Chapter 16





 The tall woman stood looking down over the balcony. Her eyes reflected an eerie orange in the dim light but Sam could easily make out the expression. The uncertain fear, hope and maybe even pride that caused the woman’s brow to furrow. As they approached she tightened her grip on the railing.


 Saelania? No, Rachel. Tammy had called her Rachel, she and Sam both knew the truth though, even Aileana seemed to feel it- not like she couldn’t see the girl as they came closer to the rusted fire door. Her mirrored sunglasses refracted the light, but not the energy. Not the hope or fear, she knew just as well as her daughter that they might not ever be coming back.


 More and more it looked like they’d lost their chance, the memo from Allied had gotten them a toe hold but the mountain was a lot higher than the sum of Irana’s power. Melissa was still out there.


 “I love you.” Rachel whispered as Nicole opened the door. Jon jumped back but calmed when he saw Nicole step into the chilly dawn. 


 The cool morning air swept with it scents of wet grass, dirt and decaying concrete. Already the drugs the doctor had given her were working, Sam could pick out the individual smells and even help her focus on some. Nicole’s scent in particular kept shifting, from something resembling raspberries to another scent like cheap vodka. Probably anxiety. Just afraid of not getting back.


 “Where are we gonna go?” Jon took a long drink of water as they approached the lonely Monte Carlo. � “Directorate B-683 demands we obey the orders handed down. We’re going to perform a reconnaissance.” She popped the trunk, unceremoniously dumping her new duffle bag and weapons in. Grabbing Sam’s rifle bag and Jon’s shotgun she dropped them in as though she was filling a pit with dead bodies. “I need everything you two know about the facility.” She slammed the trunk shut before opening the passenger side door and fishing a map of the city out of the glove box. 


 Laying it out Sam could see several sections marked in red, others in black. Kathrine shifted under Nicole’s gaze, pointing to a small area in the new industrial parks. When Nicole folded the map over both Jon and Kat drew back, cowering together like a pair of abused dogs. Sam nodded absently, recalling the shower ‘argument’. Nicole had shown a little of her frustration then but somewhere along the way it had completely iced over, none of them knew what to expect.


 “We’ll stage at the Stone Lake Inn.” She tossed the map back into the car, dropping herself into the driver’s seat. She gave them just enough time to get in before she had the car rolling to the end of the lot. “We have twenty three hours to plan, execute and report.”� Sam glanced at Jon through the rearview mirror, the questions and concerns on his face gave way when he shook his head. “What about Tammy?”� Nicole snapped her head around to look at Sam, even with her sunglasses Sam could read the expression. Are you stupid?


 “I-“� “We operate outside of the clan. No support, no one to answer to.”� “Nicole.” Jon leaned forward. “What’s the plan? I mean what are we gonna find out that makes it worth risking our asses?”� “Question me again and you may well find your own path.”� “He’s got a good point. For all we know they might have pulled out-“� “Enough!” � Sam pulled back, trying to push herself through the door. The vast empty highway would be cold and dark but compared to the searing heat in Nicole’s deep throated growl it would have been paradise. Complete with rolling pavement and blood smears. 


 “Chill out. Jesus, you’re as moody as Sam on the rag.”� “Hey.”� “Jon.”� “You chose to serve me. Remember that.”


 Jon looked out the window for a moment before mumbling what should have been nearly silent. “How ‘bout you grab a Snickers bar and get off my case?”� Sam was surprised when Nicole’s face lit up bright red. Before she could say something the woman rubbed at her temples. “We need to go through your memories of the factory.”� “Hungry? Why wait-“� “Shut up, Jonathan.” A ghost of a smile tugged at her mouth.





 The musty comforter smelled of cheap detergent and cigarettes, smells Sam wouldn’t have ever been able to identify weeks ago but now seemed to be painted all across the world. Without any way to filter them she had stumbled into several scents she couldn’t identify. In the travel tunnels she had smelled the outside, on the outside she was stuck trying to make sense of all the new meanings that were attached to them. 


 It seemed that everyone had their own unique smell, but unlike Melissa or Hazel, where she had been close enough to smell them, she could pick out someone’s scent from several feet away- it was confusing even before she began picking up on people’s mood changes. Then it just became irritating. 


 The hearing wasn’t as bad, but listening to Jon and Kat argue about marriage was beginning to wear her out. They probably couldn’t tell that Sam could hear them, but then again they were laying on top of the covers too. 


 Nicole was the quietist, sitting cross armed in her chair and watching through the crack in the curtains. Her breathing was deathly slow and almost as shallow as the faint snoring of the people in the next room. 


 Sam’s questions had been ignored for the most part, but it really didn’t matter. She’d follow Nicole like Nicole followed Irana. Neither of them had a choice.


 Sam sighed.


 “I love you.”� “I love you too, just relax. I’m not going anywhere.”� “But I-“� “Please, later okay?”� “You always say that. When is later?”� When he feels like it you dumb bitch.


 There was a long pause as Jon seemed to compose himself. When he finally spoke, Sam could barely hear him. “We have time. I promise.”� A flood of fear and anger filled the air as the woman shifted in Jon’s arms, struggling against his grip. It served her right that she couldn’t get him to do what she wanted, she couldn’t have her way. Just like Sam couldn’t. Melissa would have had something to say about Sam getting satisfaction from Kat- So what? Bitch deserves it. . .


 But did they? Did they deserve to be pulled into a war with a race of people that shouldn’t exist, to loose their lives so they could become part of some stuck up clan of war mongers- No, that wasn’t right. She had seen the faces. She had seen the vaulted horror of veterans, weary optimism of younger people- she had seem equality between various groups. . . They were united and strong- but did that make them right?


 “Aileana?”


 “Go to sleep.”� “I. . . I can’t.”� The woman didn’t take her gaze from the window as she dug into her pocket and produced a white pill. Breaking it in half she tossed it at Sam.� “I- Can we talk?”


 “For what purpose?”� Sam slid off the bed, grabbing a chair for herself before she sat next to the short woman. “Hi.” When Nicole didn’t move she leaned forward. “Um. I know- I know we screwed up but-“� “It was my doing.”� “No- I could have-“� “Don’t argue with me, child.”� “Okay fine. But look. It’s not over, we’re gonna make it. We’ll go to Allied and see what they’ve got on the clan. I mean it isn’t like we’ll never be back. In an instant Samantha found herself looking directly at the woman’s steel eyes. Unfiltered by any kind of mask or emotion, the intensity of her distant stare bored straight through Sam’s mind. As though she couldn’t hide anything, no matter how far down or how well hidden. She was exposed to the horrors, upsets, disappointments and even success that would be a part of their world from now on. The only thing that really changed was the stakes. A mistake now could mean their deaths.


 “I-“� “Don’t you find it exciting? Aren’t you thrilled by the weight on your shoulders? Only one life rests on your mind, what must it feel like to know that an entire people’s shame now looks down upon you? To know that your flesh and blood hasn’t a clue to who you are, what her father was like-“ Nicole tensed, for a split second Sam had an image of Nicole punching her but found her heart beat only when Nicole slammed her fist down on the pressboard table. “Isn’t it wonderful?”� “I, I- I know what it’s like. Maybe not your daughter, but I understand. I get it.”� “I don’t need your patronizing-“� “Yeah, you do. You can’t do this alone. I- We won’t let you.” Sam’s sweaty hand was quivering as she slid it over Nicole’s. Only then did she notice the subtle vibration of the woman’s fist.


 “Seila taul ecrasa sect.”� “I know, me too. But that’s a good thing, right? It means we still can feel.” Sam pursed her lips. “Torae ecrasa. Kathrine, senta. . . Veil? Death. Like I fear for you. I know you’re a good person, maybe some time you’ll let me in. But if not-“� “Kaya. The one you saw in the tunnel, Jynx.” Her face flashed red. “Naomi is the birth name, an old friend of mine. We’ve fought many campaigns together, spilled blood and shared in the spoils. . . When I was first found, Naomi took me in, taught me how to organize and plan. Taught me the wages of this war. Now I must do the same for you and in turn you will do the same.” She pursed her lips. “If this struggle is in vain, we must continue on. When we succumb to our own weaknesses, we fail. Our failure means our death. Above that, it means the extinction of our kind. Do you understand that?”


 “Y- Yeah. . .”� “Remember well Kaya, no one will sing your praises if they’re all dead.”� “I don’t care about that.” She pointed at Jon. “I have more important things to worry about.”� She smiled softly. “Good.”





* * * *





 “I still fail to see what this will accomplish.”� “Trust me.” Jon tried to force the confidence deeper into his voice. “Avery is an asshole but I think we can trust him. If not. . . Well, I guess we’ll see, won’t we?” He shifted his weight to one side, the thick gel cushioning of his new combat boots shifted with him to cradle his foot. Tammy had gotten the size dead on, even the jeans fit perfectly. The tread of the boots gave him a couple inches height on Avery, he’d probably be able to use it if the guy didn’t want to cooperate. 


 If things got totally out of hand, Sam had the parking lot covered from her spot behind the broken section of wall that had at some point been a convenience store. Jon had heard the rifle’s discharge during training, but won their argument by making Nicole think that they would be long gone before anyone bothered to check it out. � Nicole and Kathrine stood at reverse angles, keeping watch over the darkness while Jon paced back and forth. With any luck Avery would show up alone. But if The Order had already tagged him with a tracking device or something. . . No, that crap happened in the movies- but what if?� Before he could answer Nicole made a hand gesture toward the street that turned into Bowman, right into their path. Jon watched carefully as the old Buick rolled around the corner. The headlights had been turned off, apparently making it harder for the driver to see. The slowness with which it moved, achingly slow considering the stillness of the night, sent a surge of adrenaline through Jon’s veins. It was Avery.


 “Showtime Sam!”� A small laser dot blinked on next to Jon’s boot, unwavering even as the car turned into the lot. Jon waved his hand to the side and the dot vanished. Nicole drew her rifle from under her coat, stepping off to the side, Kat stepped to the opposite side before pulling a palm sized detonator from her pocket.


 Avery slid the car into the designated spot, killing the engine. The man’s face seemed alien under the shifting shadows of an overhead tree. Even if he’d seen him recently, Jon doubted he would have been able to recognize him. His normally trim hair was plastered to his head by sweat and what looked like it could have been blood- or awkward shadows. He opened the door slowly, keeping his hands on the wheel while Nicole kept her weapon trained on the front of the car.


 Jon stepped forward from his spot in the shadows. “Hey man.”� Avery stood up slowly, bumping the door shut. In one smooth instant Nicole motioned to Kat who unlatched the safety on the detonator, Sam painted Avery’s chest with the laser and Jon made his pistol visible. 


 “Armed?”� “No.” He swallowed and Jon caught a whiff of his scent- confirming the look. He reeked of sweat and fear. More than that was the underlining scent of cigarettes and burned hamburger. Probably from the Waffle House up the road, the same one they had eaten at. . . 


 “You come alone?”� “Yeah.” 


 Nicole made a quick circuit around the car before signaling an okay. Avery wrung his hands, shifting his gaze left and right before finally looking up. Jon watching him for a second- it was probably an act, fear could be faked, the reactions were overplayed, but the sweat- maybe it wasn’t all an act.


 Kathrine’s eyes reflected an iridescent orange, her expression changing from one of uncertainty to something resembling a question that he couldn’t possibly answer. Her coat fluttered softly as she turned away, seeming to draw into whatever reservations she had. She was probably mulling over the same questions they had argued back and forth since leaving the clan. Not that it mattered, their future was being written one breath at a time.


 “Just so you know.” Jon pointed at the laser, giving him a second to see the dot before he jumped into his prepared speech. “I don’t have much time, whatever you think you know about us, or this shit isn’t important. But this is; we found some stuff about . . . Alright man, listen up.” He swallowed. “Kat didn’t do anything wrong. It was a setup by these people that are trying to kill us. Kat . . . isn’t normal, neither is she.” He pointed at Nicole. “There’s more of them too man. Lots more. But these fuckers wanna kill them.”� “Two minutes.” Nicole continued a wide elliptical patrol around the car. � “These people don’t play man. They’re serious, okay?”� Avery nodded slowly.”� “You get it? We didn’t do anything.”� “I know.”� “Alright. Look, we need something from you.”� “My uniform?”� “Yeah, tell me you brought it.”� “In the trunk, like you said.”� “Awesome.” Jon took a deep breath. “Sorry man, I didn’t wanna get you involved, but this shit is serious. Sam’s girlfriend got hurt, God only knows how many people have been killed- I just want you to watch your ass, okay man?”� “Yeah. . .”� “Hey, what’s wrong? You don’t really think I’d hurt you. . .”� “I had a guy asking about you last week. . . Says he’s a detective working on your case with an FBI agent, I don’t know if they were related but they looked really similar.”� “What’d he look like?”� “Brown hair, crew cut. Kindda pale, maybe Asian?” He shifted slightly.


 “Muscular? Sortta shifty?”� “Yeah.”� “Fuck.”� “Hayden.” Nicole whispered.


 “What did he say his name was?” � “Winters.”� “Yeah, that’s him. Do yourself a favor and stay way the fuck away from him. Jon glanced up in time to see Nicole pop the trunk open and remove Avery’s pistol belt and uniform. “He’s dangerous man.”� “I’ve still got to do my job . . .”� “I know man, just stay away from him.”� “Time.” Nicole slammed the trunk shut, kicking Kat’s notebook sized explosive from under the car.


 “Thanks again. I’ll drop this stuff off at the Waffle House you ate at.” � “How-“ Jon turned to leave as Nicole and Kat took to the shadows. “Jon?”� “Yeah?”� “Take care of yourself.”� “You too man, I’ll be in touch.”





 Nicole drew a square on Sam’s map of the Plywood Factory. After a moment she met Jon’s gaze. The intensity in her sharp eyes cut through Jon’s carefully controlled mask, digging through as though looking for something only she would understand. Still outlining the perimeter fence she glanced regarded Sam out of her peripheral vision. “Are there any roaming security staff?”


 “No.” Kat and Sam sounded together. 


 “What about hair dye? They’ll see us easy.”� “Um. I can put mine down my shirt- I still have my bandana . . .” � “Verily, Samantha will stand out. Unless you intend to explain that you have a twin sister.”� “Yeah, yeah.”� Kat leaned back. “What about time cards?”� “We don’t really need them do we?” Jon pointed out their path through the plant. It’d be easy enough to get in, but finding the information they needed would be next to impossible without knowing exactly where to go. Sam had something about finding the fake warrant in the foreman’s trash, but that didn’t mean anything until they actually got to the facility. 


 Absently it struck him as the train of thought derailed into Nicole’s focused stare. The choices they made now were having an impact on their lives, there was a real purpose, with real consequences. . . A real life with a sense of importance. “Heh.”� “What?” 


 He glanced at Kat and hugged her with one arm. “Ever get the feeling you’re doing something meaningful with your life? I mean to hell with school, this is where it’s at.”� There was dead silence as the information seemed to etch itself into everyone’s mind, and faces. Nicole was the first to blink before she grabbed her pencil. “Samantha and Kathrine will go through the worker’s entrance, Jonathan will use the administrative.” She paused and drew a line to the rear of the facility, near the offices. “The two of you will divide and start from opposite ends, converging in the middle. Jonathan will keep the foreman occupied. Siphon all relevant documents. Include computer drives, papers- anything and everything pertaining to the facility’s operations. Give precedence to-“


 “What?”� “Priority?”� “Oh. . .”� “Priority to all information that looks like money transfers, bank records and transports. Who and where they are shipping to and receiving from. Secondary objectives include names and locations of employees, especially management staff.” She made a small circle near the left side of the parking lot. “The fence will be cut here. If you fell you have been compromised, retreat immediately unless you can neutralize the threat without causing an alarm.”� Kat tensed under Jon’s hand but remained silent.


 “Okay, so how about I run to the store and grab some dye-“� “No.” Nicole stood up and grabbed her pistol. “I will. You stay here, try not to rouse attention from the neighbors.” She short woman slid into her coat on the way to the door before she glanced back as though sizing them up. “Kathrine, size six?”� “Uh, no.”� “Your waist.”� “Cl- Close enough.”� The corner of her lip turned up in annoyance. “Check the news, I’ll be back soon.”





 “I doubt it, he’s got that stick so far up his ass. . .” The older man trailed off as Jon approached the shipping and receiving office. The cool night air blew through the heavy cotton uniform but could do little to cool his sweaty palms and even less to slow the heart that was hammering against his rib cage. A rock crunched under his boot as he got within the man’s reach. At any second he expected the man to lunge for him, but instead he merely stepped back, giving Jon just enough room to slip through the door.


 The air inside was slightly warmer, but the tight room made it seem hotter than it should have been. The receptionist on the other side of the thick glass looked up with a thoughtfully bored expression. “Can I help you, officer?”� Yeah, I need to talk to the foreman, I’m following up on the Rikes case.


 “Uh. . .”� She narrowed her eyes just a little.


 “Yeah, my name is Avery. I was told to meet the foreman to follow up on the Rikes case.” Jon held his breath as the woman’s deeply lined face took on a new type of suspicion. He squared his shoulders as subtly as he could to face the woman down. It had worked countless times in the past, but those had been people his age, in circumstances far less dangerous. “Please.”� She flipped through a small notepad just out of his view. “You sure? I don’t see any mention of an appointment. . .” � “My appointment came from higher.”� The woman held his gaze. “That right?”� “Yeah.” � “Well I guess it’s his call, now isn’t it?” She picked up her phone and set the line. “Krieger. You have a young man here to see you, says he has an appointment from on high.” She paused. “Yes sir, Rikes follow up.”� Jon’s body relaxed without him, even before the receptionist pressed a button to release the door lock. He slid into the hall with a wave from the old woman, finally allowing himself to breathe when the door clicked into place. Before he could make a move his heart dropped as a tall, stringy man rounded the far end of the hallway. His tanned complexion and brown hair didn’t really register so much as the man’s blood red flannel shirt.


 His pulse immediately shot up in time with a cold sweat that ran down between his shoulder blades. No hole, he’s breathing, relax. . . Say something.


 “Officer Avery?” The man extended his hand. “Nice to meet you, I’m Kevin Laur.”� “N- Nice to meet you.” Jon tensed his grip. “I was here to do a follow up on the Rikes case. I heard she worked here.”� “Yes, for about a month.”� “Okay. . . So what happened?”� “I don’t understand.”


 Jon watched the man’s reaction for a moment, trying to gauge his emotions despite his obvious scent of annoyance. “Sorry, been a long day. My source told me she worked here and to talk to you about her, um. . . Employment.”� “Source huh? Someone I know?”� “Yeah.”� “Got a name?”� “Several. You call him boss.”� He nodded. “He said you might stop by, didn’t think it’d be so soon though. You just missed him.”� He’d be by? What the hell? A flicker of anger sparked someone deep, had he been stupid enough to trust the wrong people, even now? Were there squads of people waiting to take them out at any second? Maybe it was simple paranoia, maybe there was a really simple explanation- or maybe they were being set up. . .


 “So what’s really on your mind Mike?”� “I- I guess I wanna know what the hell I’m doing here.”� “Well that depends on what you want.” The man smiled. “This isn’t some petty issue, there’s a real threat out there; to you, me, our children. Imagine your daughter growing up next to something that could and would turn on her and try to kill her because it felt threatened. Because your girl got better grades, because it likes her new boyfriend. Is that fair?”� Jon watched him silently. 


 “Contrary to what you may or may not think about racism, there is a real danger with these things. They’re violent, destructive, and will stop at nothing to replace us with them. This has nothing to do with color or gender and everything to do with our existence.� I don’t expect you to believe me, but if you’re willing to entertain the possibility that your daughter could grow up and be murdered by these things, I think that you could learn to appreciate what’s being done to stop them.”� Jon inhaled, his blood running cold through his veins, freezing every cell in place as the fanatical spark in the man’s eyes seemed ready to burst into a full blown fire. Though maybe under different circumstances he could have understood it, ignorant fear was no excuse. Nicole had taught them better- He tensed while the man eyed him up and down. “Go on. . .”





* * * *





 The scene was familiar, yet completely alien. As if someone had moved Kathrine to a different world, one in which things like her didn’t exist. She had consider what would happen if she ever had to join humanity again. Now that she had answers to some of the questions, she understood. She had a place, just like everyone else, she finally had a place. . . Was it too much to ask for a different one?


 “Aww, poor Kathy. How about some cheese to go with that whine?”� “Not now.”� “How about someone who cares. Like that guy over there! Hey Jason!”� She tensed slightly when Sam nudged her. None of the other employees seemed to notice them, so focused on their conversations that a couple of girls clocking in didn’t mean anything. . . Except to one.  


 The tall man smiled faintly as Kat approached the time clock, Jason had been friendly enough, but when she rejected his advances he turned a cold shoulder- now looking at him seemed so much more like a glance into a life that had given up on them, just like he had. 


 “Maybe not such a bad thing, he only wanted some p-“� “Shh.”


 Sam looked at her before narrowing her brown tinted eyes. The expression she wore rode a fine line between concern and irritation that completed the illusion of her assumed identity. The brunette woman Sam had become actually looked like Melissa, with her makeup done to highlight her cheekbones and add depth where it shouldn’t have existed. Nicole had taught them camouflage but when the colors used changed from green and brown to sand and powder, who was to say just where the war was taking place?


 The fake age job they had done to their clothes fit perfectly with the crowd, unlike Kat’s first night where she had bought brand new jeans and stood out as a temp, among other things. Now she was a regular, new hire maybe but she still fit in somewhere.


 “What is it?” Sam glanced up at the catwalk that lead to the upstairs management. The foreman’s office was on the first floor, next to the loading docks and Kathrine’s old laminator station.


 “Nothing.” � Sam watched her with the same narrow eyed stare she had used when Jon had told her about Melissa, the tension and thinly veiled hatred were still part of the way she looked at Kat, a month of intense training hadn’t changed anything. She hated Kat for everything she was and everything she had brought into their lives.


 “Aww, does that queer’s opinion really matter that much? Maybe you could take her back to San Diego and introduce her to Father Ron. Big daddy Ron’ll set her straight in thirty minutes; or your baptismal is free.”


 Despite the horror surging through her mind, the mere mention of Father McAthey set her heart several degrees warmer, maybe there would be an end that would allow them to return to San Diego. And they’d do it together. . . Man and Wife.� “Don’t forget the kid.”


 “Come on, lets get this over with.” Sam grabbed a punch card off the rack and slammed it into the machine, waiting the split second for the dull rack as the card was stamped. None of the dozen people lined up on either side of the hall seemed to notice or care that they were breaking company policy. Kat caught her breath.


 The trivial possibility of double clocking someone gave way to the real needs of the mission. No petty debate over right and wrong, she’d go to confession, she’d pray, she would atone. But only after she walked away. . . She gritted her teeth as the machine made a loud, dull crack. 


 Jason continued watching her as Sam followed the first couple people to the laminator. Kathrine went the opposite direction, pulling her bandana tighter to hide the back of her hair. Kat had seen people loading the scrap baler before but the connivance the location offered was offset by the wagon loads of discarded scrap would. The normal two person crew that would man the baler would probably be busy all night. Kat didn’t have that much time.


 She edged around the wide maw of the loader, doing her best to blend in with the few shadows that were created by the high hanging lights. Six offices separated her from Sam, between them an employee break room sat under the corporate management office. How easy would it be to simply blow the roof and bring the filing cabinets down, or maybe the computer. Kat banished the thought, explosives were dangerous. And loud.


 Sam was handing off her safety goggles to the man standing by the roller isle that lead to the compressors even as Kat came up to the receiving office. She slipped her picks out with one hand, checking over her shoulder before kneeling down and starting on the lock. Fifty seconds later the door clicked, startling Kat out of the lulling click click of the tumblers. She had gotten used to Nicole’s lock board, but doing it in reality actually eased her mind. Probably the repetitious action.


 “Oh, kindda like mastu-“� “Shut up.”� “She cooks, cleans, breeds and in her spare time she breaks into secret facilities! Hide your underage boys because you can’t lock them up!”


 Kat locked the door behind her, using the light that filtered in through the blinds to orient herself in the small room. Starting with the first chest high file cabinet she rifled through the thick file folders, stopping only when she had gone through all ten cabinets. The only thing she had to show for her effort was three years worth of import logs, most of them marked from state loggers and scrap wood recyclers.


 She cracked the door and peeked out. No one was really paying attention, too focused on their machines to notice her as she slipped out. Sam was no where to be seen.


 A hollow clink clack of boots walking on metal grating pulled her attention to a pair of men walking over her. Her heart skipped a beat when she saw the foreman walking next to Jon. His frame barely fit Avery’s uniform but it accented his lightly tanned skin and large hands in such a way that Kathrine found herself watching him almost as a living statute made of polished marble, the picture of masculinity, maybe. . .


 “Yeah, I know the feeling.” Jon shrugged. “But if you kill them all, what happens to you?”� “Do you really-“ The foreman popped the office door open, leading them out of ear shot.


 “Know what feeling? The feeling of a-“� “Shut up. Now.”


 “Oh, so she does have teeth.”� Kat took a breath. In another second she was in front of the next office working the lock. Out of her peripheral vision she saw Samantha glide through the door way before shutting it behind her. She nodded and made a swift gesture with her left hand as she began forcing the door open. “Six, priority.” She had found something important.


 After a couple moments Kathrine had the door open. Like the previous office, several of the filing cabinets were marked, this time expenditure reports over the previous year. However dominating the room was an old steel desk topped with reams of printed paper and overturned disks. Kat slid the disks into her cargo pockets, moving on to the papers she thumbed through the stacks as quickly as she could. Most of them were emails to various clientele, but some stood out with a name Nicole had made them familiar with.


 Hayden Winters, Jacqueline Torsque. She started separating the relevant emails before she actually stopped to read a couple lines. Experiment successful, mortality reduced. Still no progress on male chromosome, however latest batch shows promise.


 “Promise?” Kat flipped another page.





 Sleepers confirmed absence of Clan presence in San Diego, all plants have been accounted for and suitably destroyed, surrogate families have also been taken care of. 


 Until such time that we can amass forces, it is my strongest recommendation that the pseudo program be shelved, due to current economic pressures it will be impossible to maintain full operations. 


 I do not presume to know your intentions, nor your resources, however with my limited scope the picture looks grim. I have faith, as always.


 Truly,


 Tabitha Brown


 


 Kat reread the page before adding it to the growing stack. She tried to force them out of her mind, the possibilities of whatever the Order was doing, the fear of the unknown and the very real danger of the projects they were working on to eliminate her and Jon- and everyone else like her. What gave them that right? She flipped the last page over and almost instantly wished she hadn’t.


 


 From: H. Winters


 To: T. Brown


 Subj: RE: Autopsy Reports





 I received your package this morning. Your continued failure in the male experiments is distressing but I believe you have created a viable maintenance system for existing pseudos. The protein packs have thus far proved to be very effective in sustaining their metabolism. My only real concern is that our subjects will become dependent on IV refills, thus reducing their field effectiveness.


 A list of new volunteers has been forwarded to your R&D staff. When you collect your pool of resource hosts, please email me with their vitals and inform Ms. Torsque of the expenses incurred.


 I will be making a trip out there to have a look at the facility, unfortunately current events make it impossible. . . 





 Hayden Winters





Kathrine folded her papers together as quickly as her heart started beating. A cold knot began tying itself in her stomach, tightening into a dull ache as she started yanking the file cabinets open. Her shaking, sweaty palms didn’t help in her search, nor keep her attention on what she was doing- she didn’t really realize the lax until she tripped over a wastebasket and slammed into the wall.


 The pain was barely noticeable, lost to the full realization of her situation, of their situation. She hopped up, tearing through the confetti sized pieces of paper until she finally hit the bottom. How many important documents had been destroyed, were they too late? What the hell were they doing-


 “Breathe.”


 Kat took a long pull of the recycled air. The molten resin and cut wood smells filtered under the door, searing themselves into Kat’s mind, beyond the years of work, the smells took on an altogether different meaning. They brought images of vague experiments that could have been anything. People could be dying in some ghetto somewhere or-


 “Tick tock. Now Kathy.”� “Don’t you care? How can you-“ She bit deep into her tongue. “Will you stop that?”� “I’ll think about it. . .”� “Arguing with the voices in your head? It’s just a stress reaction. Now get yourself together, you’ve still gotta get out of here.”� Taking a slow breath Kat slid up to the door and peeked out. Everyone was busy working their station, helping the Order destroy them piece by piece- they were doing jobs to support their families, they couldn’t possibly know what they were doing. . .


 “Like they’d care.”


 Sam was half way through the door of her office before she noticed Kat. When she did, she made a quick gesture with her left hand. Clear. Break contact.


Missing one. 


Break Contact. She scowled.


 “He’ll be okay.” Kat whispered to herself, pulling the door closed.





* * * *





 Jon leaned back in the creaky leather couch. The old man sat across from him nursing a coke as he carried on the one sided conversation without taking a breath. The fanaticism in his voice was enough to make Jon groan, he managed to keep his thoughts focused despite himself. His focus renewed itself in full whenever the man would take a glance at Jon's boots.


 He hadn't learned anything new except that they had factories or some kind of business empire helping to run all their situations but realistically it wasn't that surprising. What was kind of surprising was the way the guy talked- not some kind of condescending 'your a kid' garbage, but an honest, equal approach that actually put the organization itself into an odd kind of perspective.


 Based on lies and fanaticism that could crumble if the right strings were pulled, Jon had remembered one of his teachers or another saying that without the right pillars someone's belief system would collapse. But how could it be done when what they believed in wasn't some invisible ideal or thing that could be explained away.


 "And that, my friend, is why we're going to win. They're own destructive instincts will bring them down, and then all we have to do is finish them off. With help from people like you of course. After they have been destroyed and their technology dismantled, we'll all be able to sit back and interest on our investments. The companies we run will continue to produce revenue for us, our children, and theirs for generations to come."� "So why me?"� "Why not?"� Jon bit his tongue. "I mean what are you gonna do with me, how can I help?"� "That’s for my employer to explain. I was every bit as curious, but as you can see, his plans are carefully thought out and suited for your individual talents."


 "Still doesn't answer my question. What the hell does he want with me?"� "Beats me. I don't claim to know his intentions. I do know that he's seen something he likes. If you're as capable as you seem, he might have a place in one of his special operations units."� "Alright, but look. I. . . I'm a cop, people know me."� "And? How many of them know what you do in your spare time?"� "But there’s others."� "What makes you think they don't already work for us?"� "Right, so." Jon swallowed when the man looked down at his boots before meeting his gaze level.


 "Where did you find those?"� "Uh- A gift, a friend of mine."� The old man tipped his head forward slightly. Jon tensed when the man dug into his pocket. For a moment neither of them moved. Jon grabbed for the Glock in his pistol belt as the man pulled his hand from his pocket. He didn't finish, slipping a cigarette out of the silver case and offering it to Jon. "Smoking man?"� "No."� "Join me?" He got up. 


 The foreman lead them through the open bay of the factory, drawing attention from just about everyone. Their accusatory stares focused more on Jon than the old man, forcing drops of adrenaline through his system- everyone knew he wasn't a cop, they knew he was- No. They couldn't possibly have known. Jon took a quick glance around. Those watching immediately turned their attention back to their machines, except for a young woman in a loose blouse, jeans and sneakers. Her short brown hair and dark eyes seemed hardened someone despite the liberal smear of makeup- not makeup exactly. . . It was probably just whatever stresses she was going through that made her look so rough. Jon almost wondered what she might have looked like if she wasn't so angry. She might have been cute. 


 The woman made a couple gestures with her left hand, almost as an unconscious action before she turned back to her machine. It took him a second to make the connection. Break contact, clean.


 Sam, it was Sam- and he was checking her out. Oh Jesus. Shut up.


 Kevin lead Jon through the employees' entrance, lighting up as soon as they hit the early morning chill. "Where's your cruiser?"� "Station."� He glanced out of his peripheral vision. "No kidding, so how'd you get here?"� "Borrowed a friend’s car, left after my shift."


 The old man narrowed his eyes; for a moment neither spoke. "Jon stood upright and crossed his arms. Kevin grinned a little. "You've got tenacity. Now I see why he's so interested in you."� "Yeah, well."� "Never underestimate the value of drive." He took a long drag, letting it out in a sigh before he tossed the cigarette into a pool of water. "So just what are you doing here? Of all the places in California, you choose to spend your time with me? I find that hard to believe, shouldn't you be picking up your daughter from piano practice?"� Jon's throat tightened.


 The man held his gaze for another moment, until finally Jon shook his head. It wasn't long before the man was turning back into the factory door. "I was a nobody too. Now I make two hundred kay a year, what I do in a day, pays your salary for a month. . . My children go to the best schools and my wife has a cure in hand for her diabetes. What can you say for yourself Mike?"� How about 'blow me'?


 Kevin tapped his arm, already half way into the noisy factory. "Free advice. Ditch the boots."


 Jon watched through the square safety glass as the man rounded the corner and disappeared into the bowels of the place. Left alone, the sharp chill of the air dug deeper as the sweat rolled off his palms and back, he briefly considered punching the door only to drop the idea when he saw the security camera.


 During the short trek to the fence, through the tiny marsh and up into the clearing where the Monte Carlo sat, he mulled over what he had heard, trying to memorize it line for line. The anger boiling up through the man's dull voice clawed through his resolve, threatening to shake his nerves as he crested the hill. Who were they to decide who lived or died? More importantly-


 "Report?"� Jon jumped.


 Nicole stepped an inch closer from the opposite edge of the clearing. The shadows only made the worn spots of her rifle's bluing visible. Just barely.


 "You think I'd give a shit if Kat wasn't involved?"� "What do you mean?"� "The dude is fucking nuts. He's talking about the war like it's some. . . Crusade. Yeah, it's like they're doing some great thing for humanity."� "Fanaticism is common on both sides, what did you learn?"� "Guy's name is Keith, um, Luals? Laurels? Something like that. Says he makes a shit load of money and his wife was cured of diabetes. . ."� "Anything else?"


 "Not really."� After a moment of silence Nicole shifted a rock under her boot, the sound was deafening in the stillness. "Here they come. . ."





* * * *





 Everyone gathered around the conference table reeked of fear. And sweat, anxiety. About the only thing they didn't smell like was urine. Hayden drew his fist back, making a show of rubbing his hand where it should have hurt. In the next second the group turned their attention directly from him to the map he had laid out.


 "Avalanche crews are a simple affair, I've shown you how to deal with them. If you need a refresher course, maybe it's time you switched occupations."� A young woman pointed to a large black section of the Crestline district. "Sir, I've been getting reports from district eight that clan spec ops have been operating in this area. Their doing it like conventional forces though, some kind of feint maybe, purge operations haven't gone as well as expected.


 "So it's a special operations crew? You're certain?"


 "Not entirely, they’ve got heavy support. Avalanches and some sporadic reports about a gunship. 


 Hayden tapped the polished wood for a second, leaning back in his chair he let out a breath. "When?"� "Two separate occasions, six days ago at zero six twenty three and today at zero one twelve. Both reports were cut off and contact with the crews hasn't been re-established."� "FFA have anything to say about it?"� "No sir."� "Police."� "Area was cordoned off a month ago. It's a non patrol area." She tilted her head down a little. "Sir, may I make a suggestion?"� "That’s what I pay you for."� Her bright eyes focused sharply. "Sir, if we can draw them out into the Clarence township, we could allocate a few Terminator units and some conventional units to deal with the highway path. Then use our anti-armor equipment and-"


 "And then you can issue a press release describing the incident as what exactly? Terrorist activity? I don't think that would go over too well with the NSA."� "Sir."� "I understand your concern." He stood up to lean over the map, plotting out a course with his pencil. "What about air dropping a team in, dispatch three sleeper units and use an infiltration unit to mop up? We can get them to the warehouse out here and have the infiltrator already in place."� "Do we have a trained-"� "Alpha eight four six. Deloux." She used to lead the High Aces term unit in San Diego." Hayden drew a couple arrows to illustrate his idea. "We can push them to Bline, then cut through and drive them in from opposite sides. Any casualties they take en-route could be considered a bonus.


 Once we get them into the warehouse, Deloux can stir things up and we'll eliminate any survivors that manage to get out."


 "What about the gunship?"� "Have the armorers outfit a couple Terms with TOWs."� The oldest of them, Tanner, cocked his eyebrow. "We can't do that. We don't have mounts on our trucks. . ."� "Why the hell not?"� Tanner stared at him, looking ever part the veteran general talking to a neophyte captain. "Because racks like that tend to stand out in the civilian world."� "So what kind of triple A do we have?"


 "Half a dozen RPG-7s and heavy machineguns."� "So you're saying. . ."� "We can't take it down unless it's a converted civilian aircraft."� "What about the Cobra? We used RPGs-"� "We also lost six men. It was luck that we even hit it."� Hayden bit back on his growl. "Okay, so what do you advise?"� He tapped the eraser against the table for a moment. His calm facade didn't whither under Hayden's gaze, instead it hardened into a ceramic mask. "If we can move some belt fed guns into the area around your were, we might stand a chance. But I seriously think you should re-consider. There’s nothing worth holding on to in that area."


 "Not that you're aware of." The young woman looked his way. "Our job doesn't include trying to understand the intentions of the command staff. . ."


 "These men put their lives in our hands, it may not be our job to understand the CS, but it is our job to bring these people home and the enemy in body bags."� "Learn that in Ireland did you?"


 "So what do we know about this aircraft?"� "Next to nothing. No one's gotten a live feed."� Hayden sighed. "Alright, dig up some stingers and get the Teams ready, get Deloux out of storage and make sure her protein levels are peeked. After that I want a marked police bird in the area, keep tabs on the spec-ops until all the parts are ready. When you move, put our pseudo in at the opposite part of the district. Give them time to establish a defensive perimeter. If, for some reason, they purge Deloux, then we'll bring the place down."� "What do we do with it afterward?"� "We bring her home, her son will be waiting."� "Sir. . ."� "Unless you plan to comment on my choice of positioning or tactics, I highly suggest you rethink your objections. These are still our people, when the real threat is destroyed we'll worry about them. Until then, they are our agents, friends and even lovers. . . Or has that changed?"� Silence.


 "You have twelve hours." He turned and slipped through the double doors, into the well lit hallway. A small bead of sweat formed over his cheek, even as a vaguely familiar scent touched his nose. It-she- smelled like a valley of flowers, carried on a spring breeze, lilac, tulips and moisture that would have brought the scents if the air hadn't been ducted.


 Jackie bounced around the corner wearing a bright ear to ear smile. Her sneakers squeaked softly when she pushed off into a gallop, her hair fluttered as her gallop turned into a full run. When she was a couple steps away she threw her arms out and Hayden caught a glimpse of a small portfolio case a split second before she wrapped her arms around him.


 "Hi kiddo."


 She hugged him tight and looked up with a little grin. The perfume was almost overwhelming but Hayden managed to keep from choking. "Hey boss, long time no see."� "Two days?"� "Yeah." She smiled a little wider. "I've been waiting two days to do this. . ." She tightened her grip. "Want to see what I've been waiting to do?"


 Hayden let himself smile, returning her hug before he ran her fingers down her spine. It took him a couple seconds to realize the action wasn't having the same effect it would have had on Bridget. He had done it before, but now they weren't hidden behind closed doors, he couldn't wrap himself around her. . . He grinned. The night would be different though, they had been for three weeks now.


 "Hayden?"� "Sure?" � Jackie stepped away and put his hands behind her back, rocking back and forth, slowly her cheeks took on a bright red tint. Hayden heard the portfolio case click open an instant before her delicate hand held up a wide matte photograph.


 The dark picture was highlighted by pale blue lights somewhere off to the side, painting a steely tint over the sharp features of the woman- thing. It was pointing at something off in the distance to which several clan spec-ops were responding. Unlike the soldiers who were clad in the latest tactical gear, the woman in the foreground was wearing old tiger stripe fatigues. The high collar displayed her rank as a colonel with battlefield honors, even the wings of a quick strike unit. Right under it, around her throat was a thick choker with a bell on it. Stitched into the leather was a bright blue name, almost iridescent in the muted light. "Jynx?"� "Yeah, that’s what I said too. No one seems to have any intel on her except that she runs Blue House’s Special Actions and Recovery Unit."� Hayden watched her for a full minute. The information they had on Clan organization said they had broken their main responsibilities into four main houses, but until Jackie started organizing their information gathering, Hayden had no clue as to what those responsibilities might be. . . "I thought we'd established they didn't put officers in field duty."


 "Yeah, that’s what I thought too boss. . . I- do you know what's out there that makes it so valuable to them?"� "No." 


 "Okay." She thumbed another picture out of the case. "Hazel's closed down last week. Our sleepers haven't found her or her boyfriend yet but Aleaf is doing some checking on their whereabouts. . ." 


 "Rikes?"� "Nothing new. Couple sightings but nothing concrete."� He nodded, slipping the photographs under his arm before starting down the corridor.


 "What about Werner's team?"� "Nothing new there either." Jackie slid her arm around his back, stroking his spine gently. The tendrils of energy that climbed up his back lit up his nerves, sending a cold shiver through his body. After a couple circuits up and down he swallowed back on his body's reaction. "I missed you. . ."� "You too kiddo."� The heavy steel at the end of the hall opened to a glass elevator. Below, several people were walking the flagstone paths to and from the various doors that lined the inside of the H shaped compound. Most of them were dressed in black tactical gear, preparing for dispatches all over the city. 


 Centuries ago it had been plate mail and long swords, not the custom MP-5s and composite armors. The faces had changed, but not the mission. . . "Think it'll ever end?"


 "Dunno boss, it's been going on at lot longer than I've been alive." She trailed off. When he glanced at her he saw the question she had been silently asking for the past month. The seconds dragged on, he found himself twitching up and down the length of his body as her curious expression turned into an intent stare.


 "You know I hate it when you do that."� She hugged him. "Why?"� "Does it matter?" 


 "I'd like to know."� "I'm sure."� "Oh come on."� Hayden glanced out the side window, watching her reflection shift and sway when the elevator came to a stop. Her perfume made it nearly impossible to pick up her pheromone signature but the expression on her face spoke volumes of the confusion and maybe even genuine pain in her voice. She had started using it more recently, head cocked back, lips pouted, eyes narrowed. It might have been childish if it wasn't so cute. "Maybe."


 "You're impossible."� He glanced at her when the doors opened to the vehicle sublevel. "We all have demons." � "Does that include fear of intimacy?"� "Since when?"� The sharp sting of diesel fuel and new tires carried with it an uneasy warmth, completely undercut by her withering stare. "You aren't going to lead me on are you?"� "We don't have time for insecurity. You've gotten what you wanted, if you doubt my sincerity, the way out is over there." He pointed at the main entrance.


 "Hey, hey. No, no. Wait." She tried to keep up as he grabbed a key off the rack and found the corresponding truck. "Hey, I never said I doubted you. I don't. But when. . ." She exhaled. "I'll never doubt you."� Hayden settled into the seat, starting the little S-10 before guiding it through the massive bay. The silence lingered between them as they made their way through the security checkpoints and on to the tributary road that would eventually lead to the highway.


 "Meaningless lust?"� She whipped her head around, eyes wide. "Never."� "Then what were you going to say?"� "Um. . . I." She bit her lip.� "How long have we worked together? Do you really feel like you can't-"


 "Why won't you sleep with me?"� Hayden let the truck drift to a stop at the on ramp access. The minute it took for the light to change gave him enough time to phrase his answer in a carefully controlled voice. "My concern for your safety runs deeper than whatever biological desires might be there."� "H- Do-" She inhaled. "The genetic transmission thing?" When he remained silent she took another long breath, letting it out in sips. "But I thought, I mean- So you're just like they are? You really are like them?" The awe in her voice gave way to a gentle desperation as she undid her seat belt and wrapped her arms around him. "I won't let you go. Hayden, I don't care about any of that stuff. . ."� Hayden swallowed, letting her warmth soothe the tension in his muscles. Her heart slammed loud enough for him to hear it, even over his shallow whisper. "Good for you."� "Hey." She kissed his ear. "Don't turn your back on me. I know she hurt you, I know you're scared, but if you're willing to take a chance. I promise I'll never hurt you. You hear me? Never. I'll die for-"� "That won't be necessary."


 He looked directly at her. Deep in her tear soaked eyes a flicker of energy sparked and faded. "Please. . . Trust me."� 


 Hayden sat back as Tabitha's latest report scrolled up the screen of his laptop. He was half listening to Aleaf's distracted recital of her day's events. She had given the highlights long before she got to the story about her failed attempt at getting any new information on the Rikes family.


 She had told her lover about her body and opened up a new field for him in which he'd probably be bound to her for the rest of his life. There was no telling exactly how he'd react long term, but with his, at least, partial cooperation the possibilities for Aleaf's happiness were looking brighter than they might have without him. . .


 "So we're going to White Carriage tonight, okay?"� "Yeah. I'm going to Diego tonight, I'll be back in a couple days. Until then, Jackie will be running things.


 After a long pause. "Okay. . . Father, can I ask you something?"� "Of course." � "What. . . Precautions can we take. S- So he won't get sick."� "Not very much, don't let him touch your blood. Or if he does, wipe it off and wash his hands."� "What about. . . You know."� "No. Why don't you tell me?" He closed the report, pocketing the removable hard drive before he snapped up his attaché case.


 "Father. . ."� "Well?"� "Will condoms help?"� Hayden stood silent, his hand warming on the door handle. After his daughter's breathing stopped he found his voice buried somewhere. She was growing up. . . "Better to infect him now than later, it'll only get worse as you get older."� "D- Did mom-"


 "No. She was like us."� "Oh. . . Oh my God."


 "I have to go Aleaf. Have a good time, I'll call you when I get back."� "R- Alright. I love you father."� "I love you too. Be careful."� "You too." The line clicked into silence, leaving Hayden to stare at the heavy door in front of him. It had to have happened sooner or later but the pain of knowing seemed to burry itself in his chest. Why did it bother him? Maybe it was just the perception of her. That would change over time, just like it had before, but- He closed his eyes and sighed. It was her life, unless she was hurt he would have to stay out of it. . . He gritted his teeth, ready to pull the door from it's hinges.


 He saw her before he smelled her. Her bronze skin had been draped in a blue slip that stopped just above her ankles, framed in white silk it outlined the sides of her toned legs. Holding the skirt in place was a gently slopped sash that had been wrapped around her waist, a perfect match for the one that pushed her breasts up against the sheer white fabric while managing her frame her barely aged neck in an almost ethereal light. "J-"� Jackie arched her back slightly as though it needed to be to accent the curves of her body, taking a step forward revealed more of her thigh. Her long brown hair fell in luxurious waves down her back as she turned her body just slightly to push him back in.


 She wrapped one arm around his neck, locking the door with the other. "And to you, my life is devoted, all others forsaken. . ." She brought her other arm around him, cradling his head. "And for you, my life will be complete. And to you, my love, I give the world." Before he could object their lips touched, her warmth melted the surprise and fear, even some of the nerve endings in his body gave to the burning passion of her delicate attention. The ones in his hands were first to go as he dropped the case.





 At first the warmth was unsettling, unfamiliar and even disturbing. Slowly he became accustomed to the gentle inhale and exhale cycles of Jackie's sleeping form. Draped over him he didn't feel the pinch of his body until he had to uncoil it from around her leg.


 Briefly he considered the mistake he had made, the same one he had made in the shower. Looking at the case through the open door he pursed his lips. The newest batch of anti-mutagen hadn't been tested on humans yet and time was already running short. How could he have been so stupid-


 "Hey, I was using that." She looked up with a dreamy little grin.


 "What?"� "Your tail."� Hayden winced when he heard the echo of her tone in his mind. It sounded perverse and hollow compared to the soft murmurs from the evening that were still ringing in his ear. Even during their shower they had been tickling his ear. They all came to a crashing halt. Tail, tail, tail, oh damnit."


 "Sorry, I didn't mean to upset you, but I really like it. . . I love the feeling." She traced a finger over his chest.


 "I’ve got to get to Diego. I'm already a day behind."


 "No, no, not yet. Please?"� "We could argue all day but I still have to go down there." He threw the covers back despite Jackie's vein attempt to follow. Grabbing his boxers en-route to the hallway where his case had been left he shuttered he shuttered as a cold chill ran up his spine. The hair on his neck bristled as he picked up the case and unlatched it.


 He pulled a couple ampoules out of the shock resistant foam. "You're going to have to take an injection every eight hours. "He set them down next to a batch of sterilized syringes. "It won't be pleasant. Not for a while. . ."� Her brown eyes focused a little clearer, within their depths questions ran rampant, begging for some kind of direction and meaning- finally they took the form of a very shaky voice. "How old are you?"� "Old enough to kill you without treatment."� Her eyes went wide. "So how old are you?"� "Here, gimmie your arm."� "Not until you answer me."� "Jackie. . ."� "No. Hayden, please?"� He let out a long sigh. "I've lost count. I don't remember."� "Oh come-"� "Jackie, it's been decades since I've even tried to make sense of it"� "You poor thing. . ." She stroked his head and drew him into her warmth. "Maybe we can try together sometime."� "Only if you take this now, if you don't, you will die."� "That'd put you past three hundred- wow." She swallowed and cocked her head back before grazing his cheek with her finger tips. "What have you seen in your life Hayden? Where you gone? Who have you loved?"


 "I'll be back in a couple days, don't forget to take this, please."� "I won't, promise."� After an endless embrace he wrapped himself around her sweating back and kissed her. "I'll see you soon kiddo."


 "I love you."� "Don't forget. . ."� "Why don't you just say it?"� He hugged her again.





* * * *





 Samantha Prower ground her teeth together as Nicole relayed the information they had gathered. The older woman swallowed, her tactical gear groaning softly. There were six more outside of the small hotel, no doubt scurrying around trying to figure if they were being set up. Sam was beginning to wonder the same thing.


 "This facility is conducting biological research, for what purpose we don't know. These documents mention some genetic coding sequences and also a 'pseudo program'. None of them seem to be directly related to Kathrine, nor the current situation. It is our educated assessment that whatever the Order is planning is based out of San Diego." She pointed at the last part of one of the documents. "There is also mention of a working 'pseudo field agent' based within the city, the address is included."


 The old woman nodded, adjusting her shoulder mounted camera to take in the pieces of paper they had arranged on the table. After several seconds she glanced at her earpiece and swallowed. "With the severity of the implications, this facility demands attention. However current resources are stretched too thin to mount an effective reconnaissance, let alone a purge mission." She paused longer than Irana would have but managed to use silence as a balancing point. "I understand your own resources are few, Corporal Veilie's team can offer you medical supplies and money. In exchange, you will be dispatched to San Diego to locate and destroy this facility. Collect all-"� "You said if we did this we'd be in-" Jon jerked forward and almost fell off the bed when the old woman spun and drew her weapon faster than even Sam could keep track of. 


 "I said I would think about it." The woman sighed and holstered her pistol. "Sorry. . . Your efforts haven't turned up information pertaining to Kathrine, therefore the point is moot and your charge is still unresolved. This poses a danger to more than just yourselves."� "Oh, so you need us, right?" Jon narrowed his eyes at the camera. "Don't mind giving-"� "Kaya. . ."� "Well shit Nicole, I-"� "Silence."� Corporal Veilie dug in her hip satchel and laid out a stack of twenty dollar bills banded in blue, next to it a stack of tens banded in red. After a moment she looked directly at Nicole and placed her hands on the table. "Field Marshal, this facility is of importance to the Order, whatever experiments are going on out there are going to pose a major threat to us. If these 'pseudos' are really being readied for field testing, what do you think that's going to mean for us? With all due respect FM, I'm too old for this, I wanna see my kids grow up. . ."� Nicole nodded. 


 Sam watched the women for a moment, Veilie was human to be sure, but even with her status Nicole seemed to convey the same sense of understanding and fear that Veilie reeked of. However unlike the corporal, Nicole was in a position of power that she seemed to be more than willing to take advantage of, the subtle inflections in her voice made it clear that she was in charge even before she stood up. 


 "Is whatever is out there worth risking the lives of my team?"� "We believe so."� "Do you know?"� "No FM."� "Irana would have us run out there without so much as a promissory note of compensation. . ." A muscle in her jaw tensed. 


 Veilie glanced at the camera and cocked her eyebrow slightly before letting out a long breath. After a moment she nodded. "We are prepared to offer you temporary lodging for the year, only upon successful completion of your charge. Including retrieving all data from the facility and ascertaining Kathrine's origin and loyalties. . . Should Kathrine prove to be something other than what we've all been lead to believe, I expect action to be taken."


 "That's not good enough."


 Veilie's eyes widened a little. 


 "We both know that our trial was above par, my team feels the same way, as do several others including the master of ceremonies and Teia's team. I'm sure you'll find some among your staff that would be-"� "Leandrea. You tread a very dangerous path, lest you forget with whom you converse. . ." Veilie bit her lip as she withdrew her pistol, keeping it at her side she mouthed 'I'm sorry.' 


 "The matter remains, we were ostracized because of your prejudices. Based on combat ability of an un-indoctrinated unit, we have performed above standard in every area. To deny us combat status weakens both you and your ability to make objective decisions for the well being of-"


 "Should your exploits be plastered across the media feeds as well? Our people know you as an exile, if you'd like they can know exactly what kind of exile you are. Or mayhap you-"� "I've served you faithfully for two lifetimes, would you like me to give you my life as proof of my loyalty? Or-"� "Two hundred and thirty two years will not bring your team back, child. You cannot begin to compensate for the loss, nor would I ask you too. Whatever happened that night is of your own design, the action taken and the responsibility for those lives rests on your shoulders Leandrea."� Nicole exhaled, her crestfallen look was made more pained when she took a slow breath and sniffed. "If you won't give me a chance, why should I fight for your ends?"


 There was a long pause, so long that even Veilie looked at the camera with a curious expression. When she spoke she looked completely unprepared. "We've shared many things, I haven't forgotten, nor will I. In my dreams I see us riding the great plains, teaching the children to read and write in their languages. I remember the promises we made, all of us. . . And I remember the scared child that we almost didn't see after the attack, that child has known love and hate, has seen what our enemies are capable of and what we ourselves have done in the name of preservation. 


 I also know about the cancer that is trying to kill that child. . . The question isn't what we, as individuals, can do to one another. What we can do for the success of our species or what we will do to see the next day. You know all too well the consequences of a lapse in judgment, does your child's life really deserve to be forfeited so you can feel good about yourself?


 You and I both know the cost of this war, I won't ask you to bear more burden than any other. You and you alone will be the one to bear the consequences of your action, just as I have. . ."� Nicole took in a breath. Sam could just barely hear the slight reverberation of her growl at the back of her throat. The icy demeanor she presented had already started to crack by the time she shook her head. "I've walked through hell for you and your kind, only to be cast aside like an un-bathed orphan in a human world. I will never forget the things you've done for me, however I will not forgive you for-"� "It was your action that ended their lives."� She jumped up in a full growl, grabbing Veilie's collar before she had a chance to move. Pinning the taller woman to the wall Nicole's growl turned into a full roar. "I didn't have any choice! Your doctrine lead to their deaths! You! Your customs! If we had taken our weapons-" Veilie grabbed her arm, tried to flat palm Nicole's sternum but was cut off in mid strike when Nicole. . . She leaned in at an insane speed and bit into the woman's throat. The woman flailed for a split second before going still and holding her hands up. They were shaking as Nicole tightened her grip. 


 She clenched her hands in to fists, trying to cough, her lips were already starting to turn blue. Jon and Kat looked on with the same horrified expression Sam was sure was painted across her face, none of them moved, too frightened to even breathe. 


 Finally Nicole let go and stepped back. The woman grabbed her throat as she managed the fist choking gasps of breath, looking up with tears running down her cheeks she mouthed "Why?"


 Nicole paced back and forth, her leather boots creaking softly in the static charged air. "My terms are as follow; upon successful completion we will be given full combat rights and access to the base. Jonathan and Samantha will be given time to finish their base educations, Kathrine will be allotted a teacher's position of choosing." She licked her lips. "My rank will be re-instated in full, my daughter will be given my quarters as well, I will have complete freedom of choice within the post to choose assignments as I see fit."


 Veilie cringed and coughed a string of blood.


 "Only under these circumstances will your action be carried out."� Kat inhaled and grabbed her medical bag, settling down next to the corporal and treating the blood flow as best she could. When she finally stepped away the woman nodded her appreciation and took the first shaky attempt at getting up. 


 "I don't have time for dominance games." She coughed out. "Irana isn't happy."� "I don't expect so." � "You have a daughter?" Jon shook his head. "Crazy shit."� "I can facilitate lodging until the end of next year. Current circumstances make your attachment to us a very precarious affair. . . The FBI and CIA are both actively looking for Kathrine and your team members. It would be impractical to use your team in deployments, should you get arrested-"� "I'm aware of the consequences. Given a year's time we can train up to standard and-"� "Impossible."� "Irana. . ."� "I'm sorry, truly I am." � "Please. Sailanea, she-"� "She will be cared for, you have my word." � Nicole shuttered. "I have nothing else! I need to be with her, I-"� "You will, for seven hundred and twenty days, subject to uprising conditions of course."� "Irana. . ." Her voice bordered on pathetic, though she still managed to keep her commanding presence. "I've never asked for more than a chance to fight back against them. Now you would deny me my revenge?"� "Time is running desperately short. You have six days to complete your task, when you return we will discuss, in further detail the terms of our agreement."


 "We don't have an agreement yet."� The corporal rubbed at her throat for a second. "We've managed to buy you a day before things get complex, I suggest you take it as there may not be another chance." � "Buy us a day?"� "One of our agents has positioned themselves in a place to interrupt the flow of. . . Priority targets to San Diego, I highly suggest you take advantage of the opportunity offered."� After an achingly slow minute Nicole let her shoulders slump and shook her head. "My terms aren't negotiable. . . Remember that. . ."


