheriff… Montgomery county Ohio…” 
 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?” A gentle grin crept across soft features as Samantha picked up the thick volume, running her fingers through the yellow pages. “S… A woman of the world huh?” Another grin changed her features before dying out when a picture crept over the page. Boots fell under heavy looking fabric before coming to a large vest and long sleeve shirt, a small badge and gun belt bringing echoes of western movies long forgotten to the faint brown wash that covered the photograph. “Holy shit… This is an original…” Sam looked up, calm grey orbs 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…” An instant slipped through a light sigh, given to a shallow whisper as the shorter woman nodded at the book. “Take this, read it and think about it… Okay? 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 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, her voice leveling out while she crossed her arms. “Some of these books are about people from my life, some of them are people I killed… Others, I’ve loved…” Sips of air changed the woman’s voice, underlining a warmth forced through the tender expression she suddenly wore. “I know how much it hurts to loose someone you care about Samantha… Nothing compares… 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?”
 Hours trailed off into years during the split second it took Samantha to force a deep breath into her lungs. “I’m… I haven’t… I mean, I don’t feel anything… When Jon told me… I was devastated, but… Later I didn’t feel anything but rage, I couldn’t think straight… There was just this, need… To get even…” Grey orbs flickered before Sam met the woman’s gaze, a level tone touching her voice with an almost unrecognizable calm. “After you found us, I just didn’t c… Care? Feel? I just couldn’t do anything… And now that everything is… I still can’t feel anything… And it, it scares me Nicole… I mean, I was with this…” Emotions bit into her tongue in an instant when breath died off in her mouth. “I’ve got Jon, but she… She’s gone, I know there’s no bringing her back… But I just can’t bring myself to cry… To… To feel, anything… I want too… I wanna get back at these assholes… I wanna make them pay…”
 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…” 
 Samantha stared, tracing the natural emotions and certainty in the woman’s expression, mirrored slightly by the realization that crept behind green eyes. Minutes followed one another before Sam forced a shallow breath to her lips. “So wh… When is it gonna stop?”  
 “That remains to be seen…” The woman swallowed, closing the distance between them with a careful step. “Samantha, it’s not going to ‘just stop’... Its going to be there, always… It just becomes a matter of time when you will allow your defenses to give…” Nicole followed Sam’s attention, placing her hand on the taller woman’s shoulder while a warm emotion filtered through her tensed voice. “It could be tomorrow, it could be when your in the middle of a fire fight… Samantha, it could be when a life hangs on your reaction and you can’t do it… But it will eventually slip…” 
 “S… 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 it…”

 “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…”
 “T… Thanks…” Sam swallowed finally, forcing a breath against the silent questions and ready made defenses. 
 

 “That should do it…” Nicole grinned, taping fresh gauze around Jon’s fore arm while Sam retraced the contours of the small metal slugs which stared back at her from the bowl of red tinted water. “You’re lucky Kimo… I don’t think there’s going to be any permanent damage, but don’t try lifting anything heavy for a while… And no sex either…” Seconds ticked by before sharp features contorted slightly. “I know you won’t listen but the more energy you expend the more your White Heat is going to get worse…” Nicole looked over at Kathrine, her sharpened tone echoing through the distance. “I told you…”
 “It was me…” The young man hissed before flexing his hand. “I started it…”
 “Kathrine could still say no…”
 “I’m very persuasive…” Jon chuckled the same instant Kat’s features took on any number of red tints. 

 “Shut up… Jon…” The woman bit her lip before covering her face completely.

 “Alright, now you both know…” Nicole chuckled slightly. “The more active you are, the worse it becomes and the longer it lasts… Your body has to work it out…” Another chuckle ended when she recovered the bowl and black satchel. “And I don’t mean like that…”
 “Gotchya…” Jon grinned, all but laughing when he glanced over at Kat. “You okay?”
 “Y… You…” Tea colored hair and sharp features disappeared into the woman’s shadow while she sunk under the end of the table. “You’re a pervert…”
 Sam laughed, forcing a light tone to her lips when the young man met her eyes. “I always knew you were…”
 “Hey, hey… I’m just a… Red blooded American…” Jon grinned slightly when green eyes peered over the table, rolling an instant later. 
 “You’re half right….” Sam smiled before Nicole stepped into the kitchen. “I think she’s right… You are a pervert and this whole age thing is just a clever ploy…” Another gentle smile changed the woman’s features when Nicole returned, a large basket in her hand, mirrored by the small pottery bowl and matching pitcher. “So what about…” Samantha looked up while the woman sat the plain colored bowl in the center of the table, the pitcher following suit while she set the basket down. “What’s this?”

 Nicole glanced at Kathrine, offering her the basket. “It’s a tradition…” The woman grinned slightly while Kat tensed visibly, following the small dark purple cloth Nicole laid out in font of her. “Irana formed an allegiance between the four major roving houses, at the signing of the compact each of the participants brought a loaf of bread and a sample of their wine…”  

 Sam followed the sharp contours of the woman’s features as she withdrew a small loaf of wheat colored bread from the basket, placing it on the fabric before laying out another bright red silk cloth. 
 “Each house brought six unique recipes…” Nicole slipped another square to the table brilliant shades of green and white trading off against the polished cherry finish before she laid a fried piece of bread down. “Four of them were chosen to represent the individual houses…” The woman trailed off before setting a thick cotton square next to the others, a deep purple echoing against white and blue stitching before giving way to a twisted length of deep brown. “This came to be known as the First Union… The birth of the White Rose clan…” A deep sigh passed between tightly drawn lips when Nicole poured a thick burgundy liquid into the bowl, stopping only when she turned to Kathrine. “Today, we celebrate the birth of a different kind… The birth of Kathrine Rikes…” Leandrea offered Kat the bowl with a slight grin. “Twenty six years, nineteen eighty… December third…” 
 Kathrine looked down at the bowl before glancing over at Jon, an uncertain gaze fading slightly when she stared back at the liquid. “Um…”

 “Hmm?”
 “I… Um, I don’t drink…” An apologetic expression painted the woman’s face in any number of nameless emotions before giving way to a timid whisper. “I can’t…”
 “Wine is symbolic in many ways Kathrine… In the birthright it expresses the blood that flows through our veins, the blood spilled in the defense of our ways, of our lives…” Nicole offered a small grin as she lined the center of the table with the bread. “Bread is the most universally recognizable staples of any culture… To them it is held as the most important sign of communication… When the first compact was made the original clan had no language to speak of… They communicated through symbols and foods… Bread became the first tool of the new language, soon they established a mixed language to bridge the gaps between the nations… As new nations joined the compact, the tongue was expanded, bread remained as a reminder of the voiceless times…” 

 Kathrine looked down at the bowl, following images only she could see while minutes followed the thick silence Leandrea used to split the breads. “S… So, um…”
 Jonathan laid his hand over the woman’s a silent support making itself apparent even as fingers intertwined, a gentle grin softening the young man’s features with a warm whisper. “This is you day Kat… Enjoy it…” 
 “Y… Yeah… Happy birthday Kat…” Words forced their way into Sam’s mouth, unforgiving determination giving them life a split second before the woman looked up at her. 
 “You owe us a story Kathrine…” 

 “Huh?” 
 “Tell us about your year…” Nicole grinned, her tone warming slightly. “Tell us about your year, about the triumphs and falls of your life…”
 Seconds slipped by in silence before giving way to a sidelong glance Kathrine used to regard Jon, her weary grin leading a timid breath to her mouth. “Um… Well… Ah… Where do I start?”
 “From the beginning…” The woman grinned. 

 “Well… Alright…” She swallowed, taking a sip from the bowl before passing it to Jon, her features contorting as she ran her tongue over her lips. “Oh man…” Another lap of her lips lead a grin across her face, echoing the warmth almost physical in the air. “Um… Well, last year at this time… I was living in a flat in San Diego, with a crate and backpack… And a mattress… I ah, I worked at a plastics manufacturer… Making just enough to pay the rent, practically lived on meals on wheels… In September I heard about this company that had almost two thousand openings…” Kathrine fidgeted slightly under Sam’s gaze, her expression tapering off to match her voice. “I talked to everyone I knew, got up enough money for a bus ticket and came back to Lake Falls… After that I ah… I stayed in a shelter for a while, working for Allied and one day I got this letter from Father McAthen… A good friend of mine in San Diego, he was taking care of… Things while I was trying to make a life… Um, he sent me a check… Almost two thousand dollars…” 

 Sam glanced over at Jon the same instant he took a long pull of wine. Slowly thoughts fell into the reassuring warmth that filled the air with neutral tones and faint scents of alcohol. 

 “I um… I found this beautiful little place in the Black Hills area… Managed to convince the owner to take me on a lease and a friendly word, man that wasn’t easy…” Kathrine swallowed before meeting Sam’s eyes with a careful grin. “I um, I found this Cherokee for three hundred dollars… I went through town hitting all the thrift shops I could find… Suddenly I had everything I ever wanted… Well…” A muscles tensed in along the woman’s jaw before she looked up at Jon. “Almost…”

 Jonathan smiled softly, kissing her forehead as Sam swallowed her voice with a long drag of sweet wine. 
 “I was driving around town and I saw this little park… I stopped in on impulse more then anything, I guess I wanted to feel ‘at home’ but… I dunno…” Vibrant crimson tones played across the woman’s cheeks while she ran her finger over the table top, following it with her eyes. “I um… Drove  around town getting used to the streets and stuff… I drove by this little dinner, truck stop place… And ah… This guy is sitting there across the room… Beautiful brown eyes, strong looking, handsome… Um…” Brighter shades changes the woman’s face before she brought her hand to her mouth. “So um… I’m trying to think of all the things I could say hi… But I can’t, I mean my voice won’t work… This is all within the space of maybe a second… I ah… Go to pay for my bill and it hits me… I left my wallet there, hopping he might be able to…” Kat looked up at Jon, smiling as her voice leveled off. “Yeah so… My life was… Great… Everything was so nice, I mean I knew nothing could come of us… But I had a friend, a real friend… And to be honest it didn’t matter that I wasn’t normal… Just being around him put me at ease, he didn’t even try to… And… Um…”
 Samantha offered Nicole the bowl, exchanging it for a piece of bread while words traded off behind green eyes, sips of air giving them life an instant later. “Well come on, what happened next?”
 “Um…” Kat grinned slightly, mirroring Jonathan’s warm smile. “I uh, spent most of my off time hanging out, playing pool… Found this job at the high school and found out my best friend was a student…” The woman chuckled before meeting Jon’s gaze. “That kind of made me realize that I couldn’t ever be with… Um, be with him… Not a chance… It hurt, but it wasn’t anything I wasn’t used too at some level… But there was another part that told me it didn’t matter as much as the obvious differences… And that kindda made it better… Easier to deal with…” A shallow breath followed her words before giving way to a warm voice. “I still would like to think that we, the three of us, could have been good friends… Even though I can’t hold a candle to Sam’s pool que…” 
 “Got that right.” Sam grinned, rolling flavors of fried dough over her tongue as Nicole poured fresh wine in the bowl. 
 “We were going to mount Hope and um… That’s when things changed… We were getting gas and… This guy starts… Shooting at us and this, woman… Starts shooting back…” Kat followed her words with a timid breath, tension changing her features slowly. “We went to my place, um… Hid for the weekend, fought about going to the police… But we spent almost the entire weekend… Talking… It was… It was… Fantastic, I mean we were scared but we talked… About our lives, things we wanted to do, things we um…” 
 “That was really nice…” Jon nodded, taking a small bite of twisted bread before kissing Kathrine’s hand. “You don’t know how hard it was too keep from saying something… Doing something…”
 “You wouldn’t have….” 
 “No… But I thought about it a little…” The young man grinned. 

 “W… We um, went to town the next day and stopped by this dinner… I’m still trying to figure out how you found us…” Kathrine looked up at Nicole, a playful tone underlying the serious flicker in her eyes.  Minutes followed the thick silence before giving way to a shrug and shallow tone. “So um… We go downtown to the police station….” 

****

Warmth flickered over velvet and wood in vibrant shades of orange and yellow, mixing with the gentle crackle of fire as it played out from across the bed. Another kind of warmth worked against taught muscles and fair skin while familiar scents and barely recognizable tension, fighting weary nerves for attention.

 “I love you…” Jonathan’s voice found a root behind green eyes, barely registering against the light thrum of emotion that pushed against Kathrine’s throat.

 “I love you too Jon…” Energy followed her frame in gentle touches of large fingers that traveled down her back, accenting the lips that found her neck a moment later. Another kind of energy cracked against her body as a large hand came to rest at the base of her spine, massaging warmth against nerve endings and the thick appendage which started to arch in time with her back. “Hey…” Kat looked up, familiar brown depths reflecting any number of nameless emotions. 

 “I’m sorry…” The young man grinned, meeting her lips before working his way back up. “Couldn’t resist…” 

 Tension found her body slowly, words reciting themselves against the warmth Jon continued to bring against her muscles. 
 “Sorry… Didn’t mean it like that…” Familiar scents wrapped around fair skin and tense muscles when Jon leaned in, kissing her neck before bringing his arms around Kathrine’s chest. “I just… You’re so special Kathrine… I can’t help but want to…”
 Eyes met for an instant, giving way to a shared breath and deep purr while a large hand cradled her head for an eternity of gentle exploration brought to reality by a soft tongue. “It’s okay Jon… I understand…” 

 “You… You’re my everything Kat…” Tension followed close behind when the young man pulled her tighter, his heart thumping against her spine while gentle lips touched the base of her neck. “You know… This is kind of like… Kindda like our cabin…”
 Kathrine glanced back, her tail coiling tight around a fabric covered leg. “How so?”
 “There’s a garden… Its away from everything…” Another gentle pull of energy followed a gentle suck before giving way to a whisper. “And there’s us… And the fireplace…” 

 Emotion thrummed against the woman’s throat for the eternity it took her to roll over, familiar scents and voices trailing off between locked lips. Slowly questions made themselves known among the memories and thoughts that recounted the day’s events, the promises of a better life and reality made physical when Jonathan kissed her again. “I… I suppose…”
 Jon smiled slightly, a muscle in his neck echoing the small puncture wounds from the morning. “Kathrine… It won’t be long, we’ll have a place…”
 “I’m scared… Jon what if we… What if we, you… Get killed?”
 “Not gonna happen…” The young man smiled again, bringing his lips to hers in a reassurance betrayed by the faintest scent of fear that underlined natural smells. “I promise you…”
 “Shut up Jon…” 
 “No… Kathrine…” 
 Kat swallowed, her voice fading against the soft crackling of silent emotion. “J… Jon, I want us to be together… I don’t wanna loose you… I don’t want Sam to get hurt… I… I just wanna be with you… That’s all…”
 “We will be Kat… We just need to get better, that’s all… Rest a little bit…” Lips met between shallow sips of warmed air and physical energy while questions played out between locked eyes, fear melting them together into a stream of concerns that slipped from green eyes. A large hand came around her back finally, supporting it while the other played through her hair, emotions bringing themselves to life when lips met again. “We’ll be together… Forever…”
 “Jon…” Kat managed against the tension in her mind. “There’s something else…”
 “Hmm?”
 “We… We… Um…” Words trailed off into hard won breaths, giving way to tension and silent pleas for understanding.

 “Ka… Kat… That hurts…” Jon tensed against her, a familiar sensation surprising her body before trailing off into concern before she released her grip on the young man’s leg. 
 “Sorry…” Another tension brought her hands to Jon’s back, pulling her tight against him while words traded off in her mouth, pained truths from suppressed desires and edged reality. “Jon… We, we need to stop…” 
 “Hmm?” 
 “S… Stop… Having sex…” 
 Questions lead tension through the young man’s body before he met her gaze, gentle touches of blue reflecting from his eye for an instant. “Kat… If it’s something I…”
 “No, no… Jon, no…” Kat swallowed, pulling him tighter. “I… I was weak, I couldn’t… I couldn’t say no… It… It felt so good to be held, to be loved… To…” Emotions gave way to soft lips and gentle warmth when Kat pulled herself against him, the heavy thumping of a heart not her own echoing nameless emotions. “Jon… I gave you my… Everything… We made love, we had sex and… It was… Wow…” Tears fought Kathrine’s mind for recognition before she force a hollow tone to her lips. “But… We can’t any more… I mean, we… We aren’t…”
 “Kat… If its what you are… It, it doesn’t matter…” Breath reflected a tender kiss before the young man’s tone softened. “I love you Kathrine, and I don’t care about…” 
 “No… Jon, its… I mean, we… We’re doing things against the word… We aren’t um….”
 “The word?” Jonathan stared for a minute, swallowing while realization changed his voice. “Oh… S… What would you… What do you want?”
 “I… I want us to be together… To be a family… To… To be…” Kat brought her lips to the young man’s cheek, pulling him tighter as hours melted against one another. “I want us to be together…”
 Tension followed large hands and defined muscles, wrapping her body in any number of nameless emotions. Shallow breath crept across her ear in an instant, given life by shaking words and disbelieving tones. “We’ll be okay Kat… It just…”
 “No, Jon… I…” Kathrine swallowed, tightening her grip as Jon met her lips with a familiar warmth. “Jonathan…”

 “S… Sorry… No, I’m not… Kat, I love you with everything I have… I’m not leaving you, and there isn’t anything you can…”
 “I don’t want you to leave…” Pained tones filled Kat’s mouth with bitter truths while sensations played out against her body, giving way to the tail she wrapped around the young man’s leg. “Jonathan…?” Another tension slipped through her lips mirroring the tender push of heated breath that found her lips a moment later. “J…”
 “I love you…” Jon smiled, wiping away the tears which continued to slide from Kat’s cheeks. “I always will…”
 “Jon…” Breath died off into a tension when the young man tightened his grip. “Jon… Will…” A sharp exhale gave way to uncertain tones and forced emotion. “Jon, will you… Will you… Marry me?”

 “Well, well… Now that was a surprise…” A voice crept through the darkness, familiar tones echoing through the formless distance with a mirrored version of Kathrine’s normal tones. “I am impressed Kathrine…”
 “What do you want?” Kat swallowed, scanning the darkness for the voice. “Where are you?”
 “Now you see things through my eyes… Scary isn’t it? Not knowing where your going…” The words trailed off into a laugh as Kat tripped over something, catching herself with a shaking hand.

 “I know where I’m going though…” Confidence formed a shallow grin across her face while she picked herself up. “I’m gonna be with him and… We’re gonna travel the world… Make love when we want and… And we’re gonna be happy.” 

 “You know as well as I do the only reason he said yes was so he could fuck you…” The voice trailed off into light, highlighting tiled floors and walls before wrapping around  Kathrine in a blue tint contrasting against the thick shadows that gave way to a familiar robe, purple tints and tea colored hair following sharp features and dagger like canines. 

 “No, he isn’t like that…” Kat stepped closer to the form, her words biting into the woman’s visage silently. “He loves me, or he wouldn’t have said yes…”
 “You saw his face! You saw how long it took him to…”
 “And what about me? When I showed him what I…”
 “He’s a freak Kat…” The woman smiled, her words edging against heated resolve. “He gets off on seeing you, he likes ‘exotic’ women I guess huh? You saw how he looked at Nicole… Hey, ask his sister! I bet she’d love to tell you…”
 Kathrine swallowed, emotions changing off against the breath she couldn’t bring to her lips. “He isn’t like that damn you… He loves me, he accepted me despite what I…”
 “Because of what you are… You remember how he went after you right after you told him?”
 “I wanted him too… I could have stopped it… But…”
 “You were weak…” 
 “I don’t care… He loves me, and I love him… I’m gonna be with him for the rest of my life and that’s it…” Kathrine grinned, her biting edge trailing off while she turned her back on the robed form, her booted feet carrying her away. “And there’s nothing you can do about it.” 

 “Don’t be so sure about that… Has he told you yet?” 
 Kat turned her head slightly, her boots thumping hollow against the darkness. 
 “Poor Kathrine…” The woman smiled wider, orange reflecting in her eyes for the eternity it took her to bring a fair hand across her chest. “You doubt him even now… What makes you think you’ll be together? If you don’t believe him here, what makes you think he believes you out there?”

 “He does, and I do too… What do you know?”
 “I know everything about you Kat, you shouldn’t be so naive… Deep down you know you aren’t ready for this, your just doing it to satisfy a god you’ve never seen…”
 Kathrine inhaled sharply, her boots coming to a stop while images fought her mind for recognition. “You don’t know… You have no idea... We’re together, we’re going to be. I’ve been looking for so long… I’m scared, yeah, but…”
 “But you’re going to fall, you’re going to be weak again… You will…”
 “Live happily with the man I love, without you around to ruin it…” Kat turned, her voice echoing confidence nearly as shaky as the step she took toward the robed form. “You will never hurt me again, never keep me from doing what I know is right…” 
 “How about Jon? What if I enjoy being with him? I’m not gonna let you go so easily Kat… You don’t deserve it…”
 “You have no right…” 
 “I am every right, every single thought you have is because I let you… Because I allowed it…” The woman stepped closer, closing the distance before smiling. “I’m you’re everything Kat… Every thing you are is because of what I do… And you can’t say no…”

 Kathrine stared, following the emotion in orange eyes before pushing the woman’s shoulders, grinning slightly as the robed form thumped against the tile. “No…”

 Light filtered through large windows, painting the shadows over small pillows and the table they surrounded. Samantha and Nicole sat opposite each other around the massive slab, carrying on a conversation among talk of guns and tactics. Kathrine pushed herself against the heavy bathroom door, her knees pressing against her chest while sounds carried from behind the wood buffer. Tears fell from sharp features while the sound replayed itself as it had done any number of times before. 

 Nicole looked up, meeting Kat’s eyes for an instant before picking up her rifle and slinging it across her shoulder. “How’s he doing?”
 “H… Hasn’t stopped since…” The woman swallowed, a tight voice replacing hers. “Before the sun came up…” 
 “Did you two…” 
 Kathrine nodded, her voice flattening out when Nicole leaned in closer. “Ye… Yeah, it was an occasion…” 
 Sharp features stared back at her, grey eyes echoing the biting chill of her tone. “I told you… You’re not helping things Kathrine… Do I have to separate you?” 
 “N… No… He… I… We, we’re… We’re engaged…” Kathrine whispered, holding the woman’s eyes during the hours of shaking tones and forced breath that traded off in her mouth. 
 “Oh… That is a special occasion isn’t it…” The woman smiled. “Okay…” Another instant ticked by before she pounded on the door. “Hey Jonathan?”
 “What…” The young man’s barbed voice pushed against the door, replaced with a groaning sound an instant later. 

 “If you start throwing up blood, there’s a small bottle in the cabinet… Its white with a red band around it… Use three drops of that, put it on your finger and run it around the inside of your throat… Okay?”
 Another groan gave way to the splashing of water and fresh tears which crept down Kat’s face. “Yeah…”
 “Kathrine is coming with us to do some training… If you get feeling better start working on the car okay?”

 Kat looked up, her breath fading into the seriousness in grey orbs. “He’s sick… I’m not…”
 “You are, he’ll be okay… It will pass in a couple hours…”
 “H… Hours? He’s been throwing up for almost three already… He… No, I’m not leaving…”

 “And what are you doing to help him? At this moment in time…” A muscle tensed in the woman’s jaw before she all but pulled Kathrine to her feet. “Come on…”

 “Good, good… Try it again…” 
 Kathrine swallowed, pushing herself against the unforgiving tree trunk, following the shorter woman’s frame, coming to a stop when hands and feet traded off with Samantha’s. Nicole held up her hands, Sam’s foot impacting with a muted thump. “Just like that, now put some power into it…”
 Sam repeated the movement, Nicole’s hand budging slightly while a muscle in her arm flexed. “Ah shit…” The taller woman rotated her foot, grinning. “How do you do that?”
 “What?” 
 “That hurt like a bitch…” Sam rotated her foot again before glancing over at Kathrine. “You gonna sit there all day?”
 “Don’t you care?”
 “Of course I do… But we have to get ready…” Samantha tensed a split second before sending her foot toward Nicole’s head, stopped by swift motion the shorter woman used to catch her foot before twisting it and sending her to the grass an instant later. “Shit…”
 “We have twenty eight days left… We can’t afford to slack off Kathrine… I know you hurt, I know your tired... I know your scared but it won’t get better unless you make it that way…” Nicole offered a hand to Samantha, muscles tensing in time with the thumping heart which pushed against Kat’s chest. 

 “Yeah… From what Nikki…” Sam glanced over, a second slipping into breathless words while they stared at each other. 

 “Nikki?”
 “Nicole… Sorry… From what Nicole tells me, its going to be a big deal…” The woman slipped a bottle of water from the small backpack on the ground before taking a seat next to Kat, her voice echoing a calm edge. “Kat… You love Jon, right?”
 “With everything I have…”
 “Do you think its fair that, by not training, you’re going to put his life in danger… And Nicole’s and mine… And your own…” Sam took a long pull of the water, her words taking firm root behind green eyes. “It isn’t just the clan we have to stand up for… We could be killed because we aren’t ready to fight… Its not fair is it?”
 “N… No… No it isn’t…” Kat swallowed, calm grey eyes following her during the eternity it took words to form. “I’m sorry Sam…”
 “Its done… Okay? There’s nothing that can be done to change it… I’ve accepted it, you would do well to do the same…” The woman pulled the padded gloves from her hands with a sigh before tossing them at Kathrine. “You don’t wanna fight, he dies… I die, and rest assured you die.” 
 Nicole glanced at Sam before kneeling in front of Kathrine, a calm edge slipping through tightly drawn lips. “It isn’t going to be easy, but if you care for him as much as I know you do… You have too stand up Kathrine, to take a stand against your own quarrels and beliefs, you can be strong if you let yourself… You can be unstoppable if you want to be…”

 “How? By killing people who’s only crime is being mislead? Who fight for something they don’t understand?” Kat sighed before kicking a thick glove. “I don’t even understand it, how the hell can you expect me to fight, to kill…”
 “Because you don’t have a choice…” Nicole looked up, closing the distance with a shallow breath, her words reflecting from Kathrine’s lips a moment later. “You fight, or you die. They don’t care whatever reservations you have, you had best leave them behind… Believe me Kathrine, I know exactly what your going through... I was in your place once, scared… Alone, completely hopeless… I had no one to turn to… No one to answer my questions, my parents were killed by the Purifiers, my best friend gave her life to hide me... I was eight years old Kathrine…” The woman swallowed, a slight flicker of light carrying her words through steeled eyes. “I learned how to survive, how to evade the terminators… How their reconnaissance teams gathered information… I learned how to survive on half a pound of meat a week Kathrine, I know you know how much that hurts… What’s the closest you’ve ever come to starving?”
 “I… I’m sorry… Nicole, I’m sorry… But…”
 “Now its your turn… You sit here next to someone older then you are, willing to forgive you for what you brought to her life… And someone willing to train you, show you what they never had… Yet you resist… Why?”
 “It… It’s not, it goes against everything… The ten commandments… God’s will…”
 “When you think about it, you do too… Did he make you in his image?” Nicole stepped back slowly while the words played out in the distance. “He won’t save you in this life Kathrine… He has abandoned you so you could learn to be what you have to be… Accept it…”
 “Hey now…” Sam’s sharp tone cut the woman short, accenting the heated expression which changed soft features slowly. “You don’t need to say that kindda stuff… If he had abandoned her she would probably be dead… So would you…” 
 “If Kathrine doesn’t let go of her attachments, you’re going to die… Think carefully about what you say…”
 “I am… And you have no right to say that kindda shit… Its not true…” 
 Nicole tilted her head slightly, a flicker of light painting her eyes in a shimmering orange before she picked up the gloves. “Fight to live then, learn how to defend yourself from those who would do you harm… I won’t teach you how to kill… But I won’t let you leave without knowing how to defend yourself…”
 Words traded off behind green eyes, supported an instant later by a tender grip and tanned flesh, Samantha’s light grin giving way to a shallow breath. “That sounds reasonable…” The woman’s grip tightened slightly, her words focusing into daggers of known pains. “Doesn’t it?”

 Kathrine exhaled sharply, sweat trailing off her body while Nicole lead them through a well worn dirt path flanked by trees. Light followed heavy breathing and sore muscles before giving way to the expansive visage of plaster and wood, an inviting silence echoing relaxation for a weary mind and food for fanged hunger. 
 “That was insane…” Sam took a long pull from her water bottle before offering it to Kathrine. “I’ve never seen anyone move that fast…”
 “It takes practice…” Nicole glanced over her shoulder, a calm grin changing her features slightly as she opened the front door. “You did good Kathrine, you learn fast… But you tire easily… Tomorrow, we’re going to go for a run… We’ll leave before day break…” 
 “F… Fine…” Kat managed, dragging her body up the massive staircase before all but falling into the bedroom door. Plaster and wood wrapped around the room, giving way to a perfectly made bed and a small folded paper that stood out against the velvet cover. “Jon?” Breath trailed off before the woman pulled herself closer to the bed, unfolding the paper with a held breath. Images played out across the heavy page, black and white photographs of shared emotion and warm smiles fading into one another before giving way to the gentle words which smiled back at her from the bottom. “Happy Birthday.” Kat smiled slightly, her voice creeping through drawn lips the same instant she laid the sheet down. “You…” 

 Questions followed motion before leading to a haggard breath Kathrine used to unlace her boots. Another deep breath fought her body for recognition before all but carrying her back down the stairs, an empty living room and bathroom being her only discoveries. “Jon?” The woman continued, passing through the kitchen before finding a heavy metal blast door propped open, a work boot echoing the slight scents of oil and sweat which crept through the air. “Jon?”
 “Yeah…” The young man looked up over the sleek contours of the red Monte Carlo,  blackened streaks running the length of his jaw before giving way to the slightly paler skin tones that covered his body. Errant metal pieces lay scattered around the engine compartment in small groups of contorted steel broken up by the occasional scorched form. “Hi…” Jon smiled softly, propping himself against a workbench as Kathrine made her way through the twisted reminders of an unforgiving life. “You okay?”
 Words trailed off into a shared breath, followed immediately by familiar warmth and natural scents when she brought her hands around the taller man. “How are you feeling?” 
 “You look exhausted…” Jon exhaled sharply before a slight sway brought familiar tension to her body. 
 “I am… Nicole beat me up Jon…” Kat chuckled softly, pulling herself tighter while energy followed her spine, all but melting the muscles in her body. “That feels good… Seriously… How are you feeling?”
 “With my hands…” Jon smiled, large fingers drawing fresh warmth over her body in tender clips of sound both familiar and vaguely natural. “I’m fine…”
 “You sure?”
 “Yeah…”
 “Jon…”
 “I’ve been drinking that tea… Haven’t… I’ve been okay…” The young man grinned slightly, a level voice fading against a deep breath. “Little dizzy but nothing too bad…”

 “You sure you’re okay?”
 “Yeah, I’ll be fine…” Another grin changed Jon’s features, highlighting the sweat that covered his forehead. “How bout you? You okay?”
 “Fine…” Kat tightened her grip before meeting the young man’s lips again. “I think… I’m gonna get a shower… And… Go to bed… Maybe get something to eat…” The woman yawned finally, a tension pressing against her lower spine while large arms cradled her body. 
 “I’ll get the food…”  Jon smiled, pulling her tighter before dropping his arms to the side and grabbing a rag from the bench. “Go ahead and get cleaned up… You know…” Seconds pulled one another through the faintest blue shimmer that replaced brown depths before giving way to a light grin. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you sweat…”
 “Y…” Kat swallowed, retracing the tint while she stretched her arms. “You um… You’ve made me sweat… I dunno if you were paying attention…” A light thrum followed faint memories and warmed emotion as the woman leaned in, meeting Jon’s lips an instant later. 
 “Yeah? We’ll have to work on making that happen more… You smell better when you’re…”
 “Hey… About that shower…” 
 Jonathan swallowed, wiping his hands clean. “I’ll get the food…”
 Minutes fell into silence, a light purr echoing the faint emotion images brought through familiar sensations when she made her way back through the garage, stopping just short of the door. “Hey Jon?”
 “Hmm?”
 “I love you…”
 “I love you too Kat…”
 

 White tones and fading light trailed off around striped flesh and distorted glass before giving way to the liquid warmth that enveloped Kathrine’s body completely, a full tub giving life to the images and memories which followed one another through the tender pulls of air and barely recognizable sound of her throat.

 Sound echoed through the room in an instant, all but lost to the weary voice she couldn’t quite bring to her lips. “Yes?” 
 “Mind if I come in?” Jon’s tone pushed through the silence, echoing a gentle warmth made physical against the sleep that begged for attention. 
 “Sure…” 

 Stained fatigues gave way to tanned skin marked by errant streaks of light brown grease, defined muscles reflecting against the crumpled black shirt in his hand. “Hey you…”

 “Hey…” Kathrine stretched slowly, watching Jon’s eyes as they ran the length of her body. “What’s up?” 
  Minutes followed one another through the silence that thickened the thrum of physical emotion. Another kind of emotion fell against weary muscles when large hands slipped over Kathrine’s shoulders, drawing energy in physical waves as gentle warmth pushed against the tension barely felt through the haze of sleep that screamed for attention. “I just wanted to say hi… Maybe check you out, make sure there aren’t any bruises… You know… The usual…” Jon smiled softly before kissing the woman’s neck. 
 “That’s nice…” Kat leaned forward as Jon ran his hand over her spine, pulling fresh warmth through her spine. “Jon… There’s room for one more…” She looked up, smiling softly when a hand massaged against her tail. 
 “I… Damn it…” Jonathan kissed the back of the woman’s neck. “I want too… But I gotta watch the…” Another tender kiss ended in a short sip of air. “You smell different…” 
  “That happens when you sweat…” Kat chuckled, arching her back when a small rag pulled across her spine. “What are you doing?”
 “You smell different, I mean almost… I dunno, just different…” Energy followed gentle pulls of soap before giving way to a deep purr and careful attention the young man used to wipe her arms. “I think its me…” Jon inhaled again, drawing fresh emotion to the slight blue twinge that crept across his eyes while he pulled the rag across her torso slowly. 
 “You do smell a little different…” Kat leaned back, water melting her into the metal tub as warmth followed a large hand and soapy rag over her thigh. “It isn’t the…” Breath trailed off slowly when the young man’s hand slipped higher, stopping just short of the thick stripe below her lips. “Hey…”
 “Trust me…” Jon grinned, running his hand to her outer thigh before continuing. 
 “You know… If… If we get this tense after a day… I’d hate to see what’s going to happen a month from now…” Kat looked up, her voice trailing off into the warm brown that watched her carefully. 
 “Who’s tense?” The young man smiled, kissing her forehead before bringing his hand through her hair. “Kat… I love you, I’m not going to say that I understand it… But I know it means a lot to you and that’s all that’s important…” Another shallow smile changed his features before he licked her nose, drawing familiarity through the warmth he brought to her body a moment later. 
 “Jon…” Kat glanced up, sliding deeper into the water. “You realize that… You’d have to um… Be ah…” Another breath slipped into tension all but lost to the gentle attentions Jon worked against her thigh. “You’d have to be baptized… And…”
 “Shh… We have time… Relax…” The young man grinned again, standing up slowly. “I’m gonna go get some dinner… Just relax…”

 “Its serious… Jon, I…”

 “Relax…”
 Kathrine tensed slightly, following the defined muscles and errant stains of the young man’s back into the heavy voice which crept through her lips. “I love you…”
 “I love you too…” Jon smiled before disappearing into the hallway. 

 Minutes trailed off through one another, giving way to uncertainty nearly as physical as the arms she brought across her chest. Questions fell to a silent voice, echoing concerns and emotions unyielding to repeated pleas and thoughtless understanding. “He’ll go with it… If only to please you…” A voice trailed off behind green eyes, pressing against her mind during the hours that dissolved into darkness. “Only for you…”

 Thought crept through faint images while motion carried Kathrine, light touches of familiar scents offering warmth as physical as the slacked muscles which made up her body. Plaster and wood passed in uneven stretches, interrupted by the bouncing motion that lead a slight chill of air over exposed skin. “Wh…” A voice slipped through her lips, lost immediately to the large hands which tensed as an upside down door bounced by. 

 “Shh…”

 “Where…” Kathrine yawned before pulling her head up to the fair skin and thick stripes that crept across her legs. Slowly other features filled her vision, defined muscles and lightly tanned skin cradling her while a gentle smile made its way over a young man’s jaw. “Why… Why am I naked…” Kat tensed before wrapping her arms around Jon’s back, trying to cover herself despite the tail she coiled around the young man’s arm. 

 “You fell asleep…” Jon grinned as they slid into the warm bedroom an instant later. Velvet and emotion wrapped around her as the young man laid her out on the bed with a carefully slow movement, light flickered against brown depths when he sat down beside her. “You still hungry?”
 Words trailed off slowly before dying out completely, lost to the warmth of a shared breath. Another warmth followed as large hands wrapped around her back, betraying the tension evident in the young man’s body. Jon smiled softly, pulling errant strands of hair away from her face while seconds melted into shimmering blue shades, all but replacing brown depths for an instant. “I’ll… I’ll be okay…” 
 “You sure?”

 Kat yawned slowly, her body echoing the tense muscles long forgotten as she stretched out, her body arching against the large hands that supported it. Energy crept across her spine while the young man brought his lips to her stomach. “Oh that’s nice…” A breath faltered when familiar sensations made they’re way across her lower back, ending when her purr fought with the finger that grazed her tail. “Jon…”
 “Sleep well Kat…” Jon looked up from her stomach, a light smile interrupted by the series of kisses he used to climb her torso, meeting her lips with a slight murmur of approval. Tension gave way to a shared breath and soft tongue while hands wrapped around her, offering warmth as physical as the purr which echoed between them. 

 “What?” Kat tensed, disbelief and emotion biting into her voice as she watched the words slip by brown depths. “where are you going?”
 “I need to work on the car… Need a shower too…”
 “But…”
 “I won’t be long.”
 “Jon…” Kat whispered, pulling the young man tight before sliding onto his lap. “Please?”

 “I won’t be long… Maybe half an hour…” Jon tensed slightly, questions and please filling the distance between locked eyes. 

 “No…”
 “But…”
 “N… No.”
 “Kat…”
 “No, Jon… Please?” The woman pulled tighter pushing him to the bed a moment later. “Now you can’t…” A slight grin echoed against muted thumps of boots from the hall way before the young man wrapped his arms around her. “Someone’s…” Kat began, cut off when lips met. Tension crept across her body during the eternity it took her to pull her tail between them, fighting the breath she couldn’t quite register.

 “That’s new…” Jon grinned, tensing the instant Samantha slipped by the open door. 

 Kat stared, meeting soft features and green eyes slowly. The woman pursed her lips before her eyes followed forms only she could see, a distinct path that chased Kathrine’s stripes to her exposed chest. “Um…” Kat swallowed as fresh adrenaline washed over tensed muscles. Sam continued to follow her outline, coming to a stop at the thick stripes of her thighs. 
 The woman shook her head slightly, a light grin changing her features while her eyes met Kathrine’s. “I bet those hurt… How far do they go?”
 Minutes melted into one another before Kat could find her voice. “Ah… All… The way around…”
 Another light grin echoed the muscle Sam tensed in her jaw before leaning against the door way. “Watchya think bro? Does she live up to them?”
 Jonathan craned his neck, questions and emotions following the contours of his jaw before a tensed voice spoke for him. “Huh?” 

 “The stripes… Tiger right? You think she’s a tigress in the sack?”
 Seconds fell into a muted chuckle as the young man met Kat’s eyes, a distinct warmth trailing off against the thick words that left his mouth. “I think she’s Kathrine…”
 Sam grinned, pulling the door as a whisper filled the air between them, serious underlining an other wise playful tone. “I guess I can see what you like about her…”

 Heat welled up against Kathrine’s cheeks before she covered her face, pushing her chest against Jon’s even as arms wrapped around her back. The young man chuckled softly, the sound of a door closing lost to the memory which repeated itself countless times in an instant. 

 “That’s the first compliment I’ve ever heard from her…” 
 Kat looked up, fresh warmth pressing through her voice as she pulled her tail free, sliding it off the bed a moment later. “Y... She…. Your sister just said… I was attractive…?”
 “Yup…” Jon grinned, pulling errant strands of hair from around Kat’s face, meeting her lips with a soft grin and breathless whisper. “She’s doesn’t know the half of it…”

  ****

Rain fell heavy against dense brick and vacant blacktop, unyielding reminders of the dense cloud cover which blanketed the sky in mixed tones of grey and black. Smells fought with memories for recognition, twinges of gunpowder and dried blood overshadowed by the thick bile of rotting flesh. Jonathan stepped from the shadows, errant flickers of moonlight bathing the tight confines of the alley in varying pitches of sharp violet and dull blue.

 Slowly images slipped over concrete, a large man veiled in flannel that gave way to the massive red stain spread across his chest. The older man stared back at Jon, an eternity unwinding as words crept through the pavement stains, taking route in Jon’s voice despite the silent pleas for retribution. “What? I’m not ashamed… You almost killed her… You wouldda killed me too…”

 The man continued to stare, following Jon while he based back and forth. Striped fatigues and a black t-shirt melted into the building before a strip of light cut through the alley, bathing the flannel man in a harsh glow of white light for an instant. “What do you expect… You wouldda done it too…”
 Jon swallowed before kneeling down next to the man “You made your choice, you decided it was better to kill those who were 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?” Jon pulled the man up slightly before slamming his head into the pavement. 

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

 “What the hell do you want?” Jon stared, iridescent blue orbs fixing him in place with an unreadable emotion.

 “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 during the hard one breath and cascading images of nameless pains. “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. Booted footfalls clapped against concrete while familiar buildings passed, laying out routes to nearly forgotten words; safety and comfort. Jonathan turned a corner, a shallow breath giving way to a tight grin when an apartment building stood out among the vacant shells, offering reminders of a life left in packed boxes and graphite photographs. 

 The wolf stepped beside Jon, 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. Steps and turns slipped by in vacant strands of familiarity, pulling the young man toward the thick wood of a front door immediately familiar despite the scratched out name plate ‘Prower’ just below the peep hole. “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 with a distinct warmth nearly as unique as the grin she regarded him with. “You still try.”
 “So?” Jonathan 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. Sips of orange light reflected as she made her way up the hallway, her foot falls all but silent compared to the deafening crash of metal and glass. “Shit.” The young man glanced back at the highway before sighing. “It happened. Okay… But what should I do? I mean… I… Its just not right… Kathrine didn’t deserve this… Sam didn’t either… But I have a chance to help them… I can do it…” 
 “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 really 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 is your pet doing here?” Kathrine smiled, a slightly harsh tone echoing through the hallway. “I thought you put it to sleep…”

 “Kat?” Jon returned the grin even as the wolf stepped forward. “You okay?”
 “I’m just fine…” Kathrine stepped back, a different grin changing her features before she turned around and began jogging, the wolf following her around a corner. “Come on Jon, lets play hide and seek…”
 “Hey…” Jonathan 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 in errant strands of crimson that offset 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…” Jonathan trailed off before a heavy breath met 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 in sips of oxygen almost lost to the pressure. 

 “I’m… Sorry… But…” Jonathan 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… I really am, 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 brown orbs, 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…”

 “Wake up Kimo…” A voice clawed through the darkness with a warmth nearly as physical as the sensation that wrapped around his leg, tightening despite the smaller arm that had been draped around his chest. “Wake up.” The voice called again, bringing familiarity to the sharp features and grey eyes that watched him. 

 “I’m up…” Jon managed, following Nicole’s features to the tea colored hair that had been laid out over his face while Kathrine’s purr pushed against the back of his neck. “Whats up…?”

 “We’re going fishing…” Nicole grinned slightly as an errant touch of orange changed her eyes in the darkened room. “Samantha is getting ready, you need to as well…” Another soft grin changed her features before she stepped back. “Be downstairs in eight minutes… Alright?”
 “Yeah…” The young man nodded before stretching out. Seconds gave way to careful movement while Jon tried to free himself from Kathrine’s embrace, meeting with a gentle resistance which gave way to a slight tension. “Kat…” Jon whispered before tugging slightly at her tail. “Kathrine…”
 The woman’s purr deepened slightly before stopping completely when Kathrine’s eyes shot open, a touch of  surprise echoing through the shaking voice she used. “Jon…” 
 “Hey there…” 
 “What are you doing…” Kat smiled, wrapping herself tighter around him. “I was dreaming you know…” 
 “I gotta get up…” 
 “No you don’t…” She smiled again before kissing him. “I don’t want you too…”
 “I have to… We need food…” 
 “Oh…” 
 Jonathan grinned slightly before rolling on top of her with a gentle pressure. “Well… Maybe not…” He smiled, dragging energy along the woman’s neck with his tongue. “Tell me about your dream…” 
 Kathrine purred softly, her neck craning slightly while she brought her arms around his back. “Go Jon… Before I keep you here…” She smiled again, her legs coming to rest against Jon’s back the same instant her tail released him. 

 “You sure?” The young man kissed her neck as the Kat’s purr deepened, leading a series of varying scents to the natural tastes. Another gentle kiss brought him lower against her collar bone before small fingers pressed against his back, following the hands he used to support her slightly arched spine. 

 “Y… Yeah, yeah go… Go… Now.” Kat looked up, her voice betraying the tension in her legs that pulled him closer. “Now Jon… Before I hurt you.” She smiled, licking his nose before releasing her grip on him. 

 “I love you…”  Jon looked up, continuing his trail of kisses over her chest and stomach, gently sliding down her inner thigh as the blankets followed him passed thick stripes and fair skin. 
 Kathrine smiled, watching him with an emotion he couldn’t quite name before she stretched out over the dark sheets. “I love you too… Now get me something to eat…” 

 Warmth swept over the sky in varying shades of orange and red before coming to rest over the tall trees and slightly dampened dir that laid out around the pair as they moved. A gentle trickling of water echoed against Jonathan’s ears while the slight patter of footfalls carried them closer. Nicole glanced at him, offering a slight grin that reflected the almost readable emotion in sharp grey orbs.

 “Curious.”
 “What?”
 “Who has the luck, Kathrine or you?” She grinned again before adjusting her small backpack. 

 Jon shrugged as they slipped by a circle of rocks that looked as if it had served as a fire pit, the faint scents of smoldering wood still hanging in the air. “Me.”
 “You?”
 “Yeah. Kathrine… She showed me so much…”
 “Like what?” Nicole smiled, 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 various tones that reflected sunlight in strips of physical warmth draped over the trees which lined the creek. “Cool…”

 Nicole grinned slightly, 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 slight 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 thumped against the damp earth and leaves. 

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

 “I…” The young man 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 he traced over the hardened reminders of chilled air. “Water cold?”

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

 “Ouch…” The young man chuckled. “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, an inch away from Jon’s 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 and green 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, falling just short at his chest. “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 exhaled sharply, hoisting her pack before sighing. “It’s been some time since I was… Close, almost twelve years…” The woman began toward the house in a lower tone that matched the thin shadows of an 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 a slight sway of her hips while she continued. 
 “That didn’t answer my question…” Jon chuckled. 

 “But it does arouse 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 eyes watched one another, unyielding to the silent questions that prepared themselves despite the uncertainty and sensations that traded off in Jon’s body. “Does Kathrine have cycles or menstruate?”
 “Uh…”

 “Find out.” The woman turned away. “And get a shower, you smell…”
 

 “How ya feeling bro?” Samantha pulled a light sip from her soup as scents of fish contrasted with the errant streaks of mud that tainted her otherwise warm visage. 

 “Okay…” Jon managed around a large bite of warm bread. “Hows your side?”
 “Still hurts…” 
 “I have something for that…” Nicole glanced up from her notebook before she took a shallow sip from her glass, faint scents of alcohol and milk trading off against the mixed touches of fish and 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, whats that thought… To be….”
  “An abomination.” The woman looked up, a hushed tone echoing across the table physically. “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 pull of sweet tea, 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… Its 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…”

 Samantha glanced over at Jon while questions traded off with an underlining tension that betrayed her calm façade. An instant stretched out into a silent voice, echoing the concern which replaced her face a moment later. “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 pounding 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 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. 

 Minutes disappeared into the streams of moisture that 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. “Whats 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 with a pair of small hands. 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. “Whats wrong Kat?” Minutes melted into the haggard breath Jon forced out in sips of barely understood emotion. “Talk to me lover…”
 Kathrine 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, her arms crossed over her chest and her gaze leveled 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 a…”

 “Tell me!” Kat stepped closer, a faint touch of emotion sparking deep in her eyes. “Why? Why the flying f… 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…”
 “No… Truth… 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. Heated emotion trailed off against the darkness in a long series of barely noticed short breaths, betraying the brilliant shades of red that covered her face in a mask that easily matched her hair color. 
 “You…” The young man began slowly, the words 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 did Melissa die? Why the hell do we have to go through this? Are we really worth it? Why?” The woman trailed off slowly, a deep sigh following her 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?”
 “K…” 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?”
 Jonathan 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, Jon… Why?”
 “This is our life…” Words slipped into a voice more confident then the body that gave it life. “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, a light suck of energy relaxing her muscles slightly 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 its 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…”
 Jonathan 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 sensations followed sharp teeth into his neck with a gentle pressure that mirrored the tail she coiled around his thigh. “Kat…” 

 “Hmm?” She purred, sucking harder.

 “Ah… I um… 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 shoulders and arms. “I love you…”
 “I… 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 against the uncertain words he couldn’t understand. 

 Finally a breath gave way to shaking nerves and a shallow voice, barely above a whisper. “I’m yours… Kat, we’re gonna be together… We… 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…” 

****

 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 a booted foot kicked it aside. Jon 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 a 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. Slowly words formed when Jon took a long pull of tea, glancing at Sam.

 “What?”
 “H… How do you. Keep anything down?”
 “I don’t.”
 Sam swallowed as Jonathan 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…”
 “B…”
 “Damnit, its 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 touched of the emotion readable across his jaw. “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… We clear?”
 Samantha 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 past the unwavering echoes of an alien voice. “F… Fine. But when you’re all alone, 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…” Jonathan glanced over the hood, his eyes reflecting a deep rooted blue.

 “We did… Till you became some kind of…”
 “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 seen 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?”
 Jonathan stared, questions and ideas almost physical, 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?” 
 Samantha followed the heavy breath she could barely register against the endless streams of memories which crashed against her mind a moment later. Words strung themselves through the tide, forming a rope of faintly understood truths. “I would have too…”

 “So why can’t I…”
 “I… Jon…” She trailed off when the young man swallowed. “So… What can I… 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 a pair of hands pulled hers up, cradling them with a tenderness that betrayed the serious edge along his youthful features. 

 “I… I’m sorry for that.” He swallowed. “We… 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 S… Sam… That bullet would have hit me… I’m sorry… But I’m grateful…”

 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… They’ll… 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 to…”
 “How long?”
 “Dunno…”
 She looked up. “Fuck.”
 “Yeah…”

 Fire cracked through the shadows, casting rays of yellow and orange over the tinted pages of the small book in Samantha’s hands. Back and forth shapes 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 and searched out by their tongues. 

 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. 

 “Theres…. 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. Light skin tones 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.

 Another feature slipped 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… 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. Minutes trailed off into 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. “W… 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. “H… 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… But you have to know…” 
 Samantha folded the page, inhaling as the leather bound book took up residence on the bookshelf. Minutes disappeared into the gentle crackling of fire and the warmth that played over exposed flesh. Images and memories gave way to questions and uncertainty while the woman glanced at the mirror, several large strips of tape pulling against her ribs and attention. Slowly the form changed into an Asian visage, gentle curves following a pair of hands that wrapped around Sam’s 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 as memories of times gone by mixed with edged emotions and deep breaths.

 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 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.

 “Whats 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?”
 “No… 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…” Sam trailed off when the orange flickered again. A moment past 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… Its not healthy…”

 “Um… I was reading… About Kyle…” 

 Nicole looked up with a slightly tensed expression. 

 “W… 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…” 

 “W… I thought this was a fictional…”
 “No.”
 “So Rea was… What the…” Words trailed off when a light shake of nerves struck her body. “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. 

 “S… 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… Its natural to be scared.” The woman inhaled, rubbing at her nose. “Breathe deep…” 

 “Tell me damnit!”
 “I’m a third generation…” 
 “S… So you have the spots and the… Wait, no… Kat has stripes… I didn’t see any tail…”
 “Curious…” Nicole’s tone flattened out slightly. “When was the last time?”

 “I saw her with Jon… Um…” Shaking knees gave out in an instant, guiding her too the carpeted floor with a muted thump. “I didn’t see any fucking tail…”

 “Curious indeed…”

 “S… 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…”
 “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…” Samantha fought to stand again, stalling when Nicole’s hand gripped her shoulder gently. “Lemmie go…” 

 “Relax Kimo…”
 “Let me go…” 
 “Samantha, do you think any of us wanted this? Wanted to be born freaks of nature? To be hunted for something we are…” 

 Sam swallowed when the woman released her shoulder. “I… 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?”

 “Y… 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… I’m sorry…”
 “As am I Kimo… This life isn’t meant for you, nor your brother… I…”
 “No. We… We made our choice… But Nikki… This, this is a little… Okay, very, weird… I mean… You… You aren’t human? And Kathrine? What… W… I don’t know where to start…” She backed up slowly, tucking her legs against her chest while words flowed from vacant swallows of air. “This is… This is way over my head… Who are you people? I mean… What?”
 Nicole set her book down finally before bringing her hands together over the flowing blanket that draped over the short woman’s body. “We… 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… I… 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… Its 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?” A bitter laugh touched the air an instant later. “Samantha, your government slaughtered countless native tribes to make way for their kind… Tens of thousands of you… Compared to the eight hundred of u… Them… Do you understand?”

 Samantha stared for a moment, the information clawing it’s way through her mind until other ideas changed the tension in her body with a solid tone. “W… If you aren’t human… And there’s so few of you… Why, 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. “S… 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 of warmed emotions barely readable through the thick air between them. “I would be fighting like hell to keep my family safe…”

 Sam followed the woman’s pitched tones and knowing words into a frail echo of memories gone by. “They took my family… They… They killed her… And… And Jonathan is… What the hell is he?” 
 “Your brother.”
 “He isn’t the same… Aft… after we found each other…” She glanced up, tracing the calm warmth that watched her through grey orbs. “He… 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… T… To recognize 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…” 
 “But… Hes a kid! Nicole… Hes seventeen years old, he should be worried about the prom and what clothes hes going to wear to school… Going to his friends houses… You know, normal…” Sam bit her tongue, a sharp pain stalling her voice. “S…”
 “He should, and you should be in bed sleeping… Here we are, all of us… In a world none of us asked to be born into… Samantha, he loves Kathrine, hes 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 kill…”

 “Has he ever killed one of them?”
 Sam trailed off into the sharpened grey orbs that watched her with an unwavering calm. “I thin… 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…” 

 Tears followed memories into a haggard breath, melting into her lips a split second later. “Did Melissa die for your survival?” Another tear crashed against her hands, vain attempts 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…” Minutes followed gentle sobs and daggers of emotion through Samantha’s body before giving life to a shallow breath. “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…”
 Firm hands tensed slightly against her shoulders, the tension immediately joined by a warmth tightening against her hips, vaguely identifiable through the memories and emotions that continued to flow from her eyes. “It isn’t an end Samantha… She lives, in your mind… Your heart… It will never be over for you… You have time to reflect… Time to make her life into your history… Samantha?” 

 Hours dragged through silence, vacant emotions and words trailing off into a trembling body held by defined muscles and unwavering patience. Memories chased one another through voiceless sobs and tension without end, finally a word slipped through her mouth, given life by the faintest of breaths. “Not fair…”

 “You can change it… You have the power…”
 Sam looked over, errant flickers of orange finding her eyes while sharp features and raven hair fell under the tender glow of ambient light. “How? How can… I?”

 “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 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 Samantha… It will give others the chance we don’t have…”

 “I… 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…”

 Light slipped in through large open windows, following the gentle breeze that wrapped around tanned flesh before giving way to emotions barely felt but completely undeniable. Samantha opened her eyes slowly, taking in the silhouette propped up in the window even as the short woman finished opening the window. Spots of moisture immediately fought with her cheek from the pillow, slight traces of pain dragging her mind from the gentle embrace of sleep. “Shit.”
 “Good morning Kimo…” Nicole turned around grinning, her pony tail and half finger gloves offsetting the tensed muscles in her arms. “Sleep well?”
 Sam stared for a moment, the words trailing off into a breath while she forced her self up on the bed. “What do you want?” 

 “We have work to do Samantha…” 
 “Its too early…” 
 “According to who?” Nicole smiled again, leaning against the window. “Every day since you’ve gotten here…”
 “I know, I know… Fine, I’m up… See?” Samantha stood up as another gust of air slipped around the short woman’s body, brushing against her stomach. “Now if you don’t mind…”

 Nicole crossed the room with a slightly tensed expression, her calm voice betraying her weighted whisper. “Just remember what you’re doing this for…”

 “Yeah…” She stretched out slowly, the muscles in her body fighting with the stabbing aches and pains in her side while the mirror stared back at her with contempt. Sam swallowed, tracing the tanned flesh of her body to the short blonde hair that ended just past her ears, a distinct marking as physical at the tape that held her body together. Words followed closely behind into the sharpened breath that erased the last bit of sleep from her mind. “Not over…”

 Seconds stretched out into minutes while Sam slid into her clothes and boots, the muted thump of thick soles carrying her into the warm scents of prepared coffee and cooked deer. Images traded off against sound when she stopped by Jon’s door, the faint tones of silence biting into her ears before she passed. 

 Muted thumps of carpet gave way to hardwood while Sam made her way to the living room, Nicole’s form laying out bowls of stew among the glasses of coffee and water. Pillows ringed the large table with inviting colors of black and deep purple that followed the large cloth which had been laid out under a basket of bread. 

 Sound erupted from behind Sam, a rustling of cloth and patter of bare feet catching her attention a split second before Kathrine ran past her, the steps disappearing in near instant stretches of time. “Move!” She whispered, pushing past the still wobbling steps Samantha managed.

 “Hey.”

 Kathrine disappeared around the corner at the bottom of the steps, the loud slam of a door drawing Nicole’s attention that shifted to Sam when she reached the bottom. “Curious…” The short woman shrugged. “Sleep any?”

 “Ye… Yeah… Thanks Nicole…” Samantha tensed slightly. “I really… I… Thank you…”

 “I know it hurts Samantha... It will, but you need to focus while you have the time...” Nicole stood up, offering a slight whisper of warmed emotion. “You’re stronger then you want to see… But if you need someone to talk to…”
 “Thanks…” Sam sighed before glancing down at the massive bowls of stew. “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…” Nicole grinned slightly. “Though I’m sure Jon wouldn’t mind, I have no intention of la…” 

 “Alright, alright, I get the idea…” Minutes trailed off into silence and sips of breakfast before words repeated themselves. “Jon wouldn’t mind?”
 Nicole glanced up, a puzzled expression setting her jaw. “What?”
 “Has he been hitting on you?” 
 The woman cocked her head before glancing up at the stair case. 
 “No… Just cracking jokes…” Jonathan’s tone carried through the room as he made his way down the stairs, his boots hanging from his feet in a perfect match for the untucked shirt and slouched posture of his body. The young man stared for a minute, meeting Sam’s eyes with a tensed expression. “Woah…” 
 “What?” Sam glanced around, following Jon’s eyes to the top of her head. “Oh, yeah… Watchya think?”
 “Looks good… Where’s Kat?”

 “You can’t tell?” Nicole’s whisper barely caught Sam’s ear.

 “Sounds like a piece of machinery…” Jon glanced at the bathroom door, pointing to it a moment later.

 “Correct.” 

 “How long?” 
 “Ten minutes…” 

 Samantha trailed off into a haggard yawn, emotions balancing themselves against the steady guidance of realization and possibilities from long forgotten stories of her parents, most of them relating to how sick her mother had been when…

 “Kimo, you ready?” Nicole’s voice chipped at her mind with a light whisper. “We have work to do…” 
 “Yeah, yeah. Alright…” Samantha took a long drag from her coffee before glancing back at Jon. “You think she’s…”

 “Come on…” Nicole tugged at her arm.

 
 “What was that all about?” 
 Nicole flipped a light switch, an instant stretching out while weapons and racks ringed the heavy concrete walls in reminders of their new ‘life’. “Kathrine isn’t pregnant… Jonathan doesn’t need to think that, it will distract him, as will it Kathrine…”
 “You don’t think she’s figured it out? I mean she isn’t dumb…” 
 “We’ll talk about it tonight, it’s Kathrine’s Leval Sect… A little late but…”
 “Wait, you mean she’s gonna get just as sick as…”
 “Not quite…” Nicole reached under a work bench, withdrawing a hard plastic case nearly as long as her body, dropping it down on the table with a massive thump. “Kathrine’s body isn’t accustomed to being… Sexually active, at first it will be a slight adjustment… Usualy this takes about a day, but sometimes it can take a week or more…”
 “How long was yours?” 
 “An hour…” The woman shrugged. “It changes from partner to partner… I’ve heard of some lasting months…” 
  Samantha glanced at the massive case, following Nicole’s fingers while she unlatched the thick bindings on either side of the handle. 

 “Looks like morning sickness to me…”

 “Today we’re going to start advanced marksmanship…” The short woman flipped the case open to reveal a large piece of foam. Another instant gave way to an array of cleaning utencils strapped against the top of the case. “Maximum effective range is approximately three miles with a human shooter…” Nicole slid the foam padding free to reveal a long polished wood stock and heavy looking barrel. Another piece of steel called for Sam’s attention among the dense grey packing material, an extensive metal carriage with a pair of slats cut away from the side to expose thick looking cylinders wrapped in caution markings. Slowly painted steel gave way to a vaguely familiar symbol, number seven interrupted by an S half way through and flanked on either side by large dots.

 “This is the Crucifier…” Nicole pulled the stock from the case, mating it with the action and barrel in a smooth motion that followed a series of clicks. “By the time you leave here you’ll be proficient in it’s use and implementation…” The woman grinned slightly, pulling a boxy magazine from the case and inserting it into the side of the weapon. “Three rounds of standard ammunition, rounds can be hand fed into it, however this is only used with high velocity…” She trailed off, pulling back on the bolt before offering the weapon to Sam. 

 Samantha followed the contours of the rifle, stopping when she came to meet the sharp grey orbs at the tension obvious in the body that held them. “Um…”
 “It’s not going to hurt you…” 
 Memories gave way to biting tones of realization when Sam hoisted the heavy rifle, the weight fighting her hands as she looked through the small scope. “What… Why would we need to use this?”
 “Over watch of a conflict… Taking of armored targets, including light armored vehicles...” Nicole continued to watch Samantha as the weapon pulled her arms down. “What?”
 “Nicole…” Sam swallowed, setting the weapon on the case. “What… What if…” A hard won sip of air pulled against her voice before erupting into a shallow sigh. “What if we left… All of us, I mean… We leave the states and just, live… What would…”
 “Impossible…” A muscle in the woman’s jaw flexed before she picked up the rifle and a small satchel. “Running is not an option…” 
 “But Nikki…”
 “Nicole Leandrea, Field Marshal, Black Fifth… Get it right Kimo…”
 “Nicole…”
 “Is this what she died for? So you could be weak?” Nicole’s gaze leveled off when she brought her hand to Samantha’s shoulder. “It isn’t easy, it never will be… There will be days you wish you could just curl up and forget it all happened… Forget what has yet to happen… But they will be there Samantha, so will your memories…”
 “I don’t…”
 “Samantha…” The woman brought her arm around Sam’s shoulder, pulling her through the armory with a deliberate motion. “I know… But it will never get easier… Unless you make it…” Boots traded off against the massive rifle with a dull thump as they made their way through the house, coming to a stop in the living room, Jonathan’s worried expression easily matched by the Kathrine’s paled features. “You’ll get over it…” Nicole nodded. “Give it a day or two… If you still feel like this…”
 “What the hell is that?” Jon pointed at the rifle. 

 “Take care of Kathrine, water and broth, no solids… No tea, understand?” 
 “Yeah…” 
 Kat looked up, her slightly sunken eyes and pallor complexion drawing a slight grin from Samantha. Minutes slipped between locked eyes before giving way to a shallow breath. 
 “Serves you right…”
 “Ease it Kimo… I want you both working on the car… Finish the engine and get the glass replaced… And the interior cleaned…” Nicole knelt down in front of Kathrine, holding her chin with a finger. “Did you sleep any last night?”
 “N…”
 “In the lab, the blue cabinet marked “Supplies.” There is a satchel… Inside it  you’ll find a bottle of pills, take two of them before you go to bed… Jonathan, take a quarter of one… Understand?”
 The pair nodded in unison, Kathrine’s drawn expression bringing another grin to Sam’s lips despite Jon’s narrowed eyes.

 “Make sure you do it right before you want to sleep… You’re going to need the energy tomorrow…” 

 “Got it…” 
 Nicole turned to face Samantha, looking up at her with a slight tension in her jaw. “Something you’d like to say?” 
 Seconds trailed off before Sam turned to the door, grabbing Nicole’s backpack before heading into the cool air and bright sun that played out over the earth. 
 “What is it you have against Kathrine?” The woman’s voice pulled attention slowly while Nicole slid up beside her, the massive Crucifier stretched out across her shoulders. 
 “She fucked our lives up, she ruined my brother… Nicole… She got my… She got Melissa Killed…” 
 “The Order did it Kimo…”
 “Cause they wanted Kat… If he had just let them have her…”
 “Would you?” 

 Sam stared, the truth marching across the packed dirt and errant leaves. “Stop doing that…”

 Dirt and wood exploded under the illuminated reticle of the massive rifle, a deep ring pounding Samantha’s ears with remnants of recoil still hanging thick against her ribs. Slowly the cloud of dust gave way to the visage of a sheet of metal interrupted by a grid pattern and the fist sized hole which had been driven through it. 

 “Two clicks left, one up…” 

 Sam turned the knob, watching the small readout change slightly. “Twenty six left, seven up…” She glanced over. “You sure?”
 “What was the thousand meter zero?” 

 “Fifteen left five up…”
 “Good.” Nicole tapped Sam’s shoulder, pointing toward the grid work. “Lets play a game…”
 “Huh?”
 “Follow my lead…” The woman brought her compact rifle up, a thunder crack sending lead into the thick steel plate.

 Sam looked through the scope, barely aware of the sound that splintered her earplugs as the Crucifier punched a hole through the target. 

 Another crack caught Sam’s attention with flecks of bark and sawdust before her weapon obliterated the trunk of a tree. Sam tensed slightly, sliding a fresh magazine into the still smoking chamber before releasing the bolt and erasing the sweet scents of gunpowder with a metallic clink. 
 “Not bad… Now try this…” Nicole smiled, dotting three separate trees with rounds.

 “Easy…” Sam followed suit, sending large chunks of wood and dust through the back of the trunks.

 “Keep up Kimo…” The woman offered Sam a batch of rounds easily twice the size of her middle finger. “Targets of opportunity…” 
 Seconds followed the harsh ringing tones into a quick series of reloads and follow up shots that Nicole laid out over the landscape, the holes paled in comparison to the chunks of earth and rock the Crucifier disintegrated under Sam’s guidance. 

 “Damnit…” Samantha sighed, ejecting the magazine before setting the rifle down on it’s bipod. “I can’t hear…”

 “It’ll pass…” Nicole smiled, clearing her weapon. “You did well Samantha, I’m depressed…”
 “About what?” 

 The woman cocked her head slightly. “Impressed…” 

 “Oh…” 

 Minutes and hours faded slowly into the orange red tones that painted the sky, shading the earth in barely discernable shapes interrupted by orange reflected from grey orbs. Nicole turned and grinned, the massive rifle slung across her back dwarfing her body’s size while she continued her path through the thickened shadows. “How are you feeling?”
 “I can hear if that’s what you mean…”
 “Good to know…” She nodded. “Have you given any thought to my proposal?”
 Samantha stared for a moment, the memory buried behind the dull ache in the side of her body. “I’m gonna need some pain killers… This shit is killing me…”

 “Answer me Samantha…” 

 “Who are you to make demands?” 
 “A concerned friend…” The woman stopped, light reflecting from her eyes even as Sam passed by. “Aside from our safety, I worry about you… All of you, it’s my job… Moreover it’s my way…” 
 “The clan teach you that?” 
 “Just because I’m not ‘entirely’ human doesn’t mean I don’t have feelings Samantha… It doesn’t mean I don’t care…”
 “Whatever it takes to ensure the success of the mission… Right?” Sam glanced over her shoulder. 

 “Samantha…” 
 “No, fuck you okay? I mean really… I appreciate what your doing for us, I do… But you and I both know that you couldn’t possibly care less about us as people… You wanna get us trained up so you can fight your little war with your perfect soldiers… And…”
 “Stop right there…” Nicole grabbed Sam’s shoulder, her fingers digging in slightly. “If you want to leave, you can…”
 “I…”
 “Melissa died because of them… I don’t have to remind you whats at stake… To be quite honest I don’t care what happens in this war… If the clan triumphs then they get to ‘go free’ until the next major crisis comes along… If they fall, then I’ll be free to do what I please…” The short woman stepped in front of Samantha before offering a slightly bitter tone. “However I do care what happens to my daughter… I care what happens to you… And I really do care what happens to your brother… Do you really think I want to die for this…?” She nodded at the rifle. “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…” 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 turned toward the house with a sigh. “We fight for our families… Our lives come second Samantha… Do you understand?”
 “Y… Yeah I think so… But…”
 “We can’t compromise… Its one way or the other Kaya… You fight, sink your heart into everything you do or you don’t do it… Walk away and let those who will do it… 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…” Seconds slipped into silence before giving way to the hollow thump of boots as the pair made their way to the porch, stalling only slightly when Nicole propped the rifle on the door frame. “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… And… I… If I could get to Theresa I wouldn’t take us out of here anyway… You deserve the revenge you want… You need to know who your asking it for though…”
 “I know who…”
 “Melissa? Jonathan said it might have been the police… An indirect result of Order activities… Regardless…”
 “No, I want it for us… For Jon, Mel… For me… And fuck, maybe even for Kat… If she’s so innocent…”
 “Curious…” Nicole tilted her head as a slight flicker of orange reflected in the pale moonlight, changing again when she opened the door. “Please consider allowing me to transcribe her life… It would mean a lot to me…”
 “Y… You?”
 “She’s obviously important to you… You chose to work with me, thus making us a team… And making Melissa important to me as well… Beyond tradition and doctrine…” The woman trailed off, hoisting the rifle before disappearing into the path that would take her to the lab. 

 Samantha slipped in, the conversation replaying itself as she untied her boots, images and memories giving way to faint sips of emotion and trace amounts of moisture that dragged down her cheeks. “Why couldn’t I just say I’m sorry and be over it… Why can’t I just say I’m sorry and make it all okay…” 

 Light tints of orange and yellow played across aging paper, bringing memories and images to life under Samantha’s weary gaze. Slowly familiar faces came through the slight haze of painkillers and exhaustion, giving way to a large cabin and equally massive bed.

 Kyle laid over the plush covers, his lightly greyed hair framing a youthful face that only served to betray the large bullet wound just below his heart. Rea sat next to him as she had done for any number of days before, sleep and food completely forgotten to the crimson stained sheets and clothing.  

 Tears dried in the woman’s eyes, glazing them over with emotions as physical at the short woman, Irana, who stood next to her, head bowed and hands clenched. Rea swallowed hard before running her hand down the man’s face, a bitter chill following her touch to the shallow whisper she forced. “Why?”
 “I’m sorry Kaya Tae… Leandrea…” 
 Sam tensed instantly, her breath dying completely when she read the passage again. 

 “This was… This was a fortified zone! How the hell did they get in?” Rea stood up, bringing her arms to Irana’s shoulders while emotions erupted from her eyes. “How?”
 “We don’t…”
 “Don’t even say that…”
 Irana sighed, her expression melting the mask of empathy as she brought her hands around Rea’s arms. “Kaya Tae Leandrea… I… It was, there was a breach… In the Lai Tell region, there were six… They got in during the night, Kyle’s team was there… They fought them back… Leandrea, they saved the compound…”
 “The kids are okay?” Rea tensed.

 “Everyone is accounted for… Kyle and Melinda were…” Irana trailed off into a gentle whisper that contrasted the heated words of her voice. “I promise you Kaya Tae Leandrea… We’ll have…”

 “No…” Rea released the slightly shorter woman, turning after an eternity to face the still form on the bed. “I’m going to…” Minutes trailed off into the careful retracing of features once warm and inviting, now cold and lifeless. Finally a voice formed, hollow in the face of emotions the woman couldn’t name. “I’m going to Kansas… I need to find… I…”
 “You just suffered a loss, take some time and…”
 “I’m fine…” Rea’s voice died off as she hoisted her knapsack, the gentle pounding of boots against hardwood carrying her through the house, into the harsh breeze of acrid air. Minutes gave way to silence when she looked back, meeting velvet purple eyes and brown hair with a shallow breath.

 “I’m sorry…”
 Samantha flipped the last page, the hand written words disappearing into the stained paper and vague scents of burning wood. Slowly images fell against her mind, offering calm reminders of the life cut short and the others effected. She slid out of bed, grabbing her clothes before making her way down stairs to the living room and scanning the darkness for any sign of Nicole.  “Nik… Nicole?”
 Faint touches of sound pulled her attention through the room, eerie tones following gentle ballads into a steam of notes playing through the air while Sam crept toward the woman’s room. Moonlight filtered in through open windows, silhouetting the fair skin which wrapped around well defined muscles, underlining the tight fitting silk clinging to  the woman’s torso with various designs bordering on animals and symbols that danced across her chest. 
 Sharp features and raven hair pulled tight against the woman’s body before giving way to the small wood flute that continued to fill the air with a slow mix of sounds under the gentle guidance of small hands. Samantha leaned against the door frame, following the tones to the body that gave them life. Minutes melted into hours while she played out any number of nameless emotions and weary thoughts, finally she pulled the instrument from her lips with a deep sigh, mirrored easily by the barely visible stream of moisture which trickled down her cheek, dying off a moment later. “Go sleep Samantha…”
 “I finished that book…” 

 Nicole glanced up at her, orange reflecting in the instant it took the short woman to rise to her feet. “Are you ready to start Melissa’s?”
 “Was she your grandmother?” Sam tensed as she followed the defined muscles and patterned spots of the woman’s exposed leg, her silk skirt opening on either side of her thighs. 

 “Everyone’s mother… Irana brought us…”
 “I mean Rea…” 

 “No…”
 “She has your last name though…”
 “I’m the last of the pure Leandrea line…” Nicole slid the flute into a small bag before placing it in her book case. “The last one died in Kansas City forty six years ago…”
 “What about Rea? I want to read about her... What happened after she left? Where did she go? What did she do?”
 The woman sighed deeply, wiping her face before taking a seat on the bed. “No one will write that story Kaya… Rea was an exile… A past less miscreant…”
 “No she wasn’t… Irana…”
 “It happened later…” She glanced over her shoulder. “Rea’s voice exists only in Kyle’s life now, the only place it was meant too some might argue…”
 Samantha inhaled slowly, forcing herself forward into the room before offering Nicole the book. “What about you? Where has your voice been left?” 
 “It hasn’t…” Nicole shrugged. “It won’t be…”
 “Are you an exile too?” 
 “We make choices in our lives we often regret, sooner or later… At the time it seems like the best action, or we like to think so… Your brother could teach you about that…” 

 “We could all learn…” Sam swallowed before sitting next to the woman. “So… What… What would you want from me? I mean… About Melissa…”

 “What you want to share… Your experience with her, things she told you… If Jonathan or Kathrine have spent time with her I’d like to talk to them as well…” Orange reflected from grey orbs in varying layers of barely readable emotion and steady warmth. “What changed your mind?” 
 “I didn’t say I had… But, what about all the stuff we can’t tell you? Before we met…”
 “Family?” Nicole shrugged. “Usually the family would be consulted, or if none is present… It’s based on individual accounts of their relationships…”

 Samantha sighed slightly, the words falling from her mouth into a tensed whisper. “What about her death?”
 “I’ll talk to Jonathan…” 
 “He won’t tell you…”
 “He will…”
 “What makes you say that?”
 Orange reflected against the darkness in the split second it took Nicole to tilt her head. “Because hes one of us now…”
 

****

 “I don’t want to hear it…” Nicole grinned, pressing her booted foot to Kathrine’s chest. “You let your guard down…” She pressed harder, forcing the air from weary lungs as cool earth laid out under her back. “Do it again and you die… Understand?”
 “I…” 
 “Do you understand?” She leaned in close, faint scents of fish stew and vegetables trading off in the early morning mist the same instant light reflected from the massive Katana sword that continued to sting Kat’s ear lobe. 

 “I…”
 “Answer me.” Nicole pressed harder. “I didn’t get you out here so you could lay there and bleed on my weapons… Answer the question.”
 “Y… Yes, I understand…” Kathrine tensed when Nicole withdrew her sword from the ground, wiping the blade free of the same mud which flecked her skin tight shirt. 

 “Get up…” 

 “Nicole…”
 “Get up!” The woman leaned in closer, wrapping her hand around Kat’s neck. “You want him to die because you were weak? Because you decided it was too hard?” Pain shot through her body when Nicole’s hand tightened. All but pulling her to her feet. “You will let him die…”
 “N… No…” 
 “Then pick up the blade and defend yourself…” She nodded at the slightly shorter version of her sword propped up against the house. Seconds ticked by in silence, the predatory stare Nicole used to watch Kathrine baring against the words she could barely force through her lips.  

 “I don’t w…” Pain ended her voice when the short woman’s boot met her jaw, sending her into the siding before painting it with crimson. 

 “I didn’t want this either…” She hissed, jerking Kat’s head back with a slight pop of ratcheted bone. “I don’t care if your sick, tired, wounded or senile… I guarantee you they don’t…” Nicole kneeled down next to Kathrine even as she tried to pull herself free from the woman’s grasp. “You can’t afford weakness here Kathrine… It won’t be tolerated… Here is where you learn, grow… Out there is where you die…” 

 “N…”
 “Shut up. I told you I wouldn’t let you leave here without being able to defend yourself… Now mind your feet and take the blade… I won’t tell you again…” Seconds disappeared in blinding pain as the shorter woman’s boot cracked against Kathrine’s spine. “Now Kathrine…”

 Kat dropped to her hands, supporting herself against the dew soaked grass waiting inches away for her to falter. A ready made bed of sharpened emotions nearly as physical as the polished blade just out side of her view.

 “You brought them into this life Kathrine…”
 “No! I didn’t!” She turned before forcing herself up against the unforgiving wall. “He chose to do it! I didn’t ask him to…”
 “You didn’t have to…” Nicole smiled. “Being what you are was all it took…” 
 Biting emotion touched off through stained lips while Kathrine wiped her mouth clean. “I d…”
 “You freak… You bring them in to this… No reason… Tell him you love him so he’ll stay by your side… I must admit, that was brilliant… Slept with him a time or two and…”
 “No, no, no!” Kathrine closed the distance between them, the massive Katana disappearing into the pained truths which crossed her mouth before she could stop them. “I love him, and I always will… He chose to fight…”
 “What about his sister? Do you love her?”
 “I…”
 “Are you even capable of love? Do you feel what they feel? How human are…” Nicole’s words died off instantly, silenced when Kathrine’s brought her palm across the woman’s cheek with a force equaled only by the pain in her back.

 “O… Oh my god…” She stepped back. “I… Nicole I’m…” 
 Nicole ran her tongue over her lips before smiling. “That the best you can do? I know you have it in you… Kathrine Rikes… Step softly against your destiny and you will fail…” The woman trailed off into a grin while she ran her finger along the edge of her blade. “Do you think you deserve this?”

 “I…”
 “Answer me.” 
 “I… No… None of us do…”
 “What would you be doing if… There was no Order…?”
 Kathrine stared for a moment while tastes of rust and barely discernable tastes trickled down the side of her mouth. “I… I’d be making love to… To my husband… Worrying about kids and… And…” Truth silenced her finally, the images giving way to memories of confessions held among blue tones and white sweats. Years of realization unflinching to the reality just underneath. “N… N… No… I’d be wishing…” Kat tensed when Nicole ran her finger over her lips, the light tint of red painting them in many number of nameless threats. 
 “Please… Continue…”
 “I’d… I’d be wishing I could tell Jon how I… I feel… And… About… M…” 
 “He didn’t know before this?”

 “N… No…”
 A deep throated laugh carried through the air when Nicole buried her sword in the ground. “Oh Kathrine… Dear…” The woman chuckled. “He could have died and never known who… What, for…” 
 “Do… It wasn’t… Easy…” Kathrine wiped her mouth again. “It hurt… It still does… He deserves…” 

 “What do you deserve?”
 “I don’t…” She stared.

 “So why are you here…”
 “I… I brought them into…”
 Nicole grinned, withdrawing a pistol from the small of her back before pointing it at Kat’s forehead. Years melted into the sharp metallic click of the hammer being pulled back. “So fight for it… Show me you deserve to live…” 
 “I…”
 “Show me they deserve to live Kathrine… You know how to…” 
 Kat tensed slightly when Nicole brought the hammer back, her finger pulling against the trigger in the eternity it took realization to fray her nerves. “N…”
 “Show me Kathrine…” 
 She backed up instantly, cold air sliding over her back as the woman continued to pull the trigger back. All at once sound clapped through the distance, mirrored an instant later by the searing heat and plastic shards which exploded across her cheek as she crumpled to the ground.

 Sensations followed movement and sound during the hours of barely felt sound and emotions that flowed together to form a short woman, her fatigues and thick soled boots a match for the glacial stare she used to watch Kathrine. 
 Nicole kneeled down, her level tone echoing through the endless ring that continued to resound though Kat’s ears. “He’s going to die Kathrine… And your going to let it happen…” 

 
 Fire cracked gently against the still air which flowed through the room, wrapping around Kathrine’s body with a warmth paled by the large hands that massaged against her back. Energy followed fingertips over tensed muscles and weary nerves, slow explorations of sensations almost lost by the thick purr resounding against her throat. The same sound melted into light sips of air which left her mouth when a large hand slid to her lower back, working against the muscles in her body nearly as slow as the words that found her lips. “I love you…”
 “I love you too…” Jon’s whisper touched off through the air, carrying trace amounts of natural scents masked by changed versions of the same warmth he brought to the base of her spine. 

 Certainty wrapped around her body in an instant, leading a deeper purr to the air when Jon’s hands slid up her sides before meeting around her breasts. A pale breath left her mouth an instant later when the young man kissed the back of her neck, painting a light smile across her jaw as she wrapped herself around his leg. “Thank you…”

 “How are you feeling?” Jon’s whisper grazed her ear in time with the gentle lips that touched the base of her neck a moment later.

 “I… I’ll be okay… How ‘bout you? You haven’t…”
 “Shh…” A finger touched her lips when the young man kissed her neck again, drawing familiarity in warm pulls of scent and emotional reminders of the comfort wrapped around her. “Don’t jinx it…” 
 Kat chuckled slightly, tightening her grip on his leg before bringing her hands around Jon’s. “I love you…” 
 “I love you too Kathrine…”
 Words trailed off in silence, commingling together slowly while errant flickers of orange and yellow danced under the embrace of warm brick and stained wood, a structure as inviting and secure as the well defined muscles and lightly tanned skin tones that held her gingerly among velvet covers. “W… Why?” She glanced back, her purr still hanging deep in her throat despite the sudden tension of her body.

 “Because you’re so special…” Tension followed the man’s arms, tightening against her body when he brought his lips to the base of her neck. “Because you care…”
 “Oh?” Kathrine smiled, lowering her head slightly an instant before a gentle suck of emotion pulled at her neck. “I love that…” 
 “Yeah…” A light breath touched her body while the young man continued to pull at her neck. “I love everything about you…”
 Hours disappeared in to the gentle crackle of warmth and emotions, silence underlining the wordless promises and voiceless oaths of a life waiting patiently just outside of the errant shadows and plaster walls. “Just outside…” 
 “Hmm?” 
 “Just thinking…”
 “Oh? What about?”
 “If this wasn’t… If we didn’t have this, where would we be?” 
 “I dunno…” Jon whispered slowly as he drew a trail over her spine with his tongue. 

 “Hey, hey…” Kat purred, fresh waves of familiar sensations flooding her body with an uneven chill. “Stop that…”
 A light chuckle filled her ear when Jon brought his lips to neck again. “Couldn’t resist…” 
 Minutes trailed off into forced movement when she rolled over to meet the brown eyes and youthful features which washed over her body in a moment, coming to rest on her eyes with any number of readable emotions. “I suppose you think it’s easy for me too?” She chuckled. 

 “Now who’s the pervert?” Jon smiled an instant before their lips met, his tongue massaging hers as he pressed against her body with a light gasp. 
 Kathrine brought her leg around the young man’s back, following contours of his spine with her fingers. Eternity trailed off into nameless emotions and warmed sensations as they played out across her body, following the shapeless forms of wordless desires and shared breath to a gentle moan. “Jon…”
 “Kat?” The man’s voice gave way to another, deeper moan when he pressed against Kathrine’s body. 

 “Stop…” She managed around a short breath. “We can’t…”
 “We don’t have too…” 
 “If you… If you love me, you’ll… You’ll wait…” Kat brought her arms around Jon’s shoulders with a sigh, following the large hand he wrapped around the base of her tail. “Hey…”
 “Just trust me okay?” He grinned. “I already told you I’d wait… But that doesn’t mean we can’t have a little fun in the meantime…” 
 “F… Fun?” Kat gasped.

 “Yeah, you know…” 

 Words trailed off into short sips of air as the young man brought his hand down the length of her tail, drawing sensations across her flesh and nerves before he pressed himself against her body with a shallow hiss, fatigues the only thing separating them. “Jo…” Kathrine exhaled sharply, wrapping herself around Jon’s back while he continued to trace her tail into a haggard pull of air. “Jonathan…” 
 “I love you Kat…” Jon smiled, kissing her while his hand grazed a path up to her moistened lips. 
 Hours gave way to tension and vaguely familiar sensations before dying off in a deep throated moan when a pair of fingers slid against her. “Don’t you dare…”
 “Alright, alright…” The man pulled back slightly, sighing softly. Natural scents followed warmth and tensed muscles, giving way slowly to a vaguely familiar scent. Fear. “I’m sorry…”
 “Jon, I just… We have to wait… I… I messed it up, I was weak… But you have to understand… I mean if God wanted…” Words stopped when the man brought his finger to her lip, faint traces of mixed scents mixing against her as he smiled.

 “Its okay… I understand…” The young man trailed off, running his fingers through her hard while questions followed concern through brown eyes, eventually giving way to a shared breath and joined lips. 

 “Jon?” 
 “Hmm?”
 “Do you… What…” Kat stalled for a moment, wrapping her leg tighter around the warmth in her arms. “Why do you love me? What do you see…”
 Jonathan smiled before kissing her again, betraying the slight tension in his body. “I do… That’s all that matters…”
 “I’m serious Jon… What do you see in me that you… Why do you love me? I’m not… I mean…”
 “Shh… Kathrine… I love you… Okay? I love you for everything you are, everything you do…You know that little thing where you tilt your head?”
 “Yeah?”
 “I love that too… And when we’re like this? Yeah… I love that… And….”
 “But what about… All of this? Sam… And… Melissa… I ruined your life…”
 “You are my life Kat…”

 Kathrine stared for the eternity it took the words to recite themselves in her mind, taking hold of her voice before she could silence it. “I’m a freak…”
 “Kathrine… You know, if it wasn’t for you… I’d never… I’d never care about anyone… I um…” The young man swallowed deeply as the deep rooted scents returned, offering trace reminders of the tension in his body. “Um…”
 “It’s okay Jon… Tell me…” 
 “A… After Liz… I decided I wasn’t going to let myself care about anyone… I tried, I talked to… Sam, but it wasn’t the same… I… We talked, it helped but… She didn’t understand, she tried…” The young man sighed, running his finger through Kathrine’s hair as he watched her. “But… Now, I have you… And… No one is gonna separate us…” 
 Kat inhaled before tightening her grip on the tense muscles and faint shake of the man’s body, cradling him with a tender whisper nearly as soft at the finger he continued to follow though her hair. “I’m sorry… She hurt you really bad didn’t she?”

 “Yeah I guess… It was after my… After I moved in with Samantha… I was looking for someone I guess… Just someone to hear me, someone I could talk too…” 
 “I’ll always be there for you Jon… I promise…” 
 Jon continued to watch her, the silence thickening between locked eyes while emotions traded off across the formless distance, melting together when lips met. “Thank you Kat…” 

 “Do it!” Nicole leaned in, her deep set voice echoing through Kathrine’s mind with a sharp ring that matched the tension  in her body. Samantha moved just outside of her sight, the sound of grass rustling under booted feet giving way to a shallow pitch of air a split second before Nicole reached up, catching the woman’s fist. “No excuses, no regrets…”
 “Damnit Nicole… I’m not like that… Okay?” Kathrine backed up. “I’m not going to hit you…”
 “Probably not… Would you hit her? Or maybe someone like Hayden?” The woman grinned slightly. “Would you fight to save Jonathan’s life? Or would you let him die…?” 
 “I…”

 “No, she wouldn’t…” Sam’s heated tone slid across Kat’s neck, inches away from the stoned face that gave it life. “I’m not going to let you do it Kat… If he dies… I’ll cut you to pieces you little bitch… You hear me?”
 “Ease it Samantha…” Nicole’s tone sharpened slightly before she brought her hands to rest on Kat’s shoulders. “I know it hurts, I know it isn’t right… Kathrine, if anything I know exactly how much your life has been changed by these people… Now you have to live with the consequences, you have to show them that your life… That Jon’s life… Isn’t there’s to take… Can you do that?”
 Seconds ticked off in shallow sips of air while Nicole followed her eyes, faint touches of natural scent masking a flow of adrenaline and emotion. “I…”
 “You must learn how to defend yourself child… Or you’ll never survive out there…” The woman’s voice softened in time with the relaxed grip she used to hold Kat’s shoulders. “It isn’t easy, fair or even right… This is survival in a world that gave you no choice… Do you understand?”

 “I… I, yeah but…”
 “Would you let your lover die at the hands of someone, anyone, knowing you could prevent it?”
 “I…”
 “Answer me.”

 “N… No, but…”
 “How is this different?” 

 Kathrine stared for a minute, the question reciting itself in any number of wordless forms before finding her lips as an answer barely auditable in her mind. “It isn’t… But you’re talking about killing…”
 “No, I’m talking about defense… Judo… To start…” 

 “But… Nicole, I don’t…”
 “You can learn to fight, stand up for your self, for your lover… Or you can continue to be useless here. If you choose that, you won’t leave this compound… Ever. The clan has no use for those unfit or unwilling… The teachers and scribes are combatants Kathrine, everyone has a part in this, for their survival and yours…” Minutes followed thick silence before giving way to a shallow breath and calm voice. “Kathrine, consider this your only chance… I won’t make this offer again… You learn how to defend yourself now, take to the training and, maybe, be in form when we leave… You’re alright a week and a half behind… Or… We continue our training sessions every morning… If you won’t defend yourself I’ll make sure your body is hardened against attacks…” The woman grinned slightly. “You’d enjoy that wouldn’t you?”
 “N… No… No, I wouldn’t…” Kat winced as Nicole patted her cheek. “I…”
 “Good.” Nicole stepped back with a grin. “Choose now Kathrine Rikes, the offer has been made…”

 “Again.” Nicole snapped, staring down at Samantha while rotating her wrist. Tension followed the woman’s sharp features into a slight grin, fading while the taller woman got back to her feet. “Naked and alone…” She stepped back before assuming a fighting stance. “You cannot be defenseless… An shred of leniency or…”

 “Yeah but…” Kathrine whispered. “Why do we have to kill them?”
 “Would you rather die? They have a saying in the military… Let the enemy have the honor of dying for their cause…” Nicole rotated her neck slight, the bones cracking against the still air as Samantha cocked her leg back the same way she had done before bringing her foot towards the woman’s skull. 

 “You were in the military?” Samantha stalled when Nicole caught her foot, twisting it with an ease mirrored by her gentle expression.

 “No.”

 “But… Can’t we… Like… Subdue them and… No, why?” Words trailed off slowly before she stood up, soft grass giving way to the physical emotions wrapped around her body with thick padding. “I mean… If we just take them down, you know… Like police do…”
 “Unreliable…” 
 “There has to be a way…”
 “Yeah, you learn how to defend yourself and…” Sam’s voice died off in a spray of crimson, painting the grass in flecks of red mirrored by the same pattern across Nicole’s boot. 

 “Not fast enough…”
 “Jesus…” Samantha spat before wiping her mouth. “Nikki…”
 “Kathrine, you’re up…” 
 Kat stared for an eternity, her breath shortening against the readable emotions which followed her through grey eyes, unforgiving confidence and almost physical contempt. Finally a voice found her lips among the shallow pulls of oxygen which served to force fresh adrenaline through her veins. “I um…”

 “We’ll start slow… If you take to it, we’ll speed things up… Willpower cannot be learned, technique will only get you killed if you lack the heart… I can’t give you a reason to fight…” Nicole stepped forward, a throated whisper filling the space between them only to die off in a faint tone barely discernable through the waves of adrenaline. “Learn well child, this may be the only time you have…”
 “W… Why?” Kathrine winced when the short woman took her hands, bringing them to a fighting stance with a gentle touch betrayed by her intent gaze. 
 “You stand among allies… With no one to shelter you from the life given to you at birth… You’re fortunate, you have someone willing to give their life in your name…”
 “He…”
 “Every life is influenced by the choices we make Kathrine, everything we do affects us in some way. When Jonathan chose to stand for you, he brought his family into this conflict…” Nicole took a deep breath before bringing her hands up, tension following the empty palms which faced Kat. “What influence have you had Kathrine? What is your past bringing to your future?”
 Kathrine trailed off into a whisper as Sam’s intent stare caught her attention. “I’m sorry…” 
 “You and I child… She has nothing to do with this.”
 “I um… I… I’m…” A deep pull of air gave way to focus and forced concentration before she exhaled the physical sensations and adrenaline rooted in her body. “I guess I… Jon…” Truth fell silent against her lips in an instant, finding a voice the same instant Nicole tensed. “I guess I haven’t done anything…”

 “Not true…” Sam’s voice cut through the air. 

 “Ease it Kaya…”
 “No… She changed things… She turned my brother against me, fucked up my life and got my love…”

  “I said ease it. Jonathan made his choice, you got involved when I pulled you out of your apartment… I needed information about him, at the time I still didn’t know Kathrine was a…”
 “Exactly!”
 Nicole tensed slightly before turning toward Sam, her boots crunching against the grass in the eternity it took her to close the distance. “Hate me. I’m the reason you stand, you breathe, the only reason your alive right now… The reason you’ll never have a life again… Its me.”
 “Ni…”
 “Go to the house, I want the Crucifier cleaned… The manual is in the case. After that I want you to talk to your brother, tell him what you think and listen to what he says… Do you understand?”
 “Nicole…”

 “Do it!” 

 Samantha winced, the harsh echo of Nicole’s roar resounding against the trees which surrounded them. Finally the taller woman backed away with a slight tremble carrying her body. Minutes trailed off in silence as Sam followed a barely warn trail back to the thick tree line, disappearing after a moment.

 The woman turned slowly, accenting the tension of well cut muscles and sharp features. A low throated growl changed her voice to a deepened imitation of her normal speaking tones before melting against a long sigh. “Over time the clan adopted and adapted many variations of the martial arts…” Another deep sigh completely erased Nicole’s tone, replacing it with a calm, almost friendly whisper. “Judo, or it’s variant Kala Vel is one of the first styles a member will learn… With an offensive regiment it composes part of the Kala Kiet… Defense Circle…” 

 Kathrine swallowed against the thickening tension in her body when Nicole pulled her hand forward. Hours gave way to gentle instruction and patient tones under the warm guidance of a mid day sun. Slowly tension and resistance stepped back in Kat’s mind while Nicole’s easy movements carried her body through careful forms of defense without harm. 

 Two forms moved under the tree cover circling one another in striped fatigues offset by a second skin of black fabric over their torsos. Nicole stepped forward, her fist coming to a stop when Kat brought her forearm up, her hand finding root in Nicole’s shirt. Kat faltered slightly before grabbing the shorter woman’s right elbow with her other hand. The movement barely registered when she wrapped her arm around Nicole’s neck, twisting and bending over in an instant. A wet thump ended the woman’s decent against leaves and packed dirt, a slight touch of surprise echoing through the distance as she looked up.

 Kathrine inhaled, tracing the appreciation and unreadable emotions for an eternity before grinning. Mirrored smiles traded off between the women, fading when Nicole rose to her feet. 
 “Good.”
 “That was cool!” Kat smiled again. “I mean you see that stuff in movies and…”
 “Tomorrow we’re going full speed… Time is running short, you’re still behind…”
 “Y… Yeah.” She grinned at Nicole’s back, the movements reciting themselves with pitched clarity. “That was so cool…”
 

 Orange and yellow danced over stained wood and deep velvet among the short pulls of air which slid across Kathrine’s cheek. Each breath followed a slow pattern, mirrored by the lightly tanned skin and defined muscles wrapped around her stomach, reminders of a carefully formed bond made real by the chaos of an unforgiving life. An enemy.

 Hours slipped through the gentle breaths, leading a steady purr to the woman’s throat. Questions followed warmth through weary emotions before trailing off into a vaguely familiar visage. Logs stacked up from bright grass to a gently sloped roof with warm shingles and physical memories that surrounded the house with thick trees, a curtain hiding her from forces unseen. Heat washed over striped flesh, crawling up fair skin and taught muscles with an orange glow. Radiant warmth pulsed against her chest through the thick towel laid under her body, accenting the barely felt pulses of energy which followed the contours of her frame. 

 Slowly a deep sigh met her body as she stretched out, her muscles coiling and releasing with a light moan.

 “Having fun?” An instantly familiar voice touched Kat’s ear, the shallow tone a deepened version of her own.

 Seconds gave way to recognition as she looked up, a deep purple robe catching her attention immediately. “Go away.”
 The woman tilted her head while a frown ran the length of her chin. “That’s not very nice…”
 “Why do you always ruin my good dreams? I was starting to enjoy this…”
 “Would be better if Jon was here…” She smiled, pulling her blonde streaked hair back to reveal a set of teeth marks around her neck. 

 “Are you…” Kat stopped herself before allowing the words to form.
 “You really love him…”
 “Yeah.”
 “Then why don’t you trust him?”
 “I don’t want to hear this…” Kathrine sat up, curling her tail around her leg.

 “He’s afraid of you… And for you. But you have to know everything, you want it all…” The woman’s cautious tone underlined her calm voice before fading into a tense whisper. “Why?”
 Minutes followed silence into the steadily rising sun which stood out against the sea of invisible answers, waiting for a voice. Kathrine looked over with a deep swallow, tracing the curiosity almost physical on mirrored features. Finally a breath crept over her lips with a forced calm. “He’ll let me talk, on and on, but he wont tell me about anything, it’s like he doesn’t believe me when I tell him how much I care…”
 “He told you about Elizabeth…”
 “I know, but there’s other stuff…”
 “Think maybe hes afraid you’ll do the same she did?” The woman pursed her lips. “He gave her his heart and she used it… That isn’t easy… Remember Michael?”
 “That was different, he was sick… Besides, I… I just wanted to make him comfortable…”
 “You still loved him…”
 “No, not like Jon…. He… He was sick, I mean, it was just pity…”
 “You sure?”
 “Yeah… Positive…”
 “It’s not like you to lie…” The woman interlaced her fingers behind her head, stretching out under the warming sun. “Or drink, fight, think about sex… Love someone… Allow someone to  know… The months haven’t been kind have they?”
 “And you’re not helping…”
 “Aren’t I? If not for me, you would never have told him, you’d have left…”
 “I…” 
 “If not for me you would never have slept with him… If it wasn’t for me you’d never have smacked that smug bitch…” She grinned, looking over before a slight orange tint caught her eyes. “I still snicker when I think about that…”
 Kathrine tensed as a shallow breath forced it’s way past her lips. “That was kind of satisfying… It made me think of you…”
 “Speaking of satisfying… You remember your first orgasm?” 

 Warmth crossed Kat’s cheeks in an instant, giving way to memories and desires forced into silence with a nod. 

 “Why don’t you repeat that… Every time you do its different, why don’t you ask him to go down on you?”
 “When we’re married…” Kat bit her lip.
 “It’s not cheating if it’s oral…”

 “No.”
 “Just a thought.” She grinned. “That was pretty bitchin though…” 
 “Did you just decide to get me worked up or is there some point to this?”
 “Hey, don’t get upset with me. You’re the one denying what you want…”
 “I’m not gonna be weak again. I don’t need you…” Kathrine grabbed the towel, wrapping it around her body.

 “He wants you though… How long can you say no?”

 “He’ll wait, we love each other and once he learns about G…”
 “No he won’t. You and I know he’ll never ‘accept God’ Look at him for Christ’s sake! You mention the big guy and he tries to shove a finger down your throat… Next thing you know…” 
 “Shut up. He’ll… I think he’ll understand, after he learns about things…”
 “yeah, yeah… Maybe he’ll embrace the church and you two can run off and live a happy life, in a cabin somewhere… Send the kids to school, make the meals and give yourself to him every night like a good little wife… Oh! Then you can put on your bullet proof vest and get some groceries…”
 Minutes disappeared into heated emotions, silent tears following closely behind as Kathrine replays the truth and answers just outside of her mind. Finally a haggard breath pressed her lips to a pained voice almost lost to the shaking body barely aware of presence. “I hate it when you’re right…”


****
 Jonathan sat back slowly, thick drops of sweat spinning around his mind with a force paled by the firm pair of hands holding him up. Words caught his breath before dying out in another wave of dizziness, Nicole’s visage crept by a moment later, her sharp features contorted slightly to match the slightly labored breathing Kathrine continued just outside of his vision. “I’m… Fine…” He managed around deep drags of chilled air. “Really, just gimmie… A second…”
 “Shut up.” Nicole nodded before pulling against his shoulders. “Concentrate on slow breathing… Understand?”
 “Yeah… Yeah I got it…” The young man inhaled deeply, forcing a calm through his body as he followed the errant flickers of orange that danced across her eyes. Moonlight fell heavy from a starless sky, draping the surrounding trees in any number of pitched shadows and formless monsters waiting for them just beyond the thick fog.

 “Kathrine…?”
 “I’m… Fine…” Kat sighed. “Just winded…”
 Minutes forged themselves through tension and hard won breaths while Jonathan pulled sips of oxygen into overworked lungs, the memory of near impossible distances fading into the sunset which had given them to the night. “You’re mean…”
 “You could have stopped me…” 
 “It’s for the better… Right?” Jon forced a grin.
 “Just because you cleared your Leval Sect doesn’t mean your ready for this...” The woman sat down next to Jon with a light sigh, withdrawing a small flask from her rear pocket. “Drink it slow…”
 Jon took a deep pull of water, the cool sensations fighting his body for an eternity of burning instants which splintered across his body as the water made it’s way down his throat. 

 “Hey, easy… Sip it…” Nicole pulled the flask away, jerking it out of his hands with an almost impossible ease. “You need some Kathrine?”
 “No… Thanks…” Warmth registered against Jon’s arm, drawing familiar images when Kathrine’s hand slid up his body. “You okay?”

 “Yeah… I’ll be fine…” 

 “You have a choice here… We have time, relatively speaking, to build you up… Use it wisely and you’ll be ready for at least basic training with the clan…” 
 “You mean it gets worse?”
 Nicole smiled, offering a hand. “Come on Kimo…”
 Jonathan tensed, forcing himself up despite the heated breaths he couldn’t keep in his lungs. Slowly tension gave way to a light walk and various misshapen forms barely identifiable as they made their way back to the house. “So what… I, what are you gonna do with us after this is over?” Jon glanced over at Nicole, her expression as calm as the chilled gust that swept through the area a moment later.

 “After what is over?”
 “The training, or the war…”
 Nicole cocked her head slightly before shrugging. “If you pass the initiation, we’ll be fighting together… If they win the war, it’s anyone’s guess…” Again the woman cocked her head, offering a somewhat warm tone. “I suppose you could do what you want… Be an adult in the regular world…”
 “What about Kat?”
 Kathrine followed the young man’s gaze as her hand wrapped around his. “What about us?”
 “That’s up to you… If you become part of the clan, it could mean that you’ll go with them when it’s over… If it happens within your lifetime…”
 “And if we aren’t?”
 “Life will go on, you can live the rest of your days in peace…” She shrugged. 

 “So what about you? Any plans for…”
 “We have more important things to worry about…” The woman’s cool tone bit into the air with a steeled voice. “Tomorrow you could be dead, Samantha could be dead right now…”
 “Hey, that isn’t funny…”

 “Nothing in this life is certain Kimo, the sooner you accept that, the easier it becomes to focus on what you have to do… Life occurs minute by minute, not day by day… Even the best laid plans are doomed to failure without an appropriate staff…”  
 “Clan teach you that?”
 “Life did.” 

 Orange steaks of light melted over a stained table, accenting the large cushions which surrounded the plates of deer meat and fish. Smells of coffee and smoldering herbs traded off in the light mist of a silent breakfast before giving way to inviting touches of fresh made bread and the distinct tang of lubricated weapons. Jonathan 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…”
 “What else is there to look at?” Sam tensed visibly, a slight touch of different scent making itself known as she sipped her coffee. 

 “Why me? You don’t even like…”
 “I’m worried about you…” 
 Jon pursed his lips, Nicole’s visage calling for attention despite the mouth full of food. “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 reason… 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 tone slipped into Jon’s ear with a pitched ring, fading slightly when Kathrine’s form made it’s way down the stairs, soaking in the orange warmth that continued to paint the room. “Both of you, listen…”
 “He…”
 “She…”
 “I said listen.” The woman tensed. “You love one another?”
 “Yeah…”
 “Of course…”
 “Why won’t you talk to her?”
 Jon sighed, watching Kat make her way to the table, each step  a deep felt impact against his voice. “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 Kaya…”
 Jon exhaled sharply, a light touch of warmth tracing his shoulders when a pair of small hands came to rest on him. “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…”
 “Kaya. Shut up.” Nicole took a seat next to the blonde haired woman, grabbing a thick piece of deer meat, pointing it at her with a chilled voice. “One more word. Understand?” 

 Kathrine’s hands worked against the young man’s shoulders slowly, a deep felt reminder of emotional support waiting just out of sight. The same support followed physical scents of something nearly as powerful as the questions that traded off through soft green eyes, dying against her shallow whisper a moment later. “Alright, alright… I give…” Sam leaned back. “What is it you wanna tell me…?”
 Jon tensed, fighting Kat’s hands despite the deep rooted breath that changed his voice. “You treat me like I’m a fucking child… Like I have no idea what I’m doing…” Seconds ticked off in silence, a waiting emotion finding his mouth a split second before he could silence it. “We’ve been through so much in the past weeks… You have too… But I would think, you’d understand what it takes… Who.” The young man glanced over his shoulder, Kathrine’s hand tightening in time with the heavy thumps that pushed against his rib cage. “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 weathering 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… She… She was shot in the heart I think… 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… 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. Slowly tones of red 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 damnit…” He managed as he wretched the woman’s arm, the muscles underneath unflinching. 

 “Listen well Kimo…” 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…” 
 Jonathan tightened his grip against the well defined muscles of Nicole’s arm. “You ever do that to…”
 “Tell him.”
 “Fucking psycho…” 

 Samantha took a deep breath before meeting Jon’s eyes, the questions and readymade 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 17 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 fucking kid…”
 “Okay, I… 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 between them. “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 to…”
 Jonathan 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 same reason, 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 defined 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?” 

 Words trailed off into a light hiss of air when 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… Theres something there, I can’t name it… But 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!” 
 “Kaya.” Nicole snapped before wrapping her hand around Sam’s mouth. “Keep your tone level if you expect to participate in this…”
 “Theres 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 was ready to leave, we… Were ready, we had the fucking tickets…”
 “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. Slowly words traded off in sips of a silent voice, weathering the endless minutes of contempt and distain that ending when a voice found his lips, tensed versions of the small hands that worked against his shoulders. “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 a pair of hands dug into his shoulders with a biting chill that matched Nicole’s tensed jaw. “I’m sorry…”
 Samantha 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 Kathrine 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…” 
 “S…”
 “No goddamnit. Melissa is dead, my whole life got flushed down the shitter because you wanted to play Rambo and save some worthless little tramp, 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 distinctly 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 before she faltered 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 when a sharpened pain struck his cheek.  
 “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 with a wisp of air. “See what happens, you leave and we’ll be okay… You stay here and…” Another sharp pain clapped across his jaw, faint sips of rusty taste filling his mouth despite the tensions which wracked his arm with urges nearly as strong as the determination in green eyes.  “Do that again and you and I are going to 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 with a barely auditable purr. 
 “Don’t do this… Please…”

 “Fuck it…” Samantha threw her hands up. “You do what you will… 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 winy little dipshit who…”
 “Go Sam… Step off and go.” 
 Minutes slipped between locked eyes, alternating earth tones vanishing into the heated air, carrying natural scents with the emotional touches lost almost entirely to the words that crept across green orbs. “I lo…”

 “Go.”

 Orange and yellow hung thick against plaster walls and stained furniture, trading off in any number of patterns in flickering clips of sound and scents of burning wood. Another scent underlined the rooted pains that played out behind closed eyes, warmth gave way to a shallow tension made it’s way across Jonathan’s mouth while he adjusted under the thick blankets. 
 “You okay?” 
 “Yeah.”
 “You’ve been tossing all night…” Kathrine’s light tone filtered through the air among the muscles of her back as it bumped into his. 

 “Yeah, I’m fine…” Words trailed off into sips of air that carried the same familiar scents which fought his body for recognition when Kat’s voice stretched out into a barely auditable whisper. 
 “We haven’t been like this since the hotel…”
 “Yeah…” 

 “I love you…” Kat whispered before pressing her back against his, her pants rustling following suit a moment later. “I’d um… I’m sorry Jon… I didn’t mean…”
 “Its okay…” 
 “I don’t want you guys to…”
 “She’ll get over it…” 

 Seconds disappeared into silence when faint touches of energy slid over his shoulders, tracing the contours of his muscles as he rolled onto his stomach. “What about you?” The same energy found his spine in the form of a pair of fingertips that made their way to the base of his neck with a gentle purr, felt from behind when a pair of lips touched his neck. 

 “I like that…” Jon smiled slightly when a warmth slid over his body, a small pair of hands coming over his shoulders with a gentle persistence. 

 “What about you Jon… You were really upset…” Kathrine’s breath echoed against Jon’s neck the same instant her legs tightened against his sides. 

 “We go through it… In a couple days it’ll be back to normal…”
 “You sure?” 
 “No…” Tension found his back despite the warmth that followed his muscles to a deep sigh. “I don’t know…” 

 “It’s okay Jon…”  
 “It isn’t… We… We’ve been through so much since we met and she doesn’t care…”
 “She does… You know she does or she wouldn’t have said it…” Breath pulled across his skin a moment later, a rough tongue giving way to a deeper purr. “She loves you like I do… You’re her world…” 
 “Then why does she insist on…” Jon bit his tongue.
 “Because she cares… She wants to know you’re going to be okay…” Warmth pressed against his back with a light tension. “Just like I do…”
 “Kat…” The young man inhaled when a pair of lips touched the back of his neck. “What would you have done?”
 Tension answered him a moment later, giving way to silence. Finally a shallow voice crept through the air as Kat’s hands worked harder against his shoulders.
 “Come on, what would…”
 “I would have never made it.” The woman’s voice followed his spine, a long pull of air ending when she brought her arms around his chest. “I love you Jon…” 

 “I love you too Kat…” Minutes fell into a lull of silence broken occasionally by murmurs of approval and breathless purrs which traded off among gentle kisses and physical reminders of support without words. Slowly words crept across Jonathan’s tongue, finding a voice before he could silence them. “Kathrine…”
 “Yes lover?” She whispered around a deep purr.

 “What are we gonna do after this is over?”
 The woman tensed slightly, her lips grazing the nape of his neck the same instant her breath touched off against his skin. “I guess we’re gonna be free… Huh?”
 “I mean, us… Whats going to happen to us…”
 “I um… I dunno… We’ll be able to do whatever we want…”
 “What about the life you want… Do you think we can live it?” Jon inhaled slowly. “The life we want…”
 Tension followed her body as he inhaled again, falling off into a barely felt whisper that matched the heavy thumping of her heart against his back. “Jon… I… I want what you want…”
 “We’ll make it…”
 “Promise?”
 “I swear it.” 
 Kat’s purr deepened slightly when she kissed the back of his neck again, sucking gently. “What do you want Jon?”
 “You…”
 “What else?”
 “That’s all I need…” The young man hung his head when the woman’s teeth grazed his skin. “Not too hard…” Words trailed off into sensations, a rough tongue sliding across his spine as the teeth pinched at his neck. A sharp exhale left his mouth the same instant Kathrine sucked at the area, drawing immediate pulls of energy which underlined the shallow purr that reverberated from behind his neck. “I l…” Jon tensed slightly when the woman’s jaw tightened, the sensations echoing through his body in an instant. “Jesus…”
 “What else Jon?” Kat purred deeper, running her tongue along his spine before pressing her cheek against his. “I think I’m starting to like your new scent…” 
 Jon inhaled slowly before pushing against her. “I love you… That’s all that matters…”
 “What about Sam?”
 “I… She needs to learn, it can wait…” 
 “Jon…”
 “Trust me… She’ll get over it…” 
 “Its not her I’m worried about…”

 Rain hammered down against Jonathan’s body, a light mist blanketing the unforgiving concrete which raced under foot. Images followed him through the haze, vague memories of friends and companions long lost to the visage of burning steel and overpowering stench of boiling human flesh. 

 The memories chased him down the endless stretch of blacktop before disappearing when he approached the familiar Ford Taurus and diesel tanker that melded into one under the immense heat. Breath found his lungs through the violent cries for help echoing through his mind. 

 “Okay! So I did it! I failed! I fucking failed!” He managed finally, taking a deep swallow of superheated air before gagging. “I fucked up! Hear that? I fucked up!”
 “Why?” A cool feminine voice cut through the heated rain. 
 “I couldn’t help them! I f…”
 “You didn’t…” 
 “I…”
 “Calm down Man…” A large wolf slipped from behind the back of the tanker, it’s dark brown hair perfectly dry despite the raging torrent. “You endured, you grew and you learned…”

 “I…”
 “You’re pack will suffer, you will weaken… They will die….” The animal sat with a slight grin. 
 “What the hell do you know about it? What do you care…” 
 “I’m not the one that has too… You let yourself weaken, divide that which you love, strip away…”
 “Save it, I don’t care…” 
 “Who does Man? Who has to care if not you?” 
 Jon tensed before glancing at the twisted mass of molten steel. Faint traces of emotion caught his attention when his eyes fell on a hand, the thick ring and slightly wrinkled features changing the colorless sheet of fused steel. “Why should I bother… It’s only gonna happen again, if I let it get too me I’ll…”
 “Have a reason to care.”
 “What does it matter though, we’re fucked anyway…”
 “Who says?”
 “They do… Those assholes that don’t have any fucking clue about us, they don’t even want to hear it…”
 “Are you sure you’re talking about the right enemy…?” The wolf cocked her head, an ear twitching as the rain picked up a heavy thumping against the shell of the semi truck. 

 “Sam? She’s doesn’t understand it… I’m not gonna be her baby bro… That shit stopped at the gas station… That stopped out here…”
 “A pack is only as strong as it’s weakest member… That member can be supported and nursed… But it needs to be a willing…”
 “She won’t even do that though! She doesn’t care about anything but she wants… I got her lover killed… Okay, I’m sorry. But I can’t do anything about it… I wish I could but she…”
 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, a form stumbling to slide off him even as he struggled to get off the bed. 
 Metal clinked hollow through the room, impacting against the floor the same instant Jon slammed against the unforgiving surface, Kathrine’s body following suit still wrapped around his torso. 

 “Up children… We have work to do.” Nicole’s flat tone carried through the room, echoing an instant later as breath found Jon’s lungs. 

 “What the flying…”
 “Now.” 

 Jon looked over his shoulder, his whisper trailing off into near silence. “You okay?”
 “They’re blanks Jonathan… Now get dressed, you too Kathrine.” 
 “What…”
 “Do I have to dress you?” Boots thumped against the carpeted floor, drags of eternity filling the young man’s ear before Nicole’s short form stepped around the bed. Thick soled combat boots met baggy fatigues before disappearing under a large coat patterned in the same style. Half finger gloves covered fair skin, a matched pair for the black baseball cap that covered her hair, the remainder hanging in a pony tail. Another instant passed as calm grey orbs followed him, 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 the sharpened canines she brought to bear a moment later. “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. 
 “Hey…”
 “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 grinned before unloading the magazine from her weapon and 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…” 

 Jonathan pumped the slide of the massive vindicator, surveying the gaping hole it had blown through the plastic target several feet in front of him. Smoke flowed freely from the open chamber, carrying bittersweet smells that paled to the sharp stench of overheated plastic. 
 “Good.” Nicole nodded before withdrawing a small leather satchel. “Can you hear me?”
 “Yeah…” 
 “Trade the bolt and pistons out…” She looked up, offering the items with a calm stare that betrayed the slight grin at either side of her mouth. Seconds ticked off in silence as the woman watched him replace the parts, occasionally correcting him while Kathrine looked on from behind. “Do it again, faster and more accurate…”
 “I…”
 “Ready…” The woman pulled a stop watch out of her pocket with a grin. “Set…”

 Jon inhaled finally, following the breathing patterns Nicole had all but forced into his body. Several targets lined the tree line with mixed colors of olive drab and white, varying widths and heights mimicking human silhouettes interrupted by bark and errant pieces of exposed wood.

 “Go.”
 Breath escaped from steeled lungs as Jon slammed the weapon into his shoulder, the pull of the trigger barely registering against the deafening thump and splintering wood that completely obliterated the ‘head’ of one of the targets.

 “Very good Kimo…” Nicole grinned. “Still need to work on your speed… Curious, I would have thought you’d have become faster…” She trailed off into a whisper. “We’ll have to work on that…” 
 “I didn’t do bad… Fastest yet…” 
 “Second.”
 “What?”
 “Zero point eight nine seven… Your fastest was point eight seven…”
 “Oh… Well excuse me…” Jon shrugged. “So seriously, where’s Sam…”
 The woman glanced over her shoulder wile a tensed muscle stretched across her jaw line. “Kathrine… Maximum range of the vindicator…”
 “Uh…”
 “Pushups…” 
 “Jonathan… Maximum…”
 “Twenty five meters…” Jon inhaled when the short woman stepped closer, her eyes sharpened reminders of the tension in weary muscles. “Field Marshal…”
 “Good…”
 “So you gonna tell me where Sam is?” 
 “You have other things to worry about…”
 “Like?” 
 “Up Kathrine… I want you to show him everything you know about Kala Vel…”
 “Uh…”
 “You should be used to such things… You were a teacher…” 
 Jon glanced over Nicole’s shoulder, tracing the uncertainty more then apparent in green eyes. Finally a voice found his lips among the silent pleas for relief and physical reminders of the tension between them. “You okay with that Kat…?”

 Streaks of red crossed her face in the same instant when she closed the distance, a light touch of breath passing between them slowly. “Okay… Just be gentle…” 


 Porcelain wrapped around tanned flesh, water and striped skin mixing in alternating scents of sweat and mud. Deep red hair fell against Jonathan’s chest, falling from sharpened features as they continued to stare at the carefully tiled walls with closed eyes. Sips of natural scent crept through the blanket of soapy water that flowed around tightly held bodies, a near perfect match for the thick tail coiled around Jon’s leg. The young man sighed slightly, tightening his grip over the woman’s back while slow breaths carried her body. 

 Kathrine stirred slightly, a deep purr resounding through the water in invisible waves that flowed through the light snore she had picked up despite the occasional twitch of her cheek. 
 Jonathan leaned back against the cool ceramic as images of the day’s events played out behind closed eyes. One by one pictures of weapons and the various ways to shoot them slipped among images of low crawling through mud and under barbed wire obstacles. Finally a voice met the young man’s lips when a familiar tension tightened around his leg. “I love you…” 
 The woman’s purr continued to thrum against his chest, drowning out the exhaustion and scents with physical emotions nearly as pronounced as the promises of a better life waiting just outside the door, just outside the house. “I love you too Jon…” A barely auditable whisper crept across his body a moment later before Kathrine tightened her grip. “I love you so much…”
 “Bed…?”
 “Carry me…?” She glanced up with a deeper purr. Orange reflected across warm emeralds, flickering softly in the errant light as she smiled. “I… I think I like how you… Your eyes…”
 “Hmm?”
 She swallowed before wrapping her arms around him, the voice almost non existent. “I don’t feel so alone when… When I see you…”
 “You aren’t… You won’t ever be alone Kat…” 
 Another, deeper, orange reflected from her eyes a split second before her purr cut silent, lost to the tension which tightened itself around his leg. “Jon… Are you sure you want to be with me…I mean, can you accept everything? Would you want that? Jon… Would you?”
 “Hey… Lets talk about this later okay? You’re tired… “ 
 “Jon, could you? Beyond this… Could you accept… Would you have me if it meant you would have to meet God… To bring him into you’re…”
 “Kat…” Jon tensed.

 “Please… This is very important…” 

 “Kat… I love you, if that means I have to…”
 “You shouldn’t have to, you should want too…”
 Breath died off against his lips, the words almost physical despite the tension in his jaw. Minutes followed one another through green eyes, offering desperation as undeniable as the thick stripes which traded off down the woman’s back and legs. “Kat… I… We’ll talk about this later. Alright? I’m exhausted and…” Jon silenced himself when Kathrine pushed her forehead to his chest, a deep sigh pushing against his skin a moment later. 

 “This is really important Jon, I don’t want you to go to…”
 “Hey, I’m not going anywhere…I’m yours, forever…”
 “Jon, don’t you understand…”

 The young man shrugged finally as a deeper sigh pressed his body for attention. “Kathrine…”
 “Jon…”
 “Please, let this… Let this be something I choose, okay…?” Tension crept across his body the instant green eyes fell on him. “I love you, I would give anything to see you happy… But that… That’s different… I can’t just…”

 Kathrine tensed slightly before meeting his lips with a shallow sigh. “Promise me something Jon…”
 “What?” 
”Promise me you’ll consider it… Please, please Jon… I don’t wanna loose you…” 
 “I… I promise Kat…”

 “Bout time…” Samantha looked up from her plate of stew. “Nikki put you through the wringer huh?” A light chuckle resounded through the room, ending slowly as she looked her brother up and down. “You okay?”
 Jon exhaled as a fresh scents of mud and sweat made themselves known from the unwashed clothing draped over his body. Seconds ticked between locked eyes before trailing off into silence interrupted by bare feet slapping hardwood steps, the sound followed close behind by a smaller pair of feet. 
 “Jon… I’m sorry… Okay, I didn’t mean…” Sam’s voice faded when he reached the top of the stairs, rounding the corner while faint touches of moonlight played out over stained furniture and velvet covers. 

 “Jon… She means well…” 
 “She’ll get over it…” 
 “She sounds…” 
 “Its part of the act… Tries to get me to talk to her again, then sit there and lecture how I’m not doing it right and where I f… Messed up…” Another deep pull of air faltered slightly when a small pair of hands wrapped around his stomach, followed almost immediately by a slight tension when Kathrine’s fingers slid under his shirt. “What…”
 “Lay down…” She whispered, pulling his shirt over his head with a light purr.

 “Kathr…” Jon’s voice died off completely when the woman pushed him to the bed, the motion leaving barely enough time to turn over. “What are…” 
 Kathrine smiled softly, streaks of mud and black fabric giving way to fair skin stretched out over feminine curves, accented by the damp hair that clung tightly to the woman’s shoulders and neck. Seconds followed a thick purr, lead to reality as Kathrine climbed over Jon, pressing her chest tightly against his while running her tongue along his lips. 
 “You know…” Jon began, cut off when Kathrine’s tongue touched his, the gentle attention echoing the deepened purr which continued to throb against his mouth. “You might be more… Comfortable if you took off your pants…” 
 “Maybe…” Kat grinned, wrapping her arms around the young man’s back. “When we’re married…”
 “You sure? Nothing has to happen… I just…”
 “When we’re married… I’ll give myself to you every night… And we’ll have…” She continued, massaging his tongue with a heated breath. “We’ll… Finish everything we started and…” 
 “Kat…” Jon brought his arms around the woman, fresh sips of natural scent resounding through the non existent space between them. “Whats the matter lover…?”
 “N… Nothing… I just want us to be together… Forever…” Emotions flickered against warm emeralds as the woman continued her attentions, slowing only long enough to take a deep breath. “Jon… What do you want, after this is over.”
 “I told you… Just you…”
 “You don’t wanna get your diploma… Maybe take some college…” 
 “Why bother?”
 “Its important that’s why…” She met his lips again, shared breath mimicking the gentle explorations of a rough tongue, fading into a tensed purr when she cringed against him. “We need to stop…” 
 “You started it…” Jonathan chuckled, kissing her gently. 

 “Damnit, you make me… You make me want… You make me…” Another long kiss ended when she sat up, pressing herself against him. “You make me want you… And it feels good… I love… I love wanting your touch but… Why does it have to be so hard…” 
 “There’s time Kat… All the time in the world…”
 “You heard Nicole… We haven’t got any, we could be…”
 “Hey. We’ll be okay, I promise you…” 

 Kathrine tensed slightly before her lips met his, an eternity playing out in silent promises and explorations of a timid form. Finally she pulled back, a streaked emotion crossing her eyes in varying shades of orange that disappeared when she pressed her cheek to his. “Jon, will you please tell me about your parents…”
 Tension sharpened instantly as the woman tightened her grip around the young man. “Later… Okay?”

 “Jon… Please?”
 “Later Kathrine… I’m tired…” Emotion trailed off into warmth as minutes slipped by in silence, fighting against the tender sips of moisture that met his cheek. 

 “Why don’t you trust me…?”
 “I do, Kat… I do… I love you…”  
 “Then why don’t you talk to me? I’m here for you… But you won’t let me in…” Another tear slid across joined cheeks in an endless breath, fading into a shallow whisper almost lost to a sniffle. “I want to be everything for you… Like you are for me… I want to be yours…”
 “You are Kat… You…”
 “Then why won’t you talk to me? Tell me about your life, about you…”

 “Why…” Jon bit his lip. “Kat I’m… It doesn’t matter, its in the past… Okay?” 
 “What about us, our past, does that matter?”
 “Of course, but that’s different…” Words fell silent when green eyes fell upon him, silent pleas for comfort and security chasing the physical reminders of questions down the woman’s cheeks. Seconds slipped by as Jon brought his hand up, wiping away at the endless stream of nameless pains. “It’s alright Kathrine…”
 “No, Jon it isn’t…” Another slight tension ended when she rolled off him, grabbing her pillow before thumping heavy against the padded carpet. “How am I supposed to trust you, you don’t trust me… You won’t even talk to me about…”
  Jonathan slipped off the bed, taking a seat next to the woman a split second before running his hands over the stripes of her shoulders. 

 “Get off me.” 
 “Kat…” 
 “Jon, what am I supposed to do? You know everything about me… And I like it, you listen and you’re… You’re there for me, you always are...” Minutes gave way to a silent whisper when Kathrine sat up next to the young man. “I love you, but you make it hard to do…” 
 “So what are you saying? If I don’t tell you anything you’ll…”

 “No, no… Jon, no, never…” She winced before wrapping her arms around him. “I just wanna know about you… It hurts though, when you wont open up… I… Jon, I wouldn’t hurt you… I just wanna be there for you... Like a lover should be…” The woman trailed off, pulling him closer despite the tension in his body. “I love you Jonathan… I always will…” 
 “I love you too Kat…” A light scent of fear crept through the air before dissolving into a shallow purr when Kathrine pulled him tighter, a silent question waiting for an answer. “Later… Okay?”
 “Jon…”
 “I promise…”
 The woman glanced up, eternity sliding between locked eyes in strides of silent questions and ready made objections that paled to the gentle lips which met a moment later. “I’ll never hurt you Jon… I promise you…”
 Jon breathed in slowly, the words reciting themselves while flickers of orange traded off against green eyes. “I love you…”
 “I love you, always…”
 “And forever.” 

****

  Fire crackled through the large room in varying shades of yellow and orange, casting shadows against over stained furniture and dark velvet before dancing across tanned flesh in any number of shapeless words that fell silent to the gentle pressure which worked against Samantha’s shoulders. Firm hands followed the contours of her body with a tensed version of the barely auditable voice she force to her lips. “So what should I do… He hasn’t talked to me for a week…”

 “He’s tired…” Nicole’s level voice reflected from the back of Sam’s throat, the whisper slightly more then a breath. “He hasn’t had time to rest, training and working on the car… Kathrine is taxing him for something…” The woman’s voice trailed off slowly as fresh waves of warmth pulled against Samantha’s shoulders, easing pains of several miles marched. 
 “Lower…” 
 “Are your ribs healing…?” 
 “Yeah I guess…” Sam winced, fresh daggers of pain burying themselves in her side when a hand brushed them. “Not fast enough though…”
 “You did well today Kaya… I’m impressed…” Nicole continued, running her hands along Sam’s spine before working the muscles on either side of it. “I didn’t expect you to make it all the way…”
 “Thanks…” Sam forced a breath. “I don’t see how you do it…” Images played out slowly behind closed eyes, speaking of several nights training without rest and miles jogged and marched. “You’re a machine…” She chuckled as the woman worked up to the base of her neck. “Oh… Right there…” Sensations danced across tanned flesh, finding root when she hung her head. A slight tingle of energy slid down her spine before following her voice into a shallow whisper. “That’s just right…” 
 “It won’t get easier Samantha… Your body is behind…” The woman’s voice trailed off slowly before she took a slight sniff of the air behind Sam. “Curious…”
 “What?” 
 “You…” Nicole shrugged, her hands continuing to work against the tension in Samantha’s body. “Your brother… You love one another, you fight constantly… Now you won’t speak…” 
 “Hes stubborn…” Sam’s voice slowed against the firm pressure Nicole’s hands used to work her neck. “Nikki…”
 “Ni…”
 “Sorry, Nicole… Do you have any brothers or sisters… I mean, biological…” 
 “No.” 
 “Must be pretty lonely…” Sam swallowed, fresh sensations playing across her body as she hung her head lower. 
 “Loneliness doesn’t have a place in this world Samantha… Weaknesses will get you killed…” 
 “Is being cared for such a ‘weakness’?” Sam glanced back, calm silver orbs underlining the emotionless mask Nicole wore. “Surely you’ve had someone…”

 Minutes disappeared into silence, falling heavy against a weighted breath that paled only to the tension barely visible along Nicole’s jaw. Another instant disappeared before the woman shrugged, a shallow whisper changing her voice when she slipped off the bed. “Sleep well Kaya… Tomorrow we’re going to tune your rifle…” 
 “Hey, wait…” 

 Nicole stopped, looking over her shoulder as a light tint of orange crossed her eyes. “You need the sleep, your body needs to recover…” 

 “Don’t give me that shit… You…” Sam inhaled sharply, the questions playing out between them before finding her lips. “I didn’t mean to upset you… I…”
 “You need sleep… I have to prepare the new ballistic panels for the car…” Defined muscles tensed in the woman’s arm while a deep breath ended in a smile. “Tomorrow Kaya…” Another instant slipped by before she disappeared into the hall, the door closing behind her. 

 Samantha stared at the heavy wood frame with a tightly held breath. Options played out slowly among the pops of burning wood, forcing themselves to her body with a series of slow movements she used to slide her t-shirt on, the fabric rustling against her body as she tied her boots. Wood and carpet clapped under thick soles, following her to the heavy blast door which had been propped open by a steel peg built into it. 

 Acrid smells of formaldehyde mixed with oil and something that smelled faintly like alcohol. Tools and parts lined the peg boards around the bright red Monte Carlo, it’s doors replaced by silver plastic forms which wrapped around the steel chassis. 
 “You should be sleeping.”
 Sam jumped, adrenaline surging through her body for a split second when Nicole brushed past her. A thick smock covered her torso and legs, matched by the elbow high gloves and respirator which hung from her neck. “Why do you always do that? I ask you a question and you run away…”
 “I have things to do Kaya, Jonathan doesn’t know how to take this thing apart…”
 “You’re a liar.” 

 Nicole cocked her head slightly before grabbing a spray gun off the wall. “Am I?”
 “Yeah… You’re scared…”
 A deep throated chuckle followed the woman when she pulled a hose from the large orange barrel in the corner, a tension making it’s way across her jaw while she pulled her hair back, disappearing completely when she opened the massive door opposite the Monte. “What makes you believe that?”  
 “You… You’re avoiding my questions, you always have…” Sam swallowed finally as the woman bent over, dipping into a large trunk with a light thump when she pulled a large bag of yellow fibers from deep within. 

 “Consider the questions you ask Kaya…” Another bag gave way to a throated whisper, barely catching Sam’s ear. “And what you give in return.”
 “Hey, I told you about… Jon, and…” 
 “But you still deny Melissa a place…”  
 “That’s not fair…”
 “Isn’t it?” Steel orbs locked on her an instant later while Nicole traveled the length of the vehicle, stopping just short of the door panels that had been laid out against the unforgiving concrete. “You and your brother share traits… You want something for nothing… Share but close off when someone asks them to…”
 Sam inhaled slowly. “So what do you want? I’ve given you everything I have…”
 “Now who is a liar?” 

 “I have…” 
 “Samantha…”
 “Nicole, I can’t help it… This shit with Jon, the order… I mean that’s a lot to swallow in one bite, you know?” 
 “You have time…” The woman’s voice leveled off slowly. Taught muscles fought for recognition along her arm when she tore one of the bags open, filling the plastic frame of the door with brilliant fibers. “It isn’t easy, some never get adjusted to this life…”
 “What about you, you seem pretty well ‘adjusted’… Whats your secret.” 
 Silence gave way to visible tension as the woman tightened her respirator before filling the other door with the same material. “Life is best lived by day… Irana taught me well...” 
 “She was a big influence on your life wasn’t she?”
 “Everyone’s. Irana brought the houses together, organized a counter offensive…” Nicole trailed off when the sprayer hissed to life, spraying a thick black substance over the fibers. “Irana is the heart and soul of the clan… Brought trade from companies, saw to it that the children had education… The elders had food and care…” She glanced up. “Irana gave birth to the clan as we know it… Proof that diplomacy can turn the tide of any conflict…”
  “What was she like?”
 Nicole cocked her head before dumping another layer of the material over the tar like substance. “The soul of a warrior… Very dedicated to the well being of the clan… Irana believes humans to be our equal, though they may share blood with us we cannot claim them as brother or sister because of the mixing…” Another instant silenced her when she looked up. “By right, we are the superior race… What we lack are numbers…”
 Sam tensed slightly, retracing the drawn muscles of Nicole’s arm. “So what about you… Do you think we’re equal?”
 “No.” Came an instant reply.
 “So… You think…”
 “I think we’re not meant to be equals… We share biological traits, we share land… We share each other. We remain different, we always will…” 

 Sam swallowed before forcing a shallow whisper to her lips. “Does it have to be like that?” 

 “What would you do if you have birth to a descendant Samantha? If your child turned out to be one of us...”
 “I… I’d be startled, but… I mean I’d still love it…” 
 The short woman glanced up, another layer of the thick tar erasing any trace of yellow. “What did you think of Rea? You found out and you…”
 “Hey, that’s different… I thought I was reading some fiction story… When you told me it was true… I, I was scared… I still am to be honest… I mean, this isn’t ‘normal’ as I know it… You know?” Sam inhaled slowly, fighting her voice for recognition. “I’m sorry Nicole… I didn’t realize that it… I mean, I think I’ve come to accept it… She wasn’t a monster… Neither are you, neither is Kathrine…” Another deep pull of air ended when a burning sensation crept through her nose. “You’re just trying to survive… Like us…”

 “You wouldn’t say that to Kathrine…” She began, filling the other door mold with the thick fibers. “Why not?”
 “I… Kat… You already know…”
 “Because of your brother.” 
 “No… Not entirely… I mean, she dragged him into this… Me too, but she didn’t ask to be born like, that…” Sam trailed off when grey orbs followed her. 

 “Go on…”
 “She hasn’t forced Jon to do anything, but I think she might have used him… To, to get away from the Purifiers… She seems genuine enough… That innocent bullshit doesn’t suit her though… She’s not all she appears… I know that for sure… I’ve known that since I met her…” 
 “If Kathrine didn’t know about the Order…”
 “Maybe not at first… But the letter I found, they got it… That explained why they were hunting…” 
 “It listed specifications Kaya, nothing more… You couldn’t take it to court…” Nicole shrugged, another layer of thick ‘glue’ blanketing the inside of the mold while she watched Sam. “Do you think Jon feels the same way?”
 “He’s too busy trying to get in her pants to notice…” 
 Nicole looked up before releasing the trigger and pulling her mask free. “They haven’t had sex since you arrived…” 
 “How do you know?”
 “Hearing…” The woman sighed deeply, coiling the heavy hose around her arm. “They have a pledge Samantha… Though Kathrine’s White Heat is lasting a lot longer then I expected, they haven’t acted on anything…” Another tension spoke for Nicole when she removed her apron and gloves. “It’s not my concern, yours either.”
 “Hes a kid Nicole… Why don’t.”
 “He isn’t Samantha, he didn’t have the same opportunities you had… He chose to fight for the one he loves… When we go to the clan, should he desire it, he’ll be given a full education… In his free time he can peruse any field of study he wants… So can you and Kathrine… There are great archives, spanning hundreds of thousands of lives and generations worth of knowledge…” 
 “Doesn’t change the fact that hes too young to be doing this…”
 “He shouldn’t have to, no one should. This is war Kaya, the only ‘shouldn’t’ you have to worry about is what you shouldn’t do in a fight… Do you understand?”
 “Nikki…”
 The woman stepped closer, a light breath echoing the firm hands she brought to rest on Sam’s shoulders a moment later. “Sam… I know it hurts to see your loved ones go against your will… In this case, I believe its for the better… Jonathan will always be your brother, he will always love you… When it gets bad, he’ll be there for you… Make sure he knows you feel the same, or you could loose him forever…” Nicole closed the distance with a tender embrace, wrapping her arms tightly across Sam’s back. “Don’t let this slip through your hands Samantha… If you truly care for him, let him know he can come to you and not have to you judge him…”
 “Nikki…”
 “Treat him like an adult Samantha… Let him know his choices have earned your approval… Show him you care…” 

 “T… That simple huh?” Samantha managed before brining her arms around the shorter woman. 
 Another instant passed, a barely auditable whisper catching Sam’s ear through the light tension in well defined muscles. “It’s your only hope Kaya…”

 “S… So then he looks up at me with this totally bored expression and goes ‘Well… That sucked…” 
 Nicole cocked her head slightly, a deep chuckle following her voice against the slowly rising sun. “How did you get him out?”
 “He dug… Took him almost an hour but he got out eventually…” Sam yawned, errant strands of orange playing across the table and pillows as she stretched out. Images of the night’s conversation barely identifiable around the haze of pain killers and coffee. “So what happened to um… Whats his name?”
 Nicole took a long pull from her glass of water while errant strands of orange changed the deep silver of her eyes with emotions almost physical. “Brian was killed… A drive by…” 
 Samantha tensed as the images crawled across her mind, begging for attention among the nameless emotions which changed her voice. “I’m sorry…”
 “Nothing in life is certain. We enjoyed the time we spent together… We both knew it wouldn’t last, something most take for granted can be had at an extremely high price…” The woman sighed before shrugging. “There will be time…”
 “Nicole…?” 
 “Hmm?”
 “What about your daughter… You said she’s safe… Is she with the clan?”
 “She grew up with them, I had to give her up shortly after she was born… She was slowing us down…” Another deep sigh ended when she met Sam’s eyes. “She would have been killed… So would we…”
 “W… Was she Brian’s?”
 A short nod gave way to a light breath. “We had been together for three years… When I started my cycle it was unexpected… I didn’t even think about it till the next day… By then it was too late…”
 “But you still loved her…”
 “Unconditionally…”
 Seconds ticked between hollow breaths as information and ideas chased one another through her mind, finding root in her voice before she could stop them. “The clan didn’t mind?”
 Nicole cocked her head slightly, grey orbs following her with any number of silent questions unreadable emotions. “Theres room for the lowliest of lives when those lives are at stake…”
 “What about you…?” 
 “I have no place in their ranks…” 
 “S…” A light swallow cut off her voice, the words silenced by a sharpened emotion she could barely identify. Finally a shallow tone touched her lips, vaguely familiar words biting into her mouth as the woman watched her. “What about m… Me…? Is there room?”
 Nicole stalled, her mouth hanging open while questions marched across her face. “Given time to heal…”
 “That’s not what I mean…”
 She cocked her head, a swallow giving way to a shaky whisper. “What is it Samantha? What do you want?”
 “W… Life. A chance at it…”
 “You can’t have it… You’re going to have to take it…”
 “I… What about you? Did you take your chance? Is this what you got?” 
 Seconds slipped by in silence while Nicole pulled shallow sips from her glass. Questions followed a vague tint of red across sharp features in physical reminders of the uncertainty clear in her voice. “I’ve lost everything I held dear because of this life… I keep fighting in hopes that some day I’ll be able to lay down and know I’ll be safe… To wake up and allow myself to be frail, loved and return it…”
 Sam inhaled as the woman watched her with an unflinching calm. “T… The more… You’re not different… You aren’t are you? I mean, here you are… All this and you still just want to be…”
 “Easy Kaya…” Nicole chuckled. “We all have different dreams, your brother is proof of that… What are yours?” 
 Minutes fell silent among fading memories of tender embraces and shattered pasts before giving way to a shallow whisper. “Dead.”

 “She meant a lot to you…”
 “My life…”
 “W… Was… Were…” Nicole cleared her throat before the pink tones dimmed to deeper red ones. “Were you two…”
 “Y… Yeah…” 
 Nicole cocked her head as a deep red overtook her features, serving only to highlight her otherwise pale complexion. “I’m sorry…”
 “Thank you…” 
 Seconds ticked off between locked eyes. Nameless emotions and wordless voices offering solace among tinted tones of fair skin and steel eyes. Finally a voice interrupted the silence when Nicole held up her glass. “You…” Another second passed by before she adjusted to her pillow. “You’ve done well Samantha… I’m very impressed with… Everything, your family has a strong vein running through it… I know Melissa would be proud of you…”
 “No she wouldn’t… She hated violence…” 
 “A noble intention… She and Irana would be good friends…” 
 “Huh?”
 “Irana believes in diplomacy, every aspect of it… Battles are won by words, not weapons… In a perfect world…”
 Sam shrugged. “I guess they are now… If you believe in heaven and all that afterlife stuff… But… You don’t do you…”
 “I’ll find out when its my time…” 
 “Nicole… Um, what about that… I mean, do you guys believe in God and…”
 “Some do… Some are Buddhists, Mormons, Atheists, Wiccans…” The woman shrugged. “Their culture reflects yours on a smaller scale… Diversity is wrought through the clan… Unlike you, w… They don’t let their differences get in the way of the objective…” 
 “S… What about…” Sam exhaled. “What about people like me...”
 “Not my concern.”
 “Nicole…”
 “We all make our own choices Kaya… You accept me for what I am, you listen and learn… I’ll accept you for what you are, however I will not pretend to understand…”
 “It wasn’t a choice you know… I’ve just…” 
 “Let your conscience be your guide Samantha… I’m still your friend, I won’t stop because of something like that…” She nodded, offering her hand. 
 Sam glanced down, taking her hand with a shallow grin. “Thanks…” She trailed off when Nicole’s hand rose to wrap around her forearm. 

 “Like this…” 
 “Whats the difference?
 “We protect each other’s life…” The woman ran her thumb over Sam’s wrist, pressing against the veins just under her flesh. “A pact of trust…”
 “You… You trust me?”
 “With my life.”

 Light filtered down through dense clouds and the heavy blanket of leaves which allowed trace amounts of natural ambience to mix with the chemical glow sticks strung along the ground, forming a path to an opening just ahead. “Good Kimo… Do it again…” Nicole’s voice echoed around the trees and shadows Sam slipped by. 

 Nicole ducked, Jon’s thick boxing glove carving the air just above her pony tail a split second before she uppercutted him in the stomach. The young man exhaled sharply, taking a step back while Nicole recovered. The woman circled the taller form, her bare feet crunching against the dew covered grass as she followed the man. 

 A blur of motion caught Sam’s attention, black leather and fair skin tones streaking across the distance. Jon pulled back in an instant, just barely fast enough to get out of the woman’s reach before wrapping his arm around hers, his right hand locking against her shoulder when she brought her other hand up. Another quick lock ended when Jonathan pulled his foot up, rolling onto his back as Nicole took to the air, tumbling among the thick bushes just behind them. 

 The woman stood up with a light grin echoing the streaks of orange which crossed her eyes a moment later. “Very good…”

 Jon wiped at his face before nodding, a light pant matched by the deep blue reflection that changed his eyes for a split second when he turned to Sam. 
 “I uh… I brought some water… I thought you guys might be thirsty…” Sam swallowed against the heavy lump in her throat as Jon removed his gloves, the thick stench of sweat almost overpowering the natural smells of wet grass and leaves. “You look like you could use it…”
 Jon finished removing his gloves before throwing them at Nicole’s feet, the motion barely registering against the thunderclaps of foot falls he used to slide past Samantha.

 “Hey, bro…”
 The man continued walking, his steps falling into silence when he rounded a thick patch of trees. 

 “Jon…” Sam started toward the path with a jog. “Jon wait…”

 “Samantha…”
 “Jon?” A flicker of blue caught her attention when the young man stepped back from the path, all but disappearing into the thick shadows draped on either side of the shallow glow of chemical lights. “Hey… Bro… Can’t we…”
 “He’s gone…” Nicole’s whisper touched her ear a split second later, wrapping around her physically when the short woman passed by her. “We’re done for the morning, you’re welcome to join us for breakfast…”
 “Nikki…”
 Orange flashed heated against grey eyes, stalling when Nicole took a deep breath. “He has issues Kaya… You’re one of them…” Another moment trailed off when she swallowed, a tense voice echoing through the suddenly tight path. “He’s afraid…”
 “Ni…”
 “Of you…” 
 Samantha inhaled sharply, forcing a calm tone despite the slight shake in her knee. “W… Why?”
 “He thinks you’re going to hurt Kathrine…” The short woman stepped forward, closing the distance with a shallow breath. “To be quite honest, I wonder…”
 “I…”
 “It hurts, I know. If you haven’t talked to him, you need to do it soon… You’re going to loose him if you…”

 “Nicole…”
 “Don’t tell him how you feel, and more importantly, listen to what he has to say… Don’t judge him… Encourage him if that’s what it takes, if he means anything to you…”
 “He…”
 Nicole pressed her finger to Sam’s mouth, silencing the ready words which continued to claw for her breath despite the tension that wrapped around her throat almost physically. “He loves you, he always will… He needs to know you feel the same way Samantha… He needs his sister more then he needs Kathrine, do you understand?”
 Sam’s mouth opened slowly, the words dying off on her tongue before a slight nod forced its way through her body. “But… How? He… He won’t speak to me…”
 The woman cocked her head slightly, a tint of orange reflecting any number of emotions both real and imagined. The same flicker ended when she turned to the thick shadows, a barely auditable whisper following her into the veiled woods. “That’s not my concern…”
 “B… You said you’d help me… Is this what you call help?”
 “If you don’t know how to approach him Kaya… You’ve lost already…” The woman glanced over her shoulder, a slight roll accompanying her suddenly warm tone. “Respect, won through dedication is vein at best… Life lived through hardship is humbling. Love earned through time is forever…” Nicole tensed before raising a hand. “Its an old proverb, you might do well to remember it Kaya…”
 Sam stared for a moment, reciting the words mentally as various meanings and forms slipped by her vision. Finally a voice touched her lips, vaguely identifiable through the thickened breath she forced into her lungs. “Are you saying he doesn’t really love Kat?” Another glacial breath touched her body with a sharpened voice. “What the hell am I supposed to do Nikki… He…”
 “At this rate, you will never find out Samantha…” Nicole’s whisper filled the space between them with a bitter tone matched easily by the grey orbs that searched her for a moment. “If you don’t try, you will never learn… You will fall, without him, without anyone who cares about you… Is that really what you want?”
 “I…”
 “Listen to me. He is willing, uncertain, but willing to hear you’re side Kaya. Make sure he knows you love him, or you will loose him forever… If that happens, you will be on the first plane I can get. I will not let your emotions endanger our lives… Is that clear?”
 “Ni…”
 The woman shook her head, a heavy crunch of grass resounding deep in Sam’s mind when she took a step down the path. “This is your demon Kaya… Only you can silence it…”
 “But… I… I need help…”
 “So does he.” 

 Samantha took a long pull of air, the acrid smells of lubricant and other chemicals singeing her nose with promises of violence ready and waiting among the shadows which pressed against the chilled walls of the armory. Minutes ticked off in clicks and clacks of weapons being disassembled, checked and reassembled. Nicole’s deep red striped fatigues serving only to accentuate the well drawn muscle of her jaw line as it flexed for the umpteenth time. 

 “What is it Kaya…” Nicole glanced over, her hands working against the massive Crucifier rifle. 
 Sam stalled before forcing a hollow voice to her lips, shaking tones giving way to the hole she found in the floor. “I um… I’m sorry…”
 “You did nothing wrong…” The calm response came almost instantly.

 “Nikki… I, mean…” Seconds ticked off into a shallow sigh when Nicole tightened a bolt on the gas piston, the straining metal a mere echo of Samantha’s forced breath. “I can’t do it…”
 “Hmm?”
 “This… I’m not a… I’m not a soldier, I can’t even get Jon to talk with me… How am I supposed to… Why am I…”
 “It isn’t all about self Samantha…” The woman pulled at the bolt again before a hiss of air left her mouth, flecks of crimson taking to the air a split second before she turned to face the taller woman. “He won’t speak to you without reason… He has much to hide Kaya, from you especially… You he fears, your judgment means his abandonment… Your acceptance his salvation… You yourself must accept the situation, adapt and embrace the choices…”
 “Why should I accept it? He threw his life away for someone he doesn’t even know…” Sam bit her lip when the woman stepped closer, her bloodied knuckles matched by the suddenly thick voice she used to fill the distance between them. 

 “You must, nothing will change… When you go to sleep Kathrine will still be one of us… You will still be wanted by the police, Jonathan will still be in love and…”
 “Alright, alright… I get the point.” Sam sighed before driving her boot into the leg of the workbench. “It isn’t fair…”
 “Nothing will change unless you make it Samantha… You make your own purpose in this life, do you agree?”
 Images flashed across her mind in the instant it took her to find the shallow tone which faintly resembled her voice, nearly lost among Asian features and warm blankets. “They took my purpose Nikki…”
 “What are you willing to do about it?” Light flickered across grey orbs, giving way to a tender whisper that echoed warmth felt physically when she offered a hand. “Don’t let this happen to your brother Samantha… You’ve had enough loss for a lifetime…” 
 Sam looked down at the woman’s hand, fighting her voice for a moment before wrapping her arms around her. “I won’t… I won’t… They can’t have him too…”
 “Go Kaya… Take him back…” 
 “What do I… What should I tell him?”
 “The truth…” Light flickered against grey depths when Nicole smiled, a pair of long canines catching the errant glow of ambient light when she filled the space with a timid whisper. “Tell him you care… Before it’s too late…”
 Sam stalled as the words recited themselves hundreds of times in an instant. Finally a haggard breath fought her lungs, all but erasing her voice when she retraced the warmth in silver orbs. A shallow voice found her lips, lost to the tight grin Nicole offered a moment later. “Go Samantha… Now, or never…”
 Stretches of concrete and stairs disappeared under the hollow thumping of boots, hammering Sam’s sides with promises of pain and the heavy breathing that would follow. Plaster and carpeted floors padded her path despite the sharp breaths she forced into her body. Fresh air resounded through her mind in a deep pull, barely felt when her foot touched the bottom step of the large staircase. 

 Thumps of heavy footsteps traded off with memories, bare threads of a careful warmth tightening around her voice before wrapping her mind in a blanket of emotions rediscovered wholly when another deep breath filled her lungs. Tension fell silent to forced calm as she approached the door, nerves leveling off despite the shake in her knees. Finally a long drag of air ended, a large stained wood door standing out against the plaster expanse and deeper toned carpet. Seconds ticked by before a light murmur pulled Sam’s ear against the thick barrier, faint voices chiming hollow against her mind in mixed tones of hope and regret.

 “I think you should listen to her Jon… She only wants what’s best…”
 “Things change, she doesn’t want to accept that… Until she does…”
 “Jon…”
 “No, you don’t know her like I do… She’s gonna keep doing this shit until…”
 “She cares about you, she wants you too…”

 The young man’s voice leveled off slowly, a dull edge carrying though the room a split second before something hard thumped against the wall. “That’s bullshit, if she gave even a little bit of a damn, she’d accept you… She doesn’t realize how important you are to me… Doesn’t understand that I got Melissa…”
 “Jo…”
 “Killed, I fucked up, I admit it… Okay? Shit man, its not like I didn’t try… But no… No, it has to be you… She won’t even listen to the idea…” Another, deeper, thump pushed against Sam’s ear physically an instant later, the pressure jerking her head slightly. “I did it… I’ll live with that for the rest of my fucking life, okay?”
 “Why don’t you tell her…” Kathrine’s near whisper slipped between tense pulls of air Sam forced into her body despite the thick lump in her throat. 

 “Yeah, and you know what else? I could tell her about the alley… And then, maybe the cop I winged… Oh then I…”
 “Jonathan! Calm down…” Another timid whisper ended before a something pushed against the door, faint sobs carrying words barely auditable as Kathrine’s tone balanced just under the door. “I love you… I always will… But, Sam loves you too… You need to talk to her Jon… It isn’t good… I don’t want you to loose her Jon… Please… Will you please talk to her?” 
 “Why bother? She thinks I’m just some kid who doesn’t…” Jon’s voice cut short the same instant a light thump pressed against the door. Another sound caught Sam’s attention a moment later, a hollow thrum faintly resembling an idling car. 
 “She doesn’t.” Kat’s whisper slid through the dense barrier as Sam glanced at the door knob. “She loves you, like I do… She wants you to be healthy… You know you would too…”
 “I…”
 “Please?” 
 Seconds gave way to the shallow thrum, varying emotions trading off against the silent voices playing out behind Samantha’s eyes. Conversations replayed themselves in uneven pitches, carrying words against her voice slowly as she forced her hand toward the dark knob. “I killed Melissa…” 
 A heavy breath stalled in her mouth, following her hand to the heavy wood with a hollow wrap. Another dull thump gave way to a shallow breath. “Jon…?” Endless hours dragged through the silence, vacant reminders of the clenched hand still pressed against the door. “Jon… If… You would let me… I’d like to talk to you…”

 Another instant met deep rooted silence before a slight whisper caught her ear. “Please…” 
 “Y… Yeah, gimmie a minute…” Jon’s voice crept through the air, a rustling of something just beyond the door giving way to a tensed whisper, the words blurred versions of the shallow voice replaying in Sam’s mind. “I killed Melissa…” 
 Another breath ended as the door gave way to errant flickers of orange and red, reflecting from stained furniture and plaster walls, faint reminders of the light crackle that carried through the room unflinching to the form just in front of the fireplace. Fair skin peeked from around black velvet , the comforter draped over the woman’s body in any number of errant shadows contrasting sharply against the skin of her exposed neck and face. 
 Brown eyes met Sam’s an instant later, the features attached lost entirely to a shaking voice that could do anything but speak. Minutes silenced the ready made words just out of range of the emotions which played out between locked eyes. Memories and images flowed freely in sips of air immediately forgotten when a youthful voice echoed through her mind in a shallow whisper pale against her ears.

 “Anything you have to say can be said in front of Kathrine… Okay?”
 Words stalled, a slight nod forcing it’s way through the unwilling lips she couldn’t move. 
 “So whats up…” 
 “I… I love you…”
 “That why you treat me like shit?” 
 “I worry…”
 “About the ‘kid’?”
 “You’re my brother…”
 “Yeah…”
 “Jonathan…” Kat’s voice echoed through the room a moment later, an edged tone carrying caution in thick waves of tension. “Let her speak…”
 Sam swallowed. “Yeah, I love you… I worry about you… I always have, I always will… I want you to be happy… Safe, warm… S… Safe…”
 “I am, Kathrine makes me happy Sam… I love her…”
 “I know…” 
 “So why don’t you let me?”
 “I can’t stop you…”
 “Nope…”
 “Jon…” The woman’s tone rang out again. 

 “Sorry… Go ahead…” Jon inhaled, crossing his arms over his chest. 

 “I had some time to think… You’re right… Jon, you’re absolutely right… I’ve been treating you like a kid… In a grown up situation, its wrong… I’m sorry…” Bitter tones edged across her voice a moment later, following a deep pull of air. “I can’t help it through… After all we’ve been through, I thought we had something… I was wrong… That hurts… It hurts a lot Jon… Now more then ever we need to stick together.” She bit her tongue, forcing the words out despite the hollow voice she managed. “All of us…” 

 “I don’t believe you…”
 “Jonathan!”
 Sam stared for a moment, finding her voice behind a ready made argument before she could silence it. “I don’t care. It’s the truth… I love you, the last thing I want is to loose you… To the Order, to my stupid fucking insecurities… I don’t want to loose you bro…” 

 “So what are you gonna do about it…” Jon leaned back slightly as an errant flicker of blue replaced brown depths for a moment. 

 “Whatever it takes… Help me…”
 The young man inhaled deeply before following her form with his eyes. Finally his voice echoed through the short distance, carrying any number of emotions only he understood. “Come in… Close the door behind you…”
 A moment gave way to silence when she slid in, the door creaking to a stop as he took up residence on the bare mattress. Kathrine followed suit an instant later, the comforter hugging her torso as she took a seat next to the young man. 
 “I’m sorry Samantha…” Kat whispered.

 “It’s… Not your fault…” 
 Jon cocked his head back slightly, surprise more then evident on his face before a matched tone followed his voice. “Now this is new…” 

 “I understand that now… Nicole, you… You didn’t have a choice… You were born like this and…”
 “Nicole?” Kat tilted her head. “What about Nicole… You mean she… What?”
 “She’s a third… She’s like you, but with a tail…” 
 The pair glanced at each other, a shallow whisper passing between them before Kathrine looked back at her. “Um… Sam… I uh…” Red tones took her face as Jon wrapped his arm around her. “I…”
 “It’s okay… I know… I’m sorry… That couldn’t have been easy…” Samantha swallowed. “I know how hard it is to be different… But you… You’ve done well… Very well I’d say… I can see why you and Jon get along so well…” 
 “I don’t think you can…”
 “Jon…”
 “Maybe not, but I have an idea… It’s something…”
 “You use to dog me about shit you don’t understand…” 
 “Bro… We don’t have to do this if you’re…”
 “You started it…”
 “I love you, please don’t forget that… But this… All of it, it’s a ‘little’ weird… Don’t you think?”

 Jon stared for a moment, Kathrine’s uneven gaze following suit before coming to rest on his. The young man glanced at her as light flickered against his eyes in shades of blue and something resembling brown. “I love her Sam…”
 “I know Jon… I know…”
 “I love him too…” Kat whispered.

 “R… Remember when… When we were at the mall, you had that pistol…” Samantha trailed off slowly when the two stared at her. Finally a cracked voice found her lips, forced by an unwilling breath. “I knew then…”
 “Yeah?”

 “Yeah… I was scared. I mean I didn’t know what the hell was going on… I thought Kat was some kind of drug dealer and…”

 Jon chuckled slightly as his grip tightened on the woman. “So did I at first… Just for a little bit…”
 “Jon?”
 “Hey, it did add up… Beautiful woman from San Diego… Nice house and car…” The young man shrugged, his breath trailing off into a gentle kiss.

 “B… But then I found that thing at Allied… And Nicole came… And…” Sam inhaled. “I learned the truth, that scared me even more… I didn’t know what they were gonna do to you… How could I hope to fight that? Legal battles are one thing…” 
 “Yeah well… That’s over, okay? We gotta work on our future…” Jon tensed. “Sam, I love her… Okay? You need to under…”
 “I know Jon. Its okay, but…”
 “I’m not going to leave her… Ever. Okay?”
 “Ye…”
 “If it came to it, I’d let you go before her… Sam, she means too much to me…” The young man stalled when Kat looked up at him. “I love you too, but Kathrine has helped me in ways I never… I never thought of…” 
 “Like what…?” 
 “Doesn’t matter to you…”
 “That’s not fair… I want to help, to understand you… I…”

 “No. Until you figure it out, I’m not a kid, I’ve got no reason to talk to you…”
 “Jon… Don’t you think that’s a bit hasty…?”
 “Shh.”
 Samantha’s voice gave way to a tension in her arm, finding root among emotions silenced by a shallow breath. “So what do you want from me?”
 “Understanding.”
 “You aren’t a child Jon, I know that… But you need to understand that I still worry about you… If you were sixty I still would… You would too if you were in my shoes…” 
 “Is this what you call caring? Ever since we met up you’ve been trying to…”
 “Yeah. Kat is the reason we’re in this…” 
 Jon tensed. 

 “But. The Purifiers are the ones that are doing it… It isn’t her… It isn’t us… Its them… I know that now… It’s been repeated through history…” Sam glanced at the large bookshelf just beside the door. “Look at these, they’re people Jon… People the order has destroyed… Now its our turn...” Words trailed off into a shallow breath before forcing their way to her lips. “I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to wind up a book on someone’s shelf…”
 The young man leaned back, Kathrine wrapping her arms around him while a sigh passed her lips. Minutes ticked off in silence, light breaths and ready emotions passing between them over the distance. Minutes followed hours through the tension, unwavering to the silent pleas Kathrine used to regard Jon. “Please?”
 “Maybe later Sam… I’m tired and we’ve got a lot of work to do tomorrow…” Jon swallowed before pressing himself against the headboard. 
 “I… Yeah… Yeah, fine… Okay… Sleep well bro… I love you…”
 “Later.”

 Strips of moonlight crept across pillows and the thick table they surrounded, giving way to a pair of forms barely identifiable in the deep shadows which painted the room in cool tones reflected by the slight chill just outside the large windows.

 “And then he just brushes me off…” Sam swallowed, trying to find Nicole’s eyes.

 The woman nodded, a movement catching her form through a pair of bright orange reflections. “Hes 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…”
 Seconds followed hard won breath to realization, cold and unflinching reminders of the tension in her jaw. “That what we are to you? 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.” Fair skin tones crept through errant sips of alcohol and soft glow from outside, finding root in Sam’s mind even as a hand slipped from the shadows.  Slowly the hand changed to an open platform, a small glass balanced perfectly against the light skin tones. 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, forcing a calm completely unnatural. 
 “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…”
 “Your lungs, I believe, are filling up with fluid… 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, familiar sensations warming her throat before she could speak. “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 silent through the physical tension in her arm that fought the slight shake of her pitcher as she poured another glass. 
 “S…” Sam exhaled sharply. “So… What can we do?”
 Minutes ticked off in thickening silence before giving way to a shallow whisper, almost lost to the black cloth Nicole slid on the table a moment later. “There are options…”
 “L…” 
 “They won’t be any less painful than what you’ve already experienced… Some could be worse…” Another instant slipped by when 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, minutes stretching out while she watched Sam, shades of orange reflecting in the darkness before ending in a deep sigh. “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…” 
 Seconds followed silence into a sharpened breath fueled by alcohol and tension. “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…”
 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. Metal bands stuck out against the thick plastic, a call to the small piece of fabric taped to Nicole’s fore arm. Deep red tones underlined the clear plastic in varying pitches of warmth and emotion both physical and unyielding. “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…”
 “H… 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. Images crept across her mind, offering trace reminders of the blue reflections and shapeless reactions long lost among memories of her brother’s life. “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 window, painting her face in errant patches of blue and orange. “I know Kaya… 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… How?”
 “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…” 
 “So what, you get off smelling people…?” Sam bit her tongue, the words flowing through a sharpened voice as she continued to watch the thick liquid. 
 “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… If it’s any consolation Samantha, you would effectively become younger… The rebuilding of old cells…”

 Sam took another deep breath, forcing a calm vaguely recognizable through the suddenly thick tension in her jaw. A faint echo found her lips among shattered pulls of reality, biting words unheard but entirely felt. “Why are you doing this… It isn’t fair… I don’t want to be like you… I won’t…”

 “Samantha…”
 “No!” She snapped as the syringe flew across the table, resounding against the carpet with a light thump. “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…”
 “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… He isn’t human, he… Hes 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…”
 “Damn right I do… And you can…”
 “Only offer suggestions, present facts… You hold your own sword Kaya…” Another tension slipped into her weathered tone. “If you let it go, I will never forgive you…”
 “What do you…”
 “Neither will Jonathan…”
 Sam swallowed hard against the heavy breaths she couldn’t hold in her lungs. “S…”
 “This is your chance Samantha, I won’t offer it a second time… If you have to, think about it… Ask questions, learn… When you make your decision…”
 “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 her body. “Goddamnit…” She managed finally around a tense whisper. 

 “The choice is yours Kaya… 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, choking off the ready made response attached to Sam’s lips. Muted thumps echoed through the tight confines of the hallway in forced movement and pain waiting just on the other side of the massive etched door. 

 “Gonna knock me around again? Huh? Your answer….” Sam stalled when the hand tightened again, her voice disappearing into the slight shake of the woman’s body as she opened the 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. Fresh air followed slowly behind, sharpened scents of alcohol and almost physical emotion taking root as the short woman stepped around the bed, stopping just in front of the wall to wall bookcase. “Centuries… One by one, a lifetime to another…” The woman trailed off, withdrawing a thick volume. “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, another slow sip of air following her through the eternity it took to force movement to her body. The same eternity that slammed shut behind her when Nicole’s booted foot kicked the door. All but silencing the inhuman sounds which continued to follow the woman.  

 “I… N… Cal…” 

 “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…” Another slightly deeper voice slipped through the distance, a hollow tone sharpening 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 giving way to a woman draped in a flowing dress which stopped just before 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. 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. Contrasting features echoed across time in the breathless eternity it took for recognition to stop her voice. “N…”
 “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 when she narrowed her eyes. “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…” Another tension slipped between them in sips of force breath and haggard pains almost physical among the flickering emotions that chased one another through grey depths. “Don’t you get it? I didn’t have a fucking 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 sharp features, dying off when the woman slammed the book shut. “We… 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 among flowing tears and shaking breaths. “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, forcing a shallow breath to her lips before wrapping her arms around the shorter woman. “It’s okay… Nicole… Just…” Tension gave way to pressure, a pair of firm hands pressing 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…”
 “S…” 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. “I… 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… Theres nothing you can do…”
 “N…” Sam’s voice trailed off slowly, fighting against the firm finger Nicole pressed to her lips a moment later. Minutes fell into deep rooted tension as understanding gave way to realization and familiarity, almost lost to the shallow breaths that pushed against her body physically. “Aileana?”
 Nicole inhaled slowly before releasing the breath, her hands falling limp against her sides the same instant a barely auditable tone touched the air between them. “Lost…”
 Minutes and hours collided between gentle sobs and weighted tears, the body giving them life nearly as lifeless as the boots that cracked when she 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…” Tension gave way to a shallow breath as Sam pulled the woman tighter, a firm motion 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…”
 “N… No, but it will…” 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… 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…”

 “I…?”
 “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 fingers 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… Others are born into it, but with education we can bridge the gaps of our society… 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 tightly drawn muscles in the shorter woman’s back, all but falling into a seat against the heavy door  just behind her. “Are there words in your culture for acceptance? Compromise? Or is all you know hatred and violence…” 
 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?” Sam managed, running a hand up Nicole’s spine before massaging against the hardened muscles in her back. “We’ll be…”
 “Samantha…”
 “Y… Yes?”
 “We… I… It wasn’t always like this…” Nicole sighed, resting her head against Sam’s chest  as a light breath formed words almost lost to the pain in her ribs. “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 which fought with her for a place. “W… 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 along the raven strands held tight against her head, more then a match for the tears that streamed freely. “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 too…” 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… Jonathan 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 of 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. Minutes chased one another through the silence, falling into a shallow tone and gentle voice almost warm in it’s certainty. “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. Images traded off in sips of air and memories finding a haggard tone when 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 brought 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…” Slowly realization crept to unwilling lips, fighting for a voice as 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… I’m sorry… This, this isn’t your concern and…”
 “Hey…” Sam pulled the woman closer, a hammering heartbeat echoing against the shallow pains in her rib cage when she ran her finger tip against the well defined muscles just under Nicole’s shirt. The woman tensed slightly as Sam brought her finger just under the shirt, pushing it up to make room for her hands. “Feel this?” She whispered before wrapping her arms around the slightly warmed flesh and hardened muscles just underneath. 

 “I…”
 “I am like you… I cry, I hurt, I love and I care… As do you… You can’t tell me you don’t…” Sam tightened her grip slightly. “I won’t let you die for nothing… No more then you would let me… I want to 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 during the eternity it took Sam to follow the vaguely familiar natural scents that mixed with the tension thick against her body. “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… And… 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. 
 “S… 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…”
 “Naïve…”
 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…” 


****

 Starlit velvet blanketed the earth in shadows, wrapping around concrete building and glass towers with a shallow warmth before falling to the roads which spider webbed through the jungle of steel and blacktop. Blue and purple painted thick over the occasional streetlight, a call to the natural order of life, long forgotten by the engine of human progress, of human descension. 

 ‘Steel horses’ lined the street in multi-color facets of personality and interest, their owners safely tucked in the near endless stories of buildings which lined the wide roads with physical reminders of land lost. Among them one road through with a high pitched whine, sleek black contours betraying the thick wheels and bullet proof glass, a call to ages current and threats real, undeniable.

 “Copy that, we’ll be there at sun rise…” A female voice echoed through the cabin in varied pitches of certainty and tension. The woman’s name pressed to unsteady lips, dying out on a voice unwilling to speak. “Man…. I just wanna get back home and go to sleep… Its been almost four days…” She yawned.

 “Yeah no shit, I haven’t had a minute’s rest in two weeks…” Another voice chirped, the fair skin and sharp features barely identifiable over her hooded sweat shirt and black sunglasses. “This is our territory… What makes them think…” A deep rooted yawn cut her short. “I mean really…”

  A shorter woman glanced up from the passenger’s seat with a weary smile, her half finger gloves a sharp contrast to the multi colored bow that held brown hair in place over mirrored sunglasses and ill fitting clothes. “Watchya think Marshal? We just gettn hosed up for that little stunt on Blyne?” 

 Raven black hair met contrasting flesh tones, sliding under a skin tight t-shirt and thick denim, coming to a stop when a shallow voice spoke. “Unlikely…”
 “Figured you’d say that…” She grinned. “But come on… Twenty four hour patrols in our own territory? This deep?” 
 “There is a rhyme and reason, you would do well to remember that…” Nicole tensed a muscle in her jaw, the echoed voice reflecting from a barely auditable sigh. 
 “You have your doubts too…” A woman whispered from the back. 

 “My doubts are not of this matter… We follow orders, it’s our job…”  The pitched whine of the car changed hard against a forced turn as Nicole’s whisper trailed off into a long pull of air. “It… Its Brian…” 
 “Brian?” The short woman beamed a smile. “You? Him? I knew it!” 
 “No, no… We were talking about the…” Words slipped past weary eyes, burying themselves in narrow strands of air almost lost to the Monte Carlo’s unending cry. “The…”
 “Someone is lying…” A pair of hands pulled against her shoulders, the throated purr echoing from behind more then a match for the whisper the woman used to fill Nicole’s ear. “So how was it?”
 “What?” 
 “You know…”
 She glanced back, catching a wide grin reflected by her own features a moment later as memories played out behind mirrored plastic. “That, child, is none of your concern…” A light chuckle ended her tone when she slowed to a stop in front of a brightly lit building marked ‘Pine St. Deli.’ 

 “Again…?” The short woman sighed. “Third time today…”
 “You’re welcome to stay…” Nicole smiled as she opened the car door, her thick soled boots slapping the blacktop during the seconds it took to reach the front of the single story building. Glass stretched out around booths and tables, full length portals to the brilliant white flooring which laid out under red trim and natural wood walls. A young man stood out behind the counter, his red apron and white shirt underlying a gentleness almost ethereal along his jaw. 
 Seconds followed near silence as the three woman met Nicole in various stages of readiness and posture, each one marked by the distinctly drawn masks they wore just under their sunglasses. “Check your weapons…?” Nicole yawned as she began pulling at the large glass door, her movement caught immediately by a series of nods. 
 “Back again?” The young man smiled at Nicole as she entered, a younger woman slipping from behind the counter. 
 “Same as before, steak sub and milk…” She nodded, removing her sunglasses before taking up a seat at the far end of the small building. Tension rolled across defined muscles and weary nerves, reflected from the large window in reddened circles which clung to sharp features just under grey eyes. Another set of circles followed the outlines of her features, giving way to hair drawn back in a mixed match of her shirt. 
 “You look like hell…” The short woman smiled, pulling a chair out as the other two sat along the opposite set of chairs. “When was the last time you slept…”
 Nicole shrugged, easing back in her chair while images played out among inviting smells of roasting bread and meat. “Maybe a month?”
 “Jesus Christ…” The woman, Rebecca, stalled. “Why the hell…”
 Another shrug ended in a slump, the warm leather comforting her body while a colder steel pressed the base of her spine just under her belt line. “Haven’t been tired… And…” Nicole yawned. “We’re supposed to be training for long time reconnaissance… Remember? How long has it been for you…”

 “Uh…” She fidgeted slightly as a light yawn took her mouth by force. “M… Maybe a week? Um… The last time I was with Shawn…”
 “You really should stay away from him…” A sharp tone bit into her voice before a warmth melted it. “He’s… Not right for you…”
 “Hey, he… He’s been bad, but I trust him…”
 “You know he won’t be loyal… Why do you persist?” Nicole shook her head, a rustling of cloth and shoes trading off over tile with weighted reminders of the toasted sandwich and milk waiting just outside of closed eyes. “Its been proven time and again…”  Another yawn took her body as she sat up, forcing eyes open despite the tension and smells that followed the young man approaching their table. 

 “Bu… I think, I know I can change him… He’s told me things he doesn’t tell anyone… That means something… Wouldn’t you agree?”
 Familiar scents touched off through the air when the young man offered the tray of food, underlining the scents of steak with something more then pungent, reminders of casual interest slightly more than casual. “I uh… Here ya go…”
 “Thanks…”
 Nicole glanced up, following the youthful features and brown eyes to the red apron draped over otherwise tightened muscles and the uniform covering  them. “How old are you?”
 “M… Me?” He swallowed before taking a more relaxed stance. “Ah, eighteen…” 
 “Pull up a chair…” She grinned, offering a warm smile despite the puzzled expression that painted Rebecca’s face in alternating emotions each more physical then the last. 
 “You…?” Rebecca cocked her head as the young man grabbed a chair. 

 “Whats your name?” Nicole managed around a large bite. 

 “J… Jason…”
 “Relax, she’s just hav'n fun with ya…” Rebecca grinned.

 Another second ticked off in contrasting smells of interest and surprise both familiar and distinctly unique. The man, Jason, tensed before running his hand through his hair. 
 “Stop.” Nicole swallowed. “How many times have we been in here in the past week…”
 “Uh…”
 “I know you know…” 
 Jason ran his hand through his hair again, the motion slowing slightly before he offered a shaky voice. “Um… S… Six?”
 “Twenty, three times a day, seven days… this makes twenty one…” Another large bite gave way to a swallow of milk.

 “Y… Yeah, I guess so…”
 “And every time you’ve come to us, you’ve been polite, uptight and…” 
 “Hey…”
 “If you’re so interested…” Nicole grinned at Rebecca. “Why don’t you say something?”
 “Ah…?” Jason tensed slightly, fear leading his natural scents into unfamiliar versions of the shaking hands he rubbed together. 

 “So tell her how you feel, she needs someone that can…”
 “Hey!” Rebecca slid back. “My life isn’t your plaything…” 
 “Your plaything is toying with you child…”
 “Um…”
 “He isn’t!”
 “M…” Jason exhaled.

 “Six, two and four and you still haven’t figured it out? Hes a user…”
 “But he cares, he really does…”
 “And you can say that…”
 “Its you…” Jason swallowed, his tensed tone crashing against Nicole’s ears while she took a deep pull of milk, almost stuttering her pace before she met the younger man’s eyes. 

 “Excuse me?”
 “It… Its you… I… I’m…”
 “Hah!” Rebecca smiled, offering a knowing grin while the young man glanced at her. “Backfire!”
 “Oh damnit…” Nicole slid her hand down her face for a moment, finding the words buried under a thick layer of disbelief and surprise. “What brought this on…” She swallowed. 

 “I… Um, you aren’t mad?”
 “Should I be?” 
 Rebecca chuckled again. 

 “I’m sorry… I didn’t mean to sound weird or anything… I just… You… You’re so…” The man tensed slightly before grinning, a distinct confidence erasing his voice completely. “You’re cool… Confident…  Extremely beautiful…”
 “And older then dirt…” A light chirp echoed between them for a moment, giving way to a wince when Nicole met her eyes. “Sorry boss…” 
 “I know you probably…” Jason swallowed again.

 “Out with it…” 
 “If you aren’t doing anything, say… Wednesday?”

 Nicole stared for an instant, words recounting themselves in between shallow grips of air and tension before finding her lungs almost entirely empty of breath. “You? Me?”
 “Y… Yeah, if you want…”
 “Where would we go…?” Nicole tensed slightly when a foot nicked boot, bringing her attention to the short woman. 
 “Well… Maybe the movies? Theres that new theater down town…” Surprise and fear slowly melted into something resembling arousal while the young man continued, a progressively stronger tone following his voice. “It’s a really nice place, has these big screens, nice seats…”
 “Curious…”  Nicole took another bite, sampling the tension that continued to play thick against the young man’s voice, edging the air with familiar scents almost as strong as the curiosity sparking across Rebecca’s eyes. 

 “Well don’t leave us hanging…” She grinned. 
 “We have to be back by day break… Its Monday… Right?”
 “Y… Yeah.”
 “Friday.” Nicole glanced at the young man, a forced grin paling to the surprised tension that followed the man’s jaw. “Acceptable?”
 “S… Sure, about eight?” 
 “Nine, I’ll pick you up…” 
 “Y… Fine, yeah, okay…” Jason smiled brightly. “T… See you then?”
 “We’ll be in before that… A stipulation…” She yawned slightly. “Between now and then you mention none of this… Understand?”
 “Y… Yeah, sure… Um…”
 “What?”
 “Whats your name?” Another tension crept across his lips. “All this time and I never…”
 “Sandra…” 

 “Ah… Greek right?” 
 Nicole cocked an eyebrow. “So I’ve been told…” 

 “Do you…”
 “Not to cut this short, but I have to get back to work…” She rose a hand, catching the attention of the women in the back. “You ready?”
 “Yeah…” Came the unified response. 

 “See you later Jason…” Nicole slid her glasses back on before running a finger tip over the back of his neck, tracing his shoulders as she passed. Thick glass gave way to warmed scents of  air and the barely identifiable tension that followed Rebecca’s natural scents. “Something to say Kimo?”
 “What about Brian?”
 “Easier to break it now…” A deep yawn silenced her for a moment, the faint thump of something tapping blacktop interrupting the booted footfalls. “We’re not going to be compatible, doesn’t mean that we should forsake a good diner…” 
 “You like him…”

 Seconds ticked in silence, the same light patter echoing harsh against the still air. Instants ticked off, photographic images of black clad men sliding from either side of the building. Heavy armor and assault boots accented the large carbine rifles they carried with the same determination they used to cross into the ambient glow of the deli. Nicole’s voice found her lips the same instant she reached for her weapon, the sounds lost to the creaking metal door Rebecca continued to slide into. “Terminators!”
 A hollow crack cut through the air with a deafening crash of emotion followed almost immediately by splintering bullet proof glass and blood. Rebecca thumped against the pavement, the ragged hole just below her neck standing out against the red lasers which crossed along the tinted glass of the Monte Carlo. 

 Another hollow crack splintered the air, a series of pops returning the attention with a series of clinks. Brass bit into the air with scents of gunpowder and blood, sparked to life when a round caught someone behind her, the resounding thump echoed millions of times in an instant. Nicole brought her small pistol to bear, ducking behind the door as the rounds continued to hammer her senses. 
 “Hit…” A feminine voice gasped from behind, cut short in another deep rooted crack. Weight pressed Nicole to the door an instant later, heavy and unyielding reminders of the blood thick in her hair. 
 “Sonya?” Nicole gasped, rolling the body on top of Rebecca’s while a series of sharp pops echoed from behind her. 
 “Yeah, I’m…” The woman managed in between shots. “I’m good…”
 “Get the civis… Back door…” Another crack erupted from in front of her, burying heat and energy among the searing pains barely registering through the haze of adrenaline. “Go!”  Nicole rose slowly as fresh blood slipped from her arm. Three men stood out against the shadows, a limp form standing out against the heavy brick wall, his right eye replaced by a smear of crimson. Sharp pops echoed between them, Nicole’s Sig Sauer barking response to the unending stream of armor piercing heat which continued to trade off between them.

 Sonya’s revolver thumped through the air with a deafening echo felt against the thick glass doors she opened with a bloody hand. “I’m hit… Need to…” The woman trailed off slowly before thumping against the tile just inside the door. 

 “Sonya?” Nicole whispered, roving her eyes over the pair of holes on either side of her torso. “Jason?” Glass splintered across the air, shards of heated emotion burying themselves deep in Nicole’s body. Another sharp crack ended her response with a metallic click, the slide of her weapon locking back while she ran across the room. Glass continued to echo the thumping of heavy rifles as they tore through the air. 

 Nicole ducked behind the counter, barely catching sight of a tennis shoed foot hanging from behind the stainless steel door, the leg attached clothed in tight fitting denim. An instant slipped by as the empty clip clattered to the floor, replaced an instant later by a shallow voice. “Jason?”

 She slid across the floor, the rifle rounds tearing through the wood barrier with little regard to the walls that should have stopped them. “You here kid?” Nicole slid to the stainless steel door, stopping just short as a brilliant pain ripped through her back, streaking blood across the wall just behind her. Crimson slid from her arms, falling thick against the tiled floor as she crept over the young woman’s limp form. Blonde hair and blue eyes betrayed the red stain between them with a massive hole, white fragments and errant ichor painting the stainless steel tables and fridge of the immediately microscopic room. 

 “Jason?”
 The young man’s scent caught her attention a moment before something sharp dug into her hand, clanking against the pistol while Nicole brought her right hand up, wrapping it firmly around the wrist attached to the knife she barely registered. “H… Hey!” Jason tensed as Nicole tightened her grip. “Lemmie go!”

 “Don’t do that again.” Nicole released him the split second a patter of boots thumped against the tiles just outside of the stainless door. “Got a back door?” Jason slid back, the fear almost physical between them as she scanned the room, settling on a large metal door. “Lets go kid…” 
 “J… Jenny...” 
 “Come on!” Nicole’s voice cut short when a metallic clank filled the air, a cylindrical canister rolling across the floor. Eternity slipped by as she grabbed the taller man’s hand, all but dragging him over the patterned tile while the heat began to flow from around her body. A sharp electronic whine echoed through the door when she forced her way into the warm air a split second before a fireball painted the alley in alternating shades of orange and red. “You okay?” She glanced back, boots thumping against the nameless pains following her through the shadows and strands of  light that continued to dance into the deeper recesses. 
 “W… What the…” Jason swallowed as Nicole leaned back into the shadows, pulling the knife from her hand. “I’m so…”
 “Are you hit?” 
 “N…”
 A nod ended the young man’s voice. “Do you live nearby…?”
 “Ye… Yeah, just a couple blocks…”
 Nicole pulled the young man forward, sliding around the heavy brick wall. Tension crept through her body in an instant when a man smiled at her, his rifle catching light down the bore in multiple strands of light lost immediately to the voice she couldn’t bring to her lips. The same light disappeared an instant later, black pain erasing the world with an unfeeling void of memories, mere flickers of a life past.

 Slowly warmth came to wrap around bare flesh, intimately familiar scents playing off through closed eyes. One by one the scents found letter attached, a name trading off with the word they came to spell. Brian… Home…

 “Good morning lover…” A deep voice passed over her ear as an arm tightened against her chest, the bare flesh underneath warming more to the touch than the tail that hung limp over his stomach. Satin stirred slightly during the eternity it took her to stretch, muscles tensing and releasing in alternating patterns of relief and pain. “Easy… Don’t push yourself…” The voice came again when the man’s lips touched the back of her neck, support nearly as real as the tail she curled around his body. 

 Trace remnants of a voice found her lips, lost to the deep throated purr she registered through the thick warmth that had been inside her, the sensation finding a shallow breath a moment later. “How long have…”
 “A couple days…” 
 Nicole pushed against the warmth slowly, finding a deeper breath when the man’s lips began to suck on the base of her neck. “Great wake up…” Warmth and certainty followed natural scents to willing nerves, each breath offering memories; physical through the tension of well defined muscles but entirely pale to the cascading emotions that played out between breathless cries for relief.

 Tension erupted under fair skin in an instant. Muscles twitching in unison to physical sensations echoing across memories both real and imagined. Relief soon followed in a barely formed breath that deepened against the thick purr that continued to echo from Nicole’s throat. Slowly muscles pulled taught in her body, coiling tight only to release the tension in shapeless murmurs of approval.

 Something pulled against her stomach as she stretched, warmth pressed gently to her skin, climbing slightly higher while her body worked to release itself from the sleep still thick in her mind. The same warmth tensed slightly when she rolled over, pushing herself against the soft breaths she felt sliding across her neck, the dream come to life.

 “Good morning lover…” Nicole managed around the thick purr that wouldn’t subside. Another, deeper purr tightened her body as she pressed it against the familiar warmth changed slightly from the memories which continued to flow freely. 

 The warmth tensed, a twinge of fear catching Nicole’s senses when it wrapped it’s hand around her exposed stomach. Familiar scents crawled through weary nerves in an instant, the name lost to the tension and realization that silenced her body for a moment. Another pull of air brought a faint recognition to the smell as she brought her hand to the one around her stomach. “S…”
 “How do you do that?” A worn voice slipped over her ear, taking root with a light sigh.

 Nicole tensed, covering the hand attached to the voice before running her fingers between them and pulling. “Why are you…” Another tension interrupted her, giving light in faint strokes of orange and yellow as they poured through the thick panes of bullet proof glass. Plaster walls and countless books lined the wall an instant later, the carefully laid trim and stained wood giving way to soft cut features and readable emotion when blonde hair and tanned skin stood slack against the green eyes they holstered, curiosity more than apparent. Slowly black fabric and patterned fatigues covered the deepened flesh, a match for her own coverings save for the shirt that stopped just below her breasts. “Why are you in my bed…?” Nicole narrowed her eyes slightly, a familiar sensation echoing through her mind with biting pains nearly as real as the faint smells of wine still in the air. “How long have I been asleep…”
 “Ah… About an hour… Are you okay?” Samantha swallowed before rolling on her back, the slight twinge of her voice speaking of pain and uncertainty. 

 “Why are you in my bed…” Nicole tensed her body again. “Answer me child…”
 “You were… Upset… I didn’t want to leave you alone…” 

 Seconds melted between locked eyes, tension giving way to words both felt and understood. “T… Thank you Kaya…” Choices traded off through a haze of thrumming aches and pains that pushed against the back of Nicole’s mind while she stretched out, coiling her body tighter then before only to release the muscles in fixed pitches of tension and warmth. Something caught her attention in the air an instant later when her body finished tapering off into the relaxed state it had been. Arousal. “Samantha…” 
 “Yes?” The woman glanced over while Nicole interlaced her fingers behind her head.

 “Why do you do that?” 
 “Do what…”
 Nicole swallowed before meeting the taller woman’s eyes, a distinct tension underlining the silent voice she couldn’t quite understand. “Why… Never mind…”
 “No, whats wrong?”
 Another tension released in an instant, the decision made by curiosity more powerful then the surprise in her body. “Why do you get aroused when I’m around…”
 Samantha tensed slightly. Seconds ticked off in silence, fear and surprise holding the air physically while she gnawed on her lip. “I um…” Tints of red crept across her features an instant later, dying off when she forced a whisper to her lips. “I can’t help it…”
 “Is that why you slept with me? You couldn’t help it…”
 “I… I’m sorry…?”
 Nicole shook her head slightly before offering a grin. “I’m not mad… I would like to know the truth…” 
 Samantha relaxed slightly. “No, you were really upset… You talk a lot in your sleep you know…” Another, decidedly tender, expression melted her features for a moment as she formed slightly lower whisper. “You have a lot of bad dreams don’t you…?”

 An instant stretched out physically, giving way to a shrug and confident voice nearly lost to the warmth Nicole managed despite the tension screaming from behind her eyes. “They come and go…”
 “You were… You were ah, really restless… But then you started…” She stared for a minute. “You started purring?”
 “Now, that, was a good dream…” Nicole smiled, recounting the memories between shallow breaths and nameless pains. “I miss…” She trailed off. 
 “No… Please, was it about Brian?”
 Another smile trailed her jaw before giving way to a surprised warmth and steady nerves. “It was…”
 “Must have been pretty good huh?” 
 Nicole nodded, her smile broadening slightly while the day’s events played out between locked eyes. “It was my birthday… He had gotten this big bouquet of roses, he made breakfast, we spent the entire day at this little lake… Just talking and making love…” A deep sigh swallowed her voice, releasing it in sips of a purr barely recognizable when she continued. “When we got back… He bathed me… brushed my hair, massaged my body…” A long thrum of emotion pitched her voice slightly, a sigh ending in a light moan as memories continued to flow to willing lips. “He had set up the bedroom with these candles… He… We… He looked up at me… His tongue still…” Another shallow sigh tightened her voice with memories of ages gone by. “Right when I… He asked me to marry him…”
 “Right when you had…” Samantha’s voice underlined the arousal thick in her voice, echoed by Nicole’s own scents and wishes. “That’s interesting…”
 “He always liked…” Nicole trailed off. “We made such good love… He was so passionate…” 
 “Sounds like it…” The woman tensed slightly, offering a warm grin. “What did you…”
 “That’s for me to know child…” Nicole smiled.

 “But you don’t know what I was…”
 “I have a good idea…”
 “Tell me then…” She smiled. 

 “You were going to ask me what I did for him…”
 “Nope.” Seconds ticked off in curiosity, flowing through green orbs into a shallow whisper barely meant for the space between them. “I was gonna ask what you thought about that, having that time to decide…”

 Nicole’s purr deepened slowly, her voice trailing off into a tinted whisper. “It was a really… Long time…” Finally a tension crept over her mouth, tightening the muscles she used to move it. “Why are we talking about this?”
 “Its interesting…” Sam shrugged before exhaling sharply. “I… I remember Melissa did this thing…” Tension silenced her instantly, the questions more then apparent on her face.

 “Go on…”
 “S… She would ah, surprise me… In the shower, or just after I got out… She would just totally take control. Normally she was kind of submissive… But…” Familiar scents traded off against the cocktail of smells that thickened in the air, deepening her voice while she bit her lip. “She would just sneak up behind me, push me against the tile and start running her fingers over my body… Or grab the wash rag and wash my back… Really rough, a lot like a guy I knew… But it wasn’t force, it was… It was love, you know?”
 Nicole nodded finally, a shallow voice changing her tones with a careful surprise. “You’ve been with men before?”
 “Y… Yeah, I didn’t get anything out of it but I tried… I always seemed to find the losers…” 

 “I’m sorry…”
 “No, don’t be… If it hadn’t been for those assholes I’d never have…” The woman trailed off into a shallow whisper, her bottomless tone echoing any number of pained promises left unheard. 

 “She will have her time Samantha… She need not be forgotten…” 
 “Have… Have you got a book about Brian…?” Emotions clipped against green eyes an instant later, the exchange halting Nicole’s breath instantly. 

 “I… I’m working on it…”
 “Would you let me…”
 “I can’t.” A tension silenced her completely.

 “Why not…” 
 Nicole sighed, the words trailing off on her tongue before changing into motion she couldn’t begin to stop, the desire to do so lost among the tender emotions almost identifiable between locked eyes. Lost memories followed shallow pleas for penance, undeniable reality cringing every aspect of her body while she brought her arm under Samantha’s shoulder, the other wrapping around her hips before she forced a barely auditable voice to the woman’s ear. “We won’t let the order have them… Time or anything else… They will live on…”
  Samantha relaxed slightly, her body almost absorbed by the tension thick in her voice as she brought her arms around Nicole. “I know Aileana, I know…” Another tension slipped to her voice when a warm hand slid over the tensed muscles which continued to trade off in Nicole’s body. 

 Seconds gave way to a slight purr, the sensations following her spine as a pair of fingers slid up and down the ridges just under her flesh, offering trace versions of the warmth that forced it’s way to her lips a moment before she could silence it. “Will you let me write her story Samantha?”
 “I…” The woman stalled as Nicole brought her hands tighter against her body. “I... I’ll tell you anything I can…”
 Nicole’s purr deepened slightly when the words replayed in her head, the same purr flattening against her voice when Samantha pushed against her, the tension of her breath as physical as the surprise rooted deep in Nicole’s body. Fresh tension ended her purr when Samantha rolled her over, her back pressed hard against the overstuffed pillow and velvet covering, held in place by a tightened grip of tanned flesh and patterned fatigues. 

 Samantha’s breath reflected from her lips a moment later, the forced breath matched by the emotions clear in her eyes. Another emotion sparked off through the natural scents, mixing with the arousal barely noticed when She slid down Nicole’s body, coming to a stop at her waist. “On one condition…” 
 “I’m not…” Nicole’s voice cut silent when the woman tensed, pressing her finger to her lips. 
 “Shh…” An instant slipped by in silence before she brought her chest to Nicole’s. The hammering heart just below more then a match for the hands she used to support herself just above Nicole’s face. “You have to let me write yours…”
 Nicole stared for a moment. Emotions and questions traded off between locked eyes, each one a near physical reminder of the tension thick against her body. Scents continued to thicken between them as the taller woman pressed herself against her, a gentle pressure giving way to a whisper that poured over weary sips of air. 

 “And you have to teach me how you purr…”

 “Pull!” 
 Nicole slid the small clay pigeon from her powdered hand, the disk taking flight over the lush grass only to be splintered the instant it began a descent. “Not bad…”
 Samantha exhaled slowly as a wince echoed the near physical pain in her voice. “Thanks…” Another breath followed the metallic clack of the Vindicator’s heavy action. Melted plastic and misshapen brass gave way to another light gust of air, erasing the scents while Nicole reached for her backpack. 
 “How is your rib…”
 “F…”
 “Don’t lie to me Samantha…” Green orbs flickered slightly when the woman began loading a fresh shell, each a reminder of the pains which continued to throb gently behind her own.

 “T… They hurt… They always will, huh?”
 “It need not be like this…” 

 “I’m fine, really… I’ll be okay…” Samantha grinned, her tone underlined by the faint wheezing which followed her otherwise shallow tones with promises of a future both short and breathless.

 “Sa…”
 “Hey… You said you had something you wanted to show me…?”
 Nicole exhaled sharply as emotions paraded themselves just behind her eyes, checked by a stiff tone that refused to hear them. Finally a hollow voice met weary lips with trace amounts of a confidence nearly as forced as the words that shattered it an instant later. “Time is running short… We’re going to start advanced marksmanship…” Breath stalled slowly when Samantha grunted her way to a seat in front of the small assault pack that had been flecked with chalk, physical mirrors of the changes under tanned flesh and fractured bone.

 “Okay…” The woman smiled slightly, unloading the scattergun with a series of shallow breaths. “So whats the target…”

 “Same thing you’ve been shooting…” A light tension slowed Nicole’s voice as she dug through the pack, withdrawing Samantha’s rifle and a pair of magazines. “Clan standard is forty five of sixty… By the time you’re done you’ll be shooting fifty nine of sixty…” 

 Samantha glanced at the open field for a moment before a wisp of air met her voice. “Why not sixty?” 
 “You have to take that one…” Nicole offered the rifle as a sharpened pain drove it’s way through her head, the instant repeating while words dragged themselves to her lips. “Nothing in this world is given without expectations…”
 “You expect me to take the last one… Right?”
 “Should I have to?”
 A sharp click answered her an instant later when the taller woman loaded the weapon, the resounding echoes tearing through Nicole’s mind in a split second with a haggard shriek of lubricated metal. Eyes met an instant later, any number of nameless emotions trading off between offerings of a silent voice. Each word playing out physically while Samantha’s steady breath faltered into a vaguely familiar scent, the name attached almost lost to the bitter tang of gunpowder and oil. “I can… I can do this…”
 “I know… Do you?” Nicole grinned before running her hands through a small pouch of talc, grabbing a large clay disk as the taller woman rose to her feet. “You have something… I’m not sure what it is, strength isn’t the word…” 
 “Vengeance makes strange bedfellows, right?” She shrugged, bringing her rifle to a low ready. 

 Seconds ticked off between locked eyes, splintering across the distance when Nicole curled her arm, tension following energy into a quick motion barely registering until the cold material left her hand, sailing through the air without concern for the woman and the rifle she pointed at it. “If you’re bent on vengeance… Why are you trying to seduce me…”
 A thunderclap echoed through her mind in an instant, physically crashing across the sky when fragments of clay and blue powder erupted over the bright grass. Samantha grinned, lowering her rifle as eyes met silently. “Who said I was…”
 “I wasn’t born yesterday… You’re a friend, someone I would like to keep… However you seem to think…”
 “I don’t…” Samantha shrugged. “I just want to help you… You need it…”
 “You’re a liar…” Nicole pitched another disk before continuing in a lower tone. “Samantha, I’m not going to be your play thing… Theres too much at stake…” Another thunderclap ripped through her mind before trailing off into an echo when the pigeon hit the ground, decidedly unscathed. “Even if…”
 “Aileana…”
 “Nicole.”
 The woman exhaled sharply. “Where do you get off calling me a liar, huh? Or is it a ‘takes one to know one’ kindda thing…? Maybe you… Yeah, okay… Some part of me wants to be with you… A big part of me is scared, I’ve got nothing, I want to wake up and be cared for… Not love necessarily… Just someone who cares, is that so wrong?”
 Nicole tilted her head slightly as the question replayed itself between tensions and releases of weary muscles. “Samantha…”
 “No. Look… I’m not… I’m not looking for a lover, okay? I just want a little piece of mind… Maybe I’m going about it the wrong way but goddamnit, you would too…”
 “Relying on someone for your relief is a quick way to a short end…” 
 “I…”
 “Learn how to deal with your problems Kaya, no one can do it for you…”
 “Bullshit.”
 Nicole grinned, a light chuckle tapering off when she hurled another disk. “Think fast.”
 “No, don’t change the subject… Look… I’m sorry if you got the wrong idea but… I just want to help you, I need someone to help me… You’re strong, that’s obvious… But can you be strong enough to let someone...”

 “The only one that can help me is buried and gone, you are not one to offer advice… You have your problems Samantha…” Nicole readied another disk despite the slight growl that followed her tones. “Heal thyself shaman, you do us no good broken and scattered…” 
 “S…”
 “Hit it!” 
 The woman tensed, scanning the sky for an instant before Nicole hurled the pigeon into the air. A split second gave way to the sharp crack of the rifle, splintering fragments of blue chalk across the otherwise pale sky. “You need help… So do I…”
 “I want vengeance, as do you...”
 “So lets make it easy…”
 Nicole sighed. “Nothing is easy, accept this and you may just survive this world…” Another tensions slowed her voice as she ran her fingers over the large box of clay platters. One by one options played out between shallow breaths of air, each offering only minor hopes and fractured images of a peace long lost to the unending flow of reality which surrounded her physically. “Change is inevitable… You have to accept it Samantha…”
 “Sounds like you should follow your own…”
 “I have.” Words shattered across the distance, fragmenting the resolve clear in green eyes as the woman recoiled. “I will only offer it once more Samantha… After that, your death will mean as much as your life does right now…” 

 Minutes and words followed silence through the still air, fighting for recognition and form while Samantha unloaded her weapon with shallow sips of formed emotion. Finally the silence ended with a dull thump of metal and plastic crashing against packed earth, the sound deafening compared to the heavy sigh that left the woman’s mouth an instant later. “Then fuck you. Fuck you and your cause… Just cause you haven’t the got courage to stand up and say ‘I need help’ doesn’t mean you don’t need it… And let me tell you something else…” She continued slower, closing the distance with a series of creaking steps. 
 Nicole shook her head, wrapping her hand around the woman’s throat the instant she came in range. Tension fought with her fingers in the eternity it took to bring them in, silencing the ready made arguments that crept through Samantha’s eyes. “Now you listen…” She began calmly. “I have witnessed atrocities the likes you can only imagine… I have partaken in those of the same… I know what it is to bleed, to care, to love and hurt…” Another, sharper tone echoed the pain in her temples before she closed the distance entirely. “I do not need your help Kaya. I will never need anything you can offer… You have a brother to worry about, and should you prove yourself worthy, you have a bright future in the clan’s ranks… Or in the gutter… You need me only as much as I need Kathrine. Neither of us are important individually… We never will be… Do you understand?” Nicole released her grip slightly.

 “Aileana… I…”
 “Field Marshal Nicole Leandrea, Black Fifth. Search and recovery…”
 “No, you hide behind that name… As much as you…” She trailed off into a shallow whisper, a slight wheeze underlining her quivering words. “As much as you hide behind that self serving bullshit you feed yourself…”
 “And what makes you think I care about your opinion?” Nicole released her grip completely before crossing her hands over her chest, a level breath tapering off in her body while the woman regained her composure. 
 “You don’t, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t true… You obviously ca…”
 “You mistake compassion of caring Samantha…”
 “What happened to that ‘I’m a friend’ stuff huh? Or is that just more…”
 Nicole cocked her head slightly, a faint whisper reciting itself slowly among the fragile pleas for solace deep in green depths. “You are… I would trust my life to your judgment Samantha…”
 “Then why don’t you trust your feelings to mine… I won’t hurt you… I promise, I want to know you… To be able to be there when you need someone to talk to… I want… I want someone to be there for me too, like you have been… Like you are for my brother…” 
 “I am not your plaything child…” Nicole tensed, releasing her body slowly when Samantha recoiled slightly, a fresh dagger of pain edging across her mind in the same instant. “I will never…”
 “Nikki…”
 “Be your…”
 “Nicole!” She grabbed the woman’s shoulder. “You’re bleeding…”
 “What did I say about changing the subject…” Another tension released slowly as Samantha brought her finger just under her nose, bringing fresh tastes and scents to her mind despite the faint rust taste that slid across her tongue in the same instant. Thick crimson stood out over tanned flesh, the fingerprint underneath highlighted in the shadowed space between them with promises of unequaled pain yet to come. “Inside, now…”
 “Are you…”
 “Fine.” Nicole grabbed her pack, a light thumping of packed earth and thick soled leather paling to the mounted pain just behind her eyes, a fire burning it’s way through her memories during the forced strides she used to preserve her vacant mask. “When we… Get in… Check on Jonathan, get him to…” 

 “Are you alright?” The woman’s voice continued from behind, muffled by the sharpened cries of sensations just beyond the reach of her fingers. “Talk to me…”
 “I’ll be fine Samantha…” Nicole whispered before lengthening her strides. “I forgot to…” Pain shot through her mind in an instant, silencing her voice with pressure and fear nearly as un avoidable as the heavy framed door she found across miles of grass and the wide porch that surrounded it. Slowly other features pulled themselves through the pain, vinyl siding wrapped around brick and glass, accenting the heavy wood trim which lined the house in offset tones of natural wood and soft white. Pressure crashed against the image when Nicole climbed the steps, her knee slamming against the door before she managed to find the carpet with a resounding thump.

 “Aileana…” Samantha called out from somewhere behind as Nicole forced herself up, sliding along the wall for the miles and decades it took her to reach her bedroom. Breath died off entirely, the door giving way to the massive bed and fireplace before another door called out against the otherwise flawless plaster wall. “Wait… Hey, are…”
 “Go check on…” Nicole exhaled sharply, pressing against the door to reveal a small alcove bathed in shadows of natural scents, sage and leather echoing from the small wood bowl and bag that sat next to one another, partners complimenting the other’s purpose with emotions every bit as real as the small jar just behind them. 

 “Hes okay…”
 “Go help him…” Eternity sharpened her body as Nicole bent to grab the jar, unscrewing the metal lid to expose a thick brown paste still marred by years of use. Samantha’s scent caught her attention an instant later, the faint echoes of her footfalls crawling along the path Nicole had used to make her way to the alcove. “Now!” Tension fought her body while she reached into the jar, withdrawing a finger’s worth of the lightly chilled jelly. 

 “Not until I know you’re…”
 “Go!” Nicole kicked the door shut, slamming her boot against the knob just as Samantha tried to force herself in. Flavors of caramel underlined natural tastes, mixing with bittersweet tones as she emptied the contents into her mouth, an immediate cooling sensation numbing her mouth almost the same instant someone pushed from the other side of the door. Tension subsided, pain giving way to deep breaths and hard won relief during the eternity of barely felt sensations which echoed through her body as she laid her head against the floor. 

 Slowly relief gave way to a biting prickle of unsettled nerve endings, erasing her body as words found her ears from somewhere, the voice unknown and the meanings totally irrelevant. Emotion, life and energy swirled harshly against closed eyes, begging for a voice despite the darkness and warmth that wrapped around Nicole’s, Aileana’s, body, followed almost immediately by silence, peace.

 Energy slid over dormant nerves, brilliant heat exploding over the unending streams of images, experiences which continued to flow through darkness. Slowly the memories gave way to individual words, voices of lives lost and emotions, pale against the background of time. A flash of pain erased the visages, bringing with it sensations and understanding as muscles fought to catch up to the will that begged for movement, something to quell the blinding aches and shrill cries crashing against the body they were ingrained into. 

 One by one they died, falling short in instants of relief. Something replaced the pain, warmth and a gentle prickling giving way to physical sensations that served only to cement the emotions which fought for a release, a voice. “W…”
 “Shh…” A shallow voice replied, bringing memories and images to a weary mind. Names cycled through one another, finding a label for the tones which continued to pour over barely recognizable ears as a mind fought for individuality. “Relax Aileana…”
 Aileana, the name familiar and unnerving. Slowly a face attached itself to the name, a mirrored image of steeled eyes and razor cheeks giving way to the pale flesh that kept them, alone, hollow. “Wh…”
 “Just stay still…” The feminine voice whispered again, closer then before, followed almost immediately by a touch of cloth and cool moisture. “You…”
 “Let me go.” Aileana managed finally, the whisper lost to the eyes she forced open, coming to rest on drawn features following tan flesh, jade orbs hanging just over a tightly held pair of lips, offering only trace reminders of the warmth clear in her tone. “I’m fine.”
 “Ale… Nicole… You were unconscious for almost the entire day…” The woman, Samantha, exhaled sharply before wiping at her forehead, the rag still slicked with scents familiar and uneven. 

 “I…”

 “Just relax… You’ve been running a fever for the past six hours…”
 “Jonathan and Kathrine… Where are they?” 
 “S… Studying in the garage…” She shrugged before dipping her rag in the large bowl just outside of the bed. “What happened?”
 Nicole breathed in slowly, the faintest of pains dulled by tingling sensations that wrapped around her body in a contrasting mirror of the light sheet draped over otherwise covered flesh. An instant twinge of pain shot through her mind as the images played out, memories almost lost to the moistened pillow case and errant smell of sweat and heat. “Nothing… I’m fine…”
 “You said…”
 “Drop it Kaya.” Nicole forced herself up, the warmth fighting with her body for the movement she managed. Another moment of heat tapered off, cool water replacing it when she dipped her hands in the bowl, wiping her face clean before sighing.

 “You said you forgot something…” A shallow tone filled her ear, Samantha’s timid whisper touching off any number of emotions only she could name. “Seemed really upset…”
 “I said drop it.” A low throated growl changed Nicole’s voice in an instant when she rose from the bed, each movement a barely stable reflection of the thoughts that traded off behind her eyes. 
 “I’m… Concerned? Am I not allowed to care about a friend?” 
 Words silenced themselves almost immediately when Nicole wiped at the taught muscles which lined her face, an errant touch off breath finding her lips when she forced a calm that betrayed the shaking nerves just under her skin. “You should be more concerned with your brother…”
 “I tried…” 
 “And?” Nicole continued, opening the heavy door to the vaguely patterned smells of someone just outside her vision. The same smell followed her into the living room, empty cushions and table being the only occupants. “Kathrine?” 
 “Y… Yeah?” The woman’s voice carried through the room, leading recognition to the tea colored hair and fair skin that hunched over the open fridge. Another moment slipped by when she glanced over, a tightly held expression masking the suddenly thick scents of surprise and fear which hung against her form. 

 “What are you looking for?” Nicole offered a grin as she prepared a glass of water. 

 “Ah… Something to… Eat…” The woman tensed an instant later when Samantha entered the room, taking up a stare from the opposite side of the doorway. Kathrine glanced back before withdrawing a jar of pickles and a plate of fish. “I think… This’ll do…” Another scent crept through the air when she glanced at Samantha, all but running through the doorway, a faint remnant of a fairytale knight’s quest to slay some mythical dragon. [(wtf?]
 “S…”
 “No.” Nicole shook her head, the words almost physical across soft features and green eyes. “Kathrine is not…”
 “Bullshit… You tell me you never had weird....” 
 “You scared…”
 “No I didn’t… She’s been like this all day…” A light grin crossed her features as she opened the fridge. “This morning it was tomatoes and butter…” 
 “Po…”
 “No, tomatoes.” 
 Nicole cocked her head as the information fought with memories for recognition, matching patterns and choices with almost bitter sips of purified water. Moments passed through silence, the confidence painting tanned features pale in comparison to the sharp grin she used to regard the possibilities with contempt. Finally Nicole managed a shallow breath around the biting reality which found her lips. “Oh damnit…”

 Heavy concrete and stainless steel traded off through the rectangular room in varying pitches of shadows and reflected warmth. Glass beakers and cookware lined the massive table with forgotten remnants of the large blocks of formed clay colored material which sat at the end of the room, several smaller clusters following the same pattern with scents of ammonia and mixed chemicals. A pair of forms sat hunched over the table’s second skin of rubber with gloves matched easily, the only auditable sound emanating from the sharp glow of the overhead light.

 “Like that…?” Kathrine glanced up from her glass tray, the cracked surface bringing with it faint reminders of worlds unexplored, easily matched by the uncertainty clear in otherwise innocent eyes.

 “Now try a third of the primer…” Nicole nodded, offering the clear liquid while emotions chased themselves through the taller woman’s eyes. 
 Moments passed into a slow softening of the material as it melted into the sides of the container, forming a solid sheet, ready and willing to serve those who had created it. “That’s neat…”
 “Take it off and we’ll get started on the detonators…” A light breath passed her lips when Kathrine slid her finger into the thin sheet, unsettling it from the rest of the mixture before resting it against the table top. “You learn quickly… I like that…” Nicole whispered, rummaging through the cardboard box and the various circuit boards and digital readouts that nestled themselves among spools of multi colored wire and errant batteries of varying sizes. “What did you do before this…?”
 “I… I was a teacher…”
 Nicole glanced up. “Of?”
 “M… Math, first through twelfth…” The woman exhaled sharply when Nicole cocked her head. “I was Jon’s teacher…”
 “And now, his lover… Curious…” A sharp twinge of pain bit into her voice as she grabbed a spool and the pre made electronics. “You love him through…”
 “Yeah… I have, I always will…”
 “Because of what he’s done for you?” Nicole offered the board before preparing the wire, adjusting it’s length to a small piece of formed explosive. “Like this…”
 “No… No, I loved him from the day I met him…” Kathrine exhaled slowly, a light scent of fear echoing the shaking tone she used. “I always will…”
 “Kathrine…”
 “Y…” The woman trailed off when Nicole handed her the device, a sudden unease giving way to a barely auditable voice. “Uh…”
 “What was it like for you… Growing up.”
 Kathrine flinched as she set the explosive down, meeting the woman’s gaze the same instant a sigh passed through her lips, the thoughts and memories colliding against one another before meeting her voice. “It was better then yours’… I’m lucky…” 
 “That doesn’t answer my question.” 
 “I…”
 “The truth child…” Nicole continued while attaching a battery to the readout. 
 “I was… I was alone, I didn’t know what I was… My parents helped me hide it… But we, um… We didn’t…”

 “Relax…” She glanced over, forcing a smile that betrayed her otherwise sharp tone. “I would like to know more about you… If you’re willing to share…”
 Seconds ticked off between locked eyes in haggard echoes of emotions unnamed and completely lost to the barely auditable whisper Kathrine used to give life to a shallow whisper. “It was scary…”
 “You had no one to tell you what you were…?”
 “No… My parents didn’t know, they thought I was some kind of… Um…” Tints of red took sharp features an instant later while varied pitches of breath fought her lungs for the voice barely above the incessant hum of the florescent light. “They thought I was some kind of… Super human or something…” Kathrine trailed off, fidgeting slightly before continuing in a lower tone. “They helped me hide this… Thing, from people… Taught me how to cover it up…” 
 “That wasn’t easy…” Nicole nodded, offering a genuine smile while connecting a pair of circuits numbered in a crude timer, steel ‘teeth’ sticking up from the hand held monster and it’s digital glowing eyes. 

 “S… Sam said you… You were like me…?”
 “I am… You are something different…” Another nod cut off sharply when green eyes met hers. “You’re…. I believe, a sixth generation… The very first…”
 Kathrine exhaled sharply, another scent resembling the unease on her features before she glanced at something over Nicole’s shoulder. “Do you… Dream? Feel? Do you…” She swallowed, an eternity falling into a tense whisper. “Do you love?”
 “No.”
 “You aren’t like me then…” A sharp tone slowed her words as Kathrine rubbed at her forehead. “I’m not like you Nicole… I can’t be…”
 “I’m not asking you too…”
 “You’re telling me…”
 “What you need to survive…”
 “Jon is all I need…”
 Nicole exhaled sharply. “And Brian was all I needed… Michael before him, David before…” Another sharp breath died off when realization bit into her voice. “It will never be easy Kathrine, if you allow yourself a…”
 “No…” The woman shook her head. “Please, don’t….”
 “Don’t be naive child…”
 “Nicole… Please…”

 “Is that what you would say, in front of a Purifier’s gun? Please? Beg for your life, knowing fully that there is nothing…”
 “Nicole!” Kathrine stepped back, offering her hands up. “I know whats going on, I understand… But I’m not like you… I’m not like Sam… I’m… I’m not like Jon… I can’t do it…” A tear slipped down her face, echoed instantly by the shaking that quickly spread through her body when she leaned against the table. “I won’t hurt…”
 “I understand… I wouldn’t die for your morals Kathrine, Samantha won’t either… Your lover’s death will be on your hands child…”
 “Shut up! Shut up! You and Sam won’t…”
 “I’m not trying to. Listen to me…” Nicole offered a hand, stabilizing the woman before she smiled. “Its hard, to take up arms against those who would see you dead… Take your life, that which you cherish… To kill and survive…”
 “Easy for you to say…”
 “Now…”
 Kathrine glanced over for an instant, the contempt almost physical in her voice. “You enjoy this don’t you…?”
 “No.”
 “I don’t believe you.”
 “I’m not asking you to.” Nicole tensed. “We have our own reasons for fighting, reasons some would die for… A lover’s embrace, a child’s laugh… The mere hope of one day being able to walk without concern of violence… Noble goals, would you agree?”
 “Y… Yeah, but… Does it have to be like this?” 
 “What would you suggest Kathrine… You and I are different, there are eight hundred just like us… How would we reach peace with a body of six billion? Hmm?”

 Hours ticked off physically between locked eyes, each passing heartbeat paled almost instantly to the shaking nerves and nameless emotions that flowed between them, all but lost to the voiceless whisper the taller woman let slip. “I don’t know…”

 “They know death, destruction and torment… They teach it daily and perfect it with each passing second… They taught it to those who desired peace centuries ago… And they’ll continue to do so until they abolish themselves from this planet…” Nicole leaned against the table as a sharp pain ran down the side of her head, echoing the instantly bitter tone she allowed. “By then we won’t be around to care… Fitting, don’t you think?”
 “N… No! People are…” Kathrine faltered slightly. “People can be wonderful, caring… Kind… God taught us…”
 “The same God who let an entire race of his ‘creations’ face extinction at the hands of mass produced…”
 “Nicole…” She trailed off slowly into a whisper before bringing her hands to Nicole’s shoulders, the tension in her jaw fighting an otherwise distinct shake. “We have free will for a reason… He was kind enough to…”
 “Don’t preach to me child, think me a blasphemer, condemned to face an eternity of torture… My life is forfeit, as is yours and the others… Unless we win this war, nothing matters… Hell would be a vacation…”
 “You can’t possibly…”

 “You know nothing of the things I’ve seen!” Nicole closed the distance, a deep throated growl taking her voice before she could silence it. “You haven’t seen the flaying of children, the villages and towns they razed… You have yet to stare death in the face child…” Another, deeper growl took Nicole’s voice in the eternity it took her to bring words through the unending flow of pain that coursed through her veins. “I haven’t survived this long by believing in some faceless entity that couldn’t possibly care less if I live or die, I live for myself, for my child… I live for what he would throw away, the things you’ll throw away given the chance…”
 “N…” The taller woman backed away slowly. “No, I wouldn’t… I’d find a way to survive… Just like you did… But…”
 “You couldn’t.”
 “D… Did… Did you ever think that maybe, the reason… You have those things is because God wanted you too…”
 Nicole exhaled before grabbing the detonator and the explosive it was attached too. “Would God save you from this?” She glanced up, setting the timer as eternity wound down between locked eyes. Instants melted into one another, blurring the motion Nicole used to arm the explosive, the small digital read out counting down from thirty.

 “Ni…” Kathrine exhaled as the timer continued to tick off hours of existence. One by one they fell into each other with the same silent determination Nicole used to watch the fear and panic that filled green eyes, roaming through the air in physical scents and tangible tastes. “Nicole…”
 Seconds passed through the thick tension in Kathrine’s jaw, falling short when the readout silent screamed of the twenty seconds it would take for the circuit to complete. Uneven breaths followed her body into a distinct tension before a sigh took her lips by force. “I won’t play this game with you Nicole… Hes helped me through so much, you’ll never understand… I met Jon because he willed it and…” Her voice trailed off as the timer slipped passed fifteen. “If you want me to renounce my beliefs, you… No, never… I’ll die knowing that he loves me, he loves you too… But you won’t give him that chance will you?”
 Another stretch of breath died softly between them, each wisp of air echoing the single digit reminders of borrowed time waiting to end, willing and accepting of  the silence to follow. The taller woman crossed her arms over her chest, glancing at the timer before forcing a calm that betrayed the thickened scents of fear and unease. “You let it go, we both die... To prove a point? Why?”
 Emotions stretched out physically before crashing against the fragile resolve painted across sharp features. Numbers followed suit, dying off into one another while Kathrine’s features softened, her expression bordering on panic. “I’m not going to give up… On him or Jon, no one in this world…” Green eyes widened instantly when the digital read out began a new count down, each instant banging against the still air with promises of destruction.

 3…

 “Nicole…”
 2…
 Nicole nodded, pulling the explosive from under the detonator’s grasp as fresh emotion poured freely from green eyes and sharp features. The same emotions erupted into a deep shake when she grabbed the edge of the table. Another breath found Nicole’s lips while she closed the distance, allowing a whisper to pass between them. “You have faith, I have reason. Leave it at that child.” 

 [Alternate: “Your faith will not protect you from my reason… Leave it at that child.]

 Pitches of blue and purple danced over overstuffed cushions and stained wood, lining the features of the faces that surrounded the table with emotions almost as tasteless as the massive scoops of fish stew that traded off between them. Scents of fear and unease following the same faces between stolen glances and voiceless arguments. Physical hatred.

 “Enough.” Nicole glanced up when Samantha’s eyes met her brothers’, the same smell returning to the air when a muscle tensed in her jaw. An instant slipped by before they turned to meet Nicole, confusion more then evident in their eyes. “You cannot continue to do this…”
 “I…”
 “I will not die for your petty squabbles child…” A distinct growl found her voice as she took long pull of wine. “You would see your sibling dead before you are willing to make amends…”
 “N…” The young man stalled slowly, a calm tone echoing through the distance between them. 
 “This ends, or would you care to explain the clan why you failed to protect Kathrine… Why you were too busy arguing, fighting with your kin to…”

 “And just where the hell do you get off telling me what to do huh? I’ve been taking care of myself for the…”
 “Jon…” A pair of softer feminine voices began in unison.

 “I’ve done a hell of a lot more than you have to keep Kat safe, you have no right to lecture me on…” 
 “The fact that I’ve been fighting these people my entire life is of little consequence, hmm?” Nicole leaned in closer, biting back on the sharpened razors which continued to fight against her mind for recognition. “You know nothing of atrocity child. You will learn, lessons you will never be able to forget… I will not let any of us become one of them. Do you understand?”
 Jonathan stared as emotions crossed his mouth in ready made arguments and breaths that fell into a shallow sigh when Kathrine brought her hands to his shoulders. “No f…”
 “Hey…” The woman tensed slightly. “Relax, she means the best for you… For both of…” Kathrine trailed off as Samantha rose.

 “She’s right bro…” She started slowly, offering a tensed grin that betrayed the thick scents of fear which followed her. “If we keep this up we’re gonna…”
 “You’re the one with the problem ‘sis’. You’ve been on about this shit since we met…” Jon took a short sip of water, the minutes ticking off between locked eyes, echoes of emotion catching the silent breaths held back. 

 Nicole inhaled slowly while the pair watched each other, bittersweet smells accenting the otherwise still air with promises of harsh words and loud voices to follow. Slowly words met with stalled breath, each one tripping over the others in the endless instants it took them to find her lips. “You…”
 “Yeah, but come on… I had a reason…” Samantha exhaled slowly before continuing in a calm wheeze. “Jon, I thought I was gonna  loose you… I was scared, Jon…”
 “No, you know what? Save your shit, we were out there with nothing. Food, shelter, not so much as a goddamned clue what we were up against… Even when we did finally figure it out, you kept fucking with me. It’s not Kat’s fault you stupid bitch! Deal with it!”
 “Jonathan!” Kathrine wrapped her hand around the young man’s mouth before looking up at the taller woman, her shocked features contorted to match the surprise still echoing through the room. “I’m sorry…”
 A moment slipped in silence, a thick tension which ran the length of her neck as her mouth began to move. Breath stopped suddenly, replaced by a slow shake of her head and calm voice. “I won’t argue with you Jon. We’ve made our choices… I still love you, I always will… I’m scared, I don’t wanna go through the rest of my life thinking you…”
 “Samantha?” Nicole tensed slightly, the words reciting themselves in pitched variations of a wheezed voice. “I…”
 “Hate me or something, okay? I’m sorry, I’m sorry Kathrine… I understand you can’t help what you are… I’m sorry you had to go through all this… I’m sorry I didn’t…”
 “Save it.” Jonathan stood up slowly as a distinct creaking gave way to an equally distinct bite. “You had your chance. I’m tired of the lies and bullshit, I’m not going to let you come between us. I’m sorry about Melissa, there isn’t a day goes by I don’t think about it…  But that gives you no fucking right to…”
 “Jon…”
 “Be…”
 Kathrine brought her arms around the tall man, a tender breath exchanging between locked eyes when she tensed against him. “Please… Listen to her, she cares, she wants you to…”

 “Leave…”
 “No.” She exhaled sharper than before. “I just want you back, I want us like we were a year ago… Do you remember? We used to go on the roof and…”
 “Its dead, just like our lives… Just like M…”
 “Bro. It doesn’t have to be like this… Yeah, I mean. Its dangerous, but… We need to pull together… All of us, you, Kathrine…”
 “Why the hell…”

 Nicole’s voice cut through her mouth in an instant with pains almost as physical as the pressure right behind her eyes. “Listen to her. If only for your own sake. Now is the time to express your feelings, while you still can. Tomorrow you could be gone…”
 “Don’t you think I know that?”
 “Your actions lie better then your words…”
 Minutes ticked by in endless stretches of  emotion real and imagined, immeasurable depths of cascading uncertainty giving way to a shallow breath when eyes met. Finally a firm voice filled the air with slowed tints of the same focus, offered between trace amounts of fear. “I told you. I’m not going to let you break us up, hurt her or treat me like a kid. You need to understand that I’m not like you, I can’t just ‘let go’ and have it be okay…”
 “Jon, I won’t… None of it, but please… Don’t let us end like this… I love you… And I promise I’ll never hurt you… Never.”
 “Its too late for that.” The young man tensed before taking a step back. “You never let me make my own way, you always had to be there… You knew better…”
 Kathrine followed an instant behind as Jonathan took another step back. Slowly expressions mirrored off between them, fear giving way almost entirely to silent please for recognition and promises of support yet to come. “Jon, please don’t do this…”
 “I’m making my own life. You can accept that and be my sister or you can bitch and whine, it doesn’t matter… But you can’t change my mind. I’m here because I wanna be with her, I love waking up next to her, the way she smiles… Everything. With or without you… I’m gonna keep loving her…” 

 Desperation crept thick against the blonde woman’s jaw as fresh emotion slid from the drawn corners of her eyes, accenting the physical tastes of fear that followed her to a quivering voice almost lost to the slight wheeze of her breath. “I love you too bro… Please don’t forget that…” 
 Jonathan exhaled slowly before glancing at Nicole, his features masked by something resembling determination. “What would you do?”
 Nicole cocked her head slightly, the question falling short an instant before she found her voice. “Tell her the truth.”
 “Jon… Please don’t…” Kathrine tugged at his arm. “This…”
 “I love you too sis…” He began instantly. “I always will, but we aren’t going to work like this… Someone is gonna get hurt… Or killed…”
 “Jon…”
 “Lemmie finish.” The man held up his hands, a level tone betraying the fear seeping through his skin. “I won’t stop loving her for you, the clan… The Order… Nobody, okay? I’m making my own decisions… If you can live with that…”
 Samantha took a sharp breath, the tension in her jaw offering trace reminders of the obvious words ready to take her voice. 
 “Then we’ll  stay… If not, I’m taking Kathrine and we’ll make our own way…”
 “That would be very foolish.” Nicole glanced up at the woman who couldn’t hold her gaze through the shake in her body. 
 “It’s my choice.” 
 “What about Kathrine? The choices you make effect both of you... Kathrine would die for your pride?”
 “No… I…”
 “Jon.” Samantha exhaled slowly. “I know… I’m sorry… I don’t want you to leave… I love you bro… Please understand that… I’m going to worry about you, I always have… You know, after our parents died…” 
 “I’m tired of that shit too… It happened, its over!”
 “Okay bro… I understand…” She stepped back, palms up to shield her from the sharp breaths that gave way to Jonathan’s voice an instant later.

 “We’ll never be like we were… That’s all there is too it, we can’t go back in time… Even if we could…”
 “I know Jon…”
 “Good.” He inhaled slowly before releasing the breath, biting emotions trailing off into a haggard sigh. “I’m sorry…”
 “Me too bro…” Samantha swallowed. “Hey, how bout… Maybe tomorrow, we go for a walk? Me and you…”
 “I gotta work on the car…”
 “I’ll take care of it.” Nicole grinned slightly. 
 “I need to have a talk with Kathrine about this…”
 “It can wait Jon…”
 The man glanced at her, a light swallow finding his mouth before he looked back at his sister. “No baby bro shit…”
 “Just two adults…” She nodded. “I promise…”

 “You did well Kaya…” Nicole grinned, massaging tense muscles despite the wheezing that intensified with each breath the taller woman took. “You continue to impress me…”
 “Yeah?” Samantha glanced back over her shoulder as sips of moonlight continued to play out over her bare shoulders, fighting with the empty fireplace for recognition among shallow scents and tightly held breaths. “You think… You think he’ll… I mean…” A deep sigh cut her off. “I dunno.”
 “In time.” Minutes gave way to silence, Samantha’s head hanging to expose the tense muscles of her neck. “Samantha…?”
 “Yeah?” 
 “Have you reconsidered…” A breath slowed against the back of her throat, held in place by the tightly drawn muscles that fought her fingers for relief. 
 “Huh… Oh…” Another tension crept over Samantha’s body while she took a long pull of air. “H… How long do you think it would take to finish Melissa’s story…”
 Nicole stopped instantly. “You’re going to let yourself…”
 “Just tell me…”
 “I won’t.”
 She tensed before looking over her shoulder. “That’s not fair…”
 “Your brother would say the same thing…” 
 “Aileana…” 
 Nicole tightened her grip as varying emotions coursed through veins, melting to an unwavering voice that sounded nothing like her. “I’ll strap you down child… You’ll have no choice…”
 “No you won’t.”

 “I…”
 “Its my life Nicole…” The woman’s voice bottomed out slowly, reflecting through the base of her throat while she fought her body for air. “Its my choice… Just like it was mine to come with you…”
 “You’re willing to throw it away… To what end hmm? What purpose does…”
 “You heard him… He doesn’t need anyone… I want him to know what its like…”
 Nicole tightened her body, forcing an urge back as her hand fought with the tension of muscles not her own. “He has his own demons to fight Samantha… Many of which we share… All of us. Would you let him fight them alone?”
 “Would he take my advice…”
 “Not everything can be done as you wish… You know this…” Another sharp bite struck her lungs when a distinctly unique scent mixed into the air between them. Speaking of calm and understanding, a deepened contrast to the shallow breath Samantha let slip. 
 “I know. But if I’m gone… He’ll be strong enough to stop them… He’ll have a reason… He’ll have the… He’ll have what he needs…”
 “What…” Nicole inhaled slowly. “Samantha…”
 “What?”
 “Why? Would you leave him willingly… The only family he has, you have… Are you that set on…”
 “He doesn’t need me! He needs a fucking…” Samantha grunted before continuing in a lower tone. “He needs you… He needs Kathrine… I have no purpose in his life…”
 “And your death is the answer…”
 “I can’t think of anything else… I don’t wanna leave him… Knowing that he could be dead somewhere and me not knowing… Ya know…?”
 “Pathetic.” 
 “Hey, fuck you…”
 “You would let your own brother live his life, whatever may be left of it, thinking you hate him, some twisted…”
 “No… I’m gonna tell him tomorrow…” 
 Nicole pursed her lips as she drew her hand back, cupping it as a touch of fear slipped into the air between them. Hours ticked off between hollow breaths, leading natural scents and familiar choices through the uneven mix of emotions that clattered to her lips. “You make me ashamed to call you my friend Samantha…” 

 The woman glanced over her shoulder. “What makes you think I give a fuck what you think… Maybe you’ve never let yourself feel for someone like I did… Maybe you don’t understand my emotions… Maybe…”
 “You just want someone to feel sorry for you.”
 A spark touched off deep in green eyes before forcing it’s way to her lips when she breathed in. “Like you never felt that way before…”
 “Pity is left for the survivors of the dead Samantha. It has no place here…” 
 “Don’t you…” She inhaled slowly. “No I suppose not…”
 “What?”
 “Nothing, forget it… I forgot who I was talking to…”
 “Ask, you might learn something.” A slight edge crept across her tongue when she picked up a steady rhythm with Samantha’s shoulders. 
 “D… Don’t you ever think that… Everything you’re doing is… Useless? I mean, the people you care about most are either dead or… Won’t talk to you… You’re getting shot at by people you don’t even know, taking their… Killing them. I mean… When? When does it stop? How many people have to die for you to feel complete?”

 “Death without reason is the greatest atrocity one race can commit against another Samantha…”  
 The woman inhaled slowly, lolling her head back while Nicole worked against the ridges of her spine. “So what, its okay to kill them because they wanna kill you or…”
 “Would you kill them? Or let them kill you… You’ve survived where others choose not to. You’re strong where others are weak, where I’ve failed… You have succeeded… Its hard, its painful, yet you choose to stand…” Nicole trailed off as she slid her hands around the woman’s ribs, grazing the cloth tape with a tightly held breath. “For these things you should be honored… Adored and hailed… You will be… You’ll start over in the next life… Samantha, you could be so important to…” Tension slipped through her muscles when the woman’s hands slid up her frame, coming to rest over her Nicole’s with a shake almost as shallow as the voice she used to sigh. 
 “What about you…”
 “I’m…”
 “No, what about us…”
 “I’ll always be your friend Samantha…” Nicole tensed slightly when A shaking finger intertwined with hers, offering a support as frail as the tear that impacted against her hand a moment later.

 “S… So there’s…”
 “I can’t help you child. If you want something more…”
 “No… No… No, Nicole… Listen…” She tensed before glancing back. “I don’t want us to be… Lovers, okay? I need some help… I don’t know where to go… What I’m doing… I need help…” A light sniffle cut her voice short as she swallowed against something unseen. “Nicole… Please…”
 Seconds ticked off between silent breaths, hollow reminders of the shaking warmth that pushed against Nicole’s fingers during the eternity it took her to find a voice. Slowly words followed behind in misshapen forms of a tender whisper almost lost to the lips that managed to echo through the physical fear more then evident between them. “I… I’ll help you child… Just… Don’t…” A tight swallow cut her short. “Don’t hurt me.”
 Samantha sniffed again, turning slowly to face her as fresh streaks of moisture reflected muted tones of blue and purple. “I’d never… I, I trust you… Aileana” 

 “I trust you too Samantha…” She whispered, wrapping her arms around the taller woman as a faint breath found her ear. 

 “Help me make it okay… I promise you, we’ll get your daughter… We could leave, all of us… You know?”
 “Shh… Rest Kaya… You need it…”

  Samantha exhaled slowly, a slight wheeze accenting her otherwise foreign tone. “Promise me something Aileana…” She trailed off as her fingers tightened around uneasy nerves. 

 “One thing…” Nicole sighed before returning the woman’s grip.

 “Just one?” A light sob touched the distance between them.

 “Only one.”
 “That’s…” She tensed. “You aren’t fair…”
 “One promise. More then you give…”
 Physical hours dragged through the shallow sips of air and wavering emotions, crashing into one another through the unending string of hollow please for solace. “Aileana… I’m sorry. I wish I knew how…” Samantha turned slightly, meeting Nicole’s gaze with a suddenly weighted calm. “Show me, show me how to help you… I wanna make it okay for you… B… But I’ll try to…”
 “A lifetime measured in days is no grounds to offer that which you yourself cannot…”
 “Please, let me try…” 
 Nicole pursed her lips as a tightly drawn breath slid past her mouth. “No.”
 “Ni…”
 “You have no right to that information, you’re lucky I’m even talking to you Samantha. You take your own life of your free will, to serve your own delusions and…”

 “Alright! Alright! Can we…” The woman exhaled. “What would you do… Your brother won’t take you seriously, his…”
 “I’d start by making sure I’d see another day, if only to see that I could deal with those problems in right mind…”

 A slight tension followed resistance and uncertainty into a level stare. “What kept you going… Before your daughter… Why didn’t you ever just roll over and say ‘fuck it.’?” 
 Nicole swallowed. “I never said I didn’t. I never will… Emotions have to be controlled, for well being… Tactical…” The woman trailed off when Samantha’s fingers met her lips, accented by soft green eyes which spoke nothing of the unnamed emotion that crossed her jaw as she leaned in. 

 “Don’t lie to me, don’t dodge my questions… If you’re gonna be my friend, you owe me that much…”
 “I owe you nothing child. I could have left you and your brother…” 
 “But then how would you get back to your daughter? That’s what this is about right? You get back in good with them, they let you see her, you get to be a hero…”
 “Mind yourself child… You know nothing of my…”
 “That’s it isn’t it?” Samantha’s voice bottomed out as she trace Nicole’s jaw with a finger. “You just want to see…”
 “Your lives are forfeit, run and they will find you… Hide and you will never find your lives again… It has been repeated time and again Samantha, if I let you go you’d…”
 “So… Why? Why do you care if we live or die?”
 “What makes you think I do? I made an offer, your brother accepted it…”
 “You aren’t a good liar…”
 Nicole shrugged. “I’m also not the one developing a case of pneumonia… I’m not guaranteed a nylon bag with a nametape by the end of the week.” 
 “You’ll get one too…”
 “No, I won’t.”

 Samantha inhaled slowly, the emotions and words following one another through heavy sighs and underlined breaths. “T… So what if… Why, huh? What should I do, know so goddamned much… All high and mighty, you run the show don’t you?”
 “Relax.”
 “Don’t tell me what to do.”
 “Use your mind child, you have one for a reason…”

 A tear slid down her face as she rose, her bare chest and pursed lips accented by the haggard breath she used to point at Nicole. “Fuck you!”
 “Feel better?”
 “You dragged us into this, I’m gonna die because of…”
 “Your own, groundless, objections… You have no right, whatsoever to get trite with me child. If you want to die, let it be that… I will not have your death on my conscience … Nor will I die for your shortcomings, your inability to cope with life… You want to be a pathetic excuse for your race, let it be! I will not…”
 “Nicole…”
 “Yes?”
 “I’m sorry…” 
 “I’m not the one you need to apologize to.” Nicole exhaled slowly, withdrawing a fresh t-shirt from the drawer under her bed. “You need to decide, tonight. Now if possible. Do you really think your death will solve anything? Will it somehow be justified to your brother? Or would you leave that for me to explain…”
 “Nicole…”
 “No. Its your turn to listen…” Another drawn breath found her lips, willed despite the biting pressure behind her eyes. “There were times, there still are, where I would like nothing more then to go to sleep and never wake up… No dreams… No memories… No regrets… That isn’t life Samantha, people break for a lot less… Human or otherwise… Your brother would be one such person… If you were to go through with this… Jonathan would be diminished… Kathrine would be… They would die Samantha, for you… Because of you…”
 “What about you?”
 “They don’t know how to turn themselves off Kaya… Your death would be theirs… Is that what you really want?” 
 “Answer me.” The taller woman crossed her arms over her chest before a thick muscle tensed along her neck. “Tell me the truth, not what I wanna hear…”
 “I know nothing else…” Aileana leaned back slowly, offering her the shirt as a fresh wave of pressure found her temples. “Your death is of little direct consequence to me at this point Samantha. When this is over, years, decades… Centuries… I will look back and think, wonder, ask… Cry and pray… Nothing will bring you back, I know this… And I will then, I’ll still try…” Another, decidedly different breath followed her hollow whisper when she slid off the bed. “You aren’t the only one Samantha… Nor will you be…” 
 “A… I…”
 “The choice is yours, now and forever it will remain, I cannot force you into this… Given the chance I would.” 
 Samantha grabbed the shirt with a haggard breath. “Why should I…”
 “You know why…”
 “S… So, what… What would happen… Like… Say I did go through with this…”
 “Your body would begin assimilating the new DNA, production of mutated…”
 “Please don’t say that…”
 “Altered code would begin immediately… At first your immune system will see this as a threat and…”
 “No… I mean, what about… Us… If I do this, what would you do to help me?”
 “I’ll prepare the tea, keep you warm through the chills… Whatever your body needs I will…” Nicole bit her tongue. “You would have to handle Jonathan, I have other matters to attend to…”
 “C… Can I ask you for a favor?” 
 “What…?” 
 “Will you tell me about your life… Will you let me help you?” 
 Nicole cocked her head slightly, the seconds ticking off through hard won breaths and steady emotions. Slowly a voice found her lips in long stretches of unheard sips of air before falling short when she slipped a thick syringe from her cargo pocket, removing the cap before offering it to the tall woman. “On one condition…”

 Scents of machine oil and ozone traded off between blinding cracks of an acetylene torch as Nicole continued to work against the small support beam just under the Monte Carlo’s engine compartment. “Got it?”
 “Yeah…” Jonathan’s calm voice came the instant the beam dropped free, clanking hollow against the still air. 

 “Get started on the brace… I’ll finish this…”
 “Right…”
 “Nicole…?” A soft, feminine, voice slid through the room, drawing attention to the workbench opposite the car. Several books lay sprawled out across the top in silent reminders of the anatomy charts and procedures that underlined Kathrine’s drawn features. “I… I have a question…”
 “Ask…” She continued while turning off her torch. 

 “It… It says here that if a… Kattah? Has a child, they’re ninety percent likely to loose it during c… Combat stress… Is that true?” 
 “Our bodies are more… Receptive to certain stimuli…” Nicole trailed off slowly before sliding into the car, it’s dashboard replaced with a thin plastic membrane filled with orange colored liquid, the wires just underneath blackened and stripped in several places. “Prolonged stress would have the same effect on a human being… It just takes less time…”
 “S… The clan doesn’t have very many children does it…”
 “Annual birthrates are typically double digit… Largely because of the day to day operations… There isn’t time to raise…”
 “Shit!”
 Nicole glanced over the thick bundle of wires as Jonathan’s arm flung back, the sharp scent of burning ozone filling the cabin when the car’s electronics sparked to life only to flicker and die. “Sorry… Crossed wire…”
 “You okay?”
 “Yeah…” The young man rubbed his hand before looking over the engine compartment. “Is this thing gonna start up when I'm working on it?”
 “No. I cut the ignition last night… Just in case…”

 Kathrine’s breath drew hard against the silence, stretching out minutes physically, words following shortly after. “Nicole… This doesn’t make any sense… It says that you… We… Have two cycles a year, others menstruate…”
 “Why the sudden interest…”
 “Nicole… Is there something wrong with me? I’ve never had either…”
 Eyes met through bullet proof glass, tension fighting with jacketed wires for recognition, questions and answers following suit immediately after. “You’re… Different… From what I know of the descendants… You’re unique… You are, possibly, the sixth generation… The next evolution…”
 Sharp tints of red crept over her features, the emotions playing out physically before she glanced over at Jonathan. The same uncertainty traded between them in formed sips of readable unease, accented by a deep rooted scent resembling fear. “J…”
 “W… What makes you say that?” 
 “The smell is all wrong, Kathrine smells… Different, there’s human, descendant… Something else… Its bitter, but its not natural… It isn’t part of the makeup…”
 “She smells pretty good to me…” Jonathan grinned slightly.

 “S… S… What can we…”
 “In time.” 
 Kathrine tensed instantly. “Nicole… When? I… I’ve been wondering all this time, a… And now I think I find some reasoning… You tell me I’m not…” A deep sigh slipped through her mouth in the second it took a tear to slide down her face. “You tell me I don’t belong with you now…”
 “Your antics will not get you my sympathy child… We all have questions, time will answer them… If you prove worthy, you’ll have access to centuries of medical research, theory… There is a place for you, it will take time to find, however it is there…”
 The woman exhaled sharply. “What if we don’t prove worthy…”
 “That isn’t an option.”
 “Hey…” Jonathan looked up around the heavy cylindrical plating of the engine as the overhead light caught his eyes in varying shades of blue and brown. “When you said receptive to certain…”
 “Emotional.”
 “No, I mean…”
 “Physical…”
 “Damnit, stop doing that.” He grunted slightly, pulling up on a bolt somewhere below. “I mean… Like, long term… What happens to your body… Under stress…”
 “Degradation of organ capacity… Slower healing rate, succumbing to common illnesses isn’t entirely unheard of… In a handful of cases the patients developed cancer as a result of years of physiological trauma… During the Civil War…”
 “Jesus…” He glanced over at Kathrine. “Would it happen to her?”
 “Possibly…”
 “What happened to the cancer patients?”
 “They died.” Nicole’s flat tone echoed through the room as she stripped a pair of wires, joining them with a thick strand of electrical tape. 
 “H… How long did they last… What was the longest?”
 “Sixty two years. Thirty eight, two. Sempria lasted eighty six years after lung cancer was discovered…” 

 “Is… Is it common for…”
 “A handful…”

 “Eighty six… Jesus, she must have been a kid huh?” Jonathan’s cautions voice resounded sharp against the alternating scents of ozone and glue while Nicole continued to patch frayed wires.  

 “Death at one hundred and three…” 
 “What about you… Ever have…”
 “Concern yourself with your affairs Kimo…”
 “I take that as a yes…”
 “Pushups…” 
 “No, tell me…”

 A low throated growl changed her voice, her boots thumping hollow in the concrete room as she closed the distance between them, a thick ball of useless wires clinging to her fingers despite the pressure she used to fight them off. “I will not, under any circumstances tolerate your insubordination… You have your problems to worry about… Myself being one of them at the moment…” Nicole leaned in close, separating the distance with a bare whisper. “We aren’t friends, lovers or partners. You chose to serve under me, you asked for this, remember that child…”
 “Nicole… He just…”
 “I know what he wants. He can’t have it…”
 “I’ve got what I want…” He grinned slightly, emotion flickering sharp as contrasting scents touched off in his voice. “I have someone to hold me at night… To hug me, love me… Tell me its okay… Lie to me if I…

 “Jon…”
 “What have you got?”

 Nicole grinned, her voice echoing between them when she exposed her teeth, running her tongue over the elongated canines that interrupted the otherwise flawless row. “I have everything you are in my hand… I could let you die tomorrow, I could kill all of you while you sleep… Or I could be your friend… Worst enemy… Anything you want…”
 “Yeah? So what about love huh? You’re all alone… You have no one… Just a bitch attitude and a nice collection of guns…”
 Seconds ticked off in silence, a grin lining the vacant words Nicole used to fill the space between them. “I won’t be broken if one of my weapons is destroyed Jonathan… I’ll be able to continue fighting regardless… That’s a lot more then you can say…”

 Strands of orange and yellow blanketed trees and grass, wrapping around the small house with promises of a light chill yet to come as the last of the day’s energy burned far off on the horizon. Nicole Leandrea leaned back against the unforgiving shingles while light sips of burning wood gave way to smoldering herbs and natural smells. Words recounted themselves behind closed eyes, each one an echo of lives gone by, those lost and yet to be. 

 Slowly they came to unwilling lips in forced breath all but lost to the tension that fought her body for movement. “I won’t let you die for nothing Kaya…”
 “I know…” The woman’s soft tone slipped from behind. “You’re a good person… Forced to make difficult decisions…”
 Nicole glanced up, Samantha’s eyes following a tight draw of air when she hunched against the roof’s incline. “So have you…”
 She shrugged before glancing off at the massive orb that continued to drop off the edge of the world, something in the seemingly microscopic cityscape catching her attention. “We all have…” 
 “What did…” Nicole swallowed. “What did your parents say about… Your choice to…”
 “It wasn’t a choice!” She bit. “You cant just decide to…” Samantha tensed. “Sorry…”
 “I’m sorry… I didn’t know.” 
 “Well… D… Dad was furious, he had always tried to raise us as good Christians and all that…” Another tension slid across the woman’s soft features as she continued to watch the skyline for things only she could possibly understand. “S… H… He kicked me out when I was sixteen… I um, I got ‘caught’ being kissed by Stacy Miller… Some overweight bimbo who thought it’d be cute to ruin my life by making a big deal out of some stupid…” A shallow breath gave way slowly to a near bottomless tone when the woman looked down. “Sorry…”
 “Go on…”
 “S… She called my dad at work… He was waiting for me when I got home… I had kindda figured he knew… I mean, I never went on a date… I didn’t ever hang around anyone… I mean… Come on, it was pretty obvious… I thought…” 
 “I thought you had been with guys?” 
 “I had… After… Um…” A light red tint crossed her face before changing slowly into a distinctly relieved mask of drawn features. “After I lost my virginity to…” Eyes met a moment later, the emotion barely readable despite the tension in her jaw. “Hazel had this thing… She… Um, she didn’t know, when we first made love… It was… Well… Ah… She had this guy friend… He kept hitting on me, I told him I wasn’t interested… But Hazel wanted to have a night… All of us…”
 “You didn’t enjoy that…”
 “Enjoy isn’t the word I’d choose… He treated me like I was a whore… Treated Hazel like that too, but she… She liked it rough with a guy…” Samantha shrugged. “Which is weird, she’s such an attentive…” Another red painted the woman’s features as she swallowed. “So… Um… Your turn… What was it like for you…”
 Minutes ticked by in silence, the hollow chirping of crickets and other insects offering trace reminders of the night which continued to creep around them. A deep sigh slipped through her mouth as memories followed one another through the thickening tension in her jaw. 

 “Aileana…” 
 “I grew up in the fallout of the first organized rebellions, there was plenty of land to roam… Plenty of places to hide if need be. Tammy Silver Wolf took my parents to an Apache tribe… The first re-organized house, Black House, had formed out of an alliance…” Nicole sighed. “Everything was fine… We survived off the land, even when the government came through it was alright… The Purifiers found us during a land grab, officially…”
 “What happened?”
 “It was a set up… They sent a platoon after us, then two… Three… We were fifty strong, we fought them off, they had artillery…” Another deep sigh cut her short as she forced herself up. “We had spears, slings… Rifles and pikes… We had them on the run…”

 “You were…”
 “My parents died in the final assault… Cut down by their ‘Gatling guns’… Even after that…” A low rumble found her throat, the words refining themselves with pitched rage nearly as sharp as the breath she drew. “It was a massacre…”

 “I’m sorry…”
 “After that I went to New York… I had heard there was an established base there… On the way I met someone, he taught me how to play piano… Took my mind off my problems, if only for a while… I would sit and play, days, weeks at a time… Nothing mattered, memories… Pain… Nothing.” 
 “What about New York?”
 “Later, I went…  After the war was over…” Nicole shrugged. “Nothing there except buildings and people… Massive numbers of them…”
 “S… So what brought you to California?” 
 “The Clan.”
 “I mean… You could be living out somewhere, just you and your daughter… Why fight, why stay here…?”

  “Not everything we fight for is personal… Where would we go? If the Purifiers wipe them out… They’ll finish whoever is left… I am one Samantha… If an organized Clan can’t stop them… How can I?”

 “Hey… You aren’t alone you know… I’d help you, so would Jon… And…”
 “They fight because they have too, as do you…They merely follow orders…” A sharp pain bit into her voice, sliding from behind her temples.
 “No, I’d fight for you… For your daughter… And…”
 “To what end Samantha? Would you die for someone you don’t know, someone you’ve never met?” 

 “Y… Yeah, I would…”
 “Why the hell would you want to do that?” 
 Eyes met over the weighted shingle roof, fading reminders of questions and emotions both physically played out between silent breaths. Finally the woman inhaled, a shallow whisper filling the distance with a carefully spoken voice. “Because… I believe in you, I believe we could make a difference… We could stop these sons of bitches and… Live…” A light tint took her face while the words began to spark against an otherwise shaky breath. “If you’d let me… I’d like to be with you… After this is over. I mean…”
 “What about Hazel? She still lives in…”
 “Aileana… That’s different. I uh, I hurt her… I can’t ever undo that… And… I’m afraid. You know what you want, you’re young… Smart…”
 “Straight.”
 “I… I know, but… I mean, friends… You know?” 
 “Samantha… After this is over, if I survive-“

 “Hey, don’t be like-“
 “I’m taking my daughter and leaving… You’ll be with the Clan, stand with them, as one of them… You’ll be part of something grand, bigger than anything the world has known since the first encounter…”
 “But I don’t want that… I wanna be with you…”
 Nicole looked over her shoulder as the seconds ticked off through the unending score of crickets somewhere below. “Why?”
 “D… Be… Because.”
 “Answer me.”
 “Aileana.”
 “Nicole…”
 “No, Aileana… Be who you are, you have so much to be proud of. Not many people can claim to be what… Who you are… What you’ve been through, what you’ve seen… “
 “Answer my question child. Why would you want my life?”
 “I… I don’t want your life… I want to be part of it… B… But… I’m scared, if…” Samantha took a deep breath, the echo of emotion trailing off in her ethereal tone as she slid down the roof, coming to a stop right next to Nicole. “Look. You need someone, you proved that the other night… An…”
 “I was drunk, I had…”
 “I don’t care, okay? I wanna be there for you, as a friend. I’ll never hurt you, let anyone know your secrets… Aileana… I just wanna be with you, okay?”

 Nicole winced slightly, the name burying itself in her mouth despite the objections she prepared among long pulls of cooling air. “Samantha, I’m not going to…” Words died off slowly when Samantha brought her fingers to her lips. “Stop trying to silence me…”
 “Just… Consider it, okay? After this is over, we could go wherever we want… I’d help you look after your daughter, I’d do whatever you wanted me to… I just don’t wanna leave your side…”
 “For what purpose…”
 “I… I…”
 “Out with it child.”
 “I’m afraid… I don’t wanna be alone… Jon doesn’t need me any more, he has Kat… But…”
 “I’m a charity case, hmm?”
 “No! No, no, no!” The woman exhaled sharply. “No, Aileana… You need someone, just as much as I do… Someone to confide in, tell your fears and hopes… A sister, you know?”
 “You are not my kin, nor would you ever be…”
 “N… I’m still your friend, right? Isn’t that what friends do? They hear without judging, love without…”
 “I will never…” 
 “I know. But its different…” Another sharp breath ended when she wrapped her arms around Nicole’s back. “I’m gonna be your friend, you have no say in the matter… I’ll never abandon you to those bastards Aileana… I promise…”
 Nicole tensed slightly, the hours counting off as lightly mixed scents slipped from the woman’s exposed neck. A long breath found vaguely familiar touches of energy wrapping tighter around her body in an uneasy shake mirrored by the words she couldn’t quite articulate. “I… N…”
 “It’d be us, the three of us…”
 “N…”
 “Whats her name…”
 Another deep breath ended when Aileana brought her arms around the taller woman. “Saeleania…” 
 “That’s beautiful…” 
 “Dark Savior…” 
 The woman tensed, drawing a shallow breath over Nicole’s cheek when a small hand rubbed at her back. “That’s what she is to you, isn’t she…”
 A steady nod emptied her lungs while Samantha continued to rub at her spine. “Brian wanted her to grow up as a descendant… Made sure she could speak all the tongues…”
 “You didn’t… Want that did you?” Samantha exhaled sharply as Nicole tightened her grip on the taller woman’s ribs.
 “I don’t want it for you either…” 
 “We…”
 “This isn’t your battle Kaya, your brother made it his… He has a reason to fight… To die if…”
 “So do I…”
 Nicole looked up, the emotion thickening across Samantha’s jaw only to disappear when she ran a finger over Nicole’s head, drawing back errant hairs that fought the slowly rising wind for recognition. “I’m not gonna let them do this to you… To Salina…” 
 “Sae, lea, nia…” 
 “Sorry…” 
 A light smirk found her jaw before she swallowed. “Why…”
 “Shh… Just relax…”

 Aileana allowed a slow breath to fill her body with the light chill of the encroaching night as words faded from her mind, lost almost entirely to the warmth that continued to cradle her despite the wavering grip it used to wrap around her. The entities’ name disappeared into the still shadows, following the fading yellow and orange light as it fell off the horizon. “Another day…”
 “Hmm?”
 Minutes trailed off in silence, deepening slowly while a gentle hand massaged its way up and down otherwise tense muscles, forcing a shallow purr to Aileana’s throat as she let her eyes close. Natural scents dug in to her nose, each one offering trace reminders of the distinctly feminine warmth that refused to let go. A friend. A friend willing to hear the weary cries of a tortured soul as it failed, as it forced itself into another day by a will not it’s own. Someday, she would be gone. Tonight, she was real, another soul of flesh and blood. 
 “Hey…”
 She looked up, Samantha’s light smile offering nearly as much warmth as the hand she used to trace the ridges of Aileana’s spine for the hundredth time. 
 “Why don’t we go inside… Its getting kindda cold out here…” The woman smiled again as she rose, breaking the taller woman’s grip before allowing a yawn to meet her lips. “Um…” Samantha glanced at the horizon for an instant, her cheeks taking on tones of red nearly equal to the deep crimson of her fatigues. “If you… If you want… W… We could go to… My room and talk for a while…”
 Hours followed one another behind sharp pressure that continued to dance through Aileana’s head despite the forced objections and unnerving calm she managed to present. Finally a voice pushed itself to her mouth in a vein attempt at speech barely discernable through the suddenly blinding pain. “I… Alright…”

  Light alternated through the room in varied pitches of orange and yellow, occasionally interrupted by the warmed scarlet shades that painted fair skin with the same tones of energy Samantha drew over her bare shoulders between minutes of hollow purrs and shallow breaths.

 “Then… I guess, Melissa thought it would be funny to turn the lights off and sneak out.”
 Nicole chuckled slightly as a small hand ran a course down her spine while the bare flesh warmed slightly in the wake. “What did you do?”
 “Stumbled around in the dark for almost two hours… When the sun came up I got out and found her… She was still laughing… I mean, the warehouse was like a block squared, but it doesn’t make it any easier when you can’t see a damn thing.”  Another light chuckle interrupted her purr for a moment as Samantha’s hand brushed the side of her neck. “But you don’t have that problem do you…”
 “No…” Warmth slid across the base of her neck, following a firm hand to a slump when she allowed her head to hang against the careful traces of energy which played out over her flesh. 
 “Aileana…” A faint whisper touched the side of her ear when familiar scents crossed her body, matched easily by the finger that traced the side of her left shoulder, rubbing at an instantly recognizable mark. “What does this mean…?”
 Nicole ran her finger over the raised skin, tracing it slowly. Words came to mind, attaching themselves to the numbers permanently etched across her body. The memories perfectly aligned to the hollowed pains that were her voice. “It was a camp… They rounded us up, some were experimented on, others butchered outright… I was marked for experimentation… Batch fifty two, subject sixteen, nineteen thirty six…” She swallowed when tension ran across her shoulder, the hand it was attached too clamped against her. “I… Was being led to the table… There was this guard, he was holding the door open, I caught him in the throat before he could react… The two next to me didn’t understand what was happening until they were face down on the ground…” A shallow breath followed her tone when Samantha’s hand picked up a slow motion over her shoulders. “I… Was bleeding when I got to the fence… I hid on the outskirts, waiting for the search parties to give up, almost six days later... I arrived in Colorado wrapped in a sheet, malnourished and dehydrated…”
 “Aileana…” Samantha’s grip tightened slowly when she brought her hands down. “Are… Are you saying… Thirty, thirty nine?” 

 Nicole glanced back. 
 “You weren’t lying when you said that was you… The, the concert pianist…” A tight breath held her voice as the blonde woman gnawed on her lip, the tension a matched pair for the emotions reeling through her eyes, all but smashing into the air when she continued in a lower tone. “How old are you Aileana?”
 “Age is not a question, it’s a number…”
 “And how many of them… Are you?”
 Nicole shrugged slightly before exhaling. 
 “Please…”
 “That is irrelevant… What matters is…”
 “Don’t… I hate it when you do that, you think I’m not mature enough to deal with this kindda shit? I mean… I, we, have a right to know. Don’t you think?”
 “What makes you think you have anything to do with it?” A tension bit into Nicole’s otherwise calm voice, echoing the pains she allowed form while seconds ticked off between them. “Do you think its easy Kaya? To know the people you…”
 “I don’t wanna hear this…”
 “You asked, now listen…”
 “N…”
 “We don’t know, no one does… They birth and die at the end of a gun Samantha… We…” Nicole stopped instantly when a hand wrapped around her mouth, a quivering version of the other hand which wrapped itself around her torso, supporting her breasts against the tension in Samantha’s voice. 
 “I’m sorry…” Samantha swallowed. “I’m so sorry…”
 “Get your hand…” Her tone died off an instant later as the woman’s other hand came around to cradle her. 
 “I won’t let it happen to you…”
 “You can’t stop it…” 
 “Watch me…” Confidence filled the space between them in echoes of emotion long forgotten as she tightened her grip. “You won’t have to go through this all alone, afraid to get attached, afraid to loose…”
 “I fear nothing this world has Samantha, there is only the Purifiers and me… Only one of us will…”
 “Stop lying to yourself…” 
 “I…”
 “You aren’t as strong as you think you are, but that’s okay… I’m gonna help you…”
 “You have no rights to this prize child, I…”
 “Will you listen to yourself? This isn’t a game!”
 “I know!” A tension swallowed her voice when Nicole tried to force herself up, held in place by a pair of steady hands. Minutes disappeared into the crackling of the fire, each light pop echoed instantly by breaths that slid across her jaw, trailing off down her back followed almost immediately by a warmth reflected from Samantha’s forehead. 

 “I’m sorry Aileana… I’m so sorry…”
 “You have nothing to be sorry for.”

 “W... What did they do to you? Is this part of it…?” The woman continued in a low breath, her fingers following familiar markings, sharp contrasts to her otherwise pallor flesh. “Did they turn you into this…”
 “Samantha…” Nicole trailed off when a spot of moisture crept across her back. “I was born what you see…Everything…” Seconds followed a gentle finger across her back, tracing the markings in sips of energy nearly as warm as the breaths which reflected from her skin. Air stalled slowly in her lungs, given to a shallow sigh when Samantha’s fingers came lower, stopping just short of her belt. The same sigh fell almost immediately into a shallow purr, the sensations dancing across her muscles while she arched her spine to meet the steady hand.  
 “You… You like that?” Breath stalled, words clawing her mouth for the eternity it took to catch up to the familiar sensations as they traded off across her body. Finally the woman stopped before filling the space between them with a light whisper. “Sorry…”
 “Its…” Nicole exhaled slowly, hanging her head when Samantha’s hands wrapped around her stomach. “It’s a reaction… R…” Another sharp sigh trailed off while she forced fresh air into her lungs. “Below the second lumbar…” Her purr deepened slowly while fresh sensations washed through her body in a split second. “Similar… To an…” She looked back. “It’s a delayed reaction um…”
 “Sorry I didn’t…” The woman swallowed when Nicole brought her hands around hers, accenting the tension with a heavy purr. 

 “Just… Don’t do it again, please?”
 “I won’t…” A light tint of red underlined her smile with barely readable emotions. “I… Um… I can… Smell.” 
 “Hmm?”
 “You smell different…” Samantha leaned in, taking a draw of air. “You smell kindda, sweet…”
 Warmth met Nicole’s cheeks the same instant, a small hand rubbing at the stiffened muscles of her stomach. “You’ll learn the, different, smells…”
 “S… So whats that one?” 
 “It isn’t important.” 
 “Come on. What is it?”  

 “What do you think?”

 Samantha grinned slightly as a trail of moisture continued it’s way down her cheek, following the same path to the velvet covers. “I… Think you aren’t as straight as…”
 “I am.” 

 “You’d like to think…” The woman grinned again before tightening her grip. “When… When was the last time you were with someone…?”
 “I have no time for…”
 “No, come on… Just one friend to another.”
 Seconds followed one another through varying degrees of tension and unease while Nicole rested her head on her hands, the motion followed instantly when Samantha’s head came to rest on her shoulder. Fire continued to crackle despite the forced chill which crept down the chimney, grazing her flesh before disappearing into the taller woman’s warmth. Finally her voice met her lips by a will neither known or welcomed. “A decade?”
 “Oh... Brian?”
 She nodded. 
 “I’m sorry…”
 Minutes fell into silence, given life by a lightly shaking form wrapped around defined muscles and pallor skin, tanned flesh followed her rigid body as a small finger traced the contours of her sides. “I’m not going to sleep with you Samantha…”
 “I know. I was just thinking…” The timid reply came almost instantly. “You must have been… I mean, I can’t- I can’t picture you being feminine… This…” The woman trailed off as her fingers traced the edges of Nicole’s obliquus, coming to meet around her stomach after a moment. “This is who you are…”
 “Who I am forced to be.”
 Samantha tensed slightly, fear slipping into the air when she brought her hands up to support Nicole’s breasts. “But this is what you are… Isn’t it? You should be taking care of your daughter and…”
 “Get your hands off me.”
 “Living…”
 Nicole wrapped her hand around Samantha’s wrist, tensing her grip slightly. 
 “Hey…” Another tension ended when the woman wretched her hand back. “That hurts.”
 “Get your hands off me.”
 “I just…”
 Nicole grabbed the other wrist. 
 “Okay, okay… I’m sorry.” 

 “Get some sleep. Tea will be ready when you wake.” A light swallow of air followed her as she grabbed her shirt, heading for the door. 
 “Aileana…”
 “What?” Nicole turned slowly, meeting the woman’s steady gaze with a carefully drawn breath. 
 “I’m sorry… I didn’t mean to upset you…” 
 “Tomorrow we’re going to be conducting entry training. I highly suggest you get the…”
 Samantha rose slowly, her balance slightly offset by the thick tension in her legs. “If… If I offended you, I’m sorry, but I…”
 “I’ll be back before light, if you need something, I’ll be in the lab.” 
 “Aileana…” 
 Nicole exhaled before slamming the door behind her. Emotions fighting one another for recognition while she slid into her shirt, the errant thumping of boots and wood giving way to a hammering heart somewhere below her rib cage. Carpet rustled under foot, following her into the greeting room before releasing her to the unforgiving ferro crete. Chilled air wrapped around her almost instantly, sealed in tight behind the massive steel blast door, an inviting reminder of the unfeeling tables which stood out against the otherwise dim room. 

 Images and memories met in a new wave of thumps and creaking leather, each a pale imitation of the sensations and emotions clouding her mind. Words followed an instant later, offering labels for the voiceless transgressions still playing out somewhere as she grabbed a formed circuit board and soldering iron. Weaknesses. Frailties. Abominations. 

 Nicole swallowed sharply, the light tang of melting solder filling the otherwise vacant air with tangible tastes, minor distractions from the sharpened pains waiting just behind her eyes. The only comfort she would ever receive without having to barter for. The idea vanished into a grin as she attached a new LED strip to the board, a warmth meeting her fingers during the eternity it took a breath to empty from her lungs. “Damn you Samantha.” 
 A hard breath gave way to a heated emotion barely identifiable when she sat up straight, conversations replaying themselves with promises of compromise and council without judgment, without expectation, without the need for weakness. Lies. 
 Slowly the words changed, a conversation forming to take place only behind grey eyes. Each breath offered an apology, a reason, a compromise of it’s own, finally stalling when a name ended the taller woman’s replayed voice. “Melissa died for this…”
 “Not my problem.” 
 “Its mine, she was my life aside from Jon.”
 “Not my problem.”

 “What about Brian? What about Jason after that?”

 Nicole tensed slightly. “A one night stand doesn’t make…”
 “How is it different?” 

 An instant erased the conversation with a sharp electronic ring that filled the room with an unrelenting cry of digital demand. Nicole breathed in sharply, withdrawing the large phone from her cargo pocket before flipping the receiver down. “Yeah?”
 “Hi mom.” A soft voice came after a moment. 

 “Siempa, lea tae?” 
 “Um… Fine I guess…? Can we speak English, please?”
 “Lea set?” 

 “Mom. Please.”
 “Brian wanted-“
 “Mom, I know, but I’ve had just about all the tradition I can handle for a month.” The girl’s light chuckle ended in a hiss of air. “So how are you?”
 Nicole glanced at her circuit board for a moment, following the various leads and connections. “Fine. How are you doing in school?”
 “Oh, great! We learned about the revolutionary war today…” She yawned. “And the day before that, and before that… Its so damn boring…”
 “Never underestimate the value of a good education…”
 “I know, I know… But mom…”  
 Nicole froze suddenly, the faint image of Saeleania twirling her hair around her finger offering possibilities of things to come. 

 “I… I wanna take the recruit exam, I wanna get my combat rights…” 
 “Absolutely not.”
 “Mom.”
 “No. I told you, so did your…”
 “You two are just like Sarah, she says I’m too young and…”
 “Sarah?”
 “The guild mistress… She thinks I’m a…”
 “What happened to Captain-“
 “She died last week…”
 Nicole’s voice bottomed out slowly. “Do you think you would meet any other fate?”
 “You didn’t.”
 “Not yet.” 
 “Mom, please?”
 “Absolutely not, you’re too important to me. I won’t let you make the same mistake I did…” 
 “How was it a mistake? You’re making a difference. Tammy tells me all the time about how you’re bringing people back to the base, they wouldda never made it... She lets everyone know…”
 “This… Sarah? What did she tell you?”
 “Mom…”
 A low growl spoke for her, leveling off when the girl sighed. 

 “She said I was too young, that I should concentrate on my schooling… Become an armorer or a teacher…”
 “Is that what you want?” 
 “No. I wanna be out there with you…”
 “Shallow desires soon lead to disappointment, follow what your heart wants and you-“
 “Mom. I wanna be with you, I wanna grow up with you… Like I wanted to with dad, but… I wanna apply for rights so I can leave on my own, then we can be together and…”
 “That’s deception.”
 “For the right reasons.”
 “I…”
 “Mom.”
 “No.” Nicole sighed deeply, questions and silent voices etching themselves across her memory. “I understand your reasoning, you don’t understand whats at risk…”
 “M…”
 “Let me finish.” 
 “Sorry.”
 “Sarah sounds like she knows what she’s talking about… She’s seen more then you have and-“ 

 “Mom, she’s fifteen. Human at that.” 
 Another sigh followed a carefully drawn breath as she ran her fingers over the sharpened solder points. “You know how I feel about this. Respect your elders, she has a lot to do… You’d be beautiful in a teachers robe Saeleania.” 
 “But mom…” 
 “You could become a med…” She bit her tongue. “What about a chemist? Nutritionist… There has to be something that interests you. You’ve got several gifts…”
 “Name one.” The girl’s glacial tone silenced Nicole completely, uncertainty and regret taking a physical form among the dead walls that offered nothing resembling an answer. “You can’t, can you?”
 “That doesn’t mean I don’t…”
 “I know.”
 “What about Sean? Still seeing him?”
 “Uh… No, no I don’t think so.” A hollow thump cracked against wood as Saeleania finished her breath. “No more of him. Guys are really starting to loose their appeal. You can’t rely on them for shit.”
 “Hey.”
 “Sorry. But its true! All he ever wanted was- Uh… To go… To…”
 “You used protection?”
 The girl sighed. “Yeah… But I don’t start my cycle for another six months.” 

 “He was your first…?” 
 “Doesn’t matter. How are you? I um, I heard about you  running from the cops with some people… When are you bringing them in?”
 Nicole let her hand drop as the words recounted themselves among the desolate cries for compassion she couldn’t quite make out. The memories she wasn’t a part of. “I’m not.”
 “What?” 
 “We’re applying for rights next week…”
 “You mean, you’re gonna bring them here? You’re gonna be here! Oh wow…

 “Only for the show of arms, with this group though… I don’t think we’re going to make it.”
 An instantly somber voice replied. “Then what?”
 “Back to search and recovery.”
 “What about them?” 
 “Not my problem.” 
 A light snicker filled Nicole’s ear a moment later. “What about me huh? Why don’t you come here and ‘recover’ me.”
 “Six years.”
 “Mom… Why don’t I apply for rights, they reduced basic training to sixteen months, I could get out and…”
 “It isn’t open to discussion. You will not attend basic, you will remain a non com. Is that clear?”
 “M…”
 “Is that clear?”
 She sighed. “Fine.”

 “You could apply for mechanic’s work. Help maintain vehicles and fabricate parts?”
 “Boring.”
 “Do you know?”
 “Sarah wants me to take the SAMP test…” 
 Nicole trailed off, staring at the unyielding circuit board while her mind fought for recognition to apply. “An aptitude test?”
 “Yeah, supposed to tell you what you’re good at… Some kind of bullsh-“
 “Enough.”
 “So-“
 “Take it, you might find something you enjoy…”
 “Mom… I don’t wanna.”
 “So what are you going to do? Most your are-“
 “Preparing for basic.”
 “Only because they don’t have a choice. You have an edge.”
 “The daughter of an exile. Has a funny ring to it, don’t you think? You should hear how…” Saeleania trailed off into a hollow sigh. “I know. I’m sorry. I don’t… I wanna be with you though.”
 “Soon Teah, soon…”
 “Don’t call me that…”
 “But you are.”
 “I know, but its… Weird… You and Tammy are the only ones that actually use the old tongue any more… To be honest, its creeping me out.”
 “Since when did respect for tradition-“
 “Things change mom…”
 

****

“Go!” Nicole’s voice thundered through the open valley, wrapping around Jonathan’s mind for the split second it took him to level his shotgun at the makeshift door. Another second ended in a deafening crack when he slammed the trigger back, errant splinters of plywood and pieces of the lock flying back as he kicked it in. 
 Shuffling feet followed immediately behind in patterned steps of thick soled rubber. Each one offering only trace reminders of the shallow breathing he had picked up. Poured concrete slid under them while offering a support for the plywood walls nearly as thick as the mock doorframes and heavy wood barriers that sat in them. Kathrine nudged him slightly before pointing at a door ahead of them, a black scorch mark calling attention to the small formed grey material in her hands. 

 “Go.” He whispered.  Jon glanced back, watching carefully as Samantha stumbled back against the walls before leveling her rifle at some target unseen. “You okay?”
 “Fine.”
 “Got it.” Kathrine’s near voiceless whisper filled the air when she started back toward them. “Down.” She exhaled before withdrawing a small pen sized detonator. 
 A shrill cry filed through the house in an instant, followed by an infinite series of pops and cracks as wood was rendered useless by an immeasurable amount of lead from somewhere just outside. Another pop crashed over their heads as the small charge blew the door into the small room on the other side. 
 A couch sat burning in the middle of the room flanked on either side by a pair of rubber dummies, both dressed in tactical gear similar to any number of SWAT teams. Jonathan swallowed before unloading a shell into the one on the left, a distinct thunderclap catching the side of his head when Samantha’s rifle discharged, sending the dummy against the wall with a wet slap of dear meat and crimson. 

 “Holy shit.” The woman exhaled sharply. “That’s new.” 
 Another burst of fire tore through the house, sending fresh streaks of blood and stuffed cushion into the air while Jonathan lead them to a door on the right. A small hallway greeted them with small visions of the otherwise lush grass, now peppered with indentations and patches of soil completely torn up by the rounds which continued to pepper the house. “Walk it right.” Jon whispered into his radio’s microphone. Several rounds erupted on either side of the wall, spraying them with splinters and pieces of something resembling plaster. 
 Another pair of doors waited at the end of the hallway, completely unscathed by the barrage of heated lead that continued to tear through the structure without concern for the three that edged themselves between the thick walls. Jon snapped his fingers, pointing at the left door as he readied his shotgun. 
 “Got it.” Samantha’s uneasy calm replied instantly. 

 “Cut it.” 

 Kathrine slid past him, crawling across the floor with a resounding thump which echoed harsh despite the repeated pounding of exploding wood and mushroomed lead. Another instant followed the thickening air with scents of burning meat and a distinctly sharp scent resembling ammonia. Kat glanced back at him an instant before a weighted crack of wood splintered in front of her face, painting her in an ethereal glow as a blue tracer round buried itself in the opposite door. “H… Holy…” The woman swallowed, pulling another charge from her cargo pocket, slipping it from the wax paper cover before reaching up to plant it to the lock. 
 “Come on…” Jon kneeled down, Samantha’s form taking up residence on the other side of the wall. “Cease fire.”
 “Copy.” Nicole’s response came instantly, a metallic whine dying off into silence before being replaced with the sharp roar of Kathrine’s explosive. 
 The young man rose finally, dust blinding him as he searched for the door. Thunder clapped through the building an instant later when he managed to cross the doorframe, the same plywood walls wrapping around him and the makeshift bedroom. Five forms all vied for recognition, varying sizes and builds identifying them as children and women, the other one a male. A moment slipped by as they continued to kneel around the bed, their hands up in the air while the man stared at him vacantly over the bulky looking covers.

 Thunder continued to rumble through the building in varied pitches while Samantha’s rifle resonated a response to threats unseen. Jon took a step toward the room before inhaling sharply, the emotions washed away when his sister dropped the large magazine, reloading as he tried to bring his hand to her shoulder. 

 The woman shrugged, unloading several more rounds into the now completely missing face of the dummy in the corner, three men dressed in black untouched by the heavy weapon.

 “Sam…”
 Another burst cut short when the bolt slammed back, empty. 

 “Sam…”
 “Fuck you goddamnit!” She tensed before hurling her rifle at the faceless man. “Fuck you!” Another instant erupted in vaguely familiar scents of fear and rage almost physical when she turned to face Jon. Eyes met through the non existent distance, offering only shallow breaths and contempt before changing to an altogether different emotion nearly, unreadable as Samantha pushed against the young man, forcing him against the wall before she walked past him. Slowly booted feet echoed through the building in the seconds it took her to reach the door, trace scents of gunpowder and ammonia still thick in the air. 

 Kathrine grabbed his arm, pulling his attention the same instant Sam disappeared into the muted sunlight. Green depths fought a ready voice for the words neither could form. Each one a distinct reminder of the shouting matches and hurt feelings almost lost to the short woman’s visage as she crossed the threshold. 

 Deep red and black tiger striped fatigues followed her body, matched easily by the massive Minigun strapped across her back. A pitch black hat stood out instantly with a silver chevron calling for recognition as she withdrew a pistol from her thigh holster “You did well… However.” She nodded, stepping past Jon before aiming at the men in the room. “Curious.” A sharp crack ended her voice, followed by another pair. “Samantha’s?” Nicole crossed the hall to the other room.

 “Yeah… She just went off…”
 “I noticed. And you’re dead.”
 “Who…”
 “Look.” She tugged at his collar before pointing at the man on the bed. “Civilians are not our concern. Due to the Purifier’s reliance on camouflage in common settings… We must discern-“
 “They’re kids.” Kat whispered as she slid in to the room.
 Nicole pursed her lips a split second before firing at one of the women, painting the wall behind her in smears of red. Another shot echoed through the room in an instant as she unloaded several rounds into the man’s forehead. “Are you sure?”
 The taller woman winced. “Yeah.”
 “Then what is a woman doing in a house with a nine millimeter tucked in her belt?” Nicole pointed. “And the bed-ridden man with an AK forty seven?”
 “How was he supposed-“
 “No.” Jon sighed. “I saw the guy… I didn’t think.”
 “Your life, Kathrine’s, mine…” They hang on your choices Kimo… Make them count.” A light grin crossed her features as she re holstered her pistol. “What happened to your sister?” 
 “I dunno.”
 “S… She went off…” 
 An instant disappeared into a slightly warmed grin while Nicole retrieved the weapons from the dummies. “Go back to the house, clean your weapon… Eat. We’ll be back here tomorrow.” 

Jonathan tensed, a shallow breath fighting its way to his lips as the woman watched him with an unflinching calm. “Tonight?” 
 She cocked her head slightly. “Right.” 

 Kat tensed when the shorter woman closed the distance between them, her tactical vest standing out with tools and wires Jon couldn’t begin to name. Black nylon and Kevlar lining wrapped around her form in a tightly formed measurement of protection equaled only by the heavy re-enforced ceramic plating that ran the length of her boots with matching versions buckled to the sides of her fatigues by a pair of metal fasteners. 

 “Location of the carotid artery?” Nicole smiled, revealing her elongated canines. 

 “C… Common…” The woman stepped back slightly as she began running her finger along her own neck. “Internal… External…”
 “Treatment for a bullet wound.” The shorter woman’s smile changed instantly when she un holstered her pistol. 
 “There? Ah… Direct pressure… He… Hemostat… Uh…” 
 “Are you sure?”
 “No…”
 “Direct pressure, immediate hemostat, field dressing and-“

 “A compression bandage.” Kathrine nodded. 
 “Good. Left femur, explosive tipped.” 
 Sharp features contorted slightly while the woman backed against the wall. “Tourniquet…”
 “Where?”
 “below the pelvis. Near the joint.”
 “Inc-“

 “Three inches above the wound.”
 “Better. Go back to the house and wash up. I’ll collect you tonight.” 

 “Y… Yes Field Marshal.” Kathrine stood at attention. 

 “Dismissed.”

 Cool tile and painted wood wrapped around porcelain and metal fixtures, eventually giving way to the massive shower stall that offered only a shallow trickle of hot water and steam despite the repeated attempts to get more. Jonathan sighed finally, unlacing his boots while images of the days events played out behind his eyes. Each one stood as a silent tribute to the new life they had taken, the life that had taken them. Slowly they changed into numbers, figures of the reality that would be theirs, simple weapon calibers and dosages of pain to be measured out between faded breaths.

 “Anyone in there?” A soft feminine voice chimed from the other side of the heavy door, finding Jon’s ears as he dropped his boots. 
 “Yeah?”

 “Uh… May I come in?” 

 “Yeah.” Jonathan took his shirt off as Kathrine’s form replaced the door, dusty boots and fatigues tapering off into a tightly bound ponytail and sharp features untouched by the errant splatters of mud that traced across her black hat. “Whats up?”
 “Have room for one more?” She grinned, red following her cheeks despite the level tone she used. 

 “Uh. Yeah, okay.” Jon shrugged. “Man, that was bullshit.”

 “It was kindda rough…” She propped herself up on the sink before glancing over at the young man, a shallow grin crossing her jaw when she offered a booted foot. “Would you mind?” 

 “Yeah.” He began unlacing her boots as a hollow voice echoed through his lips. “So, why? I mean if we aren’t gonna do it this way, why teach us this sh-“ 
 “I think she just wants us to know how to do it incase… You know?”
 “But she sits there- other leg- like it doesn’t matter… We’re wasting time doing this shit and she’s just…” Jon trailed off when Kathrine pushed her leg forward, stopping only when she found a place on his lap. Another breath past between them when she draped her arms over his shoulders, smiling slightly. 
 “Hey, its okay lover…”
 “No, its bullsh…” The young man’s voice cut off completely when lips met, drawn breath melting between them as a rough tongue explored his mouth. Tension gave way slowly to pressure when the woman’s body pressed against his, allowing trace amounts of sensations to meet him when she tightened her grip. The same sensations made their way up his body while a vaguely familiar warmth continued to push against him with a strength not completely recognizable. “H… Hey!” Jon managed finally. “Don’t…”
 The woman sighed slightly as her face took on newer shades of red, matched easily by the disbelief on her suddenly hollow features. “J-”
 “You said no, remember?” 

 “I. I’m sorry.”
 Seconds ticked off between locked eyes, an eternity unwinding through vague pleas for recognition, relief, love. Slowly lips met, followed almost instantly by a tension when Jon brought his hands up Kat’s spine, running his fingers along the tensed muscles of her back while a deep rooted purr passed through their shared breath.

 “Soon, Jon. Soon, I promise.” Kathrine pulled back slightly before resting her arms on his shoulders, a faint twinge of fear filling the air when she continued in a low breath. “I’ll give myself to you whenever you want, I’ll cook for you. I’ll clean and-“
 “Shh… I just want you, this…” The man grinned when he ran his hands down her sides, pulling her shirt up when he started back up her body. “This is nice, really nice.” Another grin crossed his mouth when he met her lips. “But…”
 “This is nice too…” Kat grinned as she pushed against him. 

 “Hey.”
 A sharper tint took Kathrine’s features when she pulled herself up, leaning against the sink before turning to face the mirror. “This isn’t fair.” A hollow breath filled the room as she slammed her fist into the stonework countertop. “Why does it have to hurt like this? Why do-“

 Jon swallowed hard as he wrapped his arms around Kat’s stomach, tracing the carefully drawn contours of her body before following the thick stripes of her back with a tightly held breath. “Soon Kat…” Another pressure found him when he pushed his weight against her, meeting her ear with a forced whisper. “You wanted this. I think I understand. But it isn’t easy…”
 Kathrine glanced at the mirror, a timid grin underlining her suddenly deep purr with tension matched easily when she pushed against him. “We’re being tested. Its not just me any more…”
 “It never was ‘just you’.”
 The woman’s purr deepened instantly as she watched Jon in the mirror, sharpened features and soft emeralds fighting with hardened emotion and gentle curves for his attention. “Jon?”
 “Yeah?”
 “Do you think- I mean, do you want…” She tensed.

 “What lover?”
 “Do you… Do you think we’ll ever have our house? Just us…”
 A moment gave way to Kathrine’s shallow purr, trailing off into silence before collapsing into a deep sigh when Jon stepped back, the truth unwilling to meet his lips while sharp depths followed him. 
 “Jon…”
 The young man turned to the tub, filling it as options and possibilities died off into one another. Slowly emotion faltered into harsh reality, words recounting themselves between lessons both real and imagined.

 “Hey.” Kat’s whisper found his ear. “Don’t worry, we’ll make it happen. We’ll make a life, we’ll make it ours… With no-“
 “You’re living a fucking dream world.”

 “Jon!” A pair of hands slipped around his torso, followed instantly by a recognizable tension. 
 “No.” Jonathan trailed off into a hollow sigh when Kathrine brought her arms around his stomach, filling his ear with a warm breath.

 “We’re in this together, I’ll never abandon you… Remember?”
 “I can’t help you, I couldn’t help…” He bit his tongue, a rush of metal tasting liquid filling his mouth in an instant. “I’m sorry…”
 “Jon, do you really wanna help me?” Kathrine tensed before kissing the side of his neck.

 “Y… Yeah…”
 “Then help me understand you. That’s whats important, to me. You, my lover, my world…”
 “Dream world…”
 “You’re better then a dream… I can hold you, love you… Fell you…” The woman continued softly as a low throated purr took her voice, following her finger as it traced circles across his stomach. “You’ve been my dream since I was old enough to remember… Now here you are, so much more then I deserve.”
 “Please don’t say that.”
 “Can I say I love you?”
 Jon swallowed as he brought his hand around Kat’s I love you too…”

  Oil and solvent mixed thick against the dull concrete backdrop of the garage, it’s peg boards and workbenches standing out while various ratchets and testing equipment vied for attention as the overhead light continued to rain down glare over the highly polished tools. A pair of forms stood out against the heated air, carefully machined parts and measured lubricants working over the bright red Monte Carlo, nearly oblivious to the heavy rain which continued to batter the roof above them.

 “Shit!” Jon pulled his hand back, fresh blood running over his fingers even as he threw the socket wrench against the wall. 
 “Careful.” Nicole snickered.

 “Fuck you.”
  The short woman glanced over the open door with a lopsided grin, offering a carefully tempered version of her normal tones. “The more you say it, the more you make me wonder…”
 “About?” He clenched his hands, running a stained rag over his scraped knuckles. 
 “You, Kathrine… Samantha.”
 “Nothing you need to worry about, besides, you aren’t my type.” 
 A deep laugh gave way to a light smile while Nicole pulled a thick cable from inside the car, stripping it before joining it with several smaller ones. “That could be argued.”
 “How so?”
 “When you’re older…” She grinned again. 
 “I’m not a kid-“
 “You aren’t.” Nicole looked up with a slight chuckle, the cable sparking in her hands despite the severed electrical generator. “You have much to learn, much to live…”
 “So wait, what are you saying?”

 “Life isn’t ready for that, yours or mine… When the time comes… We’ll see.” She shrugged before disappearing into the cabin, another spark echoing through the missing windshield. 

 “You’ve never been accused of being direct, have you?”
 “Direct?”
 “Yeah, straight to the point. You talk in riddles and shit… Really hard to-“
 “Not everything works the way we wish.”
 “So what about ‘time’ huh?”
 Her glance shot over the dash, an instant blur of motion barely noticed when he grabbed his socket wrench. 
 “I mean, ‘when the time comes’?”
 “We’ll see.”
 “Yeah, what does that have to do with anything?”
 “Could be nothing.”

 “Why can’t you just level with me, once… Just one time.”
 “I have never lied to-“
 “I mean, just say it straight, exactly like it should be taken…” Jon tensed slightly when the woman looked up at him, her mouth hidden by the dashboard. 

 “That would depend on Kathrine’s willingness… You belong to Kathrine, yes?”
 “Willingness for…” Jon bit his tongue slightly, a vaguely familiar emotion finding him as possibilities and potential traded off between drawn breaths. “So… What? You wanna…”
 “Not likely.” Nicole whispered as she disappeared back under the dash, a spark lighting the cabin for a split second. “There may be a time when it becomes… Necessary.”
 “Yeah?”
 “Mayhap.” 
 “Why me?”
 “Why not?”
 “Kathrine…” 
 “Not my concern.” 

 Jonathan glanced over the engine compartment for a moment, tracing the booted feet sticking out from over the covered seat. “S… What about…”
 “Watch your hands.” The woman continued in a lower tone, echoing the sharp crack of energy that split the air as the headlights painted the walls behind Jon in a hazed glow. “Miracles abound…” She chuckled, the lights dimming before dying off completely.

 “So… What, why would you.”
 “Don’t waste the time Kimo.” Nicole sighed as she slid out of the car, her thick soled boots thumping hollow against the floor while a tight fitting tank top exposed the feminine curves of a body anything but. 

 “You… You don’t get much do you?” Jon exhaled sharply when she locked eyes with him. “No, no, don’t get the wrong idea. I just…”
 “My romantic life is none of your-“
 “That’s a new word. For you anyway.”

She tilted her head slightly before shrugging.
 “You scare them off, don’t you?” He exhaled again as the woman crossed her hands over her chest, the defined muscles of her arm flexing in time with her neck while she leaned against the workbench. “You’re… You’re afraid of getting hurt aren’t you? That’s why you build up to this-“ Jon’s voice cut short instantly, a blur of motion barely recognizable despite the calm steel orbs that watched his around the iron grip she had on his throat. 
 “You know nothing of my trials child. Do not, for one instant, presume to.” She continued in a soft tone, closing the distance as she pushed him against the wall. “You would do well to mind your tongue around me, lest you find it missing. Do you understand?” 
 “I-“ Jon swallowed. “I’m not afraid of you.”

 “Prove it.” Nicole relaxed her grip slightly. “Prove to me you deserve to exist.” 
 Jonathan exhaled slowly, steadying himself against the unwavering emotions more then apparent as they traced themselves through grey orbs, falling short against sharp features and a tightly drawn smile. “I don’t have to, you know just as well as I do that-“
 “You’re loosing my patience child…”
 “So what? You kill me, you loose Kathrine and Samantha… I guarantee Sam would kill you in your sleep…” 
 “What makes you think I fear death? What makes you-“
 Jon tensed when Nicole pulled him up, holding him against the wall as air replaced the solid floor somewhere below. “Nikki…”
 “There is nothing, your race can do that I fear child. I would fill the ocean with your blood, I have it in my power to do so… I hold all of the cards…”
 “Except one.”
 Nicole cocked her head again, a light smile crossing her jaw. “And what might that be?”
 “You can’t breed without us. You need us.”
 “Do you think reproduction is a priority?” 
 “Or-“ he choked off a gasp. “ You wouldn’t have said anything… You need us, you need me.”
 The short woman chuckled, lead into a roar of laughter as she dropped him, seemingly unaware as he slumped to the ground, fighting the air to fill his lungs while she leaned against the front of the Monte. “Oh Jonathan… You have much to learn child… Impressive effort, vain, yet impressive.” Nicole chuckled again, watching him for a moment before smiling. “I’ll remember this… Thank you…” She continued snickering even as she started toward the thick blast door, her hips swaying gently in a rhythm only she could hear, the movement completely betraying her tensed muscles. 

 “Psycho…”  
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 “My romantic life is none of your-“
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 “Or-“ he choked off a gasp. “ You wouldn’t have said anything… You need us, you need me.”
 The short woman chuckled, lead into a roar of laughter as she dropped him, seemingly unaware as he slumped to the ground, fighting the air to fill his lungs while she leaned against the front of the Monte. “Oh Jonathan… You have much to learn child… Impressive effort, vain, yet impressive.” Nicole chuckled again, watching him for a moment before smiling. “I’ll remember this… Thank you…” She continued snickering even as she started toward the thick blast door, her hips swaying gently in a rhythm only she could hear, the movement completely betraying her tensed muscles. 

 “F… Fucking… Psycho…” 

 Feet slammed hollow against carpeted wood stairs as Jonathan dragged himself up the thickened shadows of the balcony, coming to rest only when he managed to find the top step. Rubbing alcohol and grease continued to mix just under his nose, faint traces not entirely overpowered by the thick lather and shampoo clinging to his body under a fresh towel. 
 Minutes fell into light slaps of flesh and carpet while he searched for his bedroom, a light snore hinting at the occupant just on the other side of the heavy hung door. Blue and purple painted the small room with memories physical, inviting contrasts to the fading orange light of burning embers which danced in the otherwise vacant fireplace. Fair skin pulled his attention from under the velvet covers, tea colored hair and a bare arm calling out for warmth despite the slow breathing the woman used to watch the opposite wall. 
 Jonathan exhaled, closing the door with a silence matched carefully as he made his way across the room, pulling a fresh pair of pants and shirt from the drawers under the bed. Another instant gave way to hollow silence when he laid down, finding a small indentation among the natural smells of the sleeping form next to him. Memories followed almost immediately, conversations meeting suspicion and uncertainty with promises of violence ready and waiting, life without futures and an unnerving tranquility waiting just at the end of a stranger’s weapon. 

 Movement caught his ear a moment later, a warm touch of flesh meeting his bare foot, wrapping around his ankle as Kathrine rolled over. Another sound met his ear with a light breath, willing reminders of the physical warmth she brought against him despite the unwavering gaze he used to watch the ceiling.

 Answers just out of reach and sight danced around the off-white paint, taunting him with the words he wouldn’t be able to bring out, the choices he shouldn’t have to make. The life they shouldn’t have to live. 
 Another warmth met his body when Kathrine’s leg pulled up his front, matched almost instantly by a steady hand. Each movement a fragment of shelter from the torrent of unnamed emotions that continued to fight with him for recognition. Slowly a breath met his lips, barely registering when Kathrine ran her tongue along his jaw. Surprise melted into warmth when he  managed to meet the emeralds just out of his vision. Emotion met a spark instantly, flaring only to trail off into a steady thrum of noise when Kathrine tightened her grip.
 “Hi.” She smiled before bringing her tongue across his nose, the rough texture followed a moment later by the thick warmth she used to wrap herself around his leg entirely. 

 “Hi…”
 “You okay?” Another smile trailed off slightly when she brought her hand around Jon’s back, wrapping him in an emotion almost as pure as the light purr somewhere in the back of her throat. 
 “Yeah.”
 “Are you sure?”
 “Yeah, I’m fine…” Jon inhaled slowly when Kathrine licked his lips. “I thought you said we were gonna sleep in our clothes…”
 “I did…” 
 “So why-“
 “Nicole made them for me…” A sheepish tone replaced her voice, followed by a deep red tint as Jon ran his finger over her bare leg. 
 “What are they?” His voice faltered when a silk cloth met his finger just below the curve of her pelvis. 
 “Kindda…” She trailed off into a sigh when Jon’s finger met the vaguely familiar ridges of her tail. “Jon…” She tightened her grip. 
 “Hmm?”
 “M…” Kathrine exhaled sharply, her tail tightening around his leg when he moved up her back. “The more you touch me… The more I want you to…”
 “Me too…” 
 “Maybe you should stop…” 
 “I don’t think so…” Jon grinned slightly despite the red tones that danced across Kathrine’s cheeks. “So, are you gonna show me those things?” 
 The woman tensed slightly. “Maybe… If you’re good…”
 “How good do I have to be?” 
 A moment ticked off in silence, locked eyes offering trace reminders of the silent voice heard nowhere but between them. “Tell me about something… Talk to me…” Kathrine exhaled, wrapping her hand around Jon’s despite the stiffened muscles in her tail that continued to buck against his fingers. 

 “About what?” 
 “Anything… Anything at all… I just…” She sighed. “I just want to hear about you…” Another, distinctly different, tension cut her voice short as she brought her hand around his, the support nearly silenced by a drop of moisture that slid down her cheek only to meet his. “I love you Jonathan Prower, I trust you with all my heart and soul, I… I would die for you, I wish… Why can’t you see that?” 
 “Kat…”
 “No…” The woman tightened her grip before continuing in a whisper reflected between them. “Don’t lie to me, don’t… Don’t go silent, please… I know it hurts, whatever happened, I know it hurts you… But its killing me Jonathan… Please, just… Just let me help you…”
 Jon tensed sharply, fighting his body for movement, an escape made impossible when lips met, followed instantly by a shared breath and unforgiving tension. “Kath-“

 “Don’t lie to me Jon… I’m not-“
 “No, look…” He managed around a suddenly heavy tongue. “I love you too… Okay? I just… I’m fine, really. I’m just, nervous…”
 “I get it.” 
 “About the upcoming…”
 “I get it now, no… I understand.” She whispered, rolling over a split second after releasing his body. “I wouldn’t wanna be with some freak either…”
 “No, that isn’t it…”
 The woman wrapped her arms around her chest, the tips of her fingers clenching and releasing in between haggard sobs and hard won breaths. “Why don’t you…”
 “Kathrine…” Jon tensed before bringing his arms around the woman, her vain attempts at resistance dying off completely when he kissed the back of her neck. “I’m sorry… Okay? I’m sorry you got in this, I’m sorry you’re so afraid… I’m sorry I can’t be what you want…”
 “You’re everything I-“
 “I… I’m trying Kat… It hurts, but I promise you… Someday we’ll have what we-”
 “I just want you and God. Everything else is meaningless…”

 “I’ll always be yours.”
 “But you won’t…”
 “Hey…”
 “Wh… What?”
 “I love you, okay?”
 “But do you trust me?”
 “Y… Yeah, I do…”
 The woman inhaled sharply, her tail coiling around his leg as she glanced back at him, streaks of moisture still fresh across her otherwise fair skin. “So why don’t you talk to me?”
 “I… I’m just…”
 “Please don’t lie to me, if you’re afraid… If you… If you don’t want to, tell me the truth… That’s all I ask Jon…”
 “That’s all?”
 “That’s all I want…” 
 Jon exhaled slowly before a deep breath filled his lungs with natural scents and the fear which refused to let go of them. “I love you Kathrine Rikes.”
 “Prower…”
 “You’re my lover, the only one I ever want… Or will… I… I don’t know what else to say…”

 Tension gave way to lax muscles and stifled cries that poured near silent through the darkness as Kathrine pushed against the young man. Warmth echoed the same silent concens with possibilities both real and unforgiving, faint strings of shattered confidence and trust dissolving slowly into the well pronounced scents just under Jon’s nose. Finally a voice found his lips, hollow and forgotten. 
 “I love you.”
 Kathrine sobbed in response, her tail tightening it’s grip instantly. 
 “Hey…”
 “Sorry.” 
 “No, don’t worry…” Jon managed as he kissed her neck. “Its gonna be okay, I promise…”
 “Don’t promise things like that, you won’t change if you don’t want too…” 
 “What if I did?”
 Emeralds sparked bright green while the woman turned over, exposing a purple and black silk cloth draped loose over her contrasting skin. “Would you?”
 “I’m… Trying…” 
 “Why won’t you let me help you?” The woman followed Jon’s gaze down to the large portion of flesh that lay exposed to the soft blue light which continued to filter in through the massive panes of glass, each ridge and curve defined by the ambient glow in forms almost forgotten as her shallow breath returned. “Uh…”
 “You look beautiful…” Jon inhaled slowly. “You always do.”
 “T… Thanks.” Kathrine brought her arms around Jon’s back, tensing slightly as her voice met his ear. “Lover. My lover. Will you please let me help you?”
 “Who says I need help?” He whispered, mirroring Kathrine’s gentle tones with a warmth his own. “I’ve been okay… Kat, I’m worried about this, I mean… I don’t want us going into this, I really don’t.”
 “Me neither.” 
 “You don’t deserve this… Neither does Sam…”
 “Jon…”
 “What?”
 “Please don’t change the subject.” 
 Jon sighed, tightening his grip as tea colored hair and sharp features pushed against his. “I’m sorry Kathrine.”
 “Don’t be sorry, help me, help you… I promise I’ll never hurt you.”

 “S… Some day, when we have everything we want. Okay?”
 “That’s not fair.” Kathrine tightened her grip slightly, pulling herself up to meet the young man an instant before pushing him to the bed. “Jon.” Another tension changed slightly when defined legs came to rest on either side of him, silk stopping just short with promises of new tesnsions and explorations to come as she wrapped her tail around his leg higher then before. “I won’t let you up till you-“ 

 Jon tried to rise, forced down when the woman pressed her hand to his chest, the strength matched by the tesnsion in her tail. “Hey.”
 “No. Its my turn to take control, if you really care about me, if you really want us to be… Just tell me about your life. It doesn’t have to be more then once, but Jon… I love you, okay? What are you afraid of?”
 “I’m n-“ He trailed off when Kathrine’s fingers pressed themselves to his lips. 
 “Don’t lie to me.”
 “I…”
 “Please?” Emotions followed one another through green depths, cascading over one another before meeting the woman’s features when she dropped her gaze to the pitch black t-shirt that covered Jon’s torso. Minutes gave way to silence, unyielding questions denied time and again despite any number of different wording and pitches. Finally Kathrine released her grip, grabbing her pillow with a weighted sigh. “Fine.”
 “Kat…” Jon stood up, barely able to keep up with her as she started toward the door, her tail arched just above the floor. “Wait!” 
 “I…” The woman stalled, her hand on the door knob. “Its not…”
 “No goddamnit, you don’t even-“ 
 “You…”
 “I love you Kathrine. No fucking way I’m letting you walk out that door… You want me to be all this shit? Show me how. I’ll try… But…” Jonathan trailed off, biting his tongue when Kathrine dropped her pillow, followed an instant later when she fell against the door. 
 “Why do you do this to me?”
 “I…”
 “We shouldn’t be doing this… We shouldn’t be fighting… We shouldn’t…” Her tail flicked sharply. “Be born like this.”
 “Kathrine…” He swallowed as he wrapped his arms around her stomach, pulling her close despite the half hearted attempts to free herself. “I’m sorry, I didn’t… I don’t mean to…”
 “Let me go.”
 “No.” 
 “I’ll flip you over my- What am I saying?” Disbelief erupted in her voice the same instant she let her body relax, a different kind of tension following her shudder. “Jon… Jon! What are…”
 “Just relax… It’s okay… I’m sorry… Kat, I’m so sorry…”
 “No, you’re… You’re right, you’ll tell me when you’re… Ready…. Right?”

 “I promise…” The young man exhaled sharply as the woman shuddered again. Uncertainty and surprise slowly gave way to an honest tone barely above a whisper, the breath used to give it life lost when Kathrine’s tail wrapped around his leg. “I’m sorry…”
 “I’m not gonna hurt you Jon. Whatever… Whoever… Did this to you, I’ll never do it…” Kathrine looked up, fresh tears undedlining her tight whisper with emotions only she could understand. “I promise I’ll never, ever, hurt you…”
 “I-“
 “If you don’t want to talk about this… Or you don’t trust me… I’ll understand, but… Please, please don’t let this come between us…” Another tension fell into silence when she tightened her grip, bringing her hands around his a moment later. “Please Jon, just let it go… Whatever it is, we can work through it… Together…”
 “Kathrine. It’s…” A moment gave way to eternity in brilliant emeralds, emotions unnamed lending strength to curiosity, hope to the shadows which surrounded them. “Nothing, really…” 
 “Jon…”
 “It’s okay… Lets get to bed, tomorrow is gonna be worse…”
 “Only because you want it to be.”

