


 Chapter 15





 Nicole's wrap around sunglasses reflected the off yellow glare of the streetlights they passed, distorting the image into something that might have been a vision of hell. The bright red paint of the Monte Carlo helped the idea as though the car itself was being forced through the flames.


 Jon watched the woman's reflection in the mirror for a couple moments. She hadn't said anything for nearly four hours, barely aknowledging them when they asked about equipment they needed to load, nothing at all to answer the questions they were all asking, both silent and verbal.


 As they pulled into a dark part of the 'new' industrial section Jon could swear he heard Nicole's breathing rate change, though her scent remained as impassive and cold as her outward demeanor. The factories on either side were silent, most of them hung with 'for lease' signs. The air itself seemed to have been abandoned by time. . .


 “This will be your final chance to walk away.” Nicole glanced at Sam. “I can't pretend you'll be given fair opportunity or trial... � Sam regarded her just out of her perifrial vision, grunting a response.


 “You were warned.”� “Yeah, where was the warning when-”� “Chill sis.”


 “I-”� “Have had multiple chances to walk away, you chose to stay and fight. For that you should and will be commended, however your incesent bickering will only weaken your ability to conduct yourself in a manner befitting of a warrior.”� “Yeah, yeah.” She watched the darkness outside for a couple minutes before she turned back. “I'm sorry.”


 Nicole nodded. She slowed the Monte outside of a large, off white building. It had to have been two stories tall but the way it was laid out made it seem larger, dominating even more of the landscape. The condemned signs hanging from the fence clinked softly as Nicole brought the car into the rear of the perimter fence.


 With a softer whine the car slowed, rolling to a stop in a deep patch of shadows cast by a smoke stack. She flipped the kill switch on the engine and opened the door without a word.


 “This is it?” Kat whispered as she crawled out.


 Sam adjusted her hat slightly as Nicole popped the trunk open. “Big place. . .”� “Under no circumstances will you speak or interact with any Clan member unless directly addressed. You will not use profanity, derogatory remarks or give any kind of an attitude. Do you understand?”� “Yeah.”� “Yes.”


 “Yup.”� Nicole looked at Jon for a moment before she grabbed his shotgun and handed it to him, doing the same with Sam's rifle and Kat's medical backpack. Jon nodded down at the machine gun sitting nestled between an armor vest and a pair of small assault packs. The thing looked like a shortened military M60 except for the larger feed ramp and ejection port- he had asked her about it once but her only response was something along the lines of 'ant-vehicle ordnance'. “We gonna need that too?”� “No.”� “Then why bring-”� Her growl cut him off.


 “Just curious, relax.”


 Slamming the trunk shut she pointed to a small door, it's chipped paint revealed several spots where the emergency exit sign had been rusted over. As they approached Jon could smell the faintest scent of roses, under all the rusted metal and aging blacktop, the sweet scent welcomed them the same way Kathrine's cabin had  when they had come in from the cold night. � The future, however cold and distant could be felt when the door cracked open. The shadows of the building hadn't changed the fact at all, they would be safe and warm, clean and cared for until the end of the war. Not the welcoming of a warm bed and a safe home, but it was the closest thing possible in a world so violent. . .


 They slipped in through the shadows, Nicole leading them past a pair of large machines who's rusted out hulks offered no clue as to what they had been. Sam scanned the area as they passed through, her rifle groaning softly against her grip. The shadows played back and forth, though immobile they seemed to shift and pitch while Nicole lead them deeper into the building. The path looked defined, almost mechanical yet complex enough that Jon had lost track of the changes after a few dozen turns. 


 “Kattah Vein, sesta va-taie.” A deep male voice resounded through the building. 


 “Net, feia sala, raia klel.” Nicole returned the depth of tone in a way no human could have matched.


 “Casai feno.” The man responded.


 Nicole lead them through another thicket of shadows, around several machines to a long wall painted with a faded caution stripe which had been painted over in some places. When she stopped Jon almost didn't see her. She turned and regarded them for a brief moment. After a short pause she turned back to the wall, took six steps left and pushed on a small piece of the peeling paint. It didn't break, instead flexing with her pressure only to come back without any indication it had been touched.


 A loud clack rang through the room before a section of the wall, just wide enough for a person to fit through, began sliding into the ceiling. The smooth clicking sound it made gave way to a tunnel slanted at a deep angle, the wood floor boards were highly polished and smelled even more of the rose scent from outside.


 Their boots clapped the wood as they climbed down the steep slope. It could have been miles, but Jon started counting his pace a few dozen feet in, by the time they had walked almost six hundred meters he could see a faint teal light somewhere near the bottom. “Check that out.”� Nicole glanced back. “Bio paint.”� “What?”� “Primary lighting source.” � “Oh. Cool. . .”� The wood flooring stopped abruptly, leading into a concrete platform that lead the rest of the way down to the bottom. The large tunnel it emptied out into could have been mistaken for an airplane hangar if not for the half dozen men and women in uniform. They were standing behind waist high barriers made of plexiglass or some thick, clear material. Most of them looked older than Nicole, easily in their mid forties. All of them carried the same heavy assault rifle Sam and Nicole had but deep in the rear of the room a massive, belt fed minigun had been mounted behind an equally thick slab of iron. The man behind the gun stepped aside, allowing the shiny door immediately behind the emplacement to slide down.


 The woman who stepped through the doorway was tall, her blonde hair furrowed off either side of her angled features to rustle over her shimmering purple robe. When she stepped around the gun emplacement Jon could see just how pale her skin was, after a moment he realized everyone was just as pale. It could have been confused for the dull ashy grey of a dead person if their eyes weren't so lively and focused. � She slid her hand up her large white trimmed cuff and withdrew a wallet sized silver computer. “Hello Kathrine.” She offered a deep bow that exposed an awkward set of splotches on her neck, disappearing under the felt collar of her robe. They looked like some kind of camofluage pattern that had been tattooed on her skin, save for the darkness of the markings. “Jonathan.” � He returned the bow, to which she smiled and spared Nicole a glance. � After a beat she turned to Sam and offered the same bow. “I have good news from Hazel. Both of them are perfectly fine.”� “Both- You mean Melissa is here?”� The woman cocked her head slightly. “I'm sorry, Melissa?”� “N- Never mind.”� She nodded slightly, just enough to see her head move, before she stepped back to regard everyone with a sweep of her arms. “Welcome to you all. Your trials have brought you here to take a stand against those who have taken your lives from you; with us you will find your vengance, through you we will take back our rightful place in the world. With our mutual understanding and vision we will all benefit and when the spoils are tabulated we will live amongst each other or spread as far as the ends of the earth; there will be no limitations. . .


 “It's a long, hard road. With persistence and dedication you will become a force to be reconned with. Your ability to survive and thrive under the adverse conditions you have found yourself in is a testimate to your abilities and has been taken into consideration in the selection of your trial. I have the utmost faith in your abilities, as does our master of ceremonies. You have been trained by a preimere battlefield commander. . . Whatever diffrences have arisen in your past are hereby expunged from your life. After you complete your trial you will all be given full rights and allowed to participate in any and all forms of training and education. 


 “Should you find yourself inclined to do so, you are always welcome to ask questions, participate in religious ceremony, or avail yourself of any and all interests. At any time I will answer your questions; until you have competed in your trial for rights, you cannot speak with anyone, for any reason. Do you understand?” � Jon nodded.


 “Yes.”� “Yeah.”� Nicole merely stared when the woman looked up at her. 


 Finally the woman nodded and swept her arms out again. “My name is Tammy Silver Wolf, and this is Sempiternal.” She stepped back and turned slowly. “Grown from an old sewer redevelopment project the base has expanded to house the entirety of our forces. You will learn to call this place your home, in time. . .”� Jon's gaze kept shifting to the older woman on the far side of the room as she shifted her stance from a low ready firing position to what Nicole had taught them was an 'active' firing stance. The motion was obviously drilled into her but every time she moved it had a kind of jerkiness to it that made her seem like some kind of robot. It wasn't until one of the men snapped his fingers to get her attention did Jon see the thin layer of gauze wrapped around her neck. The back in particular was splotched with red. “Is she okay?”� “At-” Tammy paused and looked at him, narrowing her eyes just slightly. “Tara was hit by shrapnel last night, we think the spinal column was damaged but we can't get an accurate x-ray. A previous injury. . .”� “Shouldn't she be in a hospital or something?”� Tammy's eyes narrowed more, a sharp bite of annoyance filled the air before she shook her head, speaking slowly. “Tara is able to communicate effectively, shoot straight and maintain a level of function. Though maybe not ready to be re-deployed, eventually it will heal.”� Nicole kicked his boot.


 “Sorry to interupt, I. . . Sorry.”� Tammy nodded slightly and started toward the minigun emplacement. “I've been watching your progress from a distance, the media feeds call you felons and criminals. . . My sympathies.”� When no one spoke she glanced over her shoulder, leading them into a large octogonal room. The dark brown walls were stained with years of industrial residue, painting them in a deep bronze color that matched the thick steel grating which bridged the gap between the small door and the other side of the room. Somewhere deep below, the steady thwaping of air could be heard as a fresh, low breeze washed up the sides of Jon's face. Looking up, through the shadows he could make out a pair of thick support columns criss crossed over the massive gap. “What's this all about?”� “First line defense. In an emergency we flood the halls with sarin.”� “Sarin?” � Kat looked up, her eyes glistening a bright orange in the low light. “Nerve gas.”� “Exactly.”� “Oh. . .”


 The catwalk lead to a long tunnel made of concrete. It branched off in several directions, leading to deep shadows and odd angled turns. Tammy lead them down a curved path to another steel door, tapping a small section of the wall above their heads. The door rolled up smoothly to reveal an elevator marked for almost two dozen different stops.


 Tapping a small red button she stepped sideways to nestle herself in the corner. “Why are you here Kaya?”� “Current circumstances have conspired to bring me here.” Nicole whispered.


 “Would they agree?” She turned her bright green eyes to Jon. “Do you understand what you're getting yourself into Jonathan? Do you fully appriciate it?” � “Yeah, as a matter of fact I do.”


 “Kathrine is like us.”� “Yeah.”� Her face brightened a little before she crossed her arms over her chest. “You've done very well for yourselves, please don't misinterperate my questions; I fully respect your choice. Dedicating your life to this, especially at such a young age, is a travesty. Do you really want to do this?”� “I don't see how we have any choice.”� “You do. You have, you won't.”� Jon glanced at Nicole. She tilted her head . “How so?”� “Once your trial is complete, you will wear our name and share in our problems. You won't have a place to return to that doesn't look like ferrocrete and smell like roses.”� “Better then being on the streets.”� “Verily.” Nicole stood up straight. “Samantha already knows the price of this conflict, in full.”� Tammy looked away for a split second and bowed. “My condolonces.”� Sam opened her mouth to speak as the door slid open on a wide grey hall. Trimmed on either side with silver and stainless steel accents it could have been a submarine walkway, maybe at twice the size. Three men stood immediately next to the call switch, dressed in black and grey speckled fatigues with tactical gear draped over their bodies to match the compact sub machine guns slung at their sides. As soon as Tammy stepped into the doorway the smallest of the men stood at attention and rendered a salute. “Gutentaugh comondant.”� Tammy nodded her aknowledgment and stepped through, motioning for Jon and the others to follow. Passing by in silence Jon caught one of the men spare Nicole a glance, his eyebrow arched high. 


 Halfway down the hall a small wood raised deck broke up the dull grey walls, matched by a small plaque next to the blue steel door. A list of warnings or something had been printed in italics on the door, the first in English the rest in different languages ranging from Russian to what Jon guessed was probably Spanish. “All new entries must provide documentation of prior communicable diseases excluding plauge. 


 Tammy's heavy sandels clapped against the wood as she started up the stairs. When she opened the door scents of fresh cut pine and flowers wafted into the hall, washing away the stale air even before Jon saw the natural timbered walls and support beams that held up the high roof. Natural looking light filtered in through the angled skylights, painting the stained wood with long, sweeping arcs of shadow. Several terracota pots hung suspended from the rafters, overflowing with waves of bright green ivy.


 “Cool.”� A woman in a black lab coat slipped in from the opposite side of the room, adjusting her wireframe glasses before she regarded Tammy with a nod. “Sarjent.” She turned to Jon and eyed him, grabbing a wallet sized computer out of her pocket she tapped at the screen and motioned him forward.


 “Your full name please.”� “Jonathan Prower.”� “Age?”� “Seventeen.”� She lead him through the open door into a completely modern examination room, ringed with posters on human anatomy and a sketch of the anatomy of people like Kathrine. Jon glanced at it as the woman set her computer down and picked up a stethascope from the table against the wall. The poster depicted and named the dozen 'extra' vertebrae that made up their tails. Above it, in bold flowing script the word Kattah had been hand written.


 “Kattah?”� “Yes. Lift up your shirt please. . .”� “Nicole didn't say- I mean, none of the books she showed us had this in there.”� “Recent addition. Do you, or have you had, any communicable ailments in the past six months. Chicken pox, small pox, teburculouses, HIV or flu?”� “No.”� “When was your last sexual encounter?”� “Uh. . .”� She looked up. � “About twelve hours ago. . .”


 “A Kattah?”


 “Yes.”� “How old?”� “Twenty f- six.”� “First time?”� “No.”� “Have you already gone through your White Heat?”� “Yeah.”� She checked his blood pressure, weight and eyes, finally taking a blood sample before she gave him a little yellow card and sent him out to get Sam.


 Fifteen minutes later, after Kathrine and Sam had already gone through, Nicole emerged from the exam room with a little black chip in her hand. She dropped it on the ground and smashed it with the heel of her boot just as the woman came out and regarded Tammy. “I suggest you brief Colt on Rikes' current status. The blood pressure is a low for someone so young, nothing new to report on the other one.”


 Tammy nodded. 


 The dull arch of the hallway outside the office carried on for several hundred meters, deeper and deeper into the earth it sloped gently. Lit by the soft teal light overhead, the hall twisted and turned before emptying out into another hall nearly twice as wide. 


 In the center of the hall a pair of bright yellow 'tracks' carved a path through the floor. The curve of the hall made judging it's length nearly impossible but with the steady flow of fresh air fluttering through it could have just as easily been a drainage pipe which might have stopped after only a few feet instead of going on for several hundred meters which it did.


 Just as the thought occurred to him Jon saw a pair of women walking toward them, both cloaked in shimmering blue robes with high white collars and double breasted buttons down the front. When they passed by they bowed to Tammy.


 “When reffering to Maria Clo; acceptable titles are Master of Ceremonies, mistress and Veya.”


 The dead grey hall curved to the left, past several wood decks and even more heavy metal blast doors. Some had been sealed around the outer edges by some kind of caulking, all of them were marked with some kind of glow paint. Some of them had dates under the unusual markings, ranging from 01/20/04 to 06/46/05. Jon glanced up at Tammy when they passed another one. “What's with the dates?”


 “We have a sixty day calender, twelve hour days.”� “Cool.”� “What about Kattah?” Sam's expression brightened just a little when they went by a pair of massive windows that wrapped completely around the hall, looking out on an expansive garden. Dozens of young men and women were working the crops under a beautifully lit blue sky- Jon swallowed. “I. . . Wow.”� Tammy smiled a little. “Pleasant illusion, hmm?” She touched the thick plastic, tracing her finger along it as they came to the ramp that opened into the field. “Kattah was a gift from the Japanese. They have given us the name to describe ourselves where words otherwise fail us.”� “Why them?” Kat tensed slightly as they passed a pair of plastic looking tanks right outside the opening. They could have held thousands of gallons of water, but the only thing visible was a sheet of seaweed, blackening the water to such a point that seeing inside was impossible. A pair of men were testing the water with little kits but when they looked up they nodded to Tammy.


 “They have been an ally since the first 'clan'. We have worked together for centuries. We learn from each other and share- our relationship has weathered the hardest of times.”� “Like World War Two?”� She nodded. “We still are not entirely sure how to handle that situation.”


 Jon walked in silence. Simply feeling the cool breeze of a summer day wash over him while his boots crunched softly on the dirt path. Little octagonal stones lined either side of the trail, leading them past rows upon rows of crops. The cornstalks were nearly as thick as trees and almost as tall. Somewhere toward the outer fringes of the 'farm' Jon could see several young people chopping down bales of bananas. The whole effect totally shattered the memory of the tunnels once they were far enough away that the entrance couldn't be seen. All that remained was the warm sunless sky and the dirt road.


 “Most of what you see here is for cooking and lubrication. . .” She took a hard left between two rows of corn, leading them at a slightly faster pace to a small ditch running through the row. At the end of the ditch, another concrete tunnel bored into the earth. A young man sitting at the entrance stood at attention and held his compact shotgun straight up and down. His voice was low and weary.


 “Good morning Serjant.”� “And to you.” She nodded her head slightly and stepped into the darkness.


 Jon watched as the young man's gaze followed him into the tunnel. The thick yellow track continued almost immediately through the tight hall, remaining in the center as the hall opened up slowly. At it's widest point it could have fit a few cars side by side. � The teal lighting continued well into the disjointed shadows of the tunnel, branching off at odd angles the farther down it went. As they continued down the path they passed a couple large doors, marked on either side by awkwardly drawn symbols in irridecent blue paint. “Tammy?”� “Yes?”� “I. . . I-” Kat took a long breath, composing herself visibly. “What am I?”� She stopped in mid stride, turning to regard her as her eyes flashed an eerie green. “An anomaly.”� “But, I'm like you- Aren't I?”� “That is not for me to decide my friend. . . You are your own soul.”� “I mean my body. I am like you.”� “Verily.”� Her expression went slack, her hand shook even more as she grabbed for Jon. When he didn't back away she wrapped her arms around him. “I'm. . . I'm home?”� “In a manner of speaking.” The tall woman held her hands out, palms down, before she shrugged. “If you are looking for a place; I would say you may have found it. With the current understanding of the world, I seriously doubt any of the world's governments would find you as anything more than a scientific wonder.”� Kat bit her lip and pulled Jon tighter. “But. . . You're telling me that there are people, lots of them, just like me?”� She nodded slightly. “This way please.”� The woman lead them down a small offshoot, through another thick metal door into a vibrantly lit hall. Hundreds of blue and purple velvet banners hung from the wood rafters, shifting softly in the vented breeze. Each of them had thick silver stitching around the outside, depicting countless animals intertwined among others, forming an endless chain of shimmering silver embroidery. � Under the flowing velvet sheets dozens of natural wood booths broke up the dull concrete. Most of them were sunken into the ground, some had open fire pits while others were filled with anchient wood looms with rugs still hanging on them. Several of the booths had dress forms with long flowing gowns draped over them. The scents of simmering chicken and earthen vegetables washed over them as they stepped into the hall itself. 


 The men and women who milled about the booths were mostly dressed in loose clothing, made of silk or some kind of terrycloth material. They moved with a predatory grace, each movement calculated to gain just enough ground- even when they spoke, bowed or exchanged hugs, it was all carefully choreographed to some rhythm only they could hear. Jon found himself staring as they passed by some of the men. They could have been old enough to be his father but they were relaxed, weary of the new visitors maybe but still sliding in with the multitudes of inhuman women that were every bit as dangerous as the weapon slung over Jon's shoulder.


 They too had probably found the genuine compassion and love he had in Kathrine. Yet the questions and uncertainty remained; could they be trusted enough not to kill them all off once they got what they wanted?


 “I understand Kieta. Veisa Tal.” A woman in an oversized silk robe wrapped her arms around a tall man, sliding her tail up his leg before taking the satchel he had hanging from his shoulder. After a moment she stepped back and began slipping the blue lace gown from it's dress form. Handing the carefully folded dress to him she offered a deep bow and an innocently ginger smile. “Until next time Kieta.”


 The man returned the bow and started off down the opposite side of the hall, away from Tammy.� “That's kindda cool. . .”� Tammy looked back and cocked her head. After a moment she nodded and swept her arms out. “Antiqudated concepts to the rest of the world mayhap. . . Without trade we would never have met one another on such favorable terms.” She lead them deeper into the bay, taking one of the fake wood doors into a tight tunnel that opened out into a two story bay with windows ringing the upper floor. Some of them were lit by blue lights, others by the natural glow of a flickering candles. In the middle of the bay was a large symbol depicting a scroll and hammer over a rolling valley. 


 “Blue House's barracks lacks many of the more boisturous design concepts of the other houses. Functionality is more important than form.”� “Blue House- Oh, right, the government thing. . .” � She cocked her head again. “I don't understand.”� “Nicole told us about the way you organized into houses, each one for a different task or whatever.”� “That is part of it. We have broken down our forces into smaller units as well. Platoons now operate at squad level in addition to providing support for sections. . . You will lean them in time.”� “You say it like we're already in.” Sam muttered as they passed through another barracks bay.


 “Your performance in the field has already demonstrated your abilities, I see this merely as a formality.” In a lower voice she added. “I know Leandrea has taught you well, if you fail you do so deliberately.”


 The five minute walk from the barracks bay through another 'trading post' went by in a heavy silence, giving way only to the clapping of their boots as they traveled the halls. When they finally came to what Tammy described as their 'last chance to turn back' Jon found his heart beating faster. The adrenaline was already starting to ebb and flow, but just like Nicole, he wasn't showing it outwardly. Tammy seemed to have picked up on it though.


 The low ceiling of the hall seemed to have been smashed into the bright steel support struts that held the elevator landing in place, as though at some point the whole hall had been rammed forward. The waist high railing on the right was all that protected them from the massive vehicle bay below. 


 In every conceivable direction cars were lined up, perfectly symmetrical and waiting to be deployed. A massive swath of the bay was open with bright white and yellow markings depicting directions of travel and other instructions Jon couldn't make out from his vantage point. Some areas had been marked as square zones, like parking spaces and littered with random engine parts or tools, still others had stains splattered across almost from one corner to another. 


 Just as the image sunk in Jon could hear the faint droning of a diesel engine. Lights bored through the relative darkness, gaining ground at a furious pace until finally the broad outline of a Chevy Avalanche was visible on the fringes of the shadows. The truck roared through the bay, straining it's way past the vehicles to a white perforated square under the corridor where Jon was standing. The white glow paint flared to a brilliant wash of light, making the truck clearly visible for the first time.


 Large, gaping swaths of the passenger's side had been blown open to expose a tight weave of yellow material, scorched black by the embers still smoldering deep in the vehicle. The windows were peppered with holes both large and small as though painted to match the body panels both out and probably inside.


 As soon as the lights flared up four women in black jumpsuits immediately decended upon the vehicle, their bright orange satchels bounded up and down before they tossed them down and popped the doors open. At the same time two men and a woman in bright blue jumpsuits ran toward the truck from opposite angles, dousing the smoldering parts with hand held fire extinguishers before moving to the front and back. The woman dropped the tailgate, jumping up and dismantling the machine gun  while the men both started on the engine.


 The women in black were pulling a pair of women in 'street' clothes out from the passenger's side, one of them covered in bright red splotches that completely stained her sweatshirt. The driver, a young man with a crew cut limped around the  front of the vehicle, trying his best to stay out of the mechanic's way as they manuvered a small crane in to lift the engine out. He crumpled into a heap several feet away, watching the people work. Before he could object, or even move, one of the women ran toward him. Kneeling down in front of him she began checking him over, slipping him out of his tactical vest and fatigue coat. After looking him over she checked his eyes with a pen light and held up a couple fingers. 


 Jon watched with a faint twinge of guilt as the black clad woman on the other side of the truck pulled out a girl. She called out to the woman working on the driver, she pulled out a bright orange plastic sheet and moved to join the other woman, laying it out flat on the ground, she pulled out a collapseable plastic board that ran the entire length of the sheet. After a moment she helpped the other one move the girl to the sheet, laying her down gently before she dug into her satchel and withdrew a small plastic box, the other woman stripped the girl of her shirt before hooking small panels to the girl's chest.


 On the passenger's side the black clad women pulled the bodies out of the truck, laying them out with revrence before reaching down the victim's shirts and pulling out a little plastic tag. The one on the right almost immediately knelt down and drew a cross with her right hand. After short prayer she slipped a black plastic sheet from her back pocket and laid it over the woman's body, the small lettering on the upper right section read DOA.


 At the same time more people in blue jumpsuits started toward the truck, almost tearing the quarter panels off as the two in the front lifted the engine out and away. With some help the woman had taken the machine gun of it's mount, now passing it off to some younger looking men.� The driver hung his head, ignoring the blood dribbling down his temple while all the black clad women worked on the girl, one of them drew a large syringe and plunged it into the girl's chest, loading the clear liquid into her body while the tallest of them hopped up around the back of the truck and made a hand signal. In the next instant a pair of men in orange coats marked with a bright blue cross on the back rolled up with a black gurney. 


 The women put a thick plastic collar around the girl's throat as one of the others started CPR. After a few compressions the other woman put a pair of paddles to the girl's chest.


 As the men lifted the plastic board the woman working didn't change her rythym, even as they tied the board to the gurney and began a straight run down under the overhang, disappearing from Jon's view just as a shorter woman stepped in from the right side. Her uniform was blue with bright silver and gold buttons down the middle of her chest, on either side several medals and decorations clicked together  as she walked. Her boots thumped hollow against the dead walls-


 The man jumped up, snapped to attention and rendered a salute all in one smooth movement. He swayed forward a little bit but caught himself. The woman waved him off, shaking her head. She asked him something, just barely above a whisper. When he shook his head she nodded, stepped forward and hugged him. 


 “Jonathan?”


 “Yeah?” He continued watching the pair as they held each other, almost missing when Tammy slid her hand over his shoulder. 


 “Are you ready?”� “Yeah. . .”


 They boarded the elevator in silence, a thick scent of fear mixed with anxiety swirled around the small cabin. Nicole was almost the sole source of it. Tammy watched her with an awkward expression that could have been read as contempt if it wasn't so deliberately nuetral. Sam and Kat had steadied their breathing to normal, the most prouncounced impression either of them gave off was a kind of anticipation that didn't quite match up to their sideways glances. 


 “This is going to be a massacre.”


 “Do you only come around when I don't wanna hear you?”


 “Sure, just don't forget, why you're are here.”


 “And why's that?”� “It isn't just the ass.”� “Amen.” Jon whispered out loud. When Tammy looked at him he shrugged.


 “I know you can do this Kaya, it hasn't been that long. . .”� “Mayhap.”� Tammy nodded softly as the doors chimed open. A thick haze of sage smoke billowed in, carrying with it the pungent smell of smoldering herbs and a sharp stench of gun oil. Steel racks lined the tight hallway, each filled with weapons- some were obviously Clan designs, others were more exotic, some Russian, others German. . . When Tammy lead them forward Jon got a closer look, just barely noticing the small abalougne shells hanging from the ceiling as they passed well oiled AK-105s and even G36 assault rifles. These weapons he had read about in his training, but to see their size, to give life to the two dimensional images. . . 


 He found himself counting them as he passed, noting the subtle differences in how the weapons were maintained, marked and even accessorized. Some had scopes or different colored stocks, while others had been engraved with elaborate symbols and painted to match a kind of camoflauge scheme. As they decended further into the room the weapons became older, like going through a museum of forgotten equipment; until they passed a rack of highly polished steel maces, immediately after that several katanas were set on mantles, up to the ceiling each sword had a place.


 Jon heard the noise before he saw the woman, a faint tink tink tink of heavy metal clicking together gave way to a dull slap of rubber and concrete as a black woman rounded the corner. She looked older, maybe hovering somewhere around thirty- her loose assault vest covered a bare chest, matched by a pair of red and black tiger stripe fatigue pants with leather thigh satchels secured directly to the fabric. Her hair was tied back in a pony tail with several small feathers tied into it. They  swayed just slightly when she regarded Tammy with a nod and turned to Nicole.


 “You taught them right? They know why they here?”� Nicole nodded.


 “Speak up, I can't hear you.” She narrowed her eyes. “My rule is law here, you don't forget that. Not the Leandrea I know.”� Nicole slid her sunglasses off, pocketing them before she closed her eyes and took in a deep breath. When she opened them she looked down at the ground, offering the woman a short bow before she started in a low voice. “I am humbled to be in your pressence again, Mistress. I respectfully request your permission to display my team and their accomplishments in your court, for the satisfaction of directorate four twenty three, section two. Rights of Combat.”


 “Humbled?” She laughed a throaty sound that sounded too deep for any human being. “I think not. You prove it, my boots need a good shine.”� “Not that humble.” Nicole smiled a little, fixing her stare on the ground. “I cannot make up for your desire to be slothful in your basic duties.”


 “Haven't changed at all.” The woman clapped her on the shoulder, pushing her a little forward before she pointed to Tammy. “You lose juristiction down here Serjant, you remember that.”� “Of course.” Tammy's voice flattened out. “The team needs to be registered before you can begin application. . .” She looked at Nicole. “Positions, designation, rank structure.”� “Kathrine Rikes, Four Com, Non Combatant, Medical, Demolitions. Jonathan Prower, Five Com, Entry.” After a quick glance at Sam she tensed. “Samantha Prower, Two Com, Sniper. Designation to follow.” 


 Tammy nodded as she finished punching the information into her computer, turning to the black woman she swept one arm out as though passing on any responsibility. She tapped Kat on the shoulder and handed her a small pale blue disk. She pointed to Kat's collar, helpping her affix the metal thing to her clothing.


 After a moment she stepped around the corner and handed a gold disk to Nicole and stepped back. “Remember, regardless of what you're told. Leandrea is your leader.” Tammy snapped to a relaxed salute, dropped it and turned back toward the elevator.


 “Drama.” The black woman said as she lead Nicole to an expansive area of the room. “You three coming?”� “Yeah.” Jon stepped in close behind to see a pair of dress forms that had been adapted to hold a shirt made of interlocking chains- “The hell?” The T-shirt design of it it was short, as though it would stop just above someone's ribcage. The cuffs of it were ringed with black velvet, bearing an intricately stitched dragon on one arm and a stylized jaguar on the other. 


 “Forget this?”� “Of course not. . .” � “Still fit? You got fatter since-”� “Unlikely.” Nicole slipped her coat off, followed by the tactical sling and rifle. The skin tight T-shirt she was wearing stretched over her curves when the black woman helped her into the chainmail shirt. Jon glanced away when the short woman eyed him with a slight red tint on her cheeks. � “You not familiar with new procedures. . . New weapons too. . .” She stepped back and looked at a waist high rack of weapons. They were designs both familiar and new. A couple Jon recognized from the books Nicole had shown him, an MP-5 at the farthest end of the rack was the only thing he could easily identify. “This.” The woman hefted out a small shotgun with a folding stock, pulling it taught she handed it off to Jon. “Get your gear off.”


 Jon slid out of the heavy equipment, placing them on a table while the woman gave Sam an oddly shaped 'bullpup' weapon that had the magazine located behind the trigger. The optic system on it flashed a bright redish blue in the low light. 


 “Sight in over there.” She pointed at a small black square with a bench and hand rest. 


 “You a non com, still take weapon.” She pointed at Kat and grabbed a small pistol. “Rules here.”� “No, really I'm okay-”� “Kathrine will not take a weapon.” Nicole grabbed another one of the bullpup rifles and sighted it after Sam was done. She handed the weapon off to Jon before she looked them all up and down. After making a small adjustment to Kat's backpack she turned to the black woman and nodded. 


 “You getting brave in age Leandrea. . .” � “Sempta felia catel.” � Sam laughed out loud and grabbed her mouth. The black woman narrowed her eyes and grunted. “You think that when you walk out, then we have a round.”� “I look forward to it.”� The woman offered a hand, Nicole wrapped her hand around the woman's wrist, rubbing her thumb against the veins before clapping her on the shoulder. “You do it right this time, don't let your head get in the way.”� “Never has.”� She cocked an eyebrow and laughed. “Time for you short Kaya, I still pray. . . Not here or there though, later. Keitcha?”� “Keitcha-Feil.” � Jon glanced at his sister.� “Forever.” She mouthed.


 The woman stepped back and nodded, looking them over. “Your leader fight first, tradition say that your team based on strength and cunning of it's leader. It's most important display of strength. How you work as a team is next step. Forget what you know about combat, all rules off here. Head shots fine. . .” 


 “Veya. I doubt they care.”


 “Better.” � “We do.” Kat whispered. 


 “See?” � “I have a question. . .” Jon racked the pump back to reveal the empty chamber. “Wheres the ammo.”� “Not until first ceremony. Other question you'd like answered?” � “Yeah. You a Kattah?”� She cocked her eyebrow. “You see pasty white on me? Do I look like one to you?”� “Just curious. . .”� “Distasteful question. Arrogant American.” � Nicole shook her head. “He's not well versed in ettique. It's not his fault.”


 “Not his, yours.” Before Nicole could respond the woman turned sharply and started toward a thick iron grating door. She opened it inward and stepped through. As she walked through the darkness a long strip of blue 'bio paint' started a faint glow. As Nicole and Jon both filed in behind her the glow turned into a brightness that allowed Jon to see the rough hewn walls and the long hallway that emptied out into a massive dirt floor arena. 
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7) Melee fight between Nicole and their team leader


8) Full team on team conflict


