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PROLOGUE

"Approaching Arcturus. Disengaging FTL drive core"

Rear Admiral Jon Grissom of the Alliance, the nfastous man on
Earth and its three fledgling interstellar colongisanced up briefly as
the voice of the SSV New Delhi's helmsman came theeshipboard
intercom. A second later he felt the unmistakalgleeteration surge as
the vessel's mass effect field generators woundchdowl the New Delhi
dropped from faster-than-light travel into speedseracceptable to an
Einsteinian universe.

The ghostly illumination of the familiar red-shiteiniverse spilled
in through the cabin's tiny viewport, gradually tiog to more normal
hues as they decelerated. Grissom hated the viésy@dliance ships
were purely instrument driven-they required no &lgeferences of any
kind. But all vessels were designed with severgl fiorts and at least
one main viewing window, typically on the bridgs,aconcession to
antiquated romantic ideals of space travel.

The Alliance worked hard to maintain these romaiasals-they
were good for recruitment. To people back on Edhi unexplored
vastness of space was still a wonder. Humanitydamsion across the
stars was a glorious adventure of discovery, aadristeries of the
galaxy were just waiting to be revealed.

Grissom knew the truth was much more complex. Hedegn
firsthand just how beautifully cold the galaxy adible. It was both
magnificent and terrifying, and he knew there wsome things
humanity was not yet ready to face. The classifiadsmission he had
received that morning from the base at Shanxi wasff that.

In many ways humanity was like a child: naive ahdltered. Not
that this was surprising. In the whole of humansitghg history it was
only in the last two centuries that they had brottenbonds of Earth



and ventured into the cold vacuum of space beyand.true

interstellar travel-the ability to journey to desttions beyond their own
solar system-had only been made possible in theléaade. Less than a
decade, in fact.

It was in 2148, a mere nine years ago, that thengiteam on Mars
had unearthed the remains of a long-abandonedralgsarch station
deep beneath the planet's surface. It was herakldte most significant
discovery in human history, a singular event thatnged everything
forever.

For the first time, humanity was faced with indisyle,
incontrovertible proof that they were not aloné¢ha universe. Every
media outlet across the world had jumped on they sWWho were these
mysterious aliens? Where were they now? Were theyot? Would
they return? What impact did they have on humanpsgst evolution?
What impact would they have on humanity's futurethbse first few
months, philosophers, scientists, and self-appoiaigperts endlessly
debated the significance of the discovery on tivesnads and across
the info nets, vehemently and sometimes even uiglen

Every major religion on Earth was rocked to itsecddozens of new
belief systems sprang up overnight, most of thesetan the tenets of
the Interventionary Evolutionists, who zealouslg@aimed the
discovery as proof that all human history had bdiegcted and
controlled by alien forces. Many existing faithiedr to incorporate the
reality of alien species into their existing mytbgies, others scrambled
to rewrite their history, creeds, and beliefs ghti of the new discovery.
A stubborn few refused to acknowledge the trutb¢cl@ming the Mars
bunker a secular hoax intended to deceive and adislelievers from
the true path. Even now, nearly a decade latert rabgions were still
trying to reassemble the pieces.

The intercom crackled again, interrupting Grissaimsights and
drawing his focus away from the offending viewpamt back to the
shipboard speaker in the ceiling. "We are cleapedidcking at
Arcturus. ETA approximately twelve minutes."



It had taken them nearly six hours to travel froamtk to Arcturus,
the largest Alliance base outside humanity's owarsystem. Grissom
had spent most of that time hunched over a dagesctooking through
status reports and reviewing personnel files.

The journey had been planned months ago as a peldions
event. The Alliance wanted Grissom to addressiteediass of recruits
to graduate from the Academy at Arcturus, a synehqmdissing of the
torch from a legend of the past to the leaderb@eftiture. But a few
hours before they were about to depart, the medsaigeShanxi had
radically altered the primary purpose of his trip.

The last decade had been a golden age for humbkéysome
glorious dream. Now he was about to bring a grialityecrashing
down on them.

The New Delhi was almost at its destination; it \waee for him to
leave the peace and solitude of the private catentransferred the
personnel files from the data terminal to a tinyieg storage disk,
which he slipped into the breast pocket of hisaklte uniform. Then he
logged off, pushing himself away from his chair atiffly standing up.

His quarters were small and cramped, and the titiars he'd been
working at was far from comfortable. Space on Alta vessels was
limited, private cabins were typically reservedlaswvely for the
commanding officer of the ship. On most missionsreVIPs were
expected to use the common mess or the commuegliistepods. But
Grissom was a living legend, and for him exceptiomsld be made. In
this case the captain had generously offered hisaquvarters for the
relatively short trip to Arcturus.

Grissom stretched, trying to work the knots ouhisfneck and
shoulders. The admiral rolled his head from sideide until he was
rewarded with a satisfying crack of the vertebke made a quick
check of his uniform in the mirror-keeping up appe&es was one of



the burdens of fame-before stepping out the doarake his way to the
bridge in the bow of the starship.

Various members of the crew paused in their dutietsand at
attention and salute as he marched past theiostatHe responded in
kind, barely aware that he was doing so. In thateygars since he had
become a hero of the human race, he'd developadstamctive ability
to acknowledge the gestures of respect and adonratithout any
conscious awareness.

Grissom's mind was still distracted with thoughte@w much
everything had changed with the discovery of thendbunker on
Mars...a line of thinking that was not surprisingen the unsettling
reports from Shanxi.

The revelation that humanity was not alone in thiwerse hadn't
just impacted Earth's religions, it had far-reaghaffects across the
political spectrum as well. But where religion liekcended into the
chaos of schisms and extremist splinter groupstigedly the discovery
had actually drawn humanity closer together. It fusdiamentally
united the inhabitants of Earth, the swift and frddulmination of the
pan-global cultural identity that had been slowly teadily developing
over the last century.

Within a year the charter for the human SystemmAdle-the first
all-encompassing global coalition-had been writiad ratified by
Earth's eighteen largest nation-states. For teetfme in recorded
history the inhabitants of Earth began to see tlebras as a single,
collective group: human as opposed to alien.

The Systems Alliance Military-a force dedicatedHe protection
and defense of Earth and its citizens against remah threats-was
formed soon after, drawing resources, soldiers,adiicers from nearly
every military organization on the planet.

There were some who insisted the sudden unificatidfarth's
various governments into a single political entiad happened a little



too quickly and conveniently. The info nets weraswing with
theories claiming the Mars bunker had actually b#isocovered long
before it was publicly announced; the report ofrtiring team
unearthing it was just a well-timed cover storyeTarmation of the
Alliance, they asserted, was in fact the final stafja long and
complicated series of secret international treatres clandestine
backroom deals that had taken years or even detadegotiate.

Public opinion generally dismissed such talk asspoacy theory
paranoia. Most people preferred the idealisticarothat the revelation
was a catalyst that energized the governmentsitinens of the world,
driving them boldly forward into a brave new agecobperation and
mutual respect.

Grissom was too jaded to fully buy into that fagtd@rivately, he
couldn't help but wonder if the politicians had Wwmomore than they
publicly admitted. Even now he wondered if the caimioations drone
carrying the distress call from Shanxi had caulgént by surprise. Or
had they been expecting something like this evéorbehe Alliance
was formed?

As he neared the bridge, he pushed all thougha$iesf research
stations and shady conspiracies from his head. &eanpractical man.
The details behind the discovery of the bunkerthedormation of the
Alliance didn't really matter to him. The Allianweas sworn to protect
and defend humanity throughout the stars, and eneryincluding
Grissom, had to play their part.

?

Captain Eisennhorn, commanding officer of the Neslhi) gazed
out through the large viewport built into the foeel of the ship. What
he saw there sent a shiver of wonder down his spine

Outside the window, the massive Arcturus spacestatew
steadily larger as the New Delhi approached. Thiarde fleet-nearly
two hundred vessels ranging from twenty-man destioio



dreadnoughts with crews of several hundred-stretolue from it in all
directions, surrounding the station like an ocefast@el. The entire
scene was illuminated by the orange glow emanditorg the type-K
red giant far in the distance: Arcturus, the sy&esuan for which the
base had been named. The ships reflected thefstay'glow, gleaming
as if they burned with the flames of truth andryph.

Though Eisennhorn had been witness to this graedtaple dozens
of times, it never ceased to amaze him-a dazzéngnder of how far
they had come in such a short time. The discoverylars had elevated
humanity, binding them together with a new sensarajular purpose
as top experts from every field had united thesotgces in one glorious
project-an attempt to unravel the technological teryss stored inside
the alien bunker.

Almost immediately it had become apparent thatRreheans-the
name given to the unknown alien species-had beendee
technologically advanced than humanity...and they had vanished
long, long ago. Most estimates placed the findeatrly fifty thousand
years old, predating the evolution of modern maoweler, the
Protheans had built the station from materialskendinything found
naturally on Earth, and even the passing of fiftfemnia had done
little to damage the valuable treasures inside.

Most remarkable were the data files the Protheaddéft behind:
millions of tetrabytes worth of knowledge-still bie, though compiled
in a strange and unfamiliar language. Decipheitegcbontents of those
data files became the holy grail of virtually evegientist on Earth. It
took months of round-the-clock study, but eventutile code of the
Prothean language was broken and the pieces bedalhihto place.

For conspiracy theorists this was seen as fughfar fire. It should
have taken years, they argued, for anything usefabme out of the
bunker. But their negativity went unheard or uniegeby most, left
behind in the wake of spectacular scientific adeanc



It was as if a dam had ruptured and a cascademflkadge and
discovery had been unleashed to flood the humathpsyrResearch that
previously took decades to achieve results now sdémrequire mere
months. Through the adaptation of Prothean teclgydioimanity was
able to develop mass effect fields, enabling fasten-light travel; no
longer were vessels bound by the harsh and unfagylimits of the
space-time continuum. Similar leaps followed inestareas: clean and
efficient new energy sources; ecological and emvirental advances;
terraforming.

Within a year the inhabitants of Earth began adapread
throughout the solar system. Ready access to es®tnom the other
planets, moons, and asteroids allowed colonieg teskablished on
orbiting space stations. Massive terraforming pogjéegan to
transform the lifeless surface of Earth's own miobm a habitable
environment. And Eisennhorn, like most people, dicdare to listen to
those who stubbornly claimed humanity's new Goldiga was a
carefully orchestrated sham that had actually betpoades earlier.

"Officer on deck!" one of the crewmen barked out.

The sound of the entire bridge staff standing toteghe new
arrival told Captain Eisennhorn who it was everobehe turned
around. Admiral Jon Grissom was a man who commanekgzkct.
Serious and stern, there was a gravity about hinunaleniable
significance in his mere presence.

"I'm surprised you're here," Eisennhorn said urikebreath,
turning back to gaze once more at the scene outsde@indow as
Grissom crossed the bridge and took up positiordbdsm. They'd
known each other for nearly twenty years, having aseaw recruits
during basic training with the U.S. Marine Corp$doe the Alliance
even existed. "Aren't you the one who's alwaysrgathe viewports are
a tactical weakness on Alliance ships?" Eisennihdded.



"Have to do my part for the morale of the crew,isGom whispered
back. "Figured I could help reinforce the glontioé Alliance if | came
up here and stared out at the fleet all wistful amsty-eyed like you."

"Tact is the art of making a point without makingenemy,"
Eisennhorn admonished him. "Sir Isaac Newton dead't

"l don't have any enemies," Grissom muttered. d'goddamned
hero, remember?"

Eisennhorn considered Grissom a friend, but thdit'tichange the
fact that he was a difficult man to like. Professitly the admiral
projected the perfect image for an Alliance offianart, tough, and
demanding. On duty, he carried himself with arohiierce purpose,
unshakable confidence, and absolute authorityitisgired loyalty and
devotion in his troops. On a personal level, howgle could be moody
and sullen. Things had only gotten worse once I so visibly
thrust into the public eye as an icon represerthegentire Alliance.
Years of being in the spotlight had seemingly tfamsed his harsh
pragmatism into cynical pessimism.

Eisennhorn had expected him to be sour on thighepadmiral was
never a fan of these kinds of public performanBes.Grissom's mood
had been particularly dark even for him, and th@aia was beginning
to wonder if there was something more going on.

"You're not just here to speak to the graduatiagslare you?"
Eisennhorn asked, keeping his voice low.

"Need to know basis," Grissom said curtly, justdanough for the
captain to hear. "You don't need to know." Aftesemond he added,
"You don't want to know."

The two officers shared a minute of silence, singdéring out the
viewport at the approaching station.



"Admit it," Eisennhorn said, hoping to dispel thd@r man's bleak
humor. "Seeing Arcturus surrounded by the entileAte fleet...it's an
impressive sight.”

"The fleet won't look so impressive once it's sdreat across a few
dozen star systems," Grissom countered. "Our nusrdrertoo small,
and the galaxy's too damn big."

Eisennhorn had to admit that Grissom was probalalseraware of
that than anyone.

The technology of the Protheans had catapulted hwoeciety
forward hundreds of years and allowed them to centhe solar
system. But it had required an even more amazisgpeery to open up
the vastness of space beyond their own sun.

In 2149 a research team exploring the farthesgj@snof human
expansion realized that Charon, a small satelfiddtinog Pluto, wasn't
really a moon at all. It was actually an enormoigs® of dormant
Prothean technology. A mass relay. Floating fos tefthousands of
years in the cold depths of space, it had becoroaseql in a shell of ice
and frozen debris several hundred kilometers thick.

The experts back on Earth weren't completely urgrezpfor this
particular revelation; the existence and purposaasds relays had been
mentioned in the data archives recovered from taesNdunker. In
simplest terms, the mass relays were a networklkéd gates that
could transport a ship from one relay to the nestantaneously
traversing thousands of light-years. The underhgaigntific theory
behind the creation of mass relays was still beytbrdscope of
humanity's top experts. But even though they cdutdmstruct one
themselves, scientists were able to reactivateldhnemant relay they had
stumbled across.

The mass relay was a door that could open up ttre gralaxy...or
lead right into the heart of a burning star or klaole. Exploratory
probes sent through immediately dropped out ofaximot



unexpectedly, considering the notion that they vioeiag instantly
transported thousands of light-years away. In titk #he only way to
truly know what was on the other side was to semdebody through,;
someone willing to brave the great unknown and falcatever dangers
and challenges waited on the other side.

The Alliance handpicked a crew of brave men and amrsoldiers
willing to risk their own lives, individuals readg make the ultimate
sacrifice in the name of discovery and progressl #nlead this crew
they chose a man of unique character and unquestistnength, one
they knew would not falter in the face of untoldrackity. A man
named Jon Grissom.

Upon their successful return through the mass réteyentire crew
had been hailed as heroes. But the media had cl@sesom-the
imposing, solemn commander of the mission-to becthadlag-bearer
of the Alliance as humanity forged ahead into a age of unparalleled
discovery and expansion.

"Whatever's happened,” Eisennhorn said, still hgpi@ could pull
Grissom from his dark state of mind, "you have etidve we can deal
with it. You and | never could have imagined that eould accomplish
all this in such a short time!"

Grissom gave a short of derision. "We couldn't hdmee a damn
thing if it wasn't for the Protheans."

Eisennhorn shook his head. While it had been theodiery and
adaptation of Prothean technology that had opepétase great
possibilities, it was the actions of people likassom that had
transformed possibility into reality.

"If | have seen farther, it is by standing on thewdders of giants,"
Eisennhorn countered. "Sir Isaac Newton said tbat’

"Why the obsession with Newton? He a relative onathing?"



"Actually, my grandfather was tracing our familgsnealogy and
he-"

"l didn't really want to know," Grissom growled,ttaog him off.

They were almost at their destination. The Arctigpiace station
dominated the entire window now, blocking out eteirng else. The
docking bay loomed before them, a gaping hole engleaming hull of
the station's exterior.

"l should go," Grissom said with a weary sigh. "YHavant to see
me come marching down the gangway as soon as whdown."

"Take it easy on those recruits," Eisennhorn suggesnly half
joking. "Remember, they're barely more than kids."

"l didn't come here to meet with a bunch of kidsrissom replied.
"I came here looking for soldiers."

The first thing Grissom did when he arrived wasuesj a private
room. He was scheduled to address the entire giiadudass at 14:00.
In the four hours between then and now he planmednduct private
interviews with a handful of the recruits.

The brass at Arcturus weren't expecting his reqbestthey did
their best to accommodate it. They set him upsmall room furnished
with a desk, computer workstation, and a singlercaissom was
sitting behind the desk reviewing the personnekfibn the monitor one
last time. Competition to be accepted into the picglist training
program at Arcturus was fierce. Every recruit om skation had been
handpicked from the best young men and women thangk had to
offer. Yet the handful of names on Grissom's led klistinguished
themselves from the rest of the elite; even hesg fhood out from the
crowd.

There was a knock at the door-two quick, firm raps.



"Come in," the admiral called out.

The door slid open and Second Lieutenant David Edvaderson,
the first name on Grissom's list, walked in. Freghof training, he had
already been marked for the ranks of junior offic@mnd looking at his
file it was easy to see why. Grissom's list waaraged alphabetically,
but based on Anderson's marks at the Academy anewvidduations of
his training officers, his name would probably h&een right at the top
regardless.

The lieutenant was a tall man, six foot three adiogy to his file. At
twenty years old he was just starting to fill oig large frame, still
growing into his broad chest and wide, square sleral His skin was
dark brown, his black hair cut high and tight ic@cance with
Alliance regulations. His features, like most @z in the multicultural
society of the late twenty-second century, weraxaahseveral
different racial characteristics. Predominantlyiédn, but Grissom
thought he could see lingering traces of Centrabgeian and Native
American ancestry as well.

Anderson marched smartly across the floor and siplrectly in
front of the desk, standing at attention as he padff a formal salute.

"At ease, Lieutenant,” Grissom ordered, instindyiveturning the
salute.

The young man did as he was told, relaxing hisc&tao that he
stood with his arms clasped behind his back antegsspread wide.

"Sir?" he asked. "If | may?" Even though he wasragr officer
making a request of a rear admiral he spoke wittidence; there was
no hesitation in his voice.

Grissom scowled before nodding at him to contifime file
showed Anderson had been born and raised in Lormdrine had
almost no discernible regional accent. His gendiatect was likely the
product of cross-cultural exposure through e-sdahgand the info nets



combined with a steady barrage of pan-global eaitertent vids and
music.

"l just want to tell you what an honor it is meegtiyou in person,
Admiral," the young man informed him. He wasn'tlgng or fawning,
for which Grissom was grateful; he simply statealsita matter of fact.
"I remember seeing you on the news after the Chaxpedition when |
was only twelve. That's when | decided | wantepbio the Alliance."”

"Are you trying to make me feel old, son?"

Anderson started to smile, thinking it was a jdRet the smile
withered under Grissom's glare.

"No, sir," he replied, his voice still sure andostg. "l only meant
you're an inspiration to us all."

He'd expected the lieutenant to stutter and stanmonesome kind of
apology, but Anderson wasn't so easily rattleds€énn made a quick
note in his file.

"| see it says here you're married, Lieutenant."

"Yes, sir. She's a civilian. Lives back on Earth."

"l was married to a civilian," Grissom told him. ‘8¥ad a daughter.
| haven't seen her in twelve years."

Anderson was momentarily thrown off balance byuhexpected
personal disclosure. "l...I'm sorry, sir."

"It's hell keeping a marriage together when yoimréne service,"
Grissom warned him. "You don't think worrying abautife back on
Earth is going to make it harder when you're oua@mx-month tour?"

"Might make it easier, sir," Anderson countereds'hice to know
I've got someone back home waiting for me."



There was no hint of anger in the young man's vdiaeit was
clear he wasn't going to be intimidated, even wspaking to a rear
admiral. Grissom nodded and made another noteeifileh

"Do you know why | scheduled this meeting, Lieutet?d he asked.

After a moment of serious consideration Andersamp$t shook his
head. "No, sir."

"Twelve days ago an expedition fleet left our ogtpat Shanxi.
They were heading through the Shanxi-Theta maayg nefo an
uncharted region of space: two cargo vessels anéd fhgates.

"They made contact with an alien species out tHsoee kind of
patrol fleet, we think. Only one of our frigatesaheat back."

Grissom had just dropped a bombshell in the youag'srap, but
Anderson's expression barely changed. His onlytismawas a
momentary widening of his eyes.

"Protheans, sir?" he asked, driving right to tharhef the matter.

"We don't think so," Grissom told him. "Technologlig, they seem
to be on about the same level as us."

"How do we know that, sir?"

"Because the ships Shanxi sent out to engage themeixt day had
enough firepower to wipe out their whole patrol."

Anderson gasped, then took a deep breath to chileself.
Grissom didn't blame him; so far he'd been impiksgéh how well the
lieutenant had handled the whole situation.

"Any further retaliation from the aliens, sir?"



The kid was smart. His mind worked quickly, anatggthe
situation and moving forward to the relevant queiafter only a few
seconds.

"They sent reinforcements," Grissom informed hiirhéy captured
Shanxi. We don't have any other details yet. Comtallges are down;
we only got word because someone got off a message just before
Shanxi fell."

Anderson nodded to show he understood, but hetdidy'anything
right away. Grissom was glad to see the young naailme patience to
give himself time to process the information. Itsnalot to wrap one's
head around.

"You're sending us into action, aren't you, sir?"

"Alliance Command makes that decision," Grissom.s&ill | can
do is advise them. That's why I'm here."

"I'm afraid | don't understand, Admiral."

"Every military engagement has only three optidnsyutenant:
engage, retreat, or surrender."

"We can't just turn our backs on Shanxi! We haverigage!"
Anderson exclaimed. "With all due respect, sir,'adeled a second
later, remembering who he was talking to.

"It's not that simple," Grissom explained. "Thicampletely
unprecedented; we've never faced an enemy likéo#fime. We know
nothing about them.

"If we escalate this into a war against an aliezcggs, we have no
way to predict how it will end. They could haveleet a thousand times
the size of ours.



"We could be on the verge of starting a war thditaulminate in
the total annihilation of the human race." Grisgmmsed for emphasis,
letting his words sink in. "Do you honestly thinkewhould take that
risk, Lieutenant Anderson?"

"You're asking me, sir?"

"Alliance Command wants my advice before they mthlegr
decision. But I'm not going to be on the front 8rfghting the war,
Lieutenant. You were a squad leader during youtrhining. | want to
know what you think. Do you believe our troops aady for this?"

Anderson frowned, thinking long and hard beforefiered his
answer.

"Sir, | don't think we have any other choice," b&schoosing his
words carefully. "Retreat isn't an option. Now ttied aliens know
about us they aren't just going to sit at Shangi@m nothing.
Eventually we'll have to either engage or surrefider

"And you don't think surrender is an option?"

"l don't think humanity could survive being subjteghunder alien
rule," Anderson replied. "Freedom is worth fightiing."

"Even if we lose?" Grissom pressed. "This isn't alsout what
you're willing to sacrifice, soldier. We provokeeth and this war could
make its way to Earth. Think about your wife. Auywilling to risk
her life for the sake of freedom?"

"l don't know, sir" was Anderson's solemn replyréAou willing
to condemn your daughter to the life of a slave?"

"That's the answer | was looking for," Grissom saith a sharp
nod. "With enough soldiers like you, Anderson, haitygjust might be
ready for this after all."






CHAPTER ONE

Eight Years Later

Staff Lieutenant David Anderson, executive offioarthe SSV
Hastings, rolled out of his bunk at the first sowfidhe alarm. His body
moved instinctively, conditioned by years of acteszvice aboard
Systems Alliance Space Vessels. By the time hishiééhe floor he
was already awake and alert, his mind evaluatiegsituation.

The alarm rang again, echoing off the hull to refwbthroughout
the ship. Two short blasts, repeating over and.dvgeneral call to
stations. At least they weren't under immediatacitt

As he pulled his uniform on, Anderson ran througgh possible
scenarios. The Hastings was a patrol vessel iGkig#ian Verge, an
isolated region on the farthest fringes of Alliaspace. Their primary
purpose was to protect the dozens of human col@ameésesearch
outposts scattered across the sector. A genetabchtions probably
meant they'd spotted an unauthorized vessel iadde territory. Either
that or they were responding to a distress caldlekson hoped it was
the former.

It wasn't easy getting dressed in the tight cosfioiethe sleeping
quarters he shared with two other crewmen, buthmediots of practice.
In less than a minute he had his uniform on, h$eecured, and was
moving quickly through the narrow corridors towd#ne bridge, where
Captain Belliard would be waiting for him. As theeeutive officer it
fell to Anderson to relay the captain's orderdh@énlisted crew...and to
make sure those orders were properly carried out.

Space was the most precious resource on any miliessel, and
Anderson was constantly reminded of this as hewarteoed other
crewmen heading in the opposite direction as thsekied to their
assigned posts. Invariably, they would press theémsagainst the



corridor walls in an effort to let Anderson by, ppang off awkward
salutes to their superior as he squeezed past andespite the
cramped conditions, the entire process was caotikavith an
efficiency and crisp precision that was the halkn@revery crew in the
Alliance fleet.

Anderson was almost at his destination. He wasmassvigation,
where he noticed a pair of junior officers makia@id calculations and
applying them to a three-dimensional star chareoted above their
consoles. They each gave their XO a curt but regpemd as he
passed, too engrossed in their duties to be enaachlby the formality
of a true salute. Anderson responded with a giinoftihis head. He
could see they were plotting a route through treres mass relay. That
meant the Hastings was responding to a distressAcal the brutal
truth was that more often than not their respoiaseectoo late.

In the years following the First Contact War, humahad spread
out too far and too fast; they didn't have enougpssto properly patrol
a region the size of the Verge. Settlers who liwethere knew the
threat of attacks and raids was all too real, aondften the Hastings
touched down on a world only to find a small butwimg colony
reduced to corpses, burned-out buildings, and dfbabaf shell-
shocked survivors.

Anderson still hadn't found a good way to cope \Witing a
firsthand witness to that kind of death and desimnc He'd seen action
during the war, but this was different. That hadrbprimarily ship-to-
ship warfare, killing enemy combatants from tengholusands of
kilometers away. It wasn't the same as pickingughothe charred
rubble and blackened bodies of civilians.

The First Contact War, despite its name, had bestog and
relatively bloodless campaign. It began an Alliapatrol inadvertently
trespassed on the territory of the Turian Empiog.ffumanity it had
been their first encounter with another intelligepécies; for the turians
it was an invasion by an aggressive and previousknown race.
Misunderstanding and overreaction on both sideddthtb several



intense battles between patrols and scout fleefisthi& conflict never
erupted into full-scale planetary war. The escadahiostilities and
sudden deployment of turian fleets had drawn ttenabn of the
greater galactic community. Luckily for humanity.

It turned out the turians were only one speciesra@dozen, each
independent but voluntarily united beneath the ofile@ governing body
known as the Citadel Council. Eager to preventrgtédlar war with the
newly emerged humans, the Council had intervermaaling itself to
the Alliance and brokering a peaceful resolutiotwleen them and the
turians. Less than two months after it had bedumFirst Contact War
was officially over.

Six hundred and twenty-three human lives had besn Most of
the casualties were sustained in the first encoameé during the turian
attack on Shanxi. Turian losses were slightly higtiee Alliance fleet
sent to liberate the captured outpost had beefesgthbrutal, and very
thorough. But on a galactic scale, the losses th fides were minor.
Humanity had been pulled back from the brink obgeptially
devastating war, and instead became the newest enerha vast
interstellar, pan-species society.

Anderson climbed the three steps separating theafordeck of the
bridge from the main level of the ship. Captainliaedl was hunched
over a small viewscreen, studying a stream of inngrtransmissions.
He stood up straight as Anderson approached, amadhegl his
executive officer's salute with one of his own.

"We've got trouble, Lieutenant. We picked up ardss call when
we linked up to the com relays," the captain ex@diby way of
greeting.

"I was afraid of that, sir."

"It came from Sidon."



"Sidon?" Anderson recognized the name. "Don't weslearesearch
base there?"

Belliard nodded. "A small one. Fifteen securitygmmel, twelve
researchers, six support staff."

Anderson frowned. This was no ordinary attack. Regreferred
to hit defenseless settlements and bug out befthenée
reinforcements arrived on the scene. A well-defdnuagse like Sidon
wasn't their typical target. It felt more like act af war.

The turians were allies of the Human Systems Adiganow, at least
officially. And the Skyllian Verge was too far renexd from turian
territory for them to get involved in any confliaisit here. But there
were other species vying with humanity for contbthe region. The
Alliance was in direct competition with the batarigovernment to
establish a presence in the Verge, but so famtbeival species had
managed to avoid any real violence in their cortltbans. Anderson
doubted they'd start with something like this.

Still, there were plenty of other groups out therdh the means and
motive to hit an Alliance stronghold. Some of themre even made up
of humans: nonaffiliated terrorist organizationsl amultispecies
guerrilla factions eager to strike a blow agaihstpowers-that-be;
illegal paramilitary troops looking to stock up bigh-grade weapons;
independent mercenary bands hoping for one bigescor

"Might be helpful to know what Sidon was working, @aptain,"
Anderson suggested.

"They're a top-security-clearance facility," thetzn replied with a
shake of his head. "l can't even get schematicthéobase, never mind
get anyone to tell me what they were working on."

Anderson frowned. Without schematics his team waadjoing in
blind, giving up any tactical advantage they migave had from



knowing the layout of the battleground. This missjiast kept getting
better and better.

"What's our ETA, sir?"
"Forty-six minutes."

Finally some good news. The Hastings followed ramgatrol
routes; it was pure chance they happened to beltgs to the source
of the distress call. With luck they could stilltgkere in time.

"I'll have the ground team ready, Captain."
"You always do, Lieutenant."

Anderson turned to go, acknowledging his commandifiger's
compliment with a simple, "Aye-aye, sir!"

In the black void of space the Hastings was allibnisible to the
naked eye. Surrounded by a self-generated mast ééfiel and
traveling nearly fifty times faster than the speétight, it was little
more than a flickering blur, a slight wavering hnetfabric of the space-
time continuum.

The vessel altered its flight path as the helmsmade a quick
course correction, a minor adjustment to the ttajgahat sent the ship
hurtling toward the nearest mass relay, nearly biMlen kilometers
away. At a speed of nearly fifteen million kilomestger second it didn't
take long before their destination was in range.

Ten thousand kilometers out from their target,ieEnsman took
the element-zero drive core off-line, disengagimg mass effect fields.
Blue-shifted energy waves radiated off the shifi deopped out of
FTL, igniting the darkness of space like a flarkeTllumination of the
blazing ship reflected off the mass relay growiteadily larger on the
horizon. Although completely alien in design, tlomstruction closely
resembled an enormous gyroscope. At its centeravephiere made up



of two concentric rings spinning around a singls.akach ring was
nearly five kilometers across, and two fifteen-keter arms protruded
out from one end of the constantly rotating middlee entire structure
sparkled and flashed with white bursts of crackkmgrgy.

At a signal from the Alliance vessel the mass rélegan to move.
It turned ponderously on its axis, orienting itseith a linked relay
hundreds of light-years away. The Hastings pickedpeed as it
headed straight for the center of the enormous alb@struct on a
precalculated approach vector. The rings at tteyt®eheart began to
spin faster, accelerating until they were nothinogdwhirling blur. The
sporadic bursts of energy emanating from its ce@ame a solid,
pulsing glow, growing in strength and intensityilihtwas almost
impossible to look at.

The Hastings was less than five hundred kilomete/sy when the
relay fired. A discharge of dark energy swept oobf the spinning
rings like a wave, engulfing the ship. It shimmenedmentarily, then
disappeared as if snuffed out of existence. Inatadusly it winked
back into reality a thousand light-years from ite\pous location,
emerging from apparent nothingness with a brighe lllash in the
vicinity of a completely different mass relay.

The drive core of the Hastings roared to life ajdmped to FTL,
vanishing into the darkness with a red-shifted boffieat and
radiation. Rapidly left behind, the receiving relaggan to power down,
the rings at its center already decelerating.

"We've cleared the mass relay. Engaging drive d6f@ to Sidon
twenty-six minutes."

Huddled in the cargo hold with the other four memshs the
ground team, it was almost impossible to hear thimd of the voice
coming over the shipboard intercom above the rgasiithe engines.
Not that Anderson needed to hear the updates to kritat was
happening. His stomach was still churning fromjthmp through the
mass relay.



Scientifically, he knew the motion sickness sholildappen. Travel
between relays-the jump from an originating, onsraitting, relay to
the destination, or receiving, relay-was an ingtaebus event. It took
no time to occur; therefore, it couldn't possibavé any physical effect
on his body. But while he acknowledged this theoca¢fact, Anderson
knew from firsthand experience that it wasn't trupractice.

Maybe this time the tightness in his gut was juisad feeling about
what they'd find when they reached the Sidon fgcivhoever had
attacked the research base had been willing toaaKeteen Alliance
marines. Even using the element of surprise to #hiantage, they
must have been a formidable force. The Alliancaukhbe sending a
troop transport in as reinforcements, not a pditigate that could only
assemble a five-person ground team.

But nobody else was close enough to answer theedsstall in
time, and most Alliance vessels were too big tplgmet side anyway.
The Hastings was small enough to enter a worldiegphere and touch
down on its surface, and still be able to takeagfhin. Anything bigger
than a frigate would have to ferry troops down gshuttles or drop
ships, and they didn't have time for that.

At least they were going in heavy. Every membehefground
team was wearing body armor equipped with fullyrgkd kinetic
shield generators, as well as three-quarters \ddoeadgear. They each
carried half a dozen grenades and the Alliancatsdsird issue Hahne-
Kedar G-912 assault rifle. The ammo clip on eachpoa held over
four thousand rounds; miniature pellets smallen tipains of sand.
When fired at sufficient velocity, the nearly misoopic projectiles
were capable of inflicting massive damage.

That was the real problem. No matter how advanedendive
technology got, it was always a step behind. THa#de spared no
expense when it came to protecting its soldiesr thody armor was
top of the line and their kinetic shields were lditest military



prototype. But it still wasn't enough to withstaadirect hit from close
range with heavy weapons.

If they were going to survive this mission, it wagjoing to be
because of their equipment. It always came dowwaothings: training
and leadership. Their lives were in Anderson's karav, and he could
sense their unease. Alliance marines were wetldthto deal with the
mental and physical stress of the human body'saidtght-or-flight
instincts. But this was more than the normal adne@aush of
impending combat.

He'd been careful not to expose his own doubtsd; jn@jected an
image of absolute confidence and composure. Butngmabers of his
team were smart enough to figure things out orr then. They could
put the pieces together, just as he had. Likei¢hednant, they knew
ordinary raiders wouldn't attack a heavily defendéhnce base.

Anderson didn't believe in giving motivational splees; they were
all professionals here. But even for Alliance seidj those last nervous
minutes before a mission were harder to enduretai silence. Besides,
there was no sense hiding from the truth.

"Everyone stay sharp," he said, knowing the resth®fteam could
hear him clearly over the rumbling of the engirtesagh the radios
inside their helmets. "I get the feeling this wagrst some slavers
pulling a quick grab and run."

"Batarians, sir?"

The question came from Gunnery Chief Jill Dah. Aryalder than
Anderson, she'd already been an Alliance marinactime duty back
when he was still taking N7 training at Arcturuiel/'d served in the
same unit during the First Contact War. She stastigver six foot
three, making her taller than most of the men sineesl with. She was
stronger than a lot of them, too, judging by hedevshoulders, the well-
defined muscles of her arms, and her generallelard not ill-
proportioned frame. Some of the other soldier©igunit had called her



"Amy," short for Amazon...but never to her face.dAmhen the fighting
started they were all glad to have her on theg.sid

Anderson liked Dah, but she had a habit of rublpegple the
wrong way. She didn't believe in diplomacy. If $te&l an opinion she
let everybody know it, which probably explained wdhe was still a
noncommissioned officer. Still, the lieutenant izad that if she asked
a gquestion it meant most of the others were prgbabhdering the
exact same thing.

"Let's not jump to any conclusions, Chief."

"Any idea what they were working on over at Sidofffs time it
was Corporal Ahmed O'Reilly, technicians experkjragthe question.

"Classified. That's all | know. So be ready for unyg."

The other two members of the team, Private Secdasksdndigo
Lee and PFC Dan Shay, didn't bother to commentflateam lapsed
once more into an uneasy silence. Nobody felt gdmmit this mission,
but Anderson knew they'd follow his lead. He'd lgleiutthem through
the fire enough times to earn their trust.

"Approaching Sidon," the intercom crackled. "Nop@sse on any
frequencies."

That was grim news. If any Alliance personnel wark alive inside
the base, they should have answered the Hastrak'é&\nderson
slammed his visor down to shield his face, and¢isé of the crew
followed suit. A minute later they felt the turbote as the ship entered
the tiny planet's atmosphere. At a nod from Andetss team made a
final weapons, com, and shields check.

"We have a visual of the base," the intercom cetKINo ships on
the ground and we're not picking up any non-Allanessels in the
vicinity."



"Damn cowards already cut and ran," Anderson hBaitd mutter
over the radio in his helmet.

With the Hastings's quick response time, Andersahlieen hoping
they'd arrive to catch the enemy in the act, buvasn't really surprised
there were no other ships in the area. A raid againarget as well
defended as Sidon would have required at least thessels working
together. The two larger ships would land on théase and unload
assault teams while a small scout vessel wouldistagbit, monitoring
the nearby mass relay for any signs of activity.

The scout must have seen it spring to life as thstiHgs
approached the connecting relay on the far sidieeofegion and
radioed the ships on the ground. The advance wamauld have given
them just enough time to lift off, clear the pldsettmosphere, and
engage their FTL drives before the Hastings arriVid ships involved
in the attack on the base were long gone...buter hurried escape
they might have been forced to leave some of thaaps behind.

A few seconds later there was a heavy thump ashtipetouched
down at the landing port of the Sidon Researchlifgdhe
interminable waiting was over. The pressure dodghefHastings's
cargo hold hissed open and the gangway ramp desgdend

"Ground team," came Captain Belliard's voice oterihtercom,
"you are cleared for go."






CHAPTER TWO

Gunnery Chief Dah and Lee, the two marines on penittled
down the gangway. Weapons drawn, they scanneddladf@r a
possible ambush while Anderson, O'Reilly, and Staxered them
from the hold above.

"Landing zone secured," Dah reported across the fegfjuency.

Once the entire team was on the ground Andersdadioak of the
situation. The landing port was small-room for ¢hfegates, or maybe
a pair of cargo ships. It was located a few hundneters from a pair of
heavy blast doors that led into the structure eflihse itself: a
rectangular single-story building that barely lodkarge enough to
house the thirty-three people assigned to the giidet alone any kind
of labs for research.

The exterior looked eerily normal; there was nd that anything
was out of the ordinary other than a half dozegdarates near one of
the other landing pads.

That's how the attack began, Anderson thoughtrtséif.
Equipment and supplies coming in would have bearetéby hand
from arriving ships on cargo sleds up to the doSrdon must have
been expecting a shipment. When the raiders toudbed they would
have begun unloading the crates. Someone insid&iawve opened
the blast doors and two or three of Sidon's secdatail would have
come out to help with the cargo...and been gunoaddy enemy
troops hiding inside the holds of the ships.

"Strange there are no bodies out here," Dah netddhing
Anderson's own thoughts.

"Must have dragged them away after they securethtiténg port,"
Anderson said, not certain why anyone would warmtaahat.



Using hand signals he motioned his team acrosgddberted landing
port and up to the entrance of the base. The glidiast doors were
featureless and smooth-they were controlled bynplsi security panel
on the wall. But the fact that the doors were dalodigln't sit well with
the lieutenant.

Anderson was at the head of the team; they alpstdghort when
he crouched down and held up a raised fist. He inelvo fingers,
signaling for O'Reilly. Hunched over, the corparalved to the head of
the line and fell in beside his leader, restingpbor knee.

"Any reason those doors should be closed?" théeleunt asked
him in a sharp whisper.

"Seems a little weird," he admitted. "If someonentea to wipe out
the base, why bother sealing the doors when yae®a

"Check it out,” Anderson told his tech expert. “€akslow and
careful."

O'Reilly hit a button on his assault rifle, causthg handle, stock,
and barrel to fold in on themselves until the guaswa compact
rectangle half its normal length. He slapped tHEpeed weapon into
the locking holster on his hip. From a pocket andther leg he pulled
out an omnitool and crept forward, using it to sttemarea for faint
signals that would indicate the presence of anysualelectronics.

"Nice catch, LT," he muttered after checking theufts. "Proximity
mine wired to the door."

The corporal made a few adjustments to the omnigoitting a
short energy pulse to jam the sensors on the noitie £ould creep
forward close enough to disarm it. The entire pssdeok less than a
minute. Anderson held his breath the whole timéy ogleasing it when
O'Reilly turned and gave him the thumbs-up to iathahat the trap had
been rendered harmless.



A nod from Anderson sent the rest of the team ngsforward to
breach the door, taking up their preassigned positiAnderson and
Shay moved to either side of the entrance, badaksspd against the
exterior wall of the building. Chief Dah crouch&a in line with the
door, a few meters away. Behind her and slightyathe side Lee had
his assault rifle raised and pointed at the engapviding Dah's
cover.

O'Reilly, crouched down beside Anderson, reachednappunched
in the access code on the panel. As the doorggéd, Dah tossed a
flash-bang grenade from her belt into the foyerdnely then dove to the
side and rolled for cover. Lee did the same agtbrade detonated
with a blinding flash of light and a fog of thinjspy smoke.

An instant after the blast Anderson and Shay spuhrough the
door, rifles raised and ready to gun down any easnmiside. It was a
classic flash-and-clear maneuver, executed withléss precision. But
the room beyond the door was empty, save for asfdatters of blood
on the floor and walls.

"All clear," Anderson said, and the rest of therte@ame in to join
him. The entry was a plain room with a single haljpMeading off the
back wall deeper into the base. There was a saiaé flipped in the
corner and several overturned chairs. A monitothenwall showed an
image of the landing port outside.

"Guard post," Dah said, the evidence confirminghfer what
Anderson had suspected earlier. "Probably fouheft stationed here
to keep an eye on the space port. Must've operebldist doors when
the ships landed and went out to help them unlbeid targo."

"I've got blood smears heading down this hallwagutenant,"
Private Indigo called out. "Looks like the bodiesresdragged out of
this room and back into the facility."



Anderson still couldn't figure out why anyone wodlcg the bodies
away like this, but at least it gave them a cleait.tThe ground team
slowly made their way deeper into the base, follmgiihe smears of
blood. The trail took them through to the cafetenbere they saw more
overturned tables and chairs, as well as holgsemalls and ceiling-
clear indication that the room had recently beanegs to a brief but
intense firefight.

Further in they passed two separate dormitory wilge door to
each individual room had been kicked open andrtegiors, like the
cafeteria, were riddled with bullet holes. A pigdormed in Anderson's
mind: the attackers, once inside, systematicallpggérom room to
room, massacring everyone in a hail of gunfired .gren dragging the
bodies away with them.

By the time they reached the back of the buildimgythad yet to see
any sign that enemy troops were still here. They ldowever, make a
separate discovery that none of them had been txgeAt the very
rear of the facility was a single large elevatoingcstraight down into
the earth below.

"No wonder this base looks so small," O'Reilly excled. "All the
good stuff is buried underground!

"Damn, | wish we knew what they were working org'rhuttered a
moment later in a more somber tone. "God knows wieate about to
walk into."

Anderson agreed, but he was concerned with a moreediate
detail. According to the panel on the side of tralthe elevator was
down at the bottom level. If someone had gonetimdower floors of
the base only to flee when they got word the Hgstiwas coming, the
elevator should have been on the top floor.

"Something wrong, LT?" Dah asked.



"Somebody took that elevator down," he said, gjtms head in the
direction of the panel. "But they never took it bap."

"You think they're still down there?" the gunnehjef asked, her
tone making it clear she hoped they were.

The lieutenant nodded, the hint of a grim smildh@lips.

"So what happened to their ships?" Private Shagdasitill not
piecing it all together.

"Whoever attacked this base came for somethingdefson
explained. "Whatever they were looking for wasp'there. They must
have sent a team down to the lower levels to finistthe job. Probably
only left a few men up here to keep an eye on thing

"But they weren't counting on an Alliance patralpsbeing close
enough to respond to the distress call so quidklyen their scout ship
sent word someone was coming through the mass ttedgyknew they
had about twenty minutes to pick up and clear loogt they never even
bothered to tell their buddies down below."

"What? Why not? Why wouldn't they tell them?"

"These elevators might go down two full kilometéSprporal
O'Reilly chimed in, helping to spell it out for theexperienced private.
"Looks like the com panel to the lower level wastdeyed in the
gunfire. No chance of getting a radio message yora@& down below
through that much rock and ore. And it could tade minutes for the
elevator to make the trip one way.

"If they wanted to alert their friends in the basat it'd take half
an hour: ten minutes to call the elevator up framlower floor, ten
minutes to send someone from the top down to wam} then ten
more minutes back up again," he continued. "By iliérbe too late.
Easier just to bug out and leave the others béhind.



Shay's eyes were wide with disbelief. "They justradoned their
friends?"

"That's what separates mercenaries from soldidrsjérson told
him before turning his focus back to the missidrhis changes things.
We've got an enemy unit down there, and they havidea an Alliance
squad is up above waiting for them."

"We can set up an ambush," Dah said. "As soonasetalevator
doors open we start firing and rip those sons-tifigis to ribbons!" She
was speaking quickly, a wicked gleam in her ey&eyfwon't stand a
chance!"

Anderson thought for a second, then shook his Hézslobvious
this is a seek-and-destroy mission: they arenttrpiey on leaving any
survivors. There could still be Alliance personakle on the lower
levels. If there's any chance we can still saventive have to try."

"Could be dangerous, sir," O'Reilly warned. "Welssuming they
don't know we're here. If they somehow do, therll we'the ones
walking into an ambush."

"That's a risk we have to take," Anderson saidnsiing his fist
against the wall panel to call the elevator backaughe surface. "We're
going in after them."

The rest of the group, including O'Reilly, respothaath a sharp,
"Sir, yes, sir!"

The long, slow elevator descent was even more agugnihan the
wait in the ship's hull at the start of the missiblinute by minute the
tension grew as they sank deeper and deeper bahegtlanet's
surface.

The lieutenant could hear the faint hum of the alevwinch, a dull
drone boring into the back of his skull that graeaslily fainter but
never entirely disappeared as they dropped evitreiadown the shatft.



The air became heavy, warm, and moist. He felears pop, and he
noticed a strange smell in the air, an unfamiliansh he imagined was
a mixture of sulfurous gases mingling with alienldsoand
subterranean fungi.

Anderson was sweating profusely beneath his boayp@grand he
kept having to reach up with a free hand to wipayatihe fog
condensing on his visor. He did his best not tokl@bout what would
happen if the doors opened and the enemy was esatiwaiting for
them on the other side.

When they finally reached the bottom of the sHafténemy was
waiting for them, but they sure as hell weren'tlged he elevator
opened into a large antechamber-a natural caed fillith stalagmites,
stalactites, and thick limestone columns. Theieaidiflights strung
across the ceiling illuminated the entire chambefftecting off thick
veins of glistening metallic ore in the cavern'smtess natural rock
formations. At the far end was a passage that dease¢he cave's only
other exit, a long tunnel that wound around a coamel out of sight.

The enemy forces, close to a dozen armed and almoeecenaries,
were coming toward them from the far side of theroher. They were
laughing and joking, weapons at their sides as tieaged for the
elevator that would bring them back to the plamilface.

It only took Anderson a fraction of a second toidec¢hey looked
like murdering raiders and not Alliance personaal] he gave the order
to fire. His team had been poised and ready asléwator doors opened
and they reacted almost instantaneously to his comdpcharging
forward from the elevator with a barrage of gunfirge first wave of
their attack ripped into the pack of unsuspectirga®s. The fight would
have ended right then if it wasn't for their bodsnar and kinetic
shields.

Three of the enemy combatants dropped to the flmdrenough of
the deadly projectiles were deflected or absorloeithat the rest of them



were able to fall back and dive for cover behinel bloulders and
stalagmites that littered the cavern's floor.

The next few seconds of the battle were utter chaderson's
team pushed forward, scrambling to use the caweksformations for
cover. They had to fan out quickly, before enenossfire could pin the
entire group down in a single location. The cawarhoed with the
staccato recoil of assault rifles and the shargipgeip of bullets
ricocheting off the rock formations and walls, dhd incandescent
tracer bullets that made up every fifth round igdithe room with a
ghostly luminescence.

Sprinting to a nearby large stalagmite, Andersdtrafe all too
familiar shudder as his kinetic shields repulsacsd shots that would
have otherwise found their mark. He hit the groand rolled as a line
of bullets struck the floor just in front of himisthtegrating the stone
and sending tiny showers of water and dust up unigerisor and into
his face.

He came to his feet spitting out the foul grittinstively checking
the remaining power on his shields. He was dowmwemnty percent-not
nearly enough to give him a fighting chance if lad o make another
run through direct enemy fire.

"Shield status!" Anderson shouted into his radioe hiumbers came
back at him rapid fire: "Twenty!" "Twenty-five!" 'Wenty!" "Ten!"

His team was still at full strength, but their $tigehad taken a
beating. They had lost their initial advantagewfsise, and they were
now facing an enemy squad nearly double their nunihé Alliance
soldiers were trained to work as a team, to coaeh®ther and watch
one another's back. They trusted their teammanelstheey trusted their
leader. He figured that would give them the ed@y theeded over any
band of mercs.

"Dah, Lee-move up on the right!" he barked. "Tnflamk them!"



The lieutenant rolled to his right, emerging froehind the
stalagmite shielding him from view and firing a ckucovering burst in
the direction of the enemy. He wasn't trying todmything; even with
the smart-targeting technology built into all perabfirearms it was
almost impossible to hit a humansized target withaking at least a
half second to steady and aim. But inflicting dasmags not his goal;
all he wanted to do was disrupt the enemy so thayldn't have time to
line up Lee or Dah while they alternately advanadting in and out
of cover.

After a two-second burst he rolled back behindows cover; it
wasn't good to stay out in view in one place far lfling. Even as he did
so, Shay popped out from behind a large bouldEytaown another
covering burst for his squad-mates on the move aartte ducked back
to safety O'Reilly filled in.

As soon as the corporal pulled back, Anderson polketiead out
and fired again. This time he emerged from thedele of the
stalagmite; jumping out from behind cover in thenegosition twice in
a row was a sure way to catch an enemy round itetta.

He ducked back in and heard Dah over his radiangayin
position. Laying down cover fire!"

Now it was his turn to move. "I'm on the go!" hested just before
he scrambled out into the open, crouched low anding hard for
another nearby piece of the cave's natural ar¢hrethat was large
enough to protect him from enemy bullets.

Skidding to a stop behind a thick column, he had gmough time to
catch his breath and lay down covering fire asrder®d Shay and
O'Reilly to make their runs.

Again and again they repeated the process; Andeemiing one
person on the move while the others laid down aagédire to keep the
enemy on the defensive. He varied who would go éaudt the key
was to keep the team moving and keep their oppsroéhbalance.



Staying in one place would let their enemies famushem and bring
multiple shooters to bear or, even worse, stattiftgpgrenades in their
direction. But there had to be purpose and diradtiahe movement;
they had to follow a plan.

For all the mayhem and random confusion of bdttle lieutenant
had been trained to approach firefights like a gafr@hess. It was all
about tactics and strategy, protecting and def@ngaur pieces as you
maneuvered them one by one to develop a stronggalbyposition.
Working as a single unit, the Alliance squad washing its advantage
one soldier at a time, slowly maneuvering themsetsavhere they
could flank the enemy, drive them from their coard catch them in
the crossfire.

The mercs could feel it happening, too. They wanagd down by
the coordinated efforts of Anderson and his creapped, virtually
helpless. It was only a matter of time before tlaeymched a suicidal
counterassault or broke ranks in a desperate telngthis case, they
chose the latter.

It seemed to happen all at once; the mercs bumst fneir cover,
backpedaling toward the passage behind them aditadywild bursts
in the vague direction of the Alliance soldiersaEtty what Anderson
and his team had been waiting for.

As the mercs fell back Anderson stood up from betive boulder
he was using for cover. He was exposing his heddshaulders, but
someone running backwards while shooting an assfieltvould be
lucky to hit the broadside of a battleship, letr&@@ target half the size
of a human torso. He braced his weapon on theftdpedooulder to
steady it, took careful aim at one of the meradshile weapon's auto-
targeting systems get a hard lock, then slowly egee the trigger. The
merc did a short, stuttering dance as a steadsmstod bullets depleted
his shields, shredded his armor, and ripped thrdugflesh.

The whole sequence took maybe four seconds fromtstanish-an
eternity if they had been worried about someon#erother side



calmly lining them up in their sights. But with tithreat now gone,
Anderson had more than enough time to guarantesrhisvas lethally
accurate. He even had a chance to line up a seserdand take her
down, too.

And he wasn't the only one taking advantage ofituation. All
told his team dropped seven of the mercs durinig tlesperate retreat.
Only two managed to escape with their lives, making the safety of
the passage and disappearing around the corner.



CHAPTER THREE

Anderson didn't immediately send his crew chasftey ¢éhe fleeing
mercs. As soon as they lost visual contact witlr #r@emy, pursuing
them turned into a fool's game. Every corner, targranching hallway
they'd come across would represent a chance fotemial ambush.

Instead, Dah, O'Reilly, and Lee took up defensmsitppns
guarding the passage in case the mercs came lmssibly with
reinforcements. With the only point of insurgenogered, Anderson
and Shay were free to examine the bodies.

They'd killed ten mercs in the battle. Now they @vprcking
through their corpses-a ghoulish but necessaryudament to every
engagement. Step one was to identify any woundedvsus who could
pose a potential threat. Anderson was relievedttbdll of the downed
figures were already dead. It wasn't Alliance ppotic execute helpless
foes, but taking prisoners would have introducedhale new set of
logistical problems to a mission that was alreaminglicated enough.

The next step was to try and identify who they weogking for.
Five of the dead were batarians, three were hunaaastwo were
turians: eight males, two females. Their equipmeat a hodgepodge of
military and commercial arms from a wide varietynodinufacturers.
Officially recognized military units tended to beade up of a single
species and carried only one brand of weapons @norathe inevitable
result of corporations signing exclusive supplytcacts with the
overseeing governments.

These were most likely soldiers of fortune, memioéisne of the
Verge's many freelance mercenary bands that Hiweddelves out to
the highest bidders. Most mercs had tattoos ordsranrned into their
flesh proclaiming their allegiance to one grou@oother; usually
prominently displayed on the arms, neck, and fBoéthe only



markings Anderson found on the fallen were inditsplotches of raw,
scabby skin.

He was disappointed, but not surprised. For jobsre/secrecy was
important crews often had their markings removetth &n exfoliating
acid wash, then reapplied after the mission: a &rpt painful
procedure that was charged back to whoever had thiemm. Obviously
the group hired to attack Sidon had feared Alliaretaliation and done
their best to remove anything that might exposentiiesomething went
wrong.

There had still been no counterattack from the gnieyrthe time
Anderson and Shay finished stripping the bodiegrehades, medigel,
and anything else useful and small enough to eeaily.

"Looks like they're not coming out again," Dah ghled as
Anderson came over to stand beside her.

"Then we have to go in after them," Anderson rehlsapping a
fresh power pack into his kinetic shield generdtdfe can't wait out
here forever, and there's still a chance we'll athe of our own people
alive down here."

"Or more mercs," O'Reilly muttered, replacing higxgpower pack.

The corporal was only saying what they were atikimg. For all
they knew there was another full enemy squad daepele the base,
and the two men who'd fled the battle had alreadgaged to warn the
reinforcements. But even though they might be waknto a trap, they
couldn't turn back now.

The lieutenant gave the rest of the team a monoeyedr up before
shouting, "Dah, Shay-take the point. Let's mové"out

They advanced into the rough-hewn passage, maimgaanstandard
Alliance patrol formation-the two marines on paipt front, Anderson
and O'Reilly three meters behind them in the midaihel Lee three



meters behind them watching their backs. Theyadl Wweapons raised
and ready as they made slow but steady progressghrithe uneven,
irregular tunnel that had been bored through tik.réhey were
officially in a hot zone now, and caution was miong@ortant than
speed. One moment of careless inattention coulidatlosf them their
lives.

Ten meters in, the corridor turned sharply to #fe The team
stopped short at a hand signal from Dah, who doeptard and poked
her head around the corner, momentarily exposingelfdo possible
enemy fire before ducking back. When she gave tiveniall clear"
they continued on.

Beyond the corner the passage continued for anttlesity meters
before reaching a sealed security door. The heatglrbarrier was
closed and locked. Anderson signaled to O'Reilhg tne corporal
moved forward to work his tech magic and overriuke [ockdown
codes. The rest of the team assumed standardgmssitr another
flash-and-clear procedure.

"If those mercs are locking the security doors,hdnispered to
her commanding officer as they waited for the doarpen, "then that
means they have codes for the base. Someone orsitie must have
been working with them."

Anderson didn't reply, but he gave a grim nod. ia'tllike the
idea that someone inside Sidon had betrayed than&g, but it was the
only explanation that made sense. The mercs hadrktiwe facility was
expecting an off-world shipment, and they must Haa® the proper
landing codes to get their ships on the surfackomit raising any
alarms. They'd been familiar enough with the laytoutlear out the
upper area and make their way to the elevatofsedback without
letting anyone escape. And they had to have atoasstricted
lockdown codes to seal the security door. All thiglence pointed to
the inescapable conclusion that there had beeitartat Sidon.



The door slid open and the team sprang into actising a flash
grenade to blind anyone on the other side, thergaimin only to find
the area beyond empty. They were now standinganga square room,
about twenty meters on each side. The shiny meth$ wceiling, and
reinforced floor made it clear they were now emigihe heart of the
research facility. Everything had a sleek, modeei;fa sharp contrast
to the rough-hewn natural tunnels they had jussg@éshrough. There
was a hall leading off to the left, and anotheth®right.

"I've got a blood trail over here," O'Reilly calledt on the left.
"Looks fresh."

"We follow it," Anderson decided. "Lee and Shay, g position
here." He didn't like splitting up the team, bugyldidn't know the
layout of the base. He didn't want any of the memsbling around
behind them and making it back to the elevator.H @& Reilly-fall in!"

Leaving the two privates to guard the only way éuigderson and
the others set off down the hall on the left, mguwever deeper into the
research complex. They passed several more intensgcbut
Anderson wasn't willing to split his squad up ygaia. Instead, the
three of them simply followed the blood trail. Alpthe way they
passed a number of rooms, most of them small aificelging by the
desks and personal workstations. Like the dormthempper levels,
each had been thoroughly ravaged by gunfire. Thiadkspree that
began on the surface had continued unabated udedrAnd once
again the mercs hadn't been content to leave\iotims where they
had fallen, but for some inexplicable reason hadjged them off.

It was five minutes later when they finally cameoss the source of
the blood trail they'd been following. A turian l&acedown on the floor
in the middle of a medium-sized room, bleeding psefy from a
wound to his leg. Anderson recognized him as orte@Mmercs who
had fled the recent battle. Approaching carefuil knelt down beside
the motionless figure to check for a pulse but tbaothing.



There was only one other exit from the room, anosealed
security door off to one side.

"You think his buddy's inside there?" Dah askethgiber assault
rifle to point to the closed portal.

"l doubt it," Anderson replied. "He probably kneve's be
following the blood trail. | bet he ditched thisygat one of those other
branches farther back. Probably waited for us tbygthen made a mad
dash back to the exit."

"I hope Shay and Lee are on their toes," Dah nedter

"They can handle him," Anderson assured her. "loneninterested
in what's behind this door."

"Probably leads to the primary research lab," QRguessed.
"Maybe we'll finally get some answers in there."

They rolled the dead merc out of the way; there measense taking
the chance of someone tripping over his body ifdlveas another
firefight waiting for them beyond the door. Them, Anderson's
command, the corporal set to work overriding theusiéy lockdown
while the lieutenant and Chief Dah took positiondaother flash-and-
clear operation.

Dah was the first one through this time, and ormyz@rathere was
nobody on the other side. Nobody alive, anyway.

"Sweet mother of mercy," she gasped.

Anderson stepped into the room and felt his stonhaci at the
gruesome spectacle before him. O'Rellly had beerck they were
standing in an enormous lab dominated by a massintal server. The
only way in or out was the door they had just cdlhmeugh, and like the
rest of the base every piece of equipment in tbewrbad been blasted
beyond all hope of repair.



But none of that was what had evoked their reastié least thirty
corpses were strewn about the room, most pilechatiom walls on
either side of the entrance. Their uniforms martkesin as Alliance
personnel; the guards and researchers killed thiautghe other
sections of the facility. The mystery of whereth® bodies had gone
was solved, though Anderson still couldn't figute why they'd all
been dragged to this single location.

"Check for survivors, sir?" Dah asked, her voicehading out
much hope.

"Wait," Anderson said, holding up his hand to fre@is team in
place. "Nobody move a muscle."

"Oh my God," O'Reilly whispered, just now recogniwhat
Anderson had already seen.

The entire room was wired with explosives. Not damgroximity
mines, but countless ten-kilo detonation chargasqu strategically
around the lab. For Lieutenant Anderson, all tiee@$ suddenly fell
into place.

There were enough explosives here to vaporize #iagyinside
the room, including the bodies. That was why thé&gdn so carefully
collected here. There'd be no way to positivelytHB remains, meaning
whoever betrayed Sidon would be presumed deadaNithe others.
They could assume a new identity and live off thafifs of their crime
with no chance of repercussions.

A soft electronic beep made Anderson realize tndlirig the traitor
was the least of their problems.

"Timer!" O'Reilly hissed, his voice raw with feandnervous
energy.



A second later it beeped again, and the lieutekraaty the dying
merc had lured them into a trap. The detonationesece was counting
down and their fate-survival or death-would vekely be determined
by the next order he gave.

In the split second between beeps his mind analgddevaluated
the situation. The size of the blast from the egpies would be
enormous, more than enough to destabilize thesemtiderground
complex. It would probably cause a cave-in, collagshe huge natural
chamber back by the elevator. Even if they wereferugh away to
survive the blast, they'd run out of air long befogscue workers would
ever find them.

O'Reilly was a tech expert; there was a chanceohkl disarm the
trigger before it went off. If they had enough titodfind it. And if there
wasn't a backup. And if it was a manufacturer he faailiar with. And
if there weren't any built-in fail-safes to preveminual overrides.

Too many ifs. Disarming it wasn't an option, whiokant the only
thing left for them to do was...

"RUN!"

Responding to his order, all three of them whealedind and
sprinted back down the halls the way they had come.

"Shay, Lee," Anderson shouted into his radio. "t6dahe elevator.
Now!"

"Aye-aye, sir!" one of them shouted back.

"Wait for us as long as possible, but if | give ytbe order, you go
without us. Is that understood?"

There was silence on the other end of the radimitiyg sounds
were the clomping boots and heavy breathing othihee Alliance
soldiers sprinting down the hall.



"Private! Do you hear me? If | say go, you damnlgelwhether
we're there or not!"

He was rewarded with a reluctant, "Understood: sir.

They were racing through the halls as fast as tloe§d run,
slipping and skidding around corners in a despextiganpt to beat out
the timer that could go off at any moment. Therenitaime to check
for enemy ambushes; they just had to hope theytdigminto one.

Rounding the corner into the room where Andersahdslier
ordered Shay and Lee to wait for them, their luoklfy ran out.
Gunnery Chief Dah was in the lead, her long lelygsnahg her to eat up
extra ground with every stride, and she had pudlésiv meters ahead of
her two male companions. She ran full speed irgadlom...and right
into a spray of gunfire.

The lone surviving merc, a batarian, was waitingthem. He must
have stumbled into the room after Shay and Leepdldd back to the
elevator on Anderson's command. Since then held Wwa#ing
patiently, just hoping for a chance to extract séomm of petty
revenge.

The force of the bullets picked Dah off her feet aent her
crashing to the ground in a heap. Her forward mdararcaused her
body to somersault across the floor until she stdpprumpled and
motionless in the corner.

Anderson was the second one into the room; he edargwith his
weapon already firing. Normally, running straightisstationary enemy
with a loaded assault rifle was pure suicide, hatrherc had foolishly
kept his attention on Dah as she'd tumbled andh&eivasn't even
looking in Anderson's direction. By the time hetrito spin around and
fire back at his charging foe the lieutenant waiaily on top of him;
so close that even while running he was able toaaiourately enough
to blow a hole in the batarian's chest.



O'Reilly arrived a split second later, coming tstap when he saw
Dah lying in a rapidly spreading pool of blood.

"Go!" Anderson shouted at him. "Get to the elevator

O'Reilly gave a curt nod and took off, leaving Arsten to check on
their fallen comrade.

The lieutenant dropped to one knee and rolled wer, then nearly
jumped back in surprise when her eyes flickeredhope

"Stupid bastard aimed too low," she said througttegr teeth.
"Took me in the leg."

Anderson glanced down and saw that it was truevAdtray bullets
had penetrated the kinetic barriers protectingdesio only to ricochet
off the heavy plates of her body armor, inflicting damage beyond
small dents and discolorations. But her right lggere the armor was
thinner and the highest concentration of fire hedreéd the shields, had
been reduced to pulp and hamburger.

"You ever have a piggyback, Chief?" Anderson asiex tossing
his weapons to the ground and rapidly strippinghegfown body armor.

"l was never a piggyback kind of girl, sir," shelied, snapping off
her belt and discarding every piece of equipmeatt\wasn't strapped
on.

"Nothing to it," he explained, reaching down toghker into a
sitting position. She still had her body armor buat they'd already
wasted too much time. "All you gotta do is hold"on.

He did his best to help her wrap her arms arousshéck and
shoulders, then stood up, momentarily staggerirmguthe large
woman's weight. He reached back to help supponviearht, clutching



her thighs and buttocks while her arms locked adldua collar in
fiercely strong grip.

"Giddy-up," she grunted, doing her best to hideageny the
movement was inflicting on her mangled limb.

Anderson took a few unsteady steps, strugglinghtbd way to
move as quickly as possible while balancing thevaavkl load. By the
time they emerged from the passage into the laejacsite-filled
cavern he had found an awkward but effective caelenmewhere
between a gallop and a trot. And then the timeomkeed.

From the main laboratory in the heart of the redeaase an
enormous ball of heat, fire, and force burst lotesgng waste as it
swept through the complex. Doors were warped gnued off hinges,
floors buckled, walls melted.

Far away in the natural cavern the effects of #pasion were felt
in three distinct stages. First, the ground seeiméave under
Anderson's feet, sending him tumbling to the groudah screamed as
her leg slammed against the floor, but her voice #rawned out by the
second phase of the explosion-a deafening boonethated throughout
the cavern and drowned out every other sound. iflaéghase was a
wall of hot air propelled by the blast spilling dudm the passage to roll
over them, pinning them to the ground, burningrtheaigs and leaving
them gasping for air.

Anderson struggled to breathe, and for a secontehdy blacked
out. He fought to maintain consciousness as thisibbig hand
squeezing his chest and pinning him to the grolmallg released its
pressure while the super-heated air expelled byldst dispersed itself
throughout the cavern.

They weren't out of danger yet. The force of ttesbhad rocked the
cavern. The strings of artificial lights ripped &) swaying wildly and
casting bizarre, crazy shadows throughout the rdam.though his
ears were still ringing, he could plainly hear kbwed, sharp cracks of



stress fractures appearing in the walls and cedmthe cavern began to
collapse.

"O'Reilly! he shouted into his radio, hoping tiege men in the
elevator could still hear him. "This place is cayin! Get to the
surface! Now!"

"What about you and Dah?" The reply was barelylaadnside
Anderson's helmet, though from the tone it wasrdlea corporal was
shouting.

"Send the elevator back down after you get to dipe'the snapped.
"Now move! That's an order!"

Not waiting for a reply, Anderson scrambled ovecheck on
Gunnery Chief Dah. She had passed out; the pdiarileg too much to
bear on top of the physical trauma of the expldsiaftershocks.
Summoning what was left of his strength, the liaatd managed to
stand up, slinging her over his shoulders in arfag's carry.

He began a desperate, staggering race to freedtm abamber
disintegrated around them. Stalactites plunged ddgrenormous
jagged limestone spears, the fragile hold theyrhathtained on the
ceiling for thousands of years finally failing. Hugracks were
spreading through the floor, walls, and roof, caggreat chunks of
rock to shear off and tumble to the floor whereythgploded into dust
and rubble on impact.

Anderson did his best to block it all out. Thereswathing he could
do but keep moving and pray they weren't crushea fibove, so he
forced his mind to focus solely on placing one fiodront of the other.
He wasn't sure he was going to make it. The swagtrings of lights
caused a strobelike effect that made it difficalkéep his balance on
the uneven ground. He was bruised and beaten freradncussion of
the blast. Exhaustion and fatigue were settinglme muscles in his
thighs and calves were burning.



The adrenaline rush he'd felt at the beginnindhefrhission was
gone: his body simply had nothing left to give.ideved slower and
slower, the unconscious woman draped over his deaaifeeling as
heavy as the massive slabs of rock raining dowaratrehem.

When the elevator finally came into view he wasualprised to see
O'Reilly, Shay, and Lee still waiting for him. Segitheir commander
staggering along like the living dead, all threehefm rushed out to
help. Anderson was too exhausted to object. HelgilapDah slide
from his shoulders into the grasp of the two pegabne taking her
under the shoulders and the other under her hips.

With the burden removed he lost his balance andynfsl over,
but O'Reilly was there to catch him. Leaning ondbgooral for
support, he managed to take the last twenty stepghe elevator
before collapsing in the corner.

The doors slammed shut and the car began the ¢éamggy up to
the top. The ride was far from smooth: the elevatoved in fits and
starts as the gears screeched and squealed. Nsaiodgnything, as if
they were afraid mentioning their precarious pogsitnight make it
worse. Anderson simply lay where he had fallentipgrand wheezing
as he tried to catch his breath.

By the time they reached the top and spilled otat the safety of
the surface he had recovered enough to speak.

"l told you not to wait for us," he chastised leam as they made
their way back to the Hastings, the privates s#ilirying Dah's
unconscious body between them. "I should bust ebgbu down a full
rank for disobeying orders!" He paused to let tlagesnent sink in.
"That, or recommend you all for medals."



CHAPTER FOUR

First Lieutenant Kahlee Sanders was smart. sheona®f the
Alliance's top computer and systems technicians.\i&s attractive:
other soldiers at the base were always tryingdk per up when she
wasn't on duty. She was young: at twenty-six, shadcexpect at least
another half century of healthy, productive yedmsaal of her. And she
knew she was on the verge of making the biggesakesof her life.

She glanced warily around the bar, sipping neryoasher drink as
she pressed herself deeper into her small comyergtnot to draw
attention. Average in both height and build, Kaldemly really
distinguishing feature was her shoulder-length d#lbair-a genetically
recessive trait, natural blonds were nearly extiBat her hair was a
dirty blond, with streaks edging toward shadesrofum...and there
were still plenty of humans who dyed their hairfzdanyway. She
didn't normally stand out in a crowd. That madeai$y for her to escape
notice here-the Black Hole was packed.

Most of the crowd was human. Not surprising, coasidy the bar
was an upscale establishment within walking distasfdhe spaceports
on Elysium, the Alliance's oldest and largest cplomthe Skyllian
Verge. But at least a third of the patrons wereenaual of other species.
Batarians were the most predominant; she couldns#enarrow heads
bobbing on their sinewy necks among the crowd. Trreey oversized
nostrils and large, triangular noses that were atrflat against the face,
the tip pointing straight down to their thin lipsdapointy chin. Their
faces were covered with hair so short and fineakéd like the soft
velvet of a horse's nose, though the hair grewdoagd thicker around
the mouth. A flat stripe of ridged cartilage raoraj the tops of their
skulls and down the backs of their necks.

But the most unigue characteristic of the specias wndoubtedly
the fact that they possessed two distinct setyed.€One pair was set
wide in prominent bony sockets protruding from tloeners of their



face, giving their skulls a noticeable diamond €hdhe second set of
eyes was smaller and closer together, set high#dreoface, just beneath
the middle of the forehead. Batarians had a hdlbataking at you with
all four orbs simultaneously, making it difficuttrffa binocular species
to know which pair to focus on during conversatiohe inability to
maintain eye contact was disconcerting for mostiosipecies, and the
batarians always tried to exploit this advantagsituiations involving
bargaining and negotiations.

Like the Alliance, the batarian government wasvatyi settling the
Verge, trying to establish a foothold in a regigerfor expansion. But
the Black Hole currently played host to a numbeotber aliens as well.
She saw several turians among the crowd, theinfegaiargely
obscured by the hard, tattooed carapaces of fledlibane that covered
their heads and faces like fierce pagan masksn8ineed the quick,
darting eyes of a small cluster of salarians adtossoom. A pair of
massive krogan loomed in the shadows near the tlo®prehistoric
dinosaurs standing on their hind legs, guardingetiteance. A few
rotund volus waddled about the room. And a singhxiaserver, ethereal
and beautiful, glided effortlessly through the cdywnoving from table
to table while balancing a full tray of drinks.

Kahlee had come here alone, but it seemed asnyave else in the
bar had arrived in a group. They were leaning enbidr, or huddled
around the high tables, or milling about on thea#aftoor, or pressed
up against the walls. Everyone seemed to be havgwpd time,
laughing and chatting with friends, coworkers, osibess associates.
Kahlee was amazed they could even hear one andtieiconstant din
from fifty simultaneous conversations rose up ®¢hkiling and crashed
down over her like a wave. She tried to escapg gdueezing herself
even farther back into her own little corner.

When she'd first arrived she had thought the pasehthe crowd
would be comforting. Maybe she could lose hersethe faceless mass
of people. But the drinks at the Black Hole wergatent as their
reputation, and even though she was only halfweyutih her second
glass, her senses were already slightly dulled. N@nre was too much



noise, too much motion. She couldn't keep a fixvbat was happening
around her. Nobody here had any reason to be sogpiaf the young
woman standing alone in the corner, but she fouwanddif constantly
scanning the room to see if anyone was watching her

At the moment nobody was even glancing in her timacNot that
this observation brought any comfort. She wastwugh spot, and a
case of alcohol-fueled paranoia wasn't going toertakngs any easier.
Kahlee set her drink down on a small counter it the bar's wall
and tried to collect her thoughts, taking stockef situation.

Sixteen hours ago she had walked off the premisggedsidon
Research Facility without permission. Leaving thsdwas a minor
infraction; things escalated when she didn't shpviou her assigned
shift eight hours later. Dereliction of duty wasises enough to go on
her permanent record. And in another four hoursstegus would
officially become UA-Unauthorized Absence-a crimazhable by
court-martial, dishonorable discharge, and evermrisopment.

She picked up her half-finished drink and took &rotong sip,
hoping the alcohol might help slow her racing thaigsg Everything had
seemed so simple yesterday when she'd left. Kdladgroof that her
superiors at Sidon were conducting illegal reseaanld she was
determined to report them.

She'd caught a shuttle leaving the base, flashjpapa she'd forged
by hacking into the restricted security files, amdved here on Elysium
a few hours later. It was somewhere on that trd she'd started having
second thoughts.

With plenty of time to consider the full consequesiof her actions,
she began to see that things weren't as black aitd as she'd first
assumed. She had no idea how many people at tearbght be
implicated in a formal inquiry. What if people serked with, people
she considered her friends, were somehow involized3he really
want to bring them down? Part of her felt like tivias an act of
betrayal.



But her hesitations went beyond loyalty to herdwllsoldiers: she
was taking a huge risk with her own career. Shedvadkence Sidon was
conducting research way outside the scope of ftsi@fparameters;
evidence obtained by illegally compromising toptség-clearance
files, acting on nothing more than her initial Segms and a wild
hunch. Her hunch had turned out to be true, binrnieally her entire
investigation had been an act of treason agaieshliance.

The more she'd thought about it, the more Kahlakzed she had
no idea what she'd gotten herself into. She cousddwy' if her superiors
were acting alone, or if they were just followinglers from someone
higher up the chain of command. What if she repbthem to the very
person who'd ordered the illegal research condunt#uk first place?
Would anything change, or would it just be coveup@ Was she
possibly throwing away her career, and risking sser@us jail time,
for nothing?

In truth, if they really wanted to find her, it wion't have been that
hard. She was on record boarding a shuttle headiktysium with her
fake pass. But she doubted the Alliance would semytne after her.
Not until she was missing for more than twenty lscamd it became a
criminal offense. So she still had a little timediecide what to do.

Not that a few more hours would make much diffeesighe'd been
struggling with this problem ever since she'd tattown. Kahlee was
too wired to sleep, too afraid to go back to Sidad face charges, too
scared to press on. She kept moving from bar tohasing a few
drinks then walking it off to sober up. She neueayed in one place for
long, fearful of drawing unwanted attention. Hetrp@ok her from bar
to lounge to club as she hoped to find some sudgration that
would miraculously solve her problem.

She glanced up at the news vids showing on thesaet into the
wall on the far side of the bar, her eye drawn gmnailiar image.
Although she couldn't hear what the broadcast wgmg, she
recognized a file photo of the Sidon Research Badituzzled, Kahlee



furrowed her brow and squinted, trying to readrdqadly moving type
skimming across the bottom of the screen.

...ALLIANCE RESEARCH BASE ATTACKED...

Her eyes snapped wide in alarm and she slammegldss down on
the counter, spilling what remained of her drirdadring it, she stepped
out from her little corner and shoved her way tigiothe crowd,
heedlessly pushing and elbowing the other patrahsfother way until
she was close enough to hear the newscaster's.words

"Details are still sketchy, but we have receiveltc@l confirmation
from Alliance sources that the Sidon Research iBaeippears to have
been the victim of a terrorist attack."

Anxious to hear more, Kahlee pressed forward,ijagthne of the
other human patrons and causing him to spill hiskdr

The man turned toward here, angrily exclaiming,yHeatch
where you're..." He trailed off when he realized tlump had been
delivered by a comely young woman.

Kahlee didn't even acknowledge him with a glanegping her
eyes riveted on the screen overhead.

"The scene is still restricted pending the Alliamoeesstigation, so
we aren't able to bring you any live images..."

The man looked up at the screen, feigning intenetdte hopes of
forming a connection with her. "Gotta be the batasi" he said matter-
of-factly.

The friend he'd been talking with chimed in as ywedlger to
impress the attractive newcomer to their conveyeatiThe Alliance
has been predicting something like this for morithe,said, assuming
the tone of an unquestioned authority on the matidy cousin's in the
military and he told me-"



A withering gaze from Kahlee shut him up. His sdersecured, she
turned back to the vid just in time to catch thedad of the report.

"...there are no reported survivors. In other nats human
ambassador to Camala recently held a press cogfeterannounce the
signing of a new trade accord..."

No survivors. The words left Kahlee numb, stunrieg like a
heavy blow to the back of the head. She had bethe dtase yesterday.
Yesterday! If she hadn't run off on this foolishssion, she'd be dead
right now. The room began to list to one side aatilEe realized she
was about to faint.

The man she had bumped into caught her as shecetelding
her up while she struggled against the vertigoy,kehat's the matter?"
His voice showed real concern. "You okay?"

"Huh?" Kahlee muttered, not even aware that mokeofveight
was being supported by a complete stranger. Thehalped her stand
straight, then let go-though he was poised to iea@main if she fell. He
placed a hand on her arm to comfort her, or maglelp her keep her
balance.

"Did you know someone at the base? Did you haeads there?"

"Yes...I mean no." Too much booze, too little slesapd the shock
of what happened at Sidon had momentarily disalbéedbut she was
beginning to feel secure on her feet again. Hde agind was clicking;
the full implications of what had just happenedevienally registering.
She'd fled a top-security research base mere hefose it was
attacked. She wasn't just a survivor...she wasansuspect!

The two men were looking at her with a mixture ozpement and
concern. She smoothly disengaged herself from dnel lon her arm and
gave them an apologetic smile.



"I'm sorry. That story caught me off guard. I..ndkv people in the
Alliance."

"Anything we can do?" the second man asked. Shéhgaense his
offer was sincere, just a nice guy looking outddellow human. But
right now all she wanted was to get away withouhg@nything else
that could make anyone remember her.

"No, no. I'm all right. Thank you, though." She ko step back as
she spoke. "I have to go. I'll be late for workri@@bout your drink."
She turned and disappeared back into the crowdlrigéor the door.
Glancing back over her shoulder, she was relievesté neither of the
men made any attempt to follow her. They simplyglged, dismissing
the bizarre encounter, then resumed their previousersation.

It was dark and chilly outside as she steppedroat the bar. The
news of Sidon's destruction had sobered her ughmitould still use a
walk in the crisp night air to really clear her ea

The Black Hole was located on one of Elysium's main
thoroughfares. It was still early in the eveningg ahe sidewalks were
full of people. She moved quickly down the busgsty not heading in
any particular direction, just feeling the needbé&oon the move. Her
head was still spinning as she fought her way tjinadhe heavy
pedestrian traffic. Slowly the paranoia began &eprback into her
thoughts until she shied away from every passenblyj@mped at every
unexpected sound. She felt vulnerable out here allitthese strangers,
needlessly exposed.

A deserted side street offered temporary refuge.dainted down
the narrow alley, stopping only when she had gortee end of the
block. The noise of people and monorails comingiftbe main drag
was now only a faint murmur.

The news about Sidon changed everything. She haski@luate
her situation. Had her disappearance somehow tedgble attack? It



was hard to imagine it was mere coincidence, baitdstin't see how the
two events could be related.

One thing was certain: they'd be looking for hewn8he had to
cover her tracks. Find some way to book a flightedysium that
couldn't be traced back to her. She'd need todifake 1D, or bribe
someone to let her board a ship illegally. If stagysd here much longer
someone was bound to-

Kahlee screamed as she felt a heavy hand slam dowuer
shoulder. She was spun around and found hersadtigiato the chest
of a terrifyingly large man with a vicelike gripobking up, she met his
eyes, cold and hard.

"Kahlee Sanders?" It was more an accusation tltarestion.

Alarmed, she tried to take a step back, squirmmdjtevisting away
in an effort to break free. Her captor shook harepmoughly, and she
winced in pain as his nails dug into the flesh @f tollarbone.

"Lieutenant Kahlee Sanders, you're under arresuspicion of
conspiring to commit treason against the Alliance."

In her surprise it had taken Kahlee a second fizeeahat the man
was wearing. Now she clearly recognized his unifokthance MP.
They'd found her already. He must have spottedhdhe main road
and followed her into the deserted alley.

All the fight went out of her. Her head slumpedadard as she
surrendered to her fate. "l didn't do it," she ybi®d. "It's not what you
think."

He grunted as if he didn't believe her, but hedit@p his hand from
her shoulder. She could feel the skin beneathtdriguising already.



Pulling out a pair of cuffs from his belt, he héhdm up for her to
see. In a curt voice he ordered, "Turn around, teieant. Hands behind
your back."

She hesitated, then nodded. Resisting would onkertiaings
worse. She was innocent, now she'd have to pramdribnt of a
military tribunal.

"Don't try to run," he warned. "I'm authorized teedethal force if
necessary." His words drew her attention down éonbapon on his hip
even as she slowly turned her back to him, comglwith his
commands. From the corner of her eye she wasplst@ make out the
Ahial Syndicate-manufactured Striker pistol holsteon his hip.

Her mind screamed out a warning even as she tltuff slap onto
her right wrist. The Hahne-Kedar P7 was the statrkmue pistol for all
Alliance personnel, not the Striker!

The realization came a millisecond after she fedtsecond cuff slap
around her left wrist. Acting on instinct and adakme, Kahlee threw
her head back violently. She was rewarded with acwench as it
smashed into the face of the fake Alliance MP.

She spun around as the man dropped to his kneesenmtarily
stunned by her unexpected attack. His arms darigiedly at his sides
and a river of blood was pouring from his mouth ande, creating a
moist, dark stain on his face: the perfect targedtee brought her knee
up, inflicting even more damage to the injured area

The blow knocked him backwards, and he slumped dmnto his
side, gurgling and choking as the blood cloggedhrisat. His body
twitched and he flailed his legs, trying to ward lwk attacker. But
Kahlee was remorseless. She didn't know who thimster was-
mercenary or assassin-but she knew if she didhdwgay from him, she
was dead.



Calling on memories of the hand-to-hand combatelssll
Alliance personnel received during basic trainslgg easily avoided his
feeble kicks. With her hands still cuffed behind hack her feet were
her only weapon. She danced around the prone figureing in so she
could deliver the steel toes and heavy heels otberbat boots to the
vulnerable areas of his head and chest.

Her opponent rolled onto his stomach, trying tat@ecbhimself.
Kahlee hesitated for a second, then spotted hid fuanbling at the
holster of his gun. She leaped forward and stongpellis fingers, again
and again, turning his digits into a mess of brokenes and mangled
flesh.

She ignored the whimpers and burbling cries asrifwe tried to beg
for mercy through blood and shattered teeth. Hestihgonscious, so
he was still a threat. She kicked him hard in #magle, possibly
fracturing his skull. His body spasmed once, themtimp. Another
hard kick to the ribs evoked no reaction, assuneghe was really out.

She dropped down onto the ground beside the bodying quickly
in case somebody came into the alley to investitjggeeommotion. The
fake MP had cuffed her hands behind her back, &éindun't done a
very good job of it. The metal rings were loosewggioon her wrists to
allow Kahlee to slide them several inches up andndioer forearms-
there was just enough play that she might be aldet free. Squirming
and struggling, she managed to contort her bodugimto slide her
chained wrists down past her hip bones and aloadp@icks of her
thighs to her knees. She rolled onto her back @& svisting so she
could pull her feet through. Her wrists were stilffed, but at least they
were now in front of her.

Suppressing a gag reflex, she crawled on her heamdi&nees
through the blood of her assailant until she wasatly over his
motionless body. He was still breathing in shallbalf-choked gasps.
Kahlee let loose the breath she didn't even knatddbheen holding. She
felt no remorse over the savage beating she'dtediwhile fighting to



save her own life, but she was glad she wouldw¢ llais man's death
on her conscience.

Training and adrenaline had saved her. That, amddhelessness of
her opponent. But as her adrenaline wound dowrshadook in the
gruesome scene, she felt the first hints of p&he was a soldier, but
she'd never seen combat duty. She'd never encedrdaaything like
this.

Come on, Sanders! The voice inside her head wastiner former
drill instructor, though the words were her own.u¥fe not out of this
mess yet.

She gritted her teeth, determined to finish the plen so, Kahlee
shuddered as she fumbled around the man's blodetddelt until she
found the key to unlock her shackles. Releasingtiifs proved even
more difficult than sliding them around to her ftoas she had to clasp
the key in her teeth and try to fit it into the ko8ut after several
frustrating minutes she heard the click, and thedisdell away from her
left wrist. With one hand free it only took anotis&cond to unlock the
other cuff and Kahlee was free.

Kahlee took a quick look around, relieved to seleatly had
stumbled into the alley yet. She grabbed the goim fihe man's holster,
checked that the safety was on, and stuffed it &thger jacket and into
her belt. She stood up, then froze.

She didn't know who the unconscious man at henfastworking
for, but it was obvious he had been specificalgkiag for her. That
meant others probably were, too. They'd have ths gtaked out, just
waiting for her to try and get off-world. She waaped. She couldn't
even go back to the main street. Not with her @sttovered in blood.

There was only one option left. Taking another thréa calm her
jangling nerves, Kahlee left her assailant's botens it lay, moving
quickly in the direction away from the busy thorbiaye. She spent the
rest of the night skulking through the back allef&lysium, careful to



avoid detection, slowly making her way toward tioei$e of the only
person she could turn to for help. A man she prediiser mother she'd
never speak to again.



CHAPTER FIVE

Within a decade of its discovery by batarian suoreyCamala had
become one of the most important planets in theli@kyerge. Unlike
most colony worlds, where initial populations wergall and settlers
tended to congregate around a single major cityjp&la boasted two
distinct metropolitan regions of over a million pé®each: Ujon, the
capital, and the slightly larger Hatre, locatiortloé world's primary
spaceports.

The two cities were nearly five hundred kilometapsirt, built on
opposite sides of a wide, inhospitable desert-thece of Camala's
rapid growth. For below the thin layer of orangedand the hard, red
rock underneath were some of the largest depdsgement zero in the
Verge. The rich deposits of eezo-the galaxy's malsiable fuel source-
drove Camala's economy, drawing in colonists etmgseek their
fortunes working at the hundreds of mining andefy operations
scattered across the empty desert. The majorttyeofvorld's
population were batarians, and only they enjoyeduh privileges of
true citizenship under local law. But like any aofovorld with a
prosperous economy, there was always a steady iofluisitors and
immigrants from every recognized species acrossl€ltspace.

Camala was easily the wealthiest of the bataridongoworlds, and
Edan Had'dah was one of the wealthiest batariarisapmala. He was
quite likely among the ten richest individuals Ie tentire Skyllian
Verge, and he wasn't afraid to show it. Normallywoge the latest in
cutting-edge fashions: asari-designed ensembles mdh the finest
materials imported from Thessia itself. His prefeeran to the opulent
and extravagant-flowing black robes highlightedwaplashes of red to
bring out the hues of his skin. But for the meetmgight he had
donned a simple brown suit covered by a drab gvayomat. For
someone as infamously ostentatious as Edan Hadigaplain garb
was an almost impenetrable disguise.



Typically, Edan would be enjoying a soothing nigigt@t this hour,
sipping the finest of hanar liquors in the denisfrhansion in Ujon. But
this night was positively atypical. Instead of setey in comfort and
luxury, he was stuck sitting on a hard chair inreggl warehouse in the
desert outside Hatre, waiting for the Verge's nidsimous bounty
hunter to arrive. Edan didn't like waiting.

He wasn't waiting alone. At least a dozen other,marmembers of
the Blue Sun mercenary gang, were milling aboutthehouse. Six of
them were batarian, two were turian, and the resevmuman.

Edan didn't like humans, either. Like his own spscthey were
bipedal. Similar in height, the humans were thiakehe torso, arms,
and legs. They had short, stubby necks and sdpblaekish heads. And
like all binocular species, their faces seemedifack character and
intelligence. Instead of nostril slits they hadaaial jutting protuberance
for a nose. Even their mouths were strange, thesirdo full and puffy it
was a wonder they didn't slur their speech. Headlgtthought they
closely resembled the asari-another race Edant diickn'

But he wasn't one to let personal prejudice géténway of
business. There were several other so-called praeturity
organizations for hire in the Skyllian Verge, andsthof them charged a
lot less than the Blue Suns. But the Suns had dpedla reputation for
being both discreet and ruthlessly efficient. Edad used them several
times in the past when "unconventional” businegodpnities had
presented themselves, so he knew from personafierpe that their
reputation was well earned. He wasn't about td &rusission as
important as this one to someone else simply becdgsSuns had
recently started taking on humans. Even thoughdtlbeen a human
member of the group who had screwed up on Elysium.

Normally Edan would never meet directly with theroemaries he
employed. He preferred to work through agents antdeggweens to
keep his identity hidden-and also to avoid dealuith those who were
socially beneath him. But the man he was hiringgieinhad insisted on
meeting him in person. Edan had no intention afding a bounty



hunter into his home...or of meeting with him alo8e he'd donned the
nondescript clothes, left his mansion, and travelaadreds of
kilometers by private plane to the outskirts of gotwin city on the
other side of the desert. Now he was spendingitife m a cold, dusty
warehouse filled with soldiers for hire, sittingarchair that was
causing his back to ache and his legs to go numd.tAe bounty hunter
was over an hour late!

But it wasn't as if he could change his mind. He weatoo deep.
The Blue Suns in the warehouse knew his identiyy he'd have to
keep them around as his personal bodyguards higtijab was finished.
It was the only way to make sure they didn't revesidentity to the
rest of the Blue Sun crew. What happened at Sicasgweing to draw
attention, and Edan couldn't take the risk of sameesxposing his
involvement. He also needed to make sure there meleose ends that
could link him to the attack, which was why he [aagleed to this
meeting.

"He's here." Edan jumped slightly at the voice. ©fhthe Blue
Suns-a fellow batarian-had crept up silently betiimd and was now
standing close enough to whisper in his ear.

"Bring him in," he replied, quickly regaining hismposure. The
merc nodded and left the room as his employer sipograteful to be
out of the uncomfortable chair. A moment later gliest of honor
finally appeared.

He was easily the most impressive krogan Edan hadseen. At
two and a half meters tall and nearly two hundrémbkams, he was
large even by the standards of his reptilian sgetiet not enormous.
Like all krogan, the top of his spine was slightlyrved, giving him a
hunchbacked appearance. The effect was furtheneetay the heavy
frill of bone and scaled flesh growing from his epfpack, collar, and
shoulders like a thick shell, from which his blingad protruded.
Rough, leathery plates covered the crown of hidl skl nape of his
neck. His features were flat and brutish, almoshistoric. He had no



visible nose or ears and his eyes were small angide on either side
of his head, though they gleamed with a cruel aumpni

A krogan could live for several centuries, his er bomplexion
growing duller and darker with age; this one's skas all mottled
browns and tans, with almost no remaining tracdefpale yellow and
green markings common to younger members of theiespeA
labyrinth of discolored welts and scars crisscrdsse face and throat,
ancient battle wounds forming a disfiguring patfe® if all his veins
were on the verge of bursting through the surfddesoskin. He wore
light body armor, but he carried no weapons-thoselavhave been
removed at the door, as per Edan's previous orbespite being
unarmed he still radiated an aura of menace arndudésn.

The krogan walked with an odd, lumbering gracegrad of nature
rolling across the floor of the warehouse, mersilasd unstoppable.
Four Blue Suns escorted him in, two marching omegiside. They were
there to intimidate the bounty hunter and dissuadefrom any
aggressive responses if the negotiations went ypddut it was clear
that they were the ones who felt intimidated. Themsion was obvious
in every step; they moved as if they were standmghe edge of a
volcano about to erupt. One of them, a young humi#ma Blue Sun
tattoo covering his left eye, kept reaching dowth®pistol at his side
as if trying to draw courage from the mere actooiching it.

Edan would have found their discomfort amusingaififadn't been
relying on them for protection. The batarian dedide would do
everything in his power to make sure this meetiegtgmoothly.

As the krogan approached, his lips pulled backsnaxl, exposing
his serrated teeth...or maybe it was a smile. bigpstd a few steps
away, still flanked on either side by the four nesraries.

"My name is Skarr," he growled, his voice so ddegent
thrumming vibrations across the floor.



"I am Edan Had'dah," the batarian replied, givirslight tilt of his
head to the left, a gesture of admiration and rEsgo@ong his species.
Skarr tilted his own head in response, but he ieamé¢he right: a
greeting usually directed at inferiors.

Edan bristled involuntarily. Either Skarr was inswd him, or the
krogan didn't understand the significance of th&we. He chose to
proceed as if it was the latter explanation, thofugim what he knew of
Skarr there was a good chance it was the former.

"I don't normally agree to meet with the peopleré/i he explained,
"but in your case | chose to make an exceptione@as your
reputation, your skills are worth bending the rdtas'

Skarr dismissed the compliment with a derisive sriB@ased on
your reputation | thought you'd be better dres¥@dL sure you can
afford me?"

There were some shocked murmurs from the otheribasain the
room. Casting aspersions on the monetary worthsofceal better was a
grave insult among their culture. Again, Edan waoedef Skarr had
done this on purpose. Fortunately, he was usedabng) with the less-
cultured species of the galaxy, and he wasn'tdhi@karr because of his
renowned etiquette.

"Rest assured, | have sufficient funds to pay ybe,teplied, his
voice calm and even. "It is a simple job."

"This have anything to do with the Sidon base?"

Edan's inner eyes blinked once, registering higrsae. Negotiation
was a subtle dance of deception and misinformag&anh party holding
secrets from the other in an effort to gain theangmand. And Edan had
just slipped up. His involuntary reaction had rdeda fact he'd meant
to keep hidden...if the krogan was smart enoughdoup on it.



"Sidon? Why would you think that?" he asked, kegirs voice
carefully neutral.

Skarr shrugged his massive shoulders. "Just a hémzhmy price
just went up."

"Your involvement only requires you to find andneilnate your
target," Edan countered. His voice gave nothingyawat inside he was
silently cursing himself for losing the first rounélbargaining.

"Target? Just one?"
"Just one. A female human."

The krogan turned his head from side to side, Sngrthe dozen or
so Blue Sun mercs scattered about the warehouse!v& got a lot of
men here. Why don't you make them do your dirtyk®br

Edan hesitated. He preferred to ask the questimndidn't like
answering them. He was wary of making another rkeésia their
negotiation. But even his reluctance gave away ri@e he intended.

Skarr barked out a laugh. "These hrakhors scretwgal didn't
they?"

Every merc in the warehouse tensed up at his woadgirming
them as fact. Not that it mattered. Somehow EdawkBkarr would see
through any false denials, so he simply nodded¢eding another point
to his opponent.

"What happened?" the krogan wanted to know.
"l hired the Blue Suns to find her and bring hefaninterrogation,"

Edan admitted. "One of them spotted her on Elysiliney found him
several hours later crawling around a side stleeking for his teeth."



"That's what happens when you're too cheap toshieal
professional.”

One insult too many.

The man with the tattoo whipped his pistol out alainmed the butt
against the side of the krogan's skull. The forfcd® blow rocked
Skarr's head to the side, but it did not knock bffrhis feet. He
wheeled around with a deafening roar, catchin@tiscker with a
vicious backhand that broke the young man's neck.

The other three mercs fell on Skarr before them@me's body hit
the ground, their combined weight dragging thedign to the floor.
Before the meeting, Edan had given them strictrsrdet to kill Skarr
unless absolutely necessary...he needed him tod@aen the missing
woman. So instead of shooting the bounty huntethedle were piled on
top of him, pinning him to the ground as they triegistol whip him
iNto unconsciousness.

Unfortunately, nobody had told Skarr he couldrilttkem. A long,
jagged blade appeared in his hand, materializioigy fsome secret
hiding place in a boot, belt, or glove. Edan jumpeadk from the fray as
the blade gashed open the throat of one merc.é&therarc sliced
through the vulnerable joint between the knee aightin the body
armor of a second, severing his femoral arteryhdmstinctively
clutched at the gushing wound with both hands Sthave the blade
into his chest, piercing his protective vest andgburing his heart.

The blade momentarily stuck in the rib cage asktbgan tried to
pull it out, giving the last surviving merc, anotliiman, the chance to
roll away from the pile and scramble to his feately out of the knife's
range. The human whipped out his pistol and poiittatithe gore-
covered bounty hunter, who was still on the floor.

"Don't move!" the man screamed, his voice crackutd fear.



Skarr's head snapped from side to side, ignoriagettemy in front
of him as he took stock of the eight other meraheéwarehouse. Every
single one of them had their assault rifles traiaedhim, ready to fire.
The knife dropped to the floor and Skarr raisedenigpty hands above
his head as he slowly stood up. He turned to falanEs the merc with
the pistol took a few steps farther back, justdécafe.

"So what happens now, batarian?"

Edan finally had the upper hand in their negotraicand he was
eager to press his advantage. "Maybe | shouldyasr them to kill you
where you stand." He kept his inner eyes focuse8kanr, but let the
other pair glance around the room to draw attertbahe fact that the
bounty hunter was surrounded.

The krogan merely laughed at the empty threatdiif wanted me
dead, they'd have shot me before | had a chanmelltoy knife. But
they didn't. You must have given them orders nddke me out, so |
figure I'm worth more to you than a handful of deaercs. My price
just went up again."

Even with a warehouse full of armed mercenariestpy their
weapons at him, the krogan was perceptive enouglriahe situation
to his profit. Underestimating Skarr's intelligerveas a mistake Edan
vowed he wouldn't make again. He wondered how nadimgr people
had underestimated Skarr in the past...and wihaiitcost them.

"You could've made a lot of money in my line of wo®karr." He
made no attempt to hide his grudging respect.

"I make a lot of money in this line of work. Andét to kill people
as one of my perks. So let's stop screwing arondd@ake a deal."

Edan gave a slight nod and blinked all four ofdyss at once,
signaling the mercs to lower their weapons. Thegewe happy that
Skarr had killed three of their comrades, but loyateant less to them
than money. And with the three dead, their cut gadtlarger.



Only the young human closest to the krogan, thevatiethe pistol,
didn't comply. He looked around in disbelief at dtkers, his weapon
still aimed directly at Skarr.

"What are you doing?" he shouted to the others. C@ret just let
him get away with this!"

"Don't be stupid, boy," Skarr spat out. "Killing m®n't bring your
dead friends back. It's just bad business."

"You shut up!" he snapped back, focusing all hisrdaton on Skatrr.

The krogan's voice dropped to a menacing whisgdrink hard
about your next move, human. Nobody else is gargjdp in. It's just
you and me."

The merc was trembling now, but he managed to Kezpistol
aimed at his target. Skarr didn't seem concerned.

"You've got to the count of three to drop that §un.

"Or what?" the merc screamed. "You make one modeyan're
dead!

"One."

Edan noticed the krogan was suddenly surroundedfbint aura,
barely visible even with the benefit of two paifeges. There was a
subtle waver around the bounty hunter, as if tilet in the room were
being ever so slightly distorted as it passed tijinaine surrounding air.

Skarr was a biotic! The krogan was one of those iratividuals
capable of manipulating dark energy, the imperbéptijuantum force
that pervaded all the so-called empty space imtineerse. Normally
too weak to have any noticeable effects on theipalyworld, dark
energy could be concentrated into extremely dees#sfby biotics



through mental conditioning. With their naturaktas augmented by
thousands of microscopic amplifiers surgically iamgked throughout
their nervous system, biotic individuals could bsEeedback to release
the accumulated power in a single directed burstictWwas exactly
what Skarr was doing; stalling for time as he gegtieenough power to
unleash it against the young man still foolishiydmg a gun on him.

But the merc didn't realize what was happening. &hitg didn't
have any individuals with latent biotic abilitidsgan suspected he
wasn't even aware such a power existed. But heasb@st to find out.

"Two."

The merc opened his mouth to say something elsdidonever got
the chance. Skarr thrust a clenched fist in hisatiion, and the air
rippled as a wave of invisible dark energy surgetamd over his
adversary. The unsuspecting human was picked umpiféet and
thrown backwards several meters. He landed heanilhe floor,
knocking the wind out of his lungs and sendingglstol flying from
his hand.

He was stunned only for a second-plenty of timeSkarr to cross
the distance between them and wrap his three-fagleand around the
merc's throat. He raised the human to the ceigagily holding him
with one arm as he slowly crushed his windpipe. fieec kicked his
dangling heels and clawed at the scaly forearmiolgake life from
him to no avail.

"Your death comes at the hands of a true krogatieBgaster,"
Skarr casually informed him as his victim's facenéd bright red, then
blue. "I hope you appreciate the honor."

The rest of the Blue Suns stood by and did nothawragching the
whole affair with cold disdain. From their express Edan could tell
they weren't enjoying the spectacle, but none @intlivas willing to
step in and put a stop to it. Not if it meant otferg their employer...or
incurring the krogan's wrath.



The merc's struggles grew weaker, then his ey&sdrbhck up into
his skull and he went still. Skarr shook him orfeentgave a final
squeeze, completely collapsing his trachea befangping him
disdainfully to the floor.

"l thought you said he had to the count of thréslan remarked.
"I lied."

"An impressive display,"” Edan admitted, noddinghead in the
direction of the bodies. "l only hope you have samiresults with
Kahlee Sanders. Of course, you'll have to find fuest,"

"I'll find her," the krogan replied with absoluteroviction. "That's
what | do."

?

Jon Grissom woke to the sound of someone poundirfgsodoor in
the middle of the night. Grumbling, he rolled ofibed and threw on a
tattered housecoat, though he didn't bother tytiotpsed. Any visitor
rude enough to get him out of bed at this houraaolamn well suffer
through seeing him in his boxers.

He'd actually been expecting something like thsresmnce he'd
heard Sidon had been attacked. Either someoneAtibamce brass
showing up to try and convince him to make some kihpublic
appearance or official statement, or some reptwtding to get the
reaction of one of humanity's most recognizablasc&®Vhichever it
was, they were out of luck. He was retired noww#s done being a
hero; he was sick of being some kind of symbokfbof humanity.
Now he was just a cranky old man living off hisio#f's pension.

He flicked on a light in the hall and winced at thr@ghtness, still
trying to shake off the last vestiges of groggyepleHe plodded his way
slowly from the bedroom-tucked away in the backisfsmall, single-



story dwelling-toward the front door. The poundouantinued, growing
more insistent and frantic.

"Goddammit, I'm coming!" he shouted, but he ditho'ther to pick
up his pace. At least the noise wouldn't wake #ighbors-there
weren't any. Not close enough to hear, anyway afAs$ he was
concerned, that was the main selling feature ohthese.

Elysium had seemed like a good place to retire.cidieny was far
enough away from Earth and other major settlemendsssuade people
from making the trip out of simple curiosity. Andtlva population of
several million, Elysium was large enough for hamust disappear
among the masses. Not to mention it was safe,establl secure. He
could have found somewhere even more remote, batless
established colony he'd run the risk of being lab&tas some type of
savior or de facto leader whenever something weahg

It wasn't perfect, though. When he'd first arrivedElysium five
years ago, local politicians had pestered him @mlst, either wanting
him to run on their party's behalf or looking fer @andorsement of their
own candidacy. Grissom chose to remain completahyahd unbiased:
he told every single one of them to go to hell.

After the first year people stopped bothering Hivery six months
or so he'd still get a short video message fromAlhence encouraging
him to come back and help serve humanity. He wésiorhis fifties:
too young to sit around and do nothing, they'd BBgynever bothered to
reply. Grissom figured he'd already done plentgdrve humanity. His
military career had always come first; it had dast his family. But
that was just the beginning. There was the five-yeadia circus that
had followed his pioneering journey through the ©haelay,
thousands upon thousands of interviews. Things gotyorse after his
efforts during the First Contact War: more intewse public
appearances; private conferences with admiralsrgés and
politicians; official diplomatic ceremonies to medth representatives
of every freaky mutant species of alien the Alleman into. Now he



was done. Let someone else take the banner anditturi-he just
wanted to be left the hell alone.

And then some jackasses had to go and attack améd! base right
on Elysium's doorstep, galactically speaking. Isweevitable
somebody would figure this was a good enough exttusesume
bothering him again. But did they have to do itha middle of the
goddamned night?

He was at the door, and the pounding hadn't lett@ll. If anything,
it had gotten more urgent and intense the longéodle As he
unlocked the door, Grissom decided he would tellisitor to piss off
if they were from the Alliance. If it was a repartbe'd punch him-or
her-right in the mouth.

A terrified young woman stood at the door, shakmthe cold
darkness. She was covered in so much blood, ithooka second to
recognize her.

"Kahlee?"

"I'm in trouble," she said in a quavering voicen&ed your help,
Dad."



CHAPTER SIX

"Citadel control says we are cleared for landingrhe the
helmsman's voice over the shipboard intercom. "E3 Aocking,
seventeen minutes."

Through the Hastings's primary viewport, Andersould see the
Citadel in the distance, the magnificent spaceostdhat served as the
cultural, economic, and political center of theaggl From here, several
thousand kilometers away, it resembled a five-mairgtar: a quintet of
long, thick arms extending out from a hollow cehtnag.

Though he'd seen it many times before, Andersdimsdrveled at
its sheer size. The middle ring was ten kilomeiteidiameter; each arm
was twenty-five kilometers long and five kilomet@rdreadth. In the
twenty-seven hundred years since the Council wabkshed on the
Citadel, great cosmopolitan metropolises knowrhasnards had been
constructed along each arm, entire cities buiti the station's
multilevel interior. Forty million people from ewespecies and sector
across the known galaxy now made their homes there.

There was quite simply no other station to comjitaige even
Arcturus would be dwarfed in its presence. Butaswt just its size that
made it so amazing: like the mass relays, the €Elitaad originally been
created by the Protheans. Its hull was formed ektdme virtually
indestructible material used to construct the melssy/s-a technological
feat no other species had equaled since the Prthegsterious
extinction fifty thousand years ago. Even with thest advanced
weaponry it would take days of steady, concentratedbardment to
do any significant damage to the hull.

Not that anyone would ever consider attacking titaedel. The
station was located at the heart of a major mdag jenction deep
inside a dense nebula cloud. This gave it sevatalral defenses: the
nebula was difficult to navigate-it would slow agyemy fleets and



make it difficult for them to launch any sort ofgjanized attack. And
with several dozen mass relays in the vicinitypf@icements from
virtually every region of the galaxy were only mies away.

If anyone did penetrate these exterior defensesstttion's long
arms could fold up around the central ring, drawtogether to
transform the Citadel from a five-armed star inlorgg cylindrical tube.
Once the arms were closed, the station was alhfqutegnable.

The final layer of protection was provided by theu@cil Fleet, a
joint force of turian, salarian, and asari vestiedd was always on patrol
in the vicinity. It only took Anderson a few secano pick out the
flagship, the Destiny Ascension. An asari dreadhoute Ascension
was more than just a majestic symbol of the Colsnpdwer. Four
times the size of anything in the human fleet, ant a crew
approaching five thousand, the Destiny Ascensios tlva most
formidable warship ever constructed. Like the Gitatself, it was
without peer.

Of course, the ships of the Council Fleet werethetonly vessels in
the area. The Serpent Nebula was the nexus oftla®ygs mass relay
network-all roads eventually led to the Citadehkfiic here was
constant and crowded: this was one of the few glatall the galaxy
where there was a real threat of crashing intorarotessel.

Congestion was particularly heavy at the free-ft@mptlischarge
stations. Generating the mass effect fields necgssaun at FTL
speeds caused a powerful charge to build up irss&lep's drive core.
Left unchecked the core would oversaturate, regyits a massive
energy burst being released through the hull-atlpawerful enough to
cook anyone on board who wasn't properly grounbed out all
electronic systems, and even fuse the metal budidhea

To prevent such a calamity most ships were requoetischarge
their drive cores every twenty to thirty hours. ioglly this was done
by grounding on a planet or dispersing the builthupugh close
proximity to the magnetic field of a large stelbardy, such as a sun or



gas giant. However, there were no astrologicaldm®df sufficient size
in the nearby vicinity of the Citadel. Insteadjragrof specially
designed docking stations allowed ships to linknad release the
energy in their drive cores before continuing omgi€onventional sub-
FTL drives.

Fortunately, the Hastings had discharged her cbenvghe'd first
arrived in the region over an hour ago. Since 8texid been in a
holding pattern, patiently waiting for the clearartbey had only just
now received.

Anderson didn't need to worry about the crew'sqgrarnce on a
routine approach like this; they'd done it hundrefdsmes before.
Instead, he just shut his mind off and enjoyedviber as the Citadel
drew slowly closer, looming ever larger in the vpost. The lights from
the wards twinkled and shone; their piercing illaation a counterpoint
to the hazy, swirling brightness of the nebula dlthat served as the
backdrop to the scene.

"It's beautiful."

Anderson jumped, startled by the voice coming fraght behind
him.

Gunnery Chief Dah laughed. "Sorry, Lieutenant. Qidrean to
scare you."

Anderson glanced down at the bandages and walkangelihat
encased her leg from the upper thigh all the wayrdim her ankle.

"You're getting pretty good on that thing, Chieflidin't even hear
you sneaking up on me."

She shrugged. "Medic said I'm going to make a cetapkcovery. |
owe you one."



"That's not how it works," Anderson replied witlsraile. "I know
you'd have done the same for me."

"l like to think so, sir. But thinking it and doingaren't the same.
So...thanks."

"Don't tell me you came all the way up here from itfirmary just
to thank me."

She grinned. "Actually, | came to see if you'd gne another
piggyback ride."

"Forget it," Anderson replied with a laugh. "I nlyathrew my back
out hauling your ass out of there. You really neeshed a few
pounds.”

"Careful, sir," she warned, lifting her braced &ginch off the
floor. "I can deliver a pretty good kick with thising."

Anderson turned back to the viewport, grinning stihut up and
enjoy the view, Dah. That's an order."

"Yes, sir."

It only took a few minutes for Anderson to cleasttums after they
landed. They had touched down at an Alliance @ord, military
personnel were given top priority whenever they eamfrom a
mission. The Citadel security officers checkedAllmnce ID and
verified it by scanning his thumbprint, then gaveuasory check of the
pack carrying his personal belongings before watingthrough.
Anderson was pleased to see they were both huastnrnbnth there
had still been a few salarian officers assignetthéoAlliance ports due
to species staff shortages. C-Sec had promisegttait more humans
into their ranks; it looked like they'd been trodheir word.

Leaving the ports behind, he stepped onto the &etsat would
bring him up to the main level. He yawned once; tloat he was off



duty the fatigue he'd been holding at bay durirgehtire mission
began to wash over him. He couldn't wait to gekldadis private
residence in the wards. Considering how much tismegent on patrol,
it could be argued that paying rent for an apartmearthe Citadel was
an extravagant expense. But he felt it was impottahave a place he
could call his own, even if he was only home onekveut of four.

The elevator stopped, the doors opened, and Andstspped out
into the pandemonium of light and sound that waswhrds. Throngs
of people filled the pedways, individuals of evepecies coming and
going in all directions. Rapid-transit cars zoongdverhead on the
monoralil, each one filled with commuters, studeais general
gawkers taking the high-speed tour. The lower &reere packed with
smaller ground-transport vehicles weaving in andodthe designated
thoroughfares, each driver in more of a hurry tthemnlast. It was
always rush hour on the Citadel.

Fortunately he didn't need to flag a driver dowmead to a transit
stop. His apartment was only twenty minutes awajoby, so he simply
hiked his gear up over his shoulder and fell imwiite mob, jostling and
shoving with the rest of the maddening crowds.

As he walked, his senses were under constant afsamlan
endless stream of electronic advertisements. Evezyevhe looked
there were flashing holographic images, futuribtilboards promoting
a thousand different companies on a hundred diffexerlds. Food,
beverages, vehicles, clothes, entertainment: oCitaelel, everything
was available for purchase. However, only a hanalftihe ads were
geared specifically to humans; they were still agmity on the station,
and corporations preferred to spend their advegidbllars on species
with a larger market share. But with each passingtmAnderson
noticed more and more of his own kind among thelimgs bustling
masses.

Anderson knew that it was important for humansitegrate
themselves with the rest of the interstellar comtyuiVhat better
place to do it than the Citadel, where all the digpe cultures in



Council space were on display? That was the reaomre Anderson kept
his apartment in the wards. He wanted to underdtandther species,
and the quickest way to do that was to live amegnt

He reached his building, pausing at the main doepeak his name
so the voice recognition system would let him is &partment was on
the second level, so he eschewed the elevatoiugged his pack up the
staircase. At the door to his personal quarte@gagn gave his name,
then staggered into the room and dropped his gdaeicenter of the
floor. He was too tired to turn on the lights astmede his way through
the small kitchen to the single bedroom at the phakely registering
the faint whoosh as the apartment door automaticédsed behind
him. When he reached the bedroom he didn't evérebt undress-he
simply collapsed on the bed, exhausted but gldmktbome.

Anderson woke several hours later. Night and dagnnkgttle in the
perpetual activity of the Citadel, but when heedlbver to check the
clock by his bed the digital readout said 17:00.M@man colonies and
out on patrol the Alliance still used the familtarenty-four-hour clock
based on Terran Coordinated Universal Time, théopod established
in the late twentieth century to replace the arckaeenwich Mean
Time system. On the Citadel, however, everythingrated on the
galactic standard of a twenty-hour day. To furit@mplicate things,
each hour was divided into one hundred minuteseflfaundred
seconds...but each second was roughly half asdstige ones humans
were used to.

The net result was that the twenty-hour galacaodard day was
about fifteen percent longer than the twenty-foomhday as calculated
by Terran Coordinated Universal Time. Just thinkabgut it made
Anderson's head hurt, and it played havoc witlsl@ep patterns. This
was to be expected, given that he'd been precondiiby several
million years of Terran evolution.

Three more hours and the day would roll into tormatrwhen he
was supposed to present himself to the ambassadardebriefing on
Sidon. He didn't have to be there until 10:00, haevewhich meant that



he had plenty of time to kill. He'd probably needccatch a few more
hours of sleep before the meeting, but he wasetd tiow. So Anderson
rolled out of bed, shed his clothes, and tossea ih& the small
laundry machine. He had a quick shower, changedfiash clothes-
civvies-then logged on to his data terminal to éhfec news updates
and messages.

Communication across an entire galaxy was no simglier. Ships
could use mass effect drives to exceed the speleghtfbut signals
transmitted through the cold vacuum of space byeptional means
would still take years to travel from one solarteys to another.

Transferring information, personal messages, on ea® data
across thousands of light-years expediently conlg be accomplished
in one of two ways. Files could be transported cyrier drones,
unmanned ships programmed to travel through the medays network
by the most direct routes possible. But couriendsoweren't cheap to
produce or operate: fuel was expensive. And if tha&y to pass through
several relays it could take hours for them tovarat their destination.
The solution wasn't practical for back-and-fortimecounications.

The other option was to transmit data via the edraa series of
buoys placed across the galaxy that were spedyfidakigned to enable
real-time communication between systems. Infornmatiould be sent
by a conventional radio signal to the nearest asfagpmmunication
buoys. The buoys were telemetrically aligned withmailar array
hundreds or even thousands of light-years awayjexied by the tight
beam projection of a mass effect field; the spapeexjuivalent of the
fiber-optic cables used on Earth in the late twethtcentury. Within
this narrow corridor, signals could be projectedkesal thousand times
faster than the speed of light. Data in the formaalio signals could be
relayed from one array to the next virtually inséaeously. Once the
arrays were properly aligned, it was even posspeak to someone
on the opposite end of the galaxy with a lag off@few tenths of a
second.



However, while the extranet's buoy arrays made comeation
possible, it still wasn't exactly feasible for tveesst majority. Trillions of
people on thousands of worlds were accessing tinaret every second
of every day, overloading the finite bandwidth daipes of the com
arrays. To accommodate this, information was senarefully
measured bursts of data, and space in each busgtaveeled out in a
highly regulated priority system. Top priority ia@h burst was given to
organizations directly responsible for preserviatagtic security. Next
came the various official governments and militafie each and every
species in Council space; then the assorted medglamerates.
Anything left over was parceled off and sold to kinghest bidder.

Virtually all of the unused space on every burss warchased by
extranet provider corporations, who then dividesirthllocated space
into thousands of tiny packages that were resoiddwidual
subscribers. Depending on the provider and how nandhndividual
was willing to pay, it was possible to get persamadates from hourly,
daily, or even weekly bursts.

Not that Anderson had to be concerned about atlyadf As an
Alliance officer his private extranet account reeel official bursts
every fifteen minutes. Piggybacking personal messamnto the official
bursts was one of the perks of his rank.

There was only one message waiting for him infnax. He
frowned, recognizing the sender's address. It wagattly a surprise,
but he wasn't happy to see the file. For a secentbhsidered ignoring
it, but he knew he was being childish. Better &t get it over with.

He opened the file, downloading a series of e-dmcka short
prerecorded video message from the divorce attorney

An image of Ib Haman, his lawyer, appeared on ¢hneinal's
screen as the video began to play. Ib was a pdaxdlgling man in his
sixties. He was wearing an expensive-looking suit @was seated
behind his desk in an office Anderson had becoi@alfamiliar with
over the last year.



"Lieutenant. | won't bother with the formality akang how you're
doing...I know this hasn't been easy for you ortGin"

"Damn right," Anderson muttered under his breatthasmessage
continued.

"I've sent you copies of all the documents | had sign the last
time we met. Cynthia's signed them now, too."

The man on the screen glanced down and shifted papers on the
desk in front of him, then looked back up at theeea.

"You'll also see a copy of my fee. | know thistisnuch consolation
right now, but just be glad you two didn't have ahydren. It could
have been a lot worse-and a lot more expensive nWwhstody becomes
an issue the proceedings rarely go this smoothly."

Anderson snorted. Nothing about this mess haddalboth” to
him.

"The marriage will be officially absolved on thetelandicated in
the documents. | suspect that by the time youhgetmessage your
divorce will be final.

"If you have any questions please feel free toacinne,
Lieutenant. And if you ever need me for-"

The message terminated abruptly as Anderson deateded
dragged it into the trash. He didn't plan on eaékihg to Ib Haman
again. The man was a good attorney; his prices rea®nable and
he'd been fair and unbiased throughout the divanciact, he'd been
nothing but the model of efficiency and professimma. And if he was
standing in the apartment right now, Anderson wdwdde punched him
in the face.



It was a funny thing, Anderson thought as he dsheitérminal
down. He'd just participated in two of humanityldest and most
enduring customs: marriage and divorce. Now it thas for an even
older tradition: he was going to the bar to genétru



CHAPTER SEVEN

Chora's Den was the only bar within walking dise&n€ Anderson's
apartment. It wasn't exactly a dive, though itlokde a certain seedy
feel to it. That was part of its charm, along wstipple dancers and stiff
drinks. But what Anderson liked most about it waes tlientele.

At any given time the Den could be busy, but it waser packed.
There were plenty of more popular clubs in the wavtiere people
could go to be seen...or to be part of the scemapleé came here to eat,
drink, and relax; average, everyday people whallimed worked in the
wards. The common folk, if you could call such ateresting
menagerie of aliens common.

Of course, even humans were alien here. Anderssringgantly
aware of this as he came through the door. Dozeeges turned to
look at him, many staring with open curiosity aglaeised at the
entrance.

It wasn't that humans were particularly strangd<iog. Species like
the hanar, translucent beings that resembled thetet-tall jellyfish,
were the exception rather than the rule. Most efgjace-faring species
in the galaxy were bipeds between one and threermigt height. There
were a number of theories to explain this resendglasome were
mundane; others highly bizarre and speculative.

Given that most species at the Citadel had asceiodaterstellar
flight through the discovery and adaptation of escof Prothean
technology on planets within the same solar systeitheir respective
home worlds, many anthropologists believed theH&ants had played
some role in evolution throughout the galaxy.

Anderson, however, subscribed to the most genesattgpted
theory that there was some evolutionary advantadeet biped form
that resulted in its proliferation across the gglabhe caches of



technology were easily explained: it was only naltfor the Protheans
to study intelligent but primitive races that bemme similarity to
themselves. The various species, such as humahsybéved first, and
then the Protheans had arrived to study them heobdther way around.
The theory of parallel evolution was further sugedrby the fact that
most life-forms on the Citadel were carbon-baseghli dependent on
water, and breathed a mixture of gases simildnasd found on Earth.

In fact, virtually all inhabitable planets in thalgxy were
fundamentally similar to Earth in several key clogggstics. They
tended to exist in systems with suns that fit tipetG classification
according to the traditional Morgan-Keenan systélnused by the
Alliance. Their orbits all fell in the narrow rangaown as the life-
zone: too close to the sun and water would exilst asm a gas, too far
away and it would be permanently trapped in froloem. Because of
this, the time it took the home world of almost gvmajor species to
complete one orbit around its sun varied by onfigvaweeks. The
galactic standard year-an average of the asaariaal and turian years-
was only 1.09 times longer than Earth's.

No, Anderson thought as he crossed the floor top@m seat on the
bar, it wasn't their appearance or unusual physitatacteristics that
made humans stand out. They were simply the newsyaed they'd
made one hell of a first impression.

A pair of turians fixed their avian eyes on him|dwing his every
move like hawks ready to swoop down on an unsuspeptouse.
Turians were roughly the same height as humansnbah thinner.
Their bones were slender and their frames wergsdrad angular. Their
three-fingered hands looked almost like talons, thed heads and
faces were covered by a rigid mask of brown-gratilage and bone,
which they tended to mark with striping and tritettoos. It flared out
from the top and back of the skull in short, bluh$pikes and extended
down to cover the forehead, nose, upper lip, amgk$, making it
difficult to distinguish between individual membaerfsthe species.
Looking at turians always reminded Anderson ofdtaelutionary link
between dinosaurs and birds.



He met their gaze for a second then quickly loakedy, doing his
best to ignore them. He was in a foul mood tonight,he wasn't about
to try and revive the First Contact War. Insteagturned his attention
to the asari dancer on the stage in the centdredbar.

Of all the species in Council space, the asari \Werenost
widespread...and the ones who most closely resenmbimans. Human
women, anyway: tall and slender, with well-propamid figures. The
asari were an asexual species-the concept of gdidater really apply.
But to Anderson's eye they were clearly female.rBheir facial
features were human...although they had an angéingst ethereal
quality to them. Their complexion was tinged withlae or greenish
hue, but pigment modification was a simple enougitg@dure that it
was possible to see humans of similar skin codar, ©nly the backs of
their heads betrayed their alien origins. Instefdaadr, they had wavy
folds of sculpted skin...not entirely unattractibef a disconcertingly
alien feature on a species that was otherwise s@hun appearance.

The asari were something of a paradox for Ander®@mmthe one
hand they were an aesthetically captivating speciesy seemed to
embrace this aspect of themselves, and often totietopenly alluring
or sensually provocative professions. Asari freqygrerformed as
dancers or served as consorts for hire. On the btoad, they were the
most respected, admired, and powerful speciesiigdhaxy.

Renowned for their wisdom and foresight, the asgriall accepted
accounts, were the first species after the Protb&tnction to achieve
interstellar flight. They were also the first tadover the Citadel, and
they were a founding member species of the Counled. asari
controlled more territory and wielded more influertban any other
race.

Anderson knew all these facts, yet he often foaiaificult to
reconcile their dominant role in galactic politiggh the enthralling
performance of an asari on the stage. He knewathad was his: a
product of his human biases and ill-conceived etgtimns. It was



stupid to judge an entire species on the basia afdividual. But it
went deeper than an impression formed by watchifegvadancers: the
asari looked female, so they were victims of stgy@oal human anti-
matriarchal tendencies.

At least he was aware of his prejudice, and héidbest to fight
against it. Unfortunately he knew there were plasftgther humans
who felt the same way and were more than willingite in to their
biases. Just further proof that they still hadtaddearn about the rest of
the galaxy.

As he continued to watch the dancer performingtages Anderson
found the subtle differences in their physiologg\eto ignore. He'd
heard plenty of graphic tales of interspecies skevalations, he'd even
seen a few vids. He prided himself on keeping anapind, but that
kind of thing normally repulsed him. With the aséwowever, he could
understand the attraction. And from everything Ine'drd, they were
highly skilled lovers as well.

But that wasn't why he was here, either.

He turned away from the stage just as the voluebder waddled
up to serve him. The volus home world had a gravegrly one and a
half times that of Earth, and because of this thlas/were shorter than
humans, their bodies so thick and heavy they aliaymséared to be
spherical. While the turians evoked hawks or fas;dhe volus
reminded Anderson of the manatees he had seee atahne preserve
during his last visit to Earth: slow, lumberingdaamost comical.

The atmosphere on the Citadel was thinner thanwesg used to,
so they tended to wear rebreather masks, obscilnéngfaces. But
Anderson had been in Chora's Den enough timestmnéze this
particular volus.

"I need a drink, Maawda."



"Of course, Lieutenant," the bartender replied voise wheezing
through the rebreather and the folds of skin athrisat. "What type of
beverage do you desire?"

"Surprise me. Something new. Make it strong."

Maawda pulled a blue bottle from the shelves bekhiedbar and a
glass from beneath the counter.

"This is elasa," he explained as he filled the glagh a pale green
liquid. "From Thessia."

The asari home world. Anderson nodded, then taektative sip.
The drink was sharp and cold, but it wasn't exaatiyleasant. The
lingering aftertaste was particularly strong, ararkedly different from
the first sip. It was a bitter flavor, with an umtbee of tangy sweetness.
If he had to use one word to describe it, he whialde said "poignant.”

"Not bad," he said approvingly, taking another sip.

"Some call it Sorrow's Companion,” Maawda notett|lisg himself
and leaning in on the counter across from his costo"A melancholy
drink for a melancholy man."

The lieutenant couldn't help but smile at the $ituna a volus
bartender spotting depression in his human custanerfeeling
enough compassion to ask what was wrong. Furtloaf of what
Anderson truly believed: despite all the obviouggtal and cultural
differences, at their core nearly every specieseshéne same basic
needs, wants, and values.

"l got some bad news today," he answered, runniintggar around
the rim of his drink. He didn't know a lot aboutw® culture, so he
wasn't quite sure how to explain his situation. oo know what
marriage is?"



The bartender nodded. "It is a formalized uniomeen partners,
yes? An institutionalized recognition of the matprgcess. My people
have a similar tradition."

"Well, | just got divorced. My wife and | are nanlger together. My
marriage is officially over as of today."

"l am sorry for your loss," Maawda wheezed. "Bati also
surprised. In all the times you have come in bejane have never
mentioned any kind of partner."

Therein lay the problem. Cynthia was back on Eamtit, Anderson
wasn't. He was either here on the Citadel or otrbpiiag the Verge. He
was a soldier first, and a husband second...anthi2ydeserved better.

He downed the rest of his drink in a single gutgnt slammed the
glass back down on the bar. "Hit me again, Maawda."

The bartender did as instructed. "Perhaps thiatsuin is only
temporary, yes?" he asked as he refilled Andersups"Maybe in time
you will resume this partnership?"

Anderson shook his head. "No chance of that. W&s.0Time to
move on."

"Easy to say, not so easy to do," the volus redramvingly.

Anderson took another drink, but he was back tpisg It wasn't
wise to overdo it on a new drink; every concoctiaa its own unique
effects. He could already feel an unusual sensapo@ading through
him. A numbing warmth crawled its way up from hisreach and out
along his arms and legs, making his toes tinglehamfingers itch. It
wasn't uncomfortable, just unfamiliar.

"Just how strong is this stuff?" he asked the Inaiee.



Maawda shrugged. "Depends on how much you drin&nlleave
the bottle if you wish to crawl out of here."

The volus's offer sounded like a hell of an ideadérson wanted
nothing more than to drink until everything wentagwthe dull, aching
pain of the divorce; the gruesome images of thel éeaies at Sidon;
the lingering, indefinable stress that always dalggen in those first
few days after he came off patrol. But he had atimgén the morning
with the human ambassador to the Citadel, and utlavix be
professional to show up with a hangover.

"Sorry, Maawda. | better go. Early meeting tomorroke polished
off his drink and stood up, relieved to see thewawasn't spinning
around him. "Put it on my account."

With one last, lingering look at the asari danceturned and
headed toward the door. The two turians glarednatds he passed their
table, and one of them muttered something unddsriegth. Anderson
didn't need to understand the words to know hebeasy insulted.

He hesitated, his fists involuntarily clenchinghasfelt his temper
rise. But only for a second. Showing up at tomotsaweeting hung
over was bad; having to explain why C-Sec had midken up for
beating the crap out of two turians who didn't krewough to keep
their mouths shut was worse.

That was one of the burdens of being an Alliandeef. He was a
representative of his species; his actions refteotehumanity as a
whole. Even with a mind full of dark thoughts anbdedly full of stiff
booze, he didn't have the luxury of kicking thesas. Taking a deep
breath, he simply walked away, swallowing his piaael ignoring the
harsh, mocking laughter coming from behind him lbseat was his
duty.

Always a soldier first.



CHAPTER EIGHT

Anderson was up at 07:00. He had a slight head#chenild
aftereffects of his late-night visit to Chora's DBuit a three-mile run
on the treadmill he kept stashed in the cornehefapartment and a
steaming hot shower purged the last remnants afldsa from his
system.

By the time he changed into his uniform-cleaned predsed from
the night before-he felt like his old self. He'dspad all thoughts of
Cynthia and the divorce into a small compartmenheback of his
mind; it was time to move on. There was only oneglithat mattered
this morning: getting some answers about Sidon.

He walked through the streets to the public-transgpepot. He
showed his military ID, then boarded the high-spelegator used to
shuttle people from the lower levels of the wa#he Presidium high
above.

Anderson always enjoyed visiting the Presidium.ikinthe wards,
which were built along the arms extending out fritwa Citadel, the
Presidium occupied the station's central ring. Ahldough it housed all
the government offices and the embassies of theuaspecies, it was
a sharp contrast to the sprawling metropolis heleaang behind.

The Presidium had been designed to evoke a vadapdr
ecosystem. A large freshwater lake dominated théec®f the level,
rolling fields of verdant grass ran the lengthtefoanks. Fabricated
breezes, gentle as spring zephyrs, caused ripplé#sdake and spread
the scent of the thousands of planted trees amgfto every corner
of the Presidium. Artificial sunlight streamed dofwom a simulated
blue sky filled with white, puffy clouds. The illis was so perfect that
most people, including Anderson, couldn't distirsgpuit from the real
thing.



The buildings where the business of governmentosasgucted had
been similarly constructed with an eye to natuesilaetics. Set along
the gently curving arch that marked the edge ofthgon's central ring,
they blended unobtrusively into the background.a@tampen walkways
meandered back and from building to building, esgdhe landscape of
the carefully manufactured pastoral scene at tesitium's heart-the
perfect combination of form and function.

However, as Anderson stepped off the elevator amal the level,
he was reminded that it wasn't the organic beduai/lte most
appreciated about the Presidium. Access to thel€lisainner ring was
generally restricted to government and militaryaadils, or those with
legitimate embassy business. As a result, the dtoesiwas the one
place on the Citadel where Anderson didn't fee hie was under
constant siege from the rushing, crushing crowds.

Not that it was empty, of course. The galactic buosacy
employed thousands of citizens from every raceniahtained an
embassy on the Presidium, including humanity. Batrtumbers here
were a far cry from the millions who populated Weerds.

He reveled in the peaceful tranquility as he stblhlong the
lakeside, slowly working his way toward his meetaighe human
embassy. Far in the distance he could see theeTitadver, where the
Council met with ambassadors petitioning them oftens of
interstellar policy and law. The Tower's spire rosmajestic solitude
above the rest of the buildings, barely visibléhatpoint where the
curve of the central ring created a false horizon.

Anderson had never been there himself. If he ewent@d to petition
the Council, he'd have to go through the propencabs; most likely
the ambassador would end up doing it on his beAalf. that was just
fine by him. He was a soldier, not a diplomat.

He passed by one of the keepers, the silent, etignage that
maintained and controlled the inner workings of@hedel. They
reminded him of oversized aphids: fat green bodiéls too many



sticklike arms and legs, always scuttling from pfeece to another on
some task or errand.

Little was known about the keepers. They existagdh®awe in the
galaxy but on the Citadel; they had simply beemetheaiting when the
asari had discovered the station almost three #mulgears ago. They
had reacted to the arrival of the new speciesm@sises might react to a
master returning home: scurrying and scramblingat@verything
possible to make it easier for the asari to famaathemselves with the
Citadel and its operations.

All efforts to directly communicate with the keepavere met with
mute, passive resistance. They seemed to haverpogauto their
existence beyond servicing and repairing the Citaahel there was an
ongoing debate as to whether they were truly igetit. Some theories
held that they were in fact organic machines, geat programmed
by the Protheans to care for the Citadel with gleiminded fanaticism.
They functioned purely on instinct, the theory rlad, so unaware they
didn't even realize their original creators hadistaed fifty thousand
years ago.

Anderson ignored the keeper as he went by-a typeeaition. They
were so ubiquitous on the station, and so unobteusnd unassuming,
that most people tended to just take them for gdant

Five minutes later he had reached the buildinggbated as the
human embassy. He went inside, the corners of bighmrising up in a
slight grin when he saw the attractive young worsiting behind the
reception desk. She looked up as he approachednireg his coy smile
with a radiant one of her own.

"Good morning, Aurora."
"It's been a while since I've seen you around Haegitenant." Her

voice was as pleasing to the ear as her appeansasto the eye: warm,
inviting, confident-the perfect welcome to any afidkembassy visitors.



"l was beginning to think you were avoiding me,ethased.
"No, I'm just trying to stay out of trouble."

With a free hand she tapped a few keys on her te&dirand glanced
over at the screen. "Uh-oh," she said, feigningegpdand troubling
concern, "you've got a meeting with Ambassador &bgrself."

She arched an eyebrow, playfully taking him to tdskhought you
said you were staying out of trouble."

"l said | was trying to stay out of trouble," heucdered. "l never
said | was succeeding."

He was rewarded with a light laugh that was propablished and
practiced, but nonetheless sounded warm and sincere

"The captain's already here. I'll let them know 'y®@oming."

Anderson nodded and headed up the stairs towamhthassador's
office, his step somewhat lighter than it had bedéew moments before.
He wasn't foolish enough to read anything intortegchange. Aurora
was just doing her job: the receptionist had baerdHor her ability to
make people feel comfortable and at ease. But hddn deny that he
enjoyed their flirtations.

The door to the ambassador's office was closedraurad said
they were expecting him, but he still paused tockno

"Come in" came a woman's voice from the other side.

As soon as he entered he knew the meeting wasiseflibere were
several comfortable chairs and a small coffee tablkee office, not to
mention the ambassador's desk. But both the cagtairthe
ambassador were standing as they waited for him.



"Please close the door behind you, Lieutenant."eéksmoh did as the
ambassador instructed, then stepped into the romhstaod stiffly at
attention.

Anita Goyle was the most influential and importamtividual in
human politics, and she definitely projected angmaf power. Bold
and confident, she was a striking woman in helyesaxties. She was of
medium build, with long silver hair-tied up in glsth bun-and high,
elegant cheekbones. Her features were Middle Egsteough she had
deep emerald eyes that stood out in sharp coméréstr mocha skin.
Right now those eyes were fixed directly on Andersmd he had to
fight the urge to fidget under their piercing gaze.

"At ease," his captain said. Anderson compliedanidg his stance
and clasping his hands behind his back.

"I'm not going to play games with you, Lieutenarnihé ambassador
began. She had a reputation for cutting throughushal political bs;
that was one of the things Anderson admired abeut'lVe're here to
try and figure out what went wrong at Sidon, and/ lwe're going to fix
it."

"Yes, ma'am,"” he replied.

"l want you to speak freely here. You understandutenant? Don't
hold anything back."

"Understood, ma'am."

"As you know, Sidon was one of our top-securityackce
installations. What you hopefully didn't know wast it was the
primary Alliance facility for Al research."”

It was difficult for Anderson not to show his suga. Attempting to
develop artificial intelligence was one of the fédwngs specifically
banned in the Citadel Conventions. Developing pusghthetic life,



whether cloned or manufactured, was consideredre@gainst the
entire galaxy.

Experts from nearly every species predicted theg airtificial
intelligence-such as a synthetic neural network Wit ability to absorb
and critically analyze knowledge-would grow expamaly the instant
it learned to learn. It would teach itself; quicldlyrpassing the
capabilities of its organic creators and growingdrel their control.
Every single species in the galaxy relied on comsuthat were linked
into the vast data network of the extranet forgpant, trade, defense,
and basic survival. If a rogue Al program was soovehble to access
and influence those data networks, the results avbealcatastrophic.

Conventional theory held that the doomsday scemweaien't merely
possible, it was unavoidable. According to the Gxluthe emergence
of an artificial intelligence was the single gresténreat to organic life
in the galaxy. And there was evidence to suppeit ghosition.

Three hundred years ago, long before humanity apgdemn the
galactic scene, the quarian species had creatszkaf synthetic
servants to serve as an expandable and expendablefbrce. The
geth, as they were called, were not true Als: theural networks were
developed in a way that was highly restrictive aalf-limiting. Despite
this precaution, the geth eventually turned orrthearian masters,
validating all the dire warnings and predictions.

The quarians had neither the numbers nor theahilistand against
their former servants. In a short but savage wair #mtire society was
wiped out. Only a few million survivors-less thamegpercent of their
entire population-escaped the genocide, fleeing bwane world in a
massive fleet, refugees forced to live in exile.

In the aftermath of the war, the geth became a tetelp
isolationist society. Cutting off all contact witihe organic species of
the galaxy, they expanded their territory into timexplored regions
behind a vast nebulae cloud known as the PersausEvery attempt
to open diplomatic channels with them failed: emigs/essels sent to



open negotiations were attacked and destroyed ¢dmeemt they entered
geth space.

Fleets from every species in Citadel space massédaeoborders of
the Veil as the Council prepared for a massive getasion. But the
expected attack never came. Gradually the fleete s@aled back, until
now, several centuries after the quarians wereedrout, only a few
patrols remained to monitor the region for signge&th aggression.

However, the lesson of the quarians had not begotien. They
had lost everything to the synthetic creatures tiregted...and on top of
this, the geth were still less advanced than aAtue

"You look like you have something to say, Lieutetian

Anderson had done his best to keep his face framayaag his
feelings, but the ambassador had seen right thrbisgtacade. There
was a reason she was the most powerful politicighe Alliance.

"I'm sorry, ma'am. I'm just surprised we're contgciAl research.
Seems pretty risky."

"We are well aware of the dangers," the ambassadsisured him.
"We have no intention of unleashing a fully formf&don the galaxy.
The goals of the project were very specific: créiatded Al
simulations for observation and study.

"Humanity is the underdog now," she continued. '"&/eXpanding,
but we still don't have the numbers or the fleetsxaitch the major
species vying for power in Council space. We neadeskind of
advantage. Understanding Al technology would héle gs the edge
we need to compete and survive."

"You of all people should understand," the cap&alded. "Without
rudimentary Al technology we'd all be living undarian rule right
now."



It was true. Alliance military strategy relied hdgwn highly
advanced combat simulation programs. Collatingiom of variables
each second, the simulations would analyze a masgsita bank of
scenarios, helping to provide constant updatesptimzed tactics and
strategies to the commanders of each Alliance \:@a&thout the
combat simulators, humanity wouldn't have stootlance against the
larger, more experienced turian fleets in the Fahtact War.

"l understand your concern,"” Ambassador Goyle enxpth possibly
sensing Anderson still wasn't wholly convinced. t'Bidon base was
operating under the strictest security and safedjopols. The project
head, Dr. Shu Qian, is the galaxy's foremost expedrtificial
intelligence research.

"He personally oversaw every aspect of the prof@@n even
insisted that the neural networks we used to ctbaté\l simulations be
completely self-contained. The data had to be texgd and recorded
by hand, then manually entered into a separatersyst ensure there
was no chance of cross-contamination with the newtavork.
Whatever happened, there was no way for the Al lsitiauns to affect
anything outside the restricted data systems witigrbase. Every
possible precaution was taken to make sure nottonlgl possibly go
wrong."

"And yet something did."
"You're out of line, Lieutenant!" the captain baatke

The ambassador held up her hand as she jumpes defense. "
told him to speak freely, Captain."

"I meant no disrespect, ma'am," Anderson said by atapology.
"You don't need to justify Sidon's existence to fm.just a grunt who
got sent in to clean up the mess."



An awkward silence followed, finally broken by tambassador.
"I've read your report," she said, tactfully champthe direction of the
conversation. "You don't seem to think this waaradom attack."

"No, ma'am. I'd say Sidon was specifically targetgdst didn't
know why until now."

"If that's true, there's a good chance whoeveckdth Sidon was
also after Dr. Qian specifically. His work in thelfl is unparalleled,;
nobody understands synthetic intelligence betizn tie."

"You think Dr. Qian's still alive?"

"My gut says he is," the ambassador answeredirk tthoever
attacked Sidon destroyed the base to cover tlaaksr They wanted us
to think everybody inside was dead so we wouldsthér looking for
Qian."

The lieutenant had assumed the explosion was nearde the
identity of the traitor, but it could also have hagesed to hide the fact
that Qian wasn't among the dead. There wasn't aytaevprove the
theory, of course, but like the ambassador, Andehsal learned to trust
his gut. And his gut said she was right.

"Do you think Dr. Qian could be convinced to use fteisearch to
help someone outside the Alliance develop an Aéasked.

"Dr. Qian isn't a soldier," she replied, a lookgoin concern on her
face. "He has a brilliant mind, but it's in the paf a frail old man. He
might be brave enough to refuse to help a nonhwspaaies, even if
they threatened to kill him. But a few weeks ofuoe would break his
resistance."

"So we're working against the clock."

"Seems that way," the ambassador admitted. "l @dtsomething
else in your report,” she continued, smoothly civanger focus yet



again. "You said you believe the attackers had fielp someone
working on the project?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"We may know who that person is," the captain chinme

"Sir?"

It was the ambassador who answered him. "One aoffogpur
technicians left the base UA just hours beforesatiteeck. Kahlee
Sanders. We have reports she was last seen omialyisut she's
dropped off the grid since then."

"You figure if we find her, we find Dr. Qian?"

"We won't know that until you find her, Lieutenant.

Anderson was surprised. "You're sending the Hastiagrack her
down?"

"No," the ambassador replied. "Just you."
Instinctively he turned toward his captain. "Siddn't understand."”

"You're the best damn XO I've ever served with, &isdn," the
captain said. "But the ambassador's asking thabgaeassigned."

"Understood, sir." He tried to keep his voice pssfenal, but Goyle
must have picked up on his disappointment.

"This isn't a punishment, Lieutenant. I've lookeemyour service
records. Head of your class at Arcturus. Threeethffit medals of merit
during the First Contact War. Numerous commendatthroughout
your career. You're the best the Alliance has teroAnd this is the
most important mission we've ever had."



Anderson gave an emphatic nod. "You can count on me
Ambassador." He was a soldier, sworn to defend hitgnal his was his
duty, and it was an honor to accept the burdengogeced upon him.

"You're going to be working on this alone," the tzap told him.
"The more people we send after Sanders, the mamcelrsomebody
outside this room finds out what we were doingidb8."

"Officially this mission doesn't even exist," thaldassador added.
"Humanity's still the new kid on the block. We'raldh, we're brash, and
every other race is just waiting for us to screw up

"l don't have to tell you what it's like out thenethe Verge,
Lieutenant. You've seen how hard it is to estaldislolony and make it
stick. We're clawing and scraping and fightingdgery little gain we
make, just trying to survive. But if the Citadekg&ind of this, things
will get a whole lot tougher.

"If we're lucky, we'll get off with an official raike and major trade
sanctions, crippling our economy. If we're unluckey could revoke
our embassy here on the Citadel. They could makegal for any
other Council species to deal with us on any level.

"Humanity's not strong enough to make it out treemapletely on
our own. Not yet."

"I know how to be discreet," Anderson assured her.

"It's not just you. Kahlee Sanders knows somethingut this. So
does whoever was involved in the actual attack. ow until one of
these people runs across a Spectre?"

Anderson frowned. The last thing they needed waa fepectre to
become involved. Elite agents of the Citadel's coS8pecial Tactics
and Recon branch, Spectres answered directly tGdhiacil itself.
Highly trained individuals authorized to act abavel outside the law,
the Spectres had one simple mandate: protect gasaability at any



and all costs. The Skyllian Verge-a largely unedttborder region of
Council space that was a known haven for rebedsiriectionists, and
terrorist groups-was exactly the kind of place veh®pectres would be
most active. And a rogue faction in possessiomefalaxy's foremost
expert on Al technology was exactly the kind oktirSpectres excelled
in hunting down and eliminating.

"If a Spectre somehow finds out about this, thédle to report it
to the Council," Anderson said, choosing his warasfully. "How far
am | supposed to go to keep this secret?"

"Are you asking if we're ordering you to kill arfiofal agent of the
Council?" the captain asked.

Anderson nodded.

"l can't make that decision for you, Lieutenarntg ambassador told
him. "We trust your judgment. If the situation cane, it'll be your
call.

"Not that | think it'll matter," she added ominousIBy the time
you find out a Spectre's gotten involved, you'tlpably already be
dead.”



CHAPTER NINE

Night was approaching on the planet of Juxhi. Tine @range sun
was setting on the horizon and Yando, the smafléreoworld's two
moons, was already approaching its zenith. Fonéx¢ twenty minutes
darkness would reign. Then Budmi, Yando's largem,twould begin to
rise, and the darkness would give way to an eeilght.

Saren Arterius, a turian Spectre, waited patiefatfythe sun to
disappear. For several hours Saren had been pesithygd rock
outcropping, staking out a small, isolated warebkanghe desert on the
outskirts of Phend, Juxhi's capital city. Builitire sheltering stones of a
small canyon, the run-down building was completelyemarkable,
except for the fact that an illegal weapons dea alzout to go down
there.

The buyers were already inside: a group of gungatiugs with
basic military training known as the Grim Skullseoof the many
private security organizations active in the Verfee Skulls were
small, a few dozen criminal mercenaries who hacgnbeen worth
Saren's attention before tonight. Then they'd nilaeenistake of
thinking they could purchase a stolen shipmentitfary-grade
weapons that had disappeared from a turian trangpaghter.

His ears caught the sound of an engine in therdistaand a few
minutes later a six-wheeled ATV rolled up and cdama stop beside
the shed. A half-dozen men got out; two were tyrilae others human.
Even in the dim light, Saren recognized one ofttin@ns immediately:
a dockworker from the Camala ports.

He'd been following the dockworker for days, evace he checked
the duty logs to see who was on shift when themsbig went missing.
Only one worker hadn't shown up for work the nexy;diguring out
who the thief was had been embarrassingly easy.



Tracking him down wasn't much harder. This entperation
reeked of amateurs in over their heads, from teé th the buyers.
Normally Saren would've turned the matter oveotal authorities and
moved on to something bigger. But turians sellirapons to humans
was something he took personally.

The door to the shed opened, and four of the fguneluding both
turians, unloaded a crate from the back of the Ahd carried it inside.
The other two took up sentry positions beside tha d

Saren shook his head in disbelief as he snappeaddtisvision
goggles into place. What possible use was theleawing two men to
stand guard outside a warehouse in the middle whece? They had no
cover; they were completely exposed.

Raising his Izaali Combine-manufactured snipeeifl his eye, he
fired two shots and both sentries slumped to tbermp. Moving with
an almost casual efficiency, he collapsed the smiffe and slid it back
into the designated slot on his backpack. A mooégsisional operation
would have someone on the inside periodically cimgckn the
sentries...or wouldn't have left them out therthmfirst place.

It took him ten minutes to clamber down from hisgheon the rock
face. By then the twin moons were both visiblejrmgvenough
illumination for him to stash his goggles back ihis pack.

Whipping out the Haliat Arms semiautomatic assaflé from
where it clicked into place on his thigh, he appfea the building's
entrance. He'd scouted the warehouse earlier; & Kmere were no
windows and no other doors. Everyone inside waptd-further proof
he was dealing with idiots.

He pressed himself against the door, listeningfalyelnside he
could hear angry bickering. Apparently nobody Haelforesight to
spell out the terms of the exchange before theingeatither that or
somebody was trying to renegotiate the deal. Psadaals didn't make



that mistake: get to the meeting, make the exchangkget out. The
longer you're there, the more chance something’gydo go wrong.

Saren pulled three incendiary grenades from his peined them,
and began to count silently to himself. When heled five he yanked
open the door, tossed all three grenades in, slantineedoor shut, and
ran for cover behind the ATV.

The explosion blew the door off its hinges, sendingke, flame,
and debris shooting out the opening. Inside hecheareams and the
sound of gunfire as the terrified men inside pagitkBurned and
blinded, they started shooting wildly, each sidevtioced they'd been
betrayed by the other. For a full twenty seconésettho of gunfire
reverberating off the warehouse's metal walls dexvout every other
sound.

Then everything went still. Saren aimed his weagtihe door, and
was rewarded a few seconds later when two men caarging out,
guns blazing. He took the first square in the chat a short burst
from his assault rifle, then ducked behind theedadl of the ATV for
cover as the surviving merc returned fire. A guck brought Saren to
the front of the vehicle, and when he popped ughamy still had his
weapon aimed at the back end, waiting for Sareedémerge. At point-
blank range the rounds from Saren's assault hiéaued off half of the
guy's head.

For good measure, Saren lobbed two more grenattethamopen
door. Instead of a fiery explosion, these releasadxious cloud when
they detonated. He heard more shouts and screaliosyéd by choking
coughs. Three more mercs stumbled out of the shedbp one, each
blind and gagging from the poison gas. Not ondneft even returned
fire as Saren mowed them down.

He waited a few more minutes, letting the deadtydtear, then
sprinted from his position behind the truck to duge of the door. He
poked his head inside for an instant, then duclesi out of the way.



The warehouse was littered with a dozen bodies.eSwad been
shot, several were burned, and the rest were taviste horrific
contortions from the gas causing their musclegiresand spasm as
they died. Several weapons were scattered abagpdd by their
owners in their death throes. The crate they hatkckinside on their
arrival sat in the middle of the floor, unopenedide from that, the
warehouse was empty.

Assault rifle in hand, Saren made his way from btudigody,
slowly working his way from the door toward the kad the warehouse
as he checked for signs of life. With the toe af$hoe, he rolled over a
charred turian who had fallen near the crate. Catied his face was
burned, the carapace crispy and brittle. The flesieath it had melted,
fusing the eyelids on the left side together. Albmaan escaped his
lips, and his good eye fluttered open.

"Who...who are you?" he croaked.
"A Spectre," Saren replied, standing over him.

He coughed, spewing up dark phlegm that was magthyx of
blood and poison.

"Please...help me."

"You are in violation of interstellar law," Saregcited in a cold,
passionless voice. "You are a thief, a smugglet,aatraitor to our
species."

The dying man tried to say something, but only ¢mabagain. His
breath was labored: the acrid smoke from the ineenpdjrenades had
seared his lungs, damaging them so badly he haekrt able to breathe
in enough of the poison gas to kill him. If he reee immediate
medical attention there was still a small chancenlght survive...but
Saren had no intention of taking him to a hospital.



Snapping his assault rifle back into the slot anthigh, Saren
dropped down on one knee and leaned in close toth®s turian's
flame-ravaged features. "You steal weapons fronr gaun people, and
then you sell them to humans?" he demanded in@efighisper. "Do
you know how many turians | saw die by human hahds?

It took a tremendous effort, but somehow the bumead managed
to mutter four faint words in feeble protest thrbugs scorched lips.
"That...war...is...over."

Saren stood up and pulled his pistol in one smowthon. "Tell
that to our dead brothers." He fired two shots thturian's head,
ending the conversation.

Pistol still in hand, he resumed his inspectiothefbodies. He
noticed two human corpses near the back wall oivdaehouse,
noticeably less gruesome than the others. The desnaad detonated
up near the front of the building and these meatkthken less damage.
Even the poison would have dissipated by the timesiched all the
way back here, explaining why the bodies weren4ted and contorted
like the others. They must have been killed bynfilig fire.

He approached the first one carefully, then relaxbdn he saw
clear evidence that the man was truly dead: siyelirsized holes in a
tight pattern showed where the close-range blaatszfatter gun had
torn through the front of his protective vest, tirega single fist-sized
hole as the rounds exited his back.

The final corpse had fallen facedown in a poolisfdwn blood.
The scatter-gun that must have inadvertently killeelman beside him
lay on the ground...a hair's breadth away fronbtbdy's limp, lifeless
hand.

Saren froze, suddenly wary. Something wasn't riglst.eyes
scanned the motionless figure, seeking out thaletbund. There was
a gaping hole in the side of his upper thigh, tkely source of all the
blood, but because of how he'd landed, no otharieg were visible.



His eyes snapped back to the thigh: blood stilusthbave been
dripping from the wound, but the flow was staunch®slif someone
had sealed it with a quick application of medigel.

"Move your hand away from your weapon and roll gv8aren
called out, raising his pistol and holding it intlbhdhvands as he aimed it
at the corpse, "or I'll shoot you right now."

After a second, the hand slowly drew back fromstatter-gun. The
man rolled onto his back, gasping loudly for ag:dhbeen holding his
breath as Saren approached, trying to play dead.

"Please don't kill me," he begged as Saren tod&mteward him,
the pistol trained on the spot right between hisseyl didn't even fight
in the First Contact War!"

"Some Spectres arrest people,” Saren said, hisceel. "l don't.”

"Wait!" the man screamed, scrambling back untiwaes pressed up
against the wall. "Wait! | have information!"

Saren didn't say anything. Instead, he loweredticeand gave a
short nod.

"It's another group of mercs. The Blue Suns."

Every Spectre working in the Verge knew the BluasSwere a
force to be reckoned with. A small but well-knowiogyp, their
members were both experienced and professionaleXaet opposite of
this crew.

"Go on."

"They're up to something. Something big."

"What?"



"l...I don't know," the man stammered, wincingfasd expected to
be shot for the admission. After the second it tbiok to realize he was
still alive, he plowed forward, speaking quickly.

"That's how we got in on this buy. The Blue Sunseasipposed to
take the shipment, but they pulled out. | heard th& a major job in
the works. Something they didn't want to risk bgwiding the attention
of a Spectre with a weapons buy."

Saren was intrigued. Whatever they were up to bamktbig: the
Blue Suns almost never turned their backs on ategld already
negotiated. If they were trying that hard to ke@pe&res out of the
picture, it meant he damn well better find out wivas going on.

"What else?"

"That's all | know," the man said. "l swear! If yauant more you
need to look at the Blue Suns.

"So...do we have a deal?"
Saren gave a derisive snort. "Deal?"

"You know...I give you information about the Bluar$s and you let
me live."

The Spectre raised his pistol again. "You should&gotiated
before you spilled your guts. You've got nothinfg te bargain with."

"What? No, please! Don't-"

The pistol put an end to his protests, and Sameretuand walked
calmly back outside, leaving the carnage of theelvanse behind. He'd
alert the local authorities once he got back tonérs® they could
retrieve the stolen weapons...and clean up the.mess



Saren's mind was already on his next job. Initiadyd dismissed
the news of Sidon's destruction. He figured it wdoeNentually lead
back to some radical splinter group of batariarelgla retaliation
against humanity's efforts to push their main svalt of the Verge. But
if the attack wasn't the work of political terrdsisthen the Blue Suns
were one of the few private security organizatisth the capability to
pull it off.

Saren had every intention of finding out who haedithem and
why. And he knew just where to start his investmat

?

Anderson had spent the better part of two dayeveng Kahlee
Sanders's personnel file, trying to make sensk of i

The physical data was straightforward: age, 2gliteb feet 5
inches; weight, 120 pounds. The ID picture in llerdhowed she had
predominantly Caucasian features: complexion, &jes, light brown;
hair, dark blond. She was attractive, but Andedoumbted anyone
would ever have called her cute. There was a hdgd & her
expression, as if she were looking for a fight.

That wasn't surprising, given her personal backgioéccording to
the file she had grown up in the Texan megapohsé&al by the union
of Houston, Dallas, and San Antonio; one of therppoegions on
Earth. She was raised by a single mother, a fagtorker making
minimum wage. Enlisting with the Alliance had prbhabeen her only
chance to get a better life, though she hadn'esigip until the age of
twenty-two, shortly after her mother's death.

Most recruits signed up before they were twentydémson had
joined the day he turned eighteen. But despitddterstart, or maybe
because of it, Kahlee Sanders had excelled at ragiing. She was
competent in hand-to-hand combat and weaponsrgibut her true
aptitude had been in the technology fields.



According to her file she'd taken entry-level connpgi courses in
the years leading up to her enlistment, and onegahed she threw
herself into the study of advanced programminga dammunication
networks, and prototype systems architecturesfiSis@ed at the top of
her class, completing a three-year program in tmdy.

Personality tests and psych evaluations showetvabentelligent,
with a strong sense of personal identity and selftiv Evaluations
from peers and superior officers showed she waparative, popular,
and an asset to any team she worked with. It wasamaler she'd been
assigned to the Sidon project.

And that's why none of this felt right. Andersorelanthe difference
between a good soldier and a bad one. Kahlee Sandardefinitely a
good soldier. She may have initially joined thei#llce as an escape,
seeking a better life than the one she had on Hauthshe had found
exactly what she was looking for. She'd experiemuating but
success, accolades, and rewards since joining itliargn Plus, with her
mother gone, she had no other family and no reaids outside her
fellow soldiers.

Anderson couldn't come up with a single reasorvgingdd turn
against the Alliance. Even greed didn't make semssryone at Sidon
was pulling down a top salary. Besides, Andersawkanough about
human nature to understand that it took more tirapls greed to
convince a person to aid in the slaughter of thepfeethey lived and
worked with every day.

One more thing bothered him about this. If Sandexs the traitor,
why had she disappeared the day before the attatkrawn attention
to herself? All she had to do was show up for kgutar shift and it
would have been assumed that she was one of thesbagporized in
the explosion. It felt like someone was setting un@r

But he couldn't deny that her sudden disappeanaasgo0
suspicious to be dismissed as mere coincidencegléed to figure out
what was going on, and so far his only possible @has what wasn't in



her file. Kahlee Sanders's father was officialtdd as "unknown." In
this day and age of universal birth control to deish rising
populations, as well as massive DNA data bankgad virtually
impossible not to know the identity of a child's¢ras...unless it was
being specifically hidden.

Digging deeper into official files had shown alfeeences to Kahlee
Sanders's father had been purged: hospital redardsjnization
reports...everything. It was as if someone hadrelstitried to cut him
out of her life. Someone with enough importanctatsify government
documents.

Kahlee and her mother both had to be part of thereop. If her
mother had wanted the father's identity exposestetivould have been
no way to stop her. And Kahlee could easily havitegoa DNA test
anytime she wanted. They had to know, but for soeason they didn't
want anyone else knowing.

However, neither one of them had the kind of finah@sources or
political clout it would take to pull something é#khat off. Which meant
someone else-probably the father-had also beeivedolf Anderson
could figure out who the father was, and why he&drbexpunged from
all official records, it might help him figure obbw Kahlee Sanders
was tied up in the attack on Sidon.

Unfortunately, he'd exhausted all official channé&lsrtunately,
there were other ways to dig up buried secretsctvias why he was
now standing in a dark alley in the wards, waitiogneet with an
information broker.

He had shown up a few minutes early, eager to &ext thve broker's
search would turn up. Not surprisingly, his contaasn't here yet. He
spent the next few minutes waiting, occasionallgipg back and forth
as the seconds dragged by.

A figure stepped into view just as his watch beepedhe hour,
materializing from the shadows. As she approacihedjckly became



clear that she was a salarian. Shorter and ththa@rhumans, salarians
resembled a cross between some kind of lizard ameleon and the
"grays" described by alleged victims during théhrakfictitious alien
abductions reported back on Earth in the late tiwdntentury.
Anderson wondered if she'd been there the whole, tohserving him
as she waited patiently for the moment of theircapied meeting to
arrive.

"Did you find anything?" he asked the woman he thiaeld to scour
the extranet for any clues as to the identity ofilia Sanders's father.

Trillions of tetragigs of data were transmittedoursts across the
extranet every day; there had to be something Lisafied in there. But
searching a functionally infinite amount of data &ospecific piece of
information could be an exercise in pointless fatsin. It would take
days to collect, process, and scan every burst.eaan then the output
might be millions and millions of pages of hard gophat's where
information brokers came in-specialists who usedpex algorithms
and custom-designed search engines to limit andrsdata.
Mastering the extranet was as much an art as acggiand salarians
excelled at the art of gathering confidential imfation.

The salarian blinked her large eyes. "l warned thaue might not
be much to find," she said, speaking quickly. Safer always spoke
quickly. "Records from before your species linkedie extranet are
sporadic.”

Anderson had expected as much. Archives from tlye deedating
the First Contact War were slowly being added &odhtranet by
various government agencies, but the input of etbrds was a minor
priority for every administration. Given SandeeJ, it was likely her
father disappeared from her life long before hunyagwver came into
contact with the greater galactic community.

"So you've got nothing?"



The salarian smiled. "That's not what | said. Iswddficult to track
down, but there was something. It seems the leftl lnd the Alliance is
unaware of what the right is doing."

She handed him a small optical storage disk.

"Make my life easier," Anderson said, taking itrfrdver and
stuffing it into his pocket. "Just tell me what Igoing to find when |
scan this thing."

"The day Kahlee Sanders graduated from your mylitiggining
academy at Arcturus, an encrypted message wasredahrough
classified Alliance channels to an individual oreaf your colonies in
the Skyllian Verge. It was subsequently purged sdsa@fter it was
received."

"How'd you get access to classified Alliance chdsffieAnderson
demanded.

The salarian laughed. "Your species has been tigtimsprdata
across the extranet for less than a decade. Myespleas been directing
the primary espionage and intelligence operationghfe Citadel
Council for two thousand years."

"Point taken. You said the message was purged?"

"True. Deleted and scrubbed from the records. Bthing is ever
truly gone once it hits the extranet. There areagbvechoes and
remnants for people like me to track down. Theaét works on a-"

"I don't need the details," Anderson interruptemlidimg up a hand
to cut her off. "What did the message say?"

"It was brief. A single text file comprised of K&l Sanders's name,
final grades, and her class standing. Very impvesShe could have a
bright future in my field if she wanted to come Wwdor-"



Anderson cut her off again, growing impatient. 'Stias all in her
personnel file. | didn't pay you to get me her nsdrk

"You didn't pay me at all," she pointed out. "TlE$eing billed
directly to your superiors at the Alliance, rememntbledoubt you could
afford to hire me. That's why you came to me infitst place."

Anderson's hands involuntarily went up and rubbeddmples.
"Right. That's not what | meant." Salarians tentdetdlk in circles,
changing topics with every breath. It gave him adaehe, and it always
seemed to take twice as long as it should to get wtu needed out of
them. "l hope to God you have something more than't

"The sender of the message was one of the insteuatdhe
Academy. A man long since retired. Preliminarydaltup indicates he
IS not germane to the investigation-he was likelly@cting on orders
of the recipient, and likely knew nothing about wheg information was
being sent.

"Though | have no proof, | suspect the recipierdatilee Sanders's
father. As a high-ranking Alliance officer, he wdulave had the means
to systematically cover up their relationship, aodso in a way that
would make it difficult to track. However, | wastrable to determine
why the father and daughter chose to alienate thkesfrom each-"

"Please," he begged, cutting her off one more tiak| want is a
name. Don't say anything else. Just tell me wheived the message,
and where | can find him."

She blinked again, and from the change in her asjya Anderson
thought he might have hurt her feelings. Mercifutlyough, she did as
he had asked.

"The message was sent to Rear Admiral Jon Griski@'s.on
Elysium."



CHAPTER TEN

"This is a private club, batarian," growled thedaa security guard
who stepped in Groto Ib-ba's way as he tried terehie doors of the
Sanctuary.

"Tonight I'm a member," the batarian mercenaryieeplholding up
his financial access card to the scanner and deittileduct the four-
hundred-credit cover charge directly from his bankount. The krogan
didn't move, barring his way until the transactieas approved. He
only took his eyes off Groto for an instant, torgla at the name and ID
picture that flashed up on the screen. He was ahgdt& see if the
access card had been stolen. But the ID image Mad\cthat of the
batarian standing before him; there was no mistaitie blue sun tattoo
emblazoned on his forehead, just above his le&nye.

It was clear from the krogan's expression heditilih't want to
move aside and let Groto in. "The cover charge griymts entrance to
the club," he noted. "Any services will be an aiddial fee. A
significantly additional fee."

"I know how it works," Groto spat back. "I have neyr’

The krogan considered for a moment, hoping to $iowhe other
way to keep him out. "There are no weapons perdittside the club.”

"l said | know how it works," Groto snarled. Stilhe guard
hesitated.

The batarian spread his arms out wide and held thgaace. "Just
search me and get it over with."

The krogan stepped back, beaten. "That won't bessacy." He
tilted his head to the left, a batarian sign opexs. "My apologies, Mr.
Ib-ba. Helanda at the counter in the back can @tieryour needs."



Groto lowered his arms, a little surprised. It aasazing the kind of
respect money could buy. If he had actually thouiglas possible to
get in without being searched he would have smugagleistol in under
his belt. Or at least slipped a knife in his boot.

Instead he slowly tilted his head to the rightdkrsowledgment of
the apology, playing the part of a man whose hbwaolrbeen insulted.
He boldly walked past the doorman and into the ragslusive
whorehouse on Camala, trying to appear calm thtigheart was
racing.

Part of him had been afraid they would simply thim away even
if he paid the cover charge. It was obvious he'tligelong here; the
Sanctuary was reserved for the rich and elite-thnoefortunes, not
soldiers of fortune. For the most part the coveridept men like Groto
out. There were plenty of other places on Camalayocompanionship
for the night, none of them nearly as expensivinassanctuary.

But the Blue Suns's new employer had paid a sutisitéee for
their exclusive services over the next few montinduding a large
bonus after the attack on the Sidon military b&eio hadn't been
directly involved in the attack, and he hadn't bigetme warehouse
when their employer had met up with Skarr. If hd,H&e'd know who
was paying them, but he might also have been otigeainlucky mercs
who ended up dead at Skarr's hands.

The Blue Suns paid every member an equal shareanype Groto
hadn't missed out on anything but the chance dihgekilled. And the
mercs who'd been at the warehouse were still ojothéhey'd been
contracted as personal bodyguards for the anonymongyman,
Groto, on the other hand, was free to go out afmlydrs share of the
credits. And, for once in his life, he was goingetaerience a pleasure
reserved for those far more wealthy and powerfamhthe.

He'd spent part of the bonus on new clothes, berh 8o he began to
feel self-conscious as he crossed the room. Hétdidm, and the



clientele-most of them batarians-were regarding\with open
suspicion and curiosity. Societal caste was an rmapbpart of batarian
culture, and Groto was openly defying the convergimorms. But
when he noticed that even the employees were Igakimim with
contempt, his embarrassment transformed into ggiteous rage. Who
were they to look down on him? Nothing but servams whores!

As he marched up to the counter in the back, pgass&eral more
krogan security personnel, he vowed he'd make sodygbay. Once he
had his whore in a private room, he'd turn herrsaaio fear and terror.

"Welcome to the Sanctuary, Mr. Ib-ba," cooed thengbatarian
woman behind the counter. "My name is Helanda.

"l apologize for the incident at the door," she toaned. "Odak
sometimes takes his job too seriously. You havepargonal assurance
he will be properly respectful next time."

"Good. | expect better treatment in a place likse.thrhere wasn't
going to be a next time, but Groto wasn't gointgtbher that.

"We have a wide variety of services available,"dfela explained,
smoothly glossing over the doorman's indiscretiot @oving on to the
business at hand. "The Sanctuary aims to satisfyésires of all our
clientele, no matter how...esoteric. If you tell wmieat you are interested
in, | will personally help you select an appropgiabnsort-or consorts-
for the evening."

"I'm interested in you," he said, leaning forwardtbe counter,
responding to the unspoken invitation.

"That is not my role here," she said curtly, takingalf step back,
the lids of her inner eyes flicking quickly in diste. He realized her
charm was nothing but an act; a game she was glayith him. Her
involuntary reaction exposed the truth: she fedtghme revulsion he'd
seen in the other employees.



From the corner of his eyes Groto noticed one ekitogan guards
casually moving closer to them, and he decided wag/not the time
for retribution.

He forced a laugh, as if he found her stingingatepa amusing.
"Actually, I'm interested in a human female."

"A human female?" Helanda asked, as if she wasrétshe had
heard him properly.

"I'm curious," he replied coldly.

"Very well, Mr. Ib-ba," she said, touching a buttoehind the
counter that brought up a small screen in frorfteaf "I should advise
you that there is a premium charged for all intecsgs requests. The
appropriate fees are listed beside each consort."

She spun the screen to face him. The display sheeeial
prospects, along with the allotted price for ed&foto had to check
himself to keep from choking in shock when he dagvamounts.
Unlike the whorehouses he usually frequented, aatkes weren't an
option here. A full night at the Sanctuary was gaim cost several
hundred credits more than his entire bonus. Fared $econd he
considered turning around and just walking out,ibé did, the four
hundred credits he'd paid at the door were gongdod.

"Her," he said, pointing at one of the pictureseiéhwere less
expensive options, but he was damned if he wagygoitet them bully
him with their prices. He was never coming bacleheo he was
determined to get exactly what he wanted. Trutiafule didn't know all
that much about humans. But something about tdisislual appealed
to him. She seemed fragile. Vulnerable.

"An excellent choice, Mr. Ib-ba. | will have some&oeascort you to
your room for the evening. Your consort will be shortly."



A few minutes later Groto was alone in one of thersiproofed
private rooms, pacing back and forth and slammiadist into his
hand. He was thinking back on all the humiliatibbeshad suffered
since arriving at this place, working himself upoia fever, determined
to take it out on the unfortunate human girl wheswahout to become
his victim for the evening.

He wasn't physically attracted to humans, femaletioerwise. But
this night wasn't going to be about sex. Groto $mapin't like humans.
They bred and spread like vermin, swarming outssctbe Verge,
gobbling up colony worlds and forcing other speaeslike the
batarians. The humans he worked with in the Blues3umew how to
handle themselves in a fight, but like all of tHaid they were arrogant
and self-important. Tonight he would take one @t {broud species and
make her suffer. He would humiliate, degrade, amugh her. He
would break her!

There was a knock; soft and timid. He pulled opgendoor,
reaching out to grab the woman's wrist and yankriterthe room. But
he froze when he saw a male turian standing there.

"Who are-urk."

His words were cut off as the turian punched himd ha the throat.
Choking and gagging, Groto staggered back anafdd the bed in the
center of the room. The turian calmly stepped msadosing the door
behind him. Groto heard the lock click into plasealing the pair of
them in together.

Somehow scrambling to his feet, Groto strugglecatch his breath
as he brought his fists up, waiting for the tuiammove in and try to
finish him off. After locking the door, however ghurian just stood
there.

"Who are you?" Groto finally gasped.

"Saren" was the one-word reply.



Groto shook his head; he didn't recognize the ndr@w'd you get
past the guards?" he demanded.

"They didn't try to stop me," Saren replied, hisceaelaxed. "I
think they actually wanted me to come in here ake tare of you."

"What...what do you mean?" Groto's voice was sh#ie/unnatural
calm of the turian was unsettling. He kept his Isamgl, poised in case
the intruder made a move.

"Are you really that stupid? Don't you realize thaew exactly
what you had planned for tonight? They knew what ywere after the
moment you asked for a human consort."

"What...what are you talking about?"

The turian took a single step forward. Groto sedttivo steps back,
his fists raised and ready. He would have retrefateder but he had
reached the wall on the far end of the room-theas mowhere left to

go.

"The Sanctuary does not allow its consorts to wenkd or injured,"
Saren explained calmly. As he spoke he began wayskdvance, one
deliberate step at a time. "They were monitorirgribom." Step. "The
moment you laid a hand on that woman, an angryadaragould have
burst in and ripped your head off." Step.

"l wasn't...l didn't even do anything!" the batarprotested, finally
dropping his fists. He felt like a fool waving therround when the
other man seemed so calm.

Step. "l convinced them to let me handle it insfe&aren
continued, ignoring him. "They were concerned alimihering the
other guests."” Step. "Then | reminded them thatwhlés are completely
soundproof." Step. "And you've already paid for them." Step.



The turian was directly in front of him now, thoulgé still appeared
completely relaxed. Groto brought his fists up agdBack up or I'll-"

He never had a chance to finish the sentence as 8afivered a
solid kick to his nether regions. Blinding boltsfafious pain shot up
through Groto's bowels and stomach. He collapsédetground, the
agony so great he could only whimper.

Saren grabbed him by the material of his newly pased suit and
yanked him back to his feet, then jabbed his thintdoone of Groto's
inner eyes, rupturing the orb and blinding him watkingle blow. The
batarian fainted, lapsing into unconsciousness ftmrsudden shock
and pain.

Seconds later he woke screaming as Saren brokeghielbow.
Howling in agony, he curled up into a ball, rollibgck and forth as his
body experienced physical suffering beyond anytihiedpad ever
imagined.

"You disgust me," Saren whispered, kneeling dowgréd Groto's
left wrist. He extended the batarian's good arwwkilay out the joints,
and began to apply pressure. "You wanted to todarnocent victim
for your own pleasure. You sick bastard.

“Torture is only useful if it has a purpose," Saagelded, though his
words were drowned out by the crack of Groto'sddfow and the
subsequent shrieks.

Saren stepped back from the convulsing man, lettiagvaves of
pain rack his body. It took nearly a minute for ko set in, numbing
his mangled limbs to the point where Groto coutdlly speak.

"You'll pay for this," Groto wailed up at him frothe ground,
sobbing freely. Tears and mucus mixed with oculad ffrom his blind
eye, dribbling down into his mouth and slurring Wisrds into a
blubbery parody of a threat. "Do you know who | am?with the Blue
sSuns!”



"Why do you think | followed you here?"

A look of horror spread across Groto's face asriadly understood.
"You're a Spectre," he mumbled. "Please," he bedteitime what you
want. Anything. I'll give it to you."

"Information," Saren replied. "Tell me what you knabout
Sidon."

"We were hired to take out the base," the cripphach admitted.
"By who?"

"I don't know. | only dealt with a go-between. iee saw him,
never heard a name."

Saren sighed and knelt down on the floor besideédGiidhere were
many exotic methods of interrogation, a million wag inflict pain and
punishment on a victim. But turians were a pratyemple, and he
personally preferred the brutal effectiveness mipse, basic techniques.
Grabbing the man's dangling left arm by the whsttook a firm grip
on one of his fingers and began to bend it backsvard

"No!" the batarian screamed. "No! Please...it'stthth! That's all |
know! You have to believe me!"

He stuck to the story even after three of the fiagm his hand were
broken at the middle knuckle, convincing Saren ks telling the truth.

"How did you get inside the base?" Saren askedgihg his line
of questioning.

"The man who hired us," Groto muttered, his voee& and raspy
from the fresh round of screaming that had tormigghroat. "He had
someone on the inside."



"Give me a name."

"Please," he begged in high-pitched, mewling whihdon't know.
| wasn't even there."

Saren grabbed another finger, and the words b&gaour out.

"Wait! | don't know the inside man! But...but | ctll you other
stuff. After the attack we brought in an outsideifreelance bounty
hunter. A big krogan named Skarr."

"Good," Saren said, releasing his hold on the unég digit. "Keep
going."

"Something went wrong at Sidon. Someone survivecattack. A
loose end. Skarr was hired to hunt her down. A hurSae's on
Elysium. | don't know her name."

"What else? Why were you hired to attack the base?"

"I don't know," Groto whispered fearfully. "We weategiven any
details. The moneyman was afraid someone would ltdldidn't
want...he didn't want the Spectres to find out."

Saren broke two more of his fingers just to be sure

"Please," the batarian sobbed once he'd stoppedmarg. "It's not
me you want. There was a meeting at the warehoitkeSkarr and the
man who hired us. Talk to someone who was there."

The turian wasn't surprised his victim was offenupysomeone else.
It was a common reaction in most subjects. Typydalvas a sign the
interrogation was nearing an end; once the subgatized they were
running out of useful information to surrender,raging their allies
became their only chance of avoiding further taatur



"Where can | find someone from the warehouse?Sihectre
demanded.

"l...I don't know," Groto admitted, his voice trehmg. "They're
with the moneyman. He hired them on as his perdoodyguards."

"Guess I'm stuck with you then," Saren replied.

"That's all | know," the batarian protested weaklig, voice
completely devoid of guile, subterfuge, or hoper€kif you break
every bone in my body, | can't tell you anythingeel

"We'll see," Saren promised.

It was a long night for Saren. The batarian wetd shock and
passed out three more times during the interrogakach time it
happened Saren would have to sit down and waltifarto regain
consciousness-there was no point in torturing aesponsive subject.

In the end, it turned out Groto had been tellingtiluth. Saren didn't
get anything more out of him. He'd suspected ashmwuat he had
needed to be absolutely sure. There was too musthlat.

Someone had hired the Blue Suns. Someone with éngeglth
and power to secure their exclusive loyalty. Soneemho had taken
extra precautions to make sure the Spectres wodtilah'out what was
going on. Saren needed to know who had orderedttaek on Sidon
and why. Billions of lives could be at stake, amdWas more than
willing to torture a single merc for hours on ehthere was even the
smallest chance he could learn something that nhiglpt him break the
case.

Not that there weren't consequences to his actidres soundproof
room had amplified the piercing shrieks and keemvads of his victim.
The screams had physically hurt Saren's ears, ande had a
pounding headache.



Next time, he thought as he rubbed his templé$riig earplugs.

He had lifted the batarian up onto the bed parttheyugh the
interrogation; it was easier to work on him thdrart to constantly bend
down to reach him on the floor. Now Groto was jystg motionless on
his back, breathing softly in a deep sleep brooghby utter mental and
physical exhaustion.

There wasn't much to go on, but Saren had a s4idl fo follow. He
knew Skarr by reputation, and he knew the bountytdtuvas headed to
Elysium. It shouldn't be hard to pick up his ttagre.

First, though, he had to clean up this mess. Ang<sroto wasn't
an option; it would draw attention and alert whaevad hired the Blue
Suns that a Spectre was on the case. It was eaxiesafer-to just
dispose of the body.

Saren gently placed a hand on either side of theriba's head, then
gave a savage twist at an awkward angle, breakigldbngated neck.
A quick and painless death.

After all, he wasn't a monster



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Anderson disembarked on Elysium with the three heahdther
passengers who had booked a seat on the publgptershuttle from
the Citadel.

The landing port teemed with people. The densetkege crowd
was a mix of every known species in the galaxy;eamiving, some
leaving, most waiting in the long, winding linesdiear customs and
border stations. Security had always been tigHElgaium, but with the
attack on the nearby Sidon base things had beeatetktto a level
Anderson had never seen before.

Not that he disapproved. Ideally located near #iraun of several
primary and secondary relays, Elysium was a majorfor travel and
commerce that the Alliance could not afford to es@to possible
terrorist attacks. The colony was only five yedts but already it was
one of the busiest trade ports in the Verge. Thpiladion had
exploded; recently passing one million, if you uabd all the various
and varied resident aliens who accounted for ndetfythe total
inhabitants. Unfortunately, that also meant a dipprtionately high
number of visitors to Elysium were nonhuman, angjestt to
heightened screening procedures.

The extra security made arrivals and departuresa@and
cumbersome experience for most travelers. Even hsimware
subjected to major delays; the staff taken awdyetp process the alien
visitors meant fewer people left behind to deahwiite Alliance
citizens.

Fortunately for Anderson, his military ID gave hihe luxury of
bypassing the long lines. The guard at the Alliaste¢gion scanned his
thumbprint and studied his identification for a feaconds before
saluting and waving him through.



Officially, Anderson wasn't here in any authorizeghacity. He was
just an Alliance marine taking shore leave, a valide enough cover
story to avoid drawing any unwanted attention aide lthe true purpose
of his visit.

Jon Grissom was Kahlee Sanders's father. It wds/mevious they
were estranged, but there was still a good chamissd@n knew
something that could help Anderson's investigat®idon was only a
few hours away from Elysium. There were recordSariders booking a
passage here when she went UA. And even thougbked like
Grissom hadn't communicated with his daughter ieadt ten years, it
was public knowledge that the Alliance's most rexpaple soldier had
taken early retirement and become a recluse on hitytsalargest
colony in the Verge.

Anderson still couldn't wrap his head around theaithat Sanders
was a traitor. The pieces just didn't add up. Bukihew she was
involved somehow; her sudden disappearance hael taooe than
coincidence. Maybe she had gotten in over her haddanicked when
things got out of control. He could imagine henaing on Elysium:
scared, alone, not knowing who to trust. Estrargyambt, her father was
the most likely person she'd turn to for help.

After checking his gear at the hotel, Andersonedra car and
drove out to the isolated estates on the outsidrtise city. It took him
awhile to find Grissom's house; the addressesaratba were so
inconspicuous as to be almost hidden. It was olsviba people who
lived out here valued their privacy.

Exiting the vehicle, he began the long walk actbssgrounds of
the estate toward the surprisingly small domicleakted as far back
from the road as possible. Anderson didn't undeds@rissom's desire
to withdraw from the public eye. He respected ttamrand his
reputation, but he couldn't imagine any way toifysimply walking
away like he did. A soldier didn't turn his backtbe Alliance like that.



You're not here to pass judgment, he reminded Hlirasdne
reached the door. He rang the bell and waited,lumtarily standing at
attention. You're just here to find Kahlee Sanders.

It took several minutes before he heard someonéncpam the
other side, grumbling as he approached. A moméert the door
opened, revealing Rear Admiral Jon Grissom inialigtory.

The salute Anderson had been on the verge of smgoifi by way
of greeting died at his hip. The man before himevwoothing but a
tattered housecoat and dirty boxers. His hair wag knd uncombed
and his face was partially hidden behind a threestiabble of gray and
black hairs. His eyes were hard and bitter, andidtis seemed frozen in
a scowl.

"What do you want?" he demanded.

"Sir," Anderson replied, "my name is Lieutenant Qoamder David
And-"

Grissom cut him off. "I know who you are. We metbkat
Arcturus.”

"That's right, sir," Anderson acknowledged, feelanfaint surge of
pride at being recognized. "Before the First Cantdar. I'm surprised
you remember me."

"I'm retired, not senile." Despite the joke, theua@s nothing
humorous in Grissom's tone.

There was an awkward pause as Anderson tried tmcée his
memories of the iconic figure of Grissom's pashwiite disheveled
grouch now standing in front of him. It was Grissasmo filled the
silence.



"Look, kid, I'm retired. So go back and tell thess that I'm not
going to do any interviews or speeches or appeasjust because one
of our military bases got attacked. I'm done wihtattcrap."

Anderson pounced, convinced the other man haddylr€lgped up.
"How do you know Sidon was attacked?"

Grissom glared at him like he was a fool. "It'saler the damn
news vids."

"That's not why I'm here," Anderson said, tryindhtde his
embarrassment. "Can we talk inside?"

"NO."
"Please, sir. It's a matter I'd rather not disaugshere in public.”

Grissom held his ground, blocking the door so Asdercouldn't
enter.

The lieutenant realized tact and diplomacy weguitig to be any
use here. Time to be blunt. "Tell me about Kahlaeders, sir."

"Who?"

The old man was good. Anderson had been hopingg@ame
reaction at the name of his long-lost daughterphlg flesh and blood.
But Grissom hadn't even flinched.

"Kahlee Sanders," Anderson repeated, his voicerbegp
noticeably louder. It was unlikely anyone would hie#n-the neighbors
were too far away. But he had to do something torgede that door.
"Your daughter. The soldier who went UA from Sidoerre hours
before it was attacked. The woman we're lookingsad traitor to the
Alliance."



Grissom's scowl became a grimace of pure hatrduait"'§ and get
your ass in here," he muttered, stepping aside.

Once inside, Anderson followed his reluctant hott the small
living room. Grissom settled into one of the thpaelded chairs, but the
lieutenant remained standing, waiting for an inatato do the same.
After several seconds he realized the invitatiosmitgorthcoming, and
he took a seat on his own.

"How'd you find out about Kahlee?" Grissom finadlgked,
speaking as casually as if they were discussingvidsather.

"There are no secrets in this day and age," Andawsglied. "We
know she was last seen here on Elysium. | needdw kf she came to
talk to you."

"l haven't spoken to my daughter since before sheavteenager,"
Grissom replied. "Her mother didn't think much o as a husband or a
father, and | couldn't really argue with her. Iuigd the best thing was
to just get out of their lives.

"Hey," Grissom suddenly recalled, "last time we ymai said you
were engaged. A girl waiting for you back on Earipht? You must be
married by now. Congratulations."

He was trying to throw Anderson off balance. Grmdamew damn
well how hard it was for an Alliance soldier to nea&k marriage work;
his innocent question was meant to rattle his giltsimay have looked
like a harmless, burned-out old man, but there stilplenty of fight
left in him.

Anderson wasn't about to rise to the bait. "Smeéd your help.
Your daughter is suspected of being a traitor éoAHhiance. Doesn't
that mean anything to you?"

"Why should it?" he shot back. "I barely know her."



"l found out you two were related. Eventually somdypelse is
going to make that connection, too."

"What? You think I'm worried about my reputatiof®’ scoffed.
"You think I'm going to help you because | don'tivpeople to know
the great Admiral Grissom had an illegitimate daegiwho's accused
of treason? Ha! You're the ones who care aboutld@phat. | really
couldn't give a damn."

"That's not what | meant, sir," Anderson repliezfusing to be
provoked. "l tracked Kahlee here. To you. That nsesomeone else can
track her here, too. | came to you because | vahelp your daughter.
But the next person who comes after her-and we laalv there will
be others-might be looking to harm her."

Grissom leaned forward slowly and placed his haddd hands,
considering Anderson's words. Several long momeatd by before he
sat up straight again. His eyes were moist withstea

"She's not a traitor," he whispered. "She didnvehanything to do
with this."

"l believe you, sir," Anderson said, his voice sireand
sympathetic. "But not many others will. That's wmeed to find her.
Before something happens to her."

Grissom didn't say anything, but simply sat thdérevang on his
lower lip.

"l won't let anything bad happen to her," Anderseassured him. "I
give you my word on it."

"She came here," Grissom finally admitted, takirdgap breath.
"She said she was in trouble. Something to do &itlon. | didn't ask
her any of the details. | guess...| guess | wasabf what she might
tell me."



He leaned forward and clasped his head in his hagds. "l was
never there for her when she was growing up," henbied, sounding
as if he was on the verge of tears. "I couldnh tuer away now. | owed
her."

"l understand, Admiral," Anderson said, reachingvard to place a
comforting hand on Grissom's shoulder. "But youehimvtell me where
she went."

Grissom looked up at him, his expression nakedvahterable. "I
gave her the name of a freighter captain downeapthts. Errhing.
Captain of the Gossamer. He helps people who watisappear. She
left last night."

"Where was she going?"

"l didn't ask. Errhing takes care of all the detaWou need to talk to
him."

"Where is he?"

"The Gossamer left this morning on a trade runneatr the
Terminus Systems. He won't be back for weeks."

"We don't have weeks, sir."

Grissom stood up, his posture a little straightantit had been
when Anderson first arrived, as if his muscles vigyreg to remember
what it was like to stand proudly at attention. &iH guess you'll just
have to get your patrols out there and find hinldiso. He's the only
one who can lead you to my daughter."

Anderson jumped crisply to his feet. "Don't worAdmiral. | won't
let anything happen to her."

He started to salute, but Grissom turned his heay a



"Don't," he muttered, ashamed. "l don't deserve that anymore."

Anderson extended his hand instead. The older rasitalted a
moment, then reached out and clasped it in a sumgfy firm grip.

"You're a better man than | ever was, Anderson.Alhance is
lucky to have you."

The lieutenant didn't know what to say, so he ordgided. Grissom
took him firmly by the elbow and led him out of tiang room to the
front door.

"Remember your promise," he said as his partingla/diDon't let
anything happen to my daughter."

Grissom watched the lieutenant leaving his hom#hervid-screen
for the security camera over his door, only turrameay when the
young man got into his vehicle and sped off. Themtade his way
slowly to the back of the house and knocked oncthertlosed door of
his bedroom.

A second later Kahlee opened it and asked, "Whoit®as

"Some Alliance snoop who figured out we were relatesent him
on a wild-goose chase. He'll spend the next twdkeeet near the
Terminus Systems chasing down an old friend of thine

"Are you sure he bought it?" Kahlee asked.

"l gave him exactly what he wanted," Grissom saith \& cynical
smile, "the chance to help an old, broken-down mensember
something of who he used to be.

"But he's not the one we have to worry about," €&ms continued.
"Things won't get tough until we run into someomeoilved in the
attack on Sidon."



Kahlee reached out and grabbed his hand, preddingly between
her own palms. "Thank you," she said, staring tp rer father's eyes.
"I mean it."

He nodded, and shifted uncomfortably until sheasdel her grip.
"We'll wait a few more days," he said, turning aveayd leaving her to
the privacy of her room, "then we'll figure out semay to get you off
this planet.”

?

A large, dark shadow crept quickly and quietly asrthe moonlit
grounds of Grissom's estate, making its way towlaechome.

Skarr could move silently when he had to, evenihidody armor.
It slowed him down, but he usually relied on stitbn@ther than speed

anyway.

There were no lights on inside the small houséefhan Skarr
now knew to be the father of his target. He'd bmeprised when his
batarian information broker had come up with themeaf an Alliance
hero, but it didn't really change the job. It justant there'd be more
fallout when he was done.

The krogan didn't know if Kahlee Sanders was indwg even if
she wasn't her father probably knew how to find B&arr was
confident he could make the human talk...as longeadidn't
accidentally kill him first. That's why he was tedwg light, armed only
with a pistol and his favorite knife.

He paused outside the only door, listening for sighlife. From his
belt he pulled out his omnitool, using it to hankand disable the
security system and override the electronic loak.shd the omnitool
back into his belt, exchanging it for his pistaidgoushed the door
open.



His eyes still adjusting to the darkness, he petfoot across the
threshold. The shotgun blast took him square irchiest.

There was a blue flash as the reflexive systemmatic barrier
fields reacted to the impact, deflecting most ef thunds harmlessly
away. A few tore through the kinetic barriers otdyicochet off the
ablative plates of his body armor, or bury themsgwto the thick
padding underlay. A handful penetrated every laygmrotection and
tore into the flesh beneath.

The force of the blast lifted the krogan off histieknocking the
pistol from his grip and hurling him back out theod to land heavily on
the ground.

Grissom jumped up from the chair where he'd beddtifigpa
nightly vigil ever since Kahlee had arrived andeal the gun for
another shot. He'd recognized the blue flash amthaler's kinetic
barriers that absorbed most of the initial blowt B point-blank hit
would've drained the shields, and one more gootsstauld finish the
job.

Lying on his back, Skarr yanked the knife from Igdt and flung it
end over end at his attacker. The blade sank aeephe muscle of
Grissom's left bicep as he squeezed the shotgigget again,
knocking him back and throwing off his aim. Insteddlowing away
the krogan's head, he left a scorching hole irgthend just beside him.

The shotgun's barrel slipped from Grissom's sugdestveless
hand. Skarr was on his feet and back inside theénbafore the old
man could use his one good arm to bring the we&pbear again.
Bellowing in anger, the krogan slapped the gun awidly one massive
fist, sending it skittering into the living roomeHyrabbed the human
and flung him against the wall hard enough to cthekplaster.

The blade slipped from Grissom's arm as he slurdpggh to the
floor, all the air knocked out of his lungs. Thealloomed above him,
turning its head slightly so it could fix one of itold, reptilian eyes on



him. Grissom was no coward, but he felt fear grgpheart as he stared
up into the dead, black pupil.

Then he heard a loud crack, crack, crack-the famiétort of an
Alliance Hahne-Kedar P15-25-and the krogan staghaneay. He'd
been shot three times in the heavy hump of musadbane on his
back, but he was still standing.

Lieutenant Anderson stood in the doorway, pistalhdr. He came
into the room, firing the pistol a half dozen mtirees as the krogan
turned to face him. He aimed low, looking to take the legs. One of
his shots found the exposed joint at the knee winerdard plates of
body armor were connected by a flexible, but vidbé, padded mesh.

Roaring in rage and agony the krogan crashed tgrthend,
clutching at his wounded joint.

"One move and the next shot goes right between gyes,"
Anderson warned, taking a bead on the bony ridgeing along the top
of the krogan's skull.

Grissom was impressed. It wasn't easy to take ahumfull body
armor down with a pistol, never mind a krogan.

"I'm glad to see you here," he managed to gasp theceind
returned to his lungs.

"You didn't honestly expect me to be fooled by tiite
performance you gave the other day," Andersonedphever taking
his eyes or his weapon off the krogan in the coriiee been watching
this place ever since | walked out your door."

Grissom struggled to his feet, his left arm stdhdling uselessly,
his right pressed against his heavily bleeding wlodnhmoan of pain
escaped his lips.

"Your friend is hurt," the krogan growled.



Anderson wasn't distracted, even for an instang¢'skbugh. He'll
live."

The krogan was bleeding from the shot to his kiibe.armor on
his chest was peppered with small holes, the pgdameath scorched
and burned. Dark blood oozed from three of thendekson guessed at
least one of the shots to the back had penetratepl enough to do
some damage as well. But he'd seen krogans ta&k af la lot more
punishment than this and keep coming.

The alien on the ground was a wounded beast-adgsperate, and
unpredictable. He was panting, though whether fpaim, exertion, or
pure rage it was hard to say. His scarred, briidish was a mask of
intense concentration; his muscles were tenseldh@swas gathering
himself to make a move.

But if he tried anything Anderson would shoot himthe head from
inside of three meters. Even a krogan couldn'tigarhat.

He heard a door open and footsteps come running dosvhall.
"Oh, God! You're hurt!" a woman screamed.

Anderson wasn't stupid enough to turn his headf@uw split
second his eyes glanced in the direction of herevdihat was all the
time the krogan needed.

He lashed out with a fist, sending a shock waweltihg energy
rumbling across the room. Anderson had never bé&ewith a biotic
attack before, and he hadn't expected one frorogakr. In the split
second it took him to realize what was happenie{f] been swept up in
the vortex and thrown all the way into the livirmpm, where he
crashed to the ground. It felt like being in anfiaral gravity chamber
when somebody switched the polarity: an instantasgioescapable,
and irresistible force.



He couldn't recover in time to grab his pistol frarhere it had
fallen, nor could he reach the shotgun laying @nfgw feet away.
Somehow the krogan, despite his injuries, was ayré&ack on his feet
and nearly on top of him, swinging his fist withoeigh power to cave
in Anderson's skull. He ducked and slipped to tte,savoiding the
punch. The follow-through landed square on thagwioom table; it
disintegrated into splinters at the impact.

Everything had descended into chaos. Grissom wagisky at
Kahlee to run, she was screaming at Anderson to @na of the guns.
The krogan was roaring in anger, flailing aboutribhem, flinging and
tossing the furniture like it was made of balsa dadiile Anderson
dodged and scrambled for his life, only able toi@tbe killing blows
because his opponent was still hobbled by his wedrkmee.

From the corner of his eye he saw Kahlee rush fatwso the fray,
lunging in a desperate bid to get the shotgun.Krbgan saw her, too,
and wheeled on the young woman. He would havedkiiker right then
if another bullet hadn't ripped through a seamisnalnmor at his hip,
making him stagger off balance and misdirectingofsy.

Anderson whipped his head around to see a turamstg in the
door where he had been mere minutes before, fipgtol at the
krogan. The lieutenant had no idea who he was grivehwas here...he
was just glad they had somebody else on their side.

Most of the shots ricocheted off the krogan's arasothe beast
ducked down and tried to cover his head, the oxppsed part of his
body. He glanced back at the turian, then leapexligh the living room
window, smashing through the plate glass. The krdgaded on his
shoulder on the grass outside and rolled to hisifieene smooth
motion. He took off in a lumbering run, his gaitkamard because of his
injured leg, but moving far faster than Andersoruldchave believed
possible for a creature of his size.

The turian stepped outside and fired a few shatstive darkness,
then turned and came back into the house.



"Aren't you going after him?" Grissom asked theikmown ally.
He was still sitting on the floor, but he'd used belt of his bathrobe to
tie a tourniquet around his upper arm, stemmindltve of blood from
his wounded bicep.

"Not armed only with this," the turian respondedldng up his
pistol. "Besides, only a fool faces a krogan biafizne."

"l think what Admiral Grissom actually meant to sagnderson
said, coming over and extending his hand, "waskilyan for saving
us."

The turian stared down at the offered hand, butemedeffort to
extend his own. Embarrassed, the lieutenant pailetiand back.

"I know why he's here," Grissom said through tegttied against
the pain, nodding his head in Anderson's directidvhat's your story?"

"I've been tailing Skarr for two days," the turia@plied. "Waiting
for him to make a move."

"Tailing him?" Kahlee asked as she came over talcba her
father's wound. "What for? Who are you?"

"My name is Saren. I'm a Spectre. And | want sons\ers."



CHAPTER TWELVE

Anderson and the Spectre sat in the kitchen, gfawnoss the table
at each other without speaking. The living room lddwave been more
comfortable, but none of the chairs in there hadiged the krogan's
rampage.

Like all turians, Saren's face was covered by &rmébkard
cartilage. But Saren's mask was the pale colooogbit looked like a
skull. He reminded Anderson of the old Earth paupsi depicting the
Grim Reaper, the embodiment of death itself.

Kahlee was in the back, tending to Grissom's wouifide admiral
had tried to protest, but he was weak from lodsl@éd and she'd
managed to get him to lie down. She found a mylifeald kit in his
medicine chest with enough medigel to stabilizeclisdition, and now
she was dressing his wound.

She'd wanted to take him to a hospital, or at leaktan ambulance,
but the Spectre had adamantly refused. "After ymwar my
guestions" was all he'd say.

Anderson knew right then that he didn't like Sakemyone who
would use the prolonged pain and suffering of ailfamember for
leverage was a sadist and a bully.

"He's resting now," Kahlee said, emerging fromliaek. "I gave
him a sedative."

She entered the kitchen and took a seat besiderdamle
instinctively aligning herself with one of her owmd. "Hurry up and
ask your questions," she said tersely, "so | camnyefather to a
hospital."



"Cooperate and this will be over soon," Saren a&skber, then
added, "Tell me about the Sidon military base."

"It was wiped out in a terrorist attack," Andersorswered, jumping
in before Kahlee could say anything incriminating.

The turian glared at him. "Don't play me for a fdakman. That
krogan who nearly killed you all is a bounty huntemed Skatrr. I've
been following him for the past two days."

"What does that have to do with us?" Kahlee askedyoice so
innocent Anderson almost believed she really dkimtw what was
going on.

"He was hired by the man who ordered the attac&idon," Saren
replied with a scowl. "They sent him to eliminate only survivor from
the base. You."

"Sounds like you know more about this than we dmterson
countered.

The turian slammed his fist down on the table. "Wias the base
attacked?! What were you working on there?"

"Prototype technology," Kahlee offered before Arsdercould
speak. "Experimental weapons for the Alliance waiiit"

Saren tilted his head to the side, puzzled. "Expental weapons
technology? That's all?"

"What do you mean 'that's all'?" Anderson sputtenetisbelief,
running with the lie Kahlee had so deftly handed.hi

"That hardly seems like justification for attackiagneavily armed
Alliance base," the turian replied.



"We're on the edge of a war in the Verge," Andersgrsted.
"Everybody knows it's got to be us or the batarigky wouldn't they
want to attack our primary weapons research base?"

"No," Saren said flatly. "There's something moreuYe hiding
something."

There was a long pause, and then the turian cgdurallight out his
pistol and set it on the table.

"Perhaps you don't understand the full extent @fcBe authority,"
he said ominously. "I have the legal right to take action | deem
necessary during my investigations."

"You're going to kill us?" Kahlee exclaimed, hefosrising in
shock and disbelief.

"l have two rules | follow," Saren explained. "Thst is: never Kill
someone without a reason."

"And the second?" Anderson asked, suspicious.
"You can always find a reason to kill someone."

"Biotics," Kahlee blurted out. "We were trying tad a way to turn
humans into biotics."

The turian considered her explanation for a mortiesm asked,
"What were the results?"

"We were close," the young woman admitted, here/gietting
softer. "We found a handful of human subjects \watent biotic
abilities. Children, mostly. Far weaker than whatdvmeasured in other
species, but with the amplification nodes and praening we still
hoped to see results.



"We just completed the implantation surgery on s&ivaf our most
promising candidates a few weeks ago. None of themwived the raid."

"Do you know who ordered the attack?" he askedngimg tack.

Kahlee shook her head. "Batarians, probably. | evakave when it
happened.”

"Why are they coming after you now?" Saren pressed.

"I don't know!" she shouted, banging her fist oa thble in
exasperation. "Maybe they think | can get the progup and running
again. But they destroyed the files. Killed the ssjects. All our
research is gone!"

She dropped her head down onto her arms, cryingstgae table.
"And now everybody's dead," she mumbled between.s@d my
friends. Dr. Qian. All of them...gone."

Anderson placed a comforting hand on her shouldeite the
turian just sat there watching impassively. Afteveral seconds he
pushed himself away from the table and stood up.

"l will find out who ordered the attack," he tolteim as he put his
gun back into his belt and turned to go. "And why."

At the door he paused and turned back to them. 'lAyaolu're lying
to me, | will find that out, too."

A moment later he was gone, disappearing into iietn

Kahlee was still sobbing. Anderson pulled her cltseng to offer
her comfort. She'd done a good job with Saren spinlies with just
enough strands of truth to make them hold togetarthere was
nothing false about her reaction now. The peop&idan had been her
friends, and they were all dead.



She pressed her head up against him, seeking solf#oe closeness
of a fellow human being. A few minutes later thargestopped, and she
gently pushed herself away from him.

"Sorry about that," she said, giving a nervousfuldaugh and
wiping her eyes.

"It's okay," Anderson replied. "You've been throwglot."

"What's going to happen now?" she asked. "Are yaogto arrest
me?"

"Not yet," he admitted. "I meant what | said to yéather the other
day. | don't believe you're a traitor. But | need yo tell me what's
going on. And not the story you sold to that turiewant the truth."

She nodded and sniffled. "I guess it's the leaanldo after you
risked your life for us. But can we take my dadhe hospital first?"

"Of course."

It turned out getting Grissom to the hospital wiagaing to be easy.
He was a big man, and the sedative Kahlee had givemad made
him groggy. He was nothing but dead weight. Uncoaipee dead
weight.

"Leave me alone," he grumbled as they struggledin to lug him
out of bed and get him on his feet.

Kahlee stood on one side of the bed holding hisjured arm.
Anderson was on the other, awkwardly gripping hiouad the waist
and back to avoid touching his wounded bicep. Emch they tried to
pull Grissom to a sitting position, he simply flaggpback down.

His daughter tried to reason with him, gruntinghetime they
hoisted him up. "We have to...unh...get you...uttha hospital. Ungh!"



"Bleeding's stopped," he protested, his words thiok slurred from
the sedative. "Just let me sleep.”

"Let's try something else," Anderson said to Kah&anding up and
coming around to her side. He sat down on the eflee bed, facing
away from the admiral as he pulled the older mgoésd arm up across
his back and over his shoulder. With Kahlee's helpnanaged to stand,
taking Grissom's not inconsiderable weight in a rimed fireman's
carry.

"Put me down, you bastard!" Grissom moaned.

"You were stabbed in the arm and thrown againsalhby a pissed-
off krogan," Anderson said, taking an unsteady stegard the hall.
"Someone needs to check you out."

"You stupid son of a bitch," Grissom mumbled. "THdigure out
Kahlee's hiding here."

Anderson hesitated, then staggered back a stepadihsat, half fell
onto the bed, letting Grissom slip back down ohto i

"Is he too heavy?" Kahlee asked, concerned for bbthem.

"No," Anderson said, panting slightly from the ei@m. "But he's
right. We take him in and you're finished."

"What are you talking about?"

"The ports are already on increased alert becdube attack on
Sidon. We bring an Alliance legend like Admiral JBnssom into a
hospital with these kinds of injuries and secugibes through the roof.
There's no way in hell we'll be able to get youtb# planet without
being recognized.

"l believe you're innocent, Kahlee, but nobody elses. They!'ll
arrest you on sight."



"So I'll just stay at the house," she said. "Nobkdgws I'm here.
Nobody even knows we're related."

"Yeah, right. Nobody but me, a Spectre, that krogéfe all figured
it out, Kahlee. How long before somebody else malkesonnection
and comes snooping around? Before all this, nolkody who you
were; nobody bothered with you. Now you're a sugaetraitor-your
name and picture are on every news vid out there.

"Reporters will be digging into your past, tryirgftnd out
everything about you. Sooner or later someonelsggii figure out the
truth."

"So what can we do?"

It was Grissom who chimed in with the answer. "ethell off
this planet,” he muttered. "I know people who cagak you past port
security. Just need to call them in the morning."

With that, Grissom rolled over and began snoriimglly giving in
to the sedatives. Anderson and Kahlee left the ranchheaded into the
kitchen.

"Your father's a pretty smart man," Anderson said.

Kahlee nodded, but all she said was "You hungry®elfe stuck
here until morning we might as well have somethmgat."

They found some bread, cold cuts, and mustardsifridige, along
with thirty-six cans of beer. Tossing one over tod&rson, Kahlee said,
"He's probably got something stronger hidden ardware if you're
interested."

"Beer's fine," Anderson replied, cracking it opemwl aaking a swig.
It was a local brew, one he'd never tried befdreatl a strong bite;
bitter, but no aftertaste. "Should go good withsaadwich."



"Not much of a meal," she apologized once they \gétmg at the
table.

"It's fine," he answered. "Tastes a little odd wviftk cold bread,
though. Who keeps their bread in the fridge?"

"My mother always did," she answered. "Guess thia¢'ne thing
my parents could agree on. Too bad you need marethat to make a
marriage work."

They ate in silence after that, letting their mimdsd down. When
they were done Anderson collected both plates aokithem over to
the counter. He grabbed them each another beertfrefnidge and
came back to the table.

"Okay, Kahlee," he said, handing her the can. Uwkit's been a
long night. But now we have to talk. You up forstPl

She nodded.

"Take your time," he told her. "Just start at tlegibhning and work
your way through. | need to know everything."

"We weren't working on biotic research at the Basige began
softly, then smiled. "But | guess you already kribat."

She has a pretty smile, Anderson thought. "A gamacstory for
that Spectre, though," he said aloud. "If he foaatiwhat was really
going on..." he trailed off, remembering Ambassadoyle's warnings
about the Spectres.

Saren had saved their lives. He wondered if héyrealld have
brought himself to murder the turian if it had be@tessary to keep
humanity's secret. And even if he tried, could heehsucceeded?



"Let's just say that was quick thinking on yourtpdmne finally told
her.

Kahlee took the compliment in stride and continuéti the story,
her voice slowly growing in strength and confideaseshe spoke.
"Sidon was dedicated to one very specific taskdinelopment and
study of artificial intelligence. We knew it wasky, but we had rigid
safety protocols to make sure nothing could go @ron

"| started as a low-level systems analyst at tlse o years ago,
working directly under Dr. Qian, the man in chaoje¢he project.

"People use the term 'genius’ all the time," sl saaking no
attempt to hide her admiration. "But he really wag. His mind-his
research, the way he thinks-it's on a level salfmve the rest of us we
can barely even grasp it. Like most of the pedped, | just did
whatever Dr. Qian told me to. Half the time | diceven fully
understand why | was doing it."

"Why weren't you at Sidon when it was attacked?dénmson asked,
gently nudging her toward the relevant part ofthés.

"A few months ago | noticed some changes in Drn@iaehavior.
He was spending more and more time in the lab.taléesl working
double shifts; he hardly slept. But he seemed @ hlais endless supply
of desperate, frantic energy."

"Was he manic?"

"I don't think so. | never saw any sign of it befoBut suddenly we
were integrating all sorts of new hardware intosfistems. Our
research started going in totally different dirent-we completely
abandoned conventional practices and went witlcahdiew theories.
We were using prototype technology and design&kemnything we'd
ever seen before.



"At first, | just thought Dr. Qian had made somadkbf
breakthrough. Something that got him all fired kmpthe beginning it
was exhilarating. His excitement was infectioust &ter a while |
started to get suspicious."

"Suspicious?"

"It's hard to explain. Something about Dr. Qian w#ferent.
Altered. | worked with him for almost two years.i$kwasn't like him.
There was definitely something wrong. He wasnt yusrking harder.
He was obsessed. Like he was being...driven by some

"And it felt like he was hiding something. Somers¢de didn't
want anyone else on the project to know about. iBefbhe needed
something from you he'd go into excruciating dedhibut why your
work was important. He'd tell you how it intercontexl with every
other department on the project, even though ktheaknew nobody
else could really grasp the full complexity of wiaat were working on.

"The past few months were different. He stoppedroomicating
with the team; he'd give orders but no explanatitinast wasn't like
him. So | started digging into the data banks.dreliacked into Dr.
Qian's restricted files to see what | could find.'bu

"You what?!" Anderson was shocked. "l can't beligga...how is
that even possible?"

"Encryption and security algorithms are my spegjakhe said with
just a hint of pride. Then her voice became defensiook, | know it
was illegal. I know | broke the chain of commandt Bou weren't
there. You can't understand how strange Dr. Qiasacéing."

"What did you find out?"

"He hadn't just taken the project in a radical msgction. Our
research was completely off the grid. All the né&edries, the new



hardware-it was all based on preparing our neweavorks to link into
some kind of alien artifact!"

"So what?" Anderson said with a shrug. "Pretty mexc@ry major
advance we've made in the last two decades wad baserothean
artifacts. And it's not just us-galactic societyuln't even exist if it
wasn't for compatible alien technology. Every spedn Citadel Space
would still be stuck inside their own solar system.

"This is different,” she insisted. "Take the maaays. We only
have a limited understanding of how they work. \idlew how to use
them, but we don't understand enough to try angbdigtbuild one. At
Sidon we were trying to create an artificial inggdince, possibly the
most devastating weapon we could unleash on tlexgafnd Dr. Qian
wanted to introduce an element to the researchwtastbeyond even his
comprehension.”

Anderson nodded, recalling the infamous Manhattajet of the
early twentieth century from his history coursethatAcademy.
Desperate to create an atomic weapon, scientidtseoproject
unwittingly exposed themselves to dangerous levktadiation as a
matter of course in their experiments. Two reseanschctually died on
the project, and many others were stricken wittceanr other long-
term consequences from prolonged radiation poigpnin

"We weren't supposed to repeat the mistakes gfdkg" Kahlee
said, making no effort to hide the disappointmaertier voice. "l
thought Dr. Qian was smarter than that."

"You were going to report him, weren't you?"

The young woman nodded slowly.

"You were doing the right thing, Kahlee," he sandticing the
uncertainty in her expression.

"It's hard to believe that when all my friends dead."



Anderson could see she was suffering from a classie of
survivor guilt. But even though he felt sorry farhhe still needed
more information.

"Kahlee...we still have to figure out who did thdsad why."

"Maybe somebody wanted to stop Dr. Qian," she effen a
whisper. "Maybe my investigation tipped someone el. Someone
higher up. And they decided to shut the projectméav good."

"You think someone in the Alliance did this?" Anslen was
horrified.

"l don't know what to think!" she shouted. "All h&w is I'm tired
and scared and | just want this all to be over!"

For a second he thought she was going to starig@again, but she
didn't. Instead, she stared right at him. "So ane still going to help me
figure out who's behind this? Even if it turns the Alliance is
somehow involved?"

"I'm on your side," Anderson promised her. "l ddr@étieve anyone
in the Alliance was behind this. But if it turnstdbey were, I'll do my
best to take them down."

"l believe you," she said after a moment. "So wiat?"

She'd come clean with him. Now he had to do theesdAlliance
Command told me they think whoever attacked the bzass after Dr.
Qian. They think he might still be alive."

"But the vids are saying there were no survivors!"

"There's no way to be sure. Most of the bodies wapmrized at the
scene."



"So why now?" Kahlee asked. "The project's beeminmfor
years."

"Maybe they just found out. Maybe Qian's new resedéipped
them off. Maybe there's some connection to thahadirtifact he
discovered."

"Or maybe | forced them to make a move."

Anderson wasn't about to let her go down that rty8llis isn't your
fault," he told her, leaning in and grabbing hemdhéightly. "You didn't
order the attack on Sidon. You didn't help anyoyiealss base security."
He took a breath, then spoke his next words sl@anty emphatically.
"Kahlee, you are not responsible for this."

He released her hand and sat back. "And | needoybalp me

figure out who was. We need to find out if anyb@ise knew about
this Prothean artifact."

"It wasn't Prothean," she corrected. "At least,amording to Dr.
Qian's notes."

"So what was it? Asari? Turian? Batarian?"

"No. Nothing like that. Qian didn't know what it sjgexactly. But it
was old. He thought it might even predate the Fantis."

"Predate the Protheans?" Anderson repeated, ttgintake sure
he'd heard her properly.

"That's what Qian thought," she said with a shrug.
"Where'd he find it? Where is it now?"

"I don't think it was ever at the base. Dr. Qiaruldo't have
brought it in until he was ready to integrate tbiour project.



"And he could have found it anywhere," she admitt&sery few
months he'd leave the base for a week or two. dygdvassumed he was
giving some kind of status report to his superadrdlliance Command,
but who knows where he went or what he was up to."

"Somebody outside the base had to know about tArsjérson
pressed. "You said Dr. Qian changed, took the rekaa a whole other
direction. Was there anyone not on the project might have noticed
something out of the ordinary?"

"I can't think of...wait! The hardware for our negsearch! It all
came from the same supplier on Camala!"

"Camala? Your supplier was batarian?"

"We never dealt with them directly," she explaingggaking
quickly. "Suspicious hardware purchases anywhef&tadel Space are
red-flagged and reported to the Council. Througlloatexistence of the
project we used hundreds of shell companies teeptatividual orders
for each component; orders too small to attraenditin on their own.
Then we configured them at the base and integthtad into our
existing hardware infrastructure.

"Dr. Qian wanted to avoid compatibility issueshe theural
networks, so he made sure almost everything caailiaeced back to a
single supplier: Dah'tan Manufacturing."

It made sense in a convoluted way, Anderson rahli@even the
current political tension between batarians anddnsnnobody would
suspect that the primary supplier of a classififlchAce research
project would be based on Camala.

"If somebody at the supplier noticed a patterrhm purchases,"
Kahlee continued, "they might have figured out whiatwere up to."

"As soon as Grissom gets us off this world," Andardeclared,
"we're going to pay the Dah'tan facility a littlesit."



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Saren made his way through the darkness of Elysiombnless
night toward his waiting vehicle. He knew the huséack at the house
were hiding something from him. There was more gain at Sidon
then they had admitted.

As a Spectre, he had the legal right to forcibliraot information
from anyone, even Alliance soldiers. But having tight and actually
being able to use it were two different things.

Elysium was an Alliance world. He had no idea ieaf Grissom's
neighbors had called the authorities after the ighbfvith Skarr. It
wasn't likely-the house was well isolated fromnigghbors. But Saren
couldn't take that chance. If the local Alliancehawities arrived to find
a turian brutally interrogating their fellow soldse his Spectre status
wouldn't help him.

Besides, they weren't the ones he was after. Thehs were
insignificant to his real investigation. They prbbaknew something
about why Skarr had been sent after them, but bbtdd they had any
real idea who had sent him.

The krogan was the key. Saren had no trouble fatiguwim to
Elysium; he'd just have to pick up his trail agdine Verge was the
untamed frontier of Citadel Space, but even ou litewas nearly
impossible to travel between worlds without drawatggntion. Smaller
ships were physically capable of landing almostdrgre on a
habitable planet. But any destination world occdng an established
colony would instantly pick up any incoming vesdéigt didn't touch
down at the spaceport. They'd have military persban the scene
ready and waiting to arrest everyone on boardhey didn't simply
blast the offending ship from the sky.



That meant Skarr would have to use the spacegartseven if he
found some way to sneak past border security, lsm't™Maard to pick out
of a crowd. As a Spectre, Saren had eyes and pafistoally every
world scattered across the Verge. Wherever thetgdumter turned up
next, one of his contacts would let him know.

He could issue an order to have Skarr arrestechdodbubted the
krogan would let himself be taken alive. Having ldia in a gun battle
with local authorities wouldn't get Saren any ctdsewhoever was
behind the attack on Sidon. No, the better thindaavas to simply find
him and follow him, as he'd done on Elysium. Evalijuthe krogan
would lead him right to his employer.

Edan Had'dah was once again spending the niglateitise
loathsome warehouse outside Hatre. Once againghesitting in the
uncomfortable chair waiting for Skarr to arrive.dAance again, he was
accompanied by his personal guard: the same Bloevfeucs who had
been there for the first meeting with the krogame Bnes who'd
survived, anyway.

But this time, Edan knew, he had the upper hantildéaSanders
was not dead. He'd paid the bounty hunter good yntindo a job, and
Skarr had failed. This time, Edan swore, he wo@dhe one to dictate
the terms of their meeting.

The warehouse was full of large shipping cratescango
containers. A small area had been cleared outihdick for Edan to
conduct his business; from this position it wasmalty difficult to hear
when someone arrived at the front door. But theas mo mistaking the
loud pounding when the krogan showed up.

"Make sure you take his weapons," Edan called st jpair of
batarian mercs went to fetch the new arrival. ‘Althem," their
employer added, vividly remembering the knife Skerd snuck in last
time.



From the front came the sounds of a loud argunteatigh he
couldn't quite hear the words he could clearly malkethe bass tones of
the krogan's deep rumble. A minute later one obthtarians came back
alone.

"The krogan won't hand over his weapons," he said.

"What?" Edan asked, surprised.

"He won't hand over his weapons. And he's weauntigafmor."

"l won't meet with him if he's armed," Edan vowed.

"That's what | told him," the merc responded,nritihis head to the
left in a gesture of supplication. "He just laugh®did he was happy to
walk away and consider your business arrangement"ov

Edan cursed under his breath. The krogan had kednrpfull up
front. Normally a batarian would never agree tohstezms, but

exceptions had to be made for a man of Skarr'sagpan.

"Let him keep his weapons," he finally relenteds¢&rt him back
here."

"Is that wise?"

"Tell your men they are free to kill him this tinfehe tries anything.
Make sure the bounty hunter hears you."

The merc smiled, anticipating a chance for reveagd,headed
back to the front. When he returned the bounty érwwis with him,
and he looked angry. Edan had never actually s&eogan Battle
Master in full armor before. It was a terrifyinght: like a living tank
rolling toward him. It was all he could do not aké a step back.

Skarr's weapons weren't drawn, but a full arsemal slotted into
his armor: a pistol on either hip; a collapsiblawefire assault rifle and



high-powered shotgun were slung across his backaktor had
several small holes in the chest, each one ringétddiscolored blood.
Dark stains ran down from the wounds, taintingaheor and serving
as mute testimony to the battle he had fought gsi&in.

The Blue Suns watched him closely; nine assaldtsrifacking him
every step of the way. The krogan didn't seem te;d®& only had eyes
for the man who'd hired him. He bore down on hirthiong, heavy
strides, the relentless clump-clump-clump of histedhe only sound in
the warehouse. For a brief second Edan thoughtowédw't stop-he'd
just keep walking, churning the batarian's smdikme beneath his
feet, grinding him into pulp. Instead, he pulledlegs than a meter
away, his breath coming in angry, rasping grunts.

"You failed," Edan said. He'd meant it to come asifa stinging
accusation, but standing in the shadow of the madsller before him
took all the bravado from his voice.

"You didn't tell me I'd have to deal with a SpeLti®karr snarled
back.

"A Spectre?" Edan said with surprise. "Are you @iarn"

"I know a Spectre when | see one!" Skarr roaredpé&€gially this
one. Turian bastard!"

The corners of Edan’'s mouth turned down in an espra of
displeasure, but he didn't say anything. This waak ble knew Skarr
was talking about Saren; the turian was easilyrbst infamous
Spectre in the Verge. He was known for three thihgsruthlessness,
his loyalty to the Council, and his ability to gesults.

"I make it a habit never to get involved in Spedtiusiness," Skarr
said, his voice dropping to a low growl. "You knévat when you hired
me. You tricked me, batarian."



"My guards will fire on you if you try anything,"dan said quickly,
sensing the implied threat. "You might kill me, lyou'll never get out
of here alive."

The krogan's big head rolled from side to sidenglag at the armed
mercs and evaluating his chances. Realizing thssaMaattle even he
couldn't win, he slowly took a step back from Edan.

"l guess we're in this together then," he snortBdt you're going to
have to double my fee."

Edan blinked in surprise. This was not how he etqukthe
negotiations to go.

"You're not bargaining from a position of powerg' pointed out.
"You didn't complete the job. If anything, | showalsk for a refund. Or |
could just have my men eliminate you now."

Skarr barked out a loud laugh. "You're right. Saade still alive.
She's probably talking to Saren right now, tellimign everything she
knows. How long until he figures out you were behail this? How
long until he shows up on Camala?"

The batarian didn't answer.

"Sooner or later that Spectre will track you dowthg bounty
hunter warned, pressing his point. "When he doagt, gnly hope of
staying alive is to have me on your side."

Edan brought his hands together, forming a fivgdied steeple as
he considered the situation. The krogan was cqrinecheeded his help
now more than ever. But he wasn't willing to adimitl defeat.

"Very well," he conceded, "I'll double your pay. B exchange
you'll have to do something for me."



Skarr didn't say anything, but merely waited far batarian to
continue.

"l was never at Sidon," Edan explained. "Sandessnoeknowledge
of my identity. With the files at the base destmythere is only one
connection left linking me to this crime: Dr. Qisisupplier here on
Camala."

"Dah'tan Manufacturing," Skarr said after only amamt's
hesitation, quickly putting the pieces togetherc®again Edan was
impressed at how quickly his mind worked. "Doesdgais know about
the supplier?"

"I can't be sure," Edan admitted. "But if she mamdiit, that's the
first place the Spectre will go. I'm not willing take that risk."

"So what do you need from me?"

"l ordered you to come back to this world so youldavipe out
Dah'tan Manufacturing. Eliminate all the personaélthe records.
Burn it to the ground. Leave nothing behind. Nogfin

"You brought me back for that?" Skarr spat out.€'A&ou stupid?
Saren's going to have his people watching for nees probably already
on his way here to try and track me down. We atiaak'tan and he'll
be there inside an hour. You'd practically lead kimaight to your
supplier!"

"He might learn about Dah'tan from Sanders anyw&agan
countered. He refused to back down this time. He tivad of losing
face to this brute. "You can get in, finish the,jabd disappear before
Saren ever arrives," he insisted. "By the time é&ts ¢p Dah'tan all the
evidence will be destroyed and you can be long gbhere won't be
anything left for him to find.

"You'll just have to work fast."



"That's how mistakes get made," the bounty huntpred. "l don't
like sloppy missions. Tell your men to go in withooe."

"This is not open to negotiation!" Edan shoutedalfly losing his
temper. "l hired you to kill someone! You faileddi¢mand something
for the money I'm paying you!"

Skarr shook his head in disbelief. "You know it veasiistake
bringing me back here for this. | thought you wemgart enough not to
put your pride ahead of business."

"You thought wrong," Edan replied, no longer shogtiBut his
voice was cold as ice. It was more than simplegpictarian culture
placed tremendous value on social caste. He waaneoifrhigh
standing; if he simply forgave the krogan for tasure it would be an
admission that they were equals...something heneaabout to do.

The krogan took another long look at the Blue Stasoned
around the warehouse, their guns still raised aady and pointing
right at him. "Dah'tan has heavy security," helfjngaid. "How are we
even supposed to get inside?"

"l have some of their people on my payroll," Edaplied with just
a hint of smugness. He'd finally managed to baakSkto a corner.
They were bargaining on his terms now.

"You really think these hrakhors are good enoughatiadle a job
like this?" the bounty hunter asked, making onedéempt to get out of
it.

"They were good enough to take out the Allianceliso$ at Sidon."

"They screwed that mission up," Skarr objected.

"That's why I'm sending you along this time" wasafid smug
reply.



Anderson flashed his military ID and slipped hisrtib into the
portable scanner held by the Alliance guard workhgport authority
entrance. The young man, who'd jumped to stanteaitan as they'd
approached, glanced down at the computer scresanfom the
readout.

"Sir," the guard replied with a curt nod, handihack to him a
moment later. The lieutenant did his best not td hds breath as
Kahlee placed her own thumb into the scanner andddhover her
phony ID and the optical storage disk with the detfieit authorization
orders they'd purchased earlier that day.

The man who'd forged them had come to the housttiiing in the
morning, arriving less than ten minutes after ams's phone call. He
was young-no older than twenty by Anderson's gugesvas dressed in
shabby, wrinkled civvies and he had long, greaaglohair. His face
was covered with a dark growth he was trying tespHtas a beard, and
it looked like he hadn't showered in a week. Thaiaal didn't say who
the man was or how he knew him.

"He's a professional,” he told Anderson. "He wddst, and he
won't rat you out."

When he first arrived, the kid had looked in susprat the broken
windows, the smashed furniture, and the burned indlee lawn where
the shotgun blast had narrowly missed decapitdiadgrogan. But he
hadn't asked any questions. Not about that, anyway.

"What do you need?" was all he had said once hansate, setting
a nondescript case he had with him on the kitchblet

"Something to get them into the restricted loadags at the
spaceport,” Grissom had replied. "Plus a disguiskaanew ID for
Kahlee. They need to leave today."

"| gotta charge extra for a rush job," he warned.



Grissom just nodded. "I'll forward it like always."

The young man opened the case to reveal an arayustial tools,
gadgets, and exotic equipment Anderson couldnh &egin to guess
the function of. Using a variety of these, it tddkn half an hour to
produce an OSD with the appropriate authorizatitineok another
twenty minutes to encode a new name and rank oteKahAlliance
ID-Corporal Suzanne Weathers.

"That's not going to work," Anderson warned. "Theyn't have any
records for Corporal Weathers in their systems."

"They will twenty minutes after | leave here," thid assured with a
cocky grin. "I'll add Corporal Weathers to the gyst Then I'll mirror
all Kahlee's data and block system access to leeifihen they scan
her thumbprint it'll be Weathers who shows up airthcreens, not
Sanders."

"You have access to the Alliance data files?" Asdrrasked in
disbelief.

"Only the ones at the ports. Don't try to use IbBi®nce you're off
Elysium."

"l didn't think it was possible to infiltrate thdliance systems,"
Anderson said, fishing for information.

"You sure | can trust this guy?" the kid asked §oms.

Funny, Anderson thought. | was wondering the sdrimgtabout
you.

"For today," Grissom replied. "Next time you semlyiou might
want to turn around and walk in the other directiough."



"The Alliance has solid security," the young mamétked, speaking
with a casual nonchalance as he worked. "Getting tough, but it's not
impossible."

"What about the purges?" Kahlee asked. Andersdtetbat her
quizzically and she explained for his benefit. "Byeen hours the
Alliance runs a full security sweep on their systamtrack down and
guarantine any new data coming into the systefatdtthem identify
fraudulent data and trace it back to the source."

"l plant a little self-regressive algorithm in tata before | upload
it," the kid explained, bragging more than jusitiél "Something |
came up with myself. By the time they run the s#gisweep your data
will be back online and all traces of Corporal Weas or these phony
authorizations will be long gone. They can't traomething that isn't
there."

Kahlee nodded in appreciation, and the man gava kagnk and a
leering smile that made Anderson's fist involumyaciench. It wasn't
jealousy. Not exactly. Kahlee was his responsybiiibw. It was only
natural he'd instinctively want to protect her. Bathad to be careful
not to overreact.

Fortunately nobody had noticed; they were all fecusn the young
man and his work. "They might have a physical dpson of you, too,"
he warned Kahlee. "We better change your appeararsten case."

He digitally altered the existing photo on Kahld®sdarkening
and shortening her hair, changing the color ofdyes, and deepening
the pigments of her skin. Then he had her pop dfnhaf pigment
pills. Next he used shaded contact lenses, hairathaka pair of scissors
to make Kahlee's physical appearance match hdabigiage. He
seemed to enjoy it a little too much for Andersaamfort, working the
dye into her hair for several minutes and lingeardtle too long over
her locks before he cut them.



By the time he was finished with her hair Kahleskim had become
almost as dark as Anderson's. The kid stood dyrattiront of Kahlee
and held the ID up beside her face, comparingrttage to the real
thing. "Not bad," he said appreciatively, thougtviésn't clear if he was
talking about his work or Kahlee herself.

"Your skin will start to lighten up again by tomow," he told her,
standing up and holding out the reinvented AlliaH2&ard. "So be
careful. You won't match the pic anymore."

"Shouldn't matter," she said with a shrug. "Corp@aathers won't
even exist in the system by then anyway, right?"

He didn't answer, but gave her another sly winklahdis fingers
rub suggestively against hers as she took thed fiim. Anderson
had to restrain himself from punching the slimebagilht in the face.
She's not your wife, he thought to himself. Helpivag won't make up
for eight years of ignoring Cynthia.

When all was said and done, however, the lieuteimamto admit
the kid's forgery was good. He had special traitingecognize
fraudulent documents, and even though he knewwlseg fakes he
couldn't tell them from the real thing.

This was the true test, however: running her thumbghrough the
scanners at the port authority.

"Here you go, Corporal Weathers," the guard saadding the
altered documentation back to Kahlee after glanbmefly at his screen
to confirm her identity. "You need to head to blayty-two. Way down
at the far end."”

"Thank you," Kahlee said with a smile. The guardatexd, snapped
a crisp salute off to Anderson, then sat down aedtwack to the
paperwork on his desk as they turned and walkeg .awa



"Take a look to see if he's still watching us," A&mebn whispered
once they were out of earshot. They were still hgaoh the direction
of bay thirty-two, but of course that wasn't threlal destination.

Kahlee glanced back, coyly peeking over her shouléithe guard
was watching them he'd hopefully just think the ygweorporal found
him attractive enough to sneak a second look. Buv&is completely
focused on the screen at his desk, the model iofexfty as he rapidly
typed away at the keyboard.

"All clear," Kahlee answered.

"This is it," Anderson said, turning sharply intetentrance of bay
seventeen and pulling her with him.

There was an old cargo freighter in the bay, aitgpdled, and a
number of heavy shipping crates. At first glanarédidn't seem to be
anybody in the bay, and then a short, heavysetstegaped out from the
other side of the ship.

"Any problems with the guard?" he asked.

Kahlee shook her head.

"You know why we're here?" Anderson asked, not ébahering to
ask the man's name, which he knew would nevervengi

"Grissom filled me in."

"How do you know my father?" Kahlee asked, curious.

He regarded her coldly for a second then said)€lfvanted you to
know, he probably would've told you himself." Turgiaway he added,

"We're scheduled to lift off in a couple hours.|Bal me."

Most of the space inside the ship's hold was fil&ith cargo; there
was barely enough room for the two of them to ewn, but they did



the best they could. As soon as they were settiednan sealed the
door and they were plunged into complete darkness.

Kahlee was sitting right across from him, but watinlight it was
impossible for Anderson to even make out her siiieu He could,
however, feel the outside of her leg pressing wgreg his-there simply
wasn't room for either of them to pull away. Theseness was
unsettling; he hadn't been with a woman since lkeGmthia had
separated.

"I'm not looking forward to the next six hours," &d, looking to
distract his inappropriate thoughts with convematEven though he
spoke softly his words seemed unnaturally loudhenlilackness.

"I'm more worried about what we'll do once we re@amala,”
Kahlee answered, a disembodied voice in the glébah'tan's not just
going to hand their files over to us."

"I'm still working on that," Anderson admitted.fi'hoping I'll
come up with a plan on the trip."

"We should have plenty of time to think," Kahleesaered.
"There's not even enough room here to lay downgahdome sleep.”

After a few minutes she spoke again, changing sopithout
warning. "Before my mother died | promised hemi&ver speak to my
father again."

Anderson was momentarily caught off guard by thsqeal
confession, but he recovered quickly. "I think dheiderstand."

"It must have been a shock for you," she continti®deing the
most famous Alliance soldier in a state like that."

"I'm a little surprised,” he admitted. "When | waghe Academy
your father was always portrayed as the embodimieeverything the
Alliance stood for: courage, determination, selfrfece, honor. Seems



a little strange that he knows the kind of peopl®wan sneak us off a
world like this."

"Are you disappointed?" she asked. "Knowing theagden
Grissom associates with forgers and smugglers?"

"Considering our situation, I'd be a hypocrite #did yes," he joked.
Kahlee didn't laugh.

"When you hear about someone for so long you assam&now
something about them," he said in a more sombe. trs easy to
confuse the reputation with the real person. hlg when you meet
them that you realize you never really knew anygtanall."

"Yeah," Kahlee said thoughtfully. And then they w/e&ilent for a
long, long time.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Jella had worked in the personnel and accountipgmi@ent of
Dah'tan Manufacturing for four years. She was adggroployee:
organized, meticulous, and thorough-all valuabsetssfor anyone in
her occupation. On her performance evaluationsaheely scored
above average to excellent. But according to higzialf job description
she was "support staff." She wasn't "essentialiéocompany. The
hardware designers were at the top of the corpbratarchy; their
innovations brought in the customers. And the peagio worked the
plant floor actually created the product. All she @was balance the
sales figures with the inventory supplies.

She was nothing but an afterthought to those ingghaand her pay
reflected it. Jella worked as hard as anyone irctimpany, but she was
paid a mere fraction of what the designers and faatwrers earned. It
wasn't fair. Which was why she felt no guilt overading from the
company.

It wasn't like she was selling critical corporagerets. She never did
anything large enough to draw attention; she w&g siphoning off
tiny drops from the overflowing corporate buckeinftimes she'd alter
purchase orders or manipulate supply records. @b she'd make
sure inventory was left unsecured and unregisterédte warehouse
overnight. The next morning it would be mysteriquslissing; moved
by someone on the warehouse staff who was in oddhke

Jella had no idea who took the inventory away, #ssshe had no
idea who was behind the thefts. That was how &leel lit. Once or
twice a month she'd receive an anonymous calleabtiice, she'd play
her part, and within a few days payment would leglited to her private
financial accounts.

Today was no different. Or so she tried to telskeffras she walked
down the hall, attempting to appear casual andigppobody would



notice her. But there was something strange albmitequest. She'd
been asked to shut down one of the security canamichslisable the
alarm codes on one of the entrances. Someone wiEnsaegak into the
building undetected...and they were doing it inriiddle of the day.

It was a stupid risk. Even if they somehow gotdesithey were
sure to be noticed; Dah'tan had regular secur@sngepatrolling the
entire plant. And if they were caught, they migiviegup Jella as the one
who'd let them in. But the offer had been too gtmtlirn down-triple
what she'd ever been paid for a job before. Iretiee greed had won
out over common sense.

She paused near one of the emergency exits, gilemieath the
security camera trained on the door. Quickly glag@round to make
sure nobody was watching, she reached up withatesvslriver she'd
taken from a tool belt hanging in the utility closed jammed it into the
back of the camera, taking out the power cell.

It sparked, startling her. She let out a littleesan and dropped the
screwdriver, her fingers tingling slightly from tebock. Hastily, she
bent down and picked it up from the carpet, lookangund to see if
anyone had noticed her sabotage. The hall wa®sijlty.

She looked up at the camera and saw a thin ribbamibe smoke
wisping out the back. The power light was deadnifone up in central
security looked over at the monitor for this canthey would notice it
was out. But the guards barely even glanced anthv@tors during the
day. Not with the patrols wandering the halls drelliuilding filled
with staff. Only a fool would try to break in dugrbusiness hours.

Even if they did notice the outage, there were @akundred
security cameras in the facility. One seemed tdunation every other
week. The most anyone would do would be to putnmaintenance
request to get it fixed before the end of the s&ittisfied, Jella
continued down the hall to the security door.



She typed in an employee code to disable the aadhopen the
lock. She didn't use her own code, of course. @rarstage of working
in her department was that she had access to peisdas. She knew
the building entry codes for half the people in féality.

When the light on the door panel went from redreeg, Jella's part
was done. All she had to do was head back to lieeand continue
her work as if nothing was wrong.

But once she returned to her desk, the bad fesheghad about this
particular job continued to grow, making her feeégsy. After about
twenty minutes She'n'ya, the woman she sharedbé sffice with,
must have noticed something was wrong.

"Are you okay, Jella? You look a bit flushed."

Jella's stomach nearly lurched out of her throftt@sound of the
other woman's voice. "I'm...I'm not feeling welfie replied, hoping
she didn't sound as guilty as she felt. "l thimk going to be sick," she
added, jumping to her feet and running to the loatmrto throw up.

Jella was still in there ten minutes later whengheoting started.

The mission was simple and straightforward, butrS&@l didn't
like it. It had taken a day for them to assemblergthing he'd said he'd
need for the assault: explosives, a strike teathidff mercs, including
himself, and three rovers for transportation.

For reasons of corporate security and customeicemtfality,
Dah'tan Manufacturing was located on three acrgsiofte property
well beyond the outskirts of Hatre. Every kilomedéthe drive out
there ate away at Skarr, and also at the limitad they had to do the
job. Somebody was sure to have noticed him atgheeport;
somebody who would report him to Saren. The Specaeprobably
already on his way to Camala...and getting clostr @very passing
second.



The facility consisted of a single structure thati$ed the
warehouse, factory, and offices. The grounds wenm®anded by a
chain-link fence, with several signs that readVé&te Property" and "No
Admittance" in all the various batarian dialectsncoon to Camala.

Not that this deterred Skarr and his mercs. Thenosimply drove
right through the fence, flattening it as they bdosvn on the lonely
building on the horizon. Half a kilometer away thggrked the rovers
and continued across the barren desert terrainanApproaching the
factory on the side opposite the warehouse loadayg to avoid
detection, they reached the building without inoide

Skarr was relieved to find the security entranchatback
unlocked-Edan's source inside had come throughtHytstill had to
work quickly if they wanted to get in and out bef@aren showed up.

Corporate paranoia was as much a part of batavikumre as their
rigid caste system, and Dah'tan was no differentvilling to trust
anyone else with sensitive information, all recardd archives were
kept on site: destroying the facility would wipet@li evidence that
could lead back to Edan.

Each rover carried ten mercs. Skarr left eight maiside with
sniper rifles to cover the exits, a pair stationaceach side of the
building. The others were broken into seven irdtitsn teams of three
members each.

"The bombs will detonate in fifteen minutes," Skaminded them.

The infiltration teams scattered, heading off ddia various
branching corridors leading to all the differergas of the facility.
Their objective was to plant a number of stratdlyiqgaaced explosives;
enough to reduce the entire building to ash antleul®Along the way
they'd take out the security patrols and mow domynemployees they
ran across. Anyone who fled the building would bet$y the mercs
waiting outside. And any survivors who manageditie Imside the



building would be killed by the explosions or bulredive when the
incendiary charges were detonated.

With the snipers posted outside and the infiltrat®ams making
their way toward the heart of the complex, Skars Vedt alone to
complete a very specific task. Edan had given hienname,
description, and office location of his contactdesDah'tan. It was
unlikely the young woman knew whom she was workorgbut the
batarian didn't want to leave any loose ends.

The krogan made his way quickly through the halsard the
admin offices near the front of the building. Freomewhere far away
he heard the sound of gunfire and batarian voice=saming-the
massacre had begun.

Moments later sirens started ringing. Skarr rouraledrner and
nearly ran into a pair of Dah'tan security guardding to respond to
the alarm. The two batarians hesitated for a nresamt, caught off
guard by the sight of a heavily armored krogantarasthrough the
halls. Skarr seized the opportunity and smashebutteof his assault
rifle into one guard's face, sending him reelingkveards. At the same
time he threw his body into the second guard, ldssybowling the
much smaller man over and sending them both tummhbdirthe floor. As
they rolled together on the ground Skarr leveragedarrel of his gun
under his adversary's chin and pulled the triggamnoving most of
everything above the neck.

The first guard was just getting to his feet, stdlzed and bleeding
from his mouth. He fired his own weapon, but his &ras erratic and
he only managed to rip a line of holes in the \aalbve where Skarr and
the corpse of his friend were sprawled acrossldoe.fSkarr responded
by firing down the corridor, shredding his enenayikles and calves.

The batarian screamed and fell forward, droppisgghin as he
threw his arms out to break his fall. Another birsm Skarr finished
him off an instant after he hit the ground.



Leaping to his feet, the bounty hunter lumberedmitve hall
toward the office of Edan's contact. The door wasex but he simply
kicked it in, sending it flying off its hinges. Aoyng batarian woman
was crouching on the floor, only half-hidden behireat desk. She
screamed when she saw the gore-covered kroganrggandhe
doorway.

"Good-bye, Jella," Skarr said.
"No! Please! I'm not-"

The rest of her words were cut off as he squedrttigger,
drowned out by the hail of bullets that riddled bedy and blew it
across the floor to the back wall of the room.

Skarr glanced quickly at his watch. Seven more esuntil the
explosives detonated. Part of him wanted to speadime searching
the halls for more victims, but he knew that waan'option. It was too
easy to lose himself in the bloodlust of his antcarcestors. Swept up
in battle fury, he could easily lose track of timea slaughter like this,
and he had no intention of being inside the bugdihen it blew.

He made his way quickly back to the exit, ignoring sweet
screams of pain and terror beckoning to him fromrgworridor he
passed.

Jella did her best to block out the staccato bufsgginfire and the
horrific screams of her coworkers. She was hidnsjde the bathroom
air vent-a tight fit but she had managed to wedgsdif in. In her mind
she could picture the scene outside, and she haderdion of leaving
her hiding place.

Time passed with agonizing slowness; the sountisecattack
seemed to go on for hours, though in reality it waly a few minutes.
She heard voices outside the bathroom door anttieldeo scooch
herself back even farther into the air shatft.



The door flew open and a pair of batarians leapetheir automatic
weapons already firing. They sprayed the entirer@oth bullets,
reducing the thin sheet metal of the stall doongltioons, shattering the
ceramic toilets and sinks and bursting severadheftater pipes in the
walls.

Fortunately Jella's hiding place was high up ornvih# above one
of the stalls-she'd mounted one of the toilets@dachbered up onto the
dividers between the stalls to remove the air saaver. Then she'd
slid in feet first and carefully pulled the covexdh into place once she
was safely hidden inside.

From her vantage point she had a perfect viewatHrnage,
though she closed her eyes and covered her edwrf@rnipalms to try
and block out the deafening retorts of their weap@nly when the
gunfire finally ended did she dare to open her exgsn.

The men were taking a last look around the bathreplashing
noisily through the water gushing from the brokgrep, spreading out
across the floor like a miniature lake.

"Nobody here," one of them said with a shrug.

"Too bad," the other replied. "l was hoping we cbehtch one of
the women and drag her off with us for a little fun

"Forget it," the other said with a shake of hischédhat krogan
would never go for it."

"Edan's the one paying us, not him," his partnat bpck. Jella
instantly knew who he was talking about: Edan Hald'was one of the
most wealthy, powerful, and infamous individuals@amala.

"| dare you to say that to his face," the first nsard with a laugh,
even as he crouched down and attached someththg teall. A
moment later he stood up. "Let's move. We neectoud of here in two
minutes."



The men ran off down the hallway, their footstegisaeng in the
distance. Jella crawled slowly forward from heritgdplace, trying to
see what they had placed on the wall. It was ath@usize of a lunch
box, with wires running into it from all sides. Evéhough she had no
military training or experience, it was obvious thevice was some kind
of bomb.

She paused for a moment, listening for more guniixerything
was silent except for a faint beep-beep-beep asntae on the
explosive counted down. Jella knocked the coveth&fventilation
shaft and dropped down to the floor. She ran otlh@®bathroom,
sprinting down the corridor toward the same segxit she had
unlocked earlier, unwittingly allowing the slaughte happen.

But she couldn't think about that now. Refusingten glance at
the bodies of her coworkers in the hallway, shehed the door and
yanked it open. Two men from the warehouse layqustide, each shot
between the eyes.

Jella hesitated, expecting a similar fate. But wieodnad killed the
men was gone, clearing the surrounding area b#ferbuilding
detonated. As soon as her shell-shocked mind gilabeeact that she
was still alive, the young woman put her head dawad ran. She
managed half a dozen steps before the explosioedurer world to
fire, agony, and then darkness.

By the time Saren arrived at the Dah'tan Manufaoguiacility, the
place was in ruins. Emergency response crews haolupthe fires, but
the building was little more than a burned-out kiidie top two floors
had collapsed and one of the walls had caved irsyaeducing the
interior to a pile of scorched rubble. Rescue wiskeere busy picking
through the debris. Looking at the scene it wasals/they weren't
looking for survivors; they were collecting remains



Several news crews were filming the wreckage framspectful
distance away, careful not to interfere with theeeg@ncy crews but
anxious to get some dramatic footage for the vids.

Saren parked his vehicle beside them, got outpaandhed toward
the ruins.

"Hey!" one of the batarian emergency workers catletlon seeing
his approach, running over to intercept him. "Yan'tbe here. This is
a restricted area."

Saren glared at him and produced his identification

"Sorry, sir," the batarian said, stopping short altiig his head in
deference. "l didn't know you were a Spectre."

"Any survivors?" Saren demanded.
"Only one," he replied. "A young woman. She wasuml# the
building when it blew. The blast took her legs, ahe has critical burns

to ninety percent of her body.

"She's en route to the hospital now. It's a mirabke survived, but |
don't think she's going to make it through the-"

"Take your crew and go," Saren said, cutting hif of
"What? We can't! We're still looking for survivdrs.
"There aren't anymore survivors. You're done here."
"What about the bodies? We can't just leave thkenthis."

"The bodies will still be here in the morning. Gleat. That's an
order. And take the damn vid crews with you."



The batarian hesitated, then acquiesced with anothef his head
and went to round up his crew. Five minutes ldterrescue vehicles
and media vans were pulling away, leaving Sarenealo search the
wreckage for clues.

"My God," Kahlee gasped as their rover climbed avese and
they caught their first glimpse of what had oncerbthe Dah'tan
Manufacturing plant. "The whole place is gone!"

It was almost dusk, but Camala's large orange diprevided
enough light for them to see the destruction cjearl

"Looks like somebody else got here first," Andersoted with a
grim frown.

"Where are the rescue crews?" Kahlee asked. "Theg to know
about this by now!"

"I don't know," Anderson admitted, grinding the eovo a stop.
"Something's not right. Wait here."

Hopping out of the vehicle he approached the resnairthe
building on foot, pistol drawn, running in a quickouch. He was less
than twenty meters away when a single shot ricechetf the ground
just in front of him.

Anderson froze. He was completely exposed andarogen; the
shooter could easily have killed him if that was thtent. The shot was
meant as a warning.

"Drop your weapon and walk forward!" a voice caltad from
somewhere in the ruins up ahead. Anderson did askerdered,
setting his pistol on the ground and continuingioarmed.

A second later a familiar turian figure emergedrirbehind the
debris he'd been using for cover, his rifle traidedctly on Anderson's
chest.



"What are you doing here?" the Spectre demanded.

"The same thing you are," Anderson said, tryingdond more
confident than he felt. "Trying to find out who wlashind the attack on
Sidon."

Saren snorted in disgust, but didn't lower his ve@apYou lied to
me, human." The way he said "human" made it soikedan insult.

Anderson didn't say anything. The Spectre had fdusdvay to the
Dah'tan plant; he was smart enough to put the pieggether.

"Artificial intelligence is a violation of Citad€lonventions," Saren
continued when he didn't respond. "I will repoistto the Council.”

Again, Anderson remained silent. He had the impoesSaren was
still digging for information. Whatever the turiaras looking for,
Anderson wasn't going to be the one to accidengmilg it to him,

"Who was behind the attack on Sidon?" Saren askedpice
heavy with the implied threat as he brought thHe sight up to his eye
and took dead aim at the lieutenant's chest.

"I don't know," Anderson admitted, staying perfedtill.

Saren fired a shot into the ground at his feet.

He flinched, but didn't step back. "l said | ddmibw!" he shouted,
letting his anger boil over. He was almost certamen meant to Kkill
him, but he wasn't going to go down begging forlifies He wasn't
going to let some turian thug intimidate him!

"Where is Sanders?" Saren barked, changing tactics.

"Somewhere safe," Anderson snapped back. Theraavasy in
hell he was going to let this monster get anywloéyee to Kahlee.



"She's lying to you," Saren told him. "She knowscimmore about
this than she's told you. You should question garma"

"I'll run my investigation, you run yours."

"Maybe | should focus on finding her, then," hedsais voice
dripping with menace. "If | do, my interrogationl\wincover all her
deepest secrets."

Anderson felt his muscles tense, but he refuseayanything more
about Kahlee.

Realizing the human wasn't going to rise to the, biae turian
switched topics yet again. "How did you get here?"

"I'm done answering questions," Anderson saidyflatf you're
going to kill me, just do it."

The turian took a long look at the surrounding aseanning the
horizon in the fading light. He seemed to reaches&md of decision,
then lowered his weapon.

"l am a Spectre, an agent of the Council," he dedlaa timbre of
nobility giving strength to his voice. "l am a san of justice, sworn to
protect and defend the galaxy. Killing you servesuarpose, human.”

Again, the word was a thinly veiled insult.

Saren turned his back and walked away, headingrtbtha barely
visible silhouette of a small rover in the distari€go ahead and pick
through the rubble if it makes you feel better,"clalled back over his
shoulder. "There's nothing left to find here."

Anderson didn't make a move until Saren climbed ims$ rover and
sped off. Once the vehicle was out of sight, haddrand retrieved his
pistol from the dirt. It was almost dark; there vimspoint in searching



the debris now. And he actually believed what thhieah had said about
there being nothing left to find at Dah'tan.

Moving carefully through the deepening gloom of tinght, it took
him several minutes to make his way back to his cower.

"What happened?" Kahlee asked as he climbed inditeought |
saw you talking to someone."

"Saren," he told her. "That turian Spectre."

"What's he doing here?" she asked, alarmed by #@mary of their
last encounter and the mere mention of his name.

"Looking for evidence," Anderson admitted.

"What did he say to you? What did he want?"

He briefly debated telling her a lie; somethingt tvauld put her
mind at ease. But she was a part of this, too.dgékerved the truth. Or
most of it, anyway.

"l think he was seriously considering killing me."

Kahlee gasped in horror.

"l can't be sure," he added quickly. "Maybe I'm mgoTurians are
hard to read."

"Don't give me that crap," she countered. "You wlottisay
something like that if you weren't sure. Tell meawvhappened."

"He was fishing for information," Anderson said.€'d already
figured out we were lying to him about what you gv@rorking on at the
base."

"Dah'tan's not known for making biotic implants,allee conceded.



"l didn't tell him anything. Once he realized | wdgjoing to help
his investigation he got this hard look in his eydsat's when | thought
he was going to kill me."

"But he didn't." Her words were half statementf ljalestion.

"He took this slow look around, like he was trytagsee if there
was anyone else nearby. Then he just walked away."

"He wanted to know if you were out here alone!" sikelaimed,
coming to the same conclusion he had already reatHe couldn't kill
you if there were any withesses!"

Anderson nodded. "Legally a Spectre has the rmhbtwhatever
he wants. But the Council doesn't condone wantorderulf he killed
me and someone reported it, they'd step in."

"You really think the Council would take actiorié killed a
human?"

"Humanity has more political significance than ariyhose aliens
want to admit," Anderson explained. "We've got egioships and
soldiers to make every other species think twiggiabrossing us. The
Council needs to stay on our good side. If wordaydtthat Spectres
were killing Alliance officers without justificatim they'd have to do
something."

"So what happens now?"

"We head back to the city. | need to send a megsa@mbassador
Goyle in the next burst."

"Why?" Kahlee asked sharply. "What for?" The hih&alarm in her
voice reminded him that she was still a fugitivetb@ run from the
Alliance.



"Saren knows humanity's been conducting illegateSkearch. He's
going to report it to the Council. | have to waer 8o she's ready for
the political fallout.”

"Of course," Kahlee replied, her voice a mixturealifef and
embarrassment. "Sorry. | just thought..."

"I'm doing everything | can to help you," he tolerhtrying to hide
how much her suspicion had hurt him. "But | need §mtrust me."

She reached out and put her hand on top of his.Adit used to
people looking out for me," she said by way of agygl "My mother
was always working and my father...well, you kndwoking out for
myself just became habit.

"But | know what you're risking to help me. Yourear. Maybe
your life. I'm grateful. And | do trust you...David

Nobody ever called him David. Nobody but his mothed his wife.
Ex-wife, he corrected. For a brief moment he washawerge of telling
Kahlee what Saren had said about focusing his figg®n on her, but
at the last second he bit his tongue.

He was attracted to Kahlee; he had already adntiti&ido himself.
But he had to remember how much she'd already theeagh. She was
vulnerable; alone and afraid. Telling her aboue8arthreats would
only exacerbate those feelings. And while it wopidbably make her
more willing to accept him as her protector andadii@em closer
together, Anderson wasn't about to take advantbgesibuation like
that.

"Let's get moving," he said, gently pulling his dawut from under
hers and turning the rover back toward the dim gbdwhe city in the
distance.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Saren stood at the side of the hospital bed, l@gp&own at the
young batarian woman fighting for her life...thougher present
condition it was difficult to tell what species shelonged to. Only the
four orbs of her eyes gave her away-the only gameoanatomy not
covered by the bandages that wrapped her fromédsat down to where
her legs had been amputated just above the kneenBof wires and
tubes ran from her body to the nearby machinerpikgeher alive:
monitoring vital signs; circulating essential flajgoumping in a steady
stream of drugs, antibiotics, and medigel; evemathiag for her.

Batarians were on the cutting edge of medical seieand the
standard of care at their facilities was amongoist in Citadel space.
Under normal circumstances she would be receiviagral-the-clock
attention from the staff, but apart from the twdleém the room was
empty. Saren had sent the doctors and nurses oattbay had updated
him on her status, closing the door behind them.

"You can't do this!" the doctor in charge had pstd#d. "She's too
weak. She won't make it!" But in the end neithenbeany of the other
staff had the courage or the will to defy a dir@ater from a Spectre.

Generally batarians were a hardy species, but akeagan would
have had difficulty surviving the trauma this pati@ad been through.
Her missing legs were the most obvious injury, daten knew her
burns were the most horrific. Under the bandageskia would be all
but melted away, exposing the seared flesh andaghéissue beneath.
The biolab in the basement was growing skin gffaft®m samples of her
own genetic material, but it would be at least &kveefore they were
ready to begin reconstruction.

The explosion would have scarred her internal asganwell, the
pressure from the blast forcing super-heated aimaxxious fumes
down her throat and damaging them beyond repais the host of



incessantly beeping machines kept her alive, slingtp compensate
for the failing systems of her body while clonedams were being
grown. However, like the skin grafts, it would bamy days before they
would be ready.

Rampant infection and massive heart failure brooghby
traumatic shock were a constant threat while sheheaked onto the
machines. And even if she survived another weeksttain of the
numerous surgeries necessary to repair all the geamaght be more
than her ravaged body could endure.

She was resting peacefully right now; the doctas put her into a
light drug-induced coma to allow all of her enetgybe focused on
healing. If she responded to treatment, she woardecout of the coma
spontaneously in three or four days as her comditigproved.

However, the fact that they were waiting to seshé regained
consciousness before beginning work on prosthieticd to replace her
legs told Saren everything he needed to know alheupatient's
condition. For all the miracles of medical scienmganic life was still
delicate and fragile, and it wasn't likely this wamwas going to
survive.

But Saren didn't need her to survive. She was @es# to what had
happened at Dah'tan-the only living witness. Thag ldentified her by
cross-referencing genetic material with an emplajaga bank: she was
a low-level worker in the accounting departmentd/ti Saren wanted
was to ask her one question.

He took the syringe the doctor had reluctantly preg at his order
and plunged it into one of the intravenous linesds highly unlikely
this woman knew anything about the attack on Dahdad even less
likely she knew anything about Sidon. But everyeltse on duty at the
plant was dead, and Saren had a hunch her suwasmore than just
blind luck. Maybe she had some warning, some kndgdenone of the
others did that had almost enabled her to escagatired. It was a long
shot, but one he was more than willing to take.



One of the machines began to beep loudly, respgrtdiher rapidly
quickening heart rate as the Spectre pushed thaetamines into her
system. Her body began to quiver, then trembla thent rigid and
stiff as she sat bolt upright. Her eyelids shotmplkough the orbs
beneath had been cooked blind by the fires. Sbé to scream, but the
only sound her charred throat and lungs could preduas a rasping
wheeze, barely audible from behind her ventilataskn

Still sitting up, her body went into seizure, natll the tubes and the
metal frame of her hospital bed as she thrashedntradlably. After
several seconds she fell back, exhausted and gy@ating for breath,
her blind eyes closed once more.

Saren leaned in close to her melted ears, speakidgy so she
could hear him. "Jella? Jella? Turn your head tf gan hear me!" At
first there was nothing, then her head moved fefbly one side to the
other.

"l need to know who did this!" Saren shouted, tgyio pierce her
veil of pain and drugs. "l just want a name. Do ymderstand? Just tell
me the name!"

He reached over and lifted her breathing mask eaehld speak.
Her lips moved, but nothing came out.

"Jella!" he shouted again. "Louder, Jella! Dort'tihee bastard get
away with it! Who did this to you?"

Her words were barely more than a whisper, butrsheard them
clearly. "Edan. Edan Had'dah."

Satisfied, he replaced her breathing mask andgalsecond
syringe from his pocket. This one would put herdiato the coma,
giving her at least a fighting chance for survival.



He hesitated before administering it. As a Spebteeayas familiar
with the reputation of the man she'd identifiediuthless businessman
who operated on both sides of batarian law, Edanah@ays been
careful not to involve himself in anything that idwlraw the attention
of the Council or its agents. He had never showniaterest in artificial
intelligence research before.

Saren's train of thought was momentarily brokemhgysound of
Jella coughing and gagging in her bed. Dark spspk#tered the inside
of the ventilator mask, blood and pus expelled ff@mnlungs with each
choking breath.

There was more to the raid on Sidon than batarmdiomalism or
antihuman terrorism, he realized. Edan didn't nabties and business.
And it wasn't just about money-Edan had plentytbeoways to make
a profit that didn't incur the risk of Spectre itwv@ment. There was
something strange going on here. Something he Wadat@vestigate in
more depth.

Jella's body began to convulse; the beeping ofmaehines became
a single high-pitched whine as her stats droppéaberitical levels.
Saren stood motionless, watching as her numbensmp&ied while he
considered his next course of action.

Edan had built a magnificent mansion near thedafityjon,
Camala's capital. Saren doubted he'd find him theve Edan was a
careful, cautious man. Even if he was sure nobawnkabout his
connection to Sidon, he'd have gone into hidingtieenent he learned
someone survived the attack, just to be safe. idildoe anywhere by
Now.

No, Saren corrected himself, ignoring the frangeing of the
machines and the violent spasms still rocking $elady. Edan
wouldn't have risked trying to clear port securitht if there was even
the slimmest chance someone already knew aboutiub/ement.
Which meant he was probably still hiding somewlmréCamala.



But there were plenty of places Edan could hidéhaworld. He
controlled a number of mining and refinery openagicenormous plants
spread across the entire surface of the planett Me$y he was holed
up at one of these. The problem was figuring outlwvibne. There were
literally hundreds of those facilities on Camatavbuld take months to
properly search them all. And Saren suspecteddrétdiave that kind
of time.

Jella was still thrashing uncontrollably, trappedhe throes of her
ravaged body's desperate struggle to survive. lBatv&s growing
weaker now, her strength ebbing away. Saren idijetthe
hypodermic that might save her between his fingsii considering
the problem of Edan as he waited for her to expire.

It had been obvious the humans didn't know who lvedsnd the
attacks, so Saren didn't see any reason to sharatest information
with the Council. At least not yet. He'd tell thamout the illegal Al
research at Sidon, of course. It would cause setrowble for the
Alliance, and draw attention away from his own aauming
investigation into Edan's involvement. But untilkreew exactly why
the batarian considered the rewards of this missimh the incredible
risk, he'd keep Edan's name out of the reports. Alble had to do was
figure out how to find him.

Two minutes later, Jella was finally still. Theitur checked her
body for any signs of life, confirming what the nitons already told
him: she was gone. Only now did he take the syrargkinject it into
the IV, knowing it was too late to have any aff@dien he carefully
placed the empty needle in plain view on a smaletaear the bed.

He walked slowly to the door, unlocked it, and tdrihe knob.
Outside, the doctor in charge of Jella was waitpaging anxiously in
the hall. He turned to face the turian as he entefigen the room.

"We heard the machines..." the doctor said, trgubff.



"You were right," Saren told him, his voice showimg hint of
emotion. "Jella was too weak. She didn't make it."

Ambassador Goyle marched purposefully across tliaggreen
fields of the Presidium toward the Citadel Towsmg up in the
distance, her brisk, compact strides at odds whgentle serenity of
her surroundings. The tranquil beauty of the sitedaunshine
reflecting on the central lake did nothing to cdder mood. She'd
received Anderson's warning less than an hour befloe'd been given
the summons to appear in front of the Council. filméng couldn't be
coincidence; they knew about the Al research. Awad ineant there was
going to be hell to pay.

She ran through various scenarios in her mind asvstiked,
planning what she would say when she faced thesaditig lack of
knowledge wasn't an option: Sidon was an officiadigognized
Alliance base. Even if they believed her falsemkathat she knew
nothing about their research, there was no wagpamste the base's
illegal actions from humanity as a whole. It wooldy make it appear
as if she was a figurehead with no real power.

Being contrite and apologetic was another tactit,shhe doubted
that would have any influence on the severity efppinishments the
Council would levy against humanity and the Allianénd, like
feigning ignorance, it would come across as a sfgmeakness.

By the time she reached the base of the Towelkisée there was
only one option. She had to go on the attack.

A scale model statue of a mass relay stood ofetddft; a twenty-
foot-tall replica of the Protheans' greatest tetbgioal achievement
that welcomed visitors approaching the heart ofgiélexy's most
magnificent space station. It was a striking pietcart, but the
ambassador was in no mood to stop and admire it.

She marched up to the guards standing at the Towolly entrance,
then waited impatiently while they confirmed heemdity. She was



pleased to note that one of the guards was hunmentiimber of
humans employed in critical positions throughoet @itadel seemed to
grow every day; further evidence of how valuabledpecies had
become to the galactic community in only a few siears. It
strengthened her resolve as she entered the al¢hatavould rocket
her up the outside of the Tower to the Council Clham

The elevator was transparent; as she shot heavemsivarcould see
the whole of the Presidium stretched out beneathAseshe climbed
even higher she could see beyond the edges ofitth@éeCs inner ring.
In the distance were the flickering lights of thards, extending out of
sight along the Citadel's five arms.

The view was spectacular, but the ambassador diddst to ignore
it. It was no accident that the grandeur of thedst was on full display
here. Though they held no official power, the threBviduals who
made up the Council were for all intents and puegdbe rulers of the
civilized galaxy. The prospect of meeting them femdéace was a
humbling experience, even for someone as polijicaivvy as the
Alliance's top ambassador. And she knew enougindenstand that the
long elevator ride to the apex of the Tower hachleseefully crafted to
make visitors feel awed and overwhelmed long betloeg ever got to
meet the Council itself.

In less than a minute she was at the top, her stiohaching
slightly at the deceleration as the elevator slgwleeih stopped. Or
maybe it was just nerves. The doors opened andtspped into the
long hallway that served as an anteroom to the €GibG@mhamber.

At the end of the hall was a broad staircase |leadp) with wide
passages branching off to either side at its eixthonor guards-two
turians, two salarians, and two asari, a pair chespecies represented
on the Council-stood at attention along either wiltle passed them by
without acknowledging their presence; they sernegurpose beyond
pomp and circumstance.



One step at a time she climbed the stairs. As stenaed, the walls
fell away, revealing the glory of the Council Chanht resembled the
Roman amphitheaters of ancient Earth, a largewitalseats for
thousands of spectators lining each side. Buiit the floor on either
end were raised platforms hewn from the same \iytirapervious
material that made up the rest of the station. Staes she was climbing
right now would bring her to the top of one of thgdatforms: the
Petitioner's Stage. From here she would look adhassast chamber to
the opposite stage, where the Council would beeddathear her case.

As the ambassador stepped out onto the Petitiocbte and
approached the podium, she was relieved to seadinat of the
spectator seats were occupied. Although their gecisould be made
public, it was obvious the Council wanted to kdep éxact nature of
this meeting with the Alliance secret. That furteegengthened her
resolve: part of her had feared this would be maftiut a spectacle for
public show, with no chance for her to defend tti@as of humanity.

At the far end, the members of the Council wereaaly seated. The
asari councilor was in the center, directly acfoss1 Ambassador
Goyle. To her left, Goyle's right, was the turiauacilor. To the asari's
right was the salarian representative. Above eédhem was a five-
meter-tall holographic projection of their head ahdulders, allowing
petitioners to clearly see the reactions of eadividual Council
member despite the distance between the two stages.

"There is no need for pretense here," the turiah saginning the
proceedings with surprisingly little formality. "Wreave been informed
by one of our agents, a Spectre, that humanityomaducting illegal Al
research at one of its facilities in the Skylliaaryge."

"That facility was destroyed," Ambassador Goyle iretad them,
trying to play on their sympathies. "Dozens of harliges were lost in
an unprovoked attack."



"That is not the purpose of this audience," theiasad, her voice
cold despite the underlying lyrical quality thatsx@ammon to the
speech of all her people. "We are only here todalkut Sidon itself."

"Ambassador," the salarian chimed in, "surely yadearstand the
dangers artificial intelligence represents to thkgy as a whole?"

"The Alliance took every conceivable precautionhwur research
at Sidon," Goyle replied, refusing to apologizewdrat had happened.

"We have no way to know that but your word," thean shot back.
"And you've already proved how unreliable your specan be."

"This is not meant to be an attack upon your siggctbe asari said
quickly, trying to smooth over the turian's remarkdumanity is a
newcomer to the galactic community, and we havesddihwe can to
welcome your species."

"Like when the turians conquered Shanxi in thetkdentact War?"

"The Council intervened on humanity's behalf int t@nflict,”" the
salarian reminded her. "The turians were escaldtiag response;
assembling their fleet. Millions of human lives vidhave been lost if
not for our intercession."

"I was in full support of the Council's actions ikiethe turian made
a point of noting. "Unlike some of my species, &dbgeo ill will toward
humanity or the Alliance. But | also do not beligui should be given
preferential treatment.”

"When we invited humanity to become part of Citaflpace," the
asari said, picking up the turian's train of thaughhout missing a
beat, "you agreed to be bound by the laws and ctiores of this
Council."



"You only want to make an example of us becauseevpeishing
the batarians out of the Verge," Goyle accusekntw their embassy
has threatened to secede from the Citadel if sangetbn't done."

"We heard their case," the salarian admitted. Y8eidid not take
any action. The Verge is unclaimed territory, and the policy of the
Council not to become involved in regional dispuiagess they will
have widespread impact throughout Citadel Spaces&®k to preserve
the autonomy of every species in all matters extteyge that threaten
the galaxy as a whole."

"Like your research into artificial intelligencdfie turian added.

The ambassador shook her head in exasperation.c¥igtbe naive
enough to think humanity is the only species ingesing this!"

"It is not naivetA©, but rather wisdom that leadsta think this,"
the asari countered.

"Your people were not here to see the fall of thartans at the
hands of the geth," the salarian reminded her. 'tGadrgers of creating
intelligent synthetic life, in any form, were nevaore clearly
illustrated. Humanity simply doesn't understand tha risks are just
too great.”

"Risk?" Goyle struggled to keep from shouting wisitee continued
to press the attack. "The only risk is burying ybaads in the sand and
hoping this all goes away!

"The geth are still out there," she continued. 'tBgtic life is a
reality. The creation of a true Al-maybe an entaee of them-is
inevitable. They might even be out there somewh&eady, just
waiting to be discovered. If we don't study synthkte now, in a
controlled setting, how can we ever hope to stayainst it?"

"We understand there are risks inherent to thetioreaf synthetic
life," the asari remarked. "But we do not autonahcassume that we



will have no other choice but to come into confligth them. That is a
conceit of humanity."

"Other species embrace the underlying philosophyuaiial
coexistence," the salarian explained, as if he Jemteiring her. "We see
strength in unity and cooperation. Humanity, howeseems to still
believe competition is the key to prosperity. Aspacies, you are
aggressive and antagonistic."

"Every species competes for power," the ambasssdurback.
"The only reason you three are able to sit and jp@sgnent on the rest
of the galaxy is because the Council races cottieoCouncil Fleet!"

"The Council races commit immeasurable resourcesliirefforts to
ensure widespread galactic peace," the turian lgrdgclared. "Money,
ships, and even millions of our own citizens atdrakly given in the
service of the greater good!"

"Often the rulings of the Council go against oumospecies," the
salarian reminded her. "You know this from expec&rthe turians
were forced to make heavy reparations to the Adkaafter your First
Contact War, even though it could be argued theattnflict was as
much humanity's fault as theirs."

"The connection between theoretical philosophy aradtical
actions is a fine one," the asari conceded. "Waataleny that
individuals on their own, and cultures or spec&a avhole, will seek to
expand their territory and influence. But we bedighis is best
accomplished with the understanding that there ineseciprocity:
what you humans call give-and-take.

"This makes us willing to sacrifice for the sakeottiers," she
concluded. "Can you honestly say the same abouahiiy?"

The ambassador didn't make any reply. As the ttipde
representative on the Citadel, she'd studied itetiéas politics in great
depth. She was intimately familiar with every rglithe Council had



made in the last two centuries. And although thheas an ever-so-subtle
bias toward their own peoples in the overall patt#rthe Council's
decisions, everything they'd just said was fundaaigrtrue. The asari,
salarians, and even the turians had well-deseeaations for
selflessness and altruism on a galactic scale.

It was one of the things she still struggled withs delicate balance
the other races maintained between self-interastrancollective well-
being of every species who swore allegiance tcCitedel. The
integration and amalgamation of new alien cultimés the interstellar
community was almost too easy; it seemed unnat8hed.had a theory
that it was somehow connected to the underlyinghieem technology
that was common to every space-faring specieavié them a point of
similarity, something to build on. But then why Imdchumanity adapted
as smoothly as everyone else?

"We didn't come here to argue politics," the amadssfinally said,
avoiding the asari councilora€™s question. She snigdelt exhausted.
"What are you planning to do about Sidon?" Thers m@point
dragging this out; there was nothing she couldodchtange the
Council's mind anyway.

"There will have to be sanctions against humamity e Alliance,"
the turian informed her. "This is a serious critthe penalties must
reflect that."

Maybe this is just part of the process of assimmitgahumanity into
the interstellar community, Goyle thought wearfygradual and
inevitable evolution that will bring the Alliancato line with the rest of
the species who answer to the Council.

"As part of these sanctions, the Council will app@ number of
representatives to monitor Alliance activity thrbogt the Verge." The
salarian was the one speaking now, going into #taild of humanity's
punishment.



Maybe we're just fundamentally different from mo#ter species,
Goyle thought, only half-listening to the judgméeing handed down.
Maybe we don't fit in because there's somethingwgnith us. There
were a few other species, like the krogan, thaewarlike and hostile
at their core. In the end the krogans had sufféred, incurring the
wrath of the rest of the galaxy, decimating theimiers and leaving
them a scattered, dying people. Was this to be hily'sfate as well?

"These appointed Council representatives will alseduct regular
inspections of all Alliance facilities and colonj@scluding Earth, to
ensure you are in compliance with the laws andlegigms of the
Citadel."

Maybe we are antagonistic.

Humanity was certainly aggressive. Not to mentissedative,
determined, and relentless. But were these rdallysf? The Alliance
had spread farther and faster than any other spbefere them. By her
estimations, the Alliance would have the poweinvalithe Council
races themselves in twenty or thirty years. Anddsudly it all made
sense.

They're scared of us! The fatigue and wearinegshtwh
overwhelmed Ambassador Goyle only moments befonésiiad, swept
away by that single stunning revelation. They'ialdy scared of us!

"No!" she said sharply, cutting off the salariarhasdroned on with
his list of demands.

"No?" he said, puzzled. "No what?"

"l do not accept these terms." She had almost raddgible
mistake. She had let these aliens manipulate \west, her mind until
she doubted herself and her people. But she wasotit to grovel
before them now. She wasn't about to apologizédonanity acting
human.



"This is not a negotiation," the turian warned her.

"That's where you're wrong," she said with a fiesogle. Humanity
had chosen her as their representative, their cioamip was her duty to
defend the rights of every man, woman, and chilé&arth and across
Alliance space. They needed her now, and she wmlktfor them!

"Ambassador, perhaps you fail to understand thetyraf the
situation," the asari suggested.

"You're the ones who don't understand" was Gogtes reply.
"These sanctions you're proposing will cripple haitya The Alliance
will not allow this to happen. | won't allow this happen.”

"Do you really think humanity can defy the Coun'tilf?e turian
asked, incredulous. "Do you honestly believe yaople could triumph
in a war against our combined forces?"

"No," Goyle freely admitted. "But we wouldn't gowlo easy. And |
don't think you're willing to go to war over somiaitn like this. Not with
us. The cost would be too high. Too many shipsliaed lost in a
conflict we all want to avoid.

"Not to mention the impact it would have on all thteer species.
We're the dominant force in the Skyllian Verge #mel Attican
Traverse. Alliance expansion drives the economii¢sase regions;
Alliance ships and soldiers help maintain ordertbate."

From the expressions on their respective hologcapiajections the
ambassador could see she'd hit a nerve. Eageegse per point, she
kept speaking before any members of the Councidoc@spond.

"Humanity is a major trade partner with half a dobéher species
in Citadel Space, including each of your races.niié&e up over fifteen
percent of the population here on the Citadel,thede are thousands of
humans working in C-Sec and Citadel Control. Wé®en part of the



galactic community for less than a decade and vaé'eady too
important-too essential-for you to simply forceaus!"

She continued her tirade, still talking even asdyiegv in a much
needed breath; a technique she'd mastered eairyhamn political
career.

"I'll admit we made a mistake. There should be stme of
penalty. But humans take risks. We push the bougglarhat's who we
are. Sometimes we're going to go too far, butghithtdoesn't give you
the right to slap us down like overly strict pasnt

"Humanity has a lot to learn about dealing withestbpecies. But
you have just as much to learn about dealing wsthAmd you better
learn fast, because we humans are here to stay!"

When the ambassador finally stopped, a stunneqacsiléell over the
Council Chamber. The three representatives of &texg's most
powerful government looked at each other, then sfiuheir
microphones and the holographic projectors to hdbdief conference
in private. From the other side of the room it wapossible for Goyle
to read their expressions or hear what they wegragavithout any
amplifying technology, but it was clear there waswch heated debate.

The meeting lasted several minutes before theyheshsome kind
of accord and switched their mikes and holographigectors back on.

"What kind of penalties are you suggesting, Ambadssa' the asari
councilor asked.

Goyle wasn't sure if the question was sincerdf, thvely were trying
to lure her into some kind of trap. If she sugg@si@mething too light,
they might just dismiss her and force humanitydcept the original
terms, consequences be damned.

"Monetary fines, of course," she began, tryingétedmine the bare
minimum they would consider acceptable. Althougé slouldn't admit



it, Goyle knew it was important to discourage otheecies from illegal
Al research, as well. "We'll agree to sanctions,tbey have to be
specific: limited in scope, region, and duratiore'lNoppose anything
unilateral on principle alone. Our advancement sgcety cannot
afford to be hindered by overbearing restrictidrean have a team of
Alliance negotiators ready tomorrow to work out thegails of
something we all can live with."

"And what about the inspectors appointed to ovefgkance
operations?" the salarian asked.

He'd made it a question, a request instead of @dr of hat's when
Goyle knew she had them. They weren't ready tondilgeir heels over
this, and it was clear she was.

"That's not going to happen. Like many species,dnsrare a
sovereign people. We won't stand for foreign ingesors peeking over
our shoulders at every little thing we do."

The ambassador knew they'd probably increase tmdauof
intelligence operatives monitoring human activitgtead, but there was
nothing she could do about that. Every speciesismieeveryone else-it
was the nature of government, an integral cogerpivlitical machine.
And everyone knew the Council played the espiorsangkinformation-
gathering game as well as anyone. But having talascAlliance
counterintelligence activities was a damn sightdsg¢han granting
unrestricted access to a team of officially appednCitadel observers.

There was another long pause, though this tim€thencil didn't
bother to confer. In the end it was the asari wioké the silence.

"Then for now that is how we shall proceed. Nedotmfrom both
sides will meet tomorrow. This meeting of the Cdliscadjourned."

Goyle gave a demure nod of her head, keeping IpFession
carefully neutral. She'd won a major victory; thesas no benefit in
gloating over it. But as she made her way back dihnerstairs of the



Petitioner's Stage and headed toward the elevabmould take her
back to the Presidium, a sly, self-satisfied srmoikpt across her lips.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The voice of the woman on the news vid never walerechanged
in tone as she reported the details of their |dé=st story.

"In addition to the fine, the Alliance has agreedoluntarily accept
numerous trade sanctions as punishment for violatiadhe Citadel
Conventions. The majority of these sanctions atberfields of drive-
core manufacturing and production of element zZ8ree economist
warned energy prices back on Earth could jump byash as twenty
percent in the next-"

Anderson flicked the vid off with the remote.
"l thought it would be worse," Kahlee said.

"Goyle's a tough negotiator," Anderson explain&ut”l still think
we got lucky."

The two of them were sitting on the edge of a Imeal Hatre hotel
room. Anderson was the one who had actually retfitedoom,
charging it to the Alliance as part of his inveatign. However, sharing
a single room was nothing more than a necessitiyedf situation: he
still hadn't mentioned Kahlee to anyone back abAlle HQ, and it
would have raised suspicions if he'd requestedhanauite...or even a
double bed.

"So what happens now?" Kahlee asked. "Where doofeogn
here?"

Anderson shrugged. "Honestly, | don't know. Offligidhis has
become Spectre business, but there's still too ruase ends for the
Alliance to just walk away."

"Loose ends?"



"You, for one. We still don't have any real proodit you aren't a
traitor. We need something to clear your name. wadbtill don't know
who the real traitor was, or where they've taken@an."

"Taken Dr. Qian? What do you mean?"

"The ambassador's convinced Dr. Qian is still atimd being held
prisoner somewhere," Anderson explained. "She ghit&ks the whole
reason the base was attacked. According to herlsody wanted his
knowledge and expertise, and they were willingilicté get it."

"That's crazy," Kahlee insisted. "What about theratechnology he
found? That's the real reason for the attack!"

"Nobody else knows about that yet," Anderson remdhider. "Just
me and you."

"l figured you would have passed that on," she,sdiopping her
eyes.

"l wouldn't do something like that without tellirygu first,"
Anderson assured her. "If | gave them that kinghfafrmation, they'd
want to know where | found it. I'd have to tell th@bout you. | don't
think we want to do that yet."

"You really are looking out for me," she whispered.

There was something strange about her subduedaraas if she
was embarrassed or ashamed. "Kahlee? What's go#ig o

The young woman got up off the bed and walked ¢odtiher side of
the room. She paused, took a deep breath, theedtlnack to face him.
"l have to tell you something," she said, her tgrim. "I've been
thinking about this a lot. Ever since you told nb@at running into
Saren back at Dah'tan."



He didn't say anything, but merely nodded at heotatinue.

"When | first saw you at my father's place | didniist you. Even
after you fought off that krogan | couldn't be siir¢was because you
really believed me, or if you were just trying tanvwne over so I'd tell
you how much | knew about Sidon."

Anderson almost opened his mouth to say she caudtihim, then
changed his mind. Better to let her work through tim her own.

"And then we went to Dah'tan and you ran into Samah..| know
what happened out there, David. Even what you didih‘me."

"What are you talking about?" he protested. "I ypddi everything
that happened!"

She shook her head. "Not everything. You said Stremght about
killing you, then changed his mind because he rascethere might be
witnesses. But you never bothered to tell him yame with someone
else, did you?"

"l didn't have to. He figured it out on his own."

"But if he hadn't figured it out, he would've killggou! You put
your own life in danger rather than tell that Spet¢twas nearby."

"You're reading too much into this," Anderson saiaifting
uncomfortably. "l just never thought to say anythumtil after he was
gone."

"You're a terrible liar, Lieutenant," she said watlaint smile.
"Probably because you're a good person."

"And so are you," he assured her.

"No," she said with a shake of her head. "Not yedlin not a good
person. Which must be why I'm such a good liar."



"You've been lying to me?" In his head Andersonld@dear the
warning Saren had given him during their confrdntabutside the
ruins of Dah'tan. She's lying to you. She knows mmore about this
than she's told you.

"l know who the traitor at Sidon was. | have protfd | know how
we can find out who he's working with."

Anderson felt as if he'd been slapped across tee fae didn't know
what hurt more: the fact that Kahlee had deceived br the fact that it
was obvious to Saren long before he even had a clue

"Please," she said, reading his pained expressiau have to
understand."

"l understand," he said softly. "You were just lgegmart. Careful.”
And | was too blind and stupid to see what wadyegding on.

The divorce must have hit him harder than he'dzedl He'd been
so desperate and lonely that he'd imagined sonaasgennection
between him and Sanders, when all they really hadmmon was a
connection to an attack on an Alliance base. Seierif everything to be
a better soldier had cost him his marriage. Now hieadivorce was
final, he'd let his personal feelings interferehnat military assignment.
Cynthia would have laughed at the irony.

"l was going to tell you," Kahlee insisted. "Thasft night. After
you saved us from the krogan. Grissom warned méoriot

"But you told him."
"He's my father!"
A man you barely even know, Anderson thought, tiolg didn't

say anything out loud. Logically he understood whg'd done it, but
that didn't make it sting any less. She'd used Bine'd been playing



him through the whole investigation, giving hintlétbits of
information to keep him distracted so he wouldeetlize the truth: she
had the answers he was looking for all along.

Anderson took a long, slow breath and brought metens under
control. There was no point in dwelling on thisyés over. Done.
Thinking about how Kahlee had manipulated him walilget them any
closer to completing the mission; it wouldn't halenge those who lost
their lives at Sidon.

"So who's the traitor?" he asked, his voice calghdutral.
"Dr. Qian. Isn't it obvious?"

Anderson couldn't believe it. "You're saying onghef most
respected and influential scientists in the Alliahetrayed and helped
murder his own handpicked team? Why?"

"| already told you! He was afraid they'd shut gneject down. He
must have known | was going to report him. The amdy he could
keep studying that alien technology he discoverad t@ destroy Sidon
and pin the blame on me!"

"You really think he'd be willing to kill over th’s Anderson asked,
still skeptical. "Over research?"

"l told you he was obsessed, remember? It had $mbaeon him. It
changed him. He...he's not in his right mind."

She came over and dropped to one knee in fronthafier hands
reaching out and clasping his.

"l know it's hard for you to believe me after euigg | kept from
you. But Qian was unstable. That's why | decidegkpmrt him," she
explained.



"l knew | was taking a risk," she continued, "bualidn't realize how
serious things were until | heard the base had Hestroyed. That's
when | saw how dangerous Dr. Qian had become, howd'd go. | was
terrified!"

Her actions were completely justifiable, but Anderslidn't want to
hear it. Not right now. He stood up, pulling hisxddrom her grasp as
he walked away to the far side of the room. He e@md believe her,
but the situation just seemed too implausible. @autespected man of
science and learning suddenly turn into the kinthohster that would
slaughter his friends and coworkers over some méedien
technology?

"You said you had proof?" he asked, turning badate her.

She pulled out a small OSD and held it up. "I maekups of his
personal files. In case | needed something to loakgigh." She tossed
the disk to him; he caught it gingerly, afraid ainadaging it. "Turn that
over to the Alliance. It'll prove I'm telling theuth."

"Why didn't you just give me this before?"

"l didn't know if Qian was acting alone. He hasmsach power and
influence in the Alliance: admirals, generals, asdaalors, politicians;
he knows them all. If | gave you that disk and yauned it over to
someone working with him..." She didn't finish theught. "That's why
| didn't tell you, David. | had to be sure."

"Why now? What's changed?"

"You have people you trust in the Alliance. Ancelfinally decided
| can trust you."

He slipped the disk into the breast pocket of hig &and came back
over to sit down beside her on the bed.



"You also said you knew a way to figure out whorras working
with."

"All his personal files from Sidon are on that diskhe replied. "A
lot of it is extra research notes. Stuff he keptitaself. | didn't have a
chance to hack into everything before | ran. Buialde sure | grabbed
all the financial records. Decrypt it and tracetlad transactions back to
the source and they'll eventually lead to whoeuadéd this whole
operation."

Anderson nodded appreciatively. "Just follow thene"
"Exactly."

They sat for a while in silence beside each otinethe edge of the
bed, neither one speaking, neither one pulling awagerson was the
first to make a move...he stood up and went to gralpcket.

"We need to get this data to Ambassador Goyletolieher. "It'll
clear your name and tell us who Qian's working With

"Then what?" she asked, jumping up eagerly to gealroat as
well. "What do we do next?"

"Then I'm going after whoever attacked Sidon. Bui won't be
coming with me."

Kahlee stopped, one arm in the sleeve of her jatRétat are you
talking about?"

He was still hurt that she hadn't trusted him,that wasn't why he
was doing this. His wounded feelings were his mohlnot hers. She
had just done whatever was necessary to survigedhole mess, and
he couldn't honestly blame her for any of it. Itswa her fault that he'd
let himself become emotionally involved. But nowvis his
responsibility to make sure it didn't happen again.



"That krogan is still looking for you. We have t@ake
arrangements to get you off this planet. Get youesshere you'll be
safe."

"Wait a minute!" she protested angrily. "You candt leave me
behind! Those were my friends who died in thatckitd have a right to
see this through to the end!"

"Things are going to get rough," he told her. "Yeyart of the
Alliance, but we both know you're no soldier. lfwtag along, all you'll
do is slow me down or get in the way."

She glared at him, but clearly couldn't think oy#dang to say to
refute his argument.

"You did your part," he added, patting the pock&hwhe OSD.
"Your job's over now. But mine's just beginning."

"This is unacceptable!" Dr. Shu Qian shouted.

"These things take time," Edan Had'dah repliedjrigpp placate
him. He'd been dreading this meeting all morning.

"Time? Time for what? We aren't doing anything!"

"There's a Spectre here on Camala! We have tountithe gives
up and leaves."

"What if he doesn't give up?" Qian demanded, hisevasing in
pitch.

"He will. With Dah'tan and Sidon both destroyedriis nothing
left to connect my name to this. Be patient anavhideave."

"You promised me a chance to continue my reseaf@lah barked,
realizing the topic of the Spectre wasn't goingit@ him enough



opportunity to complain. "You never said I'd bec&twasting my time
in the bowels of some grimy refinery!"

The batarian rubbed the spot just above his inpes @ith a free
hand, trying to hold the mounting headache at bBaynans in general
were trying: as a species he found them excessivet}, crude, and
impolite. But dealing with Dr. Qian had becomeatsn special brand
of torment.

"Constructing the kind of facility you need is dfidult task," he
reminded the scowling doctor. "It took you month&tapt the
equipment on Sidon. This time we're starting framagh."

"It wouldn't be such a problem if you hadn't deggéd my lab and
wiped out our supplier!" Qian accused him.

Actually, it had been Qian's idea to destroy thieaAte base. As
soon as he'd discovered Kahlee Sanders was gddedmtacted Edan
and demanded his batarian partner take action.é¢¥e'd provided the
blueprints and access codes for the base.

"We couldn't let that Spectre get his hands ontals records,"
Edan explained for at least the tenth time. "Besitleere are other
suppliers. Even now my people are working on baoddyou a new lab.
One far beyond the borders of Citadel Space, saife the prying eyes
of the Council. But we can't just acquire everyghime need with one
enormous purchase. Not without drawing unwanteshn."

"You've already drawn their attention!" the humaaped, circling
back to the topic of the Spectre yet again.

Qian had been extremely agitated ever since tlheoraiSidon, and
with each passing day he seemed to grow morehleita
confrontational, and paranoid. At first Edan thouigimight be guilt
over betraying his fellow humans that was drivingr(s rapid mental
deterioration. It didn't take him long to realibettrue cause was
something quite different.



Qian was obsessed with the alien artifact. It whlseacared about,
all he thought about day and night. It seemed tsedhe doctor actual
physical pain whenever he wasn't working on unlogkis secrets.

"That Spectre's looking for us right now," the dwatarned him,
his voice dropping down to a harsh whisper. "Hadking for it!"

There was no need to clarify what it was. Howetlegre was
almost no chance anyone would stumble across tifi@caby accident.
It was still out where one of Edan's deep-spacéexiion teams had
discovered it, orbiting an uncharted world in a o¢ensystem near the
Perseus Veil. The only people who knew its locati@ne the two of
them and the small team of surveyors and scientiatdhad first
stumbled across it, and Edan had been carefulgp #em on the
surface of the uncharted world, completely isoldtech all other
contact.

Had he known how irrational the doctor would becpBwan might
have done things differently. Actually, if truth bed, there was an
argument to be made that Qian wasn't the only onegairrationally.
Before all this Edan had made a point of neveridgalirectly with
humans. And for all the illegal activities he'd dge build his fortune
and empire, he'd never done anything that wouldifader the
jurisdiction of the Spectres.

Yet almost from the moment he first traveled ouh&pect the
incredible discovery of his survey team, he'd m@elasions that many
who knew him would have considered wildly out o&cdcter. But that
was only because they were unaware of the shearitndg of what
he'd stumbled across.

"It's not safe out there," Qian continued, his edi@coming a
pleading whine. "We should move it. Somewhere c¢lbse

"Don't be stupid!" Edan snapped. "Something theg gist can't be
moved to another system! Not unless we bring ingbyps and crews.



That close to the Veil we'd be sure to attractiibice of the geth! Can
you imagine what would happen if it fell into theands?"

Qian didn't have an answer for that, but it dightait him up. "So it
stays out there," he said, his tone cynical andeséic. "While your so-
called experts down on the planet fumble arounidgryo grasp what
they have found and I'm stuck here doing nothing!"

There had been several scientists on the explarsgenm that had
discovered the artifact; the whole purpose of tigehtad been to seek
out unclaimed Prothean technology in the hopes Bdamporate
empire could somehow profit from it. But none ol were specialists
in the field of artificial intelligence, and Qianaw right when he said it
was beyond their abilities.

Edan had searched long and hard for someone vatknibwledge
and expertise to help him unlock the potential bhtwhe had found.
And after millions of credits spent on extensivelarry discreet-
investigations, he'd been forced to accept thecapsble conclusion
that the only suitable candidate was a human.

Swallowing his pride, he'd had his representatoasfully
approach Qian. Slowly they'd drawn the doctor ieb and deeper,
appealing to his professional pride and scientifidosity by revealing
only the smallest, most tantalizing details of tHieid. The bizarre
courtship had lasted over a year, culminating ianC3 visit to the
system to see the artifact himself.

The effect had been exactly as Edan knew it woaldban
understood what they had discovered. He realizedixtent beyond
mere human or batarian interests. He recognizeddhisahad the
potential to fundamentally change the galaxy, agld thrown himself
completely into his efforts to unleash that potnti

But on days like today, Edan still had to wonddrafd made a
mistake.



"Your people are idiots," Qian stated matter-ofthac'You know
they can't make any progress without me. They ea@lypeven get
basic readings and simple observational data offtitout accidentally
skewing the results."

The batarian sighed. "This is only temporary. dunil the Spectre
backs off. Then you'll have everything you wantimiied access to the
artifact; a lab right on the surface of the wodd;the resources and
assistants you need."

Qian snorted. "Hmph! A lot of good that'll do. leteexperts in the
field. People smart enough to understand what wiemeg. Like my
team at Sidon."

"That team is dead!" Edan shouted, finally losimgtemper. "You
helped kill them, remember? We turned them inteeastnd vapor!"

"Not all of them," Qian said with a smile. "Not Klabe Sanders."
Edan was stunned into momentary silence.

"l know what she can do," Qian insisted. "l| needdrethe project.
Without her, we'll be set back months. Maybe yéars.

"Should we send her a message right now?" Edardaske
sarcastically. "I'm sure she'd be thrilled to jamif we just ask her."

"l didn't say we should ask her," Qian replied.sthake her. We'll
find some way to convince her to help us. I'm sure have people who
can be very persuasive. Just be sure they doahykhing to damage
her cognitive abilities."

Edan nodded. Maybe the doctor wasn't as irratiasdle thought.
There was only one problem, though.

"And just how are we supposed to find her?"



"I don't know," Qian shrugged. "I'm sure you'lldig it out. Maybe
send that krogan after her again.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

For the second time in as many weeks, Ambassadge®@s
making her way across the lush fields of the Presido meet with the
Citadel Council. Last time she embarked upon thisrjey she had been
summoned by the Council so they could chastisédndrumanity's
violations of the Citadel Code. This time, howegre was the one who
had requested the audience.

As before, she passed the sparkling lake that measdnterpiece of
the pastoral scene. Once again she passed thearepthe mass relay.
But this time as she rode the elevator to the fadpheCitadel Tower,
she actually allowed herself to enjoy the view.

She had won a victory on her last visit here byidefthe Council.
But in her long career as a diplomat she knew shawsfength weren't
the only way to get what you wanted. Throughoutkihewn galaxy, the
Alliance was developing a reputation for being aggive and
confrontational. Her actions last time had no dadmented that
opinion in the minds of the councilors. Today, hgar she intended to
show them another side of humanity.

Reaching the top of the Tower, she stepped fronelénator,
passed the ceremonial honor guards, and ascenglsthiltase to the
Petitioner's Stage. A moment later the councilonsrged from
somewhere behind the raised platform at the otheéoéthe chamber
and took their seats, moving with a staid and solpnecision.

Reading the body language of other species wasuiffout it was
a skill the ambassador had worked hard to dev&bp.could tell from
their stiff and formal manner that they expectad theeting to be as
unpleasant as the last one. Inwardly she smiledy Wouldn't be
expecting this. Catching them off guard would gneg an advantage in
the negotiations.



"Welcome, Ambassador Goyle," the asari councileetgd her
once they were all seated and the holographic gojes and audio
amplifiers had been switched on.

"Thank you for agreeing to see me, Councilor," shgwered.

"Despite some of the disagreements at our laseauad| you are
still a member of the Citadel," the turian saidrgedly. "We would
never consider denying your right to an audiencabAssador."

Goyle understood the subtle implications in hisdgcand tone.
They held no grudges; they were above petty feQdmpletely fair and
impartial. Agreeing to see her only proved the Qilnaces were
morally superior to humans, more civilized.

"What is the purpose of this audience?" the asieed, in a much
more neutral tone. Although she might feel as sopas the turian,
Goyle felt she did a much better job of maskingthes feelings.

"At our last meeting you said humanity needed &orldo embrace
the concept of mutually beneficial coexistenceg shid. "I am here
today to demonstrate that your words did not falbeaf ears."

"And how do you propose to do that, exactly?" thieusan asked.

"l have come with a gift for the Council."

"Do you think you can buy our favor, AmbassadoH&' turian
shapped.

His reaction was exactly what Goyle was hoping ficshe could
make it appear as if they were the ones beingcdiffhere, it was more
likely they'd give in to her demands before alstivias through.

"I meant no offense," she humbly apologized whderstly smiling
inside. "This is not a bribe, but rather an offeety given."



"Please continue," the asari invited. Of the thsbe, was the one
Goyle found the hardest to read. Not coincidentalhe was also the
one the ambassador was the least confident in miaipg.

"l realize humanity made a mistake at Sidon. Oneleeply regret.
In an effort to make amends, I'm here to offer@oeincil copies of all
the classified research files from the base."

"This...is a very generous offer," the salarian sdier a moment's
hesitation. "May | ask why you are willing to shaés information
with us?"

"Perhaps our research will prove useful to the oétte galaxy.
Maybe it will bring us closer to peaceful relatiomsgh the geth."

"l thought all the files at the base were destrayetthe attack," the
turian said suspiciously.

Goyle had anticipated this. They probably thougktfiles were
fake, or at least purged of sensitive data or aeasm some way. But
they'd be able to tell if they were doctored, derafeviewing them the
ambassador had decided to release them in fulet@buncil. There
was nothing incriminating beyond what they alreladgw; if anything,
the files clearly showed Qian had been operatirigidel the scope of
his official mandate, removing some of the Alliaiscaulpability.

"Lieutenant Kahlee Sanders, a survivor of the naidde copies of
the files before Sidon was destroyed."

Now that Qian was working with the batarians, ilyomade sense
to make his research available to leading expéidlied species. They
would likely reciprocate by helping defend the Afice if the batarians
tried to use Qian's work to develop Al technologyise against
humanity. Besides, the Alliance experts who hadereed the files had
assured her that virtually all of the research staistheoretical. It
would be years, maybe decades, before any of itddead to any
practical applications.



And there was one more significant consideration.

"The files make mention of an unknown piece ofratechnology
discovered out beyond the borders of Citadel Sp&aayle informed
them.

"What kind of technology?" the salarian wanted now.

"We don't know," she admitted. "Obviously it hasn®connection
to synthetic intelligence, but beyond that Qian wasntionally vague
about the details. From his notes, it is clear dlesbes it was far more
advanced than anything developed by any curremiepé

"Is it Prothean?" the asari asked.

"Not according to Qian's notes. Again, we don'thenany details.
But there is some indication the doctor thoughbilld be used in
connection with the geth."

"The geth?" the salarian asked quickly. "In whayWa

"It's not clear. Maybe he thinks it will enable himmcommunicate
with them somehow. Maybe even control them. Wedostt have
enough information to know for sure. But we beli¢éws technology
poses a legitimate threat. Not just to the Alligrog to the entire
galaxy."

"And you believe whoever attacked Sidon now possess
technology?" the salarian asked.

"Possibly," she said, somewhat hesitantly. "It ddesgppear it was
ever actually at Sidon. Qian's notes are a biatier"

"Are you saying he was mentally unbalanced?" tlaei @asked.

"There is some evidence of that, yes."



"Are we certain this technology even exists?" thlarsan wanted to
know. "Or are we chasing the delusions of a madtan?

"If it does exist," she warned them, "we can't tHierisk of
ignoring this."

"We need to find the people responsible for thackit' the turian
agreed. "Before they unleash this on the galaxy!"

"You should begin with Edan Had'dah. A batariamfrGamala.
Lieutenant David Anderson, the man we sent to inyate this matter,
believes he was behind the attacks. Your own pemgieconfirm this
when we send you the files."

There was a brief pause and the holographs moniigrglaut down
as the councilors held a brief conference.

"We will forward this information to the Spectrevastigating this
matter,"” the salarian informed her once they werged

"The Council is grateful to you for bringing this dur attention,"
the asari said.

"The Alliance has no wish to be at odds with then@ol," Goyle
explained. "We are still new to the galactic scéng,we are eager to
show our willingness to cooperate and coexist Withother species of
the Citadel."

She could see from their expressions that she loackem over to
her side. Now it was time to strike.

"Kahlee Sanders, the researcher who escaped $sdorhiding on
Camala right now," she continued, moving withoutgag from
supplication to an appeal she knew they would grakié have reason
to believe her life is in danger as long as shearasnon that world.



"The Alliance would like to arrange for one of @lnips to touch
down on Camala somewhere outside the spacepgriskider up and
bring her to safety."

"That is a reasonable request," the turian saat aftnoment's
consideration. "The Council can make arrangemeittshatarian
authorities to permit this."

"There is one more request | would make of the Ciblin
Ambassador Goyle added, employing one of the mastpyet most
effective, tactics of negotiation: little yes, higs. Getting someone to
agree to a minor concession established a tongreément and
cooperation. It made it more likely they would lee&ptive to larger
issues.

"Lieutenant Anderson, the Alliance operative whought Edan's
involvement to light, is also on Camala."

"You wish to have him evacuated as well?" the sataguessed.

"Actually, we would like him to accompany your Sprecvhen he
goes after Edan Had'dah."

"Why?" the asari asked. Goyle couldn't tell if stas suspicious or
merely curious.

"Several reasons," the ambassador admitted. "Vii& thii. Qian
may still be alive. If he is captured, we wouldelikim to be extradited
to the Alliance to stand trial for his role in thrurder of our people at
Sidon.

"And we see this as a learning opportunity for témant Anderson.
The reputation of the Spectres is well known; they representatives of
the Council, the guardians of Citadel Space. Waykuith your agent
will help the lieutenant better understand the meéshSpectres employ
to defend interstellar peace and stability."



She hesitated briefly before continuing, taking@mant to
precisely form her next argument. This requestthagotential to
backfire, but it was the whole purpose of this ande. And it was
likely the councilors were thinking it themselvéieady.

"We are also hoping your agent can evaluate LieuteAnderson's
performance on the mission. If he does well, peshtegcan be
considered as a candidate for the Spectres hirhself.

"Admitting someone to the Spectres is a long amdlired process,"
the turian protested. "Individuals must prove thelwess through years
of exemplary military or law enforcement servicédre they can even
be considered for the honor."

"Lieutenant Anderson has served in the Alliancetany for nearly
a decade," the ambassador assured them. "He hgsetedour N7
elite special operations program, and won numecdatons, medals,
and honors of distinction in the line of duty. hoaasily make his
records available to the Council."

"Candidates must undergo a rigorous screening psgcthe
salarian explained, raising another objection. Kgaound checks,
psychological evaluations, and a prolonged perfadentorship and
field training are typically involved."

"l am not asking that you admit him to the Spectrédse
ambassador clarified. "Only that you allow him t@mpany Saren on
his mission, and judge him based on his performémesee if he has the
potential."

"Your species is still new to the galaxy," the asad her, finally
addressing the issue they were all dancing ardDffatially, Spectres
could come from any species. But almost invaridbgy were only
chosen from the Council races.

The bias was perfectly understandable: giving inldials of a
species direct access to the Council, along wehatlthority to act



outside the bounds of galactic law when necess#tiached a perceived
importance to that individual's species. Allowingwanan into the
Spectres would send a message to the rest of llveyghat the Council
considered humans on a par with the turians, salgriand asari. That
wasn't far removed from the truth, which was exaethy Ambassador
Goyle was pushing for this now.

"Many species have been part of the Citadel fotuwress, yet have
never had a Spectre drawn from their ranks," tlhe asntinued.
"Granting this request may cause resentment antarg.t

"Just as I'm sure there was resentment among thean the turians
were added to the Council," Ambassador Goyle coadte

"Those were exceptional circumstances,"” the salami@rjected,
offering up a defense on behalf of the turian cdanc'The turians
were instrumental in ending the Krogan Rebelliddillions of lives
were saved."

And they had a fleet almost as large as the asdrsalarians put
together, Goyle silently added.

Out loud she said, "At our last meeting you told maenanity had to
be willing to sacrifice for the sake of othersoutd have bargained for
this concession with the information from Sidont bchose to give that
to you freely for the greater good. Now | am offigriyou the aid of one
of the Alliance's top soldiers to end a threat wag/iave unwittingly
helped create.

"All I ask in return is that you consider the lienaint as a possible
candidate for the Spectres."

There was no immediate response from the Counlad. T
ambassador realized they were still leery of heabse of her actions at
the last meeting. But there was a time for brinkssh@ and a time for
acquiescence. She had to show them the Alliancemiiasg to work
both sides of that fence.



"I make no demands here. I'm not asking you to serr commit
to anything. | believe this experience will benéfutenant Anderson
and the Alliance. | believe it will strengthen humtg's bond with the
rest of the Citadel. And | truly believe it will\g@ us a better
understanding of the duties and responsibilitieowe to the greater
galactic community.

"However, if you refuse this request | will willihgaccept the
wisdom of your decision."

She expected the Council to confer once againsicuds her
proposal. However, to her surprise, the asari sirgplve her a warm
smile.

"You have made your point, Ambassador. We will ¢sayur
request.”

"Thank you, Councilor," Goyle replied. She was d#ugff guard
by the sudden acceptance, but she did her best n@¢eal how much
she had been taken aback.

"This meeting of the Council is adjourned,"” therasaid, and the
Council rose from their seats and disappeared dbe/stairs of their
platform.

Goyle turned and made the long walk down from dpedf the
Petitioner's Stage, frowning. She had studied ettecysion made by
the Council in the last five centuries in detail elvery case they had
acted unilaterally. If there was ever any dissandioey would debate
the issue until a mutual accord could be reached.

So how was it possible for the asari counciloreoide on her own
to grant this request?

As she reached the elevator and stepped insidexfiianation
finally popped into her head. Somehow they haccgrated her request



before she'd even broached the subject. They nawst known where
she was leading them, and discussed it duringrieédonference after
she had mentioned Edan Had'dah. They had alreaniyediehow they
would respond long before she ever brought theestiop.

Ambassador Goyle had thought she was in contrivindrthe
negotiations to manipulate the Council to her lagstantage, like she
had at the previous meeting. She'd caught themuaffd last time, but
this time they'd been ready for her. They wereothes who'd been in
control, walking her through the script like actorsa play, knowing the
final outcome all along. And only in the final momef the scene had
they tipped their hand, a subtle revelation oftthé they must have
known she would pick up on.

Riding down in the elevator, Ambassador Goyle tteethke solace
in the knowledge that she had gotten exactly whatdswanted out of
the meeting. But she wasn't used to being outmasredyand she
couldn't help wondering if she had made a mistake.

Why had the Council been so eager to grant herest@Did they
really think humanity was ready for this? Or wdreyt expecting
Anderson to fail, then hoping to use that failuseaa excuse to hold the
Alliance back?

If nothing else, the experience had given her alevhew respect
for the Council and their understanding of negatreg and diplomacy.
She considered herself a student of politics, awd she was very
aware she had just been schooled at the feet ohdisters.

They'd sent her an unmistakable message: they konewto play
this game as well as she. Whatever advantage tlaméé might have
had in dealing with the Council, it was gone. Tlegtrtime she had to
face them, the ambassador realized, she'd be atlgstacond-guessing
herself. No matter how prepared or careful she imafe back of her
mind there'd be that lingering uncertainty: waslslaeling the
negotiations, or being led?



And she had no doubt that this was exactly whaCiencil
wanted.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

"We're almost there, Lieutenant Sanders," the dtive her,
shouting to be heard above the engine of the sigeldu armored
personnel carrier as it bounced along the hardgzhdesert sand
outside Hatre. "Just a few more klicks to the rendes site."

In addition to the driver, five other Alliance maes rode in the
APC with her; a security detail pulled togethetrat last minute to
protect her until she was off world. She and theedrsat up front, the
rest of the crew were huddled together in the beokr of the marines
had already been on Camala when the orders caaethhr two had
arrived from Elysium the previous night in respotsée instructions
issued from Alliance HQ.

Their vehicle was batarian, loaned to the Alliabgdocal
authorities at the "request" of the Council. It vedlgart of the deal the
ambassador had worked out to get her safely offalaaand back to
Alliance territory.

The engine whined as they climbed one of the immeasd dunes
that stretched across the landscape out beyortbtimon toward the
setting sun. In another twenty minutes it wouldllek, but by then
she'd already be aboard the Alliance frigate cortongick her up.

"I'm surprised the batarians agreed to this," tineed shouted again,
making conversation. "They don't normally authotaadings outside
the spaceports. Especially not for Alliance vessels

She understood his curiosity. He knew somethingnag going on,
but his orders were simply to drive her out to piekup. He had no way
of knowing about her connection to Sidon, and ngidwatd told him
about the shady backroom deals Ambassador Goylelhaus made
with the Council to make this happen. Kahlee stagiletht: she sure as
hell wasn't about to fill him in.



She wondered how much the Alliance had given wgxghange for
this concession. What kind of bargain had theyckf?uAnderson
probably had some idea, but he had barely saidendaords to her in
the two days following her admission in the hotem.

Not that she blamed him. He'd trusted her and slsgd him, at
least in his eyes. Kahlee knew all too well how mbetrayal could
sting. And now she was being whisked off to somienomwn location
for her protection, while Anderson was staying hdlon Camala to try
and hunt down Dr. Qian.

She thought a lot about trying to contact him agdier all this was
over. At first she'd been drawn to him out of neste was scared and
alone, and she had needed someone to cling todsesigruff, prickly
father whom she barely knew. But even though theglgd been
together a few days, she got the sense that thesewhance they could
have become more than just friends.

Unfortunately, she doubted he'd want anything nb@i@o with her
now. Not after how she'd hurt him. The realizatioat she'd probably
never see him again hit her harder than she waad kxpected.

"Hang on, ma'am!" the driver suddenly called otarténg her from
her maudlin thoughts as he wrenched the wheel aactd them
sharply off course, nearly flipping the vehicletle process. "We've got
company!”

From his perch on a rocky outcropping several kdtars away,
Saren could just make out, against the glare o$dting sun, the
silhouette of the APC carrying First Lieutenant KghSanders.

When he'd received the mission update from thed€it@ouncil
yesterday he'd gone through the full spectrum adtems. He began
with outrage. They were ordering him to work withiaman! And all
because the Council felt it necessary to rewarditli@nce for sharing



information about the investigation into Sidon.dmrhation Saren had
already managed to figure out on his own!

He knew Edan Had'dah was behind the attack. Bugussche'd
kept that information from the Council, he had tetpnd to be grateful
to the Alliance for handing it over to him. Now had to allow one of
the humans to work with him as he completed thesimms And not just
any human, but that damnable Lieutenant Andersan, kept
interfering with his investigation.

But as he'd continued reading the update, his aymes way to
curiosity. He'd known about the batarian's involeam) but not about
the extraordinary alien technology referenced enfiles recovered from
Sidon. Though there were few details, it seematlthe artifact could
be a relic dating all the way back to the Protheamction.

Saren had always been intrigued by the sudden rexdlained
disappearance of the Protheans. What kind of unmaage string of
events, what kind of catastrophic occurrence, coaltse an empire that
spanned the known galaxy to vanish in less thanéucy? Virtually all
traces of the Protheans had been wiped out; oelynidss relays and
Citadel survived, the enduring legacy of a oncagpeople.

Hundreds of explanations had been put forwardthase were all
nothing but theories and speculation. The truthuabwe Prothean
extinction was still a mystery...and this ancidrératechnology could
be one of the keys to unraveling it.

From what he could piece together from Qian's mebeaotes, he
suspected they had found some type of ship oringospace station.
One with Al capabilities to self-monitor and evepair all its vital
systems without the need for organic caretakeesthk keepers back on
the Citadel.

Delving deeper, it seemed the doctor believed ibheodery could
one day be used to forge an alliance with the gethpossibly even
control them. The implications were staggering:asgsive army of



synthetics, billions of troops whose absolute loyabuld be assured if
one could somehow understand and influence thethéught
processes.

Then, as he'd continued reading the file even éurthis curiosity
had transformed into cold, calculating satisfactionce he had learned
the name of his quarry, the hardest part of hisimmsbecame locating
Edan. He was probably cowering like an insect,dwed into an
underground bunker beneath one of the countlesserefs spread
across a thousand square kilometers of rock ardl &&nreting him out
was going to be a long, grueling, time-consumiracpss.

Or it would have been if he hadn't received thesmrs update from
the Council. Included in the transmission weredétails of the plan to
evacuate Lieutenant Sanders from the world. Samewkhat Skarr was
still on Camala; he'd had no reports of the bigglarobeing sighted at
the spaceports. He was probably holed up with Edan.

And Edan had hired Skarr to kill the young womaared knew
enough about batarian culture to realize Edan wuoieant to lose face
by hiring someone who failed in their appointektdithe opportunity
presented itself, he'd send Skarr after Sanders.aga

Saren had done his best to make sure that oppiyrtual presented
itself. He knew Edan had spies in every level ofegoment across
Camala, and particularly at the spaceports. Al bdene was make sure
the Council's request for an unscheduled Alliaaceling in the desert
was logged in the official government records.

The unusual request was sure to attract somedterdian.
Inevitably it would be reported up through the chaf underlings and
lackeys to Edan himself, and Saren was confidenb#tarian was
smart enough to figure out who the Alliance was icgnto pick up.

The only flaw in the plan was that it was almost tdvious. If
Edan suspected it was a trap, he wouldn't sendnaniyoresponse to the
message.



Still watching the Alliance-driven APC through hisg-range
binoculars, Saren saw the vehicle swerve and nspityout as the
driver began taking evasive action. Scanning tlebyedunes he
picked up the dust trails of four other vehiclessahg in; small, quick
rovers with mounted guns converging on the slowleCArom all sides.

Edan had taken the bait.

"Goddamn!" one of the marines in the back shoused shell
launched from one of the pursuing rovers explodeslecenough to rock
the APC's suspension.

The driver was doing his frantic best to avoid ghells being
lobbed at them by the enemy, sending the APC cargé&aphazardly
over dunes and into small valleys to keep the otbhicles from getting
a lock on their position. True to its name, the AR& heavily armored.
Still, it was only a transport vehicle; it wasmitended for combat. They
had no mounted guns, and the thick plating on tuy land
undercarriage was intended to protect the occugemtssniper fire and
land mines. Against antitank weapons like thosemtexion the
pursuing rovers, the only purpose the armor sewesito slow them
down.

In the back, one of the marines was shouting im¢oradio, trying to
warn the incoming Alliance frigate of their situati

"Mayday! Mayday! We are taking fire. The landingheas hot! |
repeat, the landing zone is hot!"

"We got at least four of these bastards on ouf' thié driver
shouted back to him as the vehicle lurched and ¢cediover an
outcropping of small rocks and boulders.

"Four enemy rovers on site!" the radioman shouteeb Jima, are
you reading?"



"This is the lwo Jima," a voice crackled back. "Yéad you, ground
team. We're still fourteen minutes out. Hold on!"

The radio operator slammed his fist against theilyearmored side
of the vehicle in frustration. "We'll never lasatHong!"

"You gotta outrun them!" another one of the menegelp to the
front.

"What the hell do you think I'm doing!?" the driverapped back at
him.

They flew over the top of another dune as a shxgllogled just
behind them, propelling the vehicle through the@ira full ten meters
before it crashed heavily back down to the grodinek high-impact
shock absorbers took most of the blow, but evenghd<ahlee was
securely belted in, the force of the landing stllsed her to whack her
head on the ceiling. The impact drove her teeth nvetr tongue hard
enough to make her taste blood.

The men in the back fared much worse. Crammedi@wehicle,
none of them were wearing safety belts. They war@ain from their
seats, smashed against the roof, then hurled gk th the floor in a
jumble of colliding elbows, knees, and skulls. Grof surprise and
grunts of pain were followed by a string of cursards directed at the
driver.

He ignored them, instead muttering, "They're tt. fd/e'll never
outrun them," though Kahlee wasn't sure if he va#isrtg to her or
himself. His eyes were wide and wild, and she woedi@ow much
longer he could keep it together.

"You're doing great," Kahlee reassured him. "Jesikus alive for a
few more minutes. You can do it!"

The driver didn't respond but only hunched forwémihging
himself closer to the wheel. Without warning helgdila hard 180-



degree turn, hoping to surprise the enemy witiddeperate and erratic
maneuver. The momentum of the APC spun them ocotol, nearly
causing them to roll. For a split second the vehiektered precariously,
balancing over the wheels along one side beforarsiag back down
with another hard jolt.

With all six wheels back on the ground, the drisiemmed his foot
onto the accelerator and they took off again, spgwi plume of
pebbles, dust, and sand out behind them. Fromdagirsthe front
Kahlee could now see the enemy clearly. Two ofrthxehicles were
spread wide, trying to outrace the APC and cut tbénirhe other two
had originally fallen in behind them, firing at thewith their mounted
cannons as they steadily gained on their prey. W#hsudden change
of direction, however, the Alliance soldiers wemwheading directly
toward their former pursuers.

"You bastards ever play chicken!?" the driver sered, never
taking his foot off the gas as he steered the sidwemuch heavier
APC head-on into one of the lightly armored rovers.

Strapped securely into her seat, Kahlee had noceltanstop what
was about to happen. The distance between theleghiwas gobbled up
in an instant, and all she could do was bracenfigraict. At the last
second the smaller rover tried to veer off, bwtat too late and the
collision was unavoidable. The blunted nose ofARE slammed into
the front left side of the oncoming rover as kdrito peel away from the
crash, a glancing blow instead of a direct hit. 8ua combined speed
of nearly 200 km/h, a glancing blow was more thaough.

The enemy rover practically disintegrated. Thedas€the impact
blew the frame apart. The axles snapped and tneftew off. The
doors sheared loose. Unidentifiable chunks of nretal asunder and
went flying and skipping across the sand. The taiek ruptured,
sparked, and exploded, engulfing what was lefhefrbver's body in
flames, reducing it to a molten slagheap. The driwéo had died in the
first millisecond of the collision, was consumedthg great ball of
tumbling fire that finally rolled to a stop hundeedf meters later.



The other occupants had all been thrown free omatypheir bodies
sent whirling and skipping across the ground at 4@® km/h. Limbs
cracked and shattered, necks and spines snapp#dd,8&re caved in.
Huge chunks of flesh were ripped from the bonahefcorpses as they
skidded across the sharp pebbles and abrasive sand.

The sturdier APC held together on impact, thoughehtire front
crumpled in like an accordion. Deflecting off theeeny rover, it flipped
and rolled half a dozen times before coming to upside down. Kahlee
was barely conscious. Stunned by the impact aratidiged by the
blood rushing to her head, she felt someone fumgldirher seat belt.
Instinctively she tried to fight them off, then @@ human voice
shouting at her to calm down.

She tried to concentrate. The vehicle wasn't moaimgmore, but
her world continued to spin. The driver was stdltbd in beside her.
The steering wheel had snapped off and the jagagdEthe steering
column had been driven back into his chest, imgdiim. His dead
eyes were open wide; the glassy pupils fixed iroagn stare that
seemed directed accusingly at her.

She realized she must have blacked out for a feasks. One of
the marines from the back was outside the vehiaVe, meaching in
through the shattered window to try and unbuckleskeat belt. She
stopped fighting against him and instead reachedvith her hands,
pressing them firmly against the inverted rooflse wouldn't fall and
hit her head the instant she was loose.

A second later the buckle detached. She managezEfmher head
from slamming to the ground, though she did bargyafrher knees
painfully on the mangled dashboard as she felartgthands seized her
arms and pulled her to freedom through the gapaig that had once
been filled with tempered glass.

Now that she was upright, the excess of blood misteay from
Kahlee's head, allowing her world to slowly comekbmto focus.



Miraculously, the marines in the back of the AP@ ki survived. The
five of them and Kahlee were now huddled in thedskaof their
overturned vehicle, temporarily using it for cover.

She could hear the sound of gunfire. It wasn'hiavy thunk-
thunk-thunk of antitank weapons, but rather theshat-tat-tat she
recognized as bursts from an assault rifle. Shéddoear the metal
pings as bullets ricocheted off the armor-platecerdhat hid them from
enemy sight.

Kahlee didn't even have a pistol on her, but themea had
recovered their weapons from the crash. Unfortupatieey were
pinned down by a steady stream of enemy round&lemna use them.
Given the constant barrage of enemy bullets, evaplibsecond of
exposure to try and return fire was too greatla ris

"Why aren't they using their cannons?" Kahlee skauter voice
almost drowned out by the sounds of the battle.

"They must want to take us alive!" one of the mesineplied,
giving her a look that made it clear they all kniane enemy was only
concerned with the survival of one specific person.

"They're trying to flank us!" another marine shaljtpointing off at
the horizon.

One of the rovers had sped off in the distancéaisaway it was
barely visible. It was circling around behind thama wide, looping
arc, well beyond the range of the marines' autanvegiapons.

Kahlee's attention was pulled away from the rowea loleafening
roar from above; the unmistakable sound of a spassel's drive-core
engines burning in the atmosphere. Turning hentie upward, she
saw a small ship swooping down from the sky.

"It's the Iwo Jima!" one of the marines cried out.



The ship was moving fast, diving straight for tbhaé rover trying to
flank them. Less than fifty meters from the groutrulled up sharply
and opened fire. A single, well-targeted blast fritwe ship's GARDIAN
defense lasers turned the rover into scrap metal.

The Iwo Jima banked and changed direction, itec¢tayy bringing
it straight toward the two surviving rovers as tharines let loose with
spontaneous, exultant cheers. The cavalry hacdediriv

Skarr had seen the frigate approaching long beféired the lethal
volley that took out the first of the Blue Sun rovdts arrival was an
inconvenient, but not unanticipated, event.

Moving with a quick but calm sense of purpose,dapéd out of his
own rover and started shouting orders. Followirggdodmmands, the
mercs quickly unloaded and assembled the portaass mccelerator
cannon they'd stashed in the back of the venhicle.

While the Alliance frigate fired its lasers on tihefenseless rovers,
Skarr was arming the weapon; loading an ammo pditlleet with
hundreds of small explosive rounds. As the fridemteked toward them
in a long, sweeping arc, he adjusted the aim ackklbin on his target.
And when he heard the cheers from the marinesdnigghind the
overturned APC, he fired.

The GARDIAN laser systems of the lwo Jima, prograedrto
target and destroy incoming missiles, were overmieel by the sheer
number of hypervelocity rounds fired at point-blaakge. Normally
the deadly projectiles would have deflected harsijesff the ship's
kinetic barriers. But in order for a space-fariregsel to touchdown on a
planet's surface and pick up a shore party, theeoshad to be shut
down. As Skarr had suspected, the Iwo Jima hadd'time to reactive
them yet.

Hundreds of tiny explosive shells impacted the 'shegterior,
shearing fist-sized holes in the hull as they dated. The personnel on
board were shredded by the sudden storm of bustirgpnel



ricocheting around the interior of the vessel. Mae Jima veered out of
control and crushed into the ground, disintegraiting fiery explosion.
Huge chunks of shrapnel rained down all around tlssmmding the
mercs scampering and diving for cover. Skarr igddhe melted
chunks of metal falling from the sky, instead simgghis assault rifle
over one shoulder and marching out toward the ousett APC.

He headed straight at it, knowing the Alliance smilon the other
side wouldn't be able to see him coming. The velmebviding them
with cover was also obscuring their view of whaswiarectly in front
of them.

As he approached the APC, the mercs behind hirhaglito the
sides, triangulating their positions so they cdwddp firing around him.
They kept a steady stream of deadly high-veloatynds trained on the
vehicle, keeping the marines pinned down behind it.

Ignoring the constant gunfire, the krogan stopgss than ten
meters away from the APC. Every muscle in his bieiyged as he
began to focus his biotic abilities. The reactioggered an automatic
biofeedback response in the amplification modulggisally implanted
throughout his nervous system. He began to gatdmrehergy,
drawing it in and trapping it the way a black htvkgps light. It took
almost ten full seconds for the power to build aximum capacity.
Then Skarr thrust forward with a fist, hurlingattard his target.

The overturned APC launched into the air, flyingothe heads of
the stunned Alliance marines to land a dozen méhsd them. They
were caught off guard, completely surprised anallioexposed by the
unexpected maneuver. Nothing in their training peepared them for
this. Uncertain how to react, they simply frozesnaall group huddled
together, crouching in the sand.

They would have been gunned down right then wemetifor the
fact that their enemy was just as surprised as theg mercs had
stopped shooting, watching in utter amazementeknbgan biotic had
simply hurled the four-ton APC out of the way.



"Throw down your weapons!" Skarr growled.

The marines complied, knowing the battle was [bsey slowly
stood up and raised their hands above their hetiohd their assault
rifles fall to the ground. Knowing she had no otbkoice, Kahlee did
the same.

The krogan stepped forward and seized her by thengrm,
squeezing so hard she let out a cry of pain. Orleeoimarines made
half a move to help her, then pulled himself b&ke was glad-he
couldn't help her; no sense getting himself killed.

While the mercs kept their weapons trained on thiesoners, Skarr
half dragged, half carried Kahlee over to one efitbhicles. He threw
her into the back, then climbed in beside her.

"Kill them," he said to his men, nodding in theadition of the
Alliance marines.

The sharp retorts of gunfire drowned out Kahlegrsams.

Saren watched the entire scene unfold throughihachlars, never
moving from his carefully chosen position. He wagsised when
Skarr didn't kill Sanders, instead taking her preso Obviously her
connection to all this was more than he'd firstized. But it didn't
really change anything.

The mercs climbed into their vehicles and spedniéf the dusk,
switching on their lights to guide them through ¢heom.

Saren leaped down from his vantage point and ran tovthe small
scout rover he had parked nearby. The vehicle kad bpecially
modified for stealth missions at night: the headarwere equipped
with dimming covers to disperse the illuminatiordamngle it down
toward the ground, creating a faint glow that wadoddenough to
navigate by but was barely visible from more thai@mneter away.



In contrast, the high-powered beams of the othbkicles blazed
like beacons in the darkness of the desert nigétd Hasily be able to
spot them from as far as ten kilometers out.

All he had to do was follow them, and they'd lead hight to
wherever Edan was hiding.



CHAPTER NINETEEN

Anderson couldn't help but feel nervous aboutitieeting. Even
though the Council had officially approved the asgzalor's request, he
was still haunted by the memory of his last meetiity Saren. For
several long moments he'd been absolutely convitieeturian was
going to leave him for dead outside the ruins ofi'l2a. When
Ambassador Goyle had revealed that Saren might h@emeral hatred
of the Alliance, he wasn't the least bit surprised.

"Personal information on Spectres is sealed," sloehim, "but our
intel dug up something interesting. Seems he lissbtother during the
First Contact War."

The lieutenant knew there were more than a fevamgrivho were
still bitter about the conflict, especially thosaahad lost family
members. And he suspected Saren was the type whi jdist carry a
grudge, but fed it constantly. It may have stags@ desire to avenge
his brother, but after eight years it would havevgr into something
much darker: a twisted, festering loathing formalmanity.

As much as he wanted to catch those responsiblgtfat had
happened at Sidon, he wasn't looking forward takugrwith Saren on
this mission. He had a bad feeling about all tjist like the one he'd
gotten when the Hastings had first responded torSsdlistress call.
But he'd been given his orders, and he intendéalltaw them.

The fact that the turian was over an hour late 'didake him feel
any better. In the interests of trying to smoothdk over, Anderson
had let him pick the time and place of the meetihg/d chosen midday
at a small, dingy bar in a run-down neighborhoodhenedges of Hatre.
The kind of establishment where the customers ragu#nt of ignoring
neighboring conversations. Nobody here wanted tomkwhat anybody
else was up to.



Not that there was much chance of anyone overlgetirem,
anyway. The place was practically deserted thesradion-probably the
reason the turian had chosen this time of dayademsense, but as
Anderson sat alone at a table in the corner nutsismgrink he couldn't
help but wonder what kind of game Saren was playing

Why wasn't he here? Was this some kind of setupfa&ybe a ploy
to get him out of the way while the Spectre corgmhiis investigation?

Twenty minutes later, he'd just made up his minkgk&ve when the
door opened and the man he'd been waiting for steggjpough. The
bartender and the only other customer in the gi@sedes Anderson
glanced up as he entered, then looked away as Baresed the room
with quick, angry steps.

"You're late," Anderson said as the turian sat dddeawasn't
expecting an apology, but he felt he was at leastdoan explanation.

"l was working" was the curt reply.

The turian looked haggard, as if he hadn't sldptight. Anderson
had contacted him early yesterday afternoon, adfet he'd turned
Kahlee over to the security team that was to hetghgr off world. He
wondered if Saren had been working the case nomsatop then.
Trying to finish everything off before he was fodd® join up with his
unwanted human partner.

"We're in this together now," Anderson reminded.him

"l received the Council's message," Saren repliexdyoice heavy
with contempt. "l intend to honor their wishes."

"Glad to hear it," Anderson replied coldly. "Lashé we met |
thought you were going to kill me." There was ninpo holding
anything back; he wanted to know exactly wheretbedswith the
Spectre. "Do | have to spend the rest of this rmrsfoking over my
shoulder?"



"I never kill someone without a reason," Saren retfad him.

"l thought you could always find a reason to kidhseone," the
lieutenant countered.

"But now | have a very good reason to keep yowedli$aren
assured him. "If you die, the Alliance will be amgiout for my head.
And the Council just might be inclined to giveatthem. At the very
least they'd revoke my Spectre status.

"“Truthfully, | couldn't care less whether you ligedie, human," the
Spectre continued. From his tone they might haen loscussing the
weather. "But | don't intend to do anything thall wut my career at
risk."

Unless you're sure you can get away with it, Angleithiought. Out
loud he asked, "You got the files we sent?"

Saren nodded.

"So what do we do next? How do we find Edan?"
"I've already found him" was the smug reply.
"How?" Anderson asked, surprised.

"I'm a Spectre. It's my job."

Realizing no explanation was forthcoming, Anderkrthe matter
drop. "Where is he?"

"In a bunker at an eezo refinery," Saren replieglid$sed a set of
architectural blueprints down on the table. "Thasethe schematics."

Anderson almost asked where he'd gotten them,itdrs tongue.
By law all eezo refineries were required to undeagemiannual



inspection. The layout of each plant needed tovadable to the
inspectors; it would have been an easy matterdiore®ne with the
authority of a Spectre to get his hands on them.

"l scouted out the exterior," Saren continueds '$tirrounded by a
civilian work camp; the defenses are minimal. If weit until nightfall,
we should be able to get inside the perimeter witladerting anyone."

"Then what? We just sneak in and kill Edan?"
"I'd prefer to take him alive. For interrogation."

Something in the way he said interrogation madee#sah shiver.
He already knew Saren had a cruel streak; it whand to imagine that
he actually enjoyed torturing prisoners as patisfob.

The turian must have seen his reaction. "You dike'tme, do
you?"

There was no point in lying to him. Saren wouldave believed
him anyway.

"I don't like you. It's clear that you're not mygpest fan, either. But
| respect what you do. You're a Spectre, and ktliou're damn good at
your job. I'm hoping | can learn something from you

"And I'm just hoping you don't screw this missignfar me," Saren
replied.

Anderson refused to rise to the bait. "You saidstweuld infiltrate
the refinery after dark. What do we do until then?"

"l need some rest,"” the turian stated flatly, coniing Anderson's
suspicions that he'd been up all night. "The refilseabout two hours
outside the city. If we leave two hours after sumdpwe'll get there at
midnight. That should give us enough time to getnd out before it
gets light."



The turian pushed his chair away from the tablejaksly he felt
the meeting was over. "Meet me back here at sixteadred," he said
before turning and walking away.

Anderson waited until he was gone, tossed a feditsrdown on
the table to cover his drink, then got up and Iééimala used the
galactic standard twenty-hour clock and it stillswé even 12:00 yet.
There was no way he was spending the next fourshauhis dive.

Besides, he hadn't spoken to Ambassador Goyle gesterday
morning. Now might be a good time to check bacand see how
Kahlee was doing. Strictly for the sake of the moissof course.

"Is this line secure, Lieutenant?" Ambassador Gagled him.

"As secure as we're going to get on a batariandyofinderson told
her.

He was speaking to her via real-time video confezeReal-time
communication from a colony in the Verge back ® @itadel was an
incredibly complex and expensive process, but Asalefigured the
Alliance could afford it.

"I met with Saren. Looks like he's willing to leentag along."

There was a split second of lag as the signal wesy/pted and
packaged in a top-priority burst, then transmitted comm buoy
orbiting Camala, and subsequently relayed acrass:xtiranet to the
ambassador's terminal on the Citadel before finadiyng decoded. The
delay was barely noticeable, but it did causeghshitch in the
ambassador's image on his monitor.

"What else did he tell you, Lieutenant?" There s@asething
gravely serious in the ambassador's expression.

"Is something wrong, ma'am?"



She didn't answer right away, choosing her wordsfally. "As you
know, we dispatched the lwo Jima to pick Sandergagberday. When
they arrived, the ground team was under attack."

"What happened?" Anderson asked, already knowia@tiswer.

"The Iwo Jima went in to help, then dropped ouwtaftact. By the
time we convinced the local authorities to sendeorgscue team to the
sight, it was too late. The marines sent to accamp@anders were all
dead. The Iwo Jima was destroyed. Nobody aboaxdveuar."

"What about Lieutenant Sanders?" he asked, nottbiag
ambassador had left her conspicuously absent fnerhdt of casualties.

"No sign of her. We think she may be a prisonewiQisly we
suspect Edan and Dr. Qian were behind the attack."

"How'd they find out about the pickup?" Andersomaaded
angrily.

"The request for clearance for the out-of-port lagdvas entered
into Hatre's main transport system data banks,athieassador told
him. "Someone must have seen the information taederelayed it to
Edan."

"Who leaked it?" he wanted to know, rememberingl&als fears
that someone in the Alliance brass might be workith Qian.

"There's no way to know. We can't even be surag intentional. It
might have been an accident. A mistake."

"With all due respect, ma'am, we both know thattsaa of crap.”

"This doesn't change your mission, Lieutenant,"vshmed him.
"You're still going after Qian."



"What about Lieutenant Sanders?"

The ambassador sighed. "We believe she's stiikaliopefully, if
you find Qian, you'll find her."

"Anything else, ma'am?" he asked, a little mordlguhan he'd
intended. He was still shaken by the news that somdad betrayed
Kahlee again. And while he didn't suspect the asdds, she had
made all the arrangements for the pickup. He cdutaip blaming her
at least a little for allowing this to happen.

"Saren's going to be evaluating you on this misSitre
ambassador reminded him, shrewdly refocusing hiok bkahis true
priorities. "Do well and it could go a long waygooving to the Council
that humanity deserves to have someone in the igpaciks.

"l shouldn't have to tell you what that could méanthe Alliance,"
she added.

"Understood, Ambassador," he replied, subdued.nésvikshe was
right; he had to put his personal feelings asidelfe sake of the
mission.

"We're all counting on you, Lieutenant," she adped before
signing off. "Don't let us down."

Saren wasn't late for their second meeting. In faetvas already
there, waiting at the same table when AndersoreadriThe bar was
busier in the evening, but it was still far fronowded.

The lieutenant marched toward the turian and sahdmcross from
him. He didn't waste any time with a greeting, $iaiply blurted out,
"Did you see any sign of Kahlee Sanders when ye weouting out
Edan's hiding place?"

"She is no longer a concern of mine," Saren tahd. HOr yours.
Stay focused on Edan and Qian."



"That's not an answer," Anderson pressed. "Didsemiher or not?"

"I'm not going to let one human life get in the wafythis mission!"
Saren hissed at him. Something in his tone flippsaitch in the
lieutenant's brain; the light came on and he sulgiderderstood.

"You're the one who leaked the pickup! That's haw found Edan.
You used Kahlee as bait, then followed his peoplekhio the refinery
and scouted it out last night. That's why you wate this morning!"

"It was the only way!" Saren fired back. "It wowd'taken months
to find Edan. Months we might not have! | don't @ae explain myself
to you. | saw an opportunity, so | took it!"

"You son of a bitch!" Anderson shouted, leapingoasrthe table to
grab him by the throat. But the turian was too kdioer him. He jumped
back beyond Anderson's grasp, then leaped in aneldsAnderson's
outstretched arms by the wrists, yanking him ofabee.

As the lieutenant tumbled forward, Saren let gorof wrist and
twisted hard on the other one, bending Andersanisugp and behind
his back. The turian used the human's own momeaggamst him to
slam him to the ground. Still keeping Andersonia Bent behind him,
the turian dropped his knee between the lieuteahtulders, pinning
him to the floor.

Anderson struggled for a few seconds, but he cdaulgn free. He
felt Saren applying pressure to his arm, and hd stdhbefore the
turian decided to break it. The rest of the peaplhe bar had jumped
up from their seats when the action started, baédhey saw that the
human was effectively helpless, they simply saklzhmvn and resumed
drinking.

"This is what it means to be a Spectre," Sarenpened, still atop
him. He had leaned in so close that Anderson felhbt breath in his
ear and on the back of his neck. "Sacrificing ofeefor the sake of



millions. Qian's research is a threat to every igsao Citadel space. |
saw a chance to stop him at the cost of a few dizes The math is
simple, human...but few people are able to dahitrf

"l get it," Anderson said, trying to keep his voadm. "So let me

up.

"Try this again and | will kill you," the Spectreanwned before
releasing him. Anderson had no doubt he meanesidgs, fighting
with Saren in this bar didn't accomplish anythiiidne really wanted to
help Kahlee he had to be smart instead of impulsive

He stood up and stared at the turian for a long eminDespite
being immobilized, the only thing hurting was hrede. So Anderson
simply brushed himself off, then went and sat datthe table again.
Realizing the human intended to hold his angeh#ck, the turian
joined him.

"They didn't find Kahlee's body at the scene," Asda said,
resuming the conversation where they had lefthddéfd need to come
up with a plan to help Kahlee, but he didn't eveow where she was
being held. As much as it galled him, he needeagktdhe turian back
on his side. "Were you there? Did you see what bapg?"

"Your ground team was attacked by Skarr and the Blun
mercenaries," Saren told him. "When all hope watyour soldiers
tried to surrender, but the Blue Suns gunned thevwnd'

"What about Kahlee? Is she still alive?"

"She was," Saren admitted. "They took her insiéerdfinery. |
assume they must need her for some purpose."

"If they know we're coming, they might still killen," Anderson
said.

"That means nothing to me."



It took every ounce of military discipline the ltemant had not to
attempt to attack him again, but somehow he mantgsthy in his
seat.

"She means something to me," he said, strainikgép his voice
even. "l want to make you a deal."”

The turian shrugged, a truly universal gesturendifference. "What
kind of deal?"

"You don't want me here. You're only doing thishes order of the
Council. You take me to Edan's hideout and givearabance to rescue
Kahlee, and | promise to stay out of your way fa test of the
mission."

"What do you mean by 'a chance to rescue Kahlé®urian
asked suspiciously.

"If they know we've found them, they'll probablyl kier. So when
we get to the refinery you let me go in first. Gime thirty minutes to
find Kahlee before you go in after Qian and Edan."

"What if somebody sees you?" the turian asked. rf&ae&ecurity at
the refinery. Not to mention Edan's mercs. You$kthe alarms, and
they'll all be on guard. That makes my job harder."

"No," Anderson argued. "It makes your job easi#iroé a
distraction; I'll draw them off. They'll be so camoed with me they
won't even notice you sneaking in from the othde $i

"If you get into trouble, | won't come to help yb&aren warned.

"l wouldn't expect you to."

Saren considered the offer for a full minute befowdding his head
in agreement. "Thirty minutes. Not one second nfore.



CHAPTER TWENTY

Neither one of the men spoke during the long dttiveugh the
desert night. Saren was behind the wheel, statragybt ahead through
the windshield of the rover while Anderson studieel blueprints of the
refinery. He'd been hoping to see something thght@ive him some
clue as to where Kahlee was being held, but there wimply too many
places they could have converted into a makesh#bp for her.
Instead, he focused on trying to memorize the ge@yout so he
could find his way around quickly once he was imsid

After an hour they could see a dim glow in theahsk; the refinery
lights shining in the darkness. The facility rarotday shifts and two
night shifts of nearly two hundred workers eacle; ¢ezo production
continued around the clock. To accommodate suchvemgs labor
requirements, the refineries offered free roomlamald to employees
and their families in the surrounding work campefab buildings
assembled in an ever-widening circle around thénelvak fence
protecting the refinery itself.

They were only a few hundred meters from the edfidse work
camp when Saren stopped the rover. "We walk frora.he

Anderson made a mental note of where the vehictepagked; he'd
have to find his way back here through the dardrdfe found Kahlee.
If he got lost, he doubted Saren would bother tonedooking for him.

He grabbed his pistol, but hesitated before takisgassault rifle.
The pistol had a silencer on it, but the assaflét was loud-one burst
from that and the whole place would know he wasethielus, it was a
lot easier to pick your targets carefully with atpl than an automatic
weapon.

"You'll need that," Saren advised him, noticing indecision.



"Most of the people in that plant are just ordinaxgrkers,”
Anderson replied. "They won't even be armed."

"Edan's working with the Blue Sun mercenaries. ¥Youn into
plenty of them in there, too."

"That's not what | meant. I'm a little concernedwataccidentally
shooting innocent civilians."

Saren gave a harsh, bitter laugh. "You still dgattit, do you,
human?

"Most of the workers in these camps own firearnitgs Tefinery
represents their livelihood. They aren't soldibrg,once the alarms go
off they will try to protect it."

"We're not here to destroy the plant,” Andersorectgd. "All we
have to do is grab Qian, Edan, and Kahlee andigét o

"They don't know that. When they hear sirens arittsy they'll
think the plant is under some kind of terrorishekl You won't be able
to pick and choose your targets when half of thesranning around in
a blind panic and the other half are firing gungat.

"If you want to make it through this mission aliv8aren added,
"you better be willing to shoot civilians if theygin your way. Because
they'll be more than willing to shoot at you."

"Necessity is one thing. But how can you be so atdut killing
innocent people?" he asked in disbelief.

"Practice. Lots of practice."
Anderson shook his head and took the assault thftejgh he

promised himself he wouldn't use it unless absblutecessary. He
folded it down and snapped it into the armor stohe back, just above



the belt. Then he slapped the pistol into the @tokis hip, where he
could easily grab it if necessary.

"We'll split up,” Saren told him. "I'll head eaggu go around the
other way."

"You promised me a thirty-minute head start befae go in,"
Anderson reminded him in a hard voice.

"You'll have your thirty minutes, human. But if yoainot here at
the rover when | get back, I'm leaving you behind."

Anderson quickly made his way through the darknesse edges
of the work camp. Although it was the middle of thght, the place
was buzzing with activity. Because of the staggetetis at the
refinery, there were always people who were regagstting off work
or just about to start. The camp was like a smsll ©Over a thousand
families made their homes here-husbands, wiveseaed children
were milling about the streets, nodding greetimgsrte another and
going about their daily lives.

With so many people around it was an easy mattekiiderson to
simply blend in with the crowd. He'd thrown on adg loose-fitting
overcoat to cover his body armor and conceal hepars. And while
most of the employees of the refinery were batarirere were enough
other species, including humans, in the crowd tieadidn't draw undo
attention.

He hustled through the camp, pushing his way thrdbhg crowd,
occasionally nodding a greeting as he passed sbhis fellow
humans. He walked with long, quick strides, mainiteg a brisk pace as
he worked his way toward the fence surroundingsdwired grounds of
the refinery. He knew time was slipping away, bugaking into a run
was sure to attract notice.

After five minutes he had cleared the camp. Thé&lmgs housing
the workers formed an evenly distributed ring axbtive entire refinery,



but nobody wanted to live butted right up agaihstmetal security
fence. The inner edge of the camp stopped a goodrad meters away
from it, leaving a wide tract of empty and unlibhthoccupied only by a
few scattered public lavatories.

Anderson kept his pace at a brisk walk until he faagnough away
from the lights to avoid being seen. Anyone who hagpened to spot
him disappearing into the darkness would have asdum was headed
to the bathrooms, and not given him a second though

Safely out of sight, he slipped on a pair of nigision goggles, then
broke into a run until he reached the fence. Uaipgir of wire clippers
he cut a hole large enough for him to fit throukgk.ditched the long
coat before crawling through-it would only getimetway. Once on the
other side, he pulled out his pistol, hoping he Mot have to use it.

From here on in the mission became more diffidddt.was in a
restricted area now. There were small security dgjpatrolling the
grounds inside the perimeter of the fence; if thay him they'd either
shoot him or set off the alarm. Avoiding them woulde too difficult,
however; he'd see the glow of their flashlightstmground long before
they were close enough to spot him.

Cautiously making his way across the grounds, Ipecached a
corner of the refinery. The complex was enormousam central
building nearly four stories high held the primanpcessing plant. A
number of smaller two-story structures had beeh baievery side to
house storage, shipping, administration, and maamtee-Anderson's
destination.

When he reached the maintenance annex he headeutldmthe
small fire door in the back corner. It was lockledt only by a simple
mechanical bolt, not one of the far more expensieetronic security
systems. A refinery plant in the middle of the desas typically
concerned with limiting casual theft; they werdnitlt with the purpose
of preventing infiltration operations.



Anderson placed a small glob of sticky explosiveshe lock,
stepped back, and fired the pistol at the puttgxtiloded with a sharp
bang and a bright flash, blowing the door openwdéed to see if there
was any reaction to the noise, but hearing norgusbaed open the door
and stepped in.

He found himself standing by the employee lock&he room was
empty; it was the middle of the shift and the erngpls were all out on
repair calls. In one corner was a large laundrkdéiagn wheels, filled
with soiled mechanics' coveralls. He rummaged ataunil he found a
pair that fit over his body armor, then slippednt He had to remove
his pistol and assault rifle-he didn't want to bmbling beneath the
coveralls to grab them if needed. He stuffed tis¢éopinto the deep hip
pocket of the coveralls. He didn't unfold the atis#ile, but wrapped it
in a large towel he found in the laundry.

The disguise was far from perfect, but it woulas@adlhim to explore
the plant without attracting too much attentioneisquickly from a
distance, most people would just assume he wasfahe maintenance
crew headed to a job and ignore him.

He rolled up the sleeve of the coveralls and gldratenis watch.
Fifteen minutes gone. He'd have to hurry if he wdrib find Kahlee
and get her out before Saren started his mission.

Waiting on the outskirts of the work camp, Sareangéd at his
watch. Fifteen minutes had passed. Anderson wa®uabt somewhere
deep inside the refinery by now-too far in to tback.

Stashing his weapons beneath a long coat in méckaime way
Anderson had done when he'd wanted to pass unddhoeugh the
camp, the turian stood up and marched toward theibgs.

He'd waited long enough. It was time for his owssion to begin.

Anderson navigated through the numerous hallsjmag®m the
maintenance building into the main refinery. Histidoegan to pound



when he saw his first employee heading his way.tBeibatarian
woman only glanced at him for a second, then lockedy and
continued on past without saying a word.

He passed several more employees as he made higovend down
the halls, but none of them paid him any attentetier. He was
beginning to grow frustrated-he didn't have timsearch the entire
facility. He'd assumed they'd be keeping Kahle¢henower floors, but
he was still going to need some luck if he wantekbtate her in time.

And then he saw it: a sign saying "No Admittanceside a
stairwell leading down to what he remembered froemhkilueprints was
a small equipment storage room. The sign was smdtealmost
sparkled; obviously it had only been placed therthe last few days.

He hurried down the stairs. At the bottom were hgavyset
batarians, each marked with Blue Sun tattoos an theeks. They
looked bored, slouched down in chairs on eithe sida heavy steel
door, their assault rifles propped up against th# beside them.
Neither of the guards was wearing body armor-unidedable, given
the nature of their assignment. They'd probabl\nis#ting here all day,
and body armor was hot and heavy. Wearing it forentlban a few
hours at a time was incredibly uncomfortable.

The guards had already seen him, so Andersonguétdn walking
straight toward them. Hopefully they'd been warteede on the lookout
for a turian Spectre. If that was the case, a humamaintenance
coveralls wouldn't seem like much of a threat.

When he reached the small landing at the bottotheo§tairs one of
the mercs stood up and stepped forward, grabbsgdsault rifle and
pointing it at Anderson's chest. The lieutenarntdrdHe was less than
five meters away; at this close range there wasassible way he'd
survive if the merc pulled the trigger.



"What's that?" the guard asked, pointing the barfréis gun to
indicate the towel-wrapped assault rifle Anders@s warrying tucked
under his arm.

"Just some tools. Gotta keep them dry."
"Put the package down."

Anderson did as he was told, setting the assdlgtan the floor
carefully to make sure the towel didn't slip andead what was
concealed beneath.

Now that Anderson was no longer carrying anythhmag tight be a
weapon, the guard seemed to relax, lowering his riffen

"What's the matter, human?" he demanded. "Can'tgad
batarian?" This drew a guffaw from his partnet| stouched in his
chair.

"l need something from the equipment room," Andensplied.
"Not this one. Turn around."

"l have an authorization slip here," Anderson shidhbling around
in his pocket as if trying to dig it out. The bassrwas watching him
with an expression of bored annoyance, totallyvidnlis as Anderson
wrapped his hand around the handle of his pistdlsipped his finger
over the trigger.

The roomy pocket of the coverall allowed him tottile barrel of
the pistol up just enough to bring it in line witke guard's midsection.
He fired twice, the bullets shredding through thleric of the coveralls
and lodging themselves in the merc's stomach.

The batarian dropped his rifle in surprise, stungplack and
instinctively clutching at the holes in his gut. kiethe wall and slowly



slid down to the floor, blood seeping out and wejlup from the
fingers he had pressed over the wounds.

His partner looked up in confusion; because ofstlencer the
pistol's shots had been muffled to a faint zipthigt he probably hadn't
even heard. It took him a second to realize whdtheopened. With an
expression of dawning horror he went for his owmapan. Anderson
whipped the pistol out of his pocket and fired tstwts point-blank into
the second guard's chest. He slouched down tadkefsll off the
chair, and was still.

Anderson whipped the pistol back toward the fixsagl, still sitting
motionless on the floor with his back to the wdHlease," the
mercenary begged, finally figuring out who Andersaas with. "Skarr's
the one who gave the order to execute those Aliaoddiers. | didn't
even want to kill them."

"But you did," Anderson answered, then fired a &rgiot right
between the batarian's eyes.

He stripped off the coveralls, snapped the pisackionto his hip
and unwrapped the assault rifle, unfolding it seas ready to go. Then
he kicked open the door.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Like Anderson before him, Saren entered the refittfough an
emergency door in one of the refinery's small, s8k@y annexes. But
while the lieutenant had gone through the mainteadmilding on the
westernmost side of the refinery, Saren enterexligir the shipping
warehouse on the east. And unlike his human coparterhe didn't
bother with a disguise.

A pair of dockworkers saw him come in, their facegistering
surprise and then fear at the sight of an armaredrt carrying a heavy
assault rifle. A quick burst from Saren's weapodeghtheir lives before
they had a chance to cry out for help.

The Spectre moved quickly through the warehousdrandhe
main building. Again, unlike Anderson, he knew dkaw/here he was
going. He made his way down to the lowest levelthefrefinery, where
deposits of rock and ore rich in element zero weeded down and the
bulk impurities skimmed off the boiling surface.eltmolten liquid was
then piped to an enormous centrifuge to separdtthewprecious eezo.
He killed three more employees along the way.

He knew he was getting close to his destinationnAteepassed
signs on the wall reading "Restricted Access." blended a corner and
yanked open a door with "Authorized Personnel Opbihted across it.
A wall of hot, hazy air rolled out, stinging hisesyand lungs. Inside,
half a dozen engineers were scattered on walkwaijtsalbound and
above the colossal melting vats and the massivergtar core used to
heat them. They were monitoring the refining prec&eseping an eye
on the equipment to ensure it operated at peatia&ity and didn't
experience a potentially deadly malfunction.

The employees were wearing headsets to protectahrs from the
constant rumble of the turbines feeding the gener&ine of them saw
Saren and tried to shout out a warning. His wordsevgwallowed up by



the thunder of the turbines, as were the soundsiifire as the turian
mowed them all down.

The slaughter lasted less than a minute; the Speets nothing if
not brutally efficient. As soon as the last engirgied, tumbling from
the catwalk into the vat of molten ore twenty meteelow, Saren began
the next phase of his plan.

There were too many hiding places here insidedheary. Too
many places Edan could bunker down behind a walrwied mercs.
Saren needed something to flush him out. A fewexgiaally placed
explosive charges would trigger a catastrophiesest explosions in
the refinery core, setting off a general evacuadlanm for the entire
facility.

Saren finished rigging the last of the munitioh&nt headed for the
upper levels. He wanted to be well out of the biadtus when the
charges detonated.

Kahlee was hungry, thirsty, and tired. But abovelslke she was
scared. The krogan had told her Qian would be cgndrsee her in a
few days, but that was all he'd said. Then he'dghd her into a storage
room and locked her inside the small, dark clos#t@aback. She hadn't
seen or spoken to anybody since.

She was smart enough to understand what they veang.dshe
didn't know what Qian wanted, but it was obviousytlvere trying to
break her will before the meeting. They'd left feeralmost a full day in
the cramped closet, in complete darkness with nd for water. There
wasn't even a bucket so she could go to the bathrsbe'd had to
relieve herself in the corner.

After two or three days of this Qian would coméh&r with his
offer. If she accepted, they'd feed her and givesbhenething to drink. If
she refused, they'd throw her back into the makes#ll and come for
her again in another three days.



If she refused them a second time, things wouldt iicdy get
really nasty. Instead of starvation and mental aptiey'd move on to
actual physical torture. Kahlee had no intentiohelping Dr. Qian in
any way, but she was terrified of what was to cowerst of all was
the knowledge that in the end they'd win anywawmitjht take days,
maybe even weeks, but eventually the endless &dnd abuse would
break her and they'd get whatever they wanted.

During the first few hours of her imprisonment sh&ught some
way to free herself, only to realize it was hopgl&he had fumbled in
the darkness with the door of the closet, but & Veaked from the
outside and the interior handle had been removed, Bven if she did
get out of the closet there were almost certainlgrds waiting on the
other side.

She couldn't even escape by killing herself. Nat #ine was at that
point yet, but the room she was in was completaiptg: no pipes to
hang herself from, nothing to use to cut or wouadsalf. She briefly
considered the option of slamming her head overosed into the wall,
but she would only succeed in knocking herselfamd inflicting a lot
of unnecessary pain-something she suspected tlaralveady more
than enough of in her future.

The situation was hopeless, but Kahlee hadn't givém total
despair quite yet. And then she heard a noiseyacdssweeter than the
singing of angels. The sound of salvation: autoorginfire on the
other side of the door.

Anderson kicked open the door that the two merdsidegn
guarding. Beyond it was a large storage room. #dléquipment inside
had been dragged out; it was empty except for dl salde and several
chairs. Four more batarian Blue Suns were sittrograd the table
playing some type of card game. And standing afhalin the corner
was Skarr. Like the men outside, none of them wezaring body
armor.



The krogan was his first target-a stream of bulhattshe krogan
square in the chest. Skarr's arms flew up andobeavas blown
backwards, sending his gun sailing across the rétevstruck the wall
behind him, spun off it, and fell facedown on theof, bleeding from
too many wounds to count.

The mercs reacted to the sudden attack by flipthiegable and
scattering. Seeing Kahlee wasn't in the room, Asmlesimply sprayed
the entire place with bullets. He took the wholedbthem out before
they ever had a chance to fire back. It wasn'traofahonorable fight; it
was a massacre. Considering the victims, Anderginitetven feel bad.

After the shooting stopped, he noticed a small dothe back wall.
It probably just led into a closet, but it was fenced with metal plating
and sealed with a heavy lock.

"Kahlee?" he shouted, running over to bang on twe.dKahlee,
are you in there? Can you hear me?"

From the other side he heard her muffled voicerzalback to him.
"David? David! Please, get me out of here!"

He tried the lock, but it wouldn't budge. He biyetbnsidered
blowing it off, like he had with the maintenancealbung door earlier,
but he was worried the blast might injure Kahlee.

"Hold on," he shouted to her. "l need to find tlegy K

He took a quick glance around the room, his eyesimg to rest on
the krogan's body lying crumpled in the cornerhi&k pool of blood
crawled out from beneath him, spreading rapidlypssithe floor. If
anyone in this room had a key, Anderson knew, iildkde Skarr.

He ran over to the body, set his gun on the fland grabbed the
krogan's far shoulder with both hands, gruntinthateffort necessary to
roll him over onto his back. The krogan's chest wasibbling mess of



blood and gore; at least a dozen bullets had ripipeaigh his torso. His
clothing was soaked and sticky with the warm, dhnkl.

Grimacing slightly, Anderson reached out to digptigh his
pockets. Skarr's eyes snapped open and the krdgardsshot out and
grabbed him around the throat. With a roar the ttasd up, lifting the
lieutenant off the ground with one arm. The othemngled bloody and
useless at his side.

Impossible! Anderson thought, struggling like aghets child as the
krogan's grip slowly crushed the life from him. Maoly can survive
those kinds of injuries. Not even a krogan!

Skarr must have seen the shock in his eyes. "Youahg have a lot
to learn about my people,” he growled, bits of bipfroth bubbling up
from his lips as he spoke. "A pity you won't lieetell them."

Anderson kicked and flailed, but the krogan held At arm's length
and his limbs were too short to reach his opponemdy. Instead, he
pounded down with his fists on Skarr's massivedore His efforts did
nothing but elicit a gurgling laugh from the krogan

"You should be glad," the bounty hunter told hirioli will have
an easy death. Not like the female."

Suddenly the room was rocked by a massive expldsoon
somewhere deep inside the refinery. Huge crackeapd in the finish
of the walls and several ceiling tiles fell to fil@or. The ground
beneath their feet buckled and heaved, throwingr&Kabalance.
Anderson thrashed his body in that instant and g@oh#o break free of
the krogan's grip, falling to the floor and gaspiagbreath.

Skarr staggered and stumbled, trying to stay upriint his balance
was hampered by his dead and useless arm, andsheeskened by the
loss of blood. He fell heavily to the ground, oalyew meters away
from where Anderson had dropped his assault rifle.



Now free of the krogan's grip, Anderson whippedlustpistol and
fired. But he didn't aim at the krogan. If a bdrsetm an assault rifle
hadn't stopped Skarr, a single shot from a pistalld/barely slow him
down. Instead, Anderson aimed at the weapon layaside the krogan,
hitting it square and sending it skittering acrbssfloor and just out of
the bounty hunter's reach.

Alarms started going off throughout the building;aoubt a
response to the explosion. But Anderson had moneeidiate concerns.
Armed only with the pistol, he knew he'd need adishot to the head
to finish Skarr off. But the krogan leaped up amagled toward him
before he had a chance to take proper aim.

The bullet caught the krogan in his already paedyzhoulder, but
he just kept coming. Anderson dove to the siderated out of the
way as his enemy howled in rage, narrowly avoidiaong trampled to
death.

But now Skarr was between him and the door, blackimy chance
of escape. Anderson backed into the corner andd&is weapon
again. But he was a fraction of a second too sk, the krogan hit
him with a quick biotic push that knocked the plistom his hand and
nearly broke his wrist.

Knowing the human was no match for him unarmedktbgan
slowly advanced. Anderson tried to feint and dodhgging he'd have a
chance to make a grab for one of the weapons ogrthend. But the
krogan was cunning, and even with the injurieslaodd loss he was
quick enough to cut off the room, slowly workingetieutenant into a
corner from which there was no escape.

The impact of the explosion sent Kahlee reelinguigh the
darkness to slam face first into an unseen watickimg out one of her
teeth and breaking her nose. She dropped to thedlod brought her
hands up to her mangled face, tasting the bloatirfigp down her chin.



And then she noticed a small sliver of light comirgm the edge of
the door. The explosion must have jarred it ofhitgges. Ignoring the
pain of her injuries, she jumped up and backed awdy she felt the
wall behind her. Then she took three hard stepstaea herself
shoulder first into the door.

The damage to the frame must have been extengvaube the
door gave way on her first attempt, sending heswsfing into the room
beyond. She hit the ground hard, landing on theessimoulder she'd
used to knock open the door. A jolt of pain shobtigh her arm as the
shoulder popped out of the socket. She sat updsigeher eyes from
the sudden brightness of the room after all thessebe'd spent in
absolute darkness.

"Kahlee!" she heard Anderson scream. "Grab the §aobt him!"

Squinting in the light, half blind, she fumbled anal on the ground
and wrapped her hands around the barrel of an las$i@u She pulled it
in and grabbed the handle as an enormous shadalersydoomed
above her.

Acting on instinct, she pointed and pulled thegdg She was
rewarded with the unmistakable sound of a kroganimg in pain, and
the immense shadow fell away.

Blinking desperately to restore her vision, she juasable to make
out the form of Skarr stumbling away from her, chibhg at his stomach
and looking at her in rage and disbelief.

And then Anderson stepped into view right beside. e jammed
the nose of his pistol against the side of the &nigyskull and fired.
Kahlee turned away an instant too late-the sigl8kafrr's brains being
blown out through the far side of his head andtsaiag across the
wall was one that would probably haunt her nightsdor the rest of
her life.

And then David was there, crouching on the groueglde her.



"Are you okay?" he asked. "Can you walk?"
She nodded. "l think | dislocated my shoulder."

He thought for a second, then said, "I'm sornytiies, Kahlee." She
was about to ask him for what when he grabbed Zéndwrist and
collarbone, yanking hard on her arm. She screamadony, nearly
passing out as the shoulder popped back into place.

David was there to catch her so she didn't falkove

"You bastard," she mumbled, flexing her finger&ryoand work the
numbness out of them. "Thank you," she added ansdeter.

He helped her to her feet, and it was only thehgha noticed all
the other dead bodies in the room. Anderson dsdrytanything, but
simply handed her one of the dead men's assdai,rthen grabbed his
own weapon.

"We better take these," he told her, rememberingrg&agrim
advice about shooting civilians. "Let's just prag @on't have to use
them."



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

The explosion in the refinery core had exactlyithpact Saren was
hoping for. Panic and chaos descended over thé dlha alarms had
sent people fleeing for the exits, frantic to g@ag from the
destruction. But while everyone else was runninig aren was
working his way farther in, moving against the floivthe crowd. Most
of the people ignored him, concentrating only agirtbwn desperate
flight.

He had to act quickly. The detonation he'd sehaff only been the
first in a chain reaction that would cause the wt®olten ore to
overheat. When they erupted, all the machineménprocessing core
would ignite in flames. The turbines and generatayald overload,
triggering a series of explosions that would redihesentire plant to
burning rubble.

Scanning the crowd Saren at last saw what he vakeig for: a
small group of Blue Sun mercs, heavily armed angingptogether as a
single unit. Like Saren, they were heading deamerthe plant.

All he had to do was follow them.

"What are we waiting for?" Qian screamed, almostérycal. He
held up a small metal case and waved it frantidalgdan's face. Inside
was a flash drive containing all the data they gaithered on the
project. "We have everything we need right herd'sLgo!"

"Not yet," the batarian said, trying to remain calespite the
claxon's ringing so loudly he could barely heargeihthink. "Wait for
our escorts to arrive." He knew the explosion @ ¢bre was more than
just a coincidence, and he wasn't about to go ngnhaut into a trap. Not
without his bodyguards.



"What about them?" Qian shouted, pointing at the twercs
standing nervously just outside the door of therraoe which he had
been holed up ever since the attack on Sidon.

"They're not enough," Edan replied. "I'm not takany chances.
We wait for the rest of-"

His words were cut off by the sound of gunfire frdm other room,
mingling with the alarms and shouts from his guaiidss was followed
by a second of silence, and then an unfamiliarégppeared at the
door.

"Your escort isn't going to make it," the armoraddn said.

Even though he'd never met the man before, Ed&aniig
recognized him. "I know you," he said. "The SpecBaren."

"You did this!" Qian screamed, pointing a shakiimgyér at Saren.
“This is your fault!"

"Are you going to kill us now?" Edan asked. Sunpg$y, he wasn't
afraid. It was as if he'd known this moment was iognall along. And
now that his death was upon him he felt only agfeasense of calm.

But the turian didn't kill them. Instead, he askeglestion. "What
were you working on at Sidon?"

"Nothing!" Qian shouted, clutching the metal caséis chest. "It's
ours!"

Edan recognized the look in Saren's eye. He'd rhisdentire
fortune off that look: hunger, desire, the luspassess.

"You know," he whispered, realizing the truth. "Nsterything. But
just enough so that you want to know more." A famile creased his
lips. There was a chance he might still get ouhf alive.



"Shut up!" Qian screamed at him. "He'll take infrois!"

"l don't think so," Edan replied, speaking mor&toen than the
raving scientist. "We have something he wants. ékxs to keep us
alive."

"Not both of you," Saren warned.

Something in his tone pierced the veil of Qian'siness. "You need
me," he insisted in a rare moment of lucidity. "Yimeed my research.
My expertise." He was speaking quickly, desperatkstared.
However, it wasn't clear if he was more frightewédeath, or of losing
out on the chance to continue his obsessive rdseéaiithout me you'll
never understand it. Never figure out how to unlidglpower. I'm
essential to the project!"

Saren raised his pistol and pointed it straighihatbabbling human,
then he turned his head toward Edan.

"Is this true?" he asked the batarian.

Edan shrugged. "We have copies of all his researudh] have my
own team studying the artifact. Qian is brillianit Ine's
become...erratic. | think the time has come for torbe replaced.”

No sooner were the words out of his mouth thanrStred. Qian
went rigid and toppled over backwards, a singléebtiole in his
forehead. The metal case fell from his hands aaitieced to the floor,
the flash drive inside well-protected from the iraplay the padded
interior.

"And what about you?" the Spectre asked, aimingtbt®l| at the
batarian.

When he'd thought there was no hope of survivahEdal been
calm, resigned to his fate. Now that he saw a ahémescape with his
life, the gun pointed in his direction filled himitiv a cold fear.



"I know where it is," he said. "How will you find without my
help?"

Saren nodded his head in the direction of the noetsg. "There's
probably something in there that'll tell me whatekd to know."

"Il...I have resources," Edan stammered, scrambdiritpd another
argument capable of staying the executioner's H&tebhple. Power.
Money. The cost of the project is astronomicaydd kill me, how will
you fund it?"

"You aren't the only one with wealth and influeficae turian
reminded him. "l can find another moneyman withexgn leaving the
Verge."

"Think of how much time and effort I've put intagh' Edan blurted
out. "Kill me and you'll have to start from scratch

Saren stayed silent, but he did tilt his head fiydio the side as if
considering what the batarian had said.

"You have no idea what this thing is capable ofjfai continued,
pressing his point. "It's like nothing the galaxastever seen before.
Even with Qian's files you won't find anybody whangust step in and
resume work on the project.

"I've been involved from the beginning. | have adamental
understanding of what we're dealing with. Nobodgeh the galaxy
can offer you that."

From the expression on the turian's face it wasoolsvhe was
buying into Edan's argument.

"If you kill me, you don't just lose my financiahbking, you lose
my experience. You might find someone else to filmedproject, but



that will take time. If you kill me, you'll be starg over from the
beginning.

"You're not going to throw away three years of mgunpdwork just
S0 you can have the satisfaction of shooting me."

"l don't mind waiting a few extra years," Sarenliegpas he
squeezed the trigger. "I'm a very patient man."

Kahlee and Anderson were still inside the mainding of the
refinery when the second explosion came. The blaginated near the
processing core's vats of molten ore; a geysdenf iquid erupted
from the heart of the facility, shooting up thraemtdred meters into the
sky. The glowing pillar mushroomed, spreading outltiminate the
night before collapsing to rain red hot death dawar everything
within a half-kilometer radius.

"Keep moving!" Anderson shouted, straining to bardeabove the
shrieking alarms. The plant was already structyratakened by the
first two explosions, and more were sure to folléWe have to get
outside before this place caves in on us!"

He led the way, one hand clutching the assaud, rifle other
clenching Kahlee's wrist as he dragged the weakgodg woman
along with him. They emerged from the plant, radimigthe perimeter
fence, the lieutenant frantically scanning the @mand them for any
signs of pursuit.

"My God!" Kahlee gasped, pulling up short and fagcAnderson to
do the same. He glanced back and saw her staringtouhe distance.
He turned to follow her gaze, then whispered a kpmalyer of his own.

The entire work camp was ablaze. Shielded by tbeand walls of
the refinery, the two humans had been protected fhe deluge of
molten ore. Those outside the plant-the men, worea children in the
work camps-were not so lucky. Every building seeraee on fire; a
fierce orange wall of flames ringing them in.



"We'll never get through that," Kahlee moaned,aquding to the
ground, overwhelmed with exhaustion and fatigue.

Another explosion shook the facility. Glancing baakderson saw
the plant was on fire now, too. By the light of flemes he could see
dark vapors crawling out from the windows-toxic sheal clouds
released by the destruction.

"Don't give up!" Anderson shouted, grabbing hethy shoulders
and hauling her to her feet. "We can make it!"

Kahlee only shook her head. He could see it irelges; after
everything she'd already been through since thieudti®n of Sidon,
this was finally too much for her. She didn't havgthing left; she'd
finally given in to despair.

"l can't. I'm too tired," she said, slumping backwh. "Just leave
me."

He couldn't carry her the rest of the way; they toadfar to go. And
with her draped over his back he was afraid he érdube able to move
fast enough to get through the flame-engulfed vearkp without them
both burning to death.

Kahlee hadn't enlisted to serve on the battlefi®he was a
scientist, a thinker. But all of humanity's solgierent through the same
basic training-before they became part of the Attmthey had to
endure months of grueling physical ordeals. Thesewaught to push
themselves to their limits and beyond. And wherirtbedies threatened
to simply keel over from fatigue and exhaustiomythad to find a way
to keep going. They had to break through the mdratalers holding
them back and push further than they ever imagiveipossible.

It was a rite of passage, a bond shared by evenyand woman in
the Systems Alliance Military. It united them aral/g them strength;



transformed them into living symbols-flesh and klananifestations of
the indomitable human spirit.

Anderson knew he had to tap into that now. "Dam8ainders!" he
shouted at her. "Don't you dare quit on me now! rvimit is moving
out, so get up off your ass and get your feet ngiviiimat's an order!"

Like a good soldier, Kahlee responded to his conteaBomehow
she got back to her feet, still clutching her wea@he broke into a
slow, lumbering run-her will forcing her body to ddnat her mind told
her it couldn't. Anderson watched her for a sedonuake sure she
wouldn't topple over, then fell into step behind, meatching Kahlee's
pace as they raced toward the smoke, screamslaanesf coming from
the buildings in front of them.

The work camp had become Hell itself. The roarifithe flames
rose up from the conflagration to mingle with sksief pain and
keening cries of terror and loss. The horrible phomy was punctuated
by the occasional earsplitting thunder of anotretordation from
somewhere inside the plant.

Greasy black clouds rolled across the rooftopscdaweh to the
ground as the fire leaped from building to buildidgvouring the entire
camp, one structure at time. The heat was likeiagithing, clutching
and grabbing at their limbs, scraping searing clagrsss their skin as
they ran past. Acrid smoke stung their eyes amndlechdown their
lungs, choking them with each breath. The sickiyneh of burning
flesh was everywhere.

Bodies lay strewn about the streets, many of theildren. Some
were victims of the molten ore that had rained dostrarred husks
lying in bubbling puddles of their own melted fleshthers had
succumbed to the smoke or flames, their corpsdmgup into the
fetal position as muscles and sinew shriveled amdda. Still others
had been trampled by the stampede of those trgirgdape, their limbs
broken and bent at grotesque, unnatural angles;féoes smashed to a
bloody pulp beneath the heedless feet of theirlhibscs.



For all the combat Anderson had endured, for allltattles he'd
fought, for all the atrocities of war he'd witneddesthand, nothing had
prepared the lieutenant for the horrors he sawnduhe remainder of
their flight from the refinery. But there was nathithey could do for
the victims; no aid they could offer. All they cdudo was put their
heads down, crouch low, and keep running.

Kahlee stumbled and fell several times during tdesperate flight,
only to push valiantly on each time Anderson hatledback to her
feet. And by some miracle they made it through ldie...arriving just
in time to see Saren tossing a small metal casdhetback of the
rover.

The turian looked at them in surprise, and in tlogvgrom the fires
of the burning camp behind them, Anderson was caad he saw the
Spectre scowl. He didn't say anything as he climbexdthe vehicle,
and for a second Anderson thought Saren was goidgue away and
just leave them there.

"Get in!" the turian shouted.
Maybe it was the sight of the automatic assauégithey both still
carried. Maybe he was afraid someone would findfdue abandoned

them. Anderson didn't really care; he was just g¢ieedSpectre waited.

He helped Kahlee up into the vehicle, then scradinldeside her.
"Where's Edan?" he asked as the engine roarei to li

"Dead."
"What about Dr. Qian?" Kahlee wanted to know.
"Him, too."

Saren slammed the rover into gear, the wheelsrgclp small bits
of sand and gravel as they took off. Anderson skainipack against his



seat. All thoughts of the small metal case slipfpech his mind as he
surrendered to utter exhaustion.

The rover sped away into the night, leaving thenggcene of death
and destruction farther and farther behind them.



EPILOGUE

Anderson stepped out from the offices of the Alb@aembassy on
the Citadel and into the simulated sunshine oPtesidium. He made
his way down the stairs and out onto the greersdralsls.

Kahlee was waiting for him down by the lake's ed§jee sat on the
grass, barefoot so she could dip her toes. He cangreand sat down
heavily beside her, yanking off his own shoes dodging his feet into
the cool, refreshing water.

"Ahhh, that feels good."
"That was a long meeting," Kahlee said.
"l was afraid you might get bored waiting for me."

"Nothing else to do," she teased. "l already hadmagting with the
ambassador. Besides, | figured I'd stick aroundd more serious voice
she added, "l owe you that much at least."

"You don't owe me anything," he replied, and thegyskd into a
comfortable silence.

It was four days since they'd fled the refineryGamala. The first
night had been spent at the medical facility nkearspaceports. They
were treated for smoke inhalation and possible gxymoto toxins
released into the air during the explosions, anklé&awas given
intravenous fluids to fight off the dehydration shsuffered during her
imprisonment.

The next morning they'd been met by a contingetliednce
representatives: soldiers to provide protectioniatel officials to
gather their statements. They'd been whisked omtaiing frigate and
taken to the Citadel to deliver their reports amtividual accounts to



the powers-that-be in person: three days of megtimgarings, and
inquiries to determine what had happened...andwadmat fault.

Anderson suspected the high-level political fallaatuld continue
for months, maybe years. But with the end of tmalfmeeting in the
ambassador's office, it was officially over for hifor both of them.

This was the first chance they'd had to be alomeesihat hellish
night. He wanted to reach his arm around her sleowdd pull her
close, but he wasn't sure how she'd react. He wdatsay something,
but he couldn't figure out what to say. So they ga¢ there, side by side
on the edge of the lake, not speaking.

It was Kahlee who finally broke the silence. "WHdat the
ambassador say?"

"About what | expected," he said with a sigh. "T®wuncil rejected
me as a candidate for the Spectres."

"Because Saren screwed you," she said, disgusted.

"His report doesn't paint a very flattering potti@Ei me. He says |
ignored the true goal of the mission. Claims | blas/cover by tipping
off the mercs inside the base by going in too sétsneven manages to
blame me for the explosion."

"But it's all lies!" Kahlee said, throwing her handlp in
exasperation.

"With just enough truth mixed in to sell it," hetad. "Besides, he's
a Spectre. One of their top agents. Who are theyggo believe?"

"Or maybe the Council's just looking for an excts&eep humans
out of the Spectres. Holding the Alliance back agai

"Maybe. But that's Goyle's problem now."



"And the alien technology he discovered?" Kahlemaeded.

"The Council had its own experts study the filesirSidon,"
Anderson explained. "It's all theory and conjectUiteey don't believe
there ever was any alien technology."

"What about all the research he had us doing?psbtested. "What
was he trying to accomplish?"

Anderson shrugged. "They say Qian was unstabley ek he
conned Edan with wild claims and false promisegbtas his own
psychotic delusions. And they think he was jusgdmnag the entire
Sidon project deeper and deeper into his own ginadness."

"What did the ambassador say about you?" Kahleedaafer a
moment's hesitation, her voice growing softer.

"She wasn't too happy at first," he admitted. drdi get into the
Spectres, and this mission left a hell of a pditimess for her to clean

up."

"What about all the civilians who died in the exp@n? The
Alliance isn't trying to pin that on you, are theyhere was no
mistaking the concern in her voice, and Andersgnatted not putting
his arm around her earlier.

"No. Goyle's not looking for a scapegoat. The Cdwsealed all the
records associated with Saren's involvement. @fficthey're calling it
an industrial accident.

"Once the ambassador calmed down | think she ezhtize mission
wasn't a complete failure. We found out what reafippened at Sidon,
and the men responsible are dead. | think sheisggime some credit
for that."

"So this won't hurt your military career?"



"Probably not. But it won't help, either."

"I'm glad," she said, reaching out to put a handhisrshoulder. "I
know how much being a soldier means to you."

He reached up gently and placed a hand on theddfdod head,
pulling her in slightly as he leaned toward hereiftips brushed for the
faintest of instants before she pulled back.

"No, David," she whispered. "We can't do this. $onry."

"What's wrong?" he asked, puzzled.

"They offered me a new posting at my meeting thismmg. They
want me to join the research team on another prdigen promoted

me."

"That's great, Kahlee!" he exclaimed, genuinelyitexicfor her.
"Where will you be stationed?"

She gave him a wan smile. "It's classified."
The smile on his face fell away. "Oh."

"Don't worry," she told him, trying to make light e situation.
"We're not studying anything illegal this time."

He didn't answer, trying to digest the situation.

"We can make this work," he declared suddenly. f&lsesomething
special between us. We owe it to ourselves to tileea chance."

"With me on a top-secret project and you alwaysooupatrol?" She
shook her head. "We'd just be kidding ourselves."

Even though it hurt to admit it, he knew she waghtri



"You're a good man, David," she said, trying to m#ke rejection
less painful. "But even if | wasn't going away htdhink we could
ever be more than just friends. The military's aisvgoing to come first
in your life. We both know that."

He nodded, but couldn't bring himself to look hethe eye. "When
are you shipping out?"

"Tonight," she said. "l need to go get ready. t juanted the chance
to see you one last time. To thank you for...fargthing."

Kahlee stood up and brushed herself off, then @amand gave
him a quick kiss on the cheek. "Good-bye, soldier."

He didn't watch her walk away, but instead stangdower the lake
for a long, long time.

In the privacy of his small one-man craft, Sared been studying
the data on the flash drive inside Qian's metat éashours. His
suspicions had been correct: the alien technolag awessel of some
sort. It was called Sovereign; a magnificent réfan the time of the
Prothean extinction; an enormous warship of trernaagbower.

But it was much more than a mere ship. Its systpnugesses, and
technology were so advanced that they dwarfed essrgmplishment
of the Citadel species. Its grandeur and complekpled the greatest
creations of the Protheans-the mass relays anditaeel. It may have
even surpassed them. And if Saren could learn addratand how it
worked, he could seize all that power for himself.

He'd spent his entire life preparing for a momek# this.
Everything he'd ever done-his military service,daseer with the
Spectres-was only a prelude to this revelation. Mevinad found his
true purpose; destiny had led him here.

How else to explain how perfectly everything hadkeal out for
him? Anderson had been rejected by the SpectresAlliance had



been politically humiliated. The Council was coroad the artifact
didn't even exist. And the only men who could haxposed him were
now dead.

Their deaths didn't come without a cost, howevan@ay have
been losing his grip on reality, but just from lawk at his notes it was
obvious he was brilliant, a true genius. Saren tsided the
fundamental theories and principles of Al techngldaut it was clear
the human's research was far beyond anything Hd ewer hope to
grasp. He'd need to find someone equally brilliaritead up the study
of Sovereign; it might take him years to locateigable replacement.

But he didn't regret killing Qian. The doctor wadao deep. The
notes on the flash drive showed a steady progmessio dementia, a
deteriorating mental state directly linked to iremls of exposure to
Sovereign. There must have been some kind of fjefterated by the
vessel; some kind of radiation or emission. Sometlinat had
destroyed and corrupted Qian's mind when he westutdy it in person.

It had affected Edan, too, though the transfornmatias more
subtle. The batarian had begun acting differemtynfthe moment he
first visited the site of the artifact: consortiwggth humans, risking the
wrath of the Spectres. Edan probably hadn't even bevare of the
changes, though looking back it was obvious to 1Sare

He had to be careful. Avoid unnecessary exposuiiehamknew
exactly what caused the mental deterioration. Me'k through
intermediaries, like Edan's research team out thealPerseus Veil.

Saren planned to contact them soon enough. Cirooff all
external communications they probably had no ideatwad happened
to their former employer. If they were willing toork for him once they
found out-and if they had shown any progress iir tiesearch-he might
not have to eliminate them. At least not until ithevitable alterations to
their minds and personalities began to affect tweik.



There was another problem to consider, as well.shgwas just
beyond the borders of the Perseus Veil, right erettiges of geth space.
Eventually he'd have to deal with them...thougkvigrything went as
planned, he might be able to use Sovereign to bendeth to his
purpose.

The dangers were great, but the potential rewaets worth the
risk. He'd just be cautious. Patient. He'd movavbiolt might take
years. Maybe decades. But the secrets of the \adigsel, all its power,
would one day be his to command.

Once he unleashed that power, everything woulaleér
changed. Never again would the turians be forcdubto before the will
of the Council, as they had when they'd been condedio make
reparations for the First Contact War. At long kastre would be a
reckoning for the Alliance. Humanity would leara gilace, along with
every other species that paid homage to the Citadel

And Sovereign was the key to it all.



