 Chapter 17

 The high pitched whine of the Monte Carlo's turbine drowned out almost all of the sounds inside the cabin, unfortunately it didn't qwell Kathrine's deep fear stares. Jon had tried to avoid her, ever since their early morning departure from the hotel, short of trying to crawl into the trunk however, he was stuck.

 The restless night before had been fraught with her insistent banter, every time he'd roll over, get up or even breathe wrong she was on him about getting married. As if they didn't have enough to worry about, as if nothing else mattered, absently he wondered if it was her nature to be so demanding. Only when he looked at her could he feel her finger stroking his hand gently, within her eyes the questions were focused, laser straight and completely without reprieve. "Marry me."
 "Oh come on, I bet you'd make a lovely groom."
 Jon snickered when the image of him in a tuxedo with a shotgun strung across his back flashed in his mind's eye. It would probably have been such a reception anyway, their life had gotten too complex to be worried about simple- Kathrine kissed his cheek and turned to her small window. 

 Nicole tapped Sam on the shoulder and pointed to the open window. After a second Sam rolled it up and Nicole took off her sunglasses. "I apologize."
 Jon looked at Kat for a second."For what?"
 "I am forbidden from disclosing the details under which I was excommunicated from the Clan, therefore I apologize for your ignorance, as well as my actions over the last day." She sped up a little. "If we fail. . ."
 "Hey, no, we'll be okay." Kat swallowed. "I have faith."

 "Let it be known that this was never my choice, nor your burden. If you feel you cannot trust my decisions, speak now and I will let you out at the nearest available transportation."
 The silence lasted almost three exits. 
 "Aileana." Sam tipped her hat back and smiled. "I told you, we're here with you and for you."

 "Yeah."
 Jon nodded. "You got it. Peanuts and caramel not included."
 Nicole snickered a little and ran a hand through her hair. In the next instant her smile hardened into the serious thin line that Jon had practically engraved in his memory from the time she had held her pistol to his throat. "We'll start with the field agent. Alexandria?"
 "Yeah." Sam dug the file from under the seat and held up the small picture. "Says she's five, eight, uh. . . Measurements? Blood type O negative, next of kin; Brianna Bianchi." She laughed. "Okay, um. Says here-"
 "Those meds get you high?" 
 "Yeah, little bit." She handed Jon the file. "Hey, can we get somethn to eat first? I'm starving."
 Nicole nodded. "Priority will go Biachi, we can use her to find the facility. We'll have to get a schematic of the place, at least. . ." She exhaled and glanced back at Kat through the rear view mirror. "Kathrine, do you know where your parents are?"
 "I- I-" She bit her lip. "No."
 "What are they're names?"
 "My dad, he- He might still be here. . . My mother is dead."
 "I'm sorry."
 She waved the woman off. "Leon Rikes is his name. I have his old address but my letters never got delivered there. . ."

 "We'll need to find him."
 "Why?" 
 "To answer some questions. If we can find out exactly why you exist, our place within the clan will be that much more solidified. After that we'll stage our assault on the facility itself, the return trip is going to be chaos. . ."
 "Yeah, no shit."
 San Diego, next exit.

 Jon snatched the last piece of pizza just as Sam tried to stab her fork into it, a little too quick for him to get away. "Jeez, split it?"
 She smiled an eerily bright grin. "Gimmie."
 "Anything else I can get you?" Jessie, the waitress, looked a little pensive even with the light scent of arousal that could be picked out from under her perfume. 

 "No. Thank you." Nicole kicked Jon's foot. 
 "Hey."
 "On second though, do you have a box? Something in a large size?"
 "Um. . . Yeah, sure."
 "That'll be all then." She thumbed a hundred dollars from her stack of twenties and laid it down with the bill. "Thank you."
 Sam watched her leave with an awkward little smile that faded when Nicole nudged her and focused her on the little travel map they had gotten. "We can take Imperial through here and go to the church. . ." She glanced up at Kat. "Or, we can take the direct route and risk the police." 
 "Why not take the trolley? Goes right by the sheriff's station."
 "We could do that." Kat traced her finger over the path. "Then just get off down by the train station and walk up there."
 "No fall back. If we were cornered-"

 "But I thought this was a no go place for Order?"
 "They run facility."

 "Okay, but still. It'd be a lot quieter than the car, we can hide our guns easy enough."
 Nicole took a sip from her water, waiting for Sam to finish her pizza before she looked her dead in the eye. "Are you content?"
 "Mmhmm. Where's whats her name though? I wanna watch her-" Before she could finish the waitress rounded the corner, box in one hand and change in the other. "How old are you?"
 "Sorry? Uh- seventeen."
 "Damnit."
 "Why?"
 "Alright look." Jon leaned forward. "I'm with Kat on this, we can get there faster and quieter. If we get jumped we can run for it. But if we go in with the car we're gonna either loose her or get pegged before we can get close enough."
 "Point made." Nicole nodded. 

 "How do you feel about older-" Jon kicked her shin. "Hey fucker!"
 "Sorry, she's. . . Drunk right now."
 "Right. Well, if you need anything."

 "Yeah, thanks."
 Sam scowled at him. "You-"
 "You'd never forgive me."
 "Oh please-"
 "Grab the box, lets go."

 The twenty minute walk to the trolley stop actually felt more like a guided tour in which Kathrine made every effort to show them fragments of the beauty and innocence that might have been her life at some point. The people they shared the streets with were oblivious to the 'danger' that they were in, no one looked directly at them but seemed keenly aware of their presence. It was probably a little hard to miss four people in trench coats and body armor. . . Jon snickered.

 The bright red trolley was loaded with people who, just like the ones outside seemed similar yet entirely different than those at LakeFalls, no one cast the weary stares or pensive glances at the kid who wasn't old enough to buy beer yet could wear the heavy combat armor needed just to survive- Alright, enough doom and gloom. New town, new rules, no memory.

 "Yeah, no memory and no future."

 They watched each other in silence, Nicole and Kathrine keeping diligent watch over the doors at opposite sides of the car. Sam seemed busy trying to count the cars they passed outside, stabbing her finger at the glass every once in awhile until finally she gave it up when they passed the sheriff's station. From then her demeanor went through a gradual shift, from glassy eyed grin to forced seriousness, grinding to a halt as the trolley pulled up to the station.

 Nicole was the first to get up, leading them through the late afternoon crowds and down the first street she saw. A couple of turns later she pulled out the map and checked their position.
 "So what's the box for anyway?"
 "You."
 "Why?"
 "You'll see." With that she picked up a steady jog and lead them through several blocks, stopping at a small apartment tenement. She slipped her hand under Jon's coat, grabbing the shotgun and disconnecting it from it's sling in a smooth motion. "Take the two twenty six and put it in the box, knock on the door and wait. If she doesn't come, we'll breach it."
 "Right."
 "This is gonna be fun." Sam grinned.

 Jon slipped his coat off and, with some help, his armor. By the time he had gotten out of it, Nicole had already dropped the Sig Sauer in the pizza box and had a spare magazine already waiting. 
 Kat wrapped her arms around him, her large eyes glistening as he returned her hug. "Be careful." 
 "Yeah, no problem." 

 The tenement itself was relatively small, a four story brick building covered in years of grime from the high traffic streets that bordered the block. The solid concrete steps lead up to the clean first floor, tiled and decorated into a fake deco south-western motif that made the memories of his apartment building feel like memories of a visit to a third world country. Even the stairs had a solidness that made the rickety floorboards of his old apartment seem dangerous by comparison.

 Climbing the steps two at a time he brought the pizza box up on his palm before pulling his shirt tight to wick away some of the sweat. Twice in two days he was going to pretend to be something he wasn't, if it wasn't for his body's fight-flight response he might have found it exhilarating. 

 Nicole and Sam followed at a distance , the patter of their boots just barely above a finger snap from the first floor. Jon counted out the apartment numbers as he passed by. When he finally came to 10 he took in a breath and knocked on the door.

 The second that he stood there gave him a chance to take in the scents of the stucco hallway. Most of it was old cigarettes and faint traces of something like pine-sol but at some depth, beyond the civilized and normal smells was something that smelled of rotting meat and crap- He thumped on the door again. 

 It might have been stress or anticipation but the meat smell seemed to peak when he leaned up against the door. No sound from inside. "Pizza Hut."
 Still nothing.

 He turned the knob, surprised when it gave. The smell of fetid meat exploded through the hallway with a sharp undercurrent of shit and urine. Jon gagged and turned away. Putting his shirt over his mouth he forced himself to look in through the crack. 

 The place had been a studio, the large bed in the corner sat opposite a small desk with a bunch of cables strewn all over it. Right inside was a bar style divider that separated the kitchen from the rest of the room. 

 Fresh adrenaline surged through his body as he dipped into his box and drew the Sig Sauer. He braced himself to the side of the doorway, sweeping in low around the corner he tried not to gag. The smell was overwhelming, before he could round the corner he fell to his knees and vomited. After several failed attempts to get up he dragged himself around the stove and into the room. 
 The woman watched him with wide, pleading eyes as deep as pits of ash. Her skin was bloodlessly white, save for the dime sized hole in her forehead. Tendrils of crimson had dried in her brown hair, much like the smear over the side of the bed. "Nic-" He gaged again. "Nicole!"
 Sam and Nicole both busted in with a smooth motion, Sam came in through the kitchen, rifle trained on Jon as if by automatic response to his weapon. Nicole followed through with the same grace, clearing the bathroom before she stepped out. "She's been dead for awhile."

 Jon wretched and batted Sam's rifle out of his face. Nicole tugged at one of the cables, tossing it aside before she started tearing the blankets and sheets off the bed. Sam did the same with the cupboards. After a couple moments Jon managed to force a wave of bile down and concentrate on his job. 
 The woman's body was stiff, making it hard to roll her over, if it wasn't for the dead weight Jon might have been able to lift her up and put her on the bed. Instead he managed to get her up just enough to see the rough jaguar style spots which dotted the back of her neck. After a quick breath he touched her leg, running his finger up the side. When his hand grazed something thick he drew back. "Jesus Christ."

 "What?" Sam and Nicole looked at him.

 "She- She's a fucking Kattah!"
 "Impossible." Nicole dropped the sheets and batted him out of the way. She grabbed for the woman's tail almost instantly before she ran a hand through her own hair. "This isn't right. . . It can't be." She checked again.

 "No shit."

 "Find the casing." Nicole lifted the woman- body, it was a body, nothing more. 
 Jon searched through the room. After several minutes he gave up and went to the kitchen, filling his hand with cold water and rinsing his mouth. Sam patted him on the shoulder softly. 
 "You okay bro?"
 "Yeah."
 When he came back around the corner Nicole was already rolling the body up in sheets. "Samantha, get Kathrine."
 "Why don't we just leave her here? She-"
 "She's still a Clan member. She will get her burial honors-"
 "Hey Nicole." Jon swallowed. "You remember that memo Sam found? The one that said they had a working field agent?"
 "No, impossible. It-"
 "He's got a point." 
 The short woman paused for a moment and let the body fall to the mattress. "Take care of it."
 "Uh?"
 "Find out."
 "You can't be-"
 "Two minutes."
 Sam slung her rifle and moved to help Jon unravel the covers. They rolled her on her stomach, Sam unlatched the woman's belt as Jon pulled her shirt up a little to reveal the same spots that looked as though they had been drawn on her. Unlike Nicole's or Kat's this woman's markings were faded and rough looking- Jon gagged again when Sam pulled down the woman's pants to reveal the base of her tail. 

 "It's too short." Sam pulled her pants back up. "It's way too short, and she smells like sh-"
 "The body isn't decomposing at a typical rate. . ." Nicole furrowed her brow. "How is this possible?" She poked at the body, holding the woman's head up to look her in the eyes. "She doesn't smell right."

 "So what are we gonna do?"
 "Search the place. Try to find the computer." She pointed at the wires.

 Four minutes later Jon was closing the door with one hand, balancing a small stack of printed reports in the other. Most of them had come from Hayden Winters, some from Jacqueline and a couple from someone named Aleaf. The woman didn't seem to be in the same ballpark as they were, most of her reports were on Clan surrogate families that had been positioned in San Diego. Others tended toward some kind of protein deficiency research, the last one they had found was dated two days ago. 

 Among them was mention of some kind of facility that was apparently responsible for her or her daughter's current assignments, one in which they would drop off their reports or something. If not for the blood stains it might have made more sense.

 "What about the girl?" Sam adjusted her coat as they stepped out into the sunlit street. 

 "What about her?"
 "She might know something about this place." 
 "She might also be surrounded by Terminators. Or sequestered in a vault somewhere-"
 "We could check the phone books." 
 Kat stepped up beside them as they crossed the street, making it almost impossible to trace her position back to the alcove on the other side of the building. "Where is she?"
 "Dead."
 "Oh. . ."
 "She wasn't human." 
 Her eyes widened a little before she bit her lip. The question was barely readable but the intent behind it was, as was the fear and desperation. How many more?

 Nicole lead them back to the trolley stop, buying their tickets she tapped Kat on the shoulder and pointed to the phone booth at the far end of the station, giving her the child's name.

 "So we're going?"
 "If the name is in the book, we'll have a cornerstone for our investigation."
 "She's a kid Nicole, she doesn't have anything to do with-"
 "No." A muscle in her jaw tensed. She leaned forward, studying the people as they made their way around the little plaza. How many of them were just people trying to get places and of those who among them had kids who they would have sold into whatever horrors took place in the facility- or did they? What if it was a heaven for their children to grow and learn? Jon swallowed.

 "Nicole-"
 "I said no."
 Kathrine silently flipped through the phone book, her pant leg twitched a couple times as she worked. She tore out a page before glancing back at them and then at the book, in the next instant she was flipping through to another section. 
 Nicole narrowed her eyes and started a low throated growl.

 "What if she knows where this place is? We could be throwing away our only chance at finding it."
 "We've gotta find out if Kat came from there too right? I mean, if this place is like. . . Like a place for rejects from the clan, then Kat might be one of-"
 Kathrine trotted across the rails, offering Nicole the piece of paper with a shaky smile. "I found a Bianchi in there, but no Brianna."

 "What was the other page you took?"
 "Um. . ."
 "Answer me."
 "My f-"
 "Will you just give it a rest?" Sam sat forward slightly. "I know you don't care but that kid could be in danger too, she could be out there trying to figure out what she is, just like Kat. . ."
 Kat looked away. 
 "The danger would out weight the potential reward, it's not worth it."
 "Oh and going in blind is?"
 "And would you presume to know under what fortifications this child is being held? That she may be helping the Order find ways to kill us and our kind? Have you considered that possibility?"
 "Yeah, and ya know what? I don't give a shit. These people might know where Melissa is, they might be. . . They might be doing things to her- Kat would!" 
 She spun and stared at Sam. "I. . . What?"
 "This girl. She might know where Melissa is, she might know where the place is. She might help us-"
 "Or get us all killed." Nicole stood up, rubbing the bridge of her nose. "I won't endanger our team on the vein hope that whatever information this child has will be of significance. For all we know she could already be dead."
 "Or we could prevent it from-"
 "Don't you understand? It's a waste of time!" Nicole's growl deepened even more, attracting attention from several of the people on the other side of the station. "I won't have us run into a trap-"
 "She's a kid! What if it was your daughter?"
 "It isn't, nor will it ever be! Question my leadership-"
 Kat swallowed and stepped forward. "Nicole, she could die without our help."
 "That isn't my problem."
 "But-"
 "Maybe not, but if we fuck this up because you wouldn't act, who's problem is that?"

 Nicole took in a short breath, glancing at both the women before she settled her gaze on Jon. For a second they watched each other, the conflicting scents making it almost impossible to pick out definite emotions. The woman's razor steel eyes bored right through, demanding help, demanding some kind of backup- begging, Jon swallowed and looked away.

 Sam set the heavy plastic case down with a loud crunch of gravel. The rooftop cast a radiant heat through her clothes, the sticky feeling was already settling in as she set up the rifle, running through the mental check list. Barrel, gas assembly, optics, magazine. . . The metallic click of the bolt opening ended her list.

 Nicole stood under the shadow of the building Sam had set up on, moving toward the little two story duplex only after a thirty second count. She looked completely out of place, among middle suburbia and all the nice prefabricated houses with their picket fences and green yards she was a raven, with treated cotton wings that fluttered in the soft breeze, a sleepless hunter that would prowl the streets day and night until she finally caught her prey, or it's corpse.

 Sam leveled the rifle and slammed the bulky magazine into the side, letting the bolt ride forward as Nicole started up the perfectly formed cement path, to the front door. She gave a knock.

 Through the digital read out on the lower left hand of her scope Sam could see the distance as 230M, it might have been forever or maybe even just a few feet, she could have been light years from the short woman but it still felt like she was right there knocking on the door. However if something were to happen; several men bust through the windows and try to take her. Then she would be those millions of miles away, unable to help her friend- just like she had been when Melissa- Not now, she'll be okay. . . She will.

 Nicole knocked again and leaned up against the door to listen. When she turned back down the path she drew her hand up by her stomach and made her 'all clear' sign.

 Sam broke down the rifle and grabbed her case, racing down the stairwell as quickly as she could manage. By the time she reached the streets she was panting but still managed to get her breath long enough to get Nicole's attention. "Nothing?"
 "No." 

 "My name is Detective Bola, I was calling about Brianna Baichi. . ." Nicole's voice wasn't a shadow of what it normally was. She sounded in charge, in control and on top of things- completely unlike the tufts of hair at her temples which were jutting out at random angles where she had been rubbing them. "Yes, there's been an accident I'm afraid. No, no they're both alright, however I need to talk to her. . . Yes, I understand." After a long pause she turned to look at Sam. "No. I can pick her up- yes of course. I'll be there shortly, thank you.

 Sam inhaled when the short woman hung up the phone and sighed, rubbing at her temples harder than before. "You alright?"
 "We have to be there in twenty minutes, school will be out of session-"
 "Nicole." She offered her hand. "You okay?"
 "Come." Nicole started to walk away.
 "Tammy told me. . ." That stopped her in mid stride, she glanced back. "About your headaches. . ."
 "Time is of the essence." 

 "If you don't wanna talk about it- But hey, I'm there for you okay? Just remember that, Kaya."
 Nicole cocked her eyebrow just high enough to crest the top of her sunglasses. Sam could feel her reflection wince in the woman's gaze. "I don't need your pity."
 "It isn't pity, I'm serious. . . I understand-"
 The woman turned back to the road, leading them to the Monte. 
 "Aileana, I'm your friend, just remember that. . ." 
 The drive was relatively short but the silence made it an ordeal of it's own, filled with dangers that promised to make Sam rip her hair out by the roots, namely Aileana's glacially cold demeanor. 
 "Some day you're gonna teach me how to do that."

 "Do what?" 
 "Turn your heart off. . ." 

 "You just missed her Detective."
 "Thank you."
 "Mind if I ask what this is about?"
 "Her parents were in a minor accident, no injuries to speak of, my L T thought it pertinent that I make sure she knew what happened."
 "Oh, I'm sorry. If I had known-"
 "I can catch her at home. Thank you for your time." She plodded on past Sam. Even without being able to see Nicole's face she could smell, feel the frustration and anger in the air. On the way to the school her scent had changed from it's normal, bitter bite to an almost sour, vomit smell. When Sam finally did catch up with her she saw the blood stains on the woman's upper lip and fingers. 
 "H-" 
 Nicole waved her off and grabbed a small tissue from her pocket. "We need to get to her before her parents do."

 "Wait." Sam put her hand on Nicole's before she could flip the ignition switch. "Look me in the eye and tell me you're alright."
 "We don't have time for this. Our mission-"
 "Isn't going anywhere, just relax and tell me whats wrong."

 "Tammy told you everything you need to know." 
 "But she didn't tell me what or why. Come on, you'd do the same for me. . ."
 She wiped her nose again and leaned her head back, letting out a long sigh. "What makes you worthy of the confession of a dying soul?"
 Dying soul? "Because that soul is my friend. My savior. . ."
 She took off her sunglasses and turned just enough to look Sam in the eye. The pain in her eyes was endless, as was the hopelessness and fear. "I was diagnosed six years ago." Her hand began shaking. "I was given ten years, at best. . ."
 "But, but, no. . . What-"
 "It's a malignant growth in the frontal lobes." Nicole thumbed the ignition. "It's inoperable." 
 Samantha turned down to look at her hands, feeling the fresh rage and frustration boil through her veins, searing her skin with visible trails of blue and purple. How could- Was she going to be another victim of the Order's war or had she been given the choice, what about her daughter? What about- "What's gonna happen to your daughter?"
 "Tammy and Naomi will look after her, give her what I never could."
 "Bullshit, you'd be a great mom." 
 "I don't have time." 

 The rolling scenery outside the windows became an illusion, a useless drawing of civilization that wouldn't allow someone a chance. Of all the things that she had done, places she had been- Nicole was going to die from the very thing she had dedicated her life to. Where the hell was the justice in that? Not that they would help, but they were still responsible just like she would have been if she wasn't trying to set things right- "I'm so sorry."
 "Don't p-"
 "No, no, I'm sorry for- for everything. God, Aileana. . ."

 Nicole her sunglasses back on as they rolled to a stop outside the girl's house. When Sam managed to get out, she saw a copperish gold SUV parked in the drive way, completing in full the middle town suburbia look. 
 "This complicates matters."
 "Yeah. . ." 
 After a moment Nicole unclipped her rifle from it's harness and put it in the car, Sam followed suit before the short woman said anything. When she finally looked up Nicole was taking in a sharp breath. In the next instant she pushed off into the road.

 Sam followed close behind, her soft boots doing little to filter the heat from the pavement like her nerves that were working overtime to keep her from shaking to death. If it went sour they'd only have their pistols to fall back on- if the Order had already- No, just shut up, focus.

 Nicole knocked on the heavy door. 
 After a few seconds an older woman opened it. She was nearly as tall as Sam, her brown hair furled back in a long wave that stopped just at her shoulders, unlike Sam's however it was washed and shiny, healthy. "Can I help you?"
 "Is Briana here?" 
 She eyed Nicole for a moment. Sam drew a breath. "We're with the Cristian Services Ministry of San Diego. . . She had sent us a poem and won first place in our contest."
 The woman paused for a second as if to say 'yeah right' before she moved to shut the door. Nicole ducked low and pushed forward, bursting into the living room and over the woman in one smooth motion.

 Sam followed behind, pistol drawn. She cleared the dining room to the left as Nicole put her hand over the woman's mouth and began restraining her. Following the dining room into the kitchen and basement she breathed only when she had returned to the living room to see Nicole making a gag from strips of the couches' cushion. "Basement is empty."
 "Upstairs."
 She nodded and started up the wood staircase, keeping her weapon trained on the edge of the railing. Adrenaline washed in to fill the cracks of her resolve and drive her up the stairs with only the slight patter of her boots to announce her presence. The first room she came upon was a small bathroom, empty save for a box of tampons and some toilet paper.

 The parent's bedroom was large even compared to her living room, but equally bare. The room on the opposite side however was loaded with posters of different kinds strewn all over the walls and ceiling. Dozens of stuffed animals filled the racks and mesh bags which hung in between the posters, almost all of them seemed to be watching the middle of the room where a twin sized bed had been carefully aligned and splattered with a gigantic tie-dyed blanket. 

 The brown haired girl on the blanket didn't twitch as Sam stepped in, putting her pistol on safe. She had the same sharp features that Nicole and Kathrine had but they were rougher, as though they had been bred out over generations, bred with the typical 'American girl'. She couldn't have been more than ten but she was already developing physically. . . 

 "Hey." Sam touched her arm and rolled her forward a little. She had the same spots on her neck that her mother did. Only after a minute did it occur to her to check the girl's legs, when she did she sighed her relief. She was probably just like Sam and hadn't gotten a 'full dose' to develop a tail or something. "Hey, wake up."
 "Nuh huh."
 "Come on sweetheart, it's time to go."

 "Go where?"
 "I. . . I dunno."
 She opened her eyes and almost instantly they widened. She backed up as though she could hide on the other side of her bed. "Wh- Who are you?"
 "My name is Samantha. I'm here about your mom."
 "My mom? My mom is downstairs."

 "Your real mom sweetie, come downstairs with me, we need to talk."
 "Where is my mom?"
 "Come on." She got up as slowly as she could, letting the girl decide her move. After a second she stood up and took a step toward the door, never taking her attention off Sam. "Don't worry, I won't hurt you."

 Brianna walked down at a carefully controlled pace, almost as if she had been trained, maybe as though she was more in control than she wanted Sam to think- Just relax. It's cool, we're gonna be fine.

 Nicole stepped from the kitchen with a glass of water in each hand, giving Sam one on her way to the living room. "Brianna?"
 "Y- Yes?"
 "My name is Nicole, I'm here because your mother has been in some serious danger."
 "Is she okay?" 
 "Come with me. . ." She led them all into the living room. Brianna made a move to run for the woman on the couch but stopped in mid step. "Who is this woman Brianna?"
 "My babysitter."
 "Have you ever heard of something called The Order of the Earth Purifiers?"
 "No. . ." She paused and looked up at Sam, then to her babysitter. "No."
 "Are you lying to me Brianna?" Nicole downed her glass and produced her boot knife, sliding it under the gag on the old woman she cut it clean. "And you ma'am. . . Have you ever heard of them?" 
 "Please don't hurt her-"
 "My intentions do not involve harming either of you, yet. Should your answers prove useful then you'll both go free. I'm only here for information."
 "I've never heard of them." Brianna grabbed for Sam's gun but was too slow. 
 "Hey. Relax, we're not gonna hurt you."
 "My mom, you said you knew where she was-"
 Nicole kneeled down and swallowed. "Brianna, I need your focus, this is extremely important. Did she ever say anything about a facility or a factory of some sort?"

 "No, where is she?"

 "Are you certain? Please, think very carefully."
 "No! Now where is she!"
 "She's. . . She was killed."
 "N- N- No! You're lying!" 
 "No, she isn't." Sam swallowed when the girl's accusatory stare focused on her. "These people did it, The Order. That's why we're trying to find them."
 The girl's tears began fading almost instantly. Her babysitter swallowed when Nicole stood up, flexing her hand around the handle of her knife. 
 "She was connected with something called 'the pseudo program'. We haven't been able to figure it out, however her daughter has been implicated in-"
 "I don't know anything about that." 
 Nicole paused for a moment and slid her pant leg up to reveal the thick spots on the outside of her leg. When neither Brianna or the woman made a move she slid the tip of her tail down around her boot. "We all know exactly what awaits us-"
 "No! They did this to us!" Brianna grabbed for Sam's gun again. Sam grabbed her arm and dug her fingers into the girl's neck almost by instinct. She yelped on the way to the ground.

 "Shit, sorry, are you okay?"
 "Who did this to you?"

 The girl looked up and drew in a breath. "Please don't hurt me. . ."

 "Then they promised my mom that they would look after me. . . Said that we'd both be taken care of if we helped them. It was just getting information, and we'd get a place to live, and money. And food- we'd never be hungry again." The girl swallowed.

 Nicole let out a shaky breath.

 "We helped them and they helped us. We didn't know what they wanted with other people- I swear!"
 "It's okay." 
 Sam swallowed. "Do you know how many other homeless people were used?"

 "No. Max and Jamie went out there once or twice but we didn't see them after we got moved out here."
 "I need to know everything you do about the facility and how to get there." Nicole was shaking by the time she laid out a piece of paper and pen. When she was finally done collecting the information her shake had turned into a shallow growl that Brianna kept trying to shy away form but ended up merely accepting it.
 When they got up Nicole was back to a grim, serious expression that made even the fear in her eyes more palatable. "We have to get together with the other members of our team. You can come with us or you can stay here. . . I can't promise you a better life, but the Clan will take you in. You won't have to be afraid of starvation or the Order."
 "But you said you were fighting them."
 "They have other positions, some that don't involve field work. If you've ever wanted to be a teacher or a chemist, anything you can imagine."
 "You make it sound really nice. . ."
 "It is." Sam nodded. "They're beautiful people just like you."

 "When would we go?"
 "Soon, we have orders to destroy this facility." Nicole glanced at the woman still tied up on the couch. Before she stood up she put her boot knife back. "I can't take you with us."
 "I know."
 "I'm sorry." She started for the door.
 "Hey, you can't leave me like this!"
 "By the time you get free we will have finished our business here. . . A possibility I can't afford to jeopardize, should you choose to alert the authorities." 

 Brianna stopped long enough to glance at the woman before she followed Nicole into the early evening sunlight. Sam shook her head and followed as closely as she could. "Sorry. . ."

* * * *

Kathrine Rikes took her breath in shallow sips, her boots were pounding against the pavement and her ears as she forced herself to keep a slow pace. Jon was already falling behind while she rounded the corner, fresh sweat was rolling between her shoulder blades, accenting the bursts of adrenaline which flooded through her body in the same instant. 
 Millions of questions were begging for answers; would he recognize her, would he be so drunk that- no, would he be ashamed of her choices? Would he even want to acknowledge her as a person-

 "Kat!" 

 She turned sharply to see Jon coming her way at a jog. His thick soled boots, jeans and body armor made him seem both taller and more imposing than the man that she shared her bed, her life, with. To anyone walking down the street he might have seemed like a SWAT member running from a firefight. "I'm sorry- Jon!"
 "Just relax, it's okay. We have time." He pulled his coat to hide the massive Vindicator shotgun. "Let's just keep together, okay?"

 "Y- Yeah, yeah. Okay. Sorry." Kat laced her fingers with his, taking in the strong warmth of his gentle grip. "I- I dunno what we're gonna do. I mean, what if he won't see us? What if-"
 "Relax Kat, we'll be alright." 

 "But Jon-" Kathrine's feet felt lighter, the adrenaline lending her a wistful strength to drag herself forward. The closer they got to the apartment the more her adrenaline peaked until finally exploding through every nerve in her body. She jumped forward in one step, dragging Jon with her as she surged through up the sidewalk- her fears and questions cried out against the torrent of emotions, uselessly flailing out as her primal instincts took over.

 The prime instinct yearned for her to run, to run to her father and save him from whatever might be waiting, maybe even from her. Somewhere deep inside she felt her body uncoiling to accommodate the new speeds, even with her pants and body armor she erased the distance with ease. She almost passed by the apartment entirely.

 She stood panting, feeling her body ease itself back into something more normal. The sensation was unnerving, as though blood was draining from her body, taking with it her strength and all forms of cognitive thought. She collapsed to her knees a moment later.

 The apartment was built of the same green stained red bricks that had been used in their old apartment, unlike that building however the bricks were troweled with lines that seemed to collect the memories of  those who passed by. Each of them seemed marked with some remnant of civilization, a piece of bubble gum, a smear where someone had put out a cigarette- It showed the heart of any urban city, but under it and even around it, that heart was warm with the lights that filled the windows. 

 She jumped to her feet, barely able to catch her breath as she cleared the stairs. Out of her peripheral vision she saw Jon jogging toward her but far too slow to keep her from sprinting up the blue carpeted stairs. The plaster walls were clean, smelling of old cigarettes and the static ozone of the buzzing lights that kept the place bright as day. On the third floor she heard Jon's footfalls hit the steps. She yanked the piece of phone book out of her pocket and double checked the address. 
 "Hey, wait up." 

 Kat's heart dropped when she didn't see an apartment number on the page. "Jon?"
 "Yeah."
 "Is there a mailbox down there?"
 "What? Um. Yeah."
 "C- Can you look for the name?"
 After a short pause and a couple foot steps. "Apartment E 12."
 Kat checked the doors in front of her, taking in a sharp breath when she found herself staring at E12. It didn't have any special features, just the polished brass door knob and numbering. . . It looked too plain to be anything her father would have-
 "Find it?"
 "Y- Yes."
 "Don't move, I'll be right up."

 She paced back and forth, acutely aware of the heavy plodding feeling of her boots, the sweat, the fear. So many things she could have said, so many- "Breathe. In, out. . . Thats it."

 Jon crested the top of the stairs breathing heavy. The heavy shotgun rocked back and forth under his right arm as he pulled himself up the railing.

 They watched one another for a second, Jon's eyes reflected a bright blue tint when he moved his head just slightly. The questions deep in his eyes didn't reflect the warmth of his smile but for a moment it didn't matter, at any second they'd be where they needed to be to survive the future both literally and figuratively. She was going to have her father back, for better or worse, then she would have Jon. As both man and husband, he would be hers, he would know the glory of God and his plan- Everything was going to be alright, everything. . . Then why couldn't she knock on the door?
 The young man stood off to the side and braced himself in a ready stance as though Kat was going to breach the door. When she didn't move he looked up at her. "Want me to?"
 She swallowed and wrapped on the door as hard as she could. The instant she did she felt a surge of regret, if it hadn't happened so fast she might have thought better of it- Oh God, please forgive me for what I have done, what I may do before the day is out, please give me the strength to-

 The door creaked softly as it opened. The man that stood between the frame and the door was tall, easily Jon's height. His oversized sweater hid the bulk of his well cut frame easily, but not the razor sharp cheek bones. Not the man's brown flat top, not his large, intense eyes, not the warm smile. . . So intent and aware, so healthy. . . So- "D- Daddy?" 

 "Kathy? Kathy?" They launched at one another. For the rest of eternity nothing mattered, just the warm smell of a healthy, vibrant man, the genuine warmth of the large hands wrapped around her. Even through the armor. She was home. "Is it really you?"  

 Kat's voice failed as the tears sealed their cheeks together, conducting all the wordless emotions that they could never have brought together. Every time she thought he was let her go he pulled closer and closer until she could feel his heart beat through his jugular, to where she could feel his body take on real life. No other could have given a reaction so pure. . .

 "Where have you been? I missed you so much. . ."
 "Shh." Kat cringed turned slightly to see Jon's awkwardly uncertain expression. Even before she smelled the air he changed the set of his jaw to an obviously forced smile. "Daddy. . . Daddy, this is Jonathan."
 He tensed slightly and drew back. When they met gazes Kat could feel the spark of fear from her father, she noticed his gaze shift to the shotgun Jon was still holding in his trembling hands. 
 "Jon. . ." Kat whispered. 

 The young man looked down and took a breath, slinging the heavy weapon before he nodded to her father. "Sorry. . . I had to be sure."

 "Be sure of what?" 
 Kat swallowed. "Dad, you wouldn't believe what we've been through. . ."

 The apartment was spacious, it's thick blue carpeting didn't quite match with the recycled furniture but it smelled clean and healthy and. . . Sober. 
 The few pictures that ordained the walls gave glimpses into a life gone past, not like the desperate clinging feeling her picture had given off but a healthy projection of strength and understanding. Her mother's picture was right next to the front door, several others depicted images of his military days, one in particular showed him in front of a Huey helicopter that had been shot up. Jon kept glancing at it while Kat had detailed their experiences. 

 "Leon Rikes: Soldier, father, drunk."
 "Don't you dare talk about him like that."

 Jon sipped from his coke in silence, looking on her father as though he was a scientific anomaly. He had been silently holding his questions but the tension in his jaw and scent were impossible to mistake, so was his fear.

 Kat sighed when her father asked her to clarify why they had come back to San Diego. As though her being in his presence was to much to deal with stood up and paced. Maybe it was just a reaction to the new information. . . Had to have been.

 "So theres. . . There are others like you?" He swallowed. "Sorry, I don't mean it to sound that bad- that's exciting news." He ran a hand through his hair. The weight in his eyes was deepening with every second until he finally met her gaze. "Your mom would be relieved. . ."

 "What do you mean?"
 "Well, you know how she was. I mean- Well. Kathy." He took a deep breath. "Kathy, your mom was scared. For you, so was I to be honest, we were worried that you'd never find anyone that you had something in common with. . ."
 Jon glanced at her but said nothing.

 "I found a lot more. I found. . . I found a man that loves me." She could barely keep her tears from running down her cheeks, focusing as much as she could on holding the man's gaze. "He knows, he still loves me-"
 Her dad hugged her tight, silently giving her permission to let the damed tears flow. "Jon?"
 "Yeah." She whispered. 
 When he drew back Jon was faking an interest in the window that overlooked the street. Her dad nodded to himself a couple times before he smiled and hugged her again. "Thank God."
 "Yeah."
 Even though he was approaching sixty he looked old enough to maybe be Jon's father, but unlike Jon he seemed focused and here where Jon was both shy and afraid. "Jon?"
 "Yeah." He didn't turn away from the window.

 "Why don't you tell me about yourself?" 

 "Not much- to tell."
 "Jon. . ." 
 "Okay, I understand. Can I get you some more coke?"
 "No. Thanks."

 "Dad, have you read the newspapers? The news?"
 He nodded. "I knew it wasn't true. But this. . . This is intense." 

 "Sometimes I wonder what mom would think." 
 Jonathan got up and wiped at his face before he ducked into the kitchen. He rinsed out his glass in silence.
 "I think she would want you to live."
 "Yeah, but dad. These people want to kill us because of what we are, not because we did something wrong- It isn't right. . ."
 "I know Kathy. But you seem to have survived so far, you've got. . ." He looked her up and down. "Do you have a weapon?"
 "No. No, never." An instant stab of guilt speared through her stomach. Jon rounded the corner in the same moment, his face glistening with water. 

 Her dad looked up, his eyes widening ever so slightly before he nodded.

 "Kat said you were in the Army."
 "Yeah, I was a medic in Vietnam." 
 Jon sat down in the chair across the room so he could keep watch on the door. "Like father like daughter, huh?"
 "Um. . . Yeah."
 Her dad eyed her. 
 "I work as part of a team, Jon, his sister Sam and Nicole. I um. . . I take care of medical stuff, and explosives."

 He opened his mouth as if to say something, though he seemed completely unprepared. After almost a minute he pursed his lips. "Why don't you stay here? You wouldn't have to be afraid of anything, you could stay here until this thing blows over. Whatever happened out there can stay out there." 
 "I wish." Jon blew through his teeth. "It's not that simple, these guys are serious. The Clan has been fighting them for almost a century- um, a thousand years. They'll find us one way or another, we don't have much choice. . ."
 "Oh."
 Kathrine swallowed. "Dad, are you okay? Is everything alright? Do you need money or-"
 "I'm fine Kathy. . . I. . . I've gotten myself straightened out, I've got a job and-" He took a long breath. "I'm seeing someone too."
 "Oh dad. . ."
 "I know, but she's really nice, you'd like her. No one is ever going to replace your mom but-"
 "No, dad I understand, but if you need anything. . . There might not be another chance."
 "What do you mean?"
 "Dad, we have to go to the church, Father McAthen's church. . . We have to meet Nicole there."

 He nodded. "Am I ever going to see you again?"
 "I want you to come with me, she needs to talk to you and. . ." She looked over at Jon. "I need to talk to you. . . About the future." 

 * * * *

 Jon silently drudged behind Kat and her father, keeping an eye on the street behind them. The low hanging moon was still creeping over the horizon, chilling the buildings and streets with a gentle breeze that seemed to follow them everywhere they went. 
 It was still irritating how quick he had been replaced as Kathrine's focus, as soon as the door had opened she was all over the man- He was her father though. Not the drunk, pathetic shell that he had envisioned but a strong, seemingly well grounded man. It wasn't an instant transformation to be sure, but why was that so important? 

 Where the hell was he when his daughter was being stalked by some crazed bitch with a gun, when they were running from the cops. . . When they were starving on the streets- Jon had been there for her and now he was being cast aside like an empty coke can. She was probably just happy to see him. It'd pass. . . Maybe.

 They could see the church from almost three blocks away. It dominated the skyline like an old fortress among thatch roof huts. The closer they got to it the more reasons Jon found for her to be throwing him away, reasons that made perfect sense when he thought about it. He probably would have if he had been in her shoes too. . . No, no he wouldn't. He had saved her life, loved her when no one else would have, stood by her and her misguided religious garbage. He held on to her, he needed her just as much as she needed him so why-

 "Jon?"
 "Yeah."
 "You okay?"
 "Yeah."
 Leon glanced over his shoulder and offered a little smile. Smug prick.

 "Teen jealousy, hmm?"
 "Why the fuck shouldn't I-"

 "Because she loves you for one. What if your dad came back, I mean besides the smell, you'd be all over him too."

 He sighed as they started up the massive stairs. The vaulted doorway loomed over them like the mouth of some forlorn monster made of rough hewn brick with polished wood teeth. They took a detour to the left around the side of the building, stopping in front of a small office style building. Kat knocked on the door still holding her father's hand.

 After another knock and a couple seconds a slightly heavyset man opened the door. His tanned complexion made the thick white collar around his neck stand out against the growing shadows, even more so than the rosary he had balled up in his hand. "Can- Kathrine?"
 "G. . . Good evening Father." She smiled and swallowed, her face suddenly flushing a bright red. "Hi."

 "Leon." He offered his hand with a warm smile. His voice was strong and focused, almost as much as his gaze when it settled on Jon. "And. . .?"
 "Jonathan, this is Father McAthen." Kat and Leon both stepped back a little. 
 Jon nodded to the man, trying to act like he didn't see his offered hand. He smelled mostly of incense and something resembling musty wood but Jon could still pick out the scents that were swirling around, mostly from Kathrine. Fear.

 "Can we talk?" Kat bit her lip.

 "Of course, of course. Come in." The man stepped aside to allow them access to the small room. The place was about the size of his old bedroom, ringed with books and several pictures of other priests in different places, one of them Jon recognized as Rome by the Colosseum in the background. "What brings you back to the Lord's home Kathrine?"

 Kat swallowed. "A lot of things. . . Um." She glanced at Jon. "Can I talk to you alone for a moment?"

 "Uh oh, I know that tone. . ." The man smiled and offered his arm which Kat laced her hand through, almost without hesitation. They headed out the door, leaving Jon to occupy himself reading the book spines. Leon waited almost a full heartbeat before he spoke.

 "Thank you."
 "For what?"
 "Looking out for my daughter." His gaze was level, if it wasn't for the fear scent Jon would have thought he was being nice. "I can't pretend to understand what you went through, but I want you to know that you have my deepest gratitude."
 "Um. . . Yeah, no problem." Like I had a choice. . .

 "Oh come on, revel in the glory, you earned it."

 "Can I ask you something?" 
 "You just did."
 He looked away and nodded. "You know about. . . Her, about her differences?"
 "Yeah."
 His lip quirked up slightly. "Listen, I know you're probably a little tired and scared, but I'm not the bad guy here. I love my daughter very much, it took loosing her and her mother to realize that. Please don't judge-"
 "Judge what? Where the fuck were you when we were out there starving, freezing, too Goddamned tired to move but we couldn't stop because we wouldda been killed. Know why? Because of what she is. Just because she has a tail and shit that makes her public fucking enemy number one with these cock suckers-" Jon put his hands up and took a deep breath. “Sorry. . .”

 "I understand. You were scared-"
 "Yeah, ya think? You've been shot at before right? You know exactly what it's like!"
 "Yeah. I do."
 "Know what it's like to loose someone too?" 
 His expression changed to a solemn mask. "Yes."
 "Well maybe we do have somethn in common then. . ." Jon closed his eyes. "It's a giant mess."
 "A cluster fuck."
 "A what?" He laughed. "Yeah, yeah it is."

 Leon smiled just a little. 
 "That's a good one." After a second he crossed his arms and nodded. "Kat told me you used to drink a lot. . . After your wife died."
 "Yeah. But with Ron's help I got straightened out. . . Eventually."
 "Looks that way, what'd he tell you?"
 "Nothing. He listened. He kept me so occupied that I didn't want a drink. Had I been paying attention before Kathy left I might have got a job and. . . And maybe I would have kept her." The pain in his eyes faded slowly as he ran his tongue over his lips. "But then she wouldn't have met you."
 "Yeah, guess not. Just talking huh?"
 "Yeah."  
 "Wolf says the same thing, so does Kat and Nicole. . . But how do ya start? I mean shit-"
 "It's not easy. But if you can find someone who won't judge you. . . Some people turn to prayer for that sounding board but you can find people too. . . It's just that first step."
 "No shit. Okay, so what about Kat? She was born in the hospital right? I mean that- Or were you one of these surrogate families the Clan used?"
 "She was born in Coronado bay, my wife and I were sailing around, she wasn't due for another month yet. . ." He shrugged. "When I found out, well, I couldn't take her to the hospital." With a little shake of his head he sat down on the small bed and clapped his hands together. "I tried Jon. Neither of us knew what to make of her, I loved her but Mary was. . . She was resentful. She and I would get into these arguments that'd go on for days, one day she left. I. . . I found out the next morning she had been killed in a car accident. . ."
 Jon swallowed, watching the man as the pain welled up in his eyes, taking a physical form when he ran a hand over his face. "I'm sorry." He barely managed around the lump in his throat.

 "It took me three years to even get to a functional level but I'm trying. By God I'm trying." He nodded. "Don't forget, even at your lowest moments God will always love you, okay?"
 Kat opened the door before Jon could respond, Father McAthen followed close behind. Kathrine's cheeks were streaked with tears that Jon just barely saw before she wrapped her arms around him. 
 The man watched Jon with a serious, intended, stare for the eternity that Kat held him. After a moment he put his hand on Jon's shoulder. "If you have anything you'd like to confess. . ."
 "Please." Kat whispered. "We'll get you baptized and-"
 "I'm fine."
 "Jon." Leon stood up slowly. "Don't be ashamed. . ."
 "I'm not."
 "Please. . ."
 "Seriously, I'm good."
 "Jonathan." The chubby man glanced down at the floor, picking his words carefully. "I know you might not be comfortable with religion at your age but God-"
 "It's not about that, okay? I just. . . I'm fine, let it be."

 "But if you're going to be married you need to-"
 "Woah, married?" He pulled back from Kat. "Married?"
 The woman's deep green eyes flickered a bright orange as she shifted her weight from one foot to the other. She pleaded silently without moving a muscle, begging for something only she understood. She dipped her head a little and looked up at him, her irises suddenly enveloping the green eyes he had fallen into countless times. "Please, Jon, please just do this one thing for me. Be my husband. . . Please. Just this one thing."
 His voice wasn't even near a whisper. "Don't you think I've done enough for you?"

 The room almost instantly froze over, there was no sound of electricity being pumped in to the lights, no breathing, no insects. The only thing that filled the room was the black clad redheaded woman. She was the only living thing, though with her deathly pale cheeks and sunken eyes she may as well have been dead.

 Jon could feel his own blood running through his veins, glacial daggers of uncertainty that were pale imitations of the hurt in Kathrine's eyes. What have I done. . . No- No, she-

 Nicole opened the door slowly, sliding into the room with her rifle at her side. Right behind her a little girl fidgeted when no one acknowledged their presence. 

 * * * *

 Samantha didn't have to see the faces to smell the fear or the confusion. When Nicole enter the room everyone was watching Jon and Kat who had been standing face to face until Sam had gotten a boot in the door. They turned away from each other almost at the same time, Kat's cheeks damp with sweat and tears. 
 Across from them a priest was apparently drawing into himself to pray at the foot of the small bed. On that bed, however, a tall man was awash with varying scents of uncertainty and something resembling the scent Nicole had taught her that someone was getting prepared to do something- fight or flight reflexes or something. He wasn't bad looking, definitely had an air of reserved command about him, kind of like Nicole. . .

 "Brianna, this is Leon." Nicole clipped her rifle in place and drew her coat over it while Leon seemed like he was trying to decide what to do next. Finally he shook her hand. "My name is Nicole Leandrea."
 "Nice to meet you. . ."
 Jon's scent changed sharply from fear to out and out hatred before he spun on his heel and started for the door. Sam tried to grab his arm but was too slow. Before he was out he looked back as he drew his sunglasses from his coat. "I'll be around."
 "I need you to tell me everything you can about Kathrine."
 "I-"
 "This isn't a request."
 "Now wait a second-" Kat cut him off when she threw her arms around him and buried her face in his shoulder. Her sobs were plenty loud, even without her senses. "Can't this wait?"
 "Do you work or have you ever heard of the Order of the Earth Purifiers?"
 "N- Not until tonight."
 "Where was Kathrine born, why were there no official records?"
 "S-" He stroked Kat's head softly. "Please, this-"
 The priest reached under the bed. Both Sam and Nicole drew their pistols and trained them on the man. When he looked up Nicole cocked her head slightly and holstered her weapon, tapping Sam's hand so she would follow suit. "Kathrine was born as an act of God, her birth and upbringing were carefully planned by our Lord in Heaven to-"
 "With all due respect, Father, time is extremely short. We are under severe limitations at this moment. Leon, if you would please cooperate your answers could mean the success or failure of our future as much as yours."
 "What, what is it that makes your questions so important? Kathy was a miracle-"
 "I need to know how she was born, was your mate like her? Have you ever had any kind of connections to people like her, know someone that might have?"
 "No. No, never." 
 She stepped forward and leaned in a little bit. "Smile."
 He did.

 "Have you ever inadvertently felt a vibration within your throat or anything similar?"
 "No?"
 "Nicole." Kat turned to look at her, her voice was shaky and just barely loud enough to be heard. But the tears had since been wiped clean, giving her a pathetic aura of weakness. . . Maybe it was the smell. "Please."
 "Would you object to a blood sample?"
 "Only if you don't tell me why you need any of this information. . ."
 "Kathrine shouldn't exist. Our kind don't just 'happen'. . ."

 "Your kind? There's- Right, yeah, they said something about 'the clan'?"
 "The Clan of the White Rose." She nodded.

 "They're like Kat and Nicole. And Brianna. . ."
 "We need you to look after her for a few hours until we return."
 "Uh-"
 "This isn't a request."
 He rendered a half assed salute and rolled his eyes. "Yes ma'am."

 "Kathrine, draw blood, Samantha, find your brother. We're leaving."

 Kat tensed sharply and drew back. Her smell shifted a couple times before she hugged the man- her father, and kissed his cheek. "I love you daddy."
 "I love you too sweetheart."

 * * * *

 Outwardly the facility looked like an abandoned factory. Three levels tall and almost six hundred meters in all directions, it dominated the skyline with twisted water towers and smoke stacks that titled in odd directions. From their position on the hill Jon could make out the outlines of several men walking patrol routes both inside and out of the building. 

 Sam was watching right next to him through the scope of her sniper rifle, scanning the very edges of the perimeter fence while she tapped Jon's shoulder, adding to her running count. Nineteen

 By the time she had finished her count at thirty two she was preparing to load a magazine, stopped only when Nicole tapped them both on the foot.

 They slunk away from the crest and crawled back down to the spot where they had staged their assault packs and 'heavy' equipment. Kathrine looked up with a quivering glance, her kneepads grinding softly in the gravely dirt. "I count thirty two, they're using IR tags in their uniforms." 
 Nicole nodded. Her deep red tiger stripe fatigues wore the six tiered chevron and it's sword and wings accessories proudly, even the gleam in her eye was sharp, in control. . . She was primed to take over the world. "Any white out spots on the infrared?" 
 "No, all clear." 
 Her gloves creaked when she balled her hands into fists. "The southern entrance is our only viable option."
 "Nicole, can we do this? I mean can't we get some kind of support?"
 "I told you."

 "Yeah but-"
 She kneeled down and drew a rectangular representation of the lot. "The mission of the quick strike unit is to infiltrate, destroy and withdraw with the minimal amount of effort and personnel." She drew a line to the southern loading docks. They were massive, even compared to the facility itself the loading docks took up hundreds of feet, each of them packed with trailers. "Our problems will arise here. The docks are too tightly packed for us to be careless. . . Jonathan will set charges on the central trailer, Kathrine on the third over. If we run into problems we can use the detonation as a distraction.

 "Once we get into the facility, priority will go to computers and any paperwork you find. All personnel are considered dangerous, deal with them as you would an armed threat." She looked up at Kathrine. "Make them inoperable, do you understand?"
 "Y- Yes."
 "Jonathan will use second stage charges on support beams, Kathrine first and third stage charges on anything of relative importance; equipment and support infrastructure." Nicole drew a triangle in the dirt and pointed at Kat. "You will be in the middle, keeping an eye on the rear."

 "Okay. . ."

 "Samantha, Jonathan." She pointed at the tips on either side. "Should we need to separate we will re-form into a column, Kathrine in the middle."

 Jon took in several long breaths as Nicole continued with her presentation. Kat hadn't even attempted to say something to him since the church, too focused on the rosary in her hand to really do much of anything except make the occasional yes or no response. She sat across from him, running the beads through her fingers, silently making prayers to whoever might be listening. 

 She was clad in the same tiger stripe fatigues and body armor that they all wore, but unlike them she had several satchels hanging from her sides, a thick medical backpack and almost a dozen small plates running the length of her legs made her the loudest of all, but even that was just barely louder than Sam's deer skin boots.

 At some level he still enjoyed looking at her, without the memories of her soft skin against his he might have seen her as just some military girl, beautiful but still just a pair of boots and a backpack. How many things they had shared still meant anything to her or maybe. . . Maybe it wasn't over, maybe she'd forgive him but- What if she wouldn't?

 "If she wouldn't she's nuts."
 "Doesn't mean anything. People are-"
 "Wait and see."

 Nicole was looking at him.

 "What?"
 "She wanted to know if you were gonna show her a good time when we got back." Sam grinned a little, dodging away from Nicole before she settled back down. Even Kat was a little more aware of what was going on. 
 "I asked you if you were comfortable with carrying charges."
 "Yeah, no problem."
 She unslung one of her ammo bags, carefully removing the hundred round belt of linked rounds before handing Jon the cotton bag. Unlatching the small assault pack Jon grabbed the perforated square blocks, stuffing them into his satchel- He almost missed the leather bound Bible. Right next to it was a brown rosary. He looked up at Kat.

 "I. . ." She bit her lip. "I was thinking, maybe we- we could read it together, sometime. . ."
 Nicole and Sam both looked at them, the curiosity more than apparent. Jon looked down at the heavy weight book, feeling the difference between it and the block of explosives he had in his other hand. Both carried the grave seriousness of what they were preparing to undertake, the only real difference was the possibility that one might create some kind of new life while the other was destined to take it. "Yeah. . . Okay-" He hadn't finished when Kat wrapped her arms around him, nuzzling his cheek with her tears. 
 "I love you."
 "I love you too." He watched Nicole stand up slowly. He nodded when she picked up the massive machine gun and slung her rifle. The full realization hit him when she jacked the charging handle back with a loud metallic crunch. They were apart of this war now, there wouldn't be any going back. . . 

 Nicole watched the back of the docks over her machine gun as Sam and Jon made their way to the front of one of the trailers. Crawling on their stomachs, they couldn't have made more than a foot tall profile but the sweat pouring down Jon's neck kept him intimately aware of the man standing on the lip of the dock. He was wearing a security guard uniform with a silenced- no, suppressed. A suppressed MP-5 sub machine gun. 
 Jon tapped Sam's shoulder and pointed. She nodded and made a hand gesture, already changing her course. Flank him. 
 They sped up, closing the already short distance with short 'sprints' by getting up on their elbows and pushing off with their feet. Sam was the first one to reach the relative safety of the under side of the trailer, glancing back she unslung her assault rifle and pointed at the man who was starting to pace. 

 Jon forced himself forward and settled into a position to cover the man. He nodded to Sam. 
 She crawled up around the side of the trailer, jumping up the ledge of the dock, her soft padded boots made a barely auditable swish as she forced herself up. The security guard was turned toward the far end of the platform, watching whatever shadows and sounds only he could see and hear. Sam tip toed toward him with a steady step, her boots were utterly silent in the night air. The man apparently heard her only a couple steps away, he hefted his weapon up. Jon tightened his finger on the trigger. 

 Sam jumped sideways before the man could shoot, in one smooth movement she drew her knife from it's sheath, knocked is weapon sideways, lunged forward and buried the massive blade into his throat. He fell back gurgling as images of Jon's encounter so many months ago flashed anew in his mind. Unlike Sam he hadn't really had a choice- No, there wasn't any way to turn back. Jon inhaled when Sam dumped the man's body into the shadows behind the trailer. 
 Come on, cover me. 

 Understood. Jon pushed himself up and took a position on the other side of the loading area. They covered either side in silence, waiting as Nicole and Kat made their own quick rushes over the cracked asphalt. By the time they got to the dock Sam was shaking, the scent of fear hung thick on all of them but Sam in particular showed it's effects. Nicole stepped right up to her and leaned in, pointing at several positions on the buildings which jutted from the main factory. 
 When she stepped back she pointed to the trailers she had indicated earlier. Set.

 Jon and Kat set the charges, turning back to the small employee entrance Nicole was working on the lock while Sam kept her rifle trained on the buildings. 

 Nicole slipped her picks into her vest and pointed at Jon. She flung the door open and the two of them exploded into the room, each covering opposite sides. The room itself was empty, hollow in the stillness but entirely devoid of any kind of equipment with only the thick iron support beams to break up the darkness.

 Across from the entrance there was a small office, it's windows were painted over but Jon could still make out the outline of a heavy door as Kat and Sam filed in close behind. 

 He tapped Nicole on the shoulder and pointed. She nodded and took the lead, Sam and Jon fell in to place at the points of the triangle formation, Kat in the middle. The whole place smelled of old concrete and rust, almost like the old factory they had stayed in. Under it all, something smelled sharply of disinfectant or gasoline, something unnatural. . . 

 “Smell that?” Jon whispered.

 “Yes.” 
 Nicole lead them up the side of the office, stopping short of the windows, she made a motion for Jon to go ahead. He crawled under the window sill and peeked around the corner. The door wasn't more than two feet away, the light being cast inside the office silhouetted a pair of feet moving from inside. Oh shit. He snuck up to the corner of the door frame and tried to peek under, the armor made it near impossible to see under it but he could tell whoever was there was wearing boots. He poked his head around the corner. “One that I can see.”
 “Breach and clear.” 
 “But-”
 “Do it.” Nicole pointed at the other window and Sam started toward it, aiming her rifle to intersect Nicole's line of fire.

 Cool it, lets go. . . Jon leaned against the wall and sighed. They had been training to do this kind of thing for a month- hell it might have started months ago when everything had, but the idea of having to look someone in the face and pull the trigger? 

 “Just go in and say you're with Publisher's Clearing House with their three million dollar check, it'll be a party.”

 Jon surprised himself when he laughed out loud. 

 There was a shuffle of feet in the next room, before Jon could react a man dressed in a grey security uniform opened the door and stepped through. They looked at each other for a second and moved almost in sync. Jon swung his shotgun around to bang the man in the knee cap as the guard grabbed for his slung MP-5. The loud crunch of bone was almost immediately joined by the man's scream. Jon lunged up and wrapped his hand around the man's mouth, drawing his pistol and pointing it at the now empty office. 
 The man made a move to grab Jon's arm but stopped when Sam came around the corner, rifle trained on them. “You scream and I'll gut you.” Jon whispered. “Understand?”

 He nodded.

 Nicole and Kat rounded the corner an instant later, Kat was cutting a length of rope about as thick as a coat hanger into sections long enough to wrap around the man. Nicole went into the office.

 “You okay bro?”
 “Yeah.” 
 “You'll never-” 
 “Shut up.” Sam kicked him in the head. “It's your fault we're in this shit. Don't you dare tell me what we won't do.”

 Nicole poked her head out. “Jonathan, come here.”

 “Yeah?” He held the man while Kat wrapped several feet of cord around him. Undoing his pistol belt, he grabbed the radio and smashed it with his weapon.

 “Look.” 
 When he entered the office he was only marginally surprised to see a computer displaying several video feeds from security cameras inside and out. 
 “Can you do something with it?”
 “Um, no?” He tapped at the key board a couple times and shrugged. 
 “How do you not know anything about computers?”
 “I didn't have time to learn, piss off.”
 “Point taken.”
 Kat and Sam dragged the man in, his squirms doing little to loosen their grip until they dumped him in the corner. 

 Jon watched the cameras cycle a couple times, the little images on the screen were framed with names like 'extcam1' and 'intcam6' but one stood out in the corner of the screen. There was a large black and grey door with thick bars that were jutting up from recessed fixtures in the ground to hold the door in place. On either side of the massive slab of metal were small braces holding the dead grey walls up. The caption read 'labent'.

 “Hey, what about this?” Jon poked the screen.

 Nicole looked up from searching the guard's pockets. 
 “Looks like it might be important.” He looked down at the guard. “What is it? Labent.”
 “Fuc-” Sam kicked him in the face. “Fuck you.”
 After a couple seconds Nicole looked back from the computer and drew her 'shortened' katana from the rear of her vest. She grabbed the man by the throat and pulled him to his feet, without a moment's; hesitation she buried the blade into his stomach, pinning him with her left hand. The pain was painted across his face but couldn't escape her hold on his windpipe. “I will only ask you this once. What  is 'labent'?”
 He looked down on her and made a short sigh. 
 “This can go in further.” She pushed a little and he screamed a startled cry. “Three inches seperate my blade from your spinal column, now answer me.”  
 Kathrine glanced back but quickly turned her attention back to the wherehouse bay. He cringed and shuttered, spitting out a long string of blood. Nicole jostled him a little and slammed him against the wall. 

 “Last chance.” 
 The guard grunted and spasamed before the short woman yanked the red stained blade from his stomach and buried it in to his sternum, forcing it upward without so much as a flinch. Almost instantly the man pitched forward and Nicole stepped back, letting him fall into a heap. 
 Jon held back a wave of nausea, the image of the man's last breath flashed hundreds of times in the span of an instant- more over the image of his friend taking it. 

 “Welcome to our world.”

 Nicole wiped her blade off and slammed the buttstock of her machine gun into the computer monitor. On the way out the door she turned back to Jon. The emotions on her face were all iced over but somewhere under the chill, a silent plea for understanding could be felt- as though somehow his judgment would free her from some torture or provide some kind of clear sight. With a hard knot in his throat he laid his hand on her shoulder. She smiled just a hair and stepped through the doorway.

 Jon followed close behind, Sam and Kat took up positions to watch the opposite side of the wherehouse where he could see a large door they had passed on the way in. Nicole took point, using her right hand to signal her intentions. Four meter spread, formation.

 They cleared the distance quickly, sweeping through the shadows with their weapons as though they could somehow provide a safe path to whatever unknowns were waiting in 'labent'. Nicole's scent shifted from it's normal smell to one of anticipation and even a little fear as they came up to the door. 

 Kat and Sam got on either side, hefting the latches. The metal door clicked it way up the roller tracks into the massive barrel right above them. The broken concrete floor continued well into the shadows on the other side, Jon and Nicole stepped in. Sweeping left and right he could make out the faint silloute of a camera as it rotated on it's arm. Nicole apparently noticed at the same time, she took an immediate left, signaling at the camera before she picked up a quick jog. 

 The little rectangular thing scanned back their way just as they got half way across the room. Sam let her rifle drop against her chest, the tactical sling keeping it close as she drew her pistol and took aim at the camera. The shot was almost deafening in the stone and iron room, the plastic casing of the camera couldn't protect it from the .40 caliber round, a shower of debris hit the ground before they got to the other side. 

 In the next breath Nicole was adjusting the thick sling that held her machine gun taut, lacing her hands around the massive weapon to cradle it before she slid out of the sling. She stopped in mid stride and spun on her heel, pushing Kat to the ground. In one smooth motion she drew the ammo belt up with her right hand, brushing it up to support it on her elbow as she braced her foot behind her. 
 The roar of the double A battery sized rounds tore through the stillness of the factory, decimating the silence with a sharp crack, crack, crack. The heavy, mostly meat, sound of a body hitting the floor was almost instantly joined by Kat's scrambling as she tried to get out of the way and on her feet. 

 Jon grabbed the pull handle on her vest and yanked her up while Sam took a step sideways to take cover behind one of the iron support girters. The crumpled form of a man in a security uniform sepperated them from the expanse of darkness behind. Farther behind the man a couple of men were poking their heads out from behind either side of the doorway. 

 Kat got to her feet and pulled Jon back to a spot behind a girter, Nicole followed closely behind as Sam fired. The round went a little high but it bored straight through the wall and caused the man to flinch just enough for her to get a clean second shot. 
 Nicole ducked lower and pointed at the opposite side of the doorway, painting the wall with a thick laser from her machinegun. Sam hit the beam perfectly, the man on the other side grunted and pitched forward into a pool of blood.

 Kat dropped to her knees and vomited. Even Nicole winced a little, stopping Jon when he went to take a glance. “Injuries?”
 “No.”
 “I'm good.” 
 “N-” Kat wretched. 

 Her eyes reflected a bright orange when she re-slung the weapon. Her level breathing and obviously relaxed posture betrayed her smell of anticipation which peeked up when they started forward again, this time at a quicker pace. 
 The bay laid out to three large doors, all of them the same roller types they had found earlier. Starting with the far left door they cleared each room, locking the doors as they went. The final room emptied into a large dock style bank of elevators, each one large enough to fit a small car. At the farthest side was another small office. 
 Nicole set up on right side of the hall to cover their rear as Sam and Jon braced on both sides of the door. With a short nod Sam shot the lock, splinters of metal and wood erupted into the office. Jon kicked the door in, forcing his way into the kitchen sized room- The muffled sound of something exploding was joined by a sharp metallic snick of- a weapon's bolt riding forward? The pain was barely noticable but the pressure of something sharp pounding into his chest was hard not to feel. Jon swung around the door, the old man standing there was cradling his silenced MP-5 with wide eyes. There was a pereiod of blackness and sound, the sound was a roar that drowned out the world for one fleeting instant. When he opened his eyes the man was splayed against the corner, behind him the wall was covered in blood with fragments of shattered bone that had been embedded in the soft wall. Large pits of darkness splotched the fake wood panneling where the pellets had gone through. Somewhere deep in the darkness he could see the faint metallic shimmering of wet, polished metal. 

 Sam followed in behind, letting her rifle fall limp as her steps became slower. She turned to look at Jon while he was busy picking the nine millimeter round out of his vest. “Jesus, you okay b- Oh my God.”

 “Yeah, I'm fine.” He pointed at the hole. “Look at this.”
 She looked down at the man and gagged. “I-”
 “No, here.” 
 “Sector eight, report?” The radio crackled. 
 Jon slammed the pump back, surprised to see an unspent shell clatter to the ground. When had that happened?
 “Told you we shouldda taken it.” Sam glanced back, leaning over the man to peek through the hole in the wall. “What the hell is this?”
 “Dunno.” He turned away, forcing a heavy lungfull of air into his body. Taking up a slow rythum he tried to relax, tried to ignore the smell of decaying meat, gun powder and ozone. There was another computer with camera feeds displayed in the same three inch squares, this time however, several of them showed parts of a hospital. Tagged with names like 'lab01' and some, mostly filled with equipment, were labled 'cultlab' and one that showed several people in lab coats milling around a bank of computers had been marked 'comsto'. “Nicole!”
 “Yes?” She stepped into the office as the radio sputtered to life. 
 “All units, report to sector 8A.”
 She looked down at the man's corpse and grabbed the radio. “What is it?”
 Kat yelped, Nicole ducked back into the hallway. The heavy crack, crack, crack of her machinegun was met with several sharp pops. The suppressed weapons were drowned out by Nicole's weapon. Sam glanced at him as Kat came scrambling around the corner, ducking low before she looked up. “Six!”
 Crack, crack, crack.

 After a second the patter of the guard's weapons was joined by something louder, it almost sounded like an assault rifle. “Shit-” Jon and Sam slipped around the corner. 
 Nicole was on one knee, her machinegun spitting out rounds as the belt dangled from the right side of the weapon, swaying back and forth while the rounds spattered the wall which the guards were using for cover. She looked up at Jon, getting to her feet while Sam took up a position on their left. “Reload.” 

 Jon took up her position, Nicole ducked back and clipped another belt of ammo to the one in her weapon. Four of the ten or so guards had been sprawled out on the ground, red plumes sprayed across their body where the rounds had impacted. Behind them a couple guards in obvious body armor ducked low around the corner, shouldering their rifles to aim- Sam caught one in the face a shot, the other fired before Jon could get a clean shot.

 Sam pitched back and grabbed her chest, slamming into the concrete with a loud crunch. Nicole took up her place, laying into the guard with a fully automatic burst. Jon turned to help Sam but Kat was already across the floor, dragging Sam into the office. He turned sharply and let a shot off at one of the men sticking their heads around the bay door frame.

 One of the men pulled his radio and ducked back. “Sector 8A, status yellow-” The transmission was cut short when Nicole shouldered her gun and sprayed the wall with a long burst. Sam came around the corner with a grunt, taking up a position on the other side of the room in a little alcove. 

 “You okay?” Jon ducked back to load a couple shells. 

 “Yeah.” She poked around and popped a shot off, after a quick glance their way she ducked to one knee and took another shot. Jon barely heard the sound of a body hitting the ground somewhere up the hall by the elevators. 
 Nicole pointed at the far side of the corridor, signaling to Jon to flank. Sam took a spot to cover the elevators and Nicole moved forward slightly as Jon ran to the wall. The rounds tearing into the wall made a definitive grinding sound as the brick was pulverized. From the other side of the wall several men were trying to assemble a plan while the rounds continued their excavation. 
 Jon laid into a prone position and signaled it as best he could. Four?

 Explosives, channel two. 

 Got it. 

 He pulled the perferated rectangle from the satchel and laid it against the wall. Lacing the prefabricated radio detonator into it he broke off a piece of the explosive material and placed it a foot higher. 

 He started crawling back, barely clearing ten meters before Kat detonated the charges. Fragments of brick and plumes of dust were the only thing that filled the bay, save for the sharp clatter of Nicole's machinegun. Two more guards were coming up the opposite hall- stopped cold when Nicole's rounds smashed into their chests.

 [Office clearing.]

 [LabEnt] 

