Chapter 13

 Aleaf Winters leaned back on her idling Yamaha, her leathers creaked lazily as she watched the police cruiser drive away. She thumbed her notepad open, recording the license plate before glancing back down the street. If they were Order they hid it pretty well.

 She slid the pad in her coat an instant before bracing her foot on the foot hold, the file had said Samantha’s ex lover had lived in the building, though at first glance it didn’t seem possible that she was at the right one. The picture in the newspaper clipping hadn’t been painted or had the little flowerbeds planted in front of it.

 The identifying feature was the ‘For Rent’ sign with Ms. Godwin’s number. Despite the more stringent security, police still frequented the district; several reports lead to this address. Maybe a lucky find but Aleaf would congratulate herself when the Clan was destroyed and she had her father back. 

 The reports she could find only told of a disjointed family, a high school dropout that had almost dropped off the earth except when Hazel Godwin tried to apply for legal guardianship of one Samantha Prower. Aleaf could almost imagine the looks. . . Lovers? More like pedophilia. 

 Jonathan though, he’d present the real problem. His history of violence had been documented, even during some kind of legal struggle where his sister was fighting the courts for custody. Several unsolved petty crimes had been documented as close to his vitals to indicate it was probably him.

 It was just another check mark on a long list of uncertain leads, any one of which was probably obsolete by now. They were probably gone. . . If only he would believe that.
 There were far more interesting operations than some child caught in the wrong place. Kathrine would need to be dealt with but even if. . . It was just so trivial.

 Just as Aleaf was getting off her bike a door slammed against bricks, several pounding feet were interrupted by a skirting of asphalt. She tip toed up to the side of the building, peering around the counter she saw them. 
 The redhead was wearing a clan issue armor vest, probably a couple generations behind, the blonde had a thick duster coat. Must have been heavy, her shoulders were slumped deeply. The young man was getting in the passenger seat of an old Honda Civic when Aleaf noticed the ragged hole in his trench coat- and the riot gun slung under his arm.

 Kathrine dropped into the driver’s seat, glancing up and down the alley before the car grumbled to life. Samantha was half way in when Aleaf broke off and sprinted for her bike. She thumbed the phone mic at her ear, deftly trying to figure out who to call- Her father would be furious, Jackie? No. She started forward slowly.

 In three minutes they were on Midland, one of the main arteries to sector two. The massive industrial sprawl crept by the guardrail, several of the new subsidized factories gleaned and glinted as they poured their collective toxic mist into the air. . . Aleaf shook off the thought as she opened up the throttle. 
 The civic turned onto an off ramp, twisting through the tightly packed, grime covered buildings while Aleaf turned off, keeping close enough to track the car and remain out of sight.

 She could call him now, tell him where they were- Rack up another conquest for him, leaving her in the shadows. . . No, not this time. She’d bring them in, then her father wouldn’t have an excuse to ignore her. Not for a while anyway. 

 The car slowed to a stop outside a low warehouse as Aleaf rolled silently around the corner. Samantha jumped out and said something before she took to a slow jog, disappearing into the warehouse a moment later.

 Aleaf watched the two in the car, the unease was clearly visible. Glancing back and forth they carried on some kind of question and answer conflict that ended with Jonathan getting out, shotgun cradled in his hands. Before he got close to the massive open door Sam jogged back into view, pointing back at the car. Getting back in they drove off a moment later.

 Aleaf couldn’t help but cock her head. Her father had mentioned a building they couldn’t get into, at first she hadn’t paid much attention, but now. . . The Clan called them Portals, entrance points where vehicles and supplies could be shuffled around. Some didn’t believe they existed, a holy grail of information and control that could easily tip the scales, assuming it actually lead somewhere. Just a peek, I can call if it gets too bad.

 Her thick rubber boots slapped against the supple asphalt, her leathers creaked and groaned as she pulled her slim dual tone PA-63. The 9mm fit her hand perfectly, almost guiding her when she got to the mouth of the warehouse and ducked low into the dim room. A small office sat open at the right side.

 Aleaf cleared the room quickly before she slid into the office and almost stuttered to a stop when she found a picture of a vintage pin up, something from the forties maybe- Right below it a heavy blast door, banded in raised steel and complete with a rotary handle in the middle.

 The hall it opened to was coated by a dead grey Ferro Crete composite that smelled faintly of plastique explosive. A tiny strip of teal bio-luminescent paint stretched through the winding path, providing just enough light for her to see by. Clan technology, had to have been. . .
 When she finally reached the other end she came to a small spiral staircase. As the stairs changed from Ferro Crete to maple floorboards Aleaf felt her heart pattering faster, faster- She took a breath. The stairwell smelled faintly of roses and coconut shampoo. She found the roses a moment later, a long hallway dotted on either side by roses. . . White, long stem roses.

 Peculiar 
 The single door in the middle gave Aleaf a second to clear the hall thoroughly and assimilate the information. The place smelled like an apartment, old and tired but hinted at some wisdom hidden behind the thick looking oak door. Running her fingers along the inside of the door jam she sighed her relief. She had heard about the Clan’s tendency to trap everything of importance to them.. . With a shallow breath and a creak of her leathers she started on the door with her lock picks.

 Ten minutes later she was kicking the deadbolt. Jumping to force her power into the heavy door she rebounded and slammed into the opposite wall. Something razor sharp tore through her body despite the thick Body Armor back brace and leather jacket. The pain was blinding, through her back it rippled as she cringed against herself, trying not to scream as her vision went blurry.

 The small ‘door’ that had been dislodged from it’s hinges was open to reveal a large black button, cracked by years of use. Aleaf pushed it with a numb finger and was rewarded with a smooth, rolling clack. She opened the door slowly, checking the middle to see four six inch slats where the metal bars had been a moment before.

 The apartment was sterile, dead. Just a bed tucked into the corner- and blood. Old, coagulated blood. Aleaf swept into the kitchenette, pistol level in her hand. A small note fluttered on the bar style divider that separated the sections. The bathroom and closet, though well stocked, hadn’t been disturbed in a week or more, too much dust.

 Aleaf stuck her head in the concrete block room, the metal door gave way to large blood sprays as a thick pool on the floor. Several neatly cut ropes were tangled amongst themselves but otherwise nothing moved.

 Dear Leeandrae,

 I found Kat. Jon to. Were going to Mexico on the 430. Theres a store on the limits called Benni’s Were gona wait there till night before we go south you can pick up Kat if you hurry. Please help me.

Sam

 Aleaf grinned slightly as she sprinted back for her bike.

 The slowly fading mid day sunlight hung over the thick grey overcast, only to be drawn under the veil of slate colored clouds. The lazy wind of the highway only served the notion; this was sleeping weather.

 The street bike screamed into gear as Aleaf banked around a Bronco. Her hair fluttered in the blinding wind, whipping her ears and neck. Despite herself she allowed her eyes to close, picking out the sounds of the cars. The scent of rain waiting to fall swirled around with the dry asphalt, gasoline and rubber.

 For just a moment she allowed herself to conjure up the mossy wet leaves and pine needle smell that surrounded the compound. In an instant she was flying through the forest, free- the way it was meant to be. . .

 If only the car hadn’t honked.

 Aleaf banked to the side just in time to avoid the middle divider. The thoughts of her ‘home’ faded slowly into the full realization of Leandrea being involved in the case.

 Leandrea was reported to be one of the most dangerous in the region, Her father had shown her some of the combat footage they had of it. Aleaf had patterned some of her own defensive techniques after what she had learned but if it came down to a tête-à-tête there was no question who would win. 

 “Father.” Aleaf whispered into the mic after she thumbed it on. The wind swallowed her voice before she slid into the passing lane.

 “Yes?” 
 “I found them.” 
 After a short pause. “Where are you?”
 “That depends. Are we going to have some time-“
 “I don’t have time for this.” A diesel engine rumbled to life an instant before her father’s voice returned, lower and slightly harder. “We’ve had another squabble.”
 “Will you have time for my ‘distraction’ or will I be getting off at the next exit?”
 “I don’t think you’d like the consequences Aleaf. . .”
 She let up on the throttle a little. The edge in his voice cut through her certainty, bleeding all hope of understanding and the hidden compassion she thought she heard. “That’s not funny.”
 “You don’t understand the stakes.”
 She stared at the mic, hoping to see her father grinning like he was joking. He had to be. Nothing could carry that much weight, except maybe real betrayal. Unthinkable.

 “Aleaf?”
 “Explain them.”
 Her father’s growl almost drown out the diesel engine. “I Don’t have time for games. Tell me what you found or hang up.”
 She hung up and opened the throttle. Banking and straightening to outpace the light traffic. She’d do it, then when Kathrine was in custody she’d take her father out of state. They’d be alone, away from the endless cycle of fighting- The possibility of open combat on the streets.

 Maybe she’d take Richard with them and maybe they could get married or at least get things out of the way to find out where their future was. A family? Or maybe a lover, hours of passionate sex. . .

 Her body warmed with the possibility as she crept into the off ramp. She probably wouldn’t openly admit it but the dreams she had of them had been increasing in frequency and intensity but the waking orgasms didn’t bother her as much as the realization that Richard would probably reject her outright.

 Then what?
 Bright lights rolled around the blue and yellow sign that advertised the squat truck stop as Benni’s. She pulled up to the stop light trying to pick out the red Honda. Slowly the images of her plans slipped away, replaced by the fear of events to come.

 The three of them were huddled behind a kerosene pump at the western corner of the facility, just near enough to a parked rig to hide the Honda. Samantha glanced over at Aleaf for a split second before she went back to talking to her brother.

 Aleaf let her bike roll to a gas pump before she hopped off. Her adrenaline peeked up slightly as she crept around the single story building, taking in a sharp breath she started picking up on her training. Assess; Three persons, two known to be armed. Maybe a fifty meters between them. . . 

 She’d walk up, pistol drawn and demand they come with her. Then they’d drive back to the city and-
 A loud droning diesel pulled up an instant later, the massive Ford Excursion SUV slid to a stop before several armored men clambered out. The driver followed suit an instant later, un-slinging an M-4 style carbine before he looked up at her. “Police ma’am-“
 “I know a Term when I see one. What’s the objective?” Aleaf inhaled her frustration when a couple of men pulled their nomex ski masks and put them on. Their MP-5 styled weapons clattered slightly when they chambered rounds, probably 10mm AP judging by the silver casing and yellow tipped projectiles.

 “Rikes.” The man nodded.

 “Where’s Hayden?”
 “Enroute.”
 “Then we’ll wait till he gets here.”
 “That’s the plan. What division are you in? Your section leader?” 

 Aleaf glanced at some of the younger men before she gazed back at the bulky leader. When he peeled back the Velcro tabs to reveal the bold white ‘POLICE’ on his chest and back. She had to laugh. The effect made her think of some child’s game or maybe a training exercise. “I’m his daughter.”
 “Oh.” He bowed slightly, smiling. “Your mother was a beautiful woman, I see it’s been well preserved.”
 “Thank you.” Aleaf tried not to roll her eyes while the testosterone jockey made a show of loading his weapon. Hollow points. Why did that bother her? “Are you looking for apprehension?”
 “They don’t call us Terminators for nothing.” One of the younger men snickered. 
 “Hayden said he would explain when he arrived.”
 “Right.” Aleaf watched them men carefully, trying to gauge her tones with a thoughtful amount of humor. “So who’s got the cards?”

 “Go home.”
 “But father.”
 Hayden spun on his heel, his expression tensing before he looked around at the men. When they made no comment he turned back to the pickup and began unloading the bright yellow Ducati. She swore he twitched when Aleaf tried to stare him down. “For all we know Kathrine could be armed to the teeth-“
 “No. I told you.”
 “And now, I’m telling you. Go home.” He sighed and whispered in a tone only they could hear. “Please.”
 “No!” Aleaf tried not to let her surprise show as she made her pistol visible. “I’m in this too, she took my father from me-“
 “Dispense with the melodrama. Mister Boyd would you be so kind as to escort miss winters from the scene?” 
 “Yes sir.” The tall man stepped forward with his hands out almost as though trying to pacify her. 
 “Touch me and you’ll never have children again. . .”
 He took a step forward and Aleaf took a stand.

 Her father snickered a little when Boyd looked at him. When he turned to her Aleaf swallowed. The buried rage in her father’s eyes betrayed his outward façade, his smile changed a little in a heartbeat. 
 He shifted his coat and pulled out an awkward air gun- No a tranquilizer gun-

 “Dad?”
 Something sharp pierced her stomach right below her rib cage. Suddenly the world seemed tilted and distant, in the next instant it was gone.

 The first tendrils of vanilla incense wrapped around Aleaf’s barely conscience mind, pulling her through the black haze to a soft, almost throated humming that paused occasionally as though someone was taking a breath. As she pulled herself through the uncertainty of the past she almost let out a long growl instead of a sigh.

 Forcing her eyes open she saw a plain stucco ceiling lit by little strips of moonlight which crept through a pair of eggshell white curtains. She rolled over a little to see her jacket draped on the corner of a bookcase. And Jackie. . .

 “Where are they?!” Aleaf tried to bounce up, stopped when she realized she was only wearing her shorts and t-shirt. Panic shot through her spine when Jackie looked up from in front of a Buddha statue. “What do you think you’re doing?” Her voice came out more frail than she intended.

 “Praying.” She replied flatly.

 “My clothes.” Then the realization fully hit her. Jackie knew, she fully knew- “What do you want from me?”
 “Right now? Quiet.” She glanced up.
 “You’re. . . Why am I still alive?” Aleaf tried to grab for her leathers as Jackie bowed and lit a tea candle. 
 “Because I know about you and your dad.” She stood up slowly. “Are you hungry?”
 “I want my clothes.” Aleaf crossed her arms. Her father had shot her- and left her to rot with Jackie, of all people. . . She should have been out solving the Rikes problem but she was brushed aside like some useless toy. . .

 “Aleaf?”
 She narrowed her eyes, sprung at the short woman before she could react. The scent of fear subsided when they clattered to the ground; now mere inches from her face Aleaf bared her teeth, letting her full growl drop into her throat. “I could tear your neck out right now.” She clenched her hands down on Jackie’s arms.

 The woman squirmed and writhed, sending a new wave of adrenaline through Aleaf’s body. Forget the ability to speak several languages, do calculus in her head or even survive a lifetime as an enemy of her father’s organization. 

 The accelerated heart rate, thick smell of fear and shallow breathing of a prey animal this was life. . . Life the way it was meant to be.

 Aleaf leaned in and took a slow drag of the woman’s scent, she could almost hear her pulse ramming blood through her jugular. Grazing the supple flesh with her teeth she took a breath. Rarely had she been given such chances but now with nothing to stop her- she took another smell and recoiled slightly. Arousal? Out
 After a long drawn breath Aleaf released her grip on Jackie’s arms and leg. Standing up on the woman’s shoulders she watched her carefully. “Where is he?”
 “Don’t know.”
 “Answer me.”
 “Probably at base.”
 “What about Rikes?”
 “He kept us both out the operation. He said he would be back later.” Jackie watched her just as intently before she reached up and stroked the tip of Aleaf’s body. She tried to swallow when Aleaf put her foot on the woman’s windpipe.

 “Don’t you dare touch me.” She grabbed her leathers and started out the door, nearly running headlong into a confused black woman. Aleaf shrugged her jacket on, careful to hide the full length of her body behind her coat. “Sorry.”
 “You’re Hayden’s daughter right?”
 “Yes.”
 She glanced around Aleaf’s shoulder and laughed. “Oh shit Jackie, got a family affair goin, huh?”
 “Shush Anni.”
 Aleaf drew back far enough to squeeze by. All at once embarrassment swept through her body as she started running for the street, the sound of her own rapidly accelerating heartbeat sent waves of heat over her cheeks. She couldn’t just “deal” with Jackie- she was outclassed. . .  She was the prey this time. . .

* * * *

 Kathrine leaned back against the Kerosene pump, taking in the bloated smells of various types of fuel and hot asphalt and Jon. He tightened his arm’s grip around her, cradling her softly while Sam started off to buy some snacks. 
 She kept trying to pull herself back to ‘reality’ as her mind wandered around from just about anything that struck her. She knew where she was and how she got there but the why was still kind of hazy. The memories though, they were there in all their brilliant glory. . . 
 “How ya feeln?” Jon kissed her forehead.

 “Yep.” Kat smiled weakly as she brought her hands around him. They were gonna be free, wait till night to get down to the border and cross. That’s what it was, they were going to Mexico. 
 Jon cocked his eyebrow a little but returned her hug. As usual his body was giving off heat in massive volumes, smelling faintly of soap and musk with little touches of burning passion and maybe shared body fluids- Kat bit her tongue and snickered.

 “I love you.”
 “You too.” Kat smiled. “I wanna go back to bed. . .”
 He tensed just a little. “Soon Kathrine, soon.”
 “Okay. Where’s Sam?”
 Jon pulled back a little bit, holding her chin up with a surprised, concerned expression. “Are you okay?”
 “No, no not really.” Kat took a deep breath, trying to force her concentration. “Kindda hazy to be honest.”
 “How so?”
 She shrugged. 
 “That doesn’t help.” 
 “Have been since. . .” She smiled just a little. “Have been since, oh. Yesterday?”
 “Oh. I see.” Jon nodded and pulled her closer. “Do you have a headache or anything?”
 “Nope.” 
 Sam slipped around the tall pump wearing her heavy coat and black pants. She’d almost look like a female grim reaper if it wasn’t for the skin-tight white T-shirt she was wearing. She tossed a plastic bag down beside Jon before she took a drink of her soda. 
 Kat poked around at the bag slowly. Mostly cupcakes and sweet stuff, bag of chips and a couple plastic bottles of root beer and a Snickers bar. She didn’t really realize she was hungry, but now it seemed to hit her full on. If only she could convince herself to move.

 “Eat, we won’t have time to later.”
 “Long line?” Jon looked up.
 “Yeah.” 
 

 Fifteen minutes in the baking sun was starting to burn away the ‘buzz’ she had been enjoying maybe a little too much. Focus had been slowly pulled from the deep recesses of her mind, little bits at a time and even amplified by the load of sweets. Kat found it hard to stay still but pacing around was even more difficult, the ‘itching’ sensation hadn’t quite left yet, only when she crossed her legs did it subside a little. . . 
 “Poor virgin c-“
 “Go away.”
 “You wanted the pleasure but don’t want to deal with the consequences. . . Like kids.”
 Kat shifted, watching Jon follow her gaze with a soft grin. 

 “You know I can’t have kids. . .”
 “No we don’t. Maybe you lay eggs, there’s other ways-“
 “Shh.”
 Sam looked over at her. Kat tried to shrug but Jon caught both of their attention when he adjusted his coat around the shotgun. 

 “So what are we waiting for?” 
 “Just till dark.” Sam took another swig of her soda. She scanned the parking lot around them as she had done a few times before. Every time she looked at Kat her body gave off a distinct cooking oil scent, kind of like cooking hamburgers or something- Maybe it was the uncertainty in her eyes or. . .

 “Or the fact that you’re high as a kite.”
 Kat smiled. “Maybe.”

 Jon looked up. “You feel okay?” 
 “Uh, yeah. . .”
 “Seriously, are you?”
 “Yeah.” Kat swallowed when the man stood up and wrapped her arm around her, guiding her back to the side of the Honda.

  “Are you?”
 “Um. . .” She glanced over at Sam then back at Jon. “Yeah, but um. . . My body is kind of-“ She inhaled sharply and swallowed her fear. “My body isn’t used to you.”
 He cocked his head.
 “Tell me you didn’t notice?” 
 “No, no, I get it. Just. . .” His big arm wrapped around her. “I’m sorry.”
 “Don’t be, I’m not.” Kathrine closed her eyes and took a deep drag of his scent. In the next instant his arm tightened around her shoulders, a heartbeat later she was falling toward the ground. 

 Jon ducked down, yanked the shotgun from under his coat and instantly his body washed clean with the scent of fear. Kat rolled over, forcing herself up to a crouch next to him. He looked over sharply, motioning to Sam to come closer.

 She looked at him with a deep, almost sorrowful frown. “What?” She walked over slowly.

 “Six of them.” 
 Kat peeked over the door frame just in time to catch a glimpse of a bulky looking man dressed in black as he ducked behind a trailer. “Aw crap.”
 Jon punched the door softly before he looked over his shoulder. Kat followed slowly. The brick wall that surrounded the outskirts of the parking lot was maybe eight feet high but they wouldn’t make it before they could be shredded-

 ”Go Kathy. I’ll cover you.” All of a sudden an image of herself in a purple robe holding a machinegun flashed in front of her eyes. Kat jumped and glanced at Jon.

 “What the hell was that?”

 A low snicker responded.

 Sam sighed. “Okay look, just take it easy and-“
 “Behind the Honda! Stand up slowly-“ A loud, tight voice raked through the air.

 Kathrine grabbed Jon’s left hand, wrapping her fingers around his she sighed. The heavy, slow pattering of boots caught her attention before Jon returned the attention and looked over at Sam. 
 “You got any ideas?”
 “Just stand up. . .”
 “Yeah, right.” 
 Kat glanced around the bumper. The mini mart building was maybe thirty feet away but, like the wall, they’d never make it in time. . . “What about the mart? We could get out through the back or-“
 “We’d be stuck.” Jon hunkered down slightly, facing toward the front of the car with his shotgun. 
 “Just give it up-“
 “Put your weapons down and your hands above your head!” 
 “Back door huh?” Jon sighed.
 “Y- Yeah.” 
 Sam grabbed Kat’s armor by the shoulder pad, yanking her up even as Jon spun around and grabbed her arm. Though Jon had more strength behind his grip Sam tugged with more leverage, that made him scream out when his arm gave a little. Sam looked down and released Kat as her face contorted. “Are you okay?”
 “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” The man grabbed his arm even as Kat tried to keep an eye on the four black clad men that were approaching their area in a semi circle. 

 “Now!” One of the men shouted. “Drop your weapons or we will-“
 Kat ducked down behind Jon, trying to force her hands around his stomach despite him getting the shotgun ready. “Jon I love you-“
 “Alright, don’t shoot!” Sam peeked her head over the trunk. “Hey bro, you’ve gotta trust me okay? We’ll-“
 “Lets run.” Jon closed his eyes, taking in a deep breath through his nose he leaned his head back. “We can make it. . .”
 “No. We can’t-“ 
 “This is your last chance! Comply or-“
 Kat cringed when Jon got to his feet, in one jaggedly smooth motion the man spun tight, brought his left hand to the pump, fired and reloaded. The hot brass capped plastic shell made a hollow tink when it hit the ground.

 No, no, please, no. 

 Sam dived for Jon’s leg but faltered when Kat tried to stand up. This couldn’t last, they were going to be killed- 
 Jon pumped the slide again, pushing against Kat’s side with his left leg. “Go!” He fired again. 
 Sam scrabbled to her feet slowly as the first loud, sharp, cracks of discharging rounds tore through the air. Bullets tore straight through the car with a series of hollow, metallic thumps before they buried themselves in the ground or wall behind them. Sam jumped up when a round blazed across her shoulder, tearing through the little wind cape as she stepped forward.

 Jon slammed the pump back again, taking a step toward Kat as Sam got to her own feet and brought her pistol out. The metallic patter of rounds hammering the car erupted through the air as Kathrine poked her head around the rear wheel. Two of the black clad men were set up next to a trailer, firing upon the car as another pair of feet moved behind them. 

 “They’re coming around!” Kat looked back as Sam took a stance and fired several rounds. She turned sharply, propping one foot forward and straightened her arm she fired another round toward the back of the trailer they were parked near. 
 Jon stepped back and lowered his gun, running toward the rear of the car. He leaned down and fired, slamming the pump back with a wince he shouted to Sam. “Over here, Kat. We’ll go when-“ He ducked down when the police returned fire. “Sam can cover us. We’ll go to the building.” 
 Kat nodded as best she could. 
 Sam fired again, ducking back as several rounds tore through the engine block, popping the tire and barely missing her shoulder as she ducked down. She ejected a magazine and reloaded. “Give her your gun-“ 

 “She won’t use it-“ Jon popped a quick shot under the car. “We gotta go.”
 Kat unzipped Jon’s backpack as best she could, pulling out one of the blue and silver boxes of shells; opening the box she handed off the ammo. 

 “Stay down.” Jon slammed the pump back taking another shot before he leaned back against the wheel and snatched up the rolling shells. “Sam!” 
 “What?” She fired off another shot.

 “We need to get to the store!” He reloaded as quickly as he could while Kat watched the men doing the same. One of them looked injured, his arm was fumbling the machinegun while another man was holding his throat, it looked like he was talking from her odd angle. Only then did she really notice the sharp stench of gasoline as it glided down toward the wheel, glistening in the reflected light. 

 “Oh sh-“

 “What?”
 “Look!” 
 Jon looked down, his eyes widened before he swallowed. “Sam! Get over here!”
 “Wh- oh fuck-“
 “Lets go.” 
 For a second no one moved, just watched each other. The pain and questions were all to clear, the implications of what was to come- who might die just trying to survive. . . 
 With a short nod Sam rose up, firing several shots as Jon grabbed Kat’s hand and pulled her to keep pace with him. As they crossed the immeasurable distance one of the men made a move toward them only to be stopped when one of Sam’s bullets bored into the side of the man’s armor. He fell to the ground just as his partner stepped around the trailer to take his place. 
 Jon stopped, took a shot that pounded into the trailer, leaving little holes dotting the front of it. Sam ducked back before poking her head around the Honda. 
 Kat motioned for her to come when they reached the side of the mart. The brick felt warm despite the shade from the overhang or maybe it was her heart, which seemed to be pounding in her ears. The tall woman got ready to step out-

 Jon fired another shot at the man lined up against the trailer, his partner recovered his weapon slowly; getting to his feet, he and another pair of men at the opposite side of the trailer opened fire. 
 Kat’s heart dropped when the crouching man fell into a bloody pool just as Jon pumped the slide back. Oh my God 
 Sam leaped forward into a full dead sprint as rounds chewed up the Honda. Despite the angle Jon fired another shot, catching the standing man with a few pellets that stood out against his black uniform. Sam let loose with a panicked series of shots as she crossed the parking lot, crying out when she slammed into the side of the shop she dropped the magazine and reloaded again.

 “Fuck me. You okay?” 
 She nodded despite her high pitched, wheezing breath. “T- Two left.” She wheezed.

 Kathrine picked up the discarded magazine with a shaking hand. Jon’s shotgun roared again, leaving a large baseball sized hole in the side of the trailer where the black clad man’s head had been a moment before. “Gimmie your ammo.” Kat looked up as best she could while Sam braced herself against the wall. 
 Jon started forward, ducking low he rounded the corner of the building and leading them to the front door as best he could. The smell of fear and gasoline mixed with the sharp bittersweet scent of gun powder and something resembling raw meat, fading almost entirely when Jon pulled the door opened and held it. “Go.” He whispered.

 Sam crawled in on all fours, slipping between a rack of chips and an ATM. After a second she slid her tiny purple backpack off and began dumping the boxes of ammunition across the floor. 

 Kat followed quickly behind, taking in the eight isles of snacks and cooking stuff that filled the center of the beige colored interior. The coolers that lined the walls cast their own muted light into the muddy overhead lights. Despite the headache it gave her she felt an unnerving sense of calm when Sam handed her a box of silver tipped hollow points. 

 “Okay, I got about two-“ Jon cut off when a young woman bolted from around one of the isles, slamming into him on her way to the door. In one smooth motion he kicked her in the knee, jumped up slightly and trained the weapon on her. 
 She looked up with wide eyes, her bloody nose stuck out against her soft tan skin tone and black hair. She was shaking even before Jon grabbed the back of her shirt and pulled her out of the way of the front door. 
 Kathrine watched for a second as he rolled her over and put his knee on her shoulder, digging some shells out of his pocket he began reloading. In the same instant Sam peeked over the window sill with a heavy sigh before she kneeled down and began picking up her ammo. “Here.”
 Sam took the magazine without a word. “You okay bro?”
 “Yeah.” Jon peeked up. “One out here, by the green bike.”
 “I- I- I called the c- cops.” The young woman squirmed. “They-“
 “Just keep your mouth shut.” Jon wiped her hair out of her face. “She’s fine.”
 Kat exhaled a breath she hadn’t known she was holding. “Wh- What now?”
 “Sam? Can you get ‘hold of Leandrea?”
 “N- No.” She slipped the magazine in her pants pocket. “Jon, lets go out there and-“
 “Kat, gimmie some ammo.”

 “Jon. . .” Sam started.
 “No. No fucking way-“

 “Jon.” Kat glanced out through the front door, catching sight of a pair of black clad men as they circled one of the gas pumps, coming toward the side of the building.

 “No damnit-“
 “Two of them coming.”
 Sam took a sharp breath, grabbing Kat’s arm with a surge of strength that betrayed her outward appearance. Though shaken and wheezing the woman managed to yank Kathrine back and stand up. She took a step toward the door despite Kat’s seemingly feeble attempts to free her self. 

 “Oh my, she’s going to make you into a bullet sponge.” 
 “Hey!” Jon looked up at her. “What the hell are you doing?”
 “Just trust me-“
 “Lemmie go.” Kat pulled her hand back the split second one of the black clad men took aim through the window. Another pair rounded around the other side of the building, one of them screaming something over his compact assault rifle. “No!”
 “Shut it-“ 
 “Hope your life insurance is paid up.” 
 “If I die, so do you.” Kat surprised herself with her calm reasoning. 

 “Are you so sure?”
 Sam tugged on her again. “Come on.” 

 “No!” She kicked the door frame, slamming herself back against Sam they both clattered to the ground. Sam let out a long haggard sigh before she rolled over and got to her knees. Kat scrambled over to Jon, her shoes skittered against the floor as he pulled the store clerk back toward the counter. 
 “Come on.” 
 Sam looked up, panting and heaving on all fours. 
 “Come on!” 
 The black clad men- Police. They were police- Oh hell.

 “No, officer! I’m sure this is all a big misunderstanding.” An image of Kathrine walking out into a hail of gunfire flashed sharply behind her eyes while she tried to help Jon get the young girl toward the back of the store.

 “Stop doing that.”
 “Make me.”

 When they got back to the rear of the counter Jon pushed the woman sideways into one of the little alcoves. “Stay here, don’t come out.”
 “I-“
 “Just do it.” He glanced up at Kat. “You okay?”
 “Yeah. . .”
 Fresh adrenaline washed through Kathrine’s body as she unzipped Jon’s bag and handed off several shells, discarding the boxes as she went. Though breathing heavy he actually thanked her before he poked his head up over the counter.

 Two of the police were making hand signals to one another from opposite sides of the building. One of them dug into his assault vest and pulled out a small canister with a red band on it while the other was busy fumbling around with a smaller white one. . . His hands were bleeding. 
 “Jon.”
 “Sam!” Jon loaded up another shell before he looked at the store clerk. “Where’s the back door?” 
 “I-“
 “Answer me!” 
 “Through-“
 Kat’s heart sank when something loud exploded from behind. The long, low rumble of thunder ended in a high pitched squeal both metallic and somehow organic. The sound rang out again, tighter this time before it was drowned out by the higher pitched patter of the police weapons- “Now what.”
 “Jell-o. Bet it’ll make you the life of the party. . .” 
 “Oh goddamnit.” Jon tugged on Kat’s shoulder before he pointed toward the large grey metal door in the rear. “Go.”
 “I love you.” Kat kissed him as quick as she could before scurrying across the floor. One of the men in the front was making more frantic gestures, his partner seemed to be slightly more calm, instead focusing on the white cardboard looking tube in his hands.

 “Sam!?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “Back door.”
 “The fuck you say?” Something glass broke. “Damnit all to fuck.”
 “Go to the back-“
 Kat felt a hot rush of pain and heat explode over her at a wide angle as the thunderclap echoed through the store and the very world itself. The deadbolt just above the handle erupted in a shower of shiny pieces and smoking metal, leaving a fist sized hole.

 Jon clambered back, motioning for Kat to come closer. He unloaded a shell into the door that painted it with half a dozen smaller holes. The full crash of glass breaking rang through the store in the next second, even above the ringing in Kat’s ears. She looked forward to see the bloody handed man tossing the cardboard tube in the room and then something sharp and loud shattered her ear drums completely. 

 Though partially blinded by the pain she could see Jon grab the side of his head and say something. He said it again before pointing to the rear of the room, slightly to the left.

 Sam stood up over one of the racks, her handgun discharged several times, sending brass into the air while Jon tugged Kat forward. The woman cried out something and then Kat saw the police officer reel back grabbing his chest with one hand before his head jerked back and he tumbled off to the side of the building.

 The other officer ducked out of the way just in time before Sam’s rounds shattered the window. Kat slid up beside her with Jon in tow, almost slipping in a pool of jelly. Sam turned to her and said something but Kat couldn’t make it out at all, instead she tapped her ears, hopping the words came out. “I can’t hear anything!”
 Jon looked somewhat confused but he nodded. After a second he looked at Sam and said something, suddenly his scent washed anew with fear. He slammed Kat into the cooler and stood up in a quick motion. 

 Kathrine felt the shotgun roar to life an instant later, vibrating through the isle with a hoarse cry that ended in the clerk’s own scream. She looked up slowly to see a pair of thick soled boots jutting from under some raver’s black jeans. The tight black shirt she was wearing practically melted to her body under the massive assault rifle slung across her chest with a tactical sling. The woman’s gloved hands contrasted her deathly pale skin and held Jon’s shotgun to the side with one and a Glock to his neck with the other. 

 The unreadable tension in her body betrayed the completely rippling energy that seemed to coarse through her bulging muscles and steel colored eyes. For a long moment no one moved, Jon winced the slightest bit when the short woman nodded at him; a silent question that needed no response. 
 She pulled her pistol back slowly and set it back in a holster to her right side. Then, with a quick glance at the young man and Sam she looked down at Kat and kneeled down just slightly, holding her chin up and inspecting the small bruise on her cheek.

 Sam got up slowly before she started screaming something, Jon and the short, black haired, woman both looked at her with an odd, disinterested quality. 
 “Who are you?” Kat tried to say, cut off when the short woman looked up at Jon. 

 “You leave with me or you stay here.” 
 Jon nodded silently. 

 The short woman, though almost maybe a foot and a half shorter than Jon seemed to carry the physical presence of someone ten feet tall with wings and a golden trumpet- Kat cut off the through when the woman pulled her to her feet. 

 “She can’t hear.” Jon shouted over the roar of something outside. An explosion maybe- The Honda, it had to be.

 “Come.” 
 The short woman stepped toward the back slowly, pulling her rifle with her left hand she pointed toward the right side of the hall, waiting for Jon to acknowledge her before she ducked low and to the left. Kat followed almost absently when Jon ducked out the right side. 
 Sam was watching her from the middle of the hallway with a soured expression that changed only slightly when the black haired woman motioned for them to follow. 

 A tall man rounded the corner of the building just as Sam and Kat got out through the back door. He was maybe Jon’s height with brown hair in a flat top and- The bus stop, it was the man from the bus stop.
 He looked at them for a moment, the black haired woman fired a shot from her rifle but it went slightly wide as he ducked low around the corner. Jon’s shotgun roared an instant later, joined by the sharp patter of Sam’s handgun and another, even sharper sound from somewhere else. The police weapons.

 The woman fired again, sending fragments of cinderblock flying through the air as she lead them toward a bright red Monte Carlo nestled between a massive SUV and pickup truck. The tires had been slashed on the trucks but the woman didn’t seem too concerned, instead she took a position in front of the car, pointing for Jon to get to the rear and Sam to the side. She looked at Kat for a second and made a movement with her hands like a car door being opened. 

 The sounds of combat slowly crept into her ears as Kat opened the doors and propped the seats forward. The interior of the vehicle seemed cold and distant, a small grocery bag of food wrappers added the only touch of real personality, even the metallic panel in the arm rest didn’t seem to give it real life.

 Sam piled in the back seat first, pushing Kat into the front seat while Jon clambered in through the driver’s side. The black haired woman fired a shot at one of the officers trying to creep along the left side of the mart. The round seemed to shatter his body armor and the wall behind it, in the blink of an eye he slumped against the wall and dragged down, leaving a red trail in his wake. 

 The woman reloaded on the way to the car, unlatching her rifle from it’s sling before she flipped several switches in the arm rest. The car’s sharp whine disappeared when she shut the doors and started forward. By the time they got to the highway several police cruisers were already starting up the on ramp. 
 “W- Who are you?” Kat barely managed to whisper as the sound of the car’s engine picked up from a dull screech to a full howl. 

 The woman looked at her out of her peripheral vision, remaining silent while she pulled into the passing lane. Slowly the speedometer crept up to sixty, then dodged up into the mid eighties. The few cars on the highway made way for them while the black haired woman checked the rear view mirrors and used her right hand to turn on the radio that separated them, deftly tapping in a short sequence of numbers in the little key pad. “Who’s bleeding?” She looked over at Kat.

 “Goddamnit.” Jon grunted and Kat caught the first whiff of fresh flowing blood. 

 “Is it arterial?” The woman hit another series of numbers and the radio sparked to life with an off green glow.

 “What?”
 “Bright red?”
 “No.”
 She looked up in the rearview mirror at Sam. “Kimo, under your seat there’s a panel.”
 “Got it.”
 “So who are you?” Kat managed to meet the woman’s glacial steel eyes and hold them as the radio started sputtering out broken CB communications in volumes just barely high enough for her to hear.

 “Nicole Leandrea, Black Fifth. Search and Recovery. . .” Her voice dropped to a soft whisper while the car’s engine revved into a sharper whine. Watching the speedometer climb past one fifty Kat could barely keep her eyes focused as the woman looked over the arm rest and back to the highway.

 “Be advised, suspects traveling in Clan vehicle, unknown configuration. 2002 Monte Carlo chassis.” The deep male voice trailed off. “Color red, north bound on 430.”
 “Red Sixth, sector three. Contact initialized.”
 Kat looked up at the woman before she pointed at the radio. “What’s this all about?”
 After a moment the Monte slowed sharply. She reached under the seat and pulled out a small manila envelope, handing it back to Samantha while she drifted the car into the middle lane. “Your flight leaves tomorrow at three, inside you’ll find passports and fifteen thousand marks. . . When you reach Frankfurt you’ll be introduced to a contact-“
 “Who say’s we’re leaving-“
 “What about Mel? You promised me-“
 A muscle in the woman’s jaw tensed. “Your friend will be found and sent to you at that time. . . Your priorities are clouded by your emotions.”
 “There’s only two tickets here.” 
 Kat felt her heart drop into her stomach. “I-“
 “Kimo. . .” Her voice hardened. “What have you been holding back from them?”
 “You tell ‘em.” 

 The car slowed again when the woman, Nicole, pulled into a long off ramp. Without a flicker of emotion she glanced at Kat. “You know what you are. You have seen the enemy you face. . . You are not alone.”
 “Hey, Nicole?” Jon’s voice tensed sharply. “How about you let us out here, huh?”
 “We need the newest entry codes and your photographs.” She glanced over at Kat again. “You’ve done well Kathrine, and you, Jonathan. Thank you.”
 “H- Where are we going?”
 The woman’s jaw tensed slightly as the car picked up speed. “There is much to do and little time. . .”
 
 “Sector four alpha, clear.” The male voice shattered the dark silence only to be dropped off into a female voice backlit by the sound of heavy machinegun fire.

 “Blue Ten, operational status green. Requesting medical evac and secondary Avalanche support-“ The loud crunch of metal erupting and earth splattering gave way to the hollow clap of helicopter blades. “Cancel Avalanche support. . .”
 Nicole pulled her gloves off after a moment, grabbing a pair of silver reflective sunglasses. “The Clan didn’t have a choice. Much like you.” She watched the streets for a few more seconds before she flipped a pair of switches in the arm rest. “If they hadn’t taken up arms against their enemies who would?”
 “But still. . .” 

 “Jonathan might attest to their decision.” 
 Jon remained silent, watching Nicole without a visible expression. Though he smelled sharply of fear and anger Kat couldn’t quite bring herself to say anything. 
 “So are they. . . Are they all like me?”
 “No.”
 Samantha watched Kat through the side mirror without a sound. She hadn’t said anything since they got back into the city despite the occasional question directed at her. The seething fury buried behind her soft green eyes didn’t quite flare up when Jon prodded her arm like he had done before. The only real emotion Kat could see was the long, low sadness that was probably gnawing at her like the knot in Kat’s stomach.

 There was so much unknown, Nicole wouldn’t offer more than passive answers to her questions about the ‘Clan’. As far as she knew Nicole was just waiting for midnight where she could get Jon and Sam’s pictures taken for their passports and just drop Kat off somewhere and be done with it.

 The stuff they had been fighting for, the tears and blood they had spilled. . . It was over now, they were all gonna be safe and-Kat swallowed- And half a world apart. “Nicole?”
 She looked over.

 “Why do they have to go?”
 “It’s too dangerous to remain here-“
 “I’m not leaving her.” Jon grabbed the back of the seat. “Not you or anyone else-“
 “What of your sister?”
 “Not my problem. She does what she wants.” Jon tensed slightly when she looked at him. “What?”
 Sam kicked Kat’s seat. Kat barely caught herself before she hit her head on the dashboard. 
 “Hey!” 
 Nicole sighed, pulling the car into gear as her sunglasses reflected a distorted version of the street lights. The shaded path emptied out into the vacant street which stretched out in both directions over the hill, flanked on either side by perfectly painted houses and well manicured lawns. Kat could almost imagine her house being nestled among them.

 They could pull over and maybe hide out and pretend they lived there- Kat shook her head. The thought faded away into the mist of adrenaline slowly sparking in her veins. The future held her breathless as images of possibilities flashed by the windows. The houses, the lights, the empty road. . . They weren’t going to be separated. They were gonna be together. Forever. No one was going to break them up. “I love you Jon.”
 The silence lingered before she glanced back to see him looking out the window with the same vacant stare she had seen at Hazel’s. 
 Nicole looked over at her with a slightly hardened expression.
 “What?”
 “Are you familiar with post traumatic stress disorder?” 
 “He’s fine, just tired. We’ve had a- a long day.” 
 She nodded quietly as she guided them deeper into the city. Slowly the car’s high whine died off into a low thrum, it might have been silent if it wasn’t for the half dozen or so bullet holes peppered across the hood. 
 “Why are you doing this?” 
 “Your questions are better answered by someone other than myself.”
 “Is that a nice way of saying none of my business?”
 She glanced over and for the first time Kat swore she could see a fractured smile tug at the edges of her mouth. “It is not my place to discuss.”
 “I don’t get it.”
 “She can’t talk about it.” Jon grunted. “Bet you can talk about me not leaving her.”
 “That is out of my control.”
 “Bullshit.”
 “I understand your intention. I would advise against it. . .”
 “I’m not gonna do anything, but I’m not leaving her.”
 She looked up in the rear view mirror. For just a second she looked like she was going to say something but her voice cut off when a low rumbling sound echoed from somewhere up the street. 
 Kathrine caught her own breath when she heard the radio whisper into the cabin. “Sector six, suspect vehicle encountered.”

 There was maybe fifty feet of empty road between the car and the first intersection, another thirty or so before the next, though it all seemed like being cramped into a tunnel. All at once a pair of massive Ford Excursions roared through the second intersection, stopping to block both lanes. 

 Nicole sped up, already drifting into the oncoming lane so she could turn- Then Kathrine noticed the rear windows of both the trucks as black and vacant as the endless cry screaming out behind her mind- 

 “No fair, I want one!” 
 Kat swallowed her breath when she saw the first muzzle flash. The bright blue and white flare lit the interior of the first truck, highlighting the backs of the front seats and several smaller blunt tipped cylinders in the rear of the truck. 
 The front of the car bounced into the pavement for a split second, the shocks strained to keep the car up while fragments of red metal and a thick hazy puff of yellow fibers erupted in front of the car. The engine’s grumbling immediately dropped into a sick sounding grind as Nicole pushed the accelerator, doing her best to slide into the cross street. 
 “Holy shit-“
 “Jesus.“
 The car sputtered slightly before it picked up a straining whine. Almost screaming out against Nicole’s demand. “Is anyone injured?” She glanced down the street with an almost casual calm that betrayed the tight scent of uncertainty ebbing from her tensed muscles. Though the smell wasn’t easily recognizable Kat could make it out among the conflicting scents of fear.

 “I’m good.” 
 Nicole turned down the next street just as the first Excursion rounded the corner. The car bucked and strained against her grip while the trucks roared against the shops and apartments jutting up on either side of the street.

 “Terminators.” Nicole sighed sharply when the radio sputtered again.

 “Arrow, block three.”
 “Arrow?”
 “Street name.” Nicole tried to force the car to speed up. “Too close. . .” 
 “What-“ The sound was beyond deafening, Kat could barely recognize it as even happening when the earth shattering crunch of metal gave way to a sickening pop as part of the rear right side blossomed out from the car’s frame. More yellow fibers fluttered off into the night as the trucks sped up on either side of the road. “Oh my God.”
 Nicole swallowed sharply. “They use armor penetrating rounds and explosive tipped-“
 Another shot crashed through the air, the rear window opened up with a hole nearly the size of a cereal bowl- tiny shards of thick glass exploded through the cabin, clattering against the dashboard and peppering the seats. Nicole winced sharply in the fraction of a heart beat, Kat barely caught the sight as the back of her chair imploded and the soft black fabric of her T-shirt blew forward, spraying a thick blast of crimson across the dashboard and steering wheel. The same thick spray painted most of the front windshield as the woman arched her head back and let out a surprised grunt. 
 The wound right under her right breast was a mass of tattered flesh and cotton that glistened softly in the light. Kat couldn’t breathe, taking in the sight while lights swept over the car, casting new and more revolting shadows within the wound. Fragments of broken ribs and tissue stuck out through the wash of ichor, giving way to a sharp wheeze of breath a moment later.

 “Oh wow. Poke it, come on. You know you want to. . .” 

 “Stare-“ Nicole took a deep wheezing breath. “Or help.”
 Kat looked up to see Sam shoving a large black satchel at her. Her hands were shaking violently as she unlatched the large red cross. 
 “Hemostat. . . White and blue-“

 Kat dug through the pockets as Jon’s pistol discharged- nearly deafening in the tight confines of the shattered Monte Carlo. Just over his crouched form she could see the pair of trucks thundering through the street. A man holding a rifle was trying to get his bulk back through the sun roof as Jon’s rounds pattered uselessly against the windshield and grill of the truck. 

 “Find it.” Nicole grunted softly, letting her head fall back against the headrest. “Hurry up-“ She sighed, closing her eyes.

 Kat tried to shake her awake while she dug through the satchel. Finally she found the small sealed foil packet marked ‘Hemostat’. When she tore the package open she was rewarded with an acidic wash of alcohol smelling vapor. The large towellete style piece of cloth stuck to her fingers slightly as she unfolded it and began reading the back of the package- 
 “Start here-“ Nicole’s head slumped forward slightly, she pointed at a spot just below her breast. Almost thirty seconds later Kathrine had rimmed the entire wound with the sticky substance. Most of the bleeding had stopped before Nicole leaned forward, wiping an area of the window so she could see. 
 The car droned on through the night, punctuated by the sharp crack of forty caliber rounds and Nicole’s wheezing breaths. Kat had found a large plastic sheet and used a strip of gauze to hold it against Nicole’s wound, for now the sound of her breathing had subsided into something more normal. Even despite her occasionally letting blood drain from her mouth down to the carpet.

 Nicole pulled into a massive parking lot that surrounded a large three story building. A large ring of flashing lights rounded the L shaped building, carrying a red scrolling marquee under the large sign. Four playing card aces framed in neon stood out in the night, blinding almost if it wasn’t for the dimmed lettering underneath. Ace of Clubs.

 Nicole stopped the car, watching as the Excursions continued down the street as though nothing happened. Several of the modern looking cars and young people milling around the parking lot seemed to be welcoming, an anchor to reality that didn’t include the guns, the stench of blood and fear. . . 

 “Out.” Nicole popped the creaky door open, all but falling to the pavement. Kat got out quickly behind, helping her up while Jon and Sam followed suit.

 Several of the people gathered around the massive tinted glass doors looked up while Nicole popped the trunk open, grabbing Jon’s shotgun and throwing it in next to an even larger one. After bracing her hands on the lip of the trunk she looked over at Kat. “Clean the entry wound. . .”
 She swallowed while she wiped the wound with the bloody towellete. Despite her swaying Nicole nodded her appreciation before grabbing a duster style trench coat and, with some help, sliding into it. 

 “No one speaks without my permission, answer questions-“ She breathed, slamming the trunk. “Answer direct questions.”
 Sam sighed, sliding up beside Nicole to help balance her.

 Nicole guided them past the line of people, ignoring their faint groans and complaints as she made her way to the small booth next to the doors. “Evecta sai- Lena sou, Rikes.” Kat glanced over, surprised at the calm smoothness of the woman’s voice.

 The woman in the booth looked up at her with an uncertain expression that soured a little when she took a breath. “You need a shower.” With that she nodded and pushed a button behind the counter. The large black doors clicked quietly.

 Jon pulled one of the doors open with his right hand, watching the line of people as Kat and Sam helped Nicole inside. The thick black carpeting seemed to slope up against the wall, melting into the pitch black walls and UV reflective lights overhead. Kathrine’s pants seemed to be giving off a purple light that cast all around, giving her a headache while they worked their way to a small bar set in against the left wall. Several booths lined the other side of the hall, empty save for a tall woman and man that started toward them as soon as they were two steps in.

 “I’m sorry but there’s a line. . .” The man started, putting a hand over his mouth when he looked at Nicole. “Kiaveta?” 
 Nicole nodded. 

 “What the hell are you doing here?” The woman’s baggy pant leg twitched slightly and instantly Kat could smell the bitter wash of anger. 
 “My- Job.” She sighed. “I- need the new entry codes. . .”
 The man nodded with, withdrawing a small cell phone and flipping it open. After a second he pursed his lips. “Hey boss. Guess who’s here?”
 “If you didn’t have those goons with you, I’d tear you apart.” The woman sneered even as Nicole yanked her arm free and took a shaky step forward.

 The man put his hand on the woman’s shoulder. “Easy Kimo. . . Yeah, she needs the entry keys. Right. Okay.” He clapped the phone shut. “Go sit down.”
 Kathrine watched quietly as the man took a step toward the wall and pulled a small matte black lever, a large part of the ‘wall’ gave way, silently gliding across the carpet to reveal the near silent pulsing of heavy bass, high speed techno music. As they slid in, the deep inset of the dance floor set itself apart from the ‘ring’ of metal grate steps and another six or so feet of carpet that cradled several tables and chairs around the square room. Looking up, several large spot lights and holographic cameras painted murals across the walls varying from a desert style town to a wild jungle teaming with rain soaked leaves. 

 All at once the image flickered and gave way to a forest, foggy with images of running wolves in the background, chasing a deer that sprang back and forth in a three dimensional representation of a hunt that seemed to go on forever. Just beyond the aluminum cross beams Kat could see a thick layer of Plexiglas that showed a slightly different scene playing out above them, and another one just beyond that. “Whoa.”
 “Hey Sam!” A young, perky voice carried through the empty room with an unusual pitch that tightened sharply when the music stopped. “Aww, not you too. . .” The woman didn’t look more than sixteen or so but her baggy jeans and the seemingly endless array of glittering charms that hung in her multi colored dyed hair all came together to paint her in a surreal light that actually reflected in her dark sunglasses. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”
 Sam hung her head slightly.

 “Where’s Mel?”
 “I-“ She swallowed.

 The woman exhaled long and shallow, her voice suddenly changed to a grim seriousness. “Don’t worry my friend, she won’t be forgotten. Just by being here you make sure of that. . .”
 “Thanks.” Sam tensed.

 Nicole pushed past her, coming to a small door just barely identifiable in the dim light and carefully crafted shadows. The small hall it opened into lead to a sloped ramp up and to the left. When they finally reached the metal door Kat could smell the sharp tang of fresh blood, she glanced over to see Nicole holding herself against the wall, mouth hanging open to let the blood drool out into the hall. “Go.” She pushed Jon away when he stopped next to her.

 The plush office wrapped around the large oak desk and bright red bean bag chairs, leaving just enough space for a bay style window to overlook the dance floor. The tall blonde woman behind the desk was talking to her desk phone, barely glancing up when Kat slid in.

 The woman nodded to the phone, standing up with a shallow sigh. “Alright thanks.” Her dark purple vest fluttered against her breasts while she rounded the desk, hanging up and walking up to Sam. Her tight fitting jeans had been carefully cut to reveal her tanned thighs and the tattooed ivy vine that ran down the outside. Hugging the woman she sighed. “I’m sorry Sammy-“
 “Hey, back up.” Jon tried to stop her with one hand. “Her rib is-“
 “I know.”
 “We need the newest keys.” Nicole staggered in.

 “Have a heart, her-“
 “I don’t have time for this.” She leaned against the door. “Give me the keys. They still need their passports registered.” Her breathing had become more ‘relaxed’, more natural and now when she spoke her tone actually approached something normal. “And protein IV bags.”
 “Just because you don’t-“
 “Now.” Her voice instantly tipped to glacial.
 
 Nicole leaned against the wall, swaying just a little as she clenched the small clear bag, forcing the fluid through the tube into the vein in her arm. Despite Judy’s repeated warnings about air bubbles and ruptured veins she continued to empty the bag while Jon paced back and forth between the desk and the window. Kat kept trying to get her thoughts together while Sam shuttered silently.

 “Here.” Judy laid the passports next to one another, followed by a pair of ID cards and birth certificates. “Don’t touch the cards yet, they aren’t cool enough.”
 “I’m not leaving her!” Jon finally erupted at Nicole. Mere inches away she didn’t so much as flinch. 
 “Jon.” Sam whispered.

 “You hear me?” 
 Nicole yanked the empty bag from of her arm, leaving a soft blood trail across the carpet as she tossed the bag to the side. “What will you do to keep Kathrine?”
 Jon took a step back, withdrawing his Glock. “I’m not letting you take her. Not you or anyone else.”
 “Jon. . .” Sam’s whisper edged nearer to panic. 
 “No. Fuck th-“

 Kathrine swallowed when she saw the short woman grab his hand, turn it sideways at a slightly awkward angle before tugging him back and slamming him into the wall. With a hand at the base of his neck she leaned in. 

 “If you’re so willing to throw your life away, think what you may do it for. Kathrine’s life isn’t yours. Kathrine, isn’t, yours.”
 “Fuck you.” He tried to push against the wall. 

 “Let him go, I’ll go with you. Just don’t hurt him-“
 “No-“
 “You have done very well Jonathan, no one can take that from you. You know not what you face-“
 “I know damn well what-“
 Nicole shook her head slightly. “I haven’t the energy, nor time to deal with you the way you deserve. The only solace I can give you is the knowledge that your name will never be forgotten, nor your actions. You are to be regaled as a hero-“
 “Then take me with you.” Jon grunted when Nicole pushed his arm farther up. “Do it or kill me, cause you let me go and I’ll kill you-“
 “Jon.” Sam and Kat started at the same time. 

 “Unlikely.” She let him go, scooping up his weapon without a visible effort. 

 “Y’know.” Judy rocked forward in her chair slightly. “He has got heart.” 
 “This is not your concern.” 
 “Take me with you.”
 “Jon, no.” Kat sighed. 

 “Isn’t that cute.” Sam soured. “You take that fucking cunt-“
 “Sammy.” Judy wagged her finger. “We’re friends here, remember?”
 “But-“
 “Do you fully understand the impact of what you seek to undertake?” Nicole’s voice focused into an intensely sharp blade of cold steel that matched her eyes perfectly. 

 “No. But I know that if I leave her-“
 “Kathrine will be taken care of.”
 “By who? Who’s gonna hold her at night?”
 Nicole titled her head slightly. “If sex is your-“
 “No, I love her goddamnit.” 
 She paused as if to say something, then glanced at Judy. 
 Judy nodded without a sound.

 No, no, don’t you dare-
 After a second Nicole pursed her lips and glanced at Sam out of the corner of her eye. Something sparked behind her sunglasses before she tilted her head down as if in thought. After a moment she looked up at him and removed her sunglasses. “If you we’re to undertake this, you would be denied outright. You would have to apply for combat rights. . .”
 “So? I can do that-“
 “Jon-“
 “If you wish to- To stay with Kathrine, you’ll serve under me. Kathrine will go to the Clan to be trained as we will, at a later time.”
 “No, I go where she does.” The man shook his head despite the tension in Nicole’s jaw.

 “In time you would.”
 Judy tensed slightly. “You’d have to go with her, when she feels your ready you’d apply for rights and get taken in. From there Kathy would join your team-“
 “No.” 
 Sam paled slightly. 
 “Take us as a team, the three of us could do some damage to these fuckers.”
 “Don’t toy with me child.” She tensed. “I will have none of your games, if you think-“
 “Look. We both want these guys taken out right?” 
 There was a long, thoughtful pause before Nicole sighed softly. When she finally spoke her voice was soft and almost pleasant. “If you go with me, your sister will be without family or friends in a place completely unknown to her.”
 “That’s not my problem.” 
 Kat caught her voice when she realized how cold his voice was.

 “There’s potential you wouldn’t live long enough to see the end of the war. You could be killed before-“
 “How’s it different?” 
 She nodded. After a moment she offered her hand, pulling back her coat to reveal her forearm. “If you serve under me, you follow my lead without question. You act without fear and you obey without secession.”
 He looked at her for a second. “Take Kat with us or I’m not doin shit.”
 “Agreed.”
 Jon went to shake her hand, surprised when the woman wrapped her hand around his forearm, pressing her thumb against the veins in his wrist. “Agreed.”
 

 Slipping through the tightly packed sweaty bodies writhing to the heavy thumping music Kat could feel the scents of sex, desire and passion. It almost made her mouth water despite the fear still tightening around her muscles. 

 Sam followed closely behind as they got back into the parking lot, silently crawled into the Monte and closed her eyes against the seat while Jon and Kat followed. 
 The road wound out before the hollow grinding of the engine, weaving over and around the countless highways both forgotten and frequented. The engine sputtered from time to time, stretching the thick silence and uncertainty that had settled in the cabin.

 The future suddenly seemed so much more designed. As though pre-destined by some cruel poet, or maybe one long since past. At the thought an image of the road leading to a cave swept on either side by blackened grass flashed before her eyes. Above it a sign hung lazily abandon all hope-
 “Nice, but I like this better.” An instant later the grass burst into flames, just behind the cave a tanker truck rolled by, shattered in the middle but still sending tendrils of flame into the air. 
 Kathrine leaned back, closing her eyes despite the high pitched squealing of the Monte’s engine. “Whatever.”

