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PROLOGUE

The news report on the vid screen flickered wittoastant stream
of images capturing the death and destruction Saattack had
wrought upon the Citadel. Bodies of geth and C«8&cers were
strewn haphazardly about the Council Chambersdraftermath of the
battle. Entire sections of the Presidium had bednced to scorched,
twisted metal. Melted, blackened chunks of deltvéd had once been
ships of the Citadel fleet floated aimlessly throdige clouds of the
Serpent Nebula, an asteroid belt born from theddbed and carnage.

The Illusive Man watched it all with a cool, climlcdetachment.
Work had already begun to rebuild and repair tleagspace station,
but the repercussions of the battle went far beybadvidespread
physical damage. In the weeks since the devastgétigassault, every
major media outlet across the galaxy had been daednwith the
graphic, and previously unthinkable, images.

The attack had shaken the galactic powers thai treetr alien
cores, stripping away their naive sense of invitityb The Citadel, seat
of the Council and the symbol of their unassailgdadeer and position,
had very nearly fallen to an enemy fleet. Tensotisands of lives had
been lost; all of Council space was in mourning.

Yet where others saw tragedy, he saw opportunigykirew,
perhaps better than anyone, that the galaxy's sugldareness of its
own vulnerability could benefit humanity. That wakat made him
special: he was a man of vision.

Once he had been just like everybody else. He raagleted with
the rest of the people on Earth when the Protheias were discovered
on Mars. He had watched the vids in amazement wienreported on
humanity's first, violent contact with an intelligfealien species. Back
then he had been an average man, with an averagagban average
life. He had friends and family. He even had a name



All those things were gone now. Stripped away l@yrtbcessity of
his cause. He had become the lllusive Man, abandamd
transcending his ordinary existence in pursuit feragreater goal.
Humanity had slipped the surly bonds of Earth,tbay had not found
the face of God. Instead, they had discoverediartigrgalactic
community: a dozen species spread across hundied$ao systems
and thousands of worlds. Newcomers thrust intarttexstellar political
arena, the human race needed to adapt and evadhayifvanted to
survive.

They couldn't put their faith in the Alliance. Adalted coalition of
government officials and disparate military brargtbe Alliance was a
clumsy, blunt instrument weighed down by laws, artion, and the
crushing weight of public opinion. Too interestacappeasement and
kowtowing to the various alien species, they werable, or unwilling,
to make the hard decisions necessary to thrust ihitywtaward its
destiny.

The people of Earth needed someone to championdéuese. They
needed patriots and heroes willing to make thesszag sacrifices to
elevate the human race above its interstellargivithey needed
Cerberus, and Cerberus couldn't exist without itheive Man.

As a man of vision, he understood this. Withoutl@eus, humanity
was doomed to an existence of groveling subsergiahthe feet of
alien masters. Still, there were those who woultivadaat he did
criminal. Unethical. Amoral. History would vindi@him, but until it
did he and his followers were forced to exist idihg, working toward
their goals in secret.

The images on the vid changed, now showing thedéce
Commander Shepard. The first human Spectre, Shépareen
instrumental in defeating Saren and his gethor so the official reports
claimed.



The Illusive Man couldn't help but wonder how mticbse official
reports left out. He knew there was more to thecétthan a rogue
turian Spectre leading an army of geth againsCiencil. There was
Sovereign, for one, Saren's magnificent flagshige Vids maintained it
was a geth creation, but only the blind or theitolvould accept that
explanation. Any vessel able to withstand the comthipower of the
Alliance and Council fleets was too advanced, axdokeyond the
capabilities of any other ship in the galaxy, tednaeen created by any
of the known species.

It was clear there were certain things those ingdhdidn't want the
general public to know. They were afraid of causnganic; they were
spinning the facts and distorting the truth whiieyt began the long,
slow process of hunting down and exterminatinglaise pockets of geth
resistance scattered across Council space. Bue@erbhad people in
the Alliance. High-ranking people. In time, evefggssified detail of the
attack would filter down to the Illusive Man. It ghit take weeks,
maybe even months, before he knew the whole tBithhe could wait.
He was a patient man.

Yet he couldn't deny these were interesting tirkes the past
decade, the three species seated on the Countaiiasa, turians, and
asari, had fought to keep humanity at bay, slamrdowy after door in
its face. Now those doors had been blown off thiges. The Citadel
forces had been decimated by the geth, leavindiifance fleet
unchallenged as the galaxy's single most dominanep Even the
Council, fundamentally unchanged for nearly a tlaoasyears, had
been radically restructured.

Some believed this marked an end to the tyrantigeoélien
triumvirate, and the beginning of humanity's unptage rise. The
lllusive Man, however, understood that holding ompower was far
more difficult than seizing it. Whatever politicalivantage the Alliance
might gain in the short term would be temporaripest. Little by little,
the impact of Shepard's actions and the heroitseoflliance fleet
would fade in the galaxy's collective consciousn&ébg admiration and



gratitude of alien governments would slowly wareplaced by
suspicion and resentment.

Over time they would rebuild their fleets. And itably, the other
species would once again vie for power, seekirgdoate themselves
at humanity's expense.

Humanity had taken a bold step forward but therjeyrwas far
from complete. There were many more battles stii¢ fought in the
struggle for galactic dominance, on many diffeffeoits. The attacks
on the Citadel were just one small piece of thaigrepuzzle, and he
would deal with them in their proper time.

Right now there were more immediate concerns; ttenton
needed to be focused elsewhere. As a man of viseanderstood the
necessity of having more than one plan. He knewwtbeavait, and
when to push forward. And the time had come to gaslard with
their asset inside the Ascension Project.



CHAPTER ONE

Paul Grayson never used to dream. As a young maadhslept
untroubled through the night. But those days obaance were many
years gone.

They were two hours into the flight; another fouatilthey reached
their destination. Grayson checked the statusengtip's engines and
mass drive, then confirmed their route on the ratiag screens for the
fourth time in the past hour. There wasn't much alpilot needed to do
en route; everything was fully automated while g stas in FTL flight.

He didn't dream every night, but almost every othght. It might
have been a sign of advancing age, or a byprodubtaoed sand he
dosed himself with on occasion. Or maybe it wasguguilty
conscience. The salarians had a saying: the mitidmany secrets can
never rest.

He was stalling; checking and rechecking the ims&mits and
readouts to hold what was to come at bay. Recagnizis own fear and
reluctance allowed him, forced him, to confront ¢iteation. Deal with
it. He took a deep breath to collect himself, heaith pounding in his
chest as he rose slowly from his seat. No sengm@uit off any longer.
It was time.

On some level he always knew when he was drearfiimgye was a
strange haze over everything, a bleary film thttthee false reality
feeling washed out and muted. Yet through this otisg filter, certain
elements would register with exacting precisiomaonidetails indelibly
etched into his subconscious mind. The juxtapasiidded to the
surreal nature of his dreams, yet also made thenelsow more vivid,
more intense, than his waking world.

His feet padded softly over the carpeted aislecan@ide his way aft
from the cockpit toward the passenger cabin. THeeeand Keo



occupied two of the four seats, sitting kitty-caraeross from each
other. Pel was a big man with broad shoulders &wd skin. His hair
was cropped in a tight afro, and he had a thinkobsard extending
along the length of his jaw. Seated in the chainfg Grayson as he
came into the cabin. Pel was swaying gently backfarth in time to
the song coming over his headphones. His fing@zeta lightly against
his thigh, his perfectly manicured nails rustliradtly against the dark
material of his suit pants. His tie was still tigitbund his neck, but his
jacket was unbuttoned and his mirrored sunglasses tucked away
inside the right breast pocket. His eyes were pednked; he'd lost
himself in the rhythms of the music, a peacefusyaenage at odds with
his reputation as one of Terra Firma's top perspréction agents.

Keo wore the same suit as her partner minus thbuieshe lacked
the imposing physical size one typically expected bodyguard. She
was a full foot shorter than Pel and maybe halieght, though here
was a tautness to her wiry muscles that hintedeatiblence she was
capable of inflicting.

Her exact age was difficult to pin down, though y¥a@ knew she
had to be at least forty. With advances in nutmitamd gene therapy to
reduce the effects of aging, it was common for eeaplook as young
and healthy at fifty as they did at thirty, and Kewnusual appearance
made it even harder to estimate how old or yourgsight be. Her
pale skin was the color of chalk, giving her a dlyosppearance, and
her silver hair was shaved short enough to glintipsgasty-white flesh
of her scalp beneath.

Intermarriage between the various ethnicities attiEaver the past
two centuries had made alabaster skin a rarity Gnag'son suspected
Keo's stark complexion was the result of a mingngent deficiency
she had never bothered to reverse. . . althougagtentirely possible
she had undergone elective skin-lightening for asnpurposes. After
all, visibility was a key aspect of her job: letopée know you're on
duty, and they'll think twice before doing anythsigpid. Keo's odd
appearance definitely made her stand out in a cawgpite her stature.



She was facing away from Grayson, but she twistedral in her
seat to watch him as he entered the cabin. Shedbt@nse and coiled,
ready for anything, a complete contrast to Peky ealm. Unlike her
partner, she seemed incapable of relaxing, evearuhd most
mundane circumstances.

“What's wrong?” she demanded at his approach, gytam pilot
suspiciously.

Grayson froze and raised his hands in the airap\rere level with
his shoulders. “Just getting a drink” he assurad he

His body was charged with nervous anticipationtip of his
fingers were actually tingling. But he was carefubetray no hint of
this in his voice.

This particular dream was all too familiar. Ovee fhast ten years he
had relived his first kill hundreds, if not thousianof times. There had
been other assignments, of course; other deatltise Iservice of the
greater cause he had taken many, many lives. Iahitgnwas to
survive, to triumph over all the other speciesrifiaes had to be made.
But of all the sacrifices, of all the lives he hallen, of all the missions
he had completed, this was the one he dreamed i& tinan any other.

Satisfied the pilot posed no immediate threat, Kened away from
him and settled back down in her seat, though slheeemed ready to
lash out at the slightest provocation. Grayson niasievay behind her
toward the small fridge in the corner of the pagserabin. He
swallowed hard, his throat so dry and tight it attyuhurt. He half-
imagined he saw her ears twitch at the sound.

From the corner of his eye he saw Pel remove laditeones,
dropping them casually into the seat beside hilmeastood up to
stretch. “How long till we land? “ he asked, hisrd® partially stifled
by a yawn.



“Four hours” Grayson replied as he opened the ériaigd ducked
down to inspect the contents, struggling to kesfbheathing calm and
even.

“No complications?” Pel asked as the pilot rummagexalind in the
chilled contents of the fridge.

“Everything s right on schedule” Grayson replied.

Wrapping his left hand around a bottled water whikeright
grasped the handle of the long, thin serrated ta@dead stashed inside
the icebox before the journey began.

Even though he knew this was a dream, Grayson oasbess to
change anything that was about to happen. Thedpisould continue
without variance or alteration. He was trappechmrbole of passive
observer; a witness forced to watch through his eyas as events
unfolded along their original course, his subcomssirefusing to allow
him to alter his own personal history.

“Guess I'll go check on sleeping beauty” Pel saidamalantly,
giving Grayson the code phrase for the final gaeréhwas no turning
back now.

There was only one other passenger on board: Clded@eau, one
of the highest ranking members of the pro-humamalerma political
party. A man of vast wealth and power, he was aismatic, though
not necessarily likable, public figure; the kindre&dn who could afford
a private interstellar vessel, complete with hisiagmlot and a pair of
fulltime bodyguards to accompany him on his frequeps.

In what had become a familiar routine, Menneaulbekied himself
away in the VIP room in the aft of the vessel pittr takeoff. There he
would rest and prepare for his upcoming public apmece. In a few
hours they were scheduled to touch down at théarvspaceport on
Shanxi, where Menneau would address a fevered codWedrra Firma
supporters.



In the wake of the Nashan Stellar Dynamics kickbsadndal, Inez
Simmons had been forced to step down from hera®lgarty leader. It
was clear either Menneau or a man named CharlesiSarwould
succeed her at the Terra Firma helm, and both meafeng frequent
trips to the various human colonies to drum up supp

Menneau was currently ahead in the polls by attwée points. But
things were about to change. The lllusive Man wéi@aracino to win,
and the lllusive Man always got what he wanted.

Grayson stood up from the fridge, shielding thde&kiiom view
with the bottled water in case Keo happened tabkihg his way. To
his relief, she was still seated facing away fram,ter attention
focused on Pel's back as he made his way with leagy strides toward
the VIP room in the tail of the vessel.

The chilled condensation on the water bottle masiéelft palm cold
and damp. The right was damp, too, hot and sweaity being
clenched too tightly around the handle of his waapte took a silent
step forward so that he was standing only inchémide<eo, her bare
neck exposed and vulnerable.

Pel would never have been able to get this clo$etpnot without
raising suspicion and putting her on guard. Despatly six months
working together as bodyguards for Menneau, shalgtn't completely
trust her partner. Pel was a former mercenaryptegsional killer with
a murky past. Keo always kept half an eye on hinatTvas why it had
to be Grayson. She might not trust him, Keo dittn%t anybody, but
she didn't watch his every move like she did wigh P

He held the weapon poised to strike, took a deegthr then
stabbed forward with the blade, slashing at an ugaagle toward the
soft spot in the skull just behind Keo's ear. ligd have been a quick,
clean kill. But his momentary hesitation cost hingave Keo a chance
to sense the attack before it came. Reacting wstimaval instinct
honed over countless missions, she leaped froradatr spinning to



face her attacker even as the blade plunged hosrankredible
reflexes saved her from instantaneous death; istesliding smoothly
up into her brain the knife buried itself deephe tlesh of her neck,
where it stuck fast.

Grayson felt the handle slide free from his swestyn as he
stumbled backward, away from his would-be victine. $fopped when
his back struck the wall near the small fridgey¢h@as nowhere to go.
Keo was on her feet now, staring at him from actbesseat. He saw
the cold certainty of his own imminent death in bBges. Without the
advantage of surprise, he was no match for hesysarombat training.
He didn't even have a weapon anymore: his kniligstied awkwardly
out from the side of Keo's neck, the handle qungeslightly.

Ignoring the pistol on her hip, she wasn't aboutgk firing her
weapon inside a passenger vessel during flightyahked a short,
savage-looking knife from her belt and leaped alierseat separating
her and Grayson.

It was a critical mistake. Grayson had botched vghauld have
been a quick kill, showing his inexperience. Thed ted Keo to
underestimate him; she came at him too aggressitrgigg to end the
fight quickly instead of holding her ground or comicautiously around
the seats. Her tactical error gave her opponerdghiesecond he
needed to take back the advantage.

The instant she left her feet Grayson lunged fodwglying through
the air Keo couldn't stop her momentum or changelinection, and
their bodies crashed together in a tangled heagy¥en felt her knife
slicing across his left bicep, but in the closertpra the small woman
couldn't get enough leverage, and the wound wasrBaigl.

She kicked at him and tried to roll away, lookingdisengage so
she could take advantage of her speed and quick@esgson didn't try
to stop her. Instead, he reached out and seizdthatidle of the knife
still lodged in her neck. He yanked it out in onad, smooth pull as she
scrambled back up to her feet.



As the blade slid free, a crimson geyser came ggshit of the
wound. The serrated edge had torn open her cadgdy. Keo had just
enough time to register a look of surprised digdlefore the sudden
drop in blood pressure to her brain caused helaicklout and collapse,
her limp body falling to the floor beside Grayson.

A gout of warm, sticky fluid splashed across hisefand hands, and
he scampered to his feet with a grunt of disgustkimg quickly away
from the body until he struck up against the wslthee fridge once
again. The blood continued to pour from the holkenthroat, the
intensity of the stream increasing and decreasitiyeach beat of her
still pumping heart. When the muscle gave out adewonds later, the
pulsating flow was reduced to a slow but steadakikei

Pel returned from the back room less than a milaée. He raised
one eyebrow at the blood covering Grayson, but'dgjreak. Moving
calmly, he approached Keo's body on the floor amt down to check
for a pulse, stepping carefully over the expangiagl of blood so as
not to stain his shoes. Satisfied, he stood upsattted back into the
seat he'd been relaxing in earlier.

“Nice work, Killer” he said with a soft chuckle.
Grayson was still standing against the wall bethedridge. He had
watched Keo's life rapidly bleeding away withoutwimg, transfixed by

the gruesome scene.

“Menneau’s dead?” he asked. A stupid questionabtihe
adrenaline rush of his first kill faded his mindk f@ull and slow.

Pel nodded. “Not nearly as messy as this, thoutijke ko keep my
bodies neat.” He reached for the headphones iiitigson the seat
beside him.

“Should we clean up the blood?”



“No point” Pet informed him, sliding the headphom&®r his ears.
“Soon as we rendezvous with the pickup team, tBgyst going to
dump this whole ship into the nearest sun.

“Don't forget to claim your trophy” the big man amttlas he closed
his eyes, his body beginning to rock in time tortinesic's rhythm once
again.

Grayson swallowed hard, then forced himself intdiomo He
pushed himself away from the wall and made his oxsgr to Keo's
body. She lay half on her side, the pistol on herasily within reach.
He stretched out a trembling hand toward the weapon

The dream always ended in exactly the same placeé .each time it
did, Grayson woke with his heart pounding, his nestensed, and his
palms sweating, as if his body had been relivirgetkperience along
with his subconscious mind.

He didn't know then, and he didn't know now, whgrivieau had to
die. He only knew that it served the greater goosbome way. Yet that
was enough. He was dedicated to the cause, coiyd@yal to
Cerberus and its leader. The lllusive Man had ghieman order, and
he had followed it without question.

Apart from the mistake of allowing Keo to brieflyrsive his initial
attack, Grayson's first mission had been an uniiedkuccess. The
pickup team had met with them at the designatedazrous, and the
ship, along with the bodies of Keo and Menneau,lbexh disposed of.
There were suspicions and theories surroundingdigappearance of
Menneau and his crew, but with no evidence to blaek up they had
amounted to nothing. And with his chief rival rereoMrom the race,
Charles Saracino had claimed the leadership of énea Firma party . .
. though how that played into the long-term plahthe lllusive Man
was anyone's guess.

Grayson's performance had impressed his superidisiihe
Cerberus organization, leading to dozens of assgsover the next



decade. But that all ended once Gillian was acdepte the Ascension
Project.

He didn't like to think about Gillian. Not like #hialone in his
apartment with the darkness pressing in. He pukbefhce from his
mind and rolled over, hoping to fall back asleep.fkbze when he
heard a noise coming from beyond the bedroom dierears pricked
up intently, and he could just make out voices canirom the living
room of his small apartment. It was possible hediagply left the vid
screen on when he'd staggered into bed, too sastedlto shut it off.
Possible, but not likely.

Moving silently he rolled out of the bed, leavinggagled mess of
covers behind. Wearing only a pair of boxers, hiis body shivered in
the chill air of the room as he carefully openesl dinawer of the
nightstand and pulled out his pistol. Keo's pisted, mind corrected,
dredging up her memory once again.

Suitably armed, he crept barefoot across the badaowd through
the half-open door into the hall beyond. The apaninwas dark, though
he could see the soft glow of the vid screen sgjlbut from the living
room. He moved forward in a low crouch, presentass of a target
should the intruder attempt to take a shot at him.

“Put the gun away, Killer” Pel's voice called ostlee
approached.”It's just me.”

Cursing under his breath, Grayson stood up stragtitmade his
way into the living room to meet his uninvited gues

Pel was lounging on the overstuffed couch in frfrthe vid screen,
watching one of the news channels. He was stiigadowerful figure
but he had gained weight over the past ten yeasobked somewhat
soft now, a man who was clearly enjoying a lifdufury and
indulgence.



“Jesus, you look like hell” Pel noted when Graysame into view.
“Stop spending all your money on red sand and lmuyself a
goddamned meal once in a while.”

As he spoke he reached out with a foot and kickeldeasmall
coffee table in the center of the room. Graysonlteh too high to
bother cleaning up before going to bed, a mirrogzorblade, and a
small bag of red sand sat in plain view atop tinéeta

“Helps me sleep” Grayson mumbled.

“Still having nightmares?” Pel asked. There was athing
mocking in his tone.

“Dreams” Grayson replied. “About Keo.”

“| used to dream about her, too” Pel admitted waiflopsided grin.
“Always wondered what she'd be like in the sack.”

Grayson tossed the pistol down on the table wighditug
paraphernalia and slouched into the chair opptisteouch. He wasn't
sure if Pel was joking with him or not. With PelWwas never sure.

He glanced over at the vid screen. They were shpwnages of the
newly repaired Citadel. Two months ago the attaauk tominated the
media, along with the thoughts and awareness af/daang in Council
space. Now, however, the shock and horror werenbeyj to fade.
Normalcy was returning, creeping in slowly but $yifeom all sides.
Aliens and humans alike were falling back into tlesieryday routines:
work, school, friends, family. Ordinary people mayion.

The story still had life in the media, but now iasvieft to the
pundits and politicians to analyze and dissectaAgb of political
experts, an asari ambassador, a volus diplomata aatired salarian
intelligence operative, appeared on the vid scréebating the political
stances of the various candidates humanity wasdaensg for the
Council.



“You think the Man has any pull in who we pick?”dyson asked,
nodding toward the screen.

“Maybe” Pel answered, noncommittal. “Wouldn't be first time
he got involved in politics.”

“You ever wonder why he wanted Menneau dead?” Testipn
was out of Grayson's mouth before he even realiredas asking it.

Pel shrugged indifferently, though there was a Waok in his eye.
“Could be any of a hundred reasons. | don't aslstipres like that. And
neither should you.”

“You think we owe him blind obedience?”

“ just figure it's done and there's nothing yon ¢l to change it.
People like us can't afford to live in the pastkiglsa man sloppy.”

“I've got everything under control” Grayson assunad.

“Clearly” Pel snorted, nodding at the red sandrantable.

“Just tell me why you're here” Grayson said wearily

“The Man wants to hit the girl with another batdimteds.”

“She has a name” Grayson muttered. “It's Gillian.”

Pel sat up and leaned forward, his hands on lasshas he shook
his head in exasperation. “l don't want to know rneeme. Names make
things personal. You get messy when things gebpatsShe's not a
person; she's just an asset on the inside. Makesikr when the

lllusive Man decides she's expendable.”

“He doesn't want that” Grayson countered. “Shedsviluable.”



“For now” Pel grunted. “But down the line someonigim figure
they can learn more if they cut her skull open pokle around inside
her brain. Then what happens, Killer?”

An image of Gillian's butchered body lying on a meatigurney
sprang to Grayson's mind, but he wasn't abous®ta Pel's bait.

Besides, that's not going to happen. They needill

“I'm loyal to the cause” he said out loud, not wagtto argue the
point with Pel. “I'll do what's necessary.”

“Glad to hear it” Pel answered. “Hate to think waigone soft.”

“Is that why you're really here?” Grayson wanted&row. “Did he
bring you all the way back from the Terminus Systeso you could
check up on me?”

“You don't answer to me anymore, Killer” Pel assuingm. “I'm just
passing through. Had to come in to clean up sombss on Earth, so
| volunteered to stop by on my way back out to dvffghe supplies.”

The big man pulled a small vial of clear liquidrdtdiis coat pocket
and tossed it to Grayson, who caught it cleaniywite hand. There
was no label on the vial; nothing to mark what &swor what it might
do; no indications of where it came from.

His work done, Pel rose from the couch and turoegbt

“You going to report the red sand?” Grayson catlatiafter him
just as he reached the door.

“Nothing to do with me” he said without turning ara. “You can
get dusted every night for all | care. I'm off te@h a contact on Omega.
This time tomorrow I'll be up to my ass in aliens.”



“It's part of my cover” Grayson added defensivéRits my
character. Troubled father.”

Pel passed his hand in front of the door panelitaswlooshed open.
“Whatever you say, man. This is your assignment.”

He stepped out into the apartment hallway, themetiback to
deliver a parting warning.

“Don't get sloppy, Killer. | hate cleaning up somecalse's mess.”

The door swooshed shut, perfectly timed with the @nhis words
and cutting off any chance for Grayson to reply.

“Son-of-a-bitch always has to get the last word'hingtered.

With a groan he pulled himself out of his chair a&etlthe vial on
the small table beside the bag of red sand, thenl@rad reluctantly
back to bed. Mercifully, the only dreams he hadtif@ rest of the night
were of his daughter.



CHAPTER TWO

Kahlee Sanders moved with quick, confident stependie halls of
the Jon Grissom Academy. A space station constilggeen years ago
in orbit around the human colony of Elysium, it Heekn named after
Rear Admiral Jon Grissom, the first man to trahebtigh a Mass Relay
and one of humanity's most revered and respectied lheroes.

Grissom also happened to be Kahlee's father.

Her shoes, sensible, half-inch wedge heels, clas&#ly as she
made her way down the dormitory corridor, and abrdoat swished
faintly with every step. It was almost an hour eftepper, and the
students were in their rooms, studying in preparafior tomorrow's
classes. Most kept their doors closed, thoughdheWho preferred to
leave them open looked up from their ebooks andoten screens as
she passed, their attention drawn by the sounermfdotsteps. Some
smiled or nodded to her; a few of the younger @awes gave her an
enthusiastic wave. To each she replied in kind.

Only a handful of people actually knew Jon Grisseas her father,
and their relationship, if it could be called tHad nothing to do with
her position here at the Academy. She didn't seéalieer often; the last
time she had spoken to him was over a year ago tiatchad ended, as
every visit seemed to, in an argument. Her fathes avdifficult man to
love.

Grissom was approaching seventy, and unlike magtlpen this
era of modern medicine, he actually looked his &gdlee was in her
early forties, but her appearance was that of aavoat least a decade
younger. Average in both height and build, she ftanough to still
move with the spryness of youth. Her skin was stiboth, apart from
a few tiny wrinkles around the creases of her eylesn she laughed or
smiled. And her shoulder-length hair was still lmomith darker, sandy



streaks; she wouldn't have to worry about graystfair another thirty
years at least.

In contrast, her father looked old. His mind, aoigue, were still as
sharp as ever, but his body seemed dry and witheliedkin was
leathery and hard, his features sunken and drawfade lined from
decades of dealing with the pressure and stressdh@e with being a
living icon. Grissom's thinning hair was mostly véhiand he moved
with the slow, deliberate actions of the elderlyemr walking with the
hint of a stoop.

Picturing him in her mind, it was hard to imagihe great hero the
media and history books portrayed. Kahlee coultilly but wonder
how much of that was intentional, a facade Grisswantained in order
to keep others at bay. Her father had turned rak ba his fame,
unwilling to allow himself to be held up as a syrhtmy Earth or the
Alliance. He'd refused to attend the consecratidh@ Jon Grissom

Academy, and over the past seven years he'd ddadmeens of
invitations from the board of directors to visietfacility, despite the
fact it was orbiting the planet where he made biné.

Probably for the best, Kahlee thought to hersadt.the public cling
to his memory; it served as a better symbol of litgland courage than
the misanthropic old bastard he had become. Bestieshad plenty to
keep her busy here at the Academy without havirdg#d with her
father.

She pushed the thoughts of Grissom aside as stieeckaer
destination. She rapped once on the closed door.

“Come in” a young boy's voice grudgingly called ,cartd a second
later the door whooshed open.

Nick lay on his back in his bed, scowling up at teding. He was
twelve, though somewhat small for his age. Deghite there was



something about him, an almost unconscious airrofjance and
cruelty, that marked him as a bully rather thamcéim.

Kahlee stepped in and closed the door behind hek $tubbornly
refused to look over and acknowledge her preséitiseschool
computer sat, closed and ignored, on the small mhetsie corner of the
room. It was obvious he was pouting.

“What's the matter, Nick?” she asked, coming ouesit on the
edge of his bed.

“Hendel put me in lockdown for three weeks!” he laxoed, sitting
up suddenly. His expression was one of outragauted indignation.
“He won't even let me play on the 'net!”

Students at the Grissom Academy were well takea ahibut when
they misbehaved certain privileges, access to gamehe Extranet,
watching favorite shows on the vid screens in thems, or listening
to popular music, could be taken away. Nick, irtipalar, was very
familiar with this form of punishment.

“Three weeks is forever!” he protested. “That'allgtnot fair!”

“Three weeks is a long time” Kahlee agreed witlomlser nod,
struggling to keep the hint of a smile from playsaxyoss her lips.
“What did you do?”

“Nothing!” There was a pregnant pause before heicoed. “| just.
.. I kind of. . . pushed Seshaun.”

Kahlee shook her head disapprovingly, her urgenitescompletely
gone. “You know that's not allowed, Nick” she ssidrnly.

All the students at the Grissom Academy were reafaein some
way: mathematical geniuses, technical savantsigntilartists, world-
class musicians and composers. But Kahlee onlydsat with those
students involved in the Ascension Project, a @ogdesigned to help



children with biotic aptitude maximize their potahtOnce fitted with
microscopic amplifiers wired throughout their nargsystem, it was
possible for biotic individuals to use electromagmanpulses
generated in the brain to create mass effect fi&ltih years of training
in mental focus and biofeedback techniques, theki#sfcould become
strong enough to alter their physical surroundidgpowerful biotic
could lift and throw objects, freeze them in plameeven shred them
apart with nothing but the power of the mind. Gigeich dangerous
potential, it was no surprise that there were tstules against the
students using their abilities outside of properpervised settings.

“Did you hurt him?”

“A little” Nick admitted, grudgingly. “He banged fiknee when |
knocked him down. It's no big deal.”

“It is a big deal” Kahlee insisted. “You can't Usietics on the other
kids, Nick. You know that!”

Like all the Ascension Project students in his ggmup, Nick had
undergone his implantation surgery a little ovgear ago. Most of the
children were still struggling to access their newfd abilities,
practicing the drills and lessons that would alltvem to coordinate
their new biotic amps with their own bio-logical$gms. In the first
two years, the majority could barely lift a pereavfinches off the
surface of a desk.

Nick, however, was a quick learner. Based on iniéisting, most of
his classmates would almost certainly catch uprtodver the coming
years; several might even surpass him. But right he was far more
powerful than any of his peers . . . strong endoginock another
twelve-year-old down.

“He started it” Nick protested in his own defen3¢e was making
fun of my shoes. So | just pushed him. | can't lelp’m good at
biotics!”



Kahlee sighed. Nick's attitude was completely ndyavad
completely unacceptable. The Ascension Project\Wwadrimary
objectives: to work with biotic individuals in att@mpt to maximize
human potential in the field, and, more importanher eyes, to help
biotics integrate themselves into so-called normughan society. The
students were not just trained in biotic techniqtiesy were also
exposed to a curriculum of philosophical and maorsiruction that
would help them understand the responsibilities@vidations that
came with their remarkable talent.

It was important the children didn't grow up witkense of
entitlement, or the belief they were somehow béktan others because
of their abilities. Of course, this was often tladest lesson to teach.

“Seshaun's bigger than you, isn't he?” Kahlee nafet a moment
of thought.

“All the boys are bigger than me” Nick mumbled, €smg his legs.
He hunched forward to rest his elbows on the bedshrthen balanced
his chin on his hands in an amazing display ofleability that all
young children possess.

“Before you got your implants, did he pick on yddi@l he push you
around just because he was bigger than you?”

“No” Nick answered, rolling his eyes as he sensk&xttire coming.
“That would be wrong” he dutifully added, knowirtgnas what she
wanted to hear.

“Just because you're bigger or stronger or bettikiotics doesn't
mean you can do whatever you want” Kahlee told kinowing he was
only half-listening. Still, she hoped enough refiatis might get the
message through someday. “You have a speciabgifthat doesn't
make it okay to hurt other people.”

“I know” the boy admitted. “But it was mostly ancadent. And |
said | was sorry.”



“Saying sorry isn't always enough” Kahlee answef€&tat's why
Hendel put you in lockdown.”

“But three weeks is sooo long!”

Kahlee shrugged. “Hendel used to be a soldier. ¢lie\®s in
discipline. Now let's check your readings.”

The boy, still resting his chin in his hands, tilteis head further
downward to expose the nape of his neck. Kahleghexhout and
touched him gingerly just above his collar, bracagginst the tiny
spark that jolted the tip of her finger. Nick jungpgightly, though he
was more used to it than she was. Biotics oftere gdivsmall, sharp
discharges of electricity; their bodies naturayngrated static, as if
they had just walked across a carpet in wool socks.

She pinched the skin on his neck between the thamdiforefinger
of her left hand, while her right drew out a snmededle from the pocket
of her lab coat. There was a tiny, ball-shapedstratier on the needle's
head.

“Ready?” she asked.

“Ready” Nick said through tightly gritted teeth,cashe pushed the
needle into the gap between two of his vertebrdle avfirm, steady
pressure.

The boy's body tensed up and he let out a soft @it entered,
then relaxed. Kahlee pulled an omni-tool from ohber other pockets
and glanced at the readout to make sure Nick'svdagaransmitting

properly.

“Did you used to be a soldier, too?” Nick askedydstill bent
forward.



Kahlee blinked in surprise. The Grissom Academy avgsnt
Alliance-civilian facility. Much of the funding caenfrom the Alliance,
but for the most part it was modeled after a bagydichool rather than
a military academy. Parents were free to visitrtbkildren at any time,
or to withdraw them from the curriculum for any sea. Security,
custodial, and support services were provided by tuniformed
military personnel, but the majority of the instius, researchers, and
academic staff were civilian. This was particulamportant for the
Ascension Project, as it helped allay fears th&aAdle was trying to
transform children into biotic supersoldiers.

“l used to be in the Alliance” Kahlee admittednilretired now.”

A brilliant programmer with a knack for syntheticdaartificial
intelligences, Kahlee had enlisted at the age ehtwtwo, shortly after
her mother died. She had spent fourteen years mga various top-
security-clearance projects for the Alliance bef@teirning to civilian
life. The next few years she had served as a fieelaorporate
consultant, cementing her reputation as one ofiateanost experts in
her field. Then, five years ago, she had beenadfarlucrative position
on the Ascension Project by the Grissom Academydoofdirectors.

“| figured you were a soldier” Nick said a littlensigly. “You look
all tough, like you're ready for a fight all thene. Just like Hendel.”

Kahlee was momentarily taken aback. She had basibat
training; it was mandatory for all Alliance perse@hrBut she didn't
imagine herself bearing any resemblance to a Hadtldened veteran
like Hendel. The majority of her service had beeeans in research labs
surrounded by computers and other scientists, utobo the battlefield.

Except for that time you helped Anderson kill ada
Battlemaster, a small part of her mind chimed me 8ied to push the
memory away. She didn't like to think about Sidad averything that
came after it: too many friends lost there. Butwv@aren's face
constantly appearing on the news vids over thefpasmonths, it was
hard not to dredge the memories up. And every siheesaw images of



Sovereign attacking the Citadel, she couldn't belkpwonder if there
had been some connection between Dr. Shu Qiaaymilresearch at
Sidon and the massive alien starship Saren hadtadedd the geth
assault.

“Miss Sanders? | think I'm done.”

Nick's voice snapped her thoughts back to the pte$ae
transmitter in his neck was beeping faintly.

“Sorry, Nick” she muttered, withdrawing the needlick sat up
straight, rubbing the back of his neck.

She pocketed the needle, then checked the readddramni-tool
again, verifying she had the data she needed.Wdssthe core of her
work on the Ascension Project. The newest biotiglants, collectively
called the L4 configuration, were equipped witheéwork of virtual
intelligence chips. The VI chips monitored the hrasave activity of a
biotic, learning the complex thought patterns @itihost and adapting
their own performance to maximize biotic potential.

By analyzing the data collected in the chips, Kaldad her team
could also make subtle, customized adjustmentset&/t program
coordinating an individual’™s amps, resulting ireevgreater gains. So
far tests showed a 10 to 15 percent increase ticlability over the
older L3 configurations in 90 percent of the sutgewith no apparent
side effects. But, like most research into thedfig biotics, they were
only beginning to scratch the surface of what wassjble.

Nick lay back on his bed again, drained by the ardéhaving his
spine tapped. “I'm getting stronger, right?” hedssoftly, smiling ever
so slightly.

“I can't tell just by looking at the readout” Kabkleeplied, evading
the question. “I need to get back to the lab amdtihe numbers.”



“| think I'm getting stronger” the boy said confittey/, closing his
eyes.

A little alarmed, she patted him gently on thedegl stood up from
the bed. “Get some rest, Nick” she said, leavimg &lone in his room.



CHAPTER THREE

As the door to Nick's room closed behind her, Kamleticed
Hendel coming down the hall, wearing his custonadtiye of tan pants
and a black, snug fitting, long-sleeved shirt. Hes\a tall man, a few
inches over six feet, and thick through the neblkest, and arms, with a
closely cropped beard and mustache that coverethimsand upper lip
but left his cheeks bare. His rusty-brown hair &rsd name were clear
evidence of his Scandinavian ancestry. Howeverd#rker tone of his
skin and his last name, Mitra, hinted at his mikedtage, and he had
actually been born in the suburbs just outside ef/\Calcutta, one of
Earth's wealthiest regions.

Kahlee assumed his parents still lived there, thabgy were no
longer a part of his life. Her dysfunctional redatship with Grissom
was nothing compared to Hendel and his family. Hén't spoken to
them in over twenty years; not since they'd abaaddnm to the Biotic
Acclimation and Training program when he was aagen. The BAaT
program, in contrast to the openness the Ascerdioject enjoyed at
the Grissom Academy, had taken place in a top-seaul¢ary facility
before it was shutdown as a dismal failure. Thedsiipehind the
program had wanted the BAaT instructors to actouthnterference
from the families, so they had made every effoddnvince the parents
that biotics were dangerous. They tried to maketfexl ashamed and
even afraid of their own children, hoping to drevavedge between the
students and their families. In Hendel's case tmy done a wonderful
job.

He was approaching with both speed and purpospeftea by his
long, quick strides. He ignored the children pegariously out at him
from their rooms as he went by, a frown etchedieridte as he stared
intently at the floor.

Now there's someone who walks like a soldier, Bbadht.



“Hey!” Kahlee called out in surprise as he blewtgaes, seemingly
oblivious to her presence. “Watch where you're gBin

“*Huh?” he said, pulling up short and glancing bagkr his
shoulder. Only then did he seem to notice her.#sdn a hurry.”

“I'll walk with you” she offered.

Hendel resumed his pace, and Kahlee fell into estoiglside him.
Every few steps she had to break into a quick gokeep up.

“You were just with Nick?” he asked.
“He's sulking” Kahlee replied. “Thinks you're beingfair.”

“He's lucky” Hendel grumbled. “Back in my day he wid've gotten
a smack upside the head hard enough to make lsiblesd. Now all
we have are lockdowns and lectures. No wondertha#fe kids leave
here as arrogant, snot-nosed punks.”

“I think that has more to do with being a teenaban being a
biotic” Kahlee noted with a small smile. Hendek&d tough, but she
knew he'd never allow any harm to come to the ofiilche worked
with.

“Somebody needs to straighten that kid out” Hendshed. “Or
he'll end up as one of those guys who goes intar ahits on another
man's date . . . then uses biotics to knock therahy on his ass when
he takes a swing.

“He'll think it's all just a big joke . . . untilbsneone in the bar freaks
out and bashes him over the head with a bottle vile&snot looking.”

Kahlee liked Hendel, but this was an example obleissimistic,
often bleak view of life. Of course there was sdraéh to what he said,
there were biotic who acted as if they were indesilole, blessed with
super powers. But there were limits to their tadettttook time to



generate a mass effect field, as well as intensgaheoncentration and
focus. Fatigue set in quickly. After one or two magsive displays a
biotic was drained, leaving them as vulnerablerg®iae else.

There were several documented cases of bioticatflamtheir
power: cheating at dice or roulette in a casinterag the trajectory of
the ball in the middle of a basketball game; evlagipg practical jokes
on people by yanking their chairs out from undenth And the
consequences for these actions were often severag&d mobs had
been known to assault or even Kill biotics in rietedn for such minor
offenses; driven to extreme overreaction by thgriorance and fear.

“That's not going to happen to Nick” she assured. fiHe'll learn.
We'll get through to him eventually.”

“Maybe one of the teachers needs to hit him wistuaner” he
deadpanned.

“Don't look at me” Kahlee objected with a laugtkitey two quick
hop-steps to keep from falling behind. “I nevemrganine.”

The stunners, small electroshock weapons manu&ttyy Aldrin
Labs and capable of rendering a student unconsciere standard
issue to all personnel on the Ascension Projegtgaaution in case any
of the students ever unleashed a serious biotaclatigainst a staff
member or classmate. For legal reasons, all naticlpersonnel were
supposed to carry a stunner while on duty, but &allpenly defied the
rule. She hated the stunners. They seemed to mebaok to the
mistrust and fear prevalent during the days oBAaT program.
Besides, in all the years of the Ascension Projezstaff member had
ever needed to use one.

God willing no one ever will, she thought. Out loslie asked, “So
where are we headed in such a hurry?”

“To see Gillian.”



“Can it wait?” Kahlee asked. “Jiro's taking herde@s.”

Hendel raised a curious eye. “You're not supergigin

“He knows what he's doing.”

For some reason, Hendel had never warmed to fcould have
been the age difference, Jiro was one of the yaingembers on the
staff. Or it could have simply been a clash of peddities, Jiro was
cheerful, extroverted, and talkative, whereas Hewds, in a word,
stoic.

“I've got nothing against Jiro” he assured herutdioshe knew that
wasn't completely true. “But Gillian's not like tbther students.”

“You worry about her too much.”

“That's funny” he replied, “coming from you.”

Kahlee let the comment slide. She and Hendel qmhtsa lot of
extra time and attention on Gillian. It wasn't heddir to the other

students, but Gillian was special. She needed melethan the others.

“She likes Jiro” Kahlee explained. “He'll do finetiout you
hovering around like an overprotective parent.”

“This has nothing to do with getting her reading®ndel grunted.
“Grayson wants to come for another visit.”

Kahlee stopped and grabbed her companion by tlosvelknocking
the bigger man off stride and spinning him halfveagund to face her.

“No” she said firmly. “I don't want her hearing tifeom you.”

“I'm in charge of security for this wing” Hendelpleed defensively.
“All visitation requests go through me for appraval



“You're not seriously thinking of denying his regt® Kahlee
asked, horrified. “He's her father!. He has rights!

“If | think the visit poses a danger to the childan deny a parent's
request” Hendel replied coolly.

“Danger? What kind of danger?”
“He's a drug addict, for Christ's sakes!”

“You can't prove that” Kahlee warned. “And you ¢ateny his
request based on suspicions. Not without gettiregl fi

“He wants to come the day after tomorrow!” Hendgjeated. “I
just need to see if Gillian's up to it. It might loetter if he waits a few
weeks so she can get used to the idea.”

“Yeah, right” Kahlee replied sarcastically. “It'B about what's best
for her. Your personal feelings about Grayson hax@ing to do with
it.”

“Gillian needs routines and consistency” Hendeisitesl. “You
know how upset she gets if her schedule”™s disduptdne wants to
be part of her life, he can come see her every miikg the other
parents, instead of once or twice a year whend¢geranvenient for
him. These unexpected visits are too hard on her.”

“She'll cope” Kahlee said, eyes narrowing. “I'll @illian her
father's coming. You just go back to your officel approve Grayson's
request.”

Hendel opened his mouth to say something else Wissaly closed
it.

“I'll get right on that” he muttered, then walkefl im the opposite
direction, heading back toward the administrativiegaof the building.



Kahlee watched him go, then took a deep breatty tartd calm
herself. Gillian was surprisingly perceptive; seaded to read and react
to other people's emotions. And the girl lookedaiplendel. If he'd
delivered the news of her father's trip, she almesiinly would have
picked up on his disapproval, and had a sympathetiative reaction.
That wasn't fair to Grayson, or his daughter.

Gillian's room was at the far end of the dormitamere there was
less noise to disturb her. By the time Kahlee reddhe door, she had
plastered an expression of cheerful expectationesrface. She raised
her fist and rapped lightly. Her knock was answeretby the girl, but
by Jiro.

“Come In.”

The door slid open to reveal Gillian sitting at desk. She was thin
and angular, the tallest child in her age grougdxeral inches. She had
fine black hair that hung down almost to her waist] eyes that seemed
too wide and too far apart for her long face. Kaldaspected she took
after her mother, as apart from her slender bin&lddn't bear any real
resemblance to Grayson.

Gillian was twelve, the same age as Nick. In falthost half the
children in the Ascension Project came from theesapproximate age
group. Thirteen years ago three major industriaideants, each at a
different human colony, had occurred over a founthspan. The
circumstances were suspicious, but investigati@usuncovered no
connection between the incidents. Of course, thgsdone little to quell
the conspiracy theorists on the Extranet who refusdelieve it was all
just a tragic string of negligence and coincidence.

The third accident was by far the most devastasog)e reports
had initially called it the worst toxic disasterhaman history. A fully
loaded Eldfell-Ashland transport ship had explooedtmosphere,
killing the crew and spewing a deadly cloud of ederzero over the
entire Yandoa colony, exposing thousands of childineutero.



While the majority suffered no long-lasting harmédiflects, several
hundred of the unborn children developed significamptoms ranging
from cancer to organ damage, birth defects, and spentaneous
abortion. However, some good did come from themilse tragic
statistics: thirty-seven of the exposed childred bhaen diagnosed as
not only healthy, but also with significant biopotential of varying
degree. All of them were now here at the Grissorad&eny.

Gillian was staring with a disturbing intensitythé assignment on
her computer screen. Sometimes she would sithisefor hours,
motionless. Then, as if some undetectable switaft o in her mind,
she would explode into a flurry of action, typingt@nswers so quickly
her fingers were nothing but a blur. Her answenseywithout
variation, 100 percent correct.

“All done here?” Kahlee asked, directing the quasat her
assistant gathering up his equipment in the cavhére room.

“Just finished” Jiro replied with a smile.

He was only twenty-five, handsome, and well puetbgr. His
features were a pleasing mix of both his Americagh Asian ancestry,
and he wore his hair, dyed a dark red, in a spkysled style that made
it look as if he'd just rolled out of bed. An easgnfident charm and
impish smile made Jiro appear even younger thachaally was.

Cradle robber, a small corner of her consciencegechiShe
pointedly ignored it.

“Gillian did very well today” Jiro added, turningshsmile toward
the girl. “Didn't you, Gillian?”

“| guess” the girl muttered softly, though she didarn her head
from the screen.

Gillian had good days and bad days, and the fattsie was
speaking hinted to Kahlee that this might be onthefgood ones.



“I have some exciting news” she said, coming ogestand beside
Jiro.

With any other child Kahlee would have sat on ttge=of the desk,
or rested a comforting hand on their shoulder.fBuGillian even the
softest brush of a fingertip against her skin cadchetimes cause her
to react as if she'd been touched with a burningezgnOther times she
seemed oblivious to all sensation, as if her nendings were
completely dead. This made it difficult to get thaaly readings Kahlee
needed for her research. Fortunately, Gillian seetmeeact well to
Jiro, and he was usually able to get the data witbausing her
significant discomfort.

“Your father's coming to visit. He'll be here indwlays.”

She waited for a reaction, and was relieved talsedaint hint of a
smile touch the girl's lips. Jiro picked up on sudbtle change in
Gillian's mood and reacted to it quickly.

“| bet he can't wait to see you again” he said ttine overflowing
with exuberance.

The girl turned her head to them, her face nowisppa full-blown
grin. “I can wear the dress he gave me” she sadybice distant and
dreamy.

Grayson had given his daughter the dress on higikis almost
nine months ago. Kahlee doubted it would stilldiif she didn't want to
bring it up and spoil the moment.

“I bet he'd rather see you in your school unifodird chimed in
without missing a beat. “Let's show him how hard'y®working on
your classes.”



Gillian furrowed her brow and scowled, processimg information.
Then her brow relaxed and the smile returned. fkisslto talk about
school.”

“That's because he's so proud of how smart youJre'added.

“I need to finish my assignment” Gillian said abtlypthe mention
of her studies bringing the concept of academi¢kadorefront of her
thoughts. Her mind latched on to the idea, fixatingt to the exclusion
of everything else. She turned back to the com@mdezen, staring at it
once more with unwavering focus.

Kahlee and Jiro, familiar with her unusual behasjalidn't bother
to disturb her by saying good-bye as they left.

“What say we get a little alone time?” Jiro whisggeas they walked
down the hall, sliding his arm around Kahlee's wais

“Not where the kids can see” she chided, elbowing playfully in
the ribs. He flinched, but didn't let go.

“We could go back to Gillian's room” he suggestadlling her
closer. “She won't even notice we're there.”

“Not funny!” Kahlee gasped, giving him another, rhugharper,
shot with her elbow.

His hand fell away as he gave an exaggerated gnehtioubled
over, pretending to gasp for air. Kahlee rolled éyzs and kept
walking.

“Careful soldier” he said, standing up straight &adting to catch
up with her. “You can't go around beating up inmdagvilians like
that.”

“You hardly qualify as innocent” she told him. “Bess, I'm a
civilian now, t00.”



“You can take the girl out of the army, but you ‘ttake the army
out of the girl” he countered with a grin.

It was a harmless joke; Jiro was always teasingbeut her
military background. But it made her think back\izk's comment
comparing her and Hendel.

“Gillian seemed to be doing well today” she sa@mje&r to change
the subject.

Jiro shrugged, his expression becoming more serious

“She still doesn't interact with the other kidsalit And she's way
behind the rest of the class.”

Kahlee knew he was referring to biotics, rathenth@ademics.
Even among the remarkable children of the AscenBraect, Gillian
was special. At age three she had been diagnoskedwmild form of
high-functioning autism; it had almost caused tbard to reject her
application to the Academy. Ultimately they hacergéd, partly
because of a large donation Grayson had generptsided and partly
because Gillian had shown far greater potential #Hray of the other
students . . . or any other individual in the slmstory of recorded
human biotics.

Accepted science held that biotic potential waakdsthed in early
childhood as a fixed and unalterable rating. Theppse of a program
like the Ascension Project was to teach biotics tm¥ully utilize their
talent so they could get the most from their inheadbilities. With
Gillian, however, regular testing at the Academgirtdd a rating that
was continuing to rise in erratic, but undeniabte,and starts, a
previously unheard-of phenomenon.

The gap between Gillian's biotic ability and thstref her
classmates had been large to begin with; now itemasmous. Despite
this advantage, however, Gillian had difficultyrtséating her potential



into observable results. Because of her uniqueitiegiprocesses, she
struggled to grasp the mental focusing technigeegssary to
coordinate her amps with the electrical impulsesesfbrain. In short,
she didn't know how to tap into her power, and nofite instructors
seemed to know how to teach her.

“Maybe the board was right in the first place” Kedalsaid with a
sigh. “This might be too much for her.”

“Seeing her father might help” Jiro suggested, authmuch hope.
After a moment he added, “How did Hendel react wiheiound out
Grayson was coming?”

“Like you'd expect” she answered. “He was tryindigmre out
some way to deny his request.”

“Let me guess” Jiro chimed in with another smilgoti pulled rank
on him.”

“Enough with the army talk” she said wearily.

“Sorry” he apologized, his smile disappearing. Amel later it was
back in full force. “Hey, why don't you knock ofady tonight?” he
offered. “I can run your numbers for you. You galk#o my room,
make yourself comfortable, and relax, and I'll mami there when I'm
done.”

“Now that's the best idea I've heard all day” shid svith a
suggestive smile, handing over her omni-tool.

She glanced around to make sure they were alothe icorridor,
then gave him a quick kiss on the lips. “Don't kespwaiting all
night.”



CHAPTER FOUR

“Watch where you're going, human.”

The krogan Pel had inadvertently bumped into gla®@an at him,
clearly looking for any excuse to start a fightl édn't normally back
down from anyone, especially an alien, but he wiaarsenough to
make an exception for an angry, eight-foot-tall main of scaled
muscle.

“Sorry” he mumbled, avoiding eye contact until theersized
reptile thumped away to satisfy his bloodlust soimene else.

Normally Pel wouldn't have been careless enoudiutop into a
talking lizard the size of a small tank, even o& thowded streets of
Omega. But he had other things on his mind at tomemt. Cerberus
had sent him to meet a new Terminus Systems coiigicthe contact
had never showed. That alone was enough to makseRadus. Then,
as he was making his way back to his rented apattme neighboring
district, he had the feeling he was being watched.

He hadn't noticed anyone suspicious following Hoot, Cerberus
taught its agents that ignoring their instincts wagod way to end up
dead. Unfortunately, Omega wasn't the kind of ptaosalk around
while constantly looking back over your shouldeouyhad to pay
attention to where you were going if you didn't wimend up with a
knife in your belly.

An enormous space station located deep in the Tiesbystems,
Omega was unlike any other facility in the knowihagg. Built from
the remains of a massive, irregularly shaped astettte heavy-metal-
rich core had been mined until the asteroid wa®siroompletely
hollow, providing the initial resources used to siouct the facilities
that completely covered every exposed inch ofutfase. Its exact age
was unknown, although everyone agreed the statdrohiginally been



built by the Protheans before they disappeared.dvew nobody
agreed on which had been the first species totlesebnce the
Protheans were mysteriously wiped out.

Several groups had tried to lay sole claim to grae station's long
history, but none had been able to maintain coftrainore than a few
years. Now it served as a meeting place and iel&shub of
commerce for those unwelcome in Citadel space thikdatarians and
the salarian Lystheni offshoot, as well as merdesaslavers, assassins,
and criminals from all races.

Despite the occasional war between occupying spe®mega had
developed into a de facto capital of the Termingst&ns. Numerous
factions had settled on the station over the caguwith each new
arrival building out sections of the station totgbeir specific needs.
Their efforts had transformed Omega into the edaivteof a massive
floating city divided into numerous independentrit$s, each marked
by mismatched architecture and haphazard desigm Brdistance, the
exterior of the station looked uneven or even ldgdi Arms added to
the main hub jutted out at all angles from theragtés surface, with
further add-ons extending out from these armszarke angles. And
within the various districts the buildings seemedhave been
constructed without plan or purpose; streets twaisied turned
unexpectedly, and sometimes curled back on themséb/form
infuriating dead-ends. Even residents of the statimuld quickly
become lost or disoriented, and the overall effeat highly unsettling
for new arrivals.

Pel had been to Omega enough times to get ovelishebing
randomness, but he still hated the place. Theostétiemed with
individuals from ever)' alien species; even huntzac become a
noticeable presence. And in contrast to the orddéraamnonious, almost
sterile, coexistence found on the Citadel, theetdref Omega were
crowded, dirt)', and dangerous. There was no |ldareement; the few
rules that existed were enforced by gangs of limads employed by
those who controlled each section of the statiettyRerime was
rampant, and killings were common.



That didn't actually bother Pel; he knew how tdkladter himself.
He had other issues with Omega. Every corner o$téggon stank with
the mingled odors of a dozen different alien spe@weat and
pheromones poorly covered up by the gagging sdantfamiliar
perfumes; the reek of unidentifiable foods waftirgm open windows
and doors; the putrid stench of uncollected garllagelittered the back
alleys.

As bad as the smells were, the sounds were evesewdnlike
Council space, most aliens here refused to sp&a&aimmon trade
language unless absolutely necessary. An endlespltany of grunts,
squawks, and squeaks assailed his ears as he madaytthrough the
crowds, his automated translator useless in treeddobscure
interstellar dialects it wasn't programmed to dieeip

The aliens couldn't even agree on a single namiaéostation. Each
speaker called it something different in his or iative tongue. The
unpronounceable asari name loosely translatedesst'bf evil” the
turians referred to it as “world without law” thalarians called it “place
of secrets” and the krogans knew it as “land ofarpmity.” For the
sake of convenience, the automated translator &l strapped to his
belt translated all these terms into the human WOrdega”, the
absolute end of all things.

As much as he didn't want to be here, he had #jdb. Cerberus
had sent him to broker a deal with his contact, Reldknew better than
to cross the lllusive Man. Of course, that hadiepged him and his
team from taking on a few freelance projects okiergast year that his
superiors might not approve of. That's why it wasnsportant to do
things right: complete his missions as instruckesp a low profile and
don't make a mistake that might draw extra attantohis unauthorized
activities.

Unless they already know, Pel thought, wonderirtgsftail was a
Cerberus operative. Maybe the whole mission had hgdoy to get



him alone on Omega's streets, where a dead humaldmitoattract any
notice.

“Only one way to find out” he muttered, breakingpim run,
thankful he wasn't wearing any kind of body arni@attcould slow him
down.

He darted and dodged through the crowd, spinnidigndreeling his
way past startled aliens, ignoring the unintelligithreats and curses
they shouted after him. He veered sharply downnapty side street
lined with garbage cans, trash bins, and pilegfofse. Racing past
several closed doorways, he ducked behind a laagk bin, crouching
low. From his pocket he pulled out a small miramgling it so he could
see back down the length of the alley without hg¥mpeek his head
out and expose himself.

A few seconds later his pursuer skidded into vieswning around
the corner from the main street into the deserlieg at a full run. The
figure was small, about a foot shorter than Peal, @vered head to toe
in dark clothing. His pursuer's face was completdigcured by a
tightly wrapped scarf.

The figure stopped and stared down the lengthetley, head
turning from side to side looking for some signadifere Pel might have
disappeared to. His follower pulled out a pistdjuated the setting,
then began to move forward cautiously, weapon ready

Pel could have drawn a weapon of his own; he haerakto choose
from: the trusty Hahne-Keder pistol strapped tohgs the knife in his
belt, or the small emergency zip-gun in the hedlisboot. The figure
didn't appear to be wearing any kind of combat thait might be
equipped with kinetic shields, so a single wellegl shot would be
lethal. But killing his pursuer wouldn't tell himh@ was following him,
or why. Instead, he simply waited silently for hdversary to approach.

The figure continued to advance, staying in thedieaf the alley,
obviously trying not to get too close to the dooywar refuse



containers where an enemy might be waiting to ®apBut his
pursuer's head was still turning side to side tatisg to stare at each
potential hiding spot a fraction of a second tawglo

His target was close now, maybe ten feet away.ifgar the
mirror, he waited until the figure's head turnedcagirom him and then
charged out, coming in hard and focusing his attackhe weapon hand
of his too slow to react opponent.

Grabbing the forearm with his left hand, he usedrigiht to bend
the wrist holding the pistol inward, redirectingttwveapon so it was
pointed back at the owner. The whole time he kepldgs churning,
using his momentum and size to drive his smallgeeshry backward
and off-balance.

They crashed to the street, the pistol jarringéoasd Pel heard a
distinctly male grunt from his opponent. They wiestoriefly, but Pel
was bigger, stronger, and had the advantage of lm#iriop when they
hit the ground. He twisted the other man so helwag facedown, then
Pel looped his forearm under his chin, applyingspuee in a choke
hold. His free hand still clutched his enemy's tyasid Pel bent the arm
up behind his prone opponent's back.

The man beneath him struggled and squirmed. Thaseawviry
strength to his limbs, but he couldn't overcomeatieantages of Pel's
size and leverage.

“Who are you?” Pel hissed in his ear, using the room trade
language. “Who sent you?”

“Golo” came the strained reply.
Pel loosened his choke hold slightly. “Golo seni¥3/o
“l am Golo.” Pel's translator relayed the word€imglish, but he

recognized the speaker's native tongue, and thestakable sound of
words being spoken from behind a sealed enviro-mask



With a grunt of disgust, Pel rolled off the quargard stood up.

“You were supposed to meet me in the bar” he saitibothering to
help his contact up from the ground.

Golo got to his feet gingerly, checking to seenything was
broken. He looked pretty much the same as evewsr atharian Pel had
meet. Slightly shorter and smaller than a humanydewrapped in
several layers of mismatched clothing. The darkfsbat had covered
his face had been torn away during their scuféeealing the smooth,
reflective visor of a helmet that obscured hisdezs.

“My pardon” the quarian answered, switching to Estgl“l set up
the meeting so | could watch you from a safe dstato make sure you
were alone. I've had too many meetings in the\whste the person |
was supposed to meet was only a lure to draw matwuan ambush.”

“Why is that?” Pel wondered aloud, his irritatioroging. “You
make a habit of double-crossing people?” He wagissed off to be
impressed by Colo's excellent command of a humaleati

“My word is my bond” Golo assured him. “But thenme anany who
dislike quarians. They think we are nothing butvecgers and thieves.”

That's because you are, Pel thought to himself.

“I was going to follow you back to your apartmetité quarian
continued. “And then make face-to-face contact wdh there.”

“Instead you drew a weapon on me.”

“Only for self-defense” Golo objected. “When younriaknew | had
been spotted. | was afraid you would try to kill.me

“I still might” Pel replied, but it was an emptyrédat. Cerberus
needed the quarian alive.



Golo must have sensed he was out of danger, bebausened his
back on Pel and retrieved his weapon from the gioun

“We can go to your home and continue our businegsivate” the
guarian offered, securing his pistol somewheralmshne folds of his
clothes.

“No” Pel replied. “Somewhere public. | don't wamtuyto know
where I'm staying.” You'll probably come back ladd rob me blind.

Golo shrugged indifferently. “I know a place not feom here.”

The quarian took him to a local gambling hall lechin the district.
A heavily armed krogan standing at the door nodsliggitly as they
entered. The sign above his head said “Fortunas iDeanany
languages, though Pel doubted anyone ever goitrriths place.

“You come here often?” he asked as Golo led him booth near
the back.

“The owner and | have an arrangement. Nobody wsludb us
here.”

“Why didn't you just tell me to meet you here ie fiirst place?”

“As | said before, | had to make sure you were @l@ilthar would
be very unhappy if | led a group of human mercesaio his
establishment.”

The inflection he put on “Olthar” made it soundeli volus name to
Pel, but he couldn't be sure. Not that it mattered.

Taking the seat opposite Golo, Pel was surprisegéathe place
was almost empty. A pair of four-eyed batariansentbrowing dice, a
few rotund volus were playing some kind of gamé tekaembled
backgammon, and a handful of humans were clusterdn center of



the room playing cards under the watchful eye siiéty-looking
salarian dealer. He would have preferred a stnipdyee with human or
even asari dancers, but he didn't bother to complai

“No quasar machines” he noted.
“Too easy to hack, too expensive to repair”’ thergumaexplained.

A waitress, human, came over and wordlessly sai@on the table
in front of him, then scurried away without makiege contact. She
might have been attractive once, long ago. AsetieRel noticed she
wore a small electronic locater on her ankle; aakegommonly used
by slavers to keep track of their property.

His jaw clenched involuntarily. The idea of a hunssslaved by
alien masters sickened him, but there wasn't amytheé could do to
help this woman. Not right now anyway.

Soon a day of reckoning will come, he reassuredgaiimAnd
justice will rain down on all these sick alien [zads.

“My treat” Golo told him, nodding to the glass moht of Pel.

It looked like some alien variant of beer, but Hearned the hard
way to avoid human food prepared in nonhuman astabénts. If he
was lucky, it would simply be flat and bitter. & kvas unlucky, he
might spend half the night puking his guts out.

“I'll pass” he said, pushing the glass away. “Whgré&t you drinking
anything?” he asked after a moment, suddenly siogfsc

“Germs” Golo explained, tapping the face shieldhisfhelmet.

Pel nodded. Since being driven from their homewbyldhe geth,
virtually all quarians now lived on the Migrant Etea flotilla of several
thousand ships wandering aimlessly through spaerefations of
living in such an isolated, carefully controlledvennment had



rendered the quarian immune system all but usagaisist the viruses
and bacteria swarming over every inhabited plaméte galaxy. To
avoid exposure, they wore form-fitting enviro-sibeneath their ragged
clothes and never removed their airtight visoreldnleés in public.

This had led to rumors that the quarians weredhdgbernetic; a
mix of organic and machine beneath their clothebwasors. Pel knew
the truth was much less sinister, a quarian siraplydn't survive
outside the flotilla without a hermetically sealdt and mask.

“Let's get down to business” Pel said, turningi® task at hand.
“You said you can give us transmission frequenar$ communication
codes for the Migrant Fleet.”

The Migrant Fleet had become of great interedt¢ditusive Man
and Cerberus, particularly in the wake of the gatack on the Citadel.
Most thought of the quarians as nothing more thanisance; nearly
seventeen million refugees eking out a hand-to-meuistence on their
fleet of outdated and substandard ships. For teaturies they had
traveled from system to system, searching in vairafsuitable
uninhabited planet they could use to establishvahmameworld.

The common belief was that the greatest threatguheans posed
to any established colony were the consumptioonadllresources, such
as stripping a system's asteroid belts of preameisls or element zero
deposits, and the disruption of communicationsstatship travel
inevitably caused by several thousand unschedulddiaregulated
vessels passing through. These inconveniences tnadgiarians un-
welcome in any civilized region of space, but iticim't be said anyone
actually feared them.

The lllusive Man, however, was able to see past thetley garb
and jury-rigged ships. Technologically, they weasily the equivalent
of any other species. The quarians had createglete who had
become a scourge upon the galaxy. And they had gedna sustain a
civilization numbering nearly seventeen millionimduals over



hundreds of years without the benefit of any planetesources. Who
knew what else they were capable of?

The Migrant Fleet was also the largest single aamadhe known
galaxy: tens of thousands of ships, ranging fram shuttles to cruisers
to the three enormous Liveships, marvels of aexespad agricultural
engineering that provided the primary source ofiféar the entire
flotilla. It was accepted fact that a significaltrfpon of the ships in the
fleet were armed, though how many and to what ¢éxtes unknown.

In fact, very little was known about the quariantifla at all. They were
a completely insular society; no outsider had eetifoot on one of
their vessels since their exodus three centuries ag

The lllusive Man didn't trust aliens with so maryps and secrets.
Getting the quarian codes and transmission freqegmould allow
Cerberus to monitor communications among the vesgaehe Migrant
Fleet. . . provided they could somehow get ondeif town ships close
enough to tap into tight-beam messages withouigoseen. Pel wasn't
sure how the Illusive Man planned to pull off tipatt of the plan, but it
wasn't his concern. He was just here to acquiredldes and
frequencies.

“| can't actually give you the transmission codésilo informed
him. “They've changed since | was last part offtbela.”

Pel bit his lip to keep from swearing out loud. $t®uld have
known better than to trust Golo. He was an exieifthe Migrant Fleet.
The quarians didn't have the space or resourcédsarships to house a
prison population, and therefore criminals werdtde#h by expelling
them from quarian society, abandoning them on #daast inhabited
planet or space station. In Golo's case, Omega.

What kind of sick, twisted deviant do you have éotb get exiled
by an entire race of beggars and thieves? He dshesklf, wondering
if Golo was a murderer, rapist, or just a compssteiopath.



“However, | do have something to offer you” Golmtaued,
seemingly oblivious to Pel's barely contained rapeill lead you to
someone who can provide you with the informatioo want. For a
price.”

Dirty, double-dealing son-of-a-bitch.
“That wasn't our deal.”

“You need to learn to be flexible” he said withhaigy. “Improvise.
Adapt. That is the way of my people. It was howrvered when | first
found myself on this station.”

You mean when they dumped you off here. Just angibkee of
garbage for someone else to clean up.

Despite his unspoken disdain, Pel had a grudgisigect for Golo.
Quarians were as unwelcome on Omega as anywheradlse galaxy;
the fact that he had managed to survive on th@statas a testament to
his cunning and resourcefulness. And a warninghbatouldn't be
trusted. Pel wasn't willing to report back to thesive Man empty-
handed, but he also wasn't quite ready to trusfjtiaeian yet. Not
without knowing a little more about him.

“Tell me why you were exiled.”

Golo hesitated. A sound that might have been adiglgret came
from behind his mask, and for a second Pel thotighyuarian wasn't
going to respond. “About ten years ago, | triednke a deal with the
Collectors.”

Pel had heard of the Collectors, though he'd nasterally seen one.
In fact, many people, including Pel, weren't sineytreally existed.
From the stories, they sounded more like the itettas equivalent of an
urban legend than a real species.



By most accounts they had first appeared on thecgelscene
roughly five hundred years ago, allegedly emerdiog an uncharted
region of space somewhere beyond the otherwiseasaible Omega-4
relay. And while, if the stories were true, theyllieeen around for five
centuries, almost nothing was known about the eaignspecies or
their mysterious homeworld. Isolationist to thererte, the Collectors
were rarely seen anywhere but Omega and a feweaid¢hrby inhabited
worlds. Even then, decades could pass with no tegaightings at the
station, only to give way to a few years markedbyeral dozen
sporadic visits from envoys looking to barter aradlie with other
species.

On those rare occasions when Collectors did vemttoehe
Terminus Systems, they reportedly made it cleardimailar visits by
other species into their territory would not bestated. Despite this,
countless vessels had dared to attempt the pagsaggh the Omega-4
relay over the centuries in search of their honaagt. None of them
had ever returned. The staggering number of sbijeditions, and
exploratory fleets that had disappeared withoutanadion into the
Omega-4 relay had led to wild speculation abouttwdahidden
beyond the portal. Some believed it opened intaekihole or the heart
of a sun, though this didn't explain how the Cdtleg could use the
relay themselves. Others claimed it led to therfstie equivalent of
paradise: those who passed through were now liweg of decadent
luxury on an idyllic planet, with no desire to regtuo the violent
struggles of the lawless Terminus Systems. The mioksly accepted
explanation was that the Collectors had some masfrdgfensive
technology, unique and highly advanced, that ytigelstroyed any
foreign vessel passing through the relay.

But Pel wasn't sure he believed any of the stories.
“| thought the Collectors were just a myth.”

“A common misperception, particularly in Councilé&e. However,
| can assure you from personal experience thataheyery real.”



“What kind of deal did you make with them?” Pel egkhis
curiosity piqued.

“They wanted two dozen 'pure' quarians: men and @vowho had
spent their entire lives on the fleet, uncontanaddty visits to other
worlds.”

“| thought every quarian had to leave the fleetimyitheir
Pilgrimage” Pel remarked, referring to the quarnght of passage into
adulthood.

“Not all quarians make the Pilgrimage” Golo exp&dn
“Exceptions are made for those too sick or infimstrvive outside the
colony. And in rare cases an individual with a adlle skill or talent
can receive a dispensation from the Admiralty.

“I knew from the start I'd probably get caught”duded, almost
regretful, “but the terms of their offer were tooogl to pass up.”

Pel nodded: this fit with the stories he'd heardhewthe Collectors
came to barter, they typically sought to exchangechmndise or
technology for living beings. They were, howevar, ihore than simple
slavers. The tales of their requests were alwaysuwad or bizarre: two
dozen left-handed salarians; sixteen sets of laaté&nins; a krogan
born of parents from feuding clans. In return, @wlectors would offer
incredible technology or knowledge, such as a siiip a new mass
drive configuration that increased engine efficierar a cache of
advanced targeting VI mods to radically improve paaaccuracy.
Eventually this technology would be adapted by gadasociety as a
whole, but for several years it would provide andigant edge for
anyone smart enough to take the deal. Or so tes tald.

In the absence of any true name for the species,hllingness to
pay so extravagantly to have their odd but higblgcsfic requests
satisfied had earned them the generic title of&dtdirs. Similar to the
conjecture spawned by the mystery of what lay bdybe Omega-4
relay, numerous theories had evolved attemptirexpdain the



motivation behind their illogical demands. Somaduedd there was a
religious significance to the requests, others is@as evidence of
deviant sexual predilections or gruesome culingpetites.

If the Collectors actually did exist, as Golo claith then Pel tended
to support the most generally accepted beliefttieyt were conducting
genetic experiments on other species, though hidicbeven begin to
guess at their exact nature or purpose. Certaimhas enough to make
any reasonable person suspicious.

“If the Collectors are real, why hasn't more beenelto try and
stop their activities?” he wondered aloud.

“As long as you can profit from the deal, who c&’eSolo replied,
his rhetorical question encapsulating the gendtitlide of the entire
Terminus Systems in a single breath. “They showngboffer
something worth a few million credits, and all ylwave to do is give
them a couple dozen prisoners in exchange. Theg'morse than the
slavers, but they pay a lot better.”

Slavery was illegal in Council Space, but herenm Terminus
Systems it was an accepted, even a common, pradiveever, it
wasn't the morality of what the Collectors werendpihat concerned
Pel.

“Isn't anyone worried about what they're doing hdhthat relay?
They could be making powerful new genetic weap@visat if they're
studying species to learn our weaknesses and \alliiées so they can
invade?”

Golo laughed, the sound reverberating off his nvaithk a distant,
hollow timbre.

“I have no doubt they are up to something unpledsenadmitted.
“But they've been doing this for five hundred yedfrthey were
planning an invasion, it would have happened by.fhow



“But aren't you even curious?”

“The curious try to go through the Omega-4 relag’rminded his
human companion. “And they don't come back. Theaokss here on
Omega are more worried about getting killed by meighbor than
what's happening on the far side of the galaxy. Need to stay focused
to survive out here.”

Good advice, Pel thought. The Collectors were aefinintriguing,
and he wouldn't be surprised to learn that theilliet Man already had
agents looking into them somewhere. But that wadmss''tnission.

“You said you could lead me to people who can gneethose
transmission codes.”

Golo nodded eagerly, glad the subject had turne#l twatheir
current business.

“| can set up a meeting with a crew from one ofgbeut ships from
the Migrant Fleet” he promised. “Just make sure taixe one of them
alive.”



CHAPTER FIVE

The flight attendant greeted him with a cheerfuillsnher voice
warm and inviting. “Welcome aboard, Mr. Grayson. Mgme is Ellin.”

He didn't recognize her, but she could have baegent hire; he
didn't use the corporate shuttle very often. Hilial striking green eyes,
probably tinted, and long, lustrous golden haiopably dyed. She
looked to be in her early twenties, though of ceurgre was no
guarantee she was anywhere close to that young.

“Pleased to meet you, Ellin” he replied with a nblé. realized he
was smiling at her with a goofy grin. Always wasueker for blondes.

“We won't be leaving for a few minutes yet” sheoimhed him,
reaching out to take the briefcase from his hahdt your room is
ready. Please follow me and we can get you seitlele the pilot
makes his final preflight checks.”

He studied her figure appreciatively from behinglas led him
down the narrow corridor toward the private VIP wier in the aft of
the vessel.

“I hope everything is to your liking” she commeniadreaching
their destination, stepping forward and holdingdiber open so he
could enter.

The room bore almost no resemblance to the simftlen crowded
bunks found on military vessels or the common steemoms of long-
distance mass-transit shuttles. Equipped with arloxs bed, state-of-
the-art vid screen, private shower and hot tulb wWet bar, and just
about every other conceivable amenity, it compéagdrably to any
suite in all but the most expensive planet-sidellsot



“We'll be arriving at the Grissom Academy in abeight hours,
Mr. Grayson” Ellin continued, setting his briefcasehe corner. “Can |
get you anything before lift-off?”

“I think | just want to rest” he said. Every joimt his body ached,
and his head was pounding, classic signs of red w#hdrawal. “Wake
me an hour before we arrive.”

“Of course, Mr. Grayson” she replied, then turnad &eft him
alone, closing the door behind her.

He stripped off his clothes, suddenly aware of mauch he was
sweating. There was a faint tremor in his left haadhe unbuttoned his
shirt. But the idea of dusting up never crossedrigl; he wouldn't let
Gillian see him stoned. Naked, he collapsed orb#te too hot to
bother crawling under the soft, silk sheets.

He heard the deep rumble as the pilot fired ugetiggnes. Grayson
could have flown himself, of course . . . he #rlew how to handle a
vessel like this. But Cerberus needed him to pldiffarent role now.
His cover was that of a high-level executive withr&Hislop
Aerospace, a midsized starship manufacturer basé&dysium. This
allowed him to travel across the galaxy in privagesels without
drawing undo attention, and offered a reasonabletwaxplain the
large donation he'd given to the board of the Grsgcademy in order
to get Gillian accepted into the Ascension Project.

The days of pretending to be a private pilot foramgl-coming
politicians were long gone; now he was the oneyengpthe luxurious
room and service from a personal flight attend@he Illusive Man
looked after those who pleased him.

“| bet Menneau thought that, too. Right before lgkgd him.”

Grayson sat up in bed, his mind going back to Petent visit.
Maybe his old friend had told the Illusive Man abthe red sand after



all. Cerberus wouldn't just sit by if they felt l@ddiction jeopardized
the mission.

Was Ellin really just a flight attendant? Thousantisveryday
people worked ordinary jobs for Cord-Hislop with@wer suspecting it
was a corporation controlled by a shadowy paraanfligroup. Hardly
anyone at the company, or anywhere else, for tladétiem even knew an
organization like Cerberus existed. But hidden imithe rank and file
of employees, scattered across all rungs of theotate ladder, were
dozens of the lllusive Man's agents. Maybe Ellirswae of them.
Maybe she was waiting outside the door to stickcarpick in his neck,
just like he'd done to Keo.

He rolled out of bed and pulled on the terry-clo#tthrobe hanging
on the wall, then pushed the call button. A fewosels later there was a
gentle rap on the door. Grayson hesitated, there@vais hand in front
of the access panel. He resisted the urge to juank @s the door slid
open.

Ellin was standing there, armed only with her rééssly cheery
smile and perky attitude.

“Is there something you need, Mr. Grayson?”
“My clothes . . . can you have them cleaned andga@ for me?”
“Of course, sir.”

She stepped into the room and collected his dischgarments,
picking them up with a cool, practiced efficienGhere was a
confidence about her; a professionalism that cbald sign of
specialized military training . . . or it could feasimply been part of her
job. He tried to watch her without being seen, hggb catch her
surreptitiously watching him. If she was working @erberus, she'd
have been instructed to keep close tabs on heempgeasis



Ellin stood up and turned to face him, the bundlelathes in her
arms. The well-practiced smile fell away from hacd, and Grayson
realized he was still staring at her intently.

He shook his head to clear away the dark thoufBtsry. My mind
was somewhere else.”

Her smile reappeared, though her eyes looked nervitsuthere
anything else, Mr. Grayson?”

He picked up the slightest waver in her voice. &itbhe's just a
scared little stewardess, or she's very, very @gqietending to be one.
The thought was quickly followed by another: The sand's making
you paranoid.

“Thank you, Ellin. That will be all.”

The relief on her face as he stepped aside teele¢xit was
obvious. Once she was safely outside the doormebi¢ated, then
turned back.

“Do . . . do you still want me to wake you an hbefore we land?”

“That will be fine” he said abruptly, closing thea before she
could see the flush of embarrassment creepingsipduk and into his
face.

Get it together, he chided himself, removing theerand falling
back onto the bed. Quit jumping at shadows. Thisimn's too
important to screw up.

The sound of the engines had changed. Staring tine @eiling, he
could feel a slight pressure on his chest pushimgdown into the soft
mattress. The ship was taking to the sky, battyrayity and
atmosphere as it headed for the stars. The roanh#taseemed so hot
before was suddenly cold; he shivered and crawleohder the
blankets.



The artificial mass effect fields generated ingfuke ship's hull
dampened the turbulence and g-forces of theiofiftbut his pilot's
instincts could still feel the motion. It was farar, reassuring. Within
minutes it had rocked him to sleep.

“We have a new assignment for you” the lllusive M, and
Grayson realized he was dreaming once again.

They were alone in Grayson's apartment, just tloedfithem . . .
and the infant sleeping quietly in the lllusive Maarms.

“I was impressed with your work on the Eldfell-Aahd job. | know
it was a difficult mission.”

“It was for the greater good” he replied.

Even if he wanted to, there was nothing else hédceay. He had
believed it back then, with every fiber of his kgeikle still believed it,
though the part of his mind that knew he was dreagmealized things
weren't as simple as they used to be.

“I have a special assignment for you” the lllusMan said, handing
over the child. “She's biotic.”

Grayson took the little girl in his arms. She waam and soft, and
lighter than he'd expected. Disturbed by the temsfer eyes popped
open and she began to fuss. Grayson shushed hér, gecking her in
his arms. Her eyelids drooped, she blew a smableyland then she
was asleep again.

Based on her age he had no doubt as to how sheceadexposed
to element zero.

“You're going to be working for Cord-Hislop as paftyour cover”
the lllusive Man informed him. “Sales for now, yau'll climb to the



executive ranks over the next few years. We waunttgaaise the girl as
your own.”

“Who's my partner?”

“None. Your wife died when your daughter was bofau never
remarried.”

Grayson wondered what had happened to the gidlswether and
father, but he wasn't foolish enough to ask.

“Do you understand how important this mission ig8# lllusive
Man asked. “Do you see what biotics can ultimategan to
humanity?”

The younger man nodded. He believed in what heHtkdoelieved
in Cerberus.

“We went to a lot of trouble to find this particulgirl. She's special.
We want her to look up to you. To trust you. Treat as if she is your
own flesh and blood.”

“I will” he promised.

He had offered the vow without understanding theseguence of
what it really meant. Had he known the true costntight not have
been so quick to reply . . . although in the erahswer would have
been the same.

The baby gurgled softly. Grayson stared down asharnched-up
little face, fascinated.

“You won't be alone in this” the Illusive Man assdrhim. “We
have top experts in the field. They'll make sure géts all the proper
training.”



Grayson watched, transfixed, as the girl fidgetedar sleep, her
hands balling up into tiny fists that traced titite circles in the air.

The lllusive Man turned to go.
“Does she have a name?” Grayson asked withoutrhgalkp.

“A father has the right to name his own daughtex’shid, closing
the door behind him.

Grayson woke, as he always did, with the echo eftthsing door
from his dream still in his ears.

“Lights, dim” he called out, and a faint glow fraime bedside lamps
cast the dark shadows from his room. Only an hadrgassed; seven
more until they reached the Academy.

He climbed out of bed and pulled on the robe, tieked up his
briefcase. He carried it over to the small desthecorner of the room
and set it on top, then settled into the accompanghair and punched
in the access code. A second later the case opétied soft,
depressurizing hiss.

Inside were several dummy documents to help walchver as a
Cord-Hislop executive, contracts and sales reportstly. He pulled
them out and dumped them on the floor, then litpdhe case's false
bottom to reveal the contents underneath. Ignahegvial Pel had
given him, he wouldn't need that until he actuallyv Gillian, he
reached for the small cellophane bag of red sand.

Grayson wondered how much the lllusive Man hadadigtiknown
about the girl on that night he'd given him Gilliéid he know about
her mental condition? Did he know the Alliance wag day going to
start a program like the Ascension Project? Hadiben the little girl to
Grayson, fully aware he was one day going to ondiarto give her up
again?



He opened the baggie and carefully poured out dl piteof the
fine dust. Enough to take the edge off, nothingeanBesides, he had
plenty of time to come down before they reacheddtademy.

It was easy in the beginning. Gillian seemed likg ather normal
young girl. Every few months she was visited byldeeus experts:
taking blood samples and alpha-wave readings; ahgdler health;
testing her reflexes and responses. But even Witheadoctors, Gillian
had been a happy, healthy child.

Her symptoms began to manifest sometime betweeagés of
three and four. An unnamed dissociative disordher eixperts told him.
Easy to diagnose but difficult to treat. Not tHagy hadn't tried,
unleashing a barrage of drug and behavior therapidse young girl.
Yet their efforts had been in vain. With each y&a& grew more
distant, more closed off. Trapped inside her owndni

The growing emotional gulf between them should haage it
easier on Grayson when Cerberus decided to givevszrto the
Ascension Project. It hadn't.

Grayson didn't have much he could cling to, aparnfhis
dedication to Cerberus and his devotion to his beergThe two were
inextricably linked; after Gillian had been giveria his care he had
been pulled from active-duty missions so he coelitielo focus on
raising his daughter. Caring for the helpless ihfead filled the void in
his life. And as she had grown, as he had raisefrév@ a baby to a
beautiful, intelligent though troubled young gshe had become the
center of his world . . . just as the lllusive Maad wanted.

Then, two years ago, they had ordered him to sendway.

He resealed the plastic bag, stashing it safelyamwthe false
bottom of his case. Then he got up, went into étédeom and returned
with the blade from his Ever-Sharp razor. Usingdtge, he divided the
pile of red sand into two long, thin lines.



The lllusive Man had wanted Gillian to join the &ssion Project
so Cerberus could piggyback their own researctheritliance's
cutting-edge work. And whatever the Illusive Manited, he got.

Grayson knew he had no choice in the matter, wag still hard to
let her go. For ten years she had been an intpgrabf his life. He
missed seeing her in the mornings and tuckingrhat night. He
missed the rare moments when she broke throughtstble walls
that separated her from the outside world and stidwe genuine love
and affection. But, like any parent, he had tolpstchild's welfare
above his own.

The program was good for Gillian. The scientistthatAcademy
were pushing the boundaries of biotic researchy Tiael made
advances that went far beyond anything Cerberulsl ¢t@myve achieved
on its own, and it was the only place Gillian cob&lproperly fitted for
the revolutionary new L-4 amps.

Sending his daughter away was also necessarydartater cause.
It was the best way for Cerberus to study the albsdimits of human
biotics; a powerful weapon they would one day nedtie inevitable
struggle to elevate Earth and its people abovaliba races. Gillian
had to play her part in the lllusive Man's planstjas he did. And one
day, he hoped, people would look back on his daargig a hero of the
human race.

Grayson understood all this. He accepted it. Jubeaaccepted the
fact that he was now merely a go-between; a praxy allowed the
Cerberus researchers to get access to Gillian wieetleey needed it.
Unfortunately, acceptance didn't make it any easier

If it was possible, he would have visited her ewsgek at the
Academy. But he knew constant visits were hard tina@; she needed
stability in her life, she didn't deal well withsduptions and unexpected
surprises. So he stayed away, and did his besorbink about her. It
made the loneliness easier to bear, turning thetanohpain into a dull
ache hovering in the background of his thoughts.



Sometimes, however, he couldn't help but think abeu, like now.
Knowing he was going to see her made him acuteprawf how much
it would hurt when he had to leave her behind agairtimes like these,
he couldn't dull the pain. Not without help.

Bending forward in the chair, he pitched his lefstmnil closed and
inhaled the first line of red sand. Then he switchestrils and snorted
the second. The dust burned his nasal cavitiesrau® his eyes water.
Sitting up straight, he blinked away the tears girbbed the arms of
the chair, clenching so tightly his knuckles wemiter. He felt his heart
beating, slow and heavy: thump . . . thump . untph. Three beats was
all it took before the euphoria washed over him.

For the next several minutes he rode the wave, @gsed, his head
lolling back and forth. Occasionally he would makeoft ngh sound in
the back of his throat, an inarticulate moan ofpuleasure.

The initial rush began to fade quickly, but he fouggainst the urge
to take another hit. He could sense the unpleasaations, fear,
paranoia, loneliness, lurking in the dark corredrBis consciousness,
still there but momentarily kept at bay by the wdicis warm glow.

He opened his eyes, noting everything in the roachtaken on a
rosy hue. This was one of the side effects of egdlls . . but not the
most significant one.

Giggling softly at nothing in particular, he leangack in his chair,
balancing it on the two rear legs. His eyes castiaithe room,
searching for a suitable target before finally ciatj the documents he
had scattered across the floor.

Careful not to tip over in his seat, he reachedwatlt his left hand
and twiddled his fingers. The papers rustled, #stiering in the
breeze. He struggled to focus, never easy whetirftpan the red
clouds. A second later he swiped at the empty #ir s hand, and the
papers leaped from the floor and swirled wildly aibihe room.



He kept them in the air as long as he could, mgptaary, drug-
induced biotic ability making the papers dance léaves before a
storm.

By the time Ellin knocked on the door seven hoatsrl he was
sober once again. He had slept for a few hoursystexl and shaved,
and cleaned up the room, careful to leave no ecelefthe red sand
behind.

“One hour until we touchdown, Mr. Grayson” she red&d him,
handing him his cleaned and pressed clothes.

He took them with a nod of thanks, then closeddib@ . Alone in
the privacy of his room he made one final checknéke sure he hadn't
missed anything incriminating.

That's the difference between an addict and a @@ reminded
himself as he began to dress, his hands now stsathey buttoned up
his shirt. Both need their fix, but an addict gtidkes an effort to hide
what he's doing.



CHAPTER SIX

Kahlee couldn't sleep. She told herself it waslp&@ecause she
preferred her own bed, and partly because Jiroswasng loudly in her
ear. She didn't bother to wake him, though, sheusad to it. Their
lovemaking usually ended this way, despite the tfa&t he was almost
two decades her junior. He always started strarpof passion and
fire, but he didn't know how to pace himself.

“You'll learn eventually” she whispered, pattingriightly on his
bare thigh. “And all your future girlfriends wilhink me for it.”

Moving quietly so as not to wake him, she rolled foom under the
covers and stood, naked, by the side of the bed. tNat they weren't
generating body heat, the air in the room felt @wugh to make her
shiver.

She began to hunt around for her clothes, no eagy In his
exuberance, Jiro tended to toss each piece haplhaaaout the room
as he undressed her. She located her shirt aretputbver her head,
then heard Jiro mumble something. Glancing ovex rehlized he was
still asleep, his words nothing but unintelligibleeam-talk. Kahlee
stared at him for a long, lingering moment, he ksko young when he
was curled up in his bed, and she felt a momerttginge of guilt and
embarrassment.

There was nothing illegal about what they were dpihey were
both of age, and even though she was technicalpdss, there was
nothing in either of their employment contractscsfpeally forbidding
their relationship. It was, as Jiro liked to say edhically gray area.

Kahlee sometimes got the impression that Jiro wssing her to
advance his career, though there was a chancedisifier own guilty
conscience trying to suck all the fun out of thiattenship. If he
actually did believe sleeping with the boss wowthehow help him, he



was sadly mistaken. If anything, she tended todsddr on Jiro than the
other researchers. But he was good at his jolstdférespected him,
and the students all liked him. That was one othiveys that had
attracted her in the first place.

That plus his fine ass, she thought with a wickeud. g

She'd had other sexual partners over the yeacgur§e, probably
more than her fair share, to be honest. But like thiey were all just
flings. Not that she'd ever been looking for anythserious. While she
was in the military the Alliance had always comstfiand once she
became a civilian she'd focused on building hee@arather than a
long-term relationship.

Fortunately, there was still plenty of time. Than«snedical
advances over the last century, women no longetdathrt their
families before forty. If she really wanted to, stoaild wait another
twenty years and still give birth to a perfecthatisy child.

Kahlee still wasn't sure what she wanted, thouglvakn't that she
didn't like kids; the opportunity to work closelyttvbiotic children was
one of the reasons she'd accepted the positiontatiAscension
Project. She just couldn't see herself settling anlife of domestic bliss.

Get over yourself, she thought, and find your daiothes.

She pushed the thoughts away. Spotting her pantdidg over the
back of a chair, she pulled them on. She waslatiking for a missing
sock when Jiro woke with a sputtering yawn.

“You're leaving?” he asked, still groggy.

“Just back to my own room. | can't sleep here wah snoring like
a sick hippo.”

He smiled and sat up, propping his pillow behina land leaning
back against the headboard.



“You sure this doesn't have anything to do withyGom's visit?”

She didn't bother to deny it, instead saying naflas she continued
to look for her missing sock. Finding her prizee Slat down on the
edge of the bed and pulled it on. Jiro watchedshently, patiently
waiting for her to speak.

“I'm more worried about Gillian” she finally confesd. “Nothing
we do seems to help her. Maybe the program igfit for her.”

“Whoa, just a minute!” Jiro exclaimed, suddenlyywawake. He
crawled across the mattress quickly and put a bartter shoulder.
“Gillian's got more biotic potential than . . . Wehan anybody! The
Ascension Project was meant for someone like her.”

“But she's not just a biotic” Kahlee objected, woicthe arguments
that had been running through her mind. “She'slawgh a serious
mental condition.”

“You're not thinking of asking the board to expel hare you?” he
asked, looking horrified.

She turned and scowled at him. “That's a decis@rfdther needs
to make.”

“So you're going to talk to Grayson about it?” Muaftthe anxiety
had left his voice.

“I'll let him know what his options are. Gillian ght be better off if
she wasn't trying to develop her biotic abiliti¢shee Academy. He
could get her a private tutor; someone trainecet dith her condition.
Lord knows he can afford it.”

“What if he doesn't want to pull her out of the gmram?”



“Then I'll have to start wondering if he really Has daughter's best
interests at heart.” She regretted the words as asshe said them.

“Now you're starting to sound like Hendel” he cleed her.

The remark stung more than it should have; Nicktamarison of
her and the security chief yesterday was stillfnasher mind.

“Sorry” she apologized. “I'm just tired. | can'tdgecoming here
night after night.” Trying to make light of it, staelded, “When you get
to be my age, you need your sleep.”

“You're kidding, right?” he asked, increduloushdrdly ever get to
see you. You're always working . . . or spendintgtwith Hendel.”

“He likes to keep tabs on the students” she expthikspecially
Gillian.

“I'm starting to think you two are more than juséhds” Jiro said
darkly.

Kahlee actually laughed out loud. She saw Jirdestjifand he
turned away from her.

“I'm sorry” she said, wrapping a comforting armuand his
shoulder. “I didn't mean to laugh. But trust men Hot Hendel's type.
You might be, though.”

For a second he seemed puzzle, a look of confugidris boyish
face. “Ohhh” he said a moment later, grasping vghatmeant.

The phone in the bedroom beeped before eithereoh tould say
anything else. Jiro looked at the ID on the dispénd his eyes went
wide.

“It's Hendel!”



“So?” Kahlee said with a shrug. “Answer it.”
He reached over and hit the button for the speakene.
“Hendel?”

“Grayson's shuttle just pinged us” the voice ondtiesr end of the
line snarled. “He'll be here in an hour.

“Figures the son-of-a-bitch would be running ondwa clock”
Hendel added.

Kahlee rolled her eyes. It was common for peopdéing a planet
or space station to schedule their visits so theyldvarrive at a
convenient hour by the local time. But Graysonefas a lot for his
job, and constantly adjusting to different time esrould take its toll
on a person. Gillian's father wasn't the only pat@eshow up in the
middle of the night; he was just the only one Hémdenplained about.

“Uh, yeah, okay” Jiro answered. “I'll get ready.”

“| tried Kahlee's room, but she wasn't there” Hdradkeled. “I
assume she's with you.”

Jiro turned to her with a shrug and a look thatreskto say, what
should I tell him?

“I'm here” she answered after a long, awkward sieril'll come
down with Jiro to the landing bay to meet him.”

“Meet you both there in forty-five minutes.” Thegte call ended
with a click.

“How did he know about us?” Kahlee wondered outldshe didn't
think anyone knew; she and Jiro had always beamedit



“Wouldn't be much of a security chief if he didnJito chuckled,
getting out of bed and heading for the small shawdis en suite.

Hendel was gruff and surly, and he tended to bepoutective
toward his charges, but no one could ever accusahbeing bad at his
job. Still, Kahlee wasn't satisfied.

“What do you think tipped him off?” she called ositipping off
her shirt.

Jiro popped his head out from the bathroom. “Yaabpbly. | bet
he can read you like an open book. You're notdhedit at keeping
secrets.”

“Maybe it was you” she countered as she unbuttdmazgants.
“You're not much good at keeping secrets either.”

“I might be better than you think” he said mystesty. Then he
laughed and disappeared back into the bathroonecérsl later she
heard the shower running.

Now completely naked, Kahlee crossed the room ateled the en
suite. Jiro raised his eyebrows suggestively winenopened the shower
stall door and squeezed in with him.

“Forget it” she told him. “We need to get theredrefGrayson's
shuttle touches down. I'm afraid of what might hexpgd we leave him
alone with Hendel.”

“Why does he hate Grayson so much?” Jiro askedymglshampoo
into her hair from behind.

Because he thinks Grayson is so prejudiced agdaioists that he
can only bear to see his own daughter twice a YBErause Hendel's
own parents dumped him off with the BAaT progranewine was a
kid, basically disowning him. Because part of hiiimks helping Gillian



learn to cope with her biotics might get rid of themories of his own
abandonment and childhood isolation.

“It's complicated” was all she said.
“Maybe Hendel's got a crush on him” Jiro teased.

Kahlee let out a disapproving sigh. “I just praydod you aren't
stupid enough to ever make that joke where he eanyou.”



CHAPTER SEVEN

Grissom Academy was a medium-sized space statithnhalf a
dozen small docking bays built along its extergach capable of
accommodating small to medium-sized vessels. Miosteoarrivals
were supply ships bringing in necessary resouroes Elysium to keep
the Academy running, along with twice-daily rungioé public
passenger shuttle down to the surface of the plagietv.

When Kahlee and Jiro arrived, Hendel was waitirrgtiem, staring
intently out the observation window toward the dagkbays. She was
disappointed to see that the station was curremiinted with the
observation window looking out away from the plathety orbited; she
always found the image of Elysium hovering beloenthin space to be
particularly awe-inspiring.

Most visitors to the Academy, parents and frienidstaff, typically,
would come through Elysium, booking passage tptaret and then
transferring to the passenger shuttle. Only thog®rtant or wealthy
enough to have access to personal shuttles haptiom to dock their
vessels right on the station itself, eliminating ttme and hassle
necessitated by going through the public spaceports

This direct access also allowed them to bypassuktams and
security checks found planet-side, so by law thewkto be a security
officer on hand to clear them on arrival. This wasre a formality than
anything else, and Hendel normally delegated thle taone of his
underlings. But on those rare occasions when Gragisoved, the
security chief was always there to greet him irsper Kahlee knew it
was Hendel's none-too-subtle way of letting Grayigoow he was
being watched.

Fortunately, Grayson's shuttle hadn't shown uphiendel turned to
look at them as they approached, breaking his.vigil



“I was starting to wonder if you were going to matke time.”

His comment was directed at Kahlee: it almost sekeasaf he was
intentionally ignoring Jiro's presence. She deciddet it slide.

“How long before they arrive?”

“Five, maybe ten minutes. I'll sign Grayson in,rthee's yours to
deal with. Take him to the cafeteria for a few soor something.”

“He's going to want to see his daughter right awhsd protested.

Hendel glared at the younger man as if he hadrutiexd a private
conversation, then shook his head. “These surpisss are hard
enough on Gillian. I'm not going to wake her uphia middle of the
night just because her father's too selfish to waiil morning to see
her.”

“Wanting to see his daughter right away isn't besaljish” Kahlee
countered.

“The last few months she's been getting up eayyvag” Jiro
added. “She only sleeps a few hours a night. Teeafethe time she
just sits up in bed with the lights off and staaéshe wall. | think it has
something to do with her condition.”

A sour grimace crossed Hendel's face. “Nobody oddthat.” He
took his job seriously, and he didn't like it whather people knew
more about the habits and behaviors of the studleatshe did.

He's looking for a fight, Kahlee thought. She'dé&v keep a close
eye on him; she wasn't about to let him ruin thsést Yor Grayson or
Gillian.

“There wasn't anything you could do about it” KahbBnswered
coolly. “Besides, Dr. Sanchez said it's nothingvtry about.”



Hendel picked up on the unspoken warning in hee tmd let the
matter drop. For a few minutes they stood withqaaking, just staring
out the window. Hendel broke the silence with arsegly innocent
comment.

“So, it sounds like your old friend is in the rungifor one of the
Council seats” he noted.

“Old friend?” Jiro asked, curious.

“Captain David Anderson” the security chief expkdn seemingly
oblivious to Kahlee's reflection in the window, sdmg at him. “They
served together in the Alliance.”

“How come you never mentioned him before?” Jiro dened,
turning to her.

“It was a long time ago” she replied, trying to adiblase about it.
“We haven't talked in years.”

There was an uncomfortable silence, and Kahleedamlly imagine
the questions running through Jiro's head. He wamfdent young
man, but it still must have been unsettling toireahis girlfriend had a
previous relationship with one of humanity's mostiwnown military
heroes. When he finally spoke again, she was cauaghpletely off
guard by what he said.

“I'd rather see Ambassador Udina on the Council.”

“Interesting to see how that all plays out” Henabgdlied, though he
did raise a curious eyebrow.

Further conversation was cut off by a sharp beegnatmg from
the intercom above their heads, warning of an inagnaessel. Through
the observation window they could see red lighasHing outside, on
the perimeter of one of the docking bays. A fewosels later Grayson's
ship, a small, high-end corporate shuttle, drifted view.



The shuttle maneuvered into position, moving shjeint the
vacuum of space. It settled into one of the hangerd Kahlee felt the
slightest bump under her feet as a pair of larggraated docking
clamps locked the ship into place. A fully enclopdatform extended
out from the station to connect with the shuttle”&®rs, latching tight.
The pressurized, oxygen-filled tunnel allowed pagses to go from
vessels docked at the exterior landing bays dy@atb the confines of
the station without having to go through the botbfgputting on
spacesuits.

“All right, let's go down and meet our guest” Hehaheittered,
making no effort to hide his displeasure.

Passengers exiting their vessels would come doetutimel into
the waiting room, a large antechamber with traremabulletproof
walls. Several waist-high poles linked at the tgghbavy red rope
snaked their way back and forth through the roaeating an area
where visitors lined up when they arrived en massé¢he end of the
gueue a yellow line had been painted on the flBeyond the line stood
a pair of Alliance guards, both armed, a remindartyone coming
aboard that the Grissom Academy was a joint mylitavilian
operation.

Behind the guards, a single door led from the wgitbom into the
reception area beyond, where another Alliance spkit at a computer
to register all arrivals and departures. The doas kept closed until the
soldier working the registration desk was satistleat the individuals in
the waiting room had authorization to come ontostfagion.

Grayson was already in the waiting room when tleached
reception, pacing impatiently back and forth justhind the yellow line.
The guards inside the room with him simply stoodt&ntion, seeming
not to notice his urgency.



The young woman behind the registration desk gldngeas
Hendel approached, her face brightening when stegrezed the
Ascension Project's security chief.

You're wasting your time, sister, Kahlee thought.

“One visitor, as scheduled” she said, her voidéla too light and
breezy to sound completely professional. “Justingitor clearance.”

“Let him through” Hendel said with a sigh.

She smiled, and punched some buttons on her kaybaamall
green light above the glass door flickered on &wede was an audible
click as the lock disengaged. A moment later thar davung silently
open.

“Go on in, Mr. Grayson” Kahlee heard one of thergsanside the
waiting room say, but Grayson was practically tigiothe door already

anyway.
He looks like hell, Kahlee thought.

Grayson was wearing a simple business suit angliagran
expensive-looking briefcase; his clothes were ckrahfreshly pressed,
and it was obvious he had recently shaved. Dedpatse efforts, there
was an unhealthy, almost desperate look aboutAlways a thin man,
he looked positively skeletal now; his clothes seero be hanging off
him. His face was drawn and haggard, his eyes suaké bloodshot,
his lips dry and cracked. She still wasn't willtmgcompletely concede
to Hendel's accusation that he was a drug addittédcertainly looked
like a duster.

“Good to see you again, Mr. Grayson” Kahlee saep@ing
forward and offering her introduction before Hendelild say
something inappropriate.



“It's been a long time” the security chief addeaeterred by her
efforts. “We were starting to think you'd forgottethere to find us.”

“I'd come more often if | could” Grayson repliedhaking Kahlee's
hand but looking at Hendel as he spoke. He diéeftrsangry. If
anything, he sounded almost apologetic. Or guilithings have been . .
. complicated . . . lately.”

“Gillian was very excited when we told her you wemming, sir”
Jiro chimed in from over Kahlee's shoulder.

“I'm looking forward to seeing her. Dr. Toshiwa” heplied,
smiling. Kahlee noticed his teeth were discoloeedif covered with a
faintly luminous sheen, another telltale sign oliuster.

“Do you want me to take your case?” Hendel askkaost
grudgingly.

“I'd prefer to keep it with me” Grayson replied dakahlee noticed
a faint look of disapproval cross Hendel's features

“Come on” she said, taking Grayson by the foreamnch gently
turning him away from Hendel. “Let's go see younglater.”

“I'm sorry about the poor timing of my arrival” Gson said to her
as they made their way through the Academy towaedNscension
Project dorms. “I always have trouble adjustingsualedule to local
time.”

“It's not a problem, Mr. Grayson” she assured Hiviou're
welcome to come see Gillian anytime, day or night.”

“| feel bad about waking her up” he continued. “Bhtve to leave
again in a few hours.”

“We'll just let her sleep through her classes tamet Hendel
remarked, walking a few steps behind them.



Grayson didn't acknowledge him, and Kahlee wasin& g he'd
even heard the comment. But it put an end to theersation until they
reached Gillian's room.

Kahlee waved her hand in front of the access panelthe door
slid open.

“Lights, on” she said softly, and illumination &l the room.

Gillian wasn't sleeping. As Jiro had warned thene, was sitting
cross-legged on her bed, on top of the coverswalsewearing a faded
pink pair of pajamas that looked to be a size toalk Kahlee
remembered they had been a gift from Grayson ombintday a few
months ago.

“Hey, Gigi” Grayson said, stepping forward into tte®m, calling
her by his pet name.

Her eyes lit up and she held out her arms toward hut didn't
move from her sitting position. “Daddy!”

Grayson came to the side of the bed and leandxitrpulled up
short of hugging her. Instead, he clasped his daughands tightly in
his own, which was what she had been expecting.

“You're getting so big!” Grayson said in amazemesieasing one
of her hands to take a half-step back and gettarldebk at her. After a
long moment of silence, he added softly, “You Iqudt like your
mother.”

Kahlee tapped Hendel and Jiro on their elbows, tlosided toward
the door, indicating they should leave. The thriethem slipped out of
the room, and the door swooshed shut behind them.

“Come on” Kahlee said once they were out in thé hagt's leave
them alone.”



“All visitors have to be attended by someone off sthile at the
Academy” Hendel objected.

“I'll stay here” Jiro offered. “He said he can oshay a few hours,
so | don't mind hanging around. Plus | know Gillgafiies. In case he
has any questions.”

“That'll work” Kahlee answered.

Hendel looked as if he were going to argue, buta he only said,
“Make sure you sign him out and let me know whengawes.”

“Come on” Kahlee said to Hendel. “Walk me downhe tafeteria
and I'll buy you a coffee.”

The cafeteria was empty, it would still be sevéairs before the
staff and students made their way down for bredakkendel settled
himself at one of the tables by the door while kahinade her way over
to the beverage dispensers. She swiped her emptaye¢hrough the
slot and ordered up two cups of coffee, both bl#woén carried them
back over to the table and offered one to Hendel.

“Son-of-a-bitch looks worse than ever” the secucityef said,
taking the cup from her hand. “Might be high rigiotwv.”

“You're too hard on him” she said with a sigh, lgggtinto the seat
across from Hendel. “He's not the first parent bfaic child to
experiment with red sand. It's a way for us ordinagople to
understand what it's like to be biotic.”

“No” he said sharply. “Getting high and flingingpex clips around
with your mind for a few hours isn't anything likeing a biotic.”

“But it's the closest someone like Grayson can ge&rPut yourself
in his shoes. He's just trying to connect withdasighter.”



“Then maybe he should come see her more than awear.”

“This can't be easy on him” she reminded Hendels ivife died
during childbirth. His daughter has a mental caadithat makes her
emotionally distant. And then he finds out shethésincredible ability,
and he has to send her away to a private school.

“He's probably on an emotional roller coaster evang he sees
her: love, guilt, loneliness. He knows he's doirtatis best for her, but
that doesn't mean it's easy on him.”

“| just get a bad vibe off him. And I've learnedttast my gut.”

Rather than answer, Kahlee took a long drink freandup. The
coffee was nice and hot, but it had a mildly bitftertaste.

“We need to petition the board for better coffeleé snuttered,
hoping to change the subject.

“How long have you and Jiro been together?” Heiag&kd her.
“How long have you known?”

“A couple months.”

“Then it took you about two months to find out.”

“Be careful with that kid, Kahlee.”

She laughed. “I'll make sure | don't break him.”

“That's not what | meant” he said, his voice sesidiThere's
something | don't trust about him. He's too slitéo smooth.”

“Your gut again?” she asked, holding her cup upe&lm her face to
hide the smile on her lips. Apparently Hendel wigsist protective of
the students.



“You saw how he reacted when | mentioned your ystath
Anderson.”

“Thank you very much for that, by the way” she saiathing her
eyebrows.

“It didn't seem to rattle him” Hendel continuednaying her verbal
jab. “Like he already knew.”

“So what if he did?”

“Well, it was pretty obvious you didn't tell himo$iow'd he find
out? The records from that mission were sealed, ekgn | only know
because you told me.”

“People talk. Maybe | mentioned it to someone @ifif stho
mentioned it to him. You're making too much of this

“Maybe” he conceded. “Just be careful. I've learteettust my
instincts.”

Grayson spent the next four hours with Gillian.leteher do most
of the talking, cycling between extended bursteagfer, almost frantic
conversation and long stretches of silent withdfaweere she almost
seemed to forget he was there. He liked listerongetr voice, but he
didn't mind the silences, either. It was good joasdee her again.

When she did talk, it was mostly about school dmedAcademy:
which teachers she liked and which ones she didertfavorite
subjects; new things she'd learned in her cou@es/son noticed that
she never mentioned the other students, or anythidg with her biotic
training. He decided not to push her. He'd getha&llinformation he
needed soon enough.



It was almost time for him to go. He'd learnedltireger he stayed
the harder it was to leave. So he always set hfradehit for each visit;
having a mission parameter made it easier to dd indnaad to do.

“Gigi?” he said softly.

Gillian was staring at the wall, lost inside hetrsgjain.

“Gigi?” he said a little louder. “Daddy has to gokay?”

Last time he had left, she hadn't even acknowletigadvhen he
said goodbye. This time, however, she turned had lséghtly and

nodded. He didn't know which was worse.

He stood up from her bedside and leaned in toHa@s®n the top of
her head.

“Get into bed, honey. Under the covers. Try tozslee
Moving slowly, like some kind of automaton powetsdhis words,
she did as instructed. Once she was settled andibsedd her eyes, he

crossed the room and opened the door.

“Lights, off” he whispered. The room went dark &sdhosed the
door behind him.

Jiro was waiting for him out in the hall.

“Is it safe here?” Grayson asked him, his voicdfgrithan he'd
intended.

“Should be” the young man answered, speaking quietl
“Everyone's still in bed. We can go back to my rabitis going to take
awhile.”



“Let's just get it over with so | can get the hadfl this station”
Grayson said, dropping to one knee and laying hefdase on the
floor.

He released the lock, opened the false bottomremdved the vial
Pel had given him. Then he stood up and handedlitd. The scientist
took it from him, holding it up to the lights inglcorridor ceiling.

“Looks like they switched compounds again. The Marst want to
try something different.” He slipped the vial i@ pocket. “This isn't
going to show up on any of her medicals, is it2bm it's untraceable,
right?”

“What do you think?” Grayson asked him coolly.

“Yeah, okay. Same doses as before?”

“They didn't give me any new instructions” Grayseplied.
“Any idea what this new stuff is supposed to dbi¢o?” '

“I don't ask questions like that” Grayson answesledrply. “Neither
will you, if you're smart.”

Christ, he thought, as soon as the words werefdis anouth. Now
| sound like Pel. He honestly didn't know if thaassgood or bad,
though he figured his old partner would find somegrhumorous about
it.

“They're not going to do anything to harm her” Graly added,
though he wasn't sure if he was trying to conviioe or himself.
“She's too valuable.”

Jiro nodded. “Here are the latest results on allstindents in the
Ascension Project” he said, pulling an optical ati disk from the
pocket of his lab coat and handing it to Grays&ius my private



research on our star pupil in there.” He noddedhbad toward Gillian's
door.

Grayson took the OSD without a word and hid it awesyde his
briefcase.

“Are you sleeping with Sanders?” he asked oncealiblewas
secured.

“Figured it fell within my mission parameters” Jiamswered with a
grin. “I'm supposed to pump her for info, so I'mmyuing her every
chance | get.”

“Just watch you don't get emotionally involved” @san warned
him. “It makes things messy.”

“I've got it under control” the kid assured him wvan infuriatingly
cocky grin.

Somewhere Grayson imagined Pel was laughing hiefass



CHAPTER EIGHT

Feda'Gazu vas ldenna adjusted the pistol hangomg fier belt as
she climbed down from the land rover. She neveeveoweapon back
on the flotilla, but every quarian who left theedgfof the Migrant Fleet
was armed at all times.

Lige and Anwa, the two members of her crew shepielked to
accompany her to this meeting, climbed out of thieicle to stand on
either side of her. She could sense their nervassiemirrored her
own.

She didn't trust Golo. He was a fellow quarian, lneitvas also a
criminal so vile and dangerous he had been exitad the Fleet. That
was why she had refused to meet with him at Ontegamany places
for an ambush. He had objected at first, but inetihe he'd agreed to
meet her here on Shelba, a desolate, uninhabitdd wmahe nearby
Vinoss System.

The atmosphere on Shelba was breathable, baratythé
temperature was always well below freezing, makingsuitable for
habitation or farming. And the crust consisted mifyacommon, low-
value metals and minerals, making it uneconomimahfining. The
world was ignored, undeveloped and empty. If Gods \going to try
and double-cross her, setting up their exchange ineght make him
reconsider whether it was worth the trouble.

Feda shivered, despite the fact that her enviropsatected her
against the worst of the chill. Part of her warnttetbrget this deal; just
turn around and leave. But Golo had promised tichgela shipment of
air-filtration coils and reaction catalyzers, amederal of the ships in the
flotilla were in desperate need of replacementsp&éspite her
personal reservations, she couldn't in good consei&urn his offer
down.



“There” one of her companions called out, pointgoss the vast,
open expanse of blue plain and glittering greek foomations that
made up the barren planet's surface.

A small rover was approaching in the distance,wimg up clouds
of turquoise dust as it sped toward them. Feda amakher look at their
surroundings, scanning the horizon for signs oéptiehicles. To her
relief, she saw nothing.

Perched atop a tall outcropping of emerald-hueld cxer a mile
away, Pel watched the quarians arrive throughabpesof his Volkov
sniper rifle. He'd had his doubts about whethey'theven show up,
given Golo's reputation among his own kind. Butdnarian had
assured him they'd be there.

Looks like the little bastard was right.

The quarians stepped down from their vehicle. “Vieeithree
targets” a voice said over the headset built ineoltelmet of his enviro-
Sulit.

“Alpha squad take the one on the right” he respdrititly. “Beta
squad take the one on the left. Leave the onesimilddle to me.”

“Alpha squad, target acquired” the voice answeirackb

“Beta squad, target acquired” a second voice cmfil, this one
female.

Peering through the scope, he was confident him teald hit their
targets, even from this range. But the quarian®waérwearing armor,
and the odds of a round penetrating the kinetiadrarof their shields
before they could make it back into the safetyhefviehicle were low.
Golo still had to do his part if the plan was gotogvork.

“Hold fire until my signal” he ordered, taking adzkon the quarian
in the center.



The quarians waited patiently as their contact @ggned. Soon
Feda could hear the whine of the rover's enginglaadrunching of its
tires over the rough, uneven terrain, the thin aphere giving
everything a sharp, brittle sound.

Once the rover had come within fifty meters, Fedla lup her hand,
palm forward. The vehicle rolled to a stop. A fezeands later a
guarian emerged and began to walk slowly towarththends held
above his head. He stopped ten meters away, js$tealsad instructed
when setting up the details of the meeting. Lige Anwa had drawn
their assault rifles, pointing them at the newcamer

“Golo?” she asked, confirming the identity of thambehind the
mask.

“Are you here to rob me?” he said by way of replgdding toward
the weapons pointed at his chest. He kept his hiaigtis Unlike Feda
and her crew, he wasn't wearing any armor.

“I'm not taking any chances” she answered. “Nohwibu.”

There were several crimes that could result ineeixdm the Fleet:
murder, repeated violent offenses, vandalism ocotsge directed at the
Liveships or the food supplies. But Golo's offerséempting to sell
guarians to the Collectors, seemed particularlpdies. Loyalty was a
cornerstone of quarian culture; survival on the fdid Fleet required
every member of the community to work together.ifigyto sell
another quarian for personal profit was a betrayalverything Feda
believed in; an unforgivable sin.

“You came alone?” she asked.

Golo nodded. “The parts are in the back of thekirifoyou want to
see.”



Feda pulled her pistol and used it to cover Gatalding at Lige to
go check out the vehicle. He approached slowly peasastill drawn.
The rover was a simple cargo carrier, with a stmailperson cab and a
freight trailer on the back. The trailer was littlore than a rectangular
box, with a vertical sliding door for loading andloading.

Lige pressed the panel on the side of the trdilatrjnstead of the
door rising up the panel beeped sharply and flasbed

“It's locked.”

“What's the access code?” Feda demanded, wavingjstet
menacingly in Golo's direction.

“Seven two six nine” he answered, and Lige pundhechumbers
in. Then all hell broke loose.

“Get ready” Pel muttered into his transmitter as ohthe quarians
approached Golo's vehicle.

An instant later there was a bright flash as thalbanside the back
of Golo's rover exploded. The blast threw the cqaragtanding beside
the vehicle through the air and knocked the othectyding Golo, to
the ground.

“Fire” he said, his voice calm as he pulled thggér of his sniper
rifle with a smooth, even pressure.

Feda was thrown from her feet by the explosion. I8hthe ground
with a jarring thump, but quickly rolled to her tesd brought her
pistol up to fire at Golo, who was still on the gnal, cowering with his
hands over his head.

She squeezed the trigger, but nothing happenedc@@adown, she
saw the status indicator on her weapon flashingthedautomated
targeting system had overloaded. Cursing, she sthiyge manual



override on the handle, knowing full well the pulkat had disabled her
weapon had probably scrambled her kinetic shieddsel.

A flash of agonizing fire erupted in her shouldsraahyper-
accelerated projectile no bigger than a pin sheeffedtlessly through
the ablative plates of her body armor before explpd the flesh and
bone underneath. The impact spun her around andhgepistol flying
from her hand. She felt her kneecap disintegratese collapsed to the
ground, her scream rising up to meet the unmistekap-zip-zip of
high-powered rounds slicing through the thin air.

She could see Lige's body, laying where the blagdtthrown it. His
mask had been shattered by the close range imptut detonation,
turning his face into a bloody mess. She couldoseeeye clearly; it
stared at her, lifeless and unblinking. The bodlkgd and jumped as it
was struck by enemy bullets, rounds wasted on @seor

Get to the vehicle! Her mind screamed at her, anésponse she
began to crawl on her belly toward the rover. Séen felt the round
that entered the back of her skull and ended feer li

Pel continued firing, pumping round after rounaitite motionless
body until he heard Colo's voice in his helmet.

“| think you can stop now. They're all dead.”

Standing up, Pel collapsed his weapon and snapp®d the quick-
release clasp on his back.

“Beta squad, meet me down at the rendezvous phlpha squad,
keep an eye out for reinforcements.”

The gravity on Shelba was .92 Earth standard, sedaseable to
make good time, even with the restrictions of thei®-suit. It took
him just over five minutes to get down to the scehthe massacre.
Golo was there waiting for him, as were the two \®onfrom Beta
squad. They were already stripping the clothesgaal from the dead



guartans. The dark clothes were torn with bulléés@and stained with
blood, but it was unlikely anyone would notice theletails until it was
too late.

Pel was too big to pass as a quarian, but the wameea about the
right height and build. With their faces obscurgdielmets and
bundled up in cloth and rags, it would be difficiadttell them apart
from their victims.

“Did you locate their ship?” Golo asked him as ppraached. Like
the women, he was using strips of clothing from ohthe bodies to
obscure his identity.

“We spotted them when they touched down” Pel tahd. iMaybe
ten clicks from here.”

“Probably three or four more on board” the guardrdarmed him.
“They'll most likely be armed, but they won't beasieag combat suits.
Remember, you want to take one of them alive. Tlog, pof possible.”

Hilo'Jaa vas Idenna, the pilot of the scout shipi€g of the fleet
ship ldenna, was surprised to see Feda's rovemgptmivard them from
over the edge of the horizon.

He reached out and flicked the transmit buttonhanradio.

“Feda? This is Hilo. Do you read me?”

A second later the reply came through, but it wascared by static
so thick he couldn't make anything out.

“I can't hear you, Feda. Is everything okay?”

This time the answer was a piercing shriek of rdelemlback that
made Hilo wince as he shut off the transmitter.



“Get ready” Hilo said over the shipboard intercéfeda's on her
way back.”

“Why didn't she call ahead?” a voice responded tiveispeaker a
few seconds later.

“Sounds like the rover's got some radio trouble.”
“ just fixed it last week!” the voice objected.

“Guess you need to fix it again” Hilo replied wahsmile. “Be alert,
just in case.”

It wasn't uncommon for things to break down on@lyaiad. Like
all ships, vessels, and vehicles associated walviigrant Fleet, their
rover had seen better days. Most species would des@mmissioned it
long ago, or relegated it to the scrap heap. Tlaeigus, short of
materials and resources, had no such luxury.

Hilo wondered how much longer their makeshift repaould keep
the rover running before they'd finally have to #dihefeat and strip it
down for parts. Hopefully a few more months atielaybe another
year if they were lucky.

Lucky's not a concept usually associated with wiguas, he
thought as the rover rolled to a stop beneathahdihg doors.

Three figures jumped out. One was using hand gestargnaling to
the ship to open the loading bay doors so theydcdrve the cargo
container inside. Hilo got up from his chair anddadis way down to
the hold so he could help get everything storedyaia was halfway
there, squeezing his way past the table and cbbileir tiny mess hall,
when he heard the sounds of gunfire and screaming.

Grabbing the pistol at his belt, he kicked asidedhairs in his way
and raced to the aid of his crewmates. He halffodidh half-slid down



the ladder leading to the cargo hold, his mind net@pping to think
that he might get there too late.

He burst into the hold and froze, boggled by trensdefore him.

The cargo container was open, but there was nothsige. The
crew were dead, scattered about the hold wherehthéyeen gunned
down. Several armed and armored figures, too lrge quarian, were
searching the room, looking for other survivord. &lthis his mind
registered in an instant. What threw him, howewas the sight of
Feda, Lige, and Anwa standing with their weapomswirand pointed at
him. Even up close, it took him a second to redliwsy were imposters.

By then it was too late. One fired, the bullet slaiag the meat of
the muscle as it tore through his thigh. He screbamel dropped his
weapon. Then they were on him, two of the figurnesipg him to the
floor while the third loomed above him, gun drawrdaeady. Hilo
thrashed wildly against them, his grief-numbed nobévious to the
agonizing pain shooting up from his thigh or thelmd threat of the
pistol pointed at his head.

“Stop and we'll let you live” the figure standingey him said in
flawless quarian.

Even in his agitated state, his mind was abled¢ogtogether who
was speaking. Feda had warned them about the regmwire going to
meet: an exile who had betrayed his own people. thacrew of the
Idenna had fallen into his trap. Hilo's body wemyd as his mind gave
in to hopelessness and despair.

The quarian leaned down close to him, his gun basdially in his
hand. “Who are you?”

He didn't answer.

“| asked your name” he repeated, slamming thedfutts pistol
against the side of Hilo's head. His vision filleih stars.



“Who are you?” Again, he didn't answer.

The pistol slammed his head again, and his teétfoln on his
tongue. He tasted blood in his mouth, but he dide# consciousness.

“| am Golo'Mekk vas Usela. | will ask you one l&ste. Who are
you?”

Golo, crew of the Usela.

“You have no right to that name!” Hilo shouted, hisrds echoing
inside his helmet. “You are vas Nedas! Golo nai!Tas

Crew of nowhere: Golo child of no one. Outcast.mdoReviled.

This time the pistol smashed into the faceplatei®helmet, hard
enough to crack the glass. The unfamiliar, temifyscent of unfiltered
air, air infected with bacteria and germs, flooded

An adrenaline surge of pure, instinctive fear gage strength to
Hilo's limbs, and he bucked himself free of histoagp He spun to his
knees and tried to stand and run, but the bulldtaaetaken in his thigh
had turned the muscle into a useless mass of pdlpissue. He fell
forward instead, slamming face-first into the stk of the landing
bay.

Someone landed on his back, hard enough to knecWwitld out of
him. A second later he felt a sharp pinprick ofhpaithe back of his
neck, and then his mind was drowning in a warme lhlaze.

He felt himself being rolled over, but he was pdess to resist. He
lay on the ground, staring up into the overhealtdigunable to move or
speak. The blue haze was growing thicker, swallgvinim up as the
world slipped away. The last thing he heard befwslid into
unconsciousness was a human speaking.



“You cracked his mask. If he catches somethingdies, my boss
won't be happy.”



CHAPTER NINE

Gillian made her way through the cafeteria withwslancertain
steps. The other children were talking and laughangall of
overwhelming, terrifying, nonsensical sound shelsidbest to ignore.

She held her lunch tray out in front of her, calfgfbalancing it
with each trembling step as she advanced cautidothe empty table
in the back of the room. She sat there every daypegaas far away from
the sound and fury of the other kids as possibéea®ionally a
particularly loud noise, a shrill laugh, the claté a lunch tray falling
to the floor, would cause her head to twitch aldyyats if she had been
slapped. Yet she was always careful not to drogragrwhen this
happened.

When she was younger she had stayed behind ilab&aom
when the lunch bell rang while the others ran offhe cafeteria. Hendel
or Miss Sanders would bring lunch to her and shelaeveat at her desk
in the blessed silence of solitude. But she ddim'that anymore. She
was trying to fit in.

Gillian was painfully aware that she was differeard more than
anything, she wanted to be normal. But the othds kcared her. They
were so quick, so loud. They were always touchilingg boys slapped
one another on the back or traded punches in thadr; sometimes
they pushed and shoved each other, laughing laidbkes she didn't
understand. The girls would lean in close togettigoping a hand to
their lips then pressing it against a friend'steavhisper secrets. They
would squeal and giggle, clutching one anotheristwr forearm, or
clasping a friend's hand between their own. Otinees she saw them
braiding each other's hair. She couldn't imaginatwimat was like; to
live in a world where physical contact didn't catiseflesh to erupt
with burning fire, or sting with freezing cold.



At least nobody teased her or made fun of herfanber face,
anyway. They mostly avoided her, keeping theiratise. Yet Gillian
couldn't help but notice their expressions whery theked in her
direction, confusion, mistrust, bewilderment. Sfes some kind of
freak, best left alone. But she was trying. Evaay dghe suffered the
ordeal of walking across the cafeteria, carryingtreey slowly and
carefully to her table in the corner. She hopeudboitild get easier over
time, become more bearable through repetition antre. So far it
hadn't.

Reaching her destination, she sat down in the sdraie she sat in
every day, with her back against the wall so shadclmok out over the
cafeteria. Then she began to eat with slow, deltiednites, staring out
at the other children with terror and yearning,hladao comprehend
their world, yet hoping she could one day be Ihkem.

Nick watched Gillian as she made her way down #rdral aisle of
the cafeteria. As she passed by their table, hauled sharp, yelping
bark, like a dog that had been stepped on. Thdligiched, but
otherwise didn't acknowledge him. And, much tociggnay, she didn't
drop her tray.

“Ha! Told you!” Seshaun gleefully cackled.

Glumly, Nick handed over his chocolate cake, théefture for
losing the bet.

“What's her problem, anyway?” he asked, a genera$tipn thrown
out to the half-dozen boys assembled at the table.

“She's got like a mental condition or somethingé affered. “|
heard Hendel talking about it once.”

Nick grimaced at the name. He was still mad at léfat putting
him into lockdown.

“Why is she in our class if she's retarded?” heteghno know.



“She's not retarded, jack-wad” Seshaun answerduk'Sust
weird.”

“I bet she's not even biotic” Nick continued, stariat her.

She was staring back, though he couldn't actualllyftshe was
looking at him or someone else in the room.

“She comes to all the training sessions” one otibys countered.
“Yeah, but she just sits there. She never doe®athe exercises.”
“That's because she's weird.'Seshaun repeated.

He was pretty sure she was staring at him now. eeed his arm
wildly above his head, but it elicited no reaction.

“Waving to your girlfriend?”

Nick replied by flipping Seshaun off, a gesturehlagl only recently
learned.

“Why don't you go over and give her a kiss?” Seshaunted him.
“Why don't you lick my nut-sack?”
“Just go sit down and talk to her. See what she.doe

“Hendel said nobody's allowed to bother her” on¢hefothers
chimed in.

“Screw Hendel” Nick replied automatically, thougé did glance
back over his shoulder to the front of the cafatesihere the security
chief was sitting with some of the teachers.

“Okay, then” Seshaun pressed him. “Go over theaék T her.”



Nick looked around the table at the faces of tineioboys, grinning
eagerly as they waited to see if he'd accept thee da

“Do it and I'll give your cake back” Seshaun off@éréterally
sweetening the deal.

Nick hesitated, uncertain. Then his stomach gruthbtsgking the
decision for him. He pushed himself away from tildlé and jumped to
his feet before he could change his mind. He gldibaek quickly to
make sure Hendel was still busy talking with thieeotteachers, then ran
down the aisle to Gillian's table.

Skidding to a stop, he plopped himself down indhair across
from her. She looked straight at him but didn't aaything. Suddenly
he felt awkward and embarrassed.

“Hey” he said.

She didn't reply, but merely kept chewing the footder mouth. He
noticed her plate was still mostly full: a bowlsifup, two sandwiches,
an apple, a banana, a piece of vanilla cake, alha lg@art of milk.

The amount of food on her plate wasn't unusuaé adrihe first
things the kids learned was that biotics needaghtanore than other
people. But Nick couldn't believe the manner inahhgshe was
consuming her meal. Every item on her plate haitleatdken out of it,
even the cake.

He watched in fascinated disbelief as she tookeaflmm one of her
sandwiches, set it down, chewed her food slowlydeldberately,
swallowed, then picked up the second sandwichpgeatthe process.
After a single bite she moved on to the apple, therbanana, then the
cake, then a drink of milk, then the soup, therkidadhe first sandwich
again. She didn't say a word the entire time.

“Why are you eating like that?” he finally askeehldered.



“I'm hungry” she replied. Her voice was flat andégess, leading
Nick to believe she hadn't meant it as a joke.

“Nobody eats like that” he told her. When she dideply he added,
“You're supposed to eat the soup and sandwichas Tinen the fruit.
The cake comes last.”

She stopped mid-bite, the apple poised halfway éetvher lips and
the table. “When do | drink the milk?” she askedhia same monotone
voice.

Nick just shook his head. “You cannot be for real.”

The nonanswer seemed to satisfy her, because slmaad eating,
holding to the familiar pattern of one bite frontkatem before moving
on.

Turning around, Nick looked back at the table v@8d#shaun and the
others. They were laughing and making obscene ggssat him. He
turned back to Gillian; she hadn't seemed to notice

“*How come you never do anything in biotic class@’dsked her.

She looked uncomfortable, but didn't answer.

“Do you even know how? I'm pretty good at bioticean show you
a trick, if you want.”

“No” she said simply.
Nick scowled. He felt like there was something goom that he
didn't quite understand, like she was making fuhiof somehow. Then

he got an idea.

“Careful with your milk” he said, a nasty grin spoéng across his
face. “Looks like it's going to spill.”



As the words left his mouth, he reached out withrhind and
pushed. The milk toppled over, drenching the sack@s and slopping
over the tray onto the table before running offdldge to spill on
Gillian's lap.

And then Nick found himself flying backward.

Jacob Berg, the Academy's math professor, wasimitddle of
telling a joke about an asari and a volus who waiké a krogan's bar
when, out of the corner of his eye, Hendel saw sbimg that was
simultaneously incredible and terrifying.

Near the back of the cafeteria, Nick was hurtliogpbas the room.
He flew twenty feet through the air before slammaagvn on one of the
tables. The force of the landing launched luncistiato the air and
snapped the table's legs, sending it crashingetéldbr. Several
students seated at the table screamed in surpniddghen a stunned
hush fell over the room as everyone looked to da@was responsible.

Hendel was as shocked as any of them to see Géll@rding in the
back of the room, her hands raised to the sky andlate twisted into a
mask of rage and fury. And then, to his horrorrdedized that she
wasn't done.

The table in front of her flipped over, the emplyaics surrounding
it cartwheeling away like they had been kicked bms invisible giant.
Lunch trays all around the cafeteria shot straighto the ceiling,
sending a shower of food and cutlery over the sttedas they came
back down.

Panic set in. Screaming students leaped from seaits and raced to
the exit at the far end of the cafeteria, knoclong another down in
their scrambling haste to escape. Their now-emip&jrs were swept up
and tossed haphazardly about the room, addingetolthos.



Hendel was on his feet, moving against the tidénefcrowd in a
desperate attempt to get closer to Gillian. Asdsidne was, it was still
difficult to wade through the sea of bodies trytodlee the scene.

“Gillian!” he shouted, but his voice was drowned by the screams
of the mob.

Nick was still lying on the floor amid the ruins thfe table on which
he had landed. Hendel dropped to one knee to ahrebtlkm: he was
unconscious, but breathing.

Leaping back to his feet, he continued to pressdan, shoving
kids roughly aside in his desperation until he lerfilee of the crowd.
Less than thirty feet now separated him from Gillia

The space between them looked like a tornado hssegdahrough:
overturned tables and chairs were strewn aboufldbewas slick with
spilled food, milk and juice. Gillian still stood #ne back wall, her
hands still raised up. She was shrieking; a higtlhpd, keening walil
that sent a shiver down Hendel's neck.

“Gillian!” he cried out, running toward her. “Stdabpis right now!”

He jumped over a downed table, his feet almosinglidut from
under him when he landed on the slick remains ofesme's lunch on
the other side. He pinwheeled his arms for balamicly, to be knocked
down by a flying chair that struck him from hisriai side.

The blow stung but it wasn't disabling. He scramlidack to his
feet, his sleeve and knees covered in milk anddbitsushed, soggy
bread.

“Gillian!” he shouted again. “You have to stop!”

She didn't respond, didn't even seem to know hetheas. He
started moving forward again, his hand droppingmoathe stunner at



his belt. But he hesitated, and instead of drawirge tried one last
time to reach her.

“Please, Gillian! Don't make me, “ his words weuw ¢ff as he was
struck by an invisible wave of biotic force. It hiim in the chest like an
anvil dropping from on high, knocking the breatbnfr his lungs. He
was lifted off his feet and shot straight back Iieewas on a rope being
pulled from behind. He crashed through toppledesiind chairs,
banging his head and slamming his elbow so harade his right hand
go numb.

He came to rest twenty feet later, amid a pilehafis and lunch
trays. Groggy, he struggled to his feet. The effioatde him cough, and
he tasted blood in his mouth.

Hendel took a moment to gather himself, then drpanthis own
biotic abilities, releasing them a second latenashrew up a powerful
high-gravity barrier to shield him from flying futare and further
biotic attacks from Gillian.

Crouching behind the shimmering wall of the barriéendel
fumbled with the stunner at his belt. His right davas still numb from
the blow to his elbow, and he had to reach acraigshis left to grab
the weapon.

“Please, Gillian, don't make me do this!” he calbed one more
time, but the girl couldn't hear him above the sbahher own screams.

There was a sudden burst of light and heat a fetvéehis side.
Snapping his head around, he saw an astonishihg aigwirling
vortex of concentrated dark energy was launchimgoadly in a pillar
toward the ceiling, building to a critical threstiddlefore collapsing in
upon itself.

A biotic with advanced military training, Hendektantly
recognized what had happened: Gillian had creasaagalarity, a
subatomic point of nearly infinite mass, with enbugavitational force



at the center to warp the fabric of the space-ttor@inuum. The nearby
tables and chairs began to slide across the fitsawn inexorably
toward the epicenter of the cosmic phenomenonhiidisuddenly
manifested in the middle of the space station'steah.

Moving on instinct, Hendel popped up from behine Harrier,
fighting to aim his weapon against the rapidly ntmongravitational
pull emanating from the singularity. Locking on kasget, he fired. The
stunner found its mark and the singularity vanisiét a loud clap and
a sharp outrush of trapped air. The girl's screamgff instantly as
electrical impulses shot through her. She appearsthnd up on her
toes, her head thrown back as her muscles weadt figgen her body
convulsed, sending her limbs into a brief spasticog before she
collapsed unconscious to the floor.

Hendel rushed to her side, calling on his radiariedical backup.

Gillian muttered something in her sleep. Kahleging on the edge
of her hospital bed, instinctively reached outlecp a comforting hand
on her brow, only remembering at the last secomuutioit back.

She wondered if the girl was waking up. Nearly tenrs had
passed since she'd unleashed her biotic powehg icafeteria, and the
doctor said it would take six to twelve hours fer ko regain
consciousness after being hit with the stunner.

Kahlee leaned in and softly whispered, “Gillian‘hGau hear me?”

The girl responded to her voice, rolling over frber side onto her
back. Her eyes fluttered then snapped open wilmgan the
unfamiliar surroundings with confused terror.

“It's okay, Gillian” Kahlee assured her. “You'rethre hospital.”

The girl sat up slowly, looking around, her browinkied in
confusion.



“Do you know how you got here?” Kahlee asked her.

Gillian folded her hands in her lap and nodded dy&s lowered so
she wouldn't have to look at Kahlee.

“The cafeteria. | did something bad. | hurt pedple.

Kahlee hesitated, uncertain of how much detaibtinecould
handle. There had been a lot of property damagkaarumber of
twisted ankles and swollen fingers from peopléhmfleeing crowd
who had fallen and been stepped on. The most senquries were to
Nick, who had suffered a concussion and a bruipgtesthough he was
expected to make a full recovery.

“Everybody's okay now” Kahlee assured her. “| psint to know
what happened. Did someone make you angry?”

“Nick spilled my milk” she answered, though Kahkesady knew
this from talking to the boy.

“Why did that make you so angry?”

The girl didn't answer. Instead, she said, “Hendhed yelling at
me.” She frowned and crinkled up her brow. “He wesl at me.”

“Not mad. Just scared. We were all scared.”
Gillian was silent, then nodded, as if to say sheeustood.
“Do you remember anything else about what happe@dlan?”

The girl's face went blank, like she was slippirgdl inside herself,
trying to dig up the answers.

“No” she finally answered. “I only remember Hengelling at me.”



Kahlee figured as much. They'd taken readings f@Gitan while
she was unconscious, pulling the data from her tsohdps to see if it
could tell them anything. But what they'd seen didrake any sense.
There was a sudden spike in her alpha wave activiiye days leading
up to her outburst, but no logical explanationtfa increase.
Personally, Kahlee thought it could have been semetional trigger:
her alpha levels had climbed the day after heef&tvisit.

“*How come Hendel's not here?” Gillian asked, hacequilty.
Kahlee answered with a half-truth. “He's very bught now.”

As the security chief, he was still dealing witle fiallout of what
had happened in the cafeteria. All attempts weiregbmade to
downplay the incident: a statement had been ralet@asine media, staff
and students were being debriefed, and parentslve@ng notified. As
a further precaution, Grissom Academy was stifulhemergency
lockdown. Yet as busy as he was, she knew theresarasthing else
keeping him away right now. It could have been andisappointment,
or even guilt. . . quite likely it was a mix of #firee. However, she
wasn't about to try and explain all that to a tveepear-old.

“When will he come see me?”

“Soon” Kahlee promised. “I'll tell him you're want.”
Gillian smiled. “You like Hendel.”

“He's a good friend.”

The girl's smile broadened even further. “Will yiwo get married
some day?”

Kahlee laughed out loud in spite of herself. “| @adnink Hendel
wants to get married.”



Gillian's smile slipped, but didn't disappear coatply. “He should
marry you” she insisted, matter-of-factly. “Youtriee.”

This wasn't the time to explain why that would nmelvappen, so
Kahlee decided to change the subiject.

“You have to stay in this room for a few days, @il Do you
understand?”

This time the smile vanished completely and shaledd®l want to
sleep now.”

“Okay” Kahlee told her. “I might not be here whemuywake up,
but if you need anything you push that red butteerahere. A nurse
will come help you.”

The girl glanced over at the call button dangliranf the side of her
bed and nodded again. Then she lay back down asddaher eyes.

Kahlee waited until Gillian was asleep before doed up and left
her alone in the room.



CHAPTER TEN

Kahlee remained seated at the desk in her roongaoded the
knock at the door. She continued to stare at thegpcter screen trying
to make sense of the numbers they'd pulled frona@% implants.
There was going to be fallout from what had hapdeneahe cafeteria.
Over the next few days people would be screamingriswers. They'd
expect Kahlee to tell them what had happened, andnebody had
seen it coming. So far, she hadn't found any expian to give them.

The knock came again, more insistent.
“Door, open” she said, not bothering to get up.

She expected to see Hendel, but it was actuatiywino had come
calling. He was dressed casually, in a blue, Idegv&d button shirt and
black slacks. He had a bottle of wine and a codwdn one hand and a
pair of long-stemmed glasses in the other.

“Heard you had a rough day” he said. “Thought yould use a
drink.”

She was on the verge of telling him to come batde Jdut at the
last second she nodded. He stepped in, wavingattie in front of the
access panel so the door slid shut behind himingdtte glasses down
on the table, he set about using the corkscrewwém the wine.

“Any idea what happened?” he asked as the corkebfi@e with a
soft but audible pop, his question a preview ofahdless inquiries to
come.

“I really don't want to talk about work right nowhe answered,
getting up from her chair and crossing the roorheapoured the wine.



“Whatever my lady desires” he said with a wink, tliaig her a
glass.

She took a small sip, letting the wine's flavolfouquet fill her
palette. She tasted fruit, though it was more gatthn sweet.

“That's nice” she said, taking another, somewhgieasip.

“| picked it up last time | was groundside on Elysi’ he replied
with a mischievous smile. “I thought it might bg@od way to loosen
up my boss.”

“This could get me pretty loose” she confessed,dog/the rest of
the wine and holding out her glass for a refill. ot that the bottle's
open, no sense letting it go to waste.”

Jiro obliged by refilling her glass. As he turnedset the bottle
down, Kahlee leaned in and gave him a quick kigsrdsponded by
wrapping his arm around her waist and pulling hetlose, so their hips
pressed tight against each other.

“I didn't know this stuff would work so fast.” Haughed.

“I can't help it if I'm a quick study” she answeyeftly undoing
the top button of his shirt with her free hand.

“They say you should let wine breathe before yaakdit” he
whispered, nuzzling her earlobe.

“Works for me” she answered, setting her glass dowthe table
then leaping up to wrap her legs around his waisteacarried her over
to the bed.

Their lovemaking didn't last long. Kahlee set tlaegy fast and
fierce as she tried to work off the stress andioensf the day, and Jiro
was happy to follow her lead. When it was over thieyply lay



intertwined atop the sheets, naked and sheenedsw#ht as they tried
to catch their breath.

“You really know how to make a girl work up a thirshe panted.

Taking the hint, Jiro disentangled himself andadlfrom the bed.
He returned a few seconds later with the wine.

“Ready to talk about it now?” he asked as he hamded her glass
and crawled back into bed beside her. “It might engéu feel better.”

“I wasn't actually there” she reminded him, takthg wine and
snuggling up close against his body. “I only knowaw!'ve heard.”

“Did you talk to Hendel?”

As he spoke he ran his fingers along her shouldéug the side of
her neck. The soft caresses caused tiny goose bofihpbsasure to form
on her flesh.

“He didn't have much time. | only spoke to him &éofew minutes.”

“Then you know more than me. So what happened?”

“Gillian tore up the cafeteria” she said simply.€itlel had to
disable her with his stunner.”

“Any idea how it started? What set her off?”
“We think Nick was teasing her.”
Jiro shook his head. “Always looking for troublen't he?”

“Got more than he bargained for this time. Hendglres Gillian
threw him twenty feet.”

“Was he hurt?”



“Roughed up. Nothing too serious.”

“That's good” he replied, but the words seemedomglan
automatic response. “Did you run Gillian's numbérs?

Kahlee nodded. “Her alpha waves began to rise dyeafter
Grayson came to see her. They're completely of€hiaets.”

“Do you know what caused the increase?”

Something about his tone made Kahlee uncomfortéldeseemed
more excited than concerned.

“Not a clue” she admitted. After a moment's hegitashe added,
“Hendel said she created a singularity.”

“Jesus” he gasped in amazement. “That's incredible!

She sat up quickly, shaking his tender hand fronsheulder and
glaring down at him as he lay on the bed.

“What's wrong with you?” she snapped. “You souke lyou're glad
this happened!”

“It's pretty exciting” he admitted, with no hint shame or apology.
“A girl with no advanced training unleashes on¢haf most powerful
biotic abilities? Damn. | knew she had potentialt Bothing like this.”

“You realize what kind of a PR nightmare this isngpto be for the
Academy, right?”

“Let the board worry about that” he told her. “Wavie to look at
this as an opportunity. We've always wondered v@i#ian could do if
she learned to tap into her power. This could leethd of
breakthrough we've been waiting for!”



Kahlee scowled at him, then realized he was jusigdeonest. And
he was only giving voice to the idea a small paher was already
thinking. She was worried about Gillian, of counset the scientist
inside her was already trying to figure out whad ttould mean for their
research.

She let the scowl slip from her face, and took la@otlrink from her
glass before settling back down against Jiro's blaest. She couldn't
get mad at him just because he had been honeshaiitliHe was
passionate about his work; still young and impu@sivhe people
running the Grissom Academy, however, were olddnaiser.

“Don't get too excited” she cautioned him. “Aftdirtais, the board
will probably decide it's too dangerous to keepiheghe program.”

“You're not going to let them kick her out, are ¥ddot when she's
finally beginning to show progress!”

“Gillian's not the only student in the Ascensiomject. We were
lucky this time, but another outburst and someanddcget seriously
hurt. Or killed.”

“That's why we have to keep her here” Jiro insistédhere else
can she go to get the kind of help she needs? lgbdsegoing to teach
her to control her power?”

“Her father can afford to hire private biotic tutbishe countered.

“We both know it's not the same” he answered, bise/getting
louder. “They won't have access to the kinds df atad resources we
have here.”

“You don't have to convince me” she told him, heice rising to
match his. “l don't get to make this decision. ugsto the board. And
her father.”



“Grayson will want to keep her in the program” mswaered with
absolute certainty. “Maybe he could make anothaation to convince
the board to let her stay.”

“This comes down to more than money.”

“You can talk to the board” he continued, still ggang the issue.
“Tell them the Ascension Project needs Gillian. Hembers are so far
ahead of every other kid here it's like she's alevdoferent species. We
need to study her. If we can identify the sourcbefpower we could
advance the science of human biotics to placesané even imagine!”

Kahlee didn't answer right away. On some levelnghig he said
was true. But Gillian was more than just a tesjexttbshe had an
identity beyond the numbers on their charts. She ayaerson; a young
girl with a developmental disorder, and Kahlee Wasmmvinced that
keeping her in the program was the best thing éorimthe long run.

“I'll talk to the board” she finally promised, ch&iag her words
carefully. “But | can't guarantee what my recomnagiah will be. And
they might not listen to me, anyway.”

“You could always get your father to talk to theh® said with a
wry smile. “I think they'd listen to him. After allhey named the school
after him.”

“I'm not bringing my father into this” she said tvitold finality.

For several minutes they sat there in silenceth®n Jiro spoke
again, not quite willing to let the topic of Gilhalie.

“I heard they're keeping her in the quarantine ward

“Just for a few days. Hendel thought it would beesantil he's had
a chance to sort this all out.”



There was another long silence, broken when Jidh $ahe's
probably scared. I'd like to go see her.”

This was the other side of Jiro: the compassioypait®g man who
was worried about the feelings of a twelve-yeargittirather than his
research. Kahlee rolled over and kissed him oibdiie chest.

“She'd like that. You can go tomorrow. I'll makeesyou have
clearance.”

When Kahlee woke the next morning her head wasgiagrfrom
the aftereffects of the wine. Jiro was gone, araveais shocked to see
from her bedside clock that she had overslept foy &our.

“You know you're getting old when half a bottlevahe makes you
sleep through your alarm”she thought as she slowly rolled out of bed
and stood up.

It was then she noticed a note on the table, imgidace by the
empty bottle of wine. Pressing her hands agairnsthnebbing temples,
she staggered over to read it.

“Gone to see Gillian. Turned off your alarm. Figdiggou could use
the sleep. J.”

She crumpled up the note and dropped it into thgctang bin as
she made her way to the bathroom.

By the time she was showered and changed, theflastr hangover
was gone. She wanted to speak to Gillian agairsardf she
remembered anything else, but first she needeldegockcon Hendel.
Glancing at her watch, she knew she'd find himignofffice.

“How you doing, kiddo?” Jiro asked, poking his heaid Gillian's
hospital room.



She was wearing a hospital gown and sitting ugeinded, staring
straight ahead at an empty wall. But when she hieigrdoice, she
turned toward the door and smiled.

Early on, when he'd first started treating he diad worried she'd
get a bad vibe off him. Her condition made her np@eceptive than
other children, and he was afraid she might sdnsealterior motive
behind his interest in her. As it turned out, hoareillian's reaction
was just the opposite, she genuinely seemed tdniike

Jiro had developed his own personal theory to @xplar reaction.
He was fascinated by the research Cerberus wasictingl in the field
of human biotics; he couldn't wait to see what itedheir latest serums
would have on Gillian. As a result, he was alwagkaat when he came
to check her numbers. He suspected she was feeflitigs energy and
excitement, making her more responsive to him thast of the other
techs.

“Nice place you got here” he said, coming overtémd by the side
of her bed.

“I want to go back to my own room” she answeretien familiar
monotone.

He studied her carefully as she spoke, lookingsigins she was
somehow different now. No visible changes in aks#) he noted
silently.

“You can't go back to your own room quite yet” b&lther out
loud. “Everybody's still trying to figure out whhappened to you in the
cafeteria.” Including me.

When Grayson had given him the vial of unfamiliard last week,
he'd had a feeling something major was going tgplapHe couldn't
explain it, but somehow he'd known they'd madeeakthrough.
Something they wanted to test on Gillian right awiyt he hadn't
expected anything this soon . . . or this big.



There was no doubt in his mind that the girl's ndwlale display
was linked to the mysterious Cerberus elixir. Unfoately, the
incredible success of the treatment had thrownem@ir into the
experiment. He was supposed to give Gillian anaflose of
medication today, but he couldn't give it to herehd oo many people,
and too many security cameras.

“I hate this room” Gillian informed him.

“Would you like to go for a walk?” he suggestedzs® on the
opportunity to get her out of the quarantine wing aomewhere more
private. “We could go to the atrium.”

She pondered the offer for a good five seconds), tloelded once,
definitively.

“You get dressed” he told her. “I'll tell the nunstere we're
going.”

Leaving the room, he made his way over to the asions desk. He
recognized the nurse on duty from seeing her artlumdacility, but he
didn't know her name. However, that hadn't stogpadfrom flirting
with her when he'd first arrived and signed in.

“Leaving so soon?” she asked, smiling brightly. 8laes small, with
dark skin and a round, pretty face.

“I'm going to take Gillian down to the atrium. Atle break from
that room will be good for her.”

She frowned slightly, wrinkling her nose. “I dotfitnk we're
supposed to let her leave” she said, apologetically

“| promise to bring her back when I'm done” he jokBashing his
most charming grin.



The frown fell away, but she still looked uncertdidendel might
not like that.”

“Hendel's as bad as an overprotective mother” leehter with an
easy laugh. “Besides, I'll have her back beforeoaryeven knows we're
gone.”

“I don't want to get in trouble.” She was waveribgf she wasn't
quite there yet.

He reached over the admissions desk and set airegsband on
her arm. “Don't worry, Hendel and | are good frienkl protect you
from him” he said with a sly wink.

After a moment's hesitation, she relented and rdhhte the patient
register. “Just don't be too long” she warned asidpeed Gillian out.

Handing the register back, he gave the nurse @haiaile, then
turned to see Gillian standing silently at the stwad of her room,
watching them intently.

“Time to go” he told her, and she obediently mof@uvard and fell
into step beside him.

Kahlee wasn't surprised to find the door to Hesd#fice closed
when she got there. She could only imagine althiregs he'd had to
deal with over the past twenty-four hours.

“Door, open” she heard him call out in responskdoknock.

When he saw her standing there he motioned fotchewme in
before saying, “Door, close.”

Hendel's office was a mess, but that in itself wasmusual. He
didn't like paperwork, and it tended to pile updly. He always had
stacks of printed reports piled on his desk, witava more piles stacked
on the floor beside it, waiting for his review. Ttops of the tall metal



cabinets along the back wall were covered witlmalhner of forms,
requests, and waivers needing signatures or wdtitg filed in the
proper folder.

The security chief was seated behind his deskngtartently at his
computer screen. She crossed the room and too&fdhe two chairs
across from his. He reached out and flipped ofitlomitor as she sat
down, let out a long, weary sigh, then leaned badks chair.

He'd changed his soaked, food-stained clothes simed seen him
yesterday outside Gillian's hospital room, bubdKked like he hadn't
taken the time to shower. She could still see ity of bread caught in
his hair and clinging to the short, reddish browmskers of his beard.
There was a day's growth of stubble on his chesl® his eyes were
bloodshot and baggy.

“Were you working all night?” she asked him.

“Damage control” he answered. “Some anonymous jhckostaff
already leaked the story. I've got calls comingam media, school
administrators, government officials, and angryep#s. The parents are
the worst.”

“They're just worried about their kids.”

“Yeah, | know.” He nodded. “But if | find out whe@éked the story
I'll make damn sure their ass gets fired.” He sawvérd in his chair,
thumping his hand hard on the desk to punctuatebids.

“Did you get in touch with Grayson yet?”

Hendel shook his head disapprovingly. “I left a sagge, but he
didn't call back.”

“Maybe he's not available.”



“An emergency contact number's no damn good ifrgoudt there
during an emergency” he snapped back at her, therediately
apologized. “Sorry. I've got a lot of things on mynd.”

“Anything you want to talk about?”

“No” he said, resting his elbows on the desk aratiplg his head in
his hands.

Kahlee stayed silent, waiting patiently. A few sede later he
looked up at her and said softly, “I think we midjatve to pull Gillian
out of the program.”

“I was thinking that myself” she said with a synipetic nod.

Hendel leaned back in his chair again and putdasdip on the
desk, tilting his head back to stare up at therzgil

“I'm thinking of offering the board my resignatioh& said, the
casualness of his voice at odds with the bombsleadl just dropped.

“What?” Kahlee exclaimed. “You can't quit! The achién need
you!”

“Do they?” he wondered out loud. “Yesterday | letmn down when
they needed me the most.”

“What are you talking about? Nick and Gillian wéhne only ones
hurt, and they'll both be fine in a few days. Yad e@verything right!”

He swung his feet down from the desk and sat &g forward
intently.

“No, I didn't” he told her, his voice gravely sarm “When |
realized Gillian wasn't going to stop, | should &dnit her with my
stunner without a second thought. But | hesitated.”



“| think that's a good thing” Kahlee protesteddie more worried
if you didn't think twice about it.”

“Everyone in that cafeteria was in danger” he exygd, speaking
slowly. “Every second | let her keep going theres\@achance someone
else could get hurt. Or worse.”

“But that didn't happen. There's no point beatiagrgelf up over
it.”

“You don't understand” he said, shaking his heddustration. “|
put the safety of Gillian ahead of every other shicht this Academy. |
can't afford to do that in my position. I'm train@dreact in emergency
situations, and | can't let my personal feelingsig¢he way.”

Kahlee didn't say anything right away, her mindingeas she
processed the information. She thought he was eaeting, but he
wasn't a man prone to empty comments; she had ulat tie was
serious about leaving.

“What will you do?”

“I was thinking of asking Grayson to hire me agiagie tutor for
Gillian.”

Suddenly everything made sense. Kahlee realizedmhsn't about
Hendel feeling guilty over what had happened. Matly. Hendel cared
about all the kids in the program, but Gillian vaiferent. She needed
more help than the other children. She needed timoesand attention.
Because of this, Hendel had grown more attachéeértohan the others.
It wasn't fair, but who ever said life was fair?

Gillian was special to him. Hendel cared for hee.lblved her. And
he was willing to do whatever it took to stay i hfe, even if it meant
throwing away his career.



“Hold off on that resignation for a while” Kahleaid, reaching out
to pat him gently on the hand. “At least until weokv for sure if the
board will let Gillian stay.”

“They're not going to let her stay. We both knoatth

“Probably not” she admitted. “But there's alwayshance.” Her
mind went back to her conversation with Jiro frdma hight before. “If |
have to, | could get my father involved.”

“Your father?” Hendel asked, confused.
“Admiral Jon Grissom.”
Hendel's jaw gaped. “Grissom's your dad? | .didh't know that.”

“I don't like to talk about him” she said. “Jirgdsobably the only
one who knows.”

“What did he say when you told him?” Hendel aslstil, stunned.

“I... I don't remember” Kahlee answered uncelaitnying to
think back. Funny. | should remember telling hirmsbhing like that.
“| actually can't remember telling him. But he krwVe were talking
about it last night.” But if | didn't tell him, tlmehow does he know?

Hendel's expression changed from disbelief to dro®cern.
“Kahlee? What's the matter? What's wrong?”

“Nobody knows who my father is” she said slowlyll $tying to
work out the implications for herself. “It's notezvlisted in my Alliance
personnel file. There's only one document that maatmy father: the
classified report Anderson filed twenty years afap secret clearance
required.”



“And you're positive you never mentioned it to hiktvhy the hell
would one of your lab techs have top secret cles&hHendel asked,
worried. “Something doesn't add up.”

Kahlee could only nod, numb from the possibilitgttthe man she'd
been sleeping with had been lying to her all aldtygng about how
much? And why?

“I need to talk to Jiro. Now!” Hendel told her, yang open the
drawer of his desk and pulling out a pistol. “Wherde?” he
demanded, strapping the pistol onto his hip.

“He went to see Gillian.”

Hendel slammed the buttons of the speaker-phoriesashesk,
moving quickly, but still staying calm and focusé&@hlee was upset as
well, but even so, Hendel's urgency surprised Perhaps he was eager
to get back to being in control, anxious to focassomething other than
the events of the past day.

“Quarantine ward” the nurse's voice answered.

“This is Security Chief Mitra. Has Dr. Toshiwa comeesee Gillian
yet?”

“Yes, sir. He took her to the atrium. Would youdikne to, “
Hendel killed the call, barking out, “Door, oper$ he sprinted

from the room. He moved so fast it took Kahleelbseicond before she
reacted and took off after him.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

“We're almost there” Jiro said encouragingly. “Jadttle farther
and then we can sit down.”

Gillian was moving slowly, taking one painfully nseaed step at a
time as they made their way down the walking patine® Grissom
Academy's atrium. He should have anticipated S was distracted
by all the trees and plants; leaves in a myriashaipes and flowers in a
kaleidoscope of colors were too much for her lichsensory perception
to process all at once.

They hadn't seen anybody else in the atrium safdrsurprising as
most of the staff and students were in class. Beitrails that wound
their way through the wooded park were popularsfmtrunners
looking to get in some exercise during their fieget He didn't want to
start giving her the medication only to have soiffi@ oty Alliance
soldier come jogging around the corner and catchihithe act. So he
was doing his best to hurry her along, carefultagbuch her or upset
her by getting overly anxious.

“We can rest over by the waterfall, Gillian. Come dlot much
farther.”

The atrium was a five-acre woodland that had beeefally
constructed at the heart of the space stationawighe a place for faculty
and students to commune with nature. The glasswaefequipped with
adjustable mirrors to reflect and redirect liglnfr Elysium's sun down
onto the trees below, mimicking the duration of dag-night and
seasonal cycles found on the planet.

Local flora made up the majority of the plant lifepugh a few
exotic species imported from other human colonizedds were found
in specially tended gardens scattered througheupdnk. It was also
home to carefully monitored populations of insebtsjs, and small



mammals indigenous to Elysium, as well as numefishsspecies in
the small streams that wound their way throughdahdscape.

The streams were artificial, the water pumped thhotlnem in a
continuous circuit that both began and ended atgelpond atop a
grassy knoll that rose up from the center of thd.pat the base of the
knoll was a small clearing where water spilled ddvam the pond in a
makeshift waterfall, a popular place for picnicsl dunches. This early
in the day, though, Jiro suspected the clearinglavoe empty . . . and it
was located safely out of sight of the runninglgtai

“That's good, Gillian” he cooed when she startedinmgagain, her
head turning slowly from side to side in bemusedaer at the
spectacle surrounding her.

“Okay, let's turn right now” he said to her whee\tlreached a
branch in the trail. It was warm beneath the arafisunlight; he was
sweating under his lab coat.

She stumbled once as he led her down the pathdawerwaterfall:
unlike the carefully tended running trails, thewrd here was allowed
to grow over with roots, making it rough and unevda reached out to
grab her elbow to keep her from falling. Fortunatetr attention was
focused on what he guessed to be the Elysium deguivaf a chipmunk
chattering at them from a branch above their hemu$ she didn't seem
to react to his touch.

Still keeping his grip on her elbow, he propelledt Quickly down
the path until they reached their destination. ldatbzen benches were
situated around the edges of the clearing, eadligpeed so that anyone
seated on them could watch the water tumblinghaffifteen-foot-high
ledge into the pool below. He was relieved to seeblenches were
empty.

Lunch was still over an hour away, and it wask#llf anyone
would arrive before then. But he didn't want togt@ky more of a
chance than he had to. Still gripping Gillian bg #lbow, he led her



over to one of the benches in the shade and hakesit down, letting
go of her arm.,

Then he waited, giving her time to adjust to hew serroundings.
He hoped the gentle splashing of the waterfall wdwdve a soothing
effect on her.

After a few minutes she muttered, “Why did you grme here?”

He realized she must have picked up on his sengeehcy. He
chose his next words carefully. He didn't wantdars her or upset her;
not after what she'd shown she was capable of.

“I need to check your readings, Gillian” he saideging his tone
professional.

She frowned, and his heart began to beat a ladeef.
“Miss Sanders checked them yesterday.”

“I know you don't like it, but | need to check thegain” he
explained. “Because of what happened yesterday.”

Gillian chewed her lip, then nodded and bowed leadforward,
exposing the nape of her neck.

He reached into the pocket of his lab coat ancedwlut the vial
Grayson had given him. From another pocket he meda long
syringe.

“This might hurt” he warned her as he filled theisge.
Pulling the back collar of her T-shirt down slighthe eased the

long needle into the flesh between her shouldargfally sliding the
tip between the vertebrae.



As per the instructions from Cerberus, he had adteired the last
dose to her orally, mixing it in with a glass oftesahe had brought to
her room. However, as part of their ongoing expentnevery alternate
dose was to be administered through direct injadtito the
cerebrospinal fluid.

Gillian whimpered softly as he pressed his thumlyron the top
of the syringe.

Jiro didn't know exactly what kind of drugs Gilliaras being given,
but he understood enough to guess they were sardeokneurological
stimulant. The previous dose would have been dilbiepassing
through her digestive system before being absariieder circulatory
system and then finally transferring across thedbbrain barrier. In
contrast, an injection directly into the cerebrospifluid should have
more immediate, and dramatic, effects.

“All done” he said as he pulled the needle free.

Gillian brought her head back up, her gaze fixabnghe waterfall.
One hand absently went up to rub the back of hek mdere he had
injected her.

Strange. She's never done that before.

“Does it hurt?” he asked.

The girl didn't answer, though her hand fell awanf her neck. It
dangled at her side, limp and useless.

“Gillian? What's wrong?”

Her head lolled to the side, her eyes rolling biatk her skull. Her
body began to shiver, then tremor, then bucked @aodigh to throw
her from her seat. She toppled forward, Jiro jushaging to catch her
before her head struck the ground.



He turned her onto her side as her arms and leggnlte twitch,
gripped by the spasms of a full-blown seizure.

“Oh, Jesus!” he swore as her mouth began to foam.

Hendel's feet pounded hard on the dormitory fltoe,sound
echoing down the hall as he raced toward the atritnan as he ran, his
mind was trying to evaluate the situation.

Jiro may not be who we thought he was.

That didn't necessarily make him an enemy, but ti&ndel knew
what was going on he had to assume the worst. Hedgus gun as he
ran, his hand snapping it free from the holstehisrhip in one quick
motion without ever breaking stride.

He debated calling for backup, then quickly dismtsthe idea. Jiro
didn't know his cover was blown; Hendel didn't wanyone sounding
an alarm and tipping him off.

Why did he take Gillian to the atrium?

He didn't know how Jiro was connected to Gillianifdve was
somehow responsible for what had happened in te¢ecea. But he
intended to find out. . . one way or another.

Skidding around a corner, Hendel slammed into tak, &bsorbing
the blow with his hip and shoulder so that he &stost no momentum.

Too many people in the quarantine ward. He wantagqy. But
for what?

He rounded another corner, sprinted down a shdivirdng then
took the corridor branching off to his left thatl lmto the wooded
serenity of the atrium. If Jiro needed privacydh®ve to get Gillian
somewhere off the paths. But he couldn't just dh&gout into the
woods: she'd freak out every time a branch brusigadhst her.



The clearing by the waterfall.

With Gillian in tow, Jiro would have to stay on ttrails, following
the long, winding path that eventually led to theadng. Hendel didn't
have to worry about that. Trusting his sense adalion, he veered off
the trail, crashing through the brush as he camgdwn direct path.

Branches slashed at his face and tore at his cloHe swatted
away a wiry limb from an Elysium fir, only to hautespring back so
that the needles scratched across his cheek, tehvight red furrows.

Hendel simply blocked out the pain, charging fomvantil he
exploded in the clearing. Jiro was kneeling onglaind, over Gillian's
body.

“Get away from her!” Hendel shouted, aiming hisglisit the
young scientist.

The other man looked up, fear and confusion offidtis.
“Stand up and back away!”

Jiro did as he was told, moving slowly, his haralsed. “I don't
know what happened. She just started having arseizu

Hendel dared a quick glance down at Gillian, whe wanvulsing
on the ground.

“Over there” Hendel said, gesturing with his weapt@n your
stomach. Facedown. Don't move.”

Jiro did as he was told, moving quickly. When heswaposition,
Hendel stepped forward and dropped to his kneaddé&sllian, his
attention focused entirely on her.



Daring to shift his head slightly, Jiro could ske security chief
huddled over the unconscious girl. Slowly, quielig,reached down
and undipped the stunner from his belt. When Heselehis pistol on
the grass beside Gillian to check her vitals, dimed his stunner and
fired.

The shot took the security chief square betweeshioalder blades,
causing him to arch his back and cry out beforenping forward
across Gillian's body.

Jiro scrambled to his feet and ran forward, crougliiown to pick
up Hendel's gun with his left hand, his stunndrdgnched tightly in
his right. As his fingers closed around the butthef pistol, the security
chief's hand shot out and seized him by the wrist.

Crying out in surprise, Jiro tried to pull away.ndel, disoriented
but somehow still conscious after a direct hit frd@®,000 volts of
electrical current, held on, twisting Jiro's wiugt and in, forcing him to
drop the pistol.

Jiro kicked at his prone opponent. The first blatvhirm squarely in
the ribs, causing the bigger man to grunt in pauh @Il onto his side,
releasing Jiro's wrist. A second kick caught hinthia stomach, but
Hendel managed to wrap his arms around Jiro's leg.

Thrown off-balance, Jiro fell to the ground. Theartdel was on
him. They wrestled briefly, grappling at close dass as they rolled
away from where Gillian lay. The security chief wagger, stronger,
and better trained. But Jiro still had his stunner.

He jammed the weapon against the other man's mib$ireed again,
just as Hendel brought his elbow up hard into tde ef Jiro's temple.

Jiro recovered first, woozily scrambling to histtégwaying to keep
his balance, he saw that Hendel, unbelievably,straggling to rise.
The younger man still had the stunner clutchedsrhbnd, and he used



it for a third time, completely draining the bagteHendel fell face
forward on the ground, where he lay motionless.

Unwilling to take the chance his enemy might nobhe
completely, Jiro turned and ran into the surrougdiees. Tossing aside
the now useless stunner, he ran with an unevemjditig stride
through the trees, still trying to shake off thegkering effects of the
sharp elbow to his head.

Kahlee's lungs were burning by the time she reathedntrance to
the atrium. She had tried to keep up with Hendéherace from his
office, but with each of his long, powerful stridgse'd fallen farther
and farther behind. Within seconds he was outgiftsand a minute
later even the sound of his footsteps had vanished.

She'd continued on, racing through the halls aaidv&tlls until she
reached the atrium . . . and now she didn't knowre/lo go. So she
simply stopped and waited, trying to catch her tread wondering
what to do next.

Calling for backup was an option; there was an geray call box
at the entrance to the atrium. But if Hendel wassibcurity chief, and if
he wanted backup, he would already have called.for

You're probably overreacting, she told herself.yalli know for
sure is that Jiro lied to you. It might piss yo#, biut that doesn't mean
you should call in security.

She began to pace back and forth, frustrated bynketivity, but
still not having any useful plan. She could go Ié@kthem, but there
were several paths and trails; she could easilpsithe wrong one and
miss them. However, there was only one entranteet@atrium, so as
long as she stayed put they would all eventualimedo her.

And when they do, I'm going to get some answers!



Hendel couldn't feel his body. He didn't know if\was asleep,
awake, alive, or dead. His head was a bubblingdcanlof
disconnected, incoherent thoughts and sensatiaréti#en one clear
image came bubbling to the surface.

Gillian.

He took a deep breath and held it for three secdhda slowly let
it out. The action was pure instinct; an exerasealm and focus the
mind ingrained by years of biotic training. Anotlikyep breath and the
world around him became still, the fragmented mexfehis awareness
settling into position.

He was lying facedown on the ground. Every mustleis body
burned with lactic acid, exhausted and utterly spen

He hit you with a stunner. The son-of-a-bitch lutiywith a stunner.
He was tired. He needed to sleep it off. Nothirsgdie could do.
Don't you dare black out, you worthless son-oftafdi

The words were his own, but the voice in his head that of his
first drill sergeant from basic training. Wheneherfaltered during his
Alliance career, pushed to the limits of enduramga 20k run, or
exhausted after hours of biotic training, he wduder that voice,
relentlessly driving him onward. But those daysevever. He'd retired.
He wasn't a soldier anymore.

Don't give me that BS! Once a soldier, always disol Now get
your lazy ass up off the ground and move!

Somehow he found the strength to push himself W lois hands
and knees. That's when he saw Gillian, still lyomgthe grass. She
wasn't convulsing anymore. She wasn't moving aSalé wasn't even
breathing.



He reached down and pressed the emergency aleshlart his
belt. Security and medical teams would dispatch eatiately, homing
in on the signal. Response time to the waterfatheatrium was seven
minutes.

Too slow. She can't wait that long.

He started crawling toward Gillian, his musclessaoning in agony,
too weak to even attempt to stand.

Jiro uttered a prolonged string of profanities i fative tongue,
cursing the thorn-covered branches that were tgatimis clothes as he
tried to pick his way through the atrium's foreg&st he didn't stop; he
didn't know how long Hendel would be down, and keded to find a
way off the station before the security chief waoige

There was an emergency shuttle at the dockinghztycbuld take
him down to the planet's surface. If he thoughaymod excuse he
might be able to charm or bribe the pilot into nmakihe trip. Failing
that, he'd need to hijack or steal it. It was agraesperate plan, but he
was a desperate man. He had known from the momamdéd found
him in the clearing that his only option was to getr of the facility.

He burst from the undergrowth back onto the runmiads, less
than twenty feet from the atrium's exit. He didhdtice Kahlee standing
off to the side until she called out to him.

“Jiro? What happened to you?” she asked, cominghdbe path
toward him.

She was staring with guarded curiosity at his &bmnt, the scratches
on his face and hands, the welt on the side diddgl from where
Hendel had elbowed him.

“Jiro” she said again, her voice stern. “| want scamswers.
Where's Hendel?”



“How should | know?” he said, with an easy laugHe's your
friend, remember?”

If she came just a little closer he might be ablgrab her,
overpower her before she could run for help. Irtktehe stopped just
out of reach.

“You signed Gillian out of her room. Where is she?”

Hearing the accusation in her voice he realizedidmn't going to
talk his way out of this one.

“Get out of my way” he said coldly, dropping allepense. “Or
you're going to get hurt.”

“You're not going anywhere” she told him, settirey feet and
dropping into a fighting crouch. “Not until | knowhat's going on.”

Jiro quickly weighed the situation. He had shakithe effects of
his fight with Hendel; he was young, fit, and héveeighed Kahlee by
fifty pounds. He knew she'd had combat trainintha military, but he
figured the odds were still in his favor. He smibatd shrugged,
pretending to give in. Then he leaped at her.

He'd hoped to catch her off guard, but she hadarf for his
simple ruse. Instead, she met his charge with @ kiek to the knee as
she spun out of the way. Staggering and off-baldmeswung at her
with a fist but caught only air as she slid undserdumsy blow. He
whirled to face her, preparing to lunge once again.

He never got the chance. Kahlee shot forward,dfefi$t jabbing
toward his face. He ducked to the side, into thté pdan uppercut
delivered with her right. It caught him on the safénis jaw, and he
grunted in pain, stumbling backward.

His opponent wasn't about to let him get away ¢aaily. She
followed up with a flurry of short, quick kicks ampdinches, deftly



blocking and redirecting his ham-fisted countecksa A chop to his
throat left him gagging for air, a leg sweep sant drashing to the
ground. As he attempted to rise to his feet sheddra knee to his
groin, ending the savage, one-sided confrontation.

Kahlee stepped forward and stared down at him wihelay
crumpled on the ground, curled up into a fetal bat clutching at his
wounded privates. He tried to beg for mercy, buewhe opened his
mouth all that came out was a long, low moan ohtetfligible pain.

She knelt down beside him, reached out with twgdns, hooked
them into his nostrils and gave a slight pull. aén was excruciating,
and he whimpered in terror.

“Now, darling” Kahlee said in a tone dripping witlock sweetness,
her fingers still hooked into his nostrils, “I'migg to ask some
guestions. And you're going to give some answers.”

Pain is a good thing, maggot! Lets you know yostilgalive!
Reaching Gillian's body, Hendel tilted her headkbead forced two
hard puffs of air down her throat, then compreds&dchest ten times in
rapid succession, pressing hard with the heelssghddms just above
the bottom of her breastbone. He forced two mofts i air down her
throat, then resumed compressions.

He knew CPR wouldn't start her heart or get heatbrag again,
those kind of miraculous recoveries only happemnethe vids. All he
was trying to do was keep the blood circulating axglgen reaching her
brain until real help arrived.

Just keep her alive. Keep her here.

The compressions were exhausting; anything lessdha hundred
per minute was too low to save her. It was neanlyassible to keep up
the grueling pace for more than a few minutes, exvafter normal
conditions. In his present condition it was hopgles



Don't you dare quit on me! Nobody quits in my army!

His breath was coming in wet, ragged gasps. Bebslseat from
his brow were crawling down his forehead to stirggdyes. The
muscles in his arms twitched and trembled, threadeto cramp up
with each compression. The world around him dissbimto a hazy
cloud of pain and exhaustion as he pumped Gilliag&st for her.

One Two Three Four Five Six Seven Eight Nine TBreathe-
Breathe

One Two Three Four Five Six Seven Eight Nine TBreathe-
Breathe

One Two Three Four Five Six Seven Eight Nine TBreathe-
Breathe

And then hands were on his shoulders, pulling hiraya He fought
them for a second, feebly, before realizing theyevikere to help. As
soon as he was clear, the two EMTs dropped dow@ilign's side.
The first ran his omni-tool over her, taking hesais.

“Code Twelve” he noted, his tone clipped and eéiinti

His words spurred both men into action, their éffqrerfectly
coordinated through hundreds of hours of trainifite first snapped
open his medic's kit, yanked out a syringe ancctepg Gillian with a
hyperoxygenating compound to replenish the dwirgdéinpplies in her
bloodstream.

The other pulled a small, palm-sized device fromldglt, even in
his hazy condition, Hendel recognized it as a fibetdefibrillator, and
then pressed it against her chest. The EMT hedijagt long enough
for his partner to finish injecting the needle gmdl clear before
flipping the switch, jolting Gillian's heart withseries of concentrated
electrical impulses in an effort to restart it.



“I've got a pulse” his partner said a second latenouncing the
readings coming off his omni-tool. “Oxygen levad®k good. | think
she's going to pull through!”

Hendel, still half-sitting, half-lying on the grodnwvhere the EMTs
had dragged him away from Gillian's body, didndwnwhether to
laugh with joy or cry with relief. Instead, he @pked onto his side and
slipped into unconsciousness.



CHAPTER TWELVE

Grayson staggered into his living room. He was wgaonly his
housecoat, with nothing on beneath. His head widfictting from the
lingering effects of the red sand he'd taken lagtthbut when he tried
to make the pen on the coffee table dance it ptsih®re motionless,
mocking him.

You're coming down. Can't even move a pen. Yoe'ltbber in
another hour if you aren't careful.

He wanted another hit, but instead he forced hinbsaheck for
incoming messages. He wasn't surprised to se&tiegom Academy
had tried to contact him yet again while he waesleg.

Or maybe you were so stoned you just didn't heacéil.

This was the fourth time they'd called. He didreinivto listen to the
message; the first three had all been about the daimg. Something
had happened to Gillian, some kind of accidenhedafeteria.
Something to do with her biotics.

The news hadn't come as a surprise. He'd beentaxpsomething
like this ever since Pel had shown up with the desage. The lllusive
Man was patient, but Cerberus had poured too mowhdnd too many
resources into Gillian with too few results. Thewdrugs were
evidence that they were escalating the program.esamhad made the
decision to push the envelope, to test his daugHhierits in the hopes
of forcing a breakthrough. It was inevitable sonmmeghwould happen,
good or bad.

You're pathetic. You knew this could harm her, yout went along
with it anyway.



He'd accepted the decision because he believedrivefiis. He
believed in what they stood for. He knew there wesles, but he also
knew that Gillian might be critical to the long4tessurvival of the race.
The ability to unlock new and amazing biotic potgntould be the
advantage humans needed to rise above the othmespe

Risks had to be taken. Sacrifices had to be mdueIlusive Man
understood this better than anyone, which was witayssn had
followed his orders without question. This mornihgwever, he
couldn't help but wonder if that made him a patrotjust a coward.

That all depends on who gets to write the histayids, doesn't it?

He made his way over to the vid screen on the &, when reached
down and pressed the button to activate the mesdageack.

“Mr. Grayson? This is Dr. Kahlee Sanders from thies§édm
Academy.”

By default he had video conferencing capabilitissbled; he
preferred the privacy of audio-only communicatiddst even without
visual cues, he could tell from her tone sometleilsg had happened.
Something bad.

“I'm not sure exactly how to tell you this, Mr. gsn. Gillian was
in the hospital, recovering from her episode indhteteria when . . .
well, we think there may have been an attempt anifee We think Dr.
Toshiwa tried to kill her.

“She's alive” Kahlee's voice quickly added. “Henget to her in
time. She had a seizure, but she's okay now. \Weé&ping her under
medical observation. Please, Mr. Grayson, conkeecAicademy as soon
as you get this message.”

The recording ended with a click. Grayson didn'venor react, but
merely stood frozen in place as his mind tried tapitself around the
implications of her words. We think Dr. Toshiweettito kill her.



Jiro's only contact with Cerberus was through Goaythey had no
way of reaching him directly . . . at least, nonatthe knew of. This
was standard operating procedure: fewer operatwthsdirect access
meant less chance of a security breach. And ifabtieeir own people
compromised the mission it was easier for Cerb&rdigure out who
the traitor was.

Jiro's not dumb enough to turn on the lllusive Mand even if he
did, trying to kill Gillian doesn't make any sense.

There was another possible explanation: the newaaah. If it
had caused the seizure, and if they caught Jiiagivto her, then they
might think he was trying to kill her. But did thaiean they had Jiro in
custody now? And if they did, how much had he alyetald them?

He pushed the button to play the recording again.

“Mr. Grayson? This is Dr. Kahlee Sanders from thies§€dm
Academy. I'm not sure exactly how to tell you tivt, Grayson. Gillian
was in the hospital, recovering from her episodiéecafeteria when . .
. well, we think there may have been an attemgtanlife. We think
Dr. Toshiwa tried to kill her.

“She's alive. Hendel got to her in time. She hadiaure, but she's
okay now. We're keeping her under medical obsemaPRlease, Mr.
Grayson, contact the Academy as soon as you getthssage.”

All the other calls had come from the security Ehtte didn't know
if it was significant that this one was made by sone else.

Did Jiro rat you out? Are they setting a trap? fgyto lure you in?

He couldn't put it off any longer; he had to make tall. And this
time he'd need to reactivate visual communicatitenmade a quick
scan of the room to verify he hadn't left a neexlla baggie of red sand
in view of the vid screen. Then he checked himsetie mirror, he



looked tired and disheveled, his eyes bloodshatifBie sat in the chair
on the far side of the room it shouldn't be notiteaAt least, that's
what he hoped.

With everything in position he sat down and plattezlcall. A few
seconds later the image of the lllusive Man appkdiléng the vid
screen. He had a face born for the screen: hiergjray hair was cut
short, framing and accentuating his perfectly symniced features,
which were highlighted by the sharp line of hisatieshaven jaw and a
perfectly proportioned nose.

“Grayson” he said by way of greeting, his voice sthoIf he
wondered about the fact that Grayson was sittintherfar side of the
room for the call, rather than the customary sitetofeet away from
the screen, he didn't show it.

“Something's happened with Gillian” Grayson satddging the
lllusive Man's reaction carefully. Is this new infeation? Is he
surprised, or does he already know? Of coursdltve Man's steely-
blue eyes gave nothing away; his face was an eniesis, unreadable
mask.

“Is she all right?” he asked, his voice showing jhe slightest hint
of concern, though that could have been for Gragdomenefit. It was
possible he already knew everything that had hagghen

“She had a seizure. The new medication was too rfardmer.”

“Is that what Jiro said?” His face showed just egioaare and
worry to make the question not seem callous. Adganayson wasn't
sure if it was an act.

“The Academy called to tell me. Jiro's been compseah”

There was a flicker of emotion across the llludan's face, but it

was gone too quickly for Grayson to identify it. der? Surprise?
Disappointment?



“How much has he told them?”

“I don't know. The message came in last nightlledayou as soon
as | heard it.”

“We need to play this out” the lllusive Man toldhhafter a
moment's consideration. “Assume he hasn't blowm gouer yet.”

It was a reasonable assumption. Jiro was new tbeDas, they'd
only recruited him a few years ago, but he undetstmw things
worked. Two things would help ensure his silenoeafwhile at least:
his loyalty to their cause, and his fear of thedive Man's retribution.

It was inevitable he'd tell them something, soardater the
Alliance would break him. But the longer he coutdchout, the more
time he gave for someone to clean up the mess. iield out long
enough for the mission to be salvaged then hetchdne to worry
about Cerberus coming after him to extract its ngee As long as he
kept his mouth shut, he could even cling to theehtbyat the lllusive
Man might send someone to rescue him. It had hagaperth key
operatives in the past, though Grayson figuredwald ultimately be
deemed expendable.

“Contact the Academy” the lllusive Man instructdthh“Tell them
you're coming to take Gillian out of the programe'Ww gotten
everything we can from the Ascension Projecttilt'® we took direct
control of her training.”

“Yes, sir.” He'd hesitated only a split second befanswering, but
this was enough for the lllusive Man to pick upibn

“What happened at the Academy was an accident.shake” he
said, his face morphing into an expression of sme@ology and regret.
“We don't want Gillian to get hurt. She's too vdilga Too important.
We care what happens to her.”



Grayson didn't answer right away. “I know” he filyaieplied.

“We always feared there could be side effects tighnew
treatment, but we didn't think anything like thiswid happen” the
lllusive Man continued to explain. “Monitoring higom a distance,
analyzing all the results after the fact. . . greases the risks of
something going wrong. Once you bring her in, weskp her under
constant observation. We can be more cautiousauthests. Bring her
along slowly.”

He was saying all the right things, of course. Ardyson knew
there was at least some element of truth in higlsor

He's just telling you what you want to hear! Hdaymg you!

“I give you my word this won't happen again” thieisive Man
vowed.

Grayson wanted to believe him. He needed to behéwve Because
if he didn't, what options were left? If he didwitn Gillian over to
Cerberus, if he tried to take her and run, theyd him. And even if
they somehow managed to stay hidden, what then?

Gillian needed order and routine to function. Haldo't even
imagine how she would cope if she had to live ifeedf a fugitive,
constantly fleeing from one location to anotheameffort to stay one
step ahead of their pursuers. And what would hajpgdmer power
continued to grow? Could she ever learn to coritenlabilities? Or
would she always be some kind of biotic time bowmaiting to go off?

“I know Gillian is different” the Illusive Man addk as if he was
reading Grayson's thoughts. “I don't know if we care her condition,
but the more we learn about it the more we can. Mggpwon't turn our
backs on her. She means too much to us. To me.”

“I'll call the Academy” Grayson answered, “and teém I'm on my
way.”



Gillian needs expert help. Cerberus understandsdredition better
than anyone. This is what she needs.

You're rationalizing, a bitter voice from the dadrner of his mind
chimed in. Just admit the truth. What the Illusian wants, the
lllusive Man gets.

The bag Pel was carrying was heavy; he kept switctifrom hand
to hand but he couldn't deny his arms were begintarget sore.
Fortunately, he was only a block away from the $taad-story
warehouse Cerberus was using for their base ohtipes on Omega. It
was conveniently located along the edges of a sonralegulated
spaceport in a district controlled by the Talonpredominantly turian
mercenary band.

On principle Pel didn't like dealing with any noarhan group, but
the Talons were one of the best options for fremdeslooking to gain a
foothold on Omega. The warehouse was in a primetilaa. their
proximity to the spaceport allowed small shipsame and go without
drawing undue attention, and they were within wadkilistance of a
monorall linked to several other sections of thg.cihe Talons charged
high rates for rent and protection, but they didsk any questions or
stick their beaks in where they didn't belong. Tiveye also one of the
few factions strong enough to keep a firm holdlwirtterritory,
reducing the chances of riots or uprisings thatesones swept through
Omega's less stable districts.

Although the district was officially classified agian, there was a
smattering of other species on the streets as avglir of batarians
walked toward and past him, casting a wary glant¢keahated human
and the bag he was carrying. A single hanar floaettom behind and
brushed by his shoulder, moving quickly. He indiirely shied away
from its long, trailing tentacles. There were eadmandful of humans
scattered about, though none of them worked fob€res. The five
men and three women assigned to Pel's team tead#aytinside the
warehouse; especially now that they had a pristingterrogate.



He was only a few feet from the door to the waraeowhen a
familiar figure stepped out of the shadows.

“What's in the bag, friend?” Golo asked.

“How did you find this place?” Pel demanded, settine bag down
and letting his hand rest casually on his hip, alive his pistol.

“I have been keeping tabs on you” the quarian aeuait'lt wasn't
all that hard to discover this location.” He didkriow if quarians
smirked, but Pel imagined a smug look on the aitate beneath his
visor.

He wasn't really that concerned; Golo didn't posemof a threat to
what they were doing. But he didn't like being gpo®. Especially not
by the alien equivalent of a gypsy-thief.

“Why are you here?”
“I have another business proposal for you” Goldiegp

Pel grimaced. “I'm still pissed off about the ldstl we cut with
you” he told him. “That pilot we captured on theagan ship isn't
giving us the codes we need.”

“You have to understand the culture of the Migraieet” Golo
explained. “Quarians are reviled by almost eveheotace. They can
only rely on each other to survive. Children learm young age to
value family and community, and loyalty to your h®ship is prized
above all else.”

“No wonder they kicked you out.”
Pel couldn't tell if his jab stung or not; the gaars reaction was

hidden behind his mask. When he spoke, he contionexs$ if he hadn't
heard the insult.



“I'm surprised you haven't been able to pry thermiation out of
him. | assumed you would be well versed in getpingoners to talk.”

“Torture's not much good if your subject is delusiband
hallucinating” Pel answered, a little more defemdivan he intended.

“He caught some kind of virus or something. Nowsmead with
fever” he continued, his voice becoming dark anagaaous. “Probably
happened when you cracked his mask.”

“Allow me to make amends” Golo replied, unfazedhiS new offer
is one | don't think you'll want to turn down. Papls we can go inside
and talk?”

“No chance” Pel shot back. “Wait here. I'll be backive minutes.”

He picked up the bag again, then stared pointddlyeaguarian
until he turned away. Once he was sure the alignWkoking, he
punched in the access code for the door and staepgieie.

It was actually closer to ten minutes when he regaw but Golo
was still waiting for him. Pel was half hoping hewid have grown
frustrated and left.

“I'm still curious, friend” the quarian said by way greeting. “What
was in the bag?”

“None of your business. And we're not friends.”

In actuality, the bag had contained nothing moaa tbrdinary
groceries. There was a full stock of rations anermg@ancy supplies
inside the base, and while they were nutritionatlequate for survival,
they were bland and tasteless. Fortunately, Petlismdvered a shop in
a nearby district that stocked traditional humaisioe. Every three
days he took the monorail to the store and bougbigh food to keep
his team well fed and happy. It wasn't cheap, tawreis an expense he



had no trouble justifying to Cerberus. Humans desgreal human
food, not some processed alien mishmash.

There was no harm in sharing this information wfita quarian, of
course, but Pel wanted to keep their relationstiygesarial. It was to
his advantage if Golo wasn't sure where he stood.

“You said you had some kind of proposal” he prordpte

Golo looked around, clearly nervous. “Not here. Sotmere
private.”

“What about that gambling hall you took me to kasie? Fortune's
Den?”

The quarian shook his head. “That particular dists currently
under an ownership dispute. The batarians aregigipush the volus
out. Too many shootings and bombings for my taste.”

Par for the damn course, Pel thought to himseliof&hce is
inevitable when different species try to live sieside” he said aloud,
spouting a common Cerberus axiom. If the Allianceld ever figure
that out we wouldn't need someone like the lllu$lan to watch out
for us.

“This opportunity is quite tempting” Golo assurachh“Once you
hear the terms I'm sure you'll be interested.”

Pel just crossed his meaty arms and stared autugan, waiting.
“It involves the Collectors” Golo whispered, leagim slightly.

After a long pause, Pel sighed and turned backdavarehouse
door. “All right. Let's go inside.”



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

“You are cleared for approach on dock tour. Over.”

Grayson made a slight course adjustment to comiilytive traffic
control tower's instructions, and brought his dhutt to the Grissom
Academy's exterior landing bay. The medium-rangseager vessel he
was piloting on this visit was slightly smaller,cafar less luxurious,
than the corporate shuttle he normally used fowisiss. But these were
hardly normal circumstances.

For this journey he had come alone, in the guisefadintic father
rushing to the side of his gravely ill child. It grét a hard role for him
to play, given how he felt about Gillian. His contéor her was
genuine. But depending how much Jiro had told themight not
matter.

He waited impatiently at the shuttle doors for doeking platform
to connect, then went quickly into the large, glasdled waiting room.
There were no other passengers waiting for clearaar the two
Alliance guards posted by the exit signaled hirndme forward. He
could see Dr. Sanders and the Project Ascensianigechief waiting
for him on the other side of the transparent, Ihoitteof wall.

“Go on in, Mr. Grayson” one of the guards told hima
sympathetic voice, not even bothering with a ciywsaarch as he
waived him through.

Grayson chose to take that as a good sign.
“Are you sure you're up for this?” Kahlee whispetedHendel as

Grayson made his way through the security screawiogn. “You still
look a little unsteady on your feet.”



“I'm fine” he whispered back. “Besides, | want eedhow he reacts
when we tell him the news.”

Kahlee wanted to say something back to him, liloe, gan't
seriously think Grayson won't care about his dasigalimost being
killed! But Grayson was through security now, amdwould have heard
her. So she bit her tongue and prayed that Hendeld\have the good
sense to treat his arrival with the proper courtesy

“Mr. Grayson” Hendel said with a curt nod.

“Where's Gillian?” he asked immediately. “| wantsiee my
daughter.”

Not surprisingly, he looked much worse than thétiaze they had
seen him. He wasn't wearing a suit this time, bag dressed in a pair of
denim pants and a simple short-sleeved shirt, texgehis thin, sinewy
arms. He had what looked to be at least a few dayth of stubble
growing on his chin. There was a desperate gledamsierye and an air
of nervous apprehension hung about him . . . ngir&|ing, given what
had happened.

“Of course” Kahlee said quickly, before Hendel @baffer any
objections. She wasn't about to let Grayson waitiaa here in the hall.
There would be rime enough for discussion latderdfe had seen
Gillian.

Hendel cast her an annoyed glance, but all heveasd‘Follow me.”

Nobody spoke as they made their way to the hospitah, though
she could see the muscles along Hendel’s throahfjeas he clenched
and unclenched his jaw.

When they reached the hospital room Grayson stofipee hand
slowly came up to cover his mouth at the sightefyoung girl lying in
bed, hooked up to half a dozen machines.



“Oh, Gigi” he whispered, and the pain in his voreeenched at
Kahlee's heart.

“What are all those machines for?” he asked a motagar, his
voice shaky.

“They're just monitors” Kahlee explained, tryingkeep her voice
professionally optimistic. “So we can keep an egder.”

Grayson stepped into the room, moving slowly, difvas
suddenly underwater. He knelt down at the sidecofded and reached
out with a hand, placing it not on her head buthensheets just above
her shoulder.

“Oh, Gigi . . . what did they do to you?” he muéer

At the sound of his voice Gillian's eyes flutteaggzen and she
turned her head to face him.

“Daddy” she said, her voice weak but obviously hafmpsee him.

Hendel and Kahlee kept their distance, giving himetwith his
daughter.

“I heard what happened” he told her. “| was so adar

“It's okay” she assured him, reaching over to pait &n the hand.
“I'm okay now.”

It was hard to say which of the adults was morarstd by the
simple gesture. In all the years Gillian had begha Grissom
Academy, Kahlee had never seen her actually iaipatysical contact
with another person. Gillian herself seemed oblisito their reaction,
as she let her hand drop back down to her sidelasdd her eyes.

“I'm tired” she mumbled. “I need to sleep now.”



A few seconds later she was snoring softly. Graystared at her
for several long moments before standing up andrgrto face them.
An awkward silence hung in the air.

Kahlee broke it by saying, “The doctors say sheiagyto make a
complete recovery. They just want to keep her fara few days to
monitor her. Because of her condition.”

“You said Dr. Toshiwa did this to her?” Graysorasd had lit up
when Gillian patted his hand. Now, however, hisregpion was one of
dark, barely contained anger.

Kahlee nodded with her head toward the door, inligahey
should step outside to continue the conversatiadheio words wouldn't
disturb the sleeping girl. The two men took the nieg and the three of
them went out into the hall, far enough that theyewout of earshot.
She did notice, however, that both Hendel and Gragsopped just
before they rounded the corner that would haventdikem out of sight
of the room.

“Jiro was conducting some kind of unauthorized expent on her”
Hendel explained, picking up where they had Iefit ‘@%e have him in
custody.”

Grayson nodded slightly. “Good.”

“He was working for a group called Cerberus” Hersleddenly
shot out, firing the words quickly. Kahlee coula $e was looking to
provoke some kind of reaction.

“Cerberus?” Grayson said quizzically after a momamhing his
head slightly to the side.

“A radical pro-human terrorist group” Hendel repliéWell
funded. Jiro was one of their agents. We thinkifiéiriated the
Ascension Project to get close to Gillian.”



“Never heard of them. Was he working alone?”

Hendel hesitated before answering, and Kahlee aabhre might be
trying to play some kind of game with Grayson. Bu relief, when the
security chief finally replied he did so honestly.

“We don't know yet. Interrogations take time. Hg\ang it up bit
by bit. Probably figures he can negotiate a bel#al on his prison time
by holding something back.”

“You should try torture instead of negotiation.”d@gson's voice was
flat and cold, but the anger was impossible to niss primal rage of a
father defending his only child.

“That's not how the Alliance does things” Kahlekl thim.

“We'll get the answers soon enough” Hendel addexjgh Kahlee
wasn't sure if he meant it as comfort to a conakpagent, or a threat.

Grayson began to pace back and forth in the nacanfines of the
hospital corridor, one hand reaching up to scratdhe stubble on his
chin.

“So for all you know, there could still be moretbhése Cerberus
agents working in the facility.”

“That's not likely” Hendel assured him. “I had somea-ins with
Cerberus during my years with the Alliance. | pitkeg a few things
about their methods. Their undercover operatived te work alone.”

“But you don't know for sure” Grayson pressed, ptog directly in
front of him. “Dr. Toshiwa worked here for yearadayou had no idea
he was with them.”

The security chief didn't reply, but shifted hisfencomfortably.



“Anyone could be working for them. Another resea&rtA teacher.
One of the nurses. Even you!”

He punctuated his accusation by jabbing his fingétendel's
muscular chest. The bigger man bristled, but hedlddmgue. Kahlee
stepped forward and put a hand on Grayson's wesitly lowering his
hand.

“Hendel saved Gillian's life” she reminded him.
The father dropped his head, chagrined. “| forgot.sorry.”

He looked up again and extended his hand. “Thank @bief
Mitra.” Hendel shook it without comment.

“| appreciate everything you two have done fori@ill Grayson
told them, his voice taking on a more businesdikee. “Not just now,
but in all her years here at the Academy. And ltateful she had the
opportunity to be part of the Ascension Project.

“But after all this, | can't let her stay here. Sleeds to be with me.
It's the only way | can be sure she's safe.”

Kahlee nodded. “We're sorry to lose her, Mr. Graysmut we
understand. We'll find a place for you to stay hardhe station until
she's well enough to travel.”

“I don't think you understand” Grayson said, shgknms head. “I'm
leaving. Now. And I'm taking my daughter with me.”

“I. .. I'm sorry, sir” Kahlee replied, momentarityaught off guard.
“But that just isn't possible. She needs medidahdibn. Until we
release, “

“You said there's nothing physically wrong with 'hiee protested,
cutting her off.



“She's still weak from her ordeal” Hendel counteit@d voice
rising. “Biotics require an extremely high caloimtake to, “

“I've got food on my ship.”

“She needs a specially balanced diet because aiomelition”
Hendel stressed.

“I'd rather have her miss out on a few optimallyritious meals
than leave her here with you people!” Grayson skahutis anger
boiling over. “The last time she was in this hoalpsomebody tried to
kill her!”

Kahlee held her hand up to cut off Hendel beforedsponded.
“We'll make sure there's a guard posted outsidedwen at all times”
she assured Grayson.

“What if the guard is working for this Cerberus gp@” he shot
back. “What about the nurses who check on the m@HtOr the people
who fix the meals? Don't tell me she'll be safeeler

“She won't be safe anywhere!” Hendel shot back. Do have any
idea who you're dealing with? Cerberus probablyauents on every
Alliance world and colony. They've got operative®very level of the
government and the military! If you take her aweyni here, they'll
find you!”

“Damn it, Hendel!” Kahlee shouted, smacking himchan the
shoulder to shut him up. He looked over at heriandrut kept quiet
when he saw the expression on her face.

“Why don't you go tell Gillian you're leaving” slseiggested to
Grayson. “We'll find someone to unhook the machines

“Thank you” Grayson replied, with a small nod okaowledgment.
Then he turned and made his way back toward G#lieoom.



Kahlee waited until he disappeared inside the tefore wheeling
on Hendel.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” she demandedid‘l®ou really
think you could scare him into letting Gillian stdy

“He should be scared” the security chief repliedetberus is
dangerous. You can't let them leave.”

“We don't have any other choice” she told him. fi@il's not a
prisoner here. If her father wants to take herca@t stop him.”

“Then stall him” he insisted. “At least until wealen more from
Jiro.”

“And how long is that going to take?” she askedraadulous. “An
hour? A day?”

“That little punk wasn't calling the shots” Hendeld her. “We've
got to keep Grayson around until we find out whe\gaving Jiro his
orders.”

“You can't possibly think he's involved?” Kahledeg in disbelief.

“| get a bad vibe from him” the security chief tdidr. “There's
something off about that guy. And even if he igrotking for Cerberus,
he's still a drug addict! I'm not turning Gilliaver to him without a
fight.”

She knew Hendel well enough to realize he wasiriggm back
down. She also knew Grayson was scared for hishdadsg life, and he
wasn't going to let Hendel bully him. If she didecdime up with a
solution, something bad was going to happen. Hadmias racing,
shuffling through ideas, trying to sort out someyw@resolve the
situation.



As if on cue, she saw Grayson and Gillian, stilaviieeg her hospital
gown, exiting the room. Hendel saw them, too, asalded straight for
them.

And that's when a wild plan hatched in Kahlee'stfcabrain.

Grayson's heart was pounding as he waited in tepitab room for
a nurse to come and disconnect the machines mmgjtGillian's
status. He had played his part well enough sdfarhe knew it was
only a matter of time before the Alliance interrtaya got Jiro to cough
up the name of his contact. He needed to be weallydrmom the station
before that happened.

He began to pace anxiously in the room, back arttl & the foot
of Gillian's bed.

The nurse isn't coming. The security chief is ogdo. He's stalling.
You're out of time.

He made a quick turn, breaking off his pacing, stegphped quickly
over to the bed so he could lean in close to Gibizar. “Come on,
Gigi. Wake up, honey. It's time to go.”

She stirred and sat up, her eyes bleary and atiHasleep.
“Where are we going?”

He didn't answer, but instead turned his attertbiaihe machines.
Everything looked straightforward enough.

“We have to hurry, Gigi” he said, turning back ie Haughter. “I
need to unhook the machines, okay?”

She looked concerned, the anxiety on her face nmgadis own,
but she nodded. It only took him a minute to diswant her: he just had
to remove a few simple electrodes taped to her,leatbnitor strapped
to her wrist, and another strapped to her abdo®lea flinched each



time his fingers touched her bare skin, her fadstimg into a grimace
of discomfort. The moment when she had reacheamaitzoluntarily
touched his hand now seemed long, long

“All done” he said when he was finished.

He cast around the room frantically until he lodadepair of sandals
in the corner. Picking them up, he brought thenr te¢he side of the
bed and set them on the floor.

“Put your shoes on. Quickly, now.”

Gillian did as she was told, and a few seconds tatetwo of them
were out in the hallway. They didn't get more ttemmfeet before
Grayson felt a heavy hand come down on his shoutded enough to
make him wince.

He spun around, not at all surprised to see itMexsdel who had
stopped him. Kahlee was standing just behind theécurity chief,
looking confused and uncertain.

“You were supposed to wait for the nurse” Hendel gaan angry
voice.

Grayson shrugged his hand off. “Every second weIstae Gillian
could be in danger. I'm done waiting.”

“Where are you going to go?” Hendel challenged. 8i¢hdo you
think you can take her that Cerberus won't find3jou

“I know people in the Terminus Systems” he answepadkly,
knowing he had to tell them something. “Peoplai$tr”

“Who's that? Your dust dealer?”

Grayson didn't answer, but simply turned away. Hé¢gdabbed
him again and spun him around, grabbing his shoitdlamming him



up against the wall. Pinned there, he saw Gilliatciwing the
confrontation with a look of pure terror.

“Wait!” Kahlee said, stepping in to separate th&ihat if we
came with you?”

Both men just looked at her like she was crazy.

“You want to get Gillian out of here” she said toa§sson, speaking
quickly. “What if we come with you? | can monitorli&n's implants,
and Hendel has basic medical training.”

Neither man replied, though Hendel did let go ohy3on's shirt and
took a step back.

“If you're really hiding from a terrorist group thegou'll need all the
help you can get” Kahlee added.

“How do | know I can trust you two?” Grayson aske@ guarded
tone.

“Hendel already saved Gillian's life once” Kahleeninded him.
“As for me, you'll just have to go with your instis.”

Grayson nodded, this unexpected scenario alreayyngl out in his
head. It wasn't the ideal situation, but every sddre was still on the
station brought him closer to being exposed. Alhkeded to do was
get clear of the Academy, then he could deal vii#gsé two on his own
terms.

But first he had to sell it. “You understand whastmeans, right?
You'll probably both lose your jobs.”

Kahlee exchanged glances with Hendel. She turnekl toaGrayson
and nodded solemnly.



“Fine. You two can come” he said. “But we havedaue right now,
and we don't tell anyone where we're going. Iféheme other Cerberus
agents here at the Academy, | don't want to gieenth chance to
follow us.”

“Fair enough” Kahlee agreed, then turned to Herfdek you in?”

He hesitated before responding. “If I'm going tex&n eye on
Gillian, and you, then it looks like | don't havelaoice.” He met
Grayson's glare. “I'm in.”

Grayson turned back to Gillian, crouching downlslig so that
their eyes were level. She still looked terrified.

“It's okay, Gigi” he said softly. “Nobody's mad angre. Now we're
all going to go on a trip together, okay?”

It took several seconds for her mind to processitii@tion, then
the fear slipped away, replaced with her typicaltraed expression. She
nodded.

The four of them made their way through the hospita down the
corridor toward the landing bays. Five minutesrighey were at
security. Despite several curious looks from thards on duty, they got
through with a quick word from Hendel. Ten minuadier that they
were on board the ship and pulling away from tlagéiat, Grayson at
the controls while Hendel, Kahlee, and Gillian wsti@apped into the
passenger seats near the back.

He had Gillian, and he was away from the Academmd As soon as
they accelerated to faster-than-light speed, itldrbe impossible for
anyone to track them. Of course he still had tariggout a way to deal
with his two unwanted tagalongs, but he was alremoiking on a plan
for that.

A physical confrontation was out of the questiont Nnly was the
security chief bigger than him, he was also a bwith a pistol



strapped to his hip. And he knew from the persofiled he'd studied
that both Mitra and Sanders had advanced handsd-t@mbat
training.

If you hadn't been half-stoned when you startesl tiiip you might
have been smart enough to pack a weapon of youupvnrere in the
cockpit.

He didn't have anything to drug them with, and evé&e did he
doubted Hendel would let down his guard long enaogiake any
offered food or drink without making sure it hadreten tampered with.

Fortunately, Grayson wasn't alone in this. He tyipeal quick coded
message, then sent it off before plotting a cofos®mega.

Let's see how Hendel deals with Pel and his teanthdught,
feeling the faint push of g-forces pressing hinoihis seat as the ship
accelerated to FTL.

Only then did he allow himself a long, slow sighrelief.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Six standard weeks ago Lemm'Shal nar Tesleya haskahlike
many young and naive quarians before him, to @sitega during his
Pilgrimage. Foolishly romanticizing what life mus like outside the
rigid confines of the Migrant Fleet, he had beestiiaated by the idea
of millions of inhabitants from all the differempacies and cultures
living in such close proximity, unfettered by lamsgovernment. He'd
expected to find adventure and excitement arouedyesorner, as well
as the freedom to do whatever he wanted.

It hadn't taken him very long to discover the haesdlity: Omega
was a cesspool of violence and depravity. Pointlesglom death
lurked in the shadows and alleys. The station waavan for slavers,
and he witnessed firsthand weeping men, womenchihgdien being
bought and sold like chattel. Within a week he'thedo understand
that the so-called freedom of Omega was a perverdithe word. With
no laws or government, Rule of Force was the coflére day; the
strong thrived and the weak suffered horribly. Babody can stay
strong forever, and he knew that even those omvtapd one day find
themselves brought low.

He had also learned that the inhabitants of Omiggd In constant
fear, wrapping themselves in cloaks of anger are tuekeep it at bay.
Driven by selfishness and greed, their lives wewab, short, and
miserable. He pitied their wretched existence, gank thanks to his
ancestors for the strong sense of belonging ananuonity fostered
among his own people. And so he had left Omeganbdelbntinuing
his journey across half a dozen worlds in the Teu®miSystems.

He realized now that the new appreciation he hategdor quarian
society, and its underlying tenets of altruism aadrifice for the greater
good, was at the core of the Pilgrimage. ManytledtMigrant Fleet as
children, inexperienced and rebellious. After sgdiow other societies
lived, most returned as adults: wiser and dedicttegbholding the



cherished ideals of quarian culture. Of coursagtheere always a few
who chose not to return, rejecting the flotillatdlectivism for the trials
and tribulations of a lonely, solitary existence.

Lemm had no intention of being one of those, butdwiddn't go
back to the Fleet yet. For though he had learnadchportant lesson, his
Pilgrimage was not yet complete. In order to retwgrfirst had to find
something of significant value to quarian socigtgn present it as a
gift to one of the ship captains. If his gift waxeapted, he would lose
the surname of nar Tesleya, and take the vas sernahis new
captain”™s vessel.

That was why he had come back to Omega, despit@hiempt for
the place. That was why he was here prowling tteet, looking for a
guarian named Golo.

The name was infamous among the inhabitants dffigeant Fleet.
Unlike those who chose to leave the flotilla ofitloevn accord, or
those who never returned from their Pilgrimage,d3@d been
banished by the Admiralty. Branded a traitor togesple, Golo had
gone to the one place in the galaxy that most nobekerything the
guarians stood for and believed in. Somehow hesbhadved and even
profited during his exile, though in Lemm's mindstbnly reaffirmed
the decision to banish him. Anyone who could carige for
themselves out of the vile fabric of Omega's tatlesociety had to be
cruel, ruthless, and completely untrustworthy.

Lemm was traveling light. He wore a simple armogadiro-suit
equipped with standard kinetic barriers, and a pack of supplies
slung over his shoulder. His most prized possessigift bestowed
upon him before embarking on his Pilgrimage bydhptain of the
Tesleya, was his shotgun: a turian manufactureda&XrArsenal high-
caliber weapon, customized with advanced autotargend reduced
kickback mods.

His shotgun wasn't all he was armed with, howeBefore leaving
the flotilla, all quarians were given a rigorou-ionth program to



prepare them for the weeks, months, or even yhaysright need to
survive on their own before their rite of passagee to an end. The
varied curriculum included weapons and combat itngiressons in the
history, biology, and culture of all major knowregges; basic first aid;
rudimentary instruction on piloting and navigation a wide variety of
common spacecraft; and specific technologicalskilich as
decryption, electronics, and computer hacking.

Every quarian who left the safety of the Fleet wadl prepared to
face the dangerous situations they would encoultere important,
they were taught that the best way to survive tl®was to avoid it
whenever possible. So when Lemm heard the sougdrdire coming
from several blocks away, his first instinct wasmioip his shotgun off
his back and dive for cover.

Crouched in the darkened doorway of what he hopxiandeserted
building, he thought back to the last time he haghe€ to this world. The
streets of Omega had been busy and crowded evergwkevent,
despite the constant threat of robbery, beatings$ exen murder. Here,
however, in a district caught in a bloody war begwéwo rival factions,
the streets were virtually empty. He had only ss&andful of people,
scurrying from one building to another, hunchedraral crouching
low in the hopes of avoiding notice.

Their apprehension was understandable. Lemm hirhadlflready
been shot at twice by snipers hidden away in tipeufloors of
buildings lining the streets. The first had misked completely,
striking the ground near his feet. The second haddhed a bullet that
would have pierced his skull had it not been dédiedy his armor's
kinetic barriers. In both cases Lemm had respomdtidthe only sane
course of action, he'd ducked around the nearesecdhen fled the
scene in search of a new route to his destination.

Doubling back through the twisting, confusing stsesf Omega was
a good way to end up lost; it was all too easycmdentally wander
down the wrong back alley and never come out adgrairtunately
Lemm, like most quarians, had an excellent sensi@ection. The



haphazard, almost random way in which the city limeeh built up over
the centuries was similar to the environment ofloisme. Many of the
ships in the Migrant Fleet had evolved into contedumazes where
every inch of available space was valued and etquloilremporary
walls were often used to transform halls or comsdato rooms, and
everything was held together with makeshift repaid jury-rigged
materials.

The sound of gunfire continued, but to his religfrew softer as the
tide of battle drew the conflict to streets anddings in the opposite
direction of where he was headed. Stepping waslkhout into the
open street he continued on his way, weapon sélivd. A few minutes
later he arrived at his destination.

The entrance to the Fortune's Den gambling hallvekicevidence
of several recent battles. The sign above the @wasrscorched with
burn marks and hung at an awkward angle, as if eambad quickly
replaced it after it had been shot down or blowfrbgfan explosion.
The door, made of reinforced metal, was stuck bpéfn. Pockmarked
from the impact of stray rounds, it had been wargnedl twisted,
probably by the same explosion that had dislodbedsign.

As a result it had jammed halfway between opensdud, unable to
travel freely on its tracks.

He slid his pack off, letting it fall to the grouabst outside the
entrance. Taking a deep breath, and still clutchisgshotgun, he turned
sideways and slipped through the partially obsédictoorway. There
were five batarians inside, one behind the barpther four seated
around a table playing cards. He noticed theyadl Wweapons either
strapped to their sides or resting on the tableiwgasy reach. On the
back wall someone had mounted the head of a kragdra volus. They
looked fresh.

Every one of the batarians turned to stare at thioygh none made
a move for their weapons. Holding his shotgun clhsuaone hand,



Lemm crossed the room toward the bar, trying tofgrihe twenty eyes
watching his every move.

“I'm looking for the owner. Olthar.”

The bartender flashed a cruel grin, and noddeldardirection of
the heads on the wall. “We're under new manageirigahind Lemm,
the other batarians laughed loudly.

“I need to find a quarian named Golo” Lemm saidaaed, offering
no reaction to the gruesome joke. He did bringshistgun up and set it
on top of the bar, keeping one hand casually gstmthe stock, inches
from the trigger.

The last time he'd been on Omega, he'd noticedathatr of cold
certainty and unshakable confidence could makesthek twice
before allowing a situation to escalate into viakenit didn't always
work, of course, but that was why he had broughtloei shotgun.

“Golo doesn't come here anymore.”

“I'll give you two hundred credits if you tell mehare to find him”
he offered.

The batarian tilted his head to the right, a gestiircontempt
among that particular species. His two upper eleslyg blinked, while
the bottom pair continued to stare at the intemope

“You sound young” the bartender noted. “Do you w@oto to help
you on your Pilgrimage?”

Lemm didn't answer the question. Despite all thraining and
preparation, quarians on their Pilgrimage were glyeregarded by
other species as inexperienced or vulnerable. Hkilot afford to show
any weakness.

“Do you want the credits or not?”



“How about instead of telling you where to find Golve just take
your credits and that fancy weapon of yours, andmhgour head up on
the wall with Olthar and his pet?”

He heard more laughter behind him, and the soumstiddifhg chairs
as the batarians rose to their feet in anticipati@mm didn't even
bother to move; there was no way he could survifrghd in the bar.
None of the batarians were wearing armor, but & sl five against
one. His kinetic shields might keep him alive fdew seconds, but
under a hail of gunfire they'd be drained beforewen made it back out
the door. He had to be smart if he was going toantéut of here alive.

Fortunately, batarians could be reasoned with. Wene merchants
by nature, not warriors. If this had been a roothdfikkrogan, he'd have
been dead the moment he walked in.

“You could kill me” he admitted, staring straigltthe bartender's
unblinking lower eyes while tapping his fingers tigion the stock of
the shotgun resting on the bar. “But I'd make soitake at least one of
you down with me.

“The choice is yours. Give me Golo's location agtchhe leave
quietly. Or everyone starts shooting and we sgeufcan survive a
shotgun blast to the face from point-blank rangthet way, all you end
up with is two hundred credits.”

Both sets of the batarian's eyes drifted slowly nldavthe shotgun,
then back up to Lemm.

“Check the markets in the Carrd district” he said.

Lemm reached into one of the exterior pockets sfniviro-suit,
moving slowly so as not to startle anyone intokinig he was going for
a hidden weapon, and pulled out two one-hundrediothips. He
dropped them onto the bar, picked up his shotguwh séowly backed
out the door into the street, keeping his eyederbatarians the entire



time. There he retrieved his pack and headed lbectway he had come,
toward the monorail that, if it was still operatadnwould take him
where he needed to go.

Golo wasn't surprised to find the markets in ther€district far
busier than usual. With the ongoing war betweervties and the
batarians in the neighboring district, merchants eaustomers alike had
moved their business over to the nearby sectidheo§tation controlled
by the elcor.

The extra crowds were an inconvenience, but there few other
places he could go. Quarian food was a rarity ore@anWhile it was
possible for him to safely consume a variety ofatuproducts, the two
species shared the same dextro-amino-acid-baskedypide still had to
be wary of contamination. Bacteria and germs treaeveompletely
harmless to turians could be fatal to his own waltfunonexistent
immune system.

Quartans leaving the flotilla had the option oflaag travel rations:
containers of highly concentrated nutrient pasty ttould ingest
through a small, sealable feeding tube on the @ikeof their helmet.
The paste was bland and tasteless, but it waship@ssistore a month's
worth of rations in a single backpack, and it wasmercially available
throughout both the Terminus Systems and Counat&p

However, Golo, an exile with no hope of ever reitugrto the Fleet,
didn't relish the idea of consuming nothing butesibf paste for the rest
of his life. Fortunately, he had struck a long-teteal with an elcor
shopkeeper willing to bring in regular shipmentpofified turian
cuisine.

He had to fight his way through the crowd for satemore minutes
before he finally made it to the shop. Steppingd@she was surprised
to see another quartan on the premises. He wasngeamor over his
enviro-suit, a surefire way to attract unwantedraton, in Golo's mind,
and he had what appeared to be a very expensivgushstrapped to
his back. It was impossible to tell his age benéalclothing and mask,



but Golo suspected he was young. It wouldn't bditketime he'd
encountered another of his own species who had to@enega as part
of their Pilgrimage.

He nodded by way of greeting. The other didn't kpmd returned
the nod. Golo proceeded to pick up his order attheter. When he
turned back he was surprised to see that the qtleran was gone.

Golo's finely honed survival instincts began torsban alarm. His
species were highly social beings. Their firstimalion when seeing a
fellow quarian on an alien world would be to iniéaa conversation, not
vanish without saying a word.

“I'll come back for these later” he said, handing $ack of groceries
to the elcor shopkeeper.

“Genuine concern: is something wrong?” the elc&edsim in the
deep, toneless voice common to the species.

“Mind if | leave through the back door?”

“Sincere offer: You are welcome to do so if youhwis

Golo moved to the rear of the store and slippedimiemergency
exit into the alley. He hadn't gone five steps wherheard someone
speaking in quarian from directly behind him.

“Don't move or | blow your head off.”

Knowing the shotgun he'd seen earlier could litg@décapitate him
from this range, Golo froze.

“Turn around, slowly.”
He did as instructed. As he'd suspected, the yquagan from

inside the shop was standing in the center of lleg,aointing the
shotgun squarely at his chest.



“Are you Golo?”

“You wouldn't be holding a gun on me if | was some@lse” he
answered, seeing no hope in trying to lie his watyad the situation.

“Do you know why I'm here?”

“No” he answered truthfully. Over the past decaddnhd
committed dozens of acts that might have causethanquarian to
hunt him down in search of vengeance. There wgsoimd in trying to
guess which one had set off this particular youiag.m

“A scout ship from the ldenna was brokering a desie on Omega
last week. The Cyniad. They disappeared. | think kimow what
happened to them.”

“Who are you? Are you part of the Idenna crew?”dadked,
stalling until he could come up with a plan.

“My name is Lemm'Shal nar Tesleya” the other raplie

Golo wasn't surprised to get an answer to his quedtven on the
flotilla, quarians tended to wear their enviro-sut all times: an extra
layer of protection against hull breaches and atisasters that could
befall their rickety ships. As a result, exchangmagnes at every
meeting was a deeply ingrained habit. He'd beentawgion this, and
knowing his adversary's name gave him somethimgpid with.

He didn't recognize his Shal clan name, but themhemm's
surname marked him as technically still a childjcelmeant he was
most likely here on his Pilgrimage. Furthermorewas associated with
the vessel Tesleya, not the Idenna, which meadtdmet know the crew
personally. He must have heard about them secoddpassibly from
another quarian he had run into during his recanets.

Golo quickly formed a likely scenario in his head.



Someone had mentioned the disappearance of thadimhim in
passing. Now Lemm believed that if he could lo¢h&emissing scout
ship and its crew, or at least discover their fiten he could give this
information to the ldenna's captain. In returnwaeild be accepted into
the Idenna's crew and his Pilgrimage would be over.

“What makes you think | know anything about the @@?” he
asked, hoping to bluff the young man into backiogd.

“The Migrant Fleet doesn't do business with Omdgathm
answered, not lowering the barrel of his shotg@artiebody must have
initiated contact with the Cyniad to propose thaldleat made them
come here. Only another quarian would know howetdhét. And
you're the most infamous quarian on this station.”

Golo frowned behind his mask. The kid was simpbypig a
hunch; it was only dumb luck that it happened taiget. He briefly
considered denying his involvement, then realizetidd an easier way
out.

“I guess my reputation precedes me” he admittedofitacted the
Cyniad, but | was only the middleman. The individaetually behind
the deal was a human.”

“What human?”

“He told me his name was Pel” he said with an iied#nt shrug.
“He was willing to pay me to contact the Cyniadddnvas happy to
take his money. | didn't really want to know mdrart that.”

“Weren't you worried he was setting the crew of@ymiad up?
Luring them into a trap?”

“The Fleet turned its back on me. Why should | calhat happens
to any of them as long as | get paid?”



It was the best kind of lie; one spun with a threddnpleasant
truth. By honestly owning up to his callousness greged it made his
denial of direct involvement seem more believable.

“You sicken me” Lemm said. If he hadn't been weghis visor,
Golo suspected he would have spit on the grounshduld kill you
where you stand!”

“I don't know what happened to the crew of the @ghiGolo said
quickly, before Lemm could work up his anger enotayhactually pull
the trigger, “but | know how you can find out.” Hesitated, then
added, “Give me five hundred credits and I'll yell.”

Lemm brought the shotgun up so he could sight dinerbarrel,
then stepped forward until it was pressed hardnasgjéihe other
guarian's mask.

“How about you tell me for free?”

“Pel's renting a warehouse in the Talon districldssputtered out.
Lemm took a half step back, lowering the shotgun.

“Take me there. Now.”

“Don't be stupid” Golo snapped, emboldened now tthatveapon
was no longer pointing directly at him. “What if has lookouts? What
do you think they'll do when they see two quarisinslling down the
street toward their hideout?

“If you want to do this, you have to be smart” lagds his voice
slipping into a slick merchant's patter. “I can y@u where the
warehouse is, but that's the easy part. You'll needout it out. Figure
out what's going on before you try to get insideuYieed a plan, and |
can help.”

“| thought you didn't care what happened to thersing Fleet. Why
do you suddenly want to help?” Lemm asked, clesuispicious.



“I could pretend it's because | feel guilty thanight have
accidentally led the Cyniad into a trap” Golo expédal, spinning
another half-truth. “But honestly, | just figuraghs the best way to
keep you from shoving that shotgun in my face again

Lemm seemed satisfied with the explanation. “Okeg/|l try it
your way.”

“Let's get off the street” Golo suggested. “Finansavhere more
private. Like my apartment.”

“Lead the way” Lemm answered, collapsing his shotgnd
slapping it once again into the clip on the smhhis back.

Golo smiled under his mask as he led the youngfrnaam the alley.

Pel and his team will rip you apart, boy. Espegialhen 1 warn
them that you're coming.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

“Are you ever going to tell us where we're goin¢gfghlee asked,
startling Grayson from a fitful doze.

With the adrenaline rush of their escape fading bloidy had
crashed and he'd fallen asleep in the pilot's chiit that it really
mattered; once the course was plotted there wéawngpfior him to do
during FTL travel. Knowing an alert from the shipuwld wake him
once they got within range of the mass relay thaild take them from
Council Space into the Terminus Systems, he hagdlgil@t his mind
drift away.

“Sorry” he mumbled, his mouth dry and his tonguektand
woolen, “guess | drifted off.”

Kahlee sat down in the seat beside him, and hehsawose wrinkle
as if assailed by a pungent odor. Grayson look&ehdat his shirt and
realized he was soaked in sweat; the sour pergpiraft a duster going
into the first stages of withdrawal. Embarrasseddlia his best to lean
away from her without being obvious about it.

“I was just wondering where we're going” Kahleeds&actfully
pretending not to notice the smell.

“I was wondering that, too” Hendel added from behmm.
Twisting in his chair, he saw the security chiefgting at the
cockpit doorway, his broad shoulders almost coreptdilocking the

view into the passenger cabin beyond.

“I thought you were watching Gillian” Kahlee samhintedly.

“She's sleeping” Hendel replied gruffly. “She'sdih



“I have a contact on Omega” Grayson said, turnisgakttention
back to Kahlee.

“Omega?” Her voice was a mixture of alarm and saeor
“We don't have any other choice” he said grimly.

“Maybe we do. | have friends who can help us” Kassured him.
“I know Captain David Anderson personally. | tragh with my life. |
guarantee he can protect you and your daughter.”

To Grayson's relief, Hendel actually shot the idean. “That's not
an option. Cerberus has people in the Alliance. béaye can trust
Anderson, but how are we supposed to get in touthivim? He's an
important man now, we can't just show up on thadat and walk into
his office.

“Cerberus probably has agents reporting on evernyenpeople like
the captain make” he continued. “If we send a ngssthey'll know
we're coming long before he ever will. We'd newssaah him.”

“I never thought you'd take my side” Grayson satddying the
other man carefully as he tried to figure out wéragle he was playing.

“| just want what's best for Gillian. Right now athmeans getting
her out of Council Space. But Omega wouldn't haaenkmy first
choice. There are plenty of other places to hidbénTerminus
Systems.”

“We can't go to any of the human colonies” Graysmisted. “The
Alliance has people stationed there, and they tadldkcoming vessels.
And we'll stick out like sore thumbs on any of #ien-controlled
worlds. Omega's the one place we can go to bleid in

Hendel considered his arguments, then said, tlveéiht to know
who your contact is.” It appeared to be the clokesivould come to
admitting Grayson was right.



“A customer of mine named Pel” Grayson lied. “Isad him
almost two dozen vessels over the past twenty years

“What kind of business is he in?” Kahlee asked.
“Import, export” was his evasive reply.

“Drug runner” Hendel grunted. “Told you he was takus to his
dealer.”

“How do we know he won't turn us over to Cerberus@hlee
wanted to know.

“He doesn't know anything about Gillian being ptr why we're
really coming” Grayson explained. “I told him | wagaught with a stash
of red sand during a trip to the Citadel. He thitikson the run from C-
Sec.”

“And how do the rest of us fit into this?” Hendskad.

“He already knows | have a daughter. I'll tell Hfahlee's my
girlfriend, and you're the crooked C-Sec officéribed to get me off
the station.”

“So he's expecting us?” Hendel asked.

Grayson nodded. “I sent him a message when wéhieficademy.
I'll log into the comm network when we drop outFafL at the next
mass relay to see if he sent a reply.”

“I want to see the message he sends you.”

“Hendel!” Kahlee objected, offended at the violatimf Grayson's
privacy.



“I'm not taking any chances” Hendel answered. “Welutting our
lives in his hands. | want to know who we're deghvith.”

“Sure” Grayson said. “No problem.” He took a qupmek at the
readouts to get a sense of where they were omtiegy. “We should
reach the relay in another hour.”

“That gives you time to take a shower” Hendel toilsh. “Try to
wash the stink of the drugs off before your daughigkes up.”

There really wasn't anything Grayson could sayh&b.tHe knew
Hendel was right.

Sixty minutes later he was back in the pilot's ghadeaned and
wearing a fresh set of clothes. He'd stopped sngabut now there was
a slight tremble in his hands as he adjusted th&gas. He knew it
would only get worse the longer he went withouttaeohit.

Kahlee was still sitting in the passenger seat,H@adel was once
again standing behind him, leaning on the cockgdtr frame. Gillian
continued to sleep peacefully in the back; Graysah checked on her
before and after his shower.

A soft electronic chime from the navigation panarmed them a
second before the ship dropped from FTL flight. yifedt the faint
surge of deceleration, and then the navigatioresreame alive as
their vessel began picking up nearby ships, snsédiraids, and other
objects large enough to register on the sensors.

The enormous mass relay showed up as a blinkirggddtinear the
center of the monitor. Despite the muscle trem@rayson's hands
moved with a quick confidence over the control@plotted their
approach.

“You going to check the messages?” Hendel askedjdlestion a
none-too-subtle reminder of his suspicion.



“Just need to locate a comm buoy . . . okay, get amking in.”

There was a short beep, and one of the monitatsefied to indicate
a new message had been downloaded from the inkarstetwork of
communication buoys used to transmit messagessattrevast
expanse of the galaxy.

“Play it” Hendel told him.

Grayson punched a button, and Pel's face appeardekscreen,
his voice filling the cockpit.

“Got your message. Sorry things fell apart, butarmed you about
getting sloppy” he said, raising one eyebrow. “Lyibdr you | think |
can help. I'm sending the coordinates for a lang@ad near my
warehouse on Omega. I'll be there with some of rawdo meet you
when you touch down.”

There was a brief pause, and then Pel laughed. tvolerstand this
IS going to cost you, right? You know how much teheleaning up
someone else's mess.”

There was another beep from the monitor, and tlagéniroze, the
message ended. In his mind, Grayson breathed a&rmghef, though
he gave no outward indication of how he felt. Htgected Pel's
message to be discreet; Cerberus operatives wdireessed in the art
of ambiguous double talk when using non-secure Wwatid. But with
Hendel looming over him, he'd still felt a tingleapprehension when
he'd pushed the playback.

“Pretty vague” the security chief muttered.
“This is a public channel” Grayson snapped badkimat his nerves

still on edge and begging for a quick hit of red&d'Did you really
think he'd admit to being a drug baron?”



“| think that's as much confirmation as we're gdioget” Kahlee
told her partner.

Hendel considered for a long moment, then nodded&ay, but |
still don't like it. Take us through the relay.”

Grayson bristled at being given what sounded likegect order;
this was his ship, after all. But he did as he te&$ initiating the
course he had programmed before picking up theagess

“You look like you need some sleep” Kahlee saithi® security
chief. “You go lie down. I'll keep an eye on Gilid

And on me, I'll bet, Grayson thought. But he washthut to try
anything now. He could simply wait until they landat Omega, and
Pel and his team would take care of everything.

As their ship shot forward to be snatched up hyisting,
shimmering bolt of energy unleashed from the malkss/r he couldn't
help smiling at how well things were going to waxkt. He noticed
Kahlee, unaware of what he was really thinking lisigiback.

Lemm peered through the binoculars at the nongasgdarehouse.
He'd been watching it for several hours now, peatcitep the roof of a
tall, four-story building on the next block. So,fae'd seen little to
indicate anything unusual was going on, thoughhallwindows were
made of tinted one-way glass, making it imposdiblsee inside.

“I haven't noticed any guards on duty” he muttered.

“They're there” Golo assured him. “Heavily armed| &oesn't trust
nonhumans.”

Lemm didn't bother to ask why a xenophobe wouldipet
operations in a place like Omega; greed could @reecalmost any
prejudice.



The warehouse, like most of the surrounding bugdjrwas a short,
squat structure only two stories high.

“If | can get close enough to scale the wall, malyban sneak in
through one of the second-story windows” he séaiithking out loud.

“They'll have security cameras on the street” Guéwned him.
“You'll do better coming in from above.”

He realized the other quarian was right. From tbefrent perch he
could leap over to the neighboring three-storydingd, dropping down
one floor to land atop it. With the way the blocdhbeen laid out, he
could continue on from there, hopping from rooftogooftop until he
reached the warehouse.

“Good idea” he admitted.

He still didn't like the other quarian; Golo wowblvays be a
despicable traitor in his eyes. But he had to atlmait he had been
extremely helpful in planning Lemn’s assault onwWerehouse. It was
almost enough to make him start trusting him; abnwogt not quite.

Golo seemed determined to prove himself, howeveid Even
managed to acquire architectural plans for the n@rse's interior: a
mind-boggling mess of twisting halls and stairwdtiat doubled back
and forth, seemingly in an effort to confuse argbdent anyone inside.
Despite the convoluted layout, Lemm had already orezed the
blueprints. In simple terms, the front half of tha&lding was divided
into two floors. Offices had been converted intordeks on the ground
level; the second story consisted primarily of dretrage rooms. The
rear of the building was an open, high-ceilingethga large enough to
hold scores of shipping crates and several vehicles

As he watched, the garage door rolled up and agbpaavers sped
out, heading toward the nearby spaceport. He didtfter moving;
there was virtually no chance they would spot himd flat on a
rooftop hundreds of yards away.



“What are they doing?”
“Picking up a shipment, maybe?” Golo suggested.

Lemm briefly considered his chances of trying teanin to have a
quick look around before they got back. Golo hdd kam there were
five men and three women working for Pel, nine hosnia total. He
had no idea how many had gone off in the vehidasijt was likely
only a few had been left behind to guard the bogdif the crew from
the Cyniad were being held as prisoners insidagasispected, this
might be his best opportunity to rescue them.

“I'm going in.”

“Don't be stupid!” Golo hissed, grabbing him by #teulder as he
tried to stand up. “It's broad daylight! They'lesgou coming!”

“There's probably only two or three people in theogv. | like those
odds better than nine against one.”

“Those vehicles could come back at any time” Gelminded him.
“Then you'd still be outnumbered, and they'd beaihes catching you
by surprise.”

Lemm hesitated. His gut was telling him to makerh/e, even
though everything the older quarian was saying nhagieal sense.

“Stick with the original plan. Go in tomorrow nightou'll have
more time to prepare. Plus, it'll be dark and nodshem will be
asleep.”

With a sigh, Lemm settled back down and resumedigik He
didn't like sitting around doing nothing, but Galas right yet again.
He had to be patient.



The venhicles returned less than thirty minuteg lateey
disappeared into the garage, the heavy steel terongng shut behind
them.

“We've seen all we're going to see” Golo told hibret's go. You
need to get some rest so you're ready for tomonigiv. You can sleep
at my apartment.”

Clearly sensing Lemm's hesitation, Golo addedndw. You still
don't trust me. Just keep your shotgun under ydlompif it makes you
feel safer.”

Grayson brought the shuttle in to land with a lasigw approach.
The sensors picked up two vehicles parked just ieyioe wall
separating the docks from the interior of the stgthe assumed they
belonged to Pel and his team.

They landed with the softest of bumps. He shut dtvencontrols,
killed the engines, then made his way from the pddkack to where
the others were waiting.

Hendel and Kahlee were standing on either sidellbag the three
of them waiting for him in the ship's airlock. Galh had changed out of
the hospital robe into one of her old sweatersaandld pair of her
pants they'd found in the back of the ship. Shbidously grown since
she last wore the clothes, the sleeves stoppeddatiown her
forearm, and the pant cuffs stopped several inahese her ankles. She
was still wearing the sandals from the hospital.

She smiled as Grayson approached, and he steppedide her,
intentionally placing himself between his dauglated the security
chief, who scowled.

“Let me do the talking” Grayson warned him as hivated the
airlock.



The door behind them snapped shut, sealing thefhere was a
rush of air as the ship's systems equalized tieeiamtand exterior
pressure before opening the outer door and extgridancovered
landing platform that would take them safely thriotige vacuum of the
docks and into the breathable air of the station.

With Grayson and Gillian in the lead and Kahlee Hetdel
following, they walked slowly down the ramp untiety were standing
on the level ground of Omega's surface, where itkfige people
Grayson didn't recognize were waiting for themeémen and two
women, all wearing armor and carrying guns. Degpigemilitary gear,
they seemed relaxed and at ease. A few of them evene smiling.

“How's it going, Killer?” the big man said, cominger to greet
them.

“Killer?” Grayson heard Hendel mutter, but he igedbthe comment
as he stepped forward to shake Pel's offered hand.

“This is it?” Pel asked with a toothy grin, his higagrip nearly
crushing Grayson's fingers. “Everyone”™s off thgosdnd ready to
go?”

“Just the four of us” Grayson confirmed, wincingyhktly as he
pulled his hand free and took a step backward. fihetintroduce . . .”

The words died in his mouth as Pel and the otHebs@ught their
weapons up simultaneously, pointing them at the aivals in an
unmistakable gesture of hostility. Their casuatade had vanished,
replaced by one that was hard and dangerous.

Grayson swore silently to himself; he'd told Pehtd with
discretion so he didn't upset Gillian. He was altoway something to
this effect when he suddenly realized one of thenei was pointing a
weapon at him, as well.

“What's going on, Pel?”



“Everybody stay calm and nobody gets hurt” Pel wdrnlo one of
the men on his team he said, “The big man andithel'gey're biotics.
Put them out first.”

The man holstered his weapon and pulled out wiukield like an
automated, multicartridge hypodermic. He steppetbuipendel,
moving with well-trained precision.

“Hold out your wrist” Pel ordered.
Hendel simply glared at him.

“Hold out your wrist or | shoot the woman” Pel dfaad, aiming his
pistol at Kahlee's face. The security chief relatiyfacomplied,
extending his arm with his palm up.

The man grabbed the tips of his fingers and besrhtdown
slightly, then reached out with the hypodermic aressed it against the
exposed underside of his wrist. There was the st@aupd of a high-
tension spring releasing, and Hendel grunted saflthe tip of an
unseen needle penetrated his skin, injecting hith 8ame unknown
drug. A second later he swooned and collapsed,nstoaus.

“Hendel!” Kahlee shouted, leaping to catch him bbefobis head
smacked the ground. She staggered under his wamghtiell at the feet
of the man with the hypodermic, Hendel's body sjeedwn top of her.

The man reached down and pressed the hypoderniitsabar
neck. There was another sharp recoil from the gpand a second later
Kahlee slumped over unconscious.

“Daddy?” Gillian called out, her voice tremblingeHeyes were
wide with fear and incomprehension.

“The girl!” Pel snapped. “Quickly!”



“Please, don't” Grayson pleaded, but his formemgarwouldn't
even turn to look at him. The woman holding the garhim gave a
slight shake of her head, warning him not to move.

The man grabbed Gillian's wrist and roughly extehder arm. Her
face twisted in agony at his touch and she letadang, wailing scream.
Oblivious, the man jammed the device against hier &kd released
another dose of the fast-acting narcotic. Gilliagiseam was cut off and
her features went slack as she passed out in this igians.

He lowered her until she lay on the ground, notlgdout carefully.
Then he came over to Grayson.

“Did he at least say why?” Grayson asked, standingonless as
the man reached out with the hypodermic and prasseginst the side
of his neck.

“We don't take orders from the lllusive Man anynideel replied.

There was the now familiar sound of the springteiteand the
world slipped away before Grayson had time to as&tvwe meant.

He had no idea how much time had passed beforadlé/ fwoke
up, but it felt like he'd been out for several Iwat least. The familiar
craving to dust up was there waiting for him, hwas more mental
than physical. Red sand was a drug that tendelé&o the body's
system quickly; the physical symptoms of withdrawsilially faded
within twelve to sixteen hours.

That was probably a good thing, considering thatdwe found
himself lying on the floor in what appeared to bmakeshift holding
cell. There was a door, presumably locked, onanevill, and the only
illumination came from a high-efficiency LED ligbterhead. The
room was devoid of all furniture and decoratiohsugh there was a
small camera up in the corner to keep an eye on him



Pushing himself into a sitting position, it tookr@ment for his still
groggy mind to register the fact that he wasnhaldahlee was sitting
with her back against the wall in the opposite eorn

“Guess your friend is going to hand us over to €aub after all”
she said.

He was confused for a moment, until he realizedhstun't heard
his final conversation with Pel. She still thougletwas a drug dealer,
and she had no idea who Grayson was really worfking

“I don't think he's working with Cerberus” he adiad, figuring that
small bit of information could do no harm. “Do ykoow what
happened to Gillian?”

She shook her head. “I haven't seen her or Hendel.”

Grayson chewed his lip, thinking hard. “Pel knohwsytre biotics”
he muttered. “He must be taking extra precautioitis them. Probably
keep them both unconscious until. . .” he trailédrealizing he had no
idea what Pel had planned for them.

“You checked the door?” he asked her.

“They disconnected the access panel. It only ofrens the
outside.” She shifted and crossed her legs, trigrfqnd a more
comfortable position on the hard floor. “Any ideahwe can get out of
this?”

The only answer he could give her was a shakesdfiéad. There
wasn't anything more to say, and so they sat hikéfor a good ten
minutes before the door opened with a loud swaostsintling them both.

Pel came into the room, accompanied by a pairmaédrguards, and
set a small wooden chair down in the center oflta. As he settled
into his seat the guards took up positions on e#ltke of the door,
which remained open.



“Figured | owed you an explanation after all webaen through” he
said.

“Where's my daughter?” Grayson demanded angriliycaong to
listen to Pel's attempts at justifying his betrayal

“Don't worry, she's safe. We wouldn't want to het. She's too
valuable. Same with your friend” he added, turrtmé¢fahlee.

“*How much is Cerberus paying you?” she asked.

Pel laughed, and Grayson felt his stomach cler€arlferus pays
pretty well” the big man admitted. “Isn't that rigKiller?”

Kahlee looked over at him, but Grayson couldn'ttinhee gaze.

“So Hendel was right” she said, her voice hopetesbdefeated
rather than angry as the truth dawned on her. “AuadiJiro were
working together. How could a father do that todws child?”

Grayson never even considered defending himseidtdigning that
he wasn't Gillian's real father. There was no lgmal link between
them, but he had raised her from infancy. For &ary he alone had
cared for her, teaching and nurturing her untilébeen accepted into
the Ascension Project. She had been, and still thaszenter and
totality of his world. There was no doubt in hisnghishe was truly his
daughter; if she hadn't been, everything would Haen so much
easier.

“It was never meant to be like this” he said softfgillian is
special. All we were trying to do was help her itap her biotic
abilities. We just wanted her to reach her fullgmial.”

“Kind of sounds like your Ascension Project, doedf” Pel said to
Kahlee, grinning.



“We would never do anything to endanger the lifastudent!” she
shot back at him, finally showing some anger. “Nioghs worth that
risk!”

“What if it meant helping dozens, or even thousanfisther
lives?” Grayson asked quietly. “What if your childd the potential to
be a savior of the entire human race? What isvibath? Then what
would you risk?”

“In other words” Pel chimed in, still grinning, “iffou want to make
an omelet, you have to break a few eggs.”

“They're not eggs!” Kahlee shouted. “They're clelalf’

“Not everyone can be saved” Grayson said, repe&tiagvords of
the lllusive Man, though he stared down at therfe®he spoke. “If
humanity is to survive, sacrifices must be madeaHergreater good.
The Alliance doesn't understand this. Cerberus.tloes

“Is that what we are?” Kahlee demanded, her valzlfwith
contempt. “Martyrs to the cause?”

“Not really” Pel said, gleefully interrupting onoaore. “See,
Cerberus pays well. But the Collectors pay better.”

“| thought the Collectors were just myth” Kahlee tteved, as if she
suspected Pel was toying with her,

“Oh, they're real. And they're paying good monaytealthy
human biotics. We'll make enough off that girl aadir friend to live
like kings for the rest of our lives.”

“What do the Collectors want with them?” she asked.
Pel shrugged. “I figure it's probably better ifdrdt know all the

grisly details. Might give me nightmares. You knaivat that's like,
right, Killer?”



“You're a traitor to the cause. A traitor to théienhuman race.”

“Cerberus really sunk their hooks into you” Pebsaith a laugh.
“You know, if all their agents were this dedicatéte Man might
actually accomplish something. But the fact is,timan nature to look
out for number one. Too bad you never figured thgt’

“What's going to happen to the two of us?” Kahlskeal.

“| figure the Collectors will pay us a little bonfs you, sweet-
cheeks, seeing as you're something of an expdrtigran biotics.

“As for my old friend over there, we'll throw him for free. Should
help buy us some time to disappear before Cerlfgruies out what
happened.”

“The Illusive Man will hunt you down like dogs” Gyson snarled.

Pel stood up from his chair. “With the kind of reds they're
offering, that's a chance I'm willing to take.”

He nodded toward Kahlee. “Throw her in with theesttwo. If we
leave the two of them alone together she'll propabtatch his eyes
out.”

One of the guards stepped forward and hauled Kablker feet,
dragging her from the cell.

Pel, chair in hand, paused just before closinglta.

“Nothing personal, Killer” he said, getting thetlagord in as
always.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Pel followed the guard and Kahlee down the hathtoroom on the
far end, then opened the door so they could tassih&he woman
gasped when she saw the two figures lying motieniesthe floor.

“Relax, sugar” Pel said with a wink. “They're justconscious.”

The guard shoved her into the room and the dodisklut before
she could reply.

“Keep a close eye on the cameras” Pel warned theytvards
charged with watching the monitors that showedrib&le of each cell.
“If either one of those biotics even rolls ovettheir sleep, you hit them
with another dose of the night-night juice. We'as taking any chances
with them.”

They nodded in acknowledgment, and Pel left theanethheading
for his bed on the ground floor. It was alreadytpaisinight, and he was
ready for some shut-eye.

Of course, he first had to traverse the madderahygrinth of the
building's interior. As if mirroring the streetstime district outside, the
warehouse had been constructed as a confusingaohaaeridors and
stairwells. It was actually necessary to take digétfof stairs down to
the ground floor, weave through several alterndefigand right turns
of branching hallways, then climb up another flighstairs to a small
landing that overlooked the garage, before finlking a third set of
stairs down to the large common room they had ctedento a
barracks.

“Message came in from Golo awhile ago” Shela, toenan who
was his unofficial second in command, told him ohedinally reached
his destination.



She was sitting on the edge of her cot, removingbets as she got
ready to bed down for the night. Apart from the tyu@rds stationed to
keep an eye on the prisoners and the one patrdliengarage, everyone
else was already sleeping.

“He have an update on when the Collectors are sguptw show?”

She shook her head. “When | asked he just saidltheyne to us
when they're ready. He told me we have to be pdtien

Sitting down with a weary sigh, he asked, “So wtedcall?”

“He wanted to warn us. He says there's anotheliauaho's going
to try to sneak into the building tomorrow nighte Hent us all the
details.”

Pel raised an eyebrow in surprise. Golo might beveardly,
backstabbing, double-dealing little guardian, baittas damned
resourceful.

“Okay, we'll set something up to take care of hamaorrow.”

“What about the other one down in the basement@lesBhanted to
know.

In all the excitement of Grayson's arrival, Pel badost forgotten
about the quarian pilot they had captured fromQkriad. They had
finally managed to make him give up the info theamted, but he
doubted they'd get much more out of him. Betweerndnture and the
fever from whatever diseases he had contracted @lodémhad broken
his mask, their quarian prisoner had been reduxzadarely coherent
babbling madman. Of course, now that they werelkimgaoff all ties
with Cerberus it had all been a waste of timethough it had allowed
Shela to show him some rather interesting newrogation techniques.

“We've got no use for him now. Put him down in therning” he
said.



“He looked pretty bad last time | saw him” Shelmegked. “| don't
think he'll make it until morning.”

“Care to put your money where your mouth is?”
“Twenty credits says he doesn't see the sunrise.”
“‘Done.”

As Pel leaned over to shake on the wager the dniitding was
rocked by the sound of multiple shotgun blastsifirequick
succession. The noise came from the floor abova.the

Lemm was young, but he wasn't stupid. He knew b#tsan to trust
Golo, so after the other quarian had fallen aslespm had snuck out
of his apartment and made his way back to the opsfin the Talon
district. He figured there was a fifty-fifty chanGmlo was in deeper
with the humans than he admitted, and he had eation of walking
into an ambush. The best way to avoid the possibilas to strike a day
early. If Golo hadn't tipped off the humans, it radittle difference. But
if he had alerted them, Lemm would now have thesupyand, as they
wouldn't be expecting him until tomorrow.

He moved quickly over the rooftops, blood pumpinthvadrenaline
as he worked his way toward the small two-storyding he'd been
scouting earlier in the day. Space was preciouSmega, so traveling
from one building to the next required little mainan a leap of fifteen
or twenty feet to cross the empty air between tHewen with his pack
full of gear strapped to his back, the greatesgjdawasn't that he
would fall. Rather, it was the chance he wouldinta the inhabitants
of one of the buildings out to enjoy the nightaliove the stink of street
level. If that happened, the encounter would almsastly end with
someone getting shot.

Fortunately, he made it there without running iahyone, rolling to
absorb the impact and muffle the sound as he niedfnial jump from



the three-story building beside the warehousedadbftop ten feet
below.

He got to his feet and paused, listening for souhaswould
indicate he'd been spotted. Hearing nothing unusigaimade his way to
the edge of the roof, peering down at the largedaimbeneath him.

It was impossible to see through the one-way gBigshe wasn't
interested in what lay beyond the window, at Ieadtyet. Instead, he
pulled his omni-tool from his belt and flipped dretflashlight. The thin
beam of soft illumination allowed him to locate timey infrared
emitters along the outside of the window frame.usting a setting on
the omni-tool, he used it to tap into the wirelsigmal, overriding the
alarm system.

There was no latch on the window, so Lemm woulceltavmake
his own opening. He slung his backpack from hisusher and set it
down on the roof, then rummaged around until hedotlne glass cutter.
The tight-beamed laser sliced through the windoth wibarely audible,
high-pitched whine. He carved off a tiny piecehe tipper corner; just
large enough for a small video camera on the eradstiff wire to poke
through and look around.

Images from the camera were transmitted back toeh@out on his
omni-tool, allowing him to see what awaited himtba other side. The
window was at one end of a corridor. Several ddwaslooked to be
storage rooms lined either side. At the far end avamall table, where a
pair of armed guards played cards and cast occasitances at a bank
of monitors resting on the table.

Using the camera magnification, he zoomed in tcaggoser look
at the images on the monitors. There were sixlirialr showed only
empty rooms, but one of the rooms had a lone fipuddled in a
corner, and another showed three occupants, twg tyn the floor and
the third sitting between them.



Lemm withdrew the camera quickly; it was obvious #torage
rooms had been converted to holding cells, ancetbaards were in
charge of watching their prisoners. There wereal@e or law
enforcement officials on Omega, so that left onlg oeasonable
explanation.

Slavers. And he had a pretty good idea who theeslaere.

Enraged at seeing his fellow quarians caged likeals, Lemm
stashed the camera, strapped his pack back oventidders, readied
his shotgun, then lowered himself down from theftagpuntil he was
balanced precariously on the window's narrow botexhge. He didn't
bother to use the glasscutter this time, but sintiplgw himself
forward, relying on the tough fabric of his envsoi to protect him
from the shards of glass.

His momentum carried him into the corridor, wheeehit the floor,
tucked into a forward role and came up firing. Neftguard was
expecting the attack and he caught them completgblyepared. Most
of the first two blasts from his shotgun were detel by the kinetic
shields in their combat suits, keeping them aliwst jong enough to
jump to their feet. But the third and fourth blasilled the men before
they had a chance to draw their weapons, hurtheq bodies back with
such force that they slammed into the table, s@ntlia monitors
crashing to the floor.

Knowing he had to work fast, Lemm turned his attento the
cells. Four of them stood empty, doors open. Hepsd his hand
against the access panel of the nearest closedhimuing it wasn't
protected by a security code. To his relief it slgkn, revealing the
room with the three figures inside. And that's whemm realized he'd
made a horrible mistake.

They weren't quarians at all, the prisoners weradnl A man and
two women. No, his mind corrected: a man, a woraad,a girl. The
woman sprang to her feet when she saw him, buittiers didn't move.
To his great surprise, Lemm thought he recognizzd h



“Are you Kahlee Sanders?”
She nodded quickly. “Who are you?”

“Not now” he told her, his mind casting back to drehitectural
plans he had memorized. “We only have a minute amdil
reinforcements get here. Come on.”

“| can't leave them” she said, nodding to the twdloe ground.

The girl was small enough that she could be carbatthe other
one was far bigger than either Lemm or Kahlee.k$bed over to the
man's side and dropped to one knee, scanning hicklguvith his
omni-tool.

“I think | can wake him up” he said. “Grab the gdrsm the guards
outside and let your friend out of the other cell.”

“Leave him behind” she said, her voice drippinghwienom. “He's
one of them.”

Lemm pulled a booster shot from his pack and adstared it to the
unconscious man as Kahlee disappeared into theByalhe time she
returned with the guards' assault rifles, the maas moaning and trying
to sit up.

“Help me get him to his feet.”

Kahlee set the weapons down and came over. Togdner
managed to lift the big man off the ground. To Lemmlief, he was
actually able to stand on his own.

“What's his name?”

“Hendel.”



“Hendel!” he shouted, hoping to penetrate the nasahat were
still clouding his mind. “My name is Lemm! We'reigg to get you out
of here! Do you understand?”

The big man nodded, though the action caused hswé&y on his
feet. Lemm realized that even if he woke the ging probably wouldn't
be strong enough to walk for a good twenty minutes.

“We'll move quicker if | just carry the little ond’emm said.

Kahlee nodded, and the quarian adjusted his bakkpaat down,
and scooped the girl up with his left arm, carryireg over his shoulder
like a sack of flour. She was heavier than sheddplnd even with his
right hand free and the weight of his pack offsgttihe load, he knew it
was going to be tough for him to carry her and shibot effectively.

“Did the Alliance teach you how to handle one afgtd?” he asked
Kahlee, tilting his head toward the assault ribesthe ground.

She nodded and bent to pick them up. “How did ywovk | was in
the Alliance?”

“Later” he answered. “We need to move.”

Kahlee handed one of the weapons to Hendel, Blipged through
his hands and clattered to the floor.

“Forget it” Lemm said. He couldn't hit the broadsiof a building
right now anyway. “Follow me!” he added, shoutinghe hopes the
drugged man would respond to his voice.

He led them through the twisting hallways, knowihgir best
chance was to get to one of the vehicles in thaggarUnfortunately,
the enemy probably knew that, too.

When he reached the stairs leading down to thengkflaor, he cast
a quick peek behind him. Hendel was keeping umk&an part to



Kahlee half pulling, half carrying him along. Witihe girl still draped
over his shoulder, the four of them stumbled awkllyadown the stairs,
across a small landing and into the garage. Vagousainers and
shipping crates of all sizes were piled haphazaatiyut the room;
perfect cover for any guards waiting to ambush them

“Over there” Kahlee said, pointing to a pile of midioxes stacked
in the corner of the far wall. “You three make a far it. I'll lay down
some covering fire.”

Lemm nodded and took off, moving as quickly as fissvhile
carrying his awkward load. For a brief moment hes waare of Hendel
lumbering after him, and then movement on the odier of the room
drew his attention.

A woman popped up from behind one of the cratésgsa bead on
him. He realized with horror that while his kinesigields gave him
some protection, the girl and Hendel were compfetalnerable.
Before the woman managed to get off a shot, howddadrlee let loose
with a spray of bullets that forced her to duckkodown again.

From the corner of his eye, Lemm saw a man halfldmdn the
boxes off to the right. The human fired his pigtslthey ran by less than
a dozen feet away, concentrating his fire on Lemathar than taking
aim at Hendel or the girl. The quarian retaliateth\a pair of wildly
aimed shots that echoed like thunder in the cavsrm@rehouse.

At this close range accuracy barely mattered; thetargeting
systems of both weapons ensured direct hits. Lelkimesic barriers
deflected all the rounds from the pistol exceptdoe that embedded
itself harmlessly in the padded shoulder of his lcatsuit and another
that ripped through the corner of his backpack.digonent wasn't so
lucky. The concentrated scatter of the shotgunblaserwhelmed his
shields, and a handful of pellets penetrated thetki barriers. The
impact tore great holes in the exposed flesh ofdus and hands, and
the man dropped lifeless to the floor.



And then they were sliding into the safety of tleear behind the
containers. Lemm quickly shook the pack loose frosnshoulder and
lowered the girl to the floor, then popped up toyide cover for
Kahlee. Seeing what he was doing, she sprintedat¢he warehouse
toward them, keeping her head low.

A shotgun wasn't the best weapon for laying dovield of cover
fire. Unlike an assault rifle, it didn't spray aanky endless stream of
bullets. But Lemm remembered where the woman whloplopped up
before was hiding. If she was foolish enough tckpm# again without
changing position, he'd have her right in his sight

The woman did exactly that, and Lemm pulled thggeer the instant
her head came into view. The echo of the shotgog oait once more,
and the crate she was using for cover actuallyeshiffom the impact of
his shot. Her kinetic barriers saved her life, abswg the tightly packed
cloud of incoming projectiles, and she ducked belziover once again.
Lemm doubted she'd make the mistake of showingeHensexactly the
same place a third time.

Kahlee skidded to a stop beside him, breathing.#strdlmost the
same instant two more guards, a man and a womast,ibto the
warehouse through the same entrance they had ¢wmegh only a few
seconds before. A coordinated barrage of shotgdraasault-rifle fire
sent them scurrying back around the corner.

“They'll go around to the other side” Lemm warnexmtalling that
there were two entrances to the warehouse, alotiigtia@ landing up
above and the big vehicle doors on the far walty“®® flank us.”

“You think you can get to those rovers?” Kahleeeashkim,
pointing at the two vehicles parked out in the opear the center of the
garage.

“There's not much cover. I'll have to work my wagund to the far
side. Can you hold position here?”



“For a little while. Any idea how many we're up agd?”

“They started with nine, as far as | know. Two deapdtairs, one
more down here.”

“Six against two” she muttered. “Without one of skeaovers we
don't stand much of a chance.”

Hendel mumbled something neither of them understbledseemed
to be more alert, but his words were still inconmamesible as the
booster fought against the drugs still coursingulgh his system.

“You stay here with me and Gillian” Kahlee told hipatting him
on the thigh. “And keep your head down.”

Peering through a small gap between the wall oEbhielding
them from enemy fire, Lemm tried to plan a routarircover point to
cover point that would eventually lead him to tiedicle. It was there,
but he'd have to keep moving. And Kahlee would rteestay sharp.

Even as he was wondering if she was up to the taskher slaver
appeared in the door they had used to enter tlaggakKahlee popped
up from behind her cover and took him down withhars well-aimed
burst from her assault rifle.

Two against five now.

“Okay, I'm ready” he said, taking a deep breath.

“Good luck” she replied. She didn't turn to lookhan, but kept her
attention on the battlefield.

As he broke from the boxes, she started firing.
Grayson heard the shotgun blasts in the hall oeitdidt wasn't sure

what to make of them. A few minutes later he heandfire coming
from a distance, though he guessed it was stilliénthe building.



Somebody's assaulting the base. Now's your changet tout of
here.

He was trapped in a storage room, not a real ¢dlil @and the walls
imprisoning him were nothing but the turian equévdlof drywall.
Standing up, he went over to one of the side veadl$ began to slam the
bottom of his foot hard against the surface.

If the guards were still out there they'd see Wieatvas up to on the
cameras. But Grayson was banking on them beingwithe distracted.

After a few hard kicks his foot broke through te tther side. He
put his eye to the hole to see what lay beyonabpieared to be another
makeshift cell, much like his own. But this one veaspty, and the steel
door leading out to the hall was open.

He continued his assault on the wall, and five nasudater he had
broken away enough of the material to crawl throidhone had come
to check on him during his slow-developing escapdje assumed none
of the guards were around. Based on the contirkongd of gunfire
from somewhere else in the building, he guessedhbd gone to help
fight off the attackers. As he stepped out intolth# and saw the two
bodies, he realized he was wrong.

A quick look around told him just about everythimg needed to
know. All the other cells were empty; Gillian afktothers were gone.
Someone had obviously busted them out. . . thoegtohldn't even
begin to guess who it might have been.

Whoever it was, they were kind enough to leave massault rifle,
he thought, picking up the discarded weapon froaflthor of one of
the cells.

Grayson didn't know where he was, but he knew whereanted to
go, he needed to find Gillian. The most logical waylo that seemed to
be to follow the sound of the gunfire.



It didn't take him long to realize that this tas&saharder than it
seemed, and he quickly became hopelessly lostibulding's
nonsensical floor plan.

Lemm darted back and forth between the contaicersstantly
changing direction, stopping and starting withoatrming, and never
staying in one place too long. His hands clutchisdhotgun tightly,
but he wasn't looking to fire at anyone, he wag$imrying to make it
to the vehicles.

Kahlee was doing her best to cover him, but shebad$y
overmatched. The one time he'd dared to stop langgh to look back,
he saw two slavers firing at her from cover posgitbehind a pile of
containers on the floor, and another two, newlwad, shooting down
at her from the small landing overlooking the garfigm above.

The two teams coordinated their attacks, nevengiter a clear
opening to retaliate. But that didn't stop her froceasionally popping
her head out and firing back.

Brave thing to do, considering she doesn't ever laawy shields.

With Kahlee occupying four of the remaining fivawtrs, that left
only one more for him to deal with. Unfortunatdtg had no idea
where his enemy was. Every time he ran out intamfien he could be
stepping into a spray of lethal assault-rifle fire.

Don't think about it. Just stay focused on the elehiYou're almost
there.

Only a short stretch of bare floor still separdted from the rovers;
a quick sprint and it was all over, one way orakiger.

He broke from cover and dashed for the vehicle.fiftreslaver
was waiting for him, popping up from behind a cnaté¢ twenty feet
away as he ran past. She opened fire from cloggeran his flank;



clouds of concrete flew up from the floor as shedilow, where his
barrier shields were most vulnerable, trying tcethis legs out from
under him.

Head down, Lemm knew his best shot at survival psisto keep
running. He was half a step away from safety whaol@w-point
round entered his left calf. It mushroomed theit splart on impact,
sending a spray of metal fragments through his tdagg shredding the
muscles and tendons. Screaming in agony, he pitcmegrd, his
shotgun falling from his hand. His momentum allovirth to manage
two more stumbling, off-balance steps that carhima far enough to put
the metal-plated rover between him and his attalokéore he collapsed
to the ground.

He rolled over onto his back, clutching at the ldpgulp below his
knee that used to be his leg. He heard footstepsngotoward him, and
he realized his shotgun had been left behind,eskig across the floor
when he'd dropped it after being hit.

A second later the woman materialized from arotmedftont of the
vehicle. She smiled and aimed the weapon at him.

Then suddenly she was flying across the room.

Lemm followed the path of her body as it arced higiough the air
before slamming into one of the walls and crasliogn to the floor.
She lay there motionless, her neck twisted at asgnmne angle. It was
only when he heard Hendel screaming at him thaeakzed what had
happened: the man was biotic!

“The rover! Hurry!”

The quarian knew it would take thirty or forty sads before
Hendel recovered enough to use his biotics agaitime they didn't
have. Gritting his teeth and hoping he wouldn'spag from the pain,
he used the rover's front bumper to haul himselfStanding on his one
good leg, he pulled the driver's side door openciadied inside.



Blocking out the pain as best he could, it took hiaif a minute to
override the operator codes and get the engine dipe

There was no windscreen on the vehicle; it was rikeean
armored transport carrier, with a navigation scr@emhe inside to give
him the layout of his surroundings. Organic creadysicked up by the
vehicle's infrared and ultraviolet sensors showsedmaall dots on the
nav screen, revealing the locations of everyorteenvarehouse, both
friend and foe.

The rover wasn't equipped with weapons, but it fwas tons of
bulletproof metal. He threw the vehicle into geheg tires leaving
patches of smoking black rubber on the garage tisdre peeled out
and spun in a crazy circle, fighting with the stegiin his haste.

He careened into a pile of crates, sending theyhe®etal boxes
flying. He spun the wheel and stomped on the acale Ignoring the
agonizing jolt of pain as his wounded left leg bwti@gainst the side
door, he headed straight for Kahlee and the others.

Along the way he plowed through the containers fgliag cover for
the remaining two slavers on the ground, mowingntlde®wn under his
wheels before bringing the rover to a skidding,laily inches short of
running over Hendel.

Lemm threw open the door and the biotic clambegethto the
backseat of the vehicle, the still unconsciousgipped tightly in his
arms while Kahlee lay down another stream of chverat the last two
surviving slavers atop the landing. They returriesl the sound of their
bullets ricocheting off the armored roof and halai metallic, staccato
symphony.

“They're loading up a rocket launcher!” Kahlee dledl,tossing
Lemm's bag into the back with Hendel as she leagtedhe front of the
vehicle. “Get us the hell out of here!”



“You better drive” Lemm panted through clenchedhess he tried
to slide awkwardly over to the passenger seat.

She glanced down at his mangled leg, then shovadhbt of the
way as she slid behind the wheel, causing himreasg in pain.

“Sorry!” she shouted, slamming the door shut amdwimg the
rover into reverse.

She pinned the accelerator and they took off baokwa fast-
moving projectile appeared on the nav screen: eoniing missile fired
from the rocket launcher. Lemm thought they welel@hd, but Kahlee
wrenched the wheel to the right at the last possbtond. Instead of
blowing the rover apart, the missile struck theugua beside them.
There was a deep boom as it detonated, and theledhicked hard
from the explosion, the wheels on the near sidiadifhigh into the air
before crashing back down to the ground.

Somehow Kahlee kept control, using the nav screateer as they
raced in reverse across the length of the garageklg building up
speed. Lemm was horrified to see she was aboeinid them full tilt
into the garage's heavy metal loading door.

“Everyone hold on!” she warned them. “This is gotodhurt!”

They hit the door with enough force to wrench ode gartially off
its rails, the metal twisting in its frame. The kand of the rover
crumpled, absorbing the brunt of the impact. Eveeymside was
thrown against the rear of their seat as the suddealeration of the
crash brought them to an immediate stop.

Lemm's leg slammed against the dashboard as hbavased
around, and he screamed again, struggling nos®donsciousness. He
glanced over at Kahlee, who was lolling to the sideer seat,
momentarily dazed from the crash.

“Kahlee!” he shouted. “You have to drive!”



His voice seemed to snap her back to full awarerg&geg up with
a shake of her head, she slammed her foot dowheoadcelerator once
more. The vehicle lurched, still traveling in reserand slammed into
the door again. Kahlee kept the engine revvingnag tried to force
their way through the twisted metal sheet blockhngjr escape.

“Come on, you son-of-a-bitch!” she swore. “Give alkeyou've
got!”

The door bent and buckled under the relentless pite rover's
six churning tires, but it refused to give way cdetply, leaving them
sitting ducks for the next inevitable assault fribra rocket launcher.

This is NOT happening!

Pel had been thinking this one thought over and, @xer since
he'd heard the first of the shotgun blasts dowth@barracks.

Screaming at his team to get out of their bunkscued to the
warehouse to cut off that avenue of escape, h&heth, the only other
member of his crew not already in bed, had gralbtheid weapons and
raced upstairs. They'd arrived to find the guarssddand their biotic
prisoners gone.

Racing back down to the landing that overlookedwheshouse,
they'd taken a high point above the battlefieldnd down at where the
woman, Kahlee, had taken up a defensive positibardwas a half-
assembled rocket launcher on the landing; a nevtia@ldo the
warehouse's defenses. He briefly debated slappiagether, then
decided against it; he still wanted to try and p#aee one of the biotics
alive so they could sell them to the Collectors.

It wasn't long before he regretted that decisioonfhis vantage
point above the action, Pel had a perfect vievhasdst of his team was
slaughtered by a mix of Kahlee's gunfire, Hendmbsics, and one of
their own rampaging rovers.



This is NOT happening, he thought once again. Qud,| he
shouted to Shela, “Get that rocket launcher opmrati Take out the
vehicle!”

She scrambled to put it together even as he firegin at the
prisoners piling into the rover, the position of ehicle preventing
him from getting a clear shot. There was only olag to stop them
now, and it didn't involve taking any of them alive

“Armed and ready!” Shela cried out as the roveraretp speed
away from them in reverse.

“Fire, damn it!”

The rocket shot toward the vehicle, but the tasgetrved at the last
second and the missile exploded harmlessly intdldloe of the garage.
The rover continued to accelerate, then crashedfat reinforced-steel
loading door with a deafening crash. The door beatkbut held.

“Finish them!” Pel shouted, and Shela took aim hith rocket
launcher for a second, and final, shot.

Grayson wound his way through the unfamiliar hafld stairwells
for nearly ten minutes, hopelessly lost.

Maybe all that red sand over the years messed wipsgmse of
direction.

The only thing that kept him going was the fact tha sound of
gunfire was getting steadily closer, and the knogéthat whoever had
broken the others out had taken Gillian as well.

He was on the verge of slamming his fist througbtlaer wall in
frustration when he heard an incredibly loud exioloslike a grenade
or rocket launcher, followed by a tremendous cashing from
beyond the corner just up ahead. Moving quicklyduetly, he



rounded the bend to find himself standing on a klaadling
overlooking a large, two-story garage.

Crates and containers were strewn about on the lfleweath the
landing, along with several bodies. At the far andehicle had
obviously just slammed into the garage's door. Andhe landing not
ten feet away, their backs to him, stood Pel amdman he didn't
know. The woman had a rocket launcher braced oshairlder.

The vehicle's engines began to rev as it triedtoef its way
through the door. Given the situation, Grayson alawst certain that
Gillian and the others were inside.

“Finish them!” Pel shouted, and the woman aimedwesipon.

Grayson opened fire with the assault rifle; he hadhesitations
about shooting a woman in the back. The streanultdtl ripped
through her shields, shredded her body armor, amed everything
between her shoulder blades and belt into hambufiperrocket
launcher fell from her nerveless hands and sh@estad forward
against the landing's waist-high railing. Anothards from Grayson
sent her flipping over the edge to the floor below.

Pel was already spinning around, trying to brirgdwn assault
rifle to bear, when Grayson fired again. He conedatl on Pel's right
arm, the spray of gunfire nearly severing it froim $houlder as it blew
the rifle from his grasp and sent it hurtling otlee railing.

His former partner fell to his knees, his eyes igigover in shock
as sprays of arterial blood spurted from his maitmald. He opened his
mouth to speak, but another burst from Graysomadd him forever. It
was the first time in almost twenty years Pel hidoeén able to get the
last word in.

The horrible shriek of wrenching metal from the $ate of the
garage drew his attention. Glancing over, he sawdkier had managed
to push itself against a corner of the loading dsmothat it bent up and



out. Grayson watched, motionless, as the vehialeezed through the
opening, the rover bursting forth to the other sidef the garage were
somehow giving birth to it.

For the next sixty seconds he didn't move, listgmiarefully for
sounds of other survivors. All he heard was theergvengines growing
ever fainter as it raced off into the night.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Inside the rover, Kahlee heard the metal door stiiag across the
armored roof as the vehicle forced its way pastaurtdnto the dark
streets of Omega. Still driving in reverse, she welf a block before
locking the brakes and turning the wheel, senduegtinto a 540-
degree spin. It ended with them heading in the s@ireetion, but they
were no longer traveling backward.

They had escaped the warehouse, but their getawaldmit be
complete until they'd left Omega well behind them.

“Do you have a ship?” she asked, directing her tijpe$o the
guarian in the passenger seat.

“Head to the spaceports” he answered. “Right aetiteof the
block. Take the third left, then the next right.iskvoice sounded
strained and thin from behind his mask.

Kahlee pulled her attention away from the nav stteesneak a
quick glance at his injured leg. The wound lookead,lout not life
threatening.

“Hendel” she called out to the backseat. “See if gan find a med-
kit back there.”

“There's medi-gel . . . in ... my backpack” theagan managed to
pant out, struggling against the pain.

Kahlee didn't dare stop while they treated therinje&ortunately,
Hendel had basic medical field training; fixing apad leg while
bouncing along in the rover would be easy enough.

Following the quarian's directions, they quicklganed the close-
packed buildings and emerged on the outskirtsefitbtrict's docking



bays. Racing along the open ground, the nav sqie&ad up three
small starships clustered together at the far énideospaceport.

“Lemm, which shuttle is yours?” Kahlee asked.

“Whichever one you want.” His voice sounded strangewy. She
noticed Hendel had splinted his leg and wrappedsterile bandages to
minimize germ exposure, and the medi-gel would thuked the pain
even as it began to heal and disinfect his wounds.

She brought the rover to a halt a few dozen feetydvwom the
closest vessel's airlock and hopped out, then duibaek to help the
injured quarian. He slid gingerly across the sedhé door, then leaned
on Kahlee for support as he stepped out of thecleehiith his good leg.
Hendel emerged a few seconds later, carrying thestonscious
Gillian in the crook of one arm and clutching Leraiipag in his other
hand.

“I'll be damned” he muttered, staring through ttegien's viewport
at the shuttle docked just outside. Kahlee coultljp but smile when
she realized what he was looking at: they were tloosteal Grayson's
ship.

The quarian set to work on overriding the vesselairity system. It
took just over a minute before the airlock opendt @ faint click and
the landing ramp descended with a soft whoosh dfdylics.

Inside the ship, Hendel set Gillian down in onéhaf passenger
seats. He reclined the seat and buckled her irnhteK helped Lemm
hobble his way up to the cockpit.

“Can you fly this thing?” she asked him.

He studied the controls for a few seconds, therledd‘l think so.
Everything looks pretty standard.”



The quarian settled into the pilot's seat and redcut toward the
console with a gloved, three-fingered hand. Kaklas suddenly
reminded that, though quarians might look vagueiman, under their
enviro-suits and filtration masks they were deéhitaliens. And this
alien had risked his life to save them.

“Thank you” she said. “We owe you our lives.”

Lemm didn't acknowledge her gratitude, but instasiced, “Why
were they holding you prisoner?”

“They were going to sell us to the Collectors.”

He shuddered, but didn't say anything else. A setater the
display screens came online.

“No sign of any immediate pursuit” he muttered.

“Cerberus won't give up on us that easy” Hendehedrmim as he
entered the cockpit.

“They aren't working for Cerberus” Kahlee explainegmembering
that Hendel hadn't been part of the conversatidarayson's cell. “Not
anymore. | guess they figured they could make rbgrgoing
freelance.”

It was only then she realized Hendel hadn't yeltdratd to ask why
Grayson had been left behind.

“Me must have hated him even more than | thoughGiven how
things turned out, she couldn't really blame him.

“You were right about Grayson” she told him. “HesnaaCerberus
agent. He must have been working with Jiro the whiohe.”

The ship trembled slightly and there was a low rienas Lemm
fired up the engines.



The news of Grayson's true identity didn't seesutprise Hendel
at all. To his credit, the security chief didnkeahe opportunity to say
“| told you so.” Instead, he only asked, “Did yoill kim?”

“He's still alive, as far as | know” Kahlee admitéThey were
holding him prisoner, just like us. | left him imskcell.”

“If they turn him over to the Collectors, he'll wigou had killed
him” Lemm chimed in.

Kahlee hadn't thought about that, but the ideadgtbthe hint of a
grim smile to Hendel's lips.

The quarian made a few final adjustments and thestérs engaged,
lifting the shuttle slowly into the air.

“What course should | set?” he asked.

Good question, Kahlee thought.

“Nothing's changed” Hendel said, giving voice t@ be/n concerns.
“Cerberus will still want to get their hands onl@ih, and we still can't
risk going to the Alliance. Grayson and his forrfreands may be out of
the picture, but Cerberus has plenty of other agent

“No matter where we go, they're going to find uerser or later.”

“Then we have to keep moving” Kahlee said. “Stag step ahead
of them.”

“It'll be hard on Gillian” Hendel warned her.
“We don't have much choice. For all we know, theyld have

someone stationed on every human accessible vomilohy, and space
station in the galaxy.”



“I know one place you can hide where Cerberus &@aueed not to
find you” Lemm said, turning in his seat to joiretbonversation. “The
Migrant Fleet.”

In the aftermath of the battle Grayson made a tingineexploration
of the warehouse from top to bottom. For a momertdd debated
racing down to the second rover on the garage #odrtrying to chase
after Gillian, but he knew the other vehicle wolbkllong gone by the
time he got there. If he wanted to find Gillian, el to be patient and
smart.

An examination of the warehouse floor revealed sh\mdies,
including the woman he'd shot in the back. Two ni@eé been shot,
two had been run over by the missing vehicle, arglvwoman lay
crumpled against a wall, her neck broken. Grayseongnized the
corpse as a telltale sign of biotics, and he susddatwas Hendel, not
Gillian, who had inflicted the damage.

He also found a shotgun sitting in the middle &f tloor. It
appeared to be of turian manufacture, but the nnadswere of an
improvised yet effectively cunning design that waes hallmark of the
guarian species.

Recognizing the value of the weapon, he pickeg iand carried it
with him as he left the garage and went to explloeeremainder of the
base. He became lost several times in the confimsilg, but eventually
he found himself back on the main floor, in a rothvat had been
converted into a barracks.

There were twelve bunks, but only nine showed sajnse.
Grayson had found seven bodies in the warehousiathese to the
two guards in the hall near his cell explained Wwkyhadn't run across
anyone else during his search. With all the occtgpahthe warehouse
accounted for, he was able to relax his guard.

On any other station or world he would have beerriaw about
law enforcement responding to the sounds of thiseb&ut Omega had



no police, and gunfire and exploding rockets gdiheemcouraged the
neighbors to mind their own business. Someone woaiide to
investigate the premises eventually, probably weo&ad been renting
the location to Pel and his team. However, Grayidn't expect
anyone for at least a few days.

The barracks led down a short hall to several efieel had set up
as intel and command posts. Looking through thepeders and OSDs,
Grayson found the reports from their original assignt. They were
coded, of course, but only with a basic Cerberpkam, and Grayson
had no problem making sense of them.

Pel had been sent to Omega to try and find a wayfitrate the
guarian fleet. Unfortunately, the reports were mptete. They
mentioned a ship they had captured called the @Qyaiad a single
prisoner that had been taken for interrogation thetesults of the
interrogation weren't recorded. Pel had obvioushemup keeping the
logs once he threw his lot in with the mysterioudl€tors, and he
wasn't stupid enough to keep any records, electmmiritten, of his
plan to betray the lllusive Man.

The mention of the quarian ship and prisoner, cogtbwith the
discovery of the quarian modified shotgun, leftdidoubt in Grayson's
mind as to who had busted the others out. A quagacue team must
have come for their compatriot, and for some redlsey had decided to
take Gillian, Kahlee, and Hendel with them as thlegt their way to
freedom.

Satisfied he had learned as much as he could fierfiles, he
resumed his slow, careful search of the premiseanobther office, this
one located near what he guessed to be the cdritex building, he
discovered a small door built into the floor. Itsyarimitive in design;
rather than sliding on rails it simply swung upwarda pair of metal
hinges. It was closed and locked with a simple detdatch.

Grayson took aim at the door with his newly acailishotgun and
used the toe of his boot to slide the deadbolteasid waited for several



seconds, and when nothing happened he leaned fboaatiously and
threw open the door, ready to fire if a target pnded itself.

The cellar beneath was completely dark. A rickebpden staircase
descended into the blackness. Grayson flicked eflaishlight built
into the shotgun's barrel, using its powerful beamierce the gloom as
he made his way slowly down the stairs.

When he reached the bottom he cast about in a guk, sending
the illumination into every corner. The room wasae, maybe twenty
feet on each side. The walls were finished witkklbband mortar, the
floor was bare cement. It was completely empty pké@ a motionless
figure lying on its back near one of the walls.

Training the beam of his flashlight, and the muzAl¢he shotgun,
on the body, Grayson approached. He was withinvddet before his
mind finally recognized what he was seeing; hefoadd the quarian
captive.

Running the flashlight slowly from head to toe, dasv that the
prisoner was bound hand and foot, and had begpstticompletely
naked. Grayson had never seen a guarian withoemvtso-suit and
helmet before, though he doubted this individualldtill be called
anything close to a representative example ofpesiss. His face was a
deformed mess of lumps, bruises, cuts, and burksnelear evidence
of the torture he had endured. Someone had knamkeall his teeth
and caved in one cheekbone. The other cheek gaided as if someone
had slit it lengthwise from lip to what passedtoe quarian version of
an ear.

One eye was swollen completely shut. The otherblwdid upper and
lower eyelids missing, the ragged edges of thénflet behind attesting
to the fact that they had been savagely torn afh wipair of pliers.
Grayson recalled with distaste how much Pel hadyeaj that particular
method of torture: in addition to the excruciatpan of the brutal
removal, the victim would go slowly and agonizinglind as the
exposed eyeball became dehydrated.



The rest of the body showed similar signs of abuse.

The fingers and toes were all broken, and sevadbeen yanked
from their sockets. Every inch of exposed skin stawigns of being
beaten, cut, burned or dissolved by acid. Howeénere was something
even more unusual about the body that caused Gragsmouch down
for a closer look.

There appeared to be some kind of loamy, gray drepteading
out from the quarian's wounds to crawl slowly asrib& skin. It took
Grayson a moment to realize it was some kind ofdved fungus; in
addition to the sadistic torture, the quarian ninaste contracted a
strange alien disease.

He gave a grunt of disgust and stepped back frenbdiay. To his
surprise, the quarian reacted with a short yelieaf.

Jesus Christ, the poor bastard's still alive!

He was actually trying to talk, saying the sameaphrover and over
in a shaky, raspy voice. The words were distonteththis missing teeth
and misshapen face, and it took Grayson's autontaeslator several
repetitions before it could decipher what he wgmty to say.

“Frequency 43223. . .. My body travels to distaats but my soul
never leaves the Fleet. . . . Frequency 43223My.body travels to
distant stars, but my soul never leaves the Flegt.

He kept repeating the same phrase over and owevplge rising
and falling in a trembling, terrified warble. Grayscrouched down
close to him, though he was careful not to touehitifiected flesh.

“It's okay” he said softly, knowing his translat@ould repeat the
words in the quarian’'s own language. “Nobody's gdinhurt you now.
It's okay.”



The quarian didn't seem to hear him, but contirtedabling, his
words coming more and more quickly as his brokemdnspewed out
the information in a desperate attempt to avoidinaed torture.

“It's over now” Grayson shushed, hoping to calmfthatic captive
down. “It's over.”

His words seemed to have the opposite effect,eagularian began
to thrash against the bonds holding his wristsarides. He let out a
cry of frustration, then began to sputter and codgfine mist of black,
foul-smelling ichor spewed from his lips and thalgan his cheek,
causing Grayson to jump back to avoid the spray.

The fit ended with the quarian letting out a seakkitching,
gurgling sighs, and then he finally went still agilgnt. Steeling himself
against the fecund stench that was now emanatimg fine body,
Grayson got close enough to verify that the quanich stopped
breathing.

He left the body in the blackness of the cellar elimdbed the stairs
back to the ground floor. Closing and bolting tle@dbehind him, he
then scrounged up everything of value he couldyc&ifteen minutes
later he was behind the wheel of Pel's second rovaking his way
down the unfamiliar streets of Omega with a padkdiusupplies and
the shotgun resting on the seat beside him.

Staying focused on his true purpose allowed himgnore the little
voice in the back of his skull telling him to tradkwn a dust dealer for
a quick hit. Instead, he set off to locate a trahstation so he could
link into the comm network and send a messageodfie lllusive Man,
telling him everything that had happened.

Pel had turned his back on Cerberus, but Graysarstilaloyal to
the cause. . . and he knew they could help him@rican again.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Six hours had passed since Kahlee and the othdrsstaped the
warehouse on Omega.

Lemm had managed to find the current location efgtarian
flotilla by linking into the comm network and scamg the news
updates. The Migrant Fleet was passing througimate volus-
controlled system near the edges of Council Spaoeording to the
news reports, several volus diplomats were petiigpthe Citadel to do
everything in its power to hasten the quariansadeipe.

Kahlee doubted their political appeals would hawe @oticeable
impact. The Citadel was still coming to grips witie changes wrought
by Saren and his geth army. Their primary focus easliminating the
few remaining pockets of geth resistance scattacealss the galaxy; an
objective being pursued by an emergency coalittwoef headed up by
humanity and the Alliance. Once the geth were pdifiaek beyond the
Perseus Veil, she suspected the next order of éssiwould be to
address the restructuring of the Council, alondp Wit massive political
fallout that would entail. The last thing anyonetba Citadel wanted to
deal with was the Migrant Fleet.

Kahlee knew that even during the long period ddiistiellar peace
that had preceded humanity's arrival, the varipegies of the galaxy
tended to view the activities of the Fleet asdittiore than a minor
inconvenience or nuisance . . . until they paskaslgh one of their
systems. Then the most effective course of actias tw offer unwanted
resources in the form of decommissioned ships,materials, and spare
parts to the quarian Admiralty.

The quarians allowed themselves to be bought dff sich gifts,
with the understanding the flotilla would quicklyorre on to become a
thorn in someone else's side. Kahlee hated tojpdgment, but she
couldn't help but see it as the interstellar edeivieof panhandling.



And in another forty hours we'll be hoping to joip with them, she
thought, shaking her head in disbelief at the amofsevents over the
last few days.

Lemm had plotted their course into the navigattben gone to lay
down in the sleeper cabin in the back once thegdarthe jump to FTL
flight. Kahlee still had plenty of questions fonhilike how he knew
who she was, but in light of all he had done fanth she could afford
to be patient. She'd give him a few hours to redtstart recovering
from his injury before she began peppering him witlestions. Besides,
she was anxious to check on Gillian now that thehgid woken up.

The first words out of her mouth upon gaining camssness had
been, “I'm hungry.” Hendel had easily solved thatyem by preparing
a double-portioned serving for her from the shiat®ns.

With the ship's navigation following the preprograsd course,
there was no need for anyone to keep an eye dmelhe So the three
of them, Kahlee, Gillian, and Hendel, had gathandtie passenger
cabin, the two adults seated side by side facimgwWiale the girl ate
from the hard plastic tray of food on her lap.

She was just now finishing the last of her mealsAs had done
back at the Academy, she chewed with focused de&tation, never
pausing or breaking rhythm as she steadily consumeetbod one
methodical bite at a time. Kahlee, however, notisleel didn't stick to
her normal pattern of taking only one single moultffom a dish
before moving on to the next item on her platdabt, she didn't even
touch the apple crumble dessert until everythisg glas gone.

Once she was done she carefully set the tray osehiebeside her
and spoke for the second time since regaining (ONSICESS.

“Where's my dad?” There was no emotion in her vatogas flat
and monotone, like the primitive speech synthesifem the twentieth
century.



There was no simple answer to this question. Fataiy, she and
Hendel had discussed what to say while Gillian gtdissleeping off the
drugs their captors had given her.

“He had some business to take care of” Kahlee figdring the
truth would be too much for the girl to handle tiglow. “He's going to
catch up with us later, but for now it's just yowg, and Hendel, okay?”

“*How will he find us if we took his ship?”
“He'll find another ship” she assured the girl.

Gillian stared at her and squinted her eyes siight if she
suspected deception and was trying to peer thrbegio the truth.
After a few seconds of this she nodded, accephiagituation.

“Are we going back to the school?”

“Not yet” Hendel told her. “We're going to meetwph some other
ships. Quarian. Do you remember when you studiedjtlarians last
year in history class?”

“They made the geth” she said simply.

“Yes” Kahlee admitted, hoping this wasn't the dalet she
associated with the species of their rescuer. “Gwnemember anything
else about them?”

“Driven from their home system by the geth neankeé centuries
ago, most quarians now live aboard the Migrantt-kedotilla of fifty
thousand vessels ranging in size from passengéteshto mobile space
stations” she answered, and Kahlee realized sheeg#sg the entry
verbatim from her history ebook.

“Home to seventeen million quarians, the flotillzderstandably has
scarce resources” the girl continued. “Becauséisf each quarian



must go on a rite of passage known as the Pilgenwdten they come
of age. They leave the Fleet and only return oheg have found
something of value, “

“That's okay, Gillian” Hendel said gently, cuttihgr off before she
gave them the entire chapter.

“Why are we meeting a quarian ship?”

Kahlee wasn't sure how much Gillian remembered tih@uviolent
greeting they had received upon landing at Omeamgahe was
intentionally vague in her answer. “We met a quanamed Lemm
while you were sleeping. He's going to help us fiilden some people
who are trying to find us.”

“Cerberus” she said, and the adults cast a nemylainse at each
other, uncertain where she had picked up the name.

“That's right” Hendel said after a moment. “Theynw# hurt you,
and we won't let that happen.”

Gillian frowned and bit her lip. She was silent $averal long
seconds before she asked the same question theebadothering
Kahlee. “Why is Lemm helping us?”

Neither of them had a ready answer for that one.

“I guess we'll have to ask him when he wakes upil&a finally
admitted.

Fortunately, they didn't have long to wait. Lesatlan hour later
she heard the uneven, clumping steps of Lemm codomg the hall.
His leg was covered by a hermetically sealed, lshelled boot that
protected and supported everything from the tipsi®toes up to the
joint of his knee. He was still wearing his maskl amviro-suit, of
course; Kahlee suspected he wouldn't take theragain until they
reached the flotilla.



“Lemm” she said as he entered the passenger callistapped.
“This is Gillian. Gillian, this is Lemm.”

The quarian stepped forward and bowed slightlyemding his
gloved hand in a gesture of greeting common to bp#ties. To
Kahlee's amazement Gillian reached out and shook it

“Nice to meet you” she said.

“Nice to meet you, too. I'm glad to see you up ahdut” he replied,
releasing her hand and sitting gingerly down ingeat beside her,
facing Kahlee and Hendel.

“Why are you helping us?” Gillian asked him.

Kahlee winced. They hadn't been able to warn tlagign about
Gillian's condition, and she hoped Lemm wouldrketaffense at the
girl's lack of tact.

Fortunately, he took her question in stride. “Yai gght to the
point, don't you?” he said with a laugh from behivisl mask.

“I'm autistic” Gillian replied, again with absoluyeno hint of
emotion.

It wasn't clear if Lemm fully understood the meanaof the word,
but Kahlee figured he was smart enough to graspdbke& concept.
Before he could formulate a response, Gillian regmbher earlier
guestion.

“Why are you helping us?”
“I'm a little curious about that myself” Hendel att] leaning back

in his chair and bringing his right leg up so heldaest it on his left
knee.



“I'm on my Pilgrimage” the quarian began. “I wastbe world of
Kenuk when | met two crew members from the Bavesgaat ship for
the cruiser Idenna. They told me another scout, $hg@Cyniad, had
gone to Omega to broker a deal and not returned.

“I came to Omega in search of the Cyniad crew.ddubl could
rescue them, or at least discover their fate. Or@aranother quarian, a
man named Golo, told me the Cyniad had arrangeshbvedth a small
group of humans.

“I broke into their warehouse hoping to find thewr Instead, |
found you.”

“But why risk your life to save us?” Hendel asked.

“| suspected your captors were slavers. No spelgesrves to be
bought and sold. It was my moral obligation to fyesa.”

Kahlee had no doubt he was being sincere, butlsbhekaew there
was more to the story.

“You recognized me” she said. “You knew my name.”

“The name Kahlee Sanders has become very well kamaong my
people in the past few months” he admitted. “Amedognized your
appearance from an old image we picked up off titeaBet. You have
hardly changed in eighteen years.”

The pieces began to click together in Kahlee's ntinghteen years
ago she had been involved in an illegal AlliancepAdject headed by a
man named Dr. Shu Qian. But Qian had betrayedrbjedd, forcing
Kahlee into a desperate flight for her life. It wamsv she had met
Captain Anderson . . . and a turian Spectre naraeehSArterius.

“It's because of my connection to Saren” she daaking for
confirmation.



“Your connection to him, and his connection to gla¢h” Lemm
clarified. “The geth revolt was the single mostngiigant event in the
history of my people. They drove us into exile;aamy of synthetic
machines, ruthless, relentless, and unstoppable.

“But Saren led an army of geth against the Citadelfound some
way to make them follow him. He found a way to cohthem and
bend them to his will. Is it any wonder we arerseiliested in him, and
anyone who has ever had anything to do with him?”

“Kahlee?” Hendel asked, uncrossing his legs anmhgitip straight,
his muscles tensing. “What's he talking about?”

“Back when | was with the Alliance, Saren was tipe@&re sent to
investigate a research project | worked on.” Sheerfever really talked
about what had happened on that mission with angtres than
Anderson, and she didn't want to start now.

“How did the quarians find out about all this?” sfeamanded. Her
voice was rising; she was beginning to get a lifttescared, and that in
turn made her angry. “Those Alliance files weressied.”

“Any information can be acquired for the right @iche quarian
reminded her. It was hard to read his expressibimdenis mask, but
his tone seemed calm. “And as | said, we have dengtandable
obsession with the geth.

“Once we knew Saren was leading their armies waiég gather
all the information we could on him: personal higtgast missions.
When it was discovered he had close dealings withnaan scientist
working on an illegal Al research project, it wadyonatural we would
delve into the scientist's background as well.”

“lllegal Al?” Hendel muttered, shaking his headdlisbelief at what
he was hearing.

“That was a long time ago” Kahlee told the guardian



“The Captain of the Idenna will want to speak wjithu.”

“I can't help you” she insisted. “I don't know ahiytg about Saren
or the geth.”

“You might know more than you think” Lemm replied.

“You make it sound like we don't have any choicéhim matter”
Hendel noted, his voice dark.

“You are not prisoners” the quarian assured thdfi.take you to
the Fleet it will be as honored guests. If you dowish to go, we can
change course right now. | can take you to anyavwolu choose.

“However, if we do join up with the Fleet, it is gmble they won't
allow you to leave right away” he admitted. “My pd® can be overly
cautious when it comes to protecting our ships.”

The security chief glanced over at Kahlee. “It'siiycall. You're the
celebrity.”

“This will end your Pilgrimage, won't it?” she watto know.
“Meeting me is your gift to the captain.”

He nodded, but didn't speak.
“If | don't do this, you can't go back to the Flget, can you?”

“I will be forced to continue my journey until Ifd something of
value to bring back to my people. But | will notd¢e you to do this.
The gift we bring must not be won through causiagmor suffering to
another, quarian or nonquarian.”

“It's okay” she said after thinking on it. “HI tatk them. We owe
you our lives, and this is the least | can do. &esi she added, “it's not
like we'll be safer anywhere else.”



Forty hours later they dropped from FTL travel ldsmn 500,000
kilometers from the Migrant Fleet. Lemm was oncaiagccupying the
pilot's chair, with Kahlee seated beside him. Hémaes in his now
typical spot, standing just inside the door headhagk to the passenger
cabin, and even Gillian had come up to join thertn@close confines,
standing directly behind the quarian's chair.

The girl seemed to have taken to Lemm. She hatédtéollowing
him around, or just sitting and staring at him wénar he sat down or
caught a few hours of sleep. Gillian didn't indi@bnversations with
him, but she answered promptly whenever he spokertdt was
unusual, but encouraging, to see her respondingedo someone, so
neither Kahlee nor Hendel had tried to stop hernmdtee'd come up to
the cockpit to join them.

The Migrant Fleet, with its thousands upon thousasfcships
flying in tight formation, showed up on the navesams as a single, large
red blob as they approached. Lemm punched upttireisters, and they
began to move steadily toward the flotilla.

When they reached a range of just under 150,00@nkiters the nav
screen showed several smaller ships detaching #ieassfrom the
main armada, arcing around on an intercept trajgetith their own
course.

“Navy patrols challenge every ship approachingRleet” Lemm
had informed them earlier. “Heavily armed. Thegplen fire on any
vessel that doesn't identify itself or refusesutm toack.”

From what Kahlee knew of quarian society, theictea was
completely understandable. Deep in the heart oMigeant Fleet
floated the three enormous Liveships: giganticadpral vessels that
supplied and stored the majority of the food fa seventeen million
individuals living on the flotilla. If an enemy evdamaged or destroyed
even one of the Liveships the inevitable result dne a catastrophic



famine, and the grim prospect of slow starvatianmfdlions of
guarians.

Lemm responded to the quickly approaching patrahioynbing
open a comm channel. A few minutes later it cratkigh a voice
speaking in quarian, though of course the tinydlaor Kahlee wore as
a pendant on her necklace automatically convettiedoi English.

“You are entering a restricted area. ldentify.”

“This is Lemm'Shal nar Tesleya, seeking permissiorejoin the
Fleet.”

“Verify authorization.”

Lemm had previously explained to them that mostigna who left
on their Pilgrimage tended to return to the flatith newly acquired
ships. With no records of the registration or sahs for the vessel, the
only way to confirm the identity of those on boards through a unique
code phrase system. Before leaving on his rigpaskage, the captain
of the Tesleya, Lemm's birth ship, had made him oréra two specific
phrases. One, the alert phrase, was a warningdhnatthing was
wrong, such as hostiles on the ship forcing thetpd try and infiltrate
the Fleet. The alert phrase would cause the heaxnhed patrols to
open fire on their vessel immediately. The secdmage, the all clear,
would get them safely past the patrols, where theyld join the
densely packed mass of other ships, shuttles, ramskcs.

“The quest for knowledge sent me away from my peopbw the
discovery of wisdom has brought me back.”

There was a long pause as the patrol relayed ttleaage back to
the Tesleya, somewhere deep inside the flotillactmfirmation.
Kahlee's palms were sweating, and her mouth fgltsine swallowed
hard in the silence and held her breath. Graystnitle was built for
speed and long-distance travel; it had no weapmM§ARDIAN
defense systems, and virtually no armor on its. hfullemm had mixed



up the alert and all-clear codes, or if somethisg &ent wrong, the
patrol would tear them apart in seconds.

“The Tesleya welcomes your home, Lemm” came thg/ remd
Kahlee let her breath out in a long, low sigh diefe

“Tell them it's good to be back” he responded, thedded, “| need
to contact the ldenna”

Again there was a long pause, but this time Kadidr't feel the
same unbearable tension as she waited.

“Sending coordinates and hailing frequencies ferlttenna” they
finally replied.

Lemm verified receipt of the message, then discctegethe comm
channel. They continued their approach to the Féaet the single giant
red blob on the nav screens became countlessdthgixels jammed so
close together Kahlee wondered how the vesselsrdmgsented
avoided crashing into each other.

Moving with a steady, expert hand their quariantphaneuvered
them into the mass of ships, working his way slotelyard where the
Idenna floated along with the rest of quarian sgciEwenty minutes
later he flicked the comm channels open again ant@ut a hailing
call.

“This is Lemm'Shal nar Tesleya requesting permissiodock with
the ldenna.”

“This is the Idenna. Your request is granted. Pedde docking bay
three.”

Lemm's tri-fingered hands flew over the controlaking the
necessary adjustments to bring them in. Two minlates they felt the
slight bump as docking clamps fastened onto thr ® hold it in



place, followed by a sharp clang as a univers&ekrconnected to the
airlock of their own ship.

“I'm requesting a security and quarantine team” fresaid into the
comm channel. “Make sure they wear their envirassdihe ship is not
clean.”

“Request confirmed. The teams are on the way.”

The quarian had warned them about this, too. Tlaeamtine team
was a necessary step whenever a new vessel was@ivght into the
flotilla. The quarians couldn't risk bacteria, \8as, or other impurities
from former nonquarian owners accidentally beirlgased into the
flotilla.

Similarly, requesting a security team to inspeatryship upon first
arrival was considered a common courtesy amonguhean people, it
showed you had nothing to hide. Typically, the teaould come
aboard, introductions would be exchanged, and ackevould ever
actually be conducted.

However, this situation was as far from typicaltauld get. In the
three hundred years of their exile, no nonquareahéver set foot on a
flotilla ship. As much as Lemm wanted to bring Kedbefore the
captain of the Idenna, it simply wasn't in his powend the unexpected
sight of humans on a ship that had slipped padtlinet's patrols was
likely to cause shock and alarm.

There was no protocol for this unprecedented evwent,.emm had
explained that there were procedures that couldlmved to minimize
the risk to both the crew of the Idenna and thedmsyon board the
shuttle.

“Let's go meet our guests” Lemm said, standingwiveardly on
his injured leg. “Remember, just stay calm and yeng will be fine.
We just need to take it slow.”



The four of them made their way into the passengbm, and the
three humans sat down in the seats. Lemm madedyigornthe airlock
to greet the security and quarantine teams conmngoard.

Again, Kahlee felt the stress of being forced taad wait. What if
Lemm was wrong about how the other quarians wceadtrto their
presence? What if somebody saw the humans andkedf?id hey were
putting a lot of faith in someone who was, techihycaot even an adult
yet in the eyes of his own people.

“| think he's earned a bit of trust after everythime's done for us.”

Kahlee couldn't argue with the infallible logic leér own mind, but
it did little to quell her fears. She could hearces coming from the
airlock, though they were too far away to pick upatvwas being said.
One of the voices was rising, either in anger ar.fSomeone, it
sounded like Lemm, though she couldn't be sure twagy to calm the
upset speaker down. And then there were foots@peng through the
airlock and into the ship.

A few seconds later four masked quarians, one feluadl three
males, entered the passenger cabin, armed witbhlagfias. The one in
front, the female, actually did a double take ogirsg the humans, then
turned back over her shoulder to speak to Lemm, wdm® standing just
behind them.

“| thought you were joking” she said. “| really thght you were
joking.”

“This is unbelievable” one of the others muttered.

“What were you thinking?” the female, clearly theedn charge,
wanted to know. “They could be spies!”

“They're not spies” Lemm insisted. “Don't you reng the
woman? Look closely.”



The three humans sat silently as the female quatepped up to
get a better look. “No . . . it can't be. What'siyname, human?”

“Kahlee Sanders.”

There was an involuntary gasp from the other goariand Kahlee
thought she heard Lemm chuckle.

“My name is Isli'Feyy vas Idenna” the female quarsaid, bowing
her head in what seemed to be a gesture of resfiscan honor to
meet you. These are my ship mates, Ugho'Qaar easéd Erdra'Zando
vas ldenna, and Seeto'Hodda nar Idenna.”

Kahlee bowed her head in return. “These are mpdise Hendel
Mitra and Gillian Grayson. We are honored to beslier

“I brought Kahlee here so she could speak to tip¢aga’ Lemm
interjected. “This meeting is my gift to the lderina

Isli glanced over at Lemm, then turned her mask bad<ahlee.

“Forgive me, Kahlee Sanders, but | cannot permit tggoboard the
Idenna. That decision must come from the captaid,hee will want to
consult with the ship's civilian council before akag.”

“So what are you saying?” Hendel asked, judgingnioed to be
calm enough for others to join into the conversati®Ve have to
leave?”

“We cannot allow you to leave yet, either” Isliddiim after a
moment's consideration. “Not without the captaapproval. Your
shuttle must stay here in the dock, and you mastaboard your own
vessel until a ruling is reached on this matter.”

“*How long will that take?” Kahlee asked.

“A few days, | would guess” Isli answered.



“We're going to need some supplies” Hendel saidotk; primarily.
Human food.”

“And they will need suitable enviro-suits when taptain finally
decides to let them onto the ship” Lemm addedntakine optimistic
view.

“We will make every effort to accommodate your n&ddli told
them. “We don't have any stores of nonquarian falmohrd the Idenna,
but we will contact the other ships to see whatee find.”

She turned once more to Lemm. “You will have to eomith me.
The captain will want to speak to you in persorhéi she turned back
to the humans. “Remember, you are not to leavedhénes of this
vessel. Either Ugho or Seeto will be posted outgaie airlock at all
times. If you need anything, they can help you.”

And with that, the quarians, including Lemm, Iéfeém alone. A
minute later they heard a loud clang as the dothvéddenna's external
airlock slammed shut, sealing them inside the Ehutt

“Hmph” Hendel grunted, “that's a hell of a way tedt a celebrity.”



CHAPTER NINETEEN

Even with all he had done for Cerberus, even afteidreds of
missions and almost sixteen years of service, Gragsuld count on
one hand the number of times he had met the Ibustan face-to-face.

As charismatic and impressive as he appeared oxdrsztreen, he
was far more imposing in person. There was a sam@ss about him, an
air of authority. He possessed a cool confidenaerttade it seem as if
he was completely in control of everything thataldéd around him.
There was unmistakable intelligence in his stegfsecoupled with his
silver-gray hair and his daunting presence, it gaeesense that he had
wisdom far beyond that of ordinary men.

This impression was further enhanced by the sudimgs of the
office the lllusive Man used for his personal megs$. The room was
decorated with a classic dark-wood finish, givihg serious and
subdued, almost somber, feel. The lights wereasufta little dim,
leaving the corners obscured by shadows. Six biaaéting chairs
surrounded a frosted glass table on the far sidleeofoom, allowing
him to accommodate larger groups.

This meeting, however, was a private session. Gray&as seated
in one of the two oversized leather chairs in theter of the office,
directly across from the Man himself. He'd notieeplair of guards
posted just outside the door as he entered the,loohnside the office
it appeared to be just the two of them.

“We haven't found any hard evidence to back up wtony yet” the
lllusive Man said, leaning forward in his own chaith his elbows
resting on his knees and his hands clasped beiimre h

His features were sympathetic and his voice undedstg, but
there was a hard edge just below the surface. Gnaysce again found
him to be compelling yet intimidating at the sanmeet He made it so



that you wanted to confide in him. Yet if you chdsdie, his eyes
seemed to say, he would know . . . and there woeilgrave
consequences.

Fortunately for Grayson, the truth was on his side.

“| stand by my report. | pulled Gillian from the éension Project as
ordered. During the mission, | was forced to alerplan because of
interference from Kahlee Sanders and Hendel Mittag insisted on
coming with Gillian. | made arrangements with Retleal with them,
but when | arrived on Omega he imprisoned us aliesoould sell us to
the Collectors.”

The lllusive Man nodded as if agreeing with evenrav “Yes, of
course. But I'm still not clear on what happenext.iie

The gquestion was innocent enough, but Grayson rezed it as a
potential trap. Within two days of receiving hisssage, Cerberus had
sent an extraction team to bring him from Omeg& badarth to meet
with the organization's leader. Considering Pel laiscentire team were
dead, some of them by his hand, it was an invitati® wasn't given the
option of refusing.

Upon landing they had hustled him into a waitingaxad taken him
directly to the nondescript office tower that sehas the corporate
headquarters of Cord-Hislop Aerospace, the legterbasiness front
for Cerberus. Virtually the entire building wasfétd with everyday
men and women engaged in the business of manufagtmd selling
ships and shuttles. None of them had any ideawleeg really working
for an anonymous individual who inhabited the seq@anthouse at the
very top of the building, above the privately asszbsuites of the more
well known corporate executives.

Grayson had been itching for a sand hit duringsgemingly
endless elevator ride to the top of Cord-Hislopt iBwould have been
sheer idiocy to dust up before a meeting as impgréand dangerous,
as this one. He had one chance to convince th@véduMan that Pel



was a traitor. If he failed, he likely wouldn't {eathe building alive,
meaning he'd never see Gillian again.

“I've told you everything | know about Pel's deaiin. unknown
person or persons, probably quarian, broke intavdrehouse. |
presume they helped the others escape. Most afteath were killed
during the escape. During the battle | broke ouhwpfcell. | killed Pel
and one surviving member of his team myself. Theontacted you.”

The lllusive Man nodded again, then stood up slowhjust over
six feet tall, he towered above Grayson, stillgsgan his chair.

“Paul” he said softly, gazing down on him from agth “are you
addicted to red sand?”

Don't lie. He wouldn't be asking if he didn't aldg&know.

“I wasn't high on this mission. | wasn't hallucimgtwhen | shot
Pel, and | didn't kill him and his team to coveragme mistake | made
while stoned. | just did what was necessary.”

The lllusive Man turned his back to him and toaktep away,
pondering his words. Without turning back to fagayson, he asked,
“Do you care for Gillian?”

“Yes” he admitted. “I care for her as much as athér cares for
his child. You told me to raise her as my own, gall It was the only
way to get her to trust me.” And you already knbe answer to that
guestion, too.

The lllusive Man turned back to face him again, temained
standing. “Do you ever have doubts about what wheate at Cerberus,
Paul? Do you ever feel conflicted over what's beéame to Gillian?”

Grayson didn't speak for several moments, tryincarefully
formulate his response. In the end, he couldrtt tive words to answer
while evading the question, so he replied as hgnasthe could.



“It tears me apart whenever | think about it.” THenadded with
conviction, “But | understand why it must be dohsee how it serves
the greater good. | believe in our cause.”

The lllusive Man raised one eyebrow in surpridéng his head to
fix his gaze on the man sitting before, and benduth.

“Your former partner would never have given me asveer as
honest as yours.” Grayson wasn't sure if the warel® meant as a
compliment or an insult.

“I'm not like Pel. He made a deal with the CollestdHe betrayed
humanity. He betrayed Cerberus. He betrayed you.”

Grayson felt a small hint of relief when the llsiMan sat down
again.

“We've had no reports on your shuttle's locatioesiit left Omega.
Not a single sighting at any space station or golareither Council
Space or the Terminus Systems.”

“I think | know why” Grayson announced, exhalingpr@ath he
didn't even know he was holding as he played himfrcard. “I think
they're hiding amid the quarian flotilla.”

Again, the lllusive Man raised an eyebrow in swgeri‘l'm curious
as to what led you to this rather unlikely conabunsi

He didn't have a good answer. His theory was basedfew pieces
of highly circumstantial evidence: the shotgun Helthd at the
warehouse, the prisoner in the basement, and steakable certainty
that he just knew where Gillian was.

“Instinct” he finally replied. “I feel it in my gutThe quarians took
my daughter.”



“If they did” his boss replied, “then she is beyama reach.”

Grayson shook his head, silently refuting the othan's statement.
“| found Pel's mission reports in the warehoudendw he was
gathering information to infiltrate the Migrant Elg and | think that's
what drew the quarian rescue team to the wareh&ugehey left one
of their own behind; a prisoner Pel had tortureth®sbrink of insanity.
He gave me a transmission frequency and what éwelio be some
kind of pass code before he died.

“Pel's reports also mentioned a quarian scoutlséighacquired, the
Cyniad. | think we can load a team onto the ship @se the frequency
and code to get inside the flotilla and get Gillzack.”

The lllusive Man didn't try to deny the purposePed’'s mission.
Instead, he considered Grayson's plan, most likeflghing the risks
against the potential rewards. “It could work assuming you're right
about the quarians taking Gillian.”

He stood up again, but this time the action seamatnal an end
to their meeting, as if he'd gotten what he wamigdof Grayson.

“I will have some of our operatives in the Termirfgstems see if
they can find any information to support your thedf they do, we'll
send an extraction team to get her out.

“We have a quarian contact on Omega who could h€lhe
added. “I will give him the code to see if he camify the authenticity.”

Grayson had achieved half of what he wanted framrtieeting:
Cerberus was sending troops to bring Gillian b&ck.that wasn't
enough for him this time; he was done letting agremtrol his
daughter”™s life while he sat idly by.

“| want to be part of the extraction team.”



The Illusive Man simply shook his head. “The misswaill require
exacting precision and flawless execution. The Estamistake could
put the entire team at risk. And I'm concerned yeatings for Gillian
have compromised your judgment.”

“I need to be part of this” Grayson insisted. “edeo get my
daughter back.”

“I give you my word no harm will come to her” thilukive Man
assured him, his voice slipping into a low, soaghiagister. “We'll do
everything to keep her safe. You know how importdrd is to us.”

That's what I’'m counting on.

Gillian represented over a decade of intense Cest@search. Tens
of thousands of hours and billions of credits hadrbinvested in his
little girl in the hope she would one day beconekby to unlocking
new frontiers in the field of human biotics. Thiei¢ive Man wanted
Gillian back just as much as Grayson, though ftiedint reasons. And
that gave the father something few people evemitaeh dealing with
the lllusive Man: leverage.

“You don't have any other choice” Grayson warned, ldelivering
his ultimatum in a sure, steady tone. “| won't giNethe pass code. Not
until I'm on a ship heading right into the heartlod Migrant Fleet. If
you want to get Gillian back, then I'm your onlosh

It was a dangerous gamble. They could always w@itiim for the
information, and their techniques would make théhoés Pel had used
on his quarian prisoner seem merciful by compariBart Grayson
could still be useful, especially when it came tbi&h. Cerberus knew
of his daughter's condition; they knew she coulditv@sponsive to
strangers. Her father was worth keeping aroundr so he hoped.

“You are very dedicated to her” the Illusive Mamdsaith a smile
that didn't quite hide the rage beneath it. “| htps does not become a
problem later on.”



“So | can go?”

The lllusive Man nodded. “I will set up a meetingiwGolo, our
guarian contact on Omega.”

He motioned with one hand and Grayson stood uptifig to keep
his elation well hidden. It was quite likely theweuld be repercussions
for his defiance somewhere down the road, theilusan had a long,
long memory. But he didn't care about that nowwds willing to pay
any price if it meant he could get his daughtelkbac



CHAPTER TWENTY

“Remember what | told you, Gillian” Hendel said.€tzhe image in
your mind, then clench your fist and concentrate.”

Gillian followed Hendel’s instruction, scrunching ber face as she
focused all her attention on the pillow at the fobthe bed they were
sitting cross-legged on. Kahlee watched them wterest from the
other side of the bedroom, leaning against thedrafrthe open door.

Though Kahlee wasn't biotic, she was familiar vifta techniques
Hendel was teaching. The Ascension Project useplsimomechanical
feedback, such as clenching a fist or thrustingradhigh into the air,
as a tool for unleashing biotic power. Associathagic muscle
movements with the necessary complex thought patieneated a
triggering mechanism for specific biotic feats. dingh practice and
training, the corresponding physical action becaroatalyst for the
required mental processes, increasing both thedsge® strength of the
desired biotic effect.

“You can do it, Gillian” Hendel urged. “Just likeewpracticed.”

The girl began to grind her teeth, her fist clericke tight it began
to tremble.

“Good girl” Hendel encouraged. “Now throw your afonward and
imagine the pillow flying across the room.”

Kahlee thought she saw a faint shimmering in thdike the
rippling heat rising off a sun-scorched blacktopeii the pillow
launched itself from the bed, hurtling toward Kahénd smacking her
square in the face. It didn't hurt, but it did ¢aker off guard.



Gillian laughed, a nervous bark of excitement amgigse. Even
Hendel cracked a small smile. Kahlee scowled ahtheth in mock
exasperation.

“Your reaction time's a little slower than it usgedbe” Hendel
commented.

“I think | better leave you two alone before | datclamp in the
teeth” she replied before exiting the room and mgkier way aft
toward the seats in the passenger cabin.

Three days had passed since their shuttle had dadikle the
Idenna, and they were still waiting for the captaigive them
clearance to come aboard his ship. During that tirag had been well
looked after, but Kahlee was starting to develggr@ous case of cabin
fever.

Gillian and Hendel had fought against the boredgrfobusing on
developing her biotic talents. She had made asiogmitogress in an
incredibly short time. Whether that was from a# ttmne-on-one training
Hendel was giving her, or if it was because heborst in the cafeteria
back at the Academy had broken through some kindtefnal mental
barrier, Kahlee couldn't say. And though she wad ¢ see Gillian
making progress, there was little she could decelp.h

It was clear, however, that Gillian was coping sisipgly well with
their situation. She had always had good and bgs| dae severity of
her condition had an irregular ebb and flow. Ower past several days
there were still times when Gillian seemed to singane out or
disconnect from what was happening around hermpberall she
seemed more consistently aware and engaged. A¢alee wasn't
sure of the exact reason. It could be the factghatwas receiving far
more personal attention than she ever had at tadeéxay. It might have
had something to do with their inability to leahe tight confines of the
shuttle; Gillian was intimately familiar with evesguare inch of the
ship. She likely felt safe and protected while oardal, as opposed to
being exposed and vulnerable while wandering tagstboms and halls



of the Grissom Academy. Or it simply could haverbte fact that she
had to interact with fewer people, apart from Hérahel Kahiee, the
only visitor to the shuttle had been Lemm.

He stopped by once or twice a day to give them tgsdan what
was happening aboard the Idenna, and share anytampaews
coming in from the rest of the vessels in the Fldéth almost fifty
thousand ships, many of them frigates, shuttles ,samall personal
craft, there was a constant stream of informatiwh taaffic within the
flotilla.

Fortunately, in the quartans' endless efforts &k it resources for
their society, there were also dozens of vessadigray and departing
from nearby worlds on a daily basis. As promiskd,ltilenna had
requested from the other vessels food stores tbed suitable for
humans, as well as human enviro-suits. One day thie arrival
supplies began to come in, and the shuttle's hakimow stocked to
overflowing.

Not surprisingly, the request had set off suspigiand rumors
among the rest of the Fleet. As Lemm explainetth@t was one of the
reasons the decision was taking so long. The aapfa@ach ship was
given absolute authority over his or her vesseayiled that authority
wasn't abused and didn't endanger the rest ofdtikaf Apparently the
harboring of nonquarians definitely fell beyond Huepe of what was
permitted.

In the wake of the Idenna's strange request fordmioentric
supplies, the Conclave and the Admiralty, the resye civilian and
military leaders of the quarian government, hacdbbezinvolved in the
discussions of what was to be done. Ultimately, irehad explained to
Kahlee, the final decision would be given to thenida's captain, but
not before everyone else had weighed in with thyinions and
recommendations.

To pass the time between Lemm's visits, Kahleebegain speaking
with the quarians posted at the airlock as theards. Ugho, the older



of the two, was polite, but somewhat cold. He resieal to her
guestions with short, almost clipped, answers,sfr@soon gave up
bothering to speak with him while he was on duty.

Seeto, however, was the exact opposite. Kahleesgddse was
about Lemm's age, though hidden behind his masleawido-suit her
only clue was the “nar” identifier in his name. Bat some reason
Seeto seemed more naive and youthful than theiueesLemm
spending several months away from the flotilla @aRilgrimage no
doubt had something to do with that, but Seeto siseck her as having
a childlike exuberance about him that she simpbliad up to an
excitable, outgoing personality.

She learned very quickly that he was a talker. @rtevo questions
from her were all it would take to get the wordsafing, and then they
came out in a gushing river. Kahlee didn't mindyawer. It helped pass
the time, and she had learned a lot about theajsm general, and the
Idenna in particular, from Seeto.

At only thirty years old, he had explained, thenida was still
considered a new ship. Understandable, considednte of the ships in
the flotilla were manufactured over three centuags, before the
guarians' defeat and exile at the hands of the @atér time they had
been upgraded, repaired, and retrofitted to thetgbey hardly
resembled the original vessel anymore, but they sl seen as less
reliable than newer ships.

Seeto also told her that the Idenna was a medined siruiser, large
enough to have a seat on the Conclave, the civilkeeand that advised
the Admiralty on setting Fleet policy and passdohgs on specific
disputes and decisions within the flotilla. Shaheal that there were
693 men, women, and children who called Idenna h@®# if Lemm's
proposed gift from his Pilgrimage was ultimatelgeated by the
captain and he joined their crew. Kahlee was ashaal by that number;
in the Alliance, a medium-sized cruiser would hawaew of 70 or 80
at the most. In her mind's eye she envisionednihahitants of the
Idenna living in squalid, overcrowded misery.



The more she had talked with Seeto, the more cdaffier he'd
become. He'd told her about Ysin'Mal vas Idennasthip's captain.
Ship captains tended to be men and women bounch@igion; Mal,
however, was generally regarded as an aggressapepent of change
and progress. He'd even, Seeto had confided iw avlasper, put forth
a proposal for the flotilla to start sending outisers on long-term
exploratory missions to uncharted regions of spiacee hopes of
discovering uninhabited, life-bearing worlds the@gans could settle as
their own.

This particular view had often brought him into @b with the
other ship captains and the Conclave, who beli¢vedjuarians needed
to remain united in the Migrant Fleet if they wépseensure their
survival. However, from the way the young quaripoke, it was clear
to Kahlee that Seeto supported his captain's pasitather than
common convention.

As she passed through the passenger cabin on lgdpwize
airlock, she hoped it would be the more interes8egto, and not the
stoic Ugho, who was standing on duty outside. &tilbidden to leave
the ship, she was about to use the airlock's iotero contact the guard
outside and ask him to come aboard when the sedlseadoor
suddenly released on their own.

Surprised, she stumbled back from the door asaheg@ and a group
of seven quarians entered.

Kahlee felt a brief moment of alarm as they marabwato the
shuttle, but when she realized none of them hadweapons drawn
she relaxed.

She recognized both Seeto and Ugho among themskathought
the one standing at the head of the group waghslileader of the
security patrol that had first greeted them. Thepfour she didn't
know.



“The captain has agreed to meet with you” Isli daidvay of
greeting, confirming her identity.

About damn time, Kahlee thought. Out loud she aslked,
“When?”

“Now” Isli told her. “We will escort you to the lge to see him.
You will need to wear your enviro-suit, of course.”

“Okay. Let me tell Hendel and Gillian where I'm ggi”

“They need to come, too” Isli insisted. “The captaiants to meet
with all of you. Lemm is already there waiting.”

Kahlee didn't like the idea of forcing Gillian tedve the shuttle and
dragging her through the crowded decks of the ldehat given the
circumstances she didn't see how she could refuse.

Hendel shared her concern when she told him, diiaGdidn't
seem bothered by the idea. Five minutes later, treyehad all donned
their enviro-suits, they were off. Isli, Ugho, aBdeto went with them
as their escorts, while the other four quariangestdehind.

“They need to sterilize your shuttle” Isli told the“It's better if you
aren't on the vessel while they're working.”

Kahlee wondered if they were really decontaminativegvessel, or
if this was just an opportunity for the quarianghtoroughly search the
shuttle from top to bottom without offending thelRot that it made a
difference; they had nothing to hide.

Isli led them through the ship while Ugho marchiehs$ly along
beside her. Seeto fell back with the humans smh& @rovide the
occasional comment or explanation on what they \seeing during the
journey.



“This is the Idenna’s trading deck” he said as th&ysed from the
docking bays into what would have served as thgachold on an
Alliance vessel.

The room was packed with quarians, all in theiriensuits, milling
about. Each one carried a bag or backpack. Stdoagers lined the
walls. Most of them were open, revealing the cotstém be a mish-
mash of mundane items, from clothes to cookingsikerSimilar piles
of goods were loaded into large, open-topped stagds and oversized
metal storage containers scattered haphazardiyt gt€loor, filling
the room except for the narrow aisles that ran laeckforth between
them.

The quarians were moving from container to contaamel locker to
locker. They would rummage through them, occaslgatking up an
item and examining it before either keeping thieid for putting the
item back and resuming their search.

“Anyone who has unneeded goods and items stores hieee”
Seeto explained, “so others can come and take twegpieed.”

“You mean you just let anyone take anything fropaare else?”
Hendel asked in surprise.

“Not if someone else is using it” Seeto said, ligeg making it
clear that, to him, the answer was blatantly obsiou

“But if you're not using it, you're just supposeddting it here and
give it away for free to someone else?”

“What else would you do with it?” the young quaresked, the
guestion making it clear that the concept of sglBarplus merchandise
to your neighbor was completely foreign to him.

“What if somebody hoards their possessions?” Heasledd. “You
know, keeping everything for himself?”



Seeto laughed. “Who would do such a thing? Youndj\space
would become so crowded you'd have to sleep stgnginjust for the
sake of having items you don't even use.” He sliogkead and
chuckled softly at Hendel's foolishness.

As they passed through the trading deck, Kahleeacgsick glance
over at Gillian. It was hard to read her emotigtate behind her mask,
but she seemed to be okay.

Satisfied, Kahlee turned her attention back togiinarians hunting
through the merchandise. At first glance the sceeembled the
crowded market square of any colony world. A cldeek, however,
showed it was very, very different. It lacked tlygeessive, bustling
energy of a typical bazaar. Despite the crowdyfortfifty people by
her guess, nobody was pushing, shoving, or fightiver items. Often,
two or three people would stop and talk, thougly there always
careful to move aside so they didn't block theesgisvhen they did so.

It took her a moment to realize what else was mggghe noise.
There were no merchants loudly hawking their wasas, no angry
shouting of customers and proprietors haggling pviees. Only the
soft sounds of people searching through the loclkedsbins, and the
low, good-natured conversation of neighbors arehfis.

They were nearing the large freight elevator thaiila take them
up to the next level of the ship when Kahlee natisemething else. A
small desk fashioned from an unidentifiable aliandwood had been
set up in front of a door leading to a supply roofifrio the side of the
cargo hold. A female quarian sat at the desk behioomputer, where a
line of five or six others stood waiting. Two majearians stood behind
her.

The man at the front of the line said somethintheowoman, who
punched some information into the computer. He bdrter an empty
pack, which she passed to one of the men behindHeedisappeared
into the room, then emerged again a few seconesdad handed the
pack, now filled, back to the man in line.



“What's going on over there?” she asked.

“Essential items, such as food or medicine, areedteeparately”
Seeto explained. “We need to keep track of ourveseo make sure
we always have enough for everyone in the colony.”

“What happens when the reserves run low?” Hendeddas

“If we manage them carefully, they never will” Seeeplied.
“Weekly shipments arrive from the Liveships to pde/for our basic
needs. And specific or luxury items are acquiredh®yscout ships we
send out to explore the worlds of the systems vgs gaough, or
through trading with other vessels in the Fleet.”

They boarded the elevator and began to ascendndgethe trading
deck behind them. When they reached the next teeetlevator door
opened, and Kahlee's jaw dropped at the sight &dfer.

They were on what would have been the crew deekdilliance
cruiser. But instead of the expected mess haépslepods, medical
bay, or rec room, she got her first good look at ltkoe vast majority of
guarians lived.

Most of the interior walls of the deck had beemtout to maximize
the use of space. Replacing them was a massiveftigbicles,
arranged in groups of six: three running fore adlang the ship's
deck by two running port to starboard. Each indraidcubicle was
maybe a dozen feet on a side, with three wallsdasid from steel
plates that ran three quarters of the way up t@¢ileng. The fourth
side, the one facing out toward the aisles thascrossed fore to aft and
port to starboard between each group of cubiclas,apen, though
most had heavy sheets of bright, multicolored chathging down from
the ceiling like curtains to cover the opening. Hogse that had been
absent from the markets seemed to have migrated ageneral din of
sound and voices that rose up from each cubicle.



“This is the deck where | live” Seeto told them ymity as Isli led
them down one of the aisles running through théecesf the cubicle
grid. As on the trading deck, the lanes runningath directions were
crowded with people. These individuals moved withrenpurpose than
the idly browsing shoppers, though they were gtifiailingly courteous
in making way for others.

As they passed cubicle after cubicle, Kahlee wosdldrthe colors
and intricate designs sewn onto the cloth curtdnasserved as the
doors had any significance, such as identifyingviddials from a
specific clan or family. She tried to look for sggof common or
repeating patterns in the artwork that might htrrhaaning, but if it was
there it eluded her.

Many of the cloth curtains were only partially dravand Kahlee
couldn't resist the urge to glance from side te sideach cubicle as
they passed, catching occasional glimpses of argimpaarians living
their everyday lives. Some were cooking on smaltteic stoves, others
were tidying up their cubicles. Others were playtagds or other
games, or watching personal vid screens. Some gathered in small
groups, sitting on the floor while they visitedreehd's or relative's
space. A few were even sleeping. All of them weeamng their
enviro-suits.

“Are they wearing their suits because of us?” Hémamdered.

Seeto shook his head. “We rarely take off our ensirits, except in
the most private settings or intimate encounters.”

“We work hard to maintain our ships” Isli addedrfraip ahead,
“but the chance of a hull breach or engine leakate though it may
be, is something we must be constantly and acatefre of.”

On the surface her explanation made sense, bueKahispected
there was more to it. Hull breaches and enginesl@aduld indeed be
extremely rare, even in older, run-down vessels simple air-quality
monitors, combined with element zero detectorsiccalert people on



board to don their suits in the event of an emergéong before any
serious harm was done to them.

It was quite likely wearing the enviro-suits hacdtme a deeply
ingrained tradition, a custom born from the inestd@ lack of privacy
on the overpopulated ships. The masks and layeratdrial could very
well be a physical, emotional, and psychologicdfdyin a society
where solitude was virtually impossible to find.

“How do you go to the bathroom?” Gillian asked, muc Kahlee's
surprise. She had expected the girl to withdraw rdrself in an effort
to escape the crowds and overabundance of notke unfamiliar
surroundings.

Maybe she's getting some kind of psychologicalgaywfrom her
mask and enviro-suit, too.

“We have bathrooms and showers in the lower deSk®to
explained, in answer to Gillian's query. “The ronsealed and sterile.
It is one of the few places we feel comfortable egimg our enviro-
suits.”

“What about when you're not on a quarian ship?ligilwanted to
know.

“Our suits are equipped to store several days wafritiaste in
sealed compartments between the inner and outer. [Alge suit can
then be flushed, discharging the waste into anynacomsanitation
facility, like the toilet on your shuttle, withoekposing the wearer to
outside contaminants.”

Seeto suddenly darted up ahead and pulled baautkesn on one
of the cubicles. “This is my living quarter” he gaxcitedly, ushering
them over.

Peering inside Kahlee saw a cluttered but tidieltbom. A
sleeping mat was rolled up in one corner. A smadlking stove, a



personal vid screen, and a computer rested agmesbf the side walls.
Several swatches of bright orange cloth hung om#hés, the color
matching the curtain that was used to block thenagrgrance.

“You live here alone?” Kahlee asked, and SeetoHadggain at the
foolishness of humans.

“I share this space with my mother and father. Nyes lived here
for many years, too, until she left on her PilgrgaaNow she is with
the crew of the Rayya.”

“Where are your parents now?” Gillian asked, antl&a thought
she heard a hint of longing in her voice.

“My father works on the upper decks as a naviga#ftyrmother is
usually part of the civilian Council that advisegpfain Mal, but this
week she is volunteering on the Liveships. Shelvdlback in two more
days.”

“What about all the orange cloth hanging from tredlsV Kahlee
asked, changing the topic away from missing parébises it mean
anything?”

“It means my mother likes the color orange” Sed¢tookled, letting
the curtain fall back into place as they continaadheir way.

They made their way through the remaining cubialed they
reached another elevator.

“I will escort the humans alone from here” Islianimned Seeto and
Ugho. “You two go report back for normal work détai

“I'm afraid this is where we part company” Seetl sath a
courteous nod. “I hope we shall see each othenasyain.”

Ugho nodded, too, but didn't bother to speak.



The elevator opened and they followed Isli abo&hse doors closed
and it whisked them up to the bridge. As they steljppff, Kahlee was
surprised to see several more cubicles built argside of the hall
running from the elevator. Apparently space wasgaoable that even
here, only a few dozen feet from the bridge its®lery available inch
was used.

“Those are the captain's quarters” Isli pointedasuthey walked
past one of the cubicles toward the bridge, fillihg role of tour guide
now that Seeto was no longer with them. The blukgaren curtain
was completely drawn, blocking any view inside. Based on the
width of the corridor and the two steel plates foatied the side walls,
Kahlee estimated the captain's room was the saeasievery other.

When they arrived on the actual bridge Kahlee natitldl some
surprise that this was the one place the shiptdée’m unusually
crowded. There were still a lot of bodies cramnred a small area, a
helmsman, two navigators, a comm operator, anewamther crew,
but the same could be said of any Alliance ve3ded. captain was
seated in a chair in the center of the bridge ar, his injured leg
still encased in the protective boot, stood justite him. The captain
rose and approached as they entered, while Lemmp&d along
behind him.

“Captain Ysin'Mal vas ldenna” Lemm said, making the
introductions, “allow me to present Kahlee Sandansl, her
companions Hendel Mitra and Gillian Grayson.”

“You and your friends are welcome aboard the Idétima captain
said, extending his hand to each of them in tumcelagain, Gillian
didn't flinch or shy away from the contact, thowgjte didn't find the
courage to speak this time.

It has to be the enviro-suits, Kahlee thought.

Captain Mai looked, to Kahlee's eye, exactly likerg other male
qguarian she had met. She knew her observation \waes timan just



interspecies bias. Even accounting for the fadtritreny of the physical
differences were obscured by their environmentis st was a safe
generalization to say that quarians all tendedaod bretty much the
same. They were of an almost uniformly similar simé build, with far
less variety than what was found in humans.

Apart from Lemm, who was easy to identify becausei®boot,
she had learned to rely on specific subtle diffeesnn their clothing to
tell the quarians apart. For example, Seeto hadadl but noticeable
discoloration on the left shoulder of his enviratsas if it had been
rubbed or worn at constantly over many months. Hawndf Hendel
and Grayson were both wearing enviro-suits, it \idndve been easy to
tell them apart without relying on similar trickslendel was half a foot
taller and seventy pounds heavier than Gilliartlsdia That same
degree of variance simply didn't exist in the qalapopulation.

It's like that with all the other races, Kahleeugbt to herself. For
some reason, humans just have more genetic diyénait the rest of
the galaxy. She hadn't really noticed it beford,aomsciously, but here
on the bridge of the Idenna it seemed to strikednom

It's happening to us, too, she realized as Heraalksthe captain's
hand. The big man's mix of Nordic and Indian angests the norm on
Earth now, and the inevitable genetic by-product wanore physically
homogeneous population. In the twenty-second cenlond hair like
hers was a rarity, and naturally blue eyes werexistent. But with
hair dye, skin toning, and colored contact lengd® really cares?

“| extend to each of you the warm welcome of mypsimd her
crew” the captain was saying, causing Kahlee tp $r@a mind back to
the present. “It is an honor to meet you.”

“The honor is ours, Captain Mai” Kahlee replied olYhave taken
us in when we had nowhere else to go.”



“We are wanderers ourselves” the captain repliéde have found
safety and community here in the Migrant Fleet, boffer that safety
to you now, as well.”

“Thank you, sir” Kahlee replied.

The captain bowed his head in acknowledgment ofheditude,
then reached out and placed a hand on her shodl@eving in close so
he could speak to her in a tone so soft she canelyhear it through
the voice modulator of his mask.

“Unfortunately, the safety of the Migrant Fleeti$alse one” he
whispered.

Kahlee was caught off-guard by the cryptic warnitog, surprised
to give a reply. Fortunately, he didn't seem toeexne. He took his
hand from her shoulder and stepped back, resurheagdnversation in
his normal voice.

“Representatives from the Conclave and the Adnyiralé coming
to the Idenna to speak with you” he told her. “Tisia great honor for
my ship and my crew.”

From the tone of his voice, Kahlee suspected heHhelhonor was
more of an inconvenience.

“Sir” one of the crew members informed the captédime Lestiak is
requesting permission to dock.”

“Send them to bay five” Mal replied. “We'll meettin there.

“Come” he said to Kahlee and her companions, “weikin't keep
such important visitors waiting.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Once again Kahlee and her companions were leddhrthe ship
by three quarians. This time, however, their esconsisted of Isli,
Lemm, and the captain.

They took them back down to the lower levels aneraw the
docking bays. Instead of going back to Graysonustishy however, they
made their way to one of the other occupied bay®reithe Lestiak,
along with its crew of VIPs, was already waiting foem.

Considering the political status of those on boKwahlee was
surprised to see the captain didn't request peionigefore opening the
airlock and entering the vessel.

“| guess the captain gets to go wherever he wantiown ship”
Hendel whispered to her, making note of the strded®vior as well.

Inside the shuttle they were brought into a largeference room
that appeared to be set up for what looked to beedgpe of official
inquiry. Or a court-martial, Kahlee thought. Theras a long,
semicircular table with six chairs behind it. Fofethe chairs were
occupied by gquarians, though one on the end wasye®pveral armed
guards stood at the back of the room, behind thedalignitaries.

Mal led them to the center of the room, where tteyd while he
made a full round of introductions. Kahlee didmther trying to
remember all the names as they were tossed outi§hleowever,
make a point of noting which three of the quarienattendance were
elected representatives from the civilian Conclavel which two were
members of the military's Admiralty board.

She also noticed that when Mal introduced Lemnrelferred to
him as “Lemm’'Shal vas ldenna”; apparently the yoguagrian's



Pilgrimage was officially over, and he had beereated into Mal's
crew.

When the introductions were finished, Mal went oaed sat down
in the lone unoccupied seat at the table. Isli veak stood behind him,
joining the other honor guards watching over thenecfrom the back
wall. Lemm didn't move, but stayed with the humamh® remained
standing in front of the table.

“Kahlee Sanders” one of the Admiralty represen&gtiasked,
beginning the proceedings, “do you understand wayhave brought
you here?”

“You think | might know something about Saren Aiisrand how
he was able to control the geth” she replied.

“Could you describe your relationship with Sareafibther
representative asked, this one from the civiliamclave.

“There was no relationship” Kahlee insisted. “Iymet him briefly
two or three times. As far as | knew, he was jnst$pectre assigned to
investigate the activities of my mentor, Dr. ShaQft

“And what were those activities, exactly?”

“Qian had discovered some kind of alien artifa¢té said, choosing
her words carefully. “It might have been Prothddaybe it even
predated them. None of us really knew.

“He thought it was the key to creating a new kiharificial
intelligence. But he kept the rest of us in thekdare were just lab
monkeys for him, running data he gathered frontésss and
experiments. Qian was the only one who knew arip@ftietails about
the artifact: where it was, what it was, what d.di

“But Qian went missing, and he was never foundiidgiwere his
files.”



“Is it possible Saren found his files?” one of benclave asked. “Is
it possible he found this artifact, and used fgyam control of the geth?”

“It's possible” Kahlee answered, somewhat relu¢taimhe idea had
occurred to her before, but she didn't like spamgdeahat she had
played some role, however small, in the devastatiaught by the
geth.

“Have you ever heard of a species called the Re&@péme first
guarian wanted to know.

Kahlee shook her head.

“There is word coming from the Citadel that Sarélagship,
Sovereign, was actually an advanced Al. It wasealwst one of an
entire race of enormous, sentient ships calledRéegpers.”

“Those are just rumors” Hendel interjected. “Thera proof to
support those theories.”

“But it could explain why the geth followed Sareh& quarian
countered. “An advanced Al might have been ablev&ride the geth's
rudimentary intelligence systems.”

“| can't really say” Kahlee answered. “I don't knawything about
the geth, other than what I've seen on the vidsl IArave no idea why
they followed Saren.”

“But if Sovereign was a Reaper” one of the Admyaltembers
pressed, “then there could be more of its kind.yT¢wuld be lying
dormant in unexplored regions of space, just wgifor someone to
accidentally discover and awaken them.”

“Maybe” Kahlee said with an indecisive shrug.



“It seems obvious to me that this is something weeileh want to
avoid at all possible costs” one of the Conclaygesentatives chimed
in. “One Reaper nearly destroyed the Citadel. Aaeotould finish the
job. The galaxy already blames us for the geth.degt need to give
them another reason to hate us.”

“Or maybe if we found one of these Reapers” Malntered,
joining the conversation for the first time, “weutd use it as Saren did,
to take control of the geth! We could return to bameworlds and
reclaim what is rightfully ours!”

There was a long silence, then one of the Admidled Kahlee,
“Is Captain Mal correct? Do you believe it mightessible to discover
a dormant Reaper and use it to gain control ofe#ta?”

Kahlee shook her head, bewildered. “l can't sagrélare too many
unknown variables.”

“Please” the quarian urged, though his request sdanore like a
command, “speculate. You are one of the galaxy&nfost experts in
synthetic intelligence. We are eager to hear wbattiink.”

Kahlee took a deep breath and considered the protdeefully
before answering. “Given what | knew of Dr. Qiar@search, if Saren's
flagship was the alien artifact we were studyimngnight have been
possible to use it to control the geth. And if thare more ships out
there like Sovereign, then yes, it is logical tewase they could also be
used to control or influence the geth . . . assgrttat's what Saren
did.”

It was difficult to read the body language of themgans at the table
while their expressions were obscured by their maBlit Kahlee
thought she detected anger or frustration in séweétheir postures.
Mal, however, seemed to be sitting taller than teefo



“Is there anything else you can tell us, Kahleedgas?” one of the
Admiralty asked. “Anything about Saren, or the gethDr. Qian's
research?”

“There's really nothing to tell” Kahlee said apadtigally. “I wish |
could be more helpful.”

“I believe we have everything we need” Mal saidnsting up.
“Thank you, Kahlee.”

Realizing they weren't going to get anything maneaf their guest,
the rest of the participants deferred to his denisind similarly rose
from their seats.

“We thank you for your time” one of them said. “Gaip Mal, we
would like to continue this discussion with thetresthe Conclave. We
hope you will accompany us.”

Mal nodded. “I am eager to speak with them.”

“We should leave as soon as possible” one of therajuarians
noted. “Perhaps you could have your security adsebrt the humans
back to their shuttle?”

“Kahlee and the others are honored guests of tenial’ Mal said
pointedly. “They do not need a security escort.yTae free to come
and go as they please.”

There was an awkward silence that was finally bindkg one of the
Admiralty. “Understood, Captain.”

Having won his point, Mal turned to Kahlee and dltigers. “As
long as you are careful not to interfere in therapens of the ship, | am
granting you free run of my vessel. Should you wshave a guide,
Lemm would be honored to show you around.”



“Thank you, Captain” Kahlee said, eager to getlo#f Lestiak and
leave the increasingly tense situation behind.

“Perhaps when | return from the Conclave, we carak@gain” he
said.

“Of course” she replied. “You are always welcomeonin shuttle.”

Unsure if there was some kind of formal protocol stquired
before they were dismissed, Kahlee simply stoockethatil Lemm gave
her elbow a gentle tug.

“Come on” he whispered, “let's go.”

Mal and Isli stayed behind as he led them away eQney were
beyond the airlock and back on the Idenna, Henolieetd to Lemm.

“What the hell was that all about?”

“Politics” was the short, and uninformative, answer

“You can't be a little more detailed?” Kahlee pezks

“I'm sure the captain will make everything clearamte returns
from the Conclave” Lemm assured her. “Please,jagtatient for a few

more days.”

“It's not like we have any other choice” Hendeldsaith a grunt.
“But my patience is growing awful thin lately.”

Grayson didn't like Golo.

The lllusive Man had arranged a meeting betweery<draand the
guarian on Omega to plan their assault on the Migféeet. The
meeting was taking place in a small rented apartinethe Talon
district, not two blocks away from the warehousesrehhe had killed



Pel. The room was empty except for two chairs,tabke, and the two
of them.

“You might as well give up” Golo declared to stafft the
conversation. “Infiltrating the quarian fleet ispossible.”

“They have my daughter” Grayson replied, keepirsggMoice
neutral despite the bile in his throat. “| want back. | was told you
could help us.”

Golo may have been an ally of Cerberus, but heaataaitor to his
own people. Grayson couldn't respect anyone whdduown on his
own kind simply to make a profit. It went againgegything he
believed in.

“There are fifty thousand ships in the Migrant Fléggolo reminded
him. “Even if they do have her, how are you goiodigure out which
vessel she's on?”

“The pilot of the scout ship, the one Pel tortuf@dinformation,
said his name was Hilo'Jaa vas Idenna. | thiniCyr@ad was a scout
ship for the Idenna. Whoever came looking for hiaswwart of the same
crew. They're the ones who took Gillian.”

“That makes sense” Golo admitted. Something allmutmay he
said it made Grayson feel as if he were being plage if Golo already
knew all this. “But it hardly matters. You won'ttgeywhere near the
Idenna. Even if you're in the Cyniad, the patroil sthoot the vessel
down if you don't use the proper codes and haflieguencies.”

“I have the frequency and the code” Grayson asshired“The
pilot gave them to me before he died.”

Golo laughed. “How do you know they're real? Wi gave you
a false code?”



Grayson thought back to the quarian he had diseoverthe cellar.
Pel had possessed a sixth sense for knowing wisendtims were
lying under torture; interrogation had always beaga of his strong
suits.

“The information's good” he said. “It'll get us pése patrols.”

“Your confidence is inspiring” the quarian repliedhd Grayson
could hear the smirk in his voice. He knew Golo badn Pel's contact
on Omega. He'd been instrumental in acquiring tha&cl, and
Grayson couldn't help but wonder what else theignand Pel had
been involved in together.

“We're offering ten times what you were paid foe thst mission”
Grayson said, struggling to keep his rising angehieck.

He needed Golo. Having the codes wasn't enoudjhe ifmission
had any hope of succeeding they had to have sonfaoriar with the
protocols of the Migrant Fleet on the ship to kdsgm from making a
mistake that would expose them. And they neededksamfluent in the
guarian tongue on the radio to relay the codes badikforth with the
patrols; an automated translator wasn't going tatcu

“Ten times?” Golo said, considering the offer. “@evus. But is it
worth risking my life for?”

“This is also a chance for revenge” Grayson rendnuien,
sweetening the pot. He'd read Colo's profile insRaission reports. He
knew the quarian harbored a deep hatred for thetgyabat had exiled
him, and he wasn't above exploiting that hatred.iNbhelped him get
Gillian back.

“The Fleet banished you. They cast you out. Thigis chance to
strike back at them in a way they will never forgé¢lp us and you can
make them pay.”



“A man after my own heart” Golo said with a crusligh, and
Grayson felt his stomach turn.

“Does this mean you're in?” Grayson demanded.

“We still have several problems to consider” Gaadsy way of
confirmation. “The Cyniad and the codes will gefpast the patrols.
But we'll need some way to disrupt the Idenna'sraamnications after
we dock so they don't alert the rest of the flatdhce the assault
begins.”

“We can take care of that” Grayson said, knowingb€gaus had that
technology readily available. “What else?”

“We'll need blueprints of the ship's interior layGu
“It was originally a decommissioned batarian Heclsas cruiser”
Grayson replied, relaying information the lllusMan's agents had

already gathered in preparation for the missione‘Wdve the layout.”

“Impressive” Golo replied. “There is a chance ttasild work, after
all. Provided you and your team do exactly as I"say

“Of course” Grayson said through gritted teethenffg his hand to
symbolically seal the deal. “I wouldn't have it asther way.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Three more days passed before Mai returned tadmanb. Kahlee
had spent much of that time exploring the quarkap,fecoming more
familiar with its inhabitants and their culture.

She had come to realize that most of her previelisfb about the
guarians were either outright wrong or gross digtos of the truth. She
had always considered them to be scavengers, gl thieves: a
culture of petty criminals not to be trusted. Ndve saw them simply as
resourceful and determined. They were a peoplggiing to survive
with limited space and resources, yet they refagedlow their society
to degenerate into selfishness and anarchy. Tagudh this, they
clung fiercely to their powerful sense of community

There was something noble in this unity, enfor¢ealigh it might
be by their circumstances. Every quarian trulyeyadd they needed to
work together to survive. The strong family bondwmag shipmates,
and the willingness of individuals to sacrifice fbe greater good, were
values Kahlee thought other species could aspire tghould they ever
learn to see past their own prejudices and precoed@&otions about
the quarians.

While Kahlee was exploring the ship, Hendel andi&ilspent most
of their time on Grayson's shuttle practicing mstiEven while wearing
her enviro-suit, Gillian still wasn't entirely coarfable around
strangers, and she preferred to stay isolatedeimibre familiar
surroundings.

Occasionally Lemm or Seeto would come to visitutjio both were
closed lipped when Kahlee or Hendel tried to pfgrnmation from
them about the quarian political situation. It virasstrating, being a
pawn in a game she didn't fully understand, butl&alwvas confident
they would get some answers soon: Captain Mal wma#iyf coming to
speak with them.



Kahlee, Hendel, and Gillian were all wearing theziwiro-suits in
preparation for his visit to their shuttle. Lemndisuggested the idea
yesterday as a way for them to show respect fon@uaustoms and
traditions in honor of the captain's arrival. Utiiey knew more about
the purpose of this meeting, Hendel had notedag probably best to
do whatever they could to stay on his good side.

With some reluctance, Kahlee had agreed. She dikin‘wearing
the suit if she didn't have to, although she cotlgimte say exactly
what she disliked about it. The suits were fullynelte controlled, so
she never felt hot or sweaty while wearing it, #meglthin, pliant
material barely restricted her movement. And whih Yis-glass of the
faceplate and the audio enhancements in the hedimeGould actually
see and hear better while wearing the suit thalnouwitit.

Still, she never felt comfortable in it. The sudnapletely cut her off
from normal tactile sensations, like the feel &f Wiiarm leather under
her palm when she placed her hand on the arm «fdady or the cool,
hard metal of the tabletop as she drummed herrnggainst it. It even
made it impossible to run her fingers through hear.h

In contrast, Gillian seemed to love wearing the, snly taking it
off once since their meeting with the captain amlthidge. She even
wore it during her biotic training with Hendel. Klab knew the security
chief found her behavior odd, but he put up witorther sake. He did,
however, insist that she remove the helmet and maskg their
sessions. Gillian had complied, though not witremrne grumbling and
complaining.

The mere fact that she grumbled and complainederdban mutely
obeying, was further evidence of how much she Imamged. Kahlee
had commented to Hendel on how much improvemetiaGihad
shown, and she'd even shared her theory that thenigiht make the
girl feel psychologically safe and more confiddténdel, however, had
offered a different theory.



“| think she's just getting better because Cerbamisdrugging her
anymore.”

The thought was disturbing, but Kahlee was surgredee hadn't
come up with it on her own. It was doubtful Gilliarcondition could be
blamed solely on whatever chemical concoctionshiaa been feeding
her, but it was very possible they had made heipsyms worse.
Somehow that knowledge made what Grayson had alldlaeam to do
to his daughter seem even more monstrous.

The sound of the airlock opening startled her dunsp
recollections.

“Not big on knocking, are they?” Hendel mutterading from his
seat to greet their visitors. Kahlee and Gilliad thie same.

Kahlee had been expecting some kind of honor golasgcurity
detail to accompany the captain, but if they caney must have stayed
outside the ship. Apart from Lemm, Mal was alone.

“Thank you for this invitation” he said, once hahdkes had been
exchanged all around.

“We're honored to have you here” Kahlee repliedeéBe, sit down
and make yourself comfortable.”

There were only four chairs in the passenger caoimnce all the
adults took their seats, Gillian hopped up into ¢heis lap. Yet again,
Kahlee was amazed at how far she had come irealétts than two
weeks.

Before any of them could speak, they were integdty a short,
muffled beep coming from behind Mal's mask, thensbof an
incoming message transferred to his in-helmet rddéoheld up one
hand, asking the others to be silent as he listemédte message. Kahlee
couldn't hear what was being said in his ear, batsaw him nod.



“Send them to docking bay seven” he instructed.d'Agll them it's
good to have them back.”

“Forgive me” he said a moment later to Kahlee d®ddthers. “I
have to approve all arriving vessels before theydizck.”

“Do you have to go?” she asked.

He shook his head. “Isli and her team will greeinth We can
continue our business.”

“And what exactly is that business?” Hendel saakting tact and
decorum aside. Kahlee couldn't blame him; she Wwastaeady to do
the same thing. Fortunately, Mal seemed willinpéaccompletely
candid.

“The Migrant Fleet is dying” he said flatly. “It & long, slow,
almost invisible death, but the facts are undenidlMe are nearing a
time of crisis for our species. In another eightymety years, our
population will be too large for our ships to suggo

“| thought you had zero population growth” Kahleads
remembering Seeto describing the universally eefbpwlicies of birth
control during one of her tours of the lower decks.

“Our population is stable, but the Fleet is nog ttaptain explained.
“Our ships continue to age and break down fasean the can replace or
repair them. Little by little we are running outlvfable space, yet
neither the Conclave nor the Admiralty are willitmgtake action. | fear
that by the time they finally realize somethingsi@amust be done, it
will be too late to stem the tide.”

“What does that have to do with me?” Kahlee wambekhow.
“Why were they asking me all those questions ablmeigeth and
Reapers?”



“There is a small but growing coalition of ship t@ps who believe
we must take immediate action if the quarian naisaie survive” Mal
explained. “We have proposed that several of teet largest vessels
be equipped for long-distance voyages. We wang¢naol shem on two-
to five-year journeys into uncharted regions ofcgpar through
unexplored mass relays.”

“Sounds dangerous.” Hendel noted.

“It is” Mal admitted, “but this could be our onlyope to secure the
long-term survival of the quarian species. We redihd life-bearing,
uninhabited worlds we can call our own. Or, failthgt, we need to
find some way to return to the Perseus Veil anthiimcour home from
the geth.”

“Do you really believe you'll find one of these called Reaper
ships somewhere on the fringes of unexplored sp&terrdel asked.

“| believe it is better than doing nothing, and wvaj for our
numbers to begin an irreversible decline.”

“Seems logical” Kahlee admitted. “So why is thepersuch
opposition to sending out these ships?”

“Our society is extremely fragile” Mal explainediffe smallest
change can have huge repercussions. Sending awenakef our larger
vessels will weaken the Fleet as a whole, at lag@igtthey return. Most
of the representatives in the Conclave are noingilio take that risk.

“Their caution is understandable” the captain athdit“For nearly
three hundred years the Admiralty and the Condfeaxes fought to
protect what little we have from crumbling away eVhad no choice
but to adopt careful and conservative policies.

“Those policies served us for a time” he contindédf now we
need to adapt. We need new policies if we are tagi Unfortunately,



the weight of tradition hangs heavily over the Elead there is a
widespread fear of change.

“That is why your testimony before the represeunésgiwas so
important, Kahlee” he added. “We need to win otloser to our cause,
to make them see that taking a risk is our best@h$o survive. Even if
we don't find the Reapers or discover a way toddtine remaining geth
from the Perseus Veil, we still might find new witg'lwe can settle.”

“But my testimony was meaningless” Kahlee objecttdvas all
speculation and maybes. | don't know anything usdfaut the geth or
the Reapers. And | never said sending ships iatitharted void
would help you find them.”

“That's beside the point” Mal explained. “Peopldida you have
knowledge that can defeat the geth; it doesn'tandtyou really do.
You have become a symbol of hope for the futureragyaur society. If
other captains see you allied with me, it will vBupport to our cause.
That is why those who oppose us want to see yoe ltbee Idenna.”

“Leave?” Hendel said worriedly. “You mean they'reking us out
of the Fleet?”

“They won't do that” Mal assured him. “It would tuyou into
martyrs for my cause, drumming up even more sugpothose of us
who advocate change.

“But there are many captains who oppose us” hermoed.
“Several have offered to give you sanctuary onrthessels, should you
choose to leave the Idenna. They believe if yowelravith them, it will
gain support for their side.”

“I don't like being a political pawn” Kahlee mutset darkly.
“I understand” Mal said sympathetically, “and | aorry | have put

you in this position. If you really don't want te imvolved, you are free
to leave the Fleet.”



Kahlee frowned. Leaving the Fleet wasn't an optrmt;while
Cerberus was still looking for them.

“Please, Kahlee” Lemm added. “Sending out the emplon ships
is the best hope for my people to survive.”

Lemm probably could have gotten her to agree sirhplgaying she
still owed him for saving them on Omega. But Kahta€ learned
enough about quarian culture to realize he wouleengy to force her
like that. Still, she did owe him. And Mal's argum® made sense to
her.

Before she could answer, however, they heard gtardibut
unmistakable sound of the Idenna's shipboard alarms

“We're about to find out if your information is ia&ble” Golo
whispered as the Cyniad’s nav screens showed $@atral frigates
breaking off from the main body of the Migrant Rlee

The quarian shuttle was packed with ten highlynediCerberus
commandos, along with Golo, Grayson, and a pitohad to fly the
guarian modified vessel. Everyone on board wasinwgar full combat
hard-suit equipped with kinetic dampeners, and tagh carried a
heavy assault rifle.

“Open the hailing channel” Golo instructed, and @exberus pilot
did as he was told. Grayson was technically in @haf the mission,
but for much of it he would be deferring to Golaldris greater
understanding of the quarians.

A few seconds later the radio crackled with thelehge of the
guarian patrols. “You are entering a restrictealdentify.”

“This is the scout ship Cyniad, of the Idenna” Gasponded,
“seeking permission to rejoin the Fleet.”



“Verify authorization.”

Grayson held his breath as Golo recited the codasph“My body
travels to distant stars, but my soul never ledved-leet.”

Several seconds passed before they got their regspidenna
confirms your identity. Welcome back, Cyniad.”

Golo flipped off the comm channel. “Bring us in @iand slow” he
instructed the pilot. “We don't want to spook angdn

Locating the Idenna amid the armada of ships wgsisingly
simple. Every vessel in the Fleet transmitted atstamge homing
signal on a unique frequency. As a scout shipCyriad was
preprogrammed with the Idenna's frequency, sothimavessel showed
up as a green pixel on the nav screen, in corttsdake red of the other
ships.

As they drew close, Golo opened the comm chanrahad his is
the Cyniad, requesting permission to dock withltenna.”

There was a delay of several seconds before the ceatkled with,
“This is the Idenna. Your request is granted. Headlocking bay seven.
And the captain says it's good to have you back.”

“It's good to be back” Golo replied. “Better sendegzurity and
guarantine team” he added, before clicking the cathamnel closed.

“A security team?” Grayson asked, suspicious.

“Standard protocol” Golo replied. “If | didn't regst one, they'd get
suspicious.”

“Will they be armed?”

“Probably, but they won't be expecting any troubleur squad
should be able to take them down without too mufficdity.”



Grayson felt his stomach clenching as they driiteol the docking
bay. For the first time in several days he feltsbhdden craving to dust
up, but he pushed it aside by focusing on the worissi

The three men in the cockpit were silent until thewrd the
docking clamps secure the ship in place.

“Lock onto your target” Grayson instructed, and pilet nodded.
“But hold fire until my order.”

Cerberus had made some additions to the Cynialdidimg the
addition of a small but powerful short-range las&me well-placed shot
could knock out the Idenna's tight-beam transmikiéiimg the ship's
external communications and preventing them froentialg the rest of
the Fleet.

The timing had to be perfect, though. The Idennaldstill have
internal communications, and as soon as the tratesmias knocked
out the bridge would alert everyone on board. Graysanted to wait
until the security team coming to meet them hadlukalt with before
that happened.

“Alpha team” Grayson said into his combat helmet'fsmsmitter,
“you're going to have company when the airlock gpéteport in as
soon as you take them out.”

A few seconds later they heard several sharp bafgpgnfire
coming from just outside the ship.

“Enemy is down” the Alpha team leader replied. “dasualties on
our end.”

“Take out the transmitter” Grayson said, and thet fired the laser,
shearing off the dish in a quick, clean cut. Thiplstard alarms kicked
in almost immediately.



“Now the fun begins” Golo said, and behind his mé&skyson
knew he was grinning.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

“What's happening?” Kahlee demanded, shouting theedistant
alarms.

The captain listened intently to an incoming messé#uen relayed
the news to the rest of them. “The Cyniad, oneurfszout ships, just
docked with us. They knocked out our tight-beamgnaitter.”

“I was searching for the crew of the Cyniad whéound you in
that warehouse” Lemm told them, speaking quickiyhtbught your
captors had some connection to the scout ship.”

“Cerberus” Hendel said. “They're coming for Gillian

“What about the security team you sent to meet #tidtahlee
asked, remembering the captain's earlier instmstidsli and the
others?”

“No response” Mal said, his voice grim. They aleknwhat that
likely meant.

“If it's Cerberus, they'll be coming straight ftwg shuttle” Hendel
warned them. “They'll want to grab Gillian and get quick, before
you can organize any resistance.”

“Do you have any weapons on board?” Lemm asked.

Kahlee shook her head. “The rifle we took fromwerehouse is
nearly out of ammo. Hendel's biotic, but that'saadlve got.”

“Call for a security detail” the big man said.

“They won't get here in time” Mal replied. “The dgd's only two
bays over.”



We can't even seal the shuttle and make a rumn, idahlee realized.
We'd never disconnect the docking clamps in time.

“Come on” she said, jumping to her feet. “We caon'd them off in
here.”

The five of them, two quarians and three humaasgd from the
shuttle through the airlock out into the landing lbé&the Idenna.
Hendel had to half-drag and half-carry Gillian &ek up; the alarms
were disorienting her, and she was moving with skdgtracted steps.

“Trading deck!” Mal shouted. “We have weapons ia ftoreroom.”

As they ran through the crowded halls and corriddthie ship,
Kahlee couldn't help imagining what would happerewthe Cerberus
troops arrived to find Grayson's shuttle empty. @barians had no
reason to ever expect an attack inside the confihtsir Fleet vessels,
and ready access to firearms in such crowded ligorglitions was
normally a recipe for disaster. As a result, no exeept a handful of
security details carried weapons. If armed Cerbagents started
searching for Gillian through the populated dedk&pould turn into a
massacre.

Mal was shouting instructions into his radio, tyito organize
reinforcements to drive back the enemy.

“We need to make a stand!” Kahlee shouted. “Hoé&htlon the
trading deck. If we don't, hundreds will die.”

He nodded, and relayed the instructions to thegerid

How did they find us here? Kahlee wondered as ahgfollowed
quickly by, Is there nowhere in the galaxy Gilliean escape them?

The Cerberus team arrived at Grayson's old shotfied it
abandoned.



“They must have gone into the ship to hide” Golesged.
“How many quarians on board?” Grayson demanded.

“Between six and seven hundred” Golo estimatedt ‘tiy a
couple dozen will be armed. You stay here with alsteam to secure
the shuttle, and I'll take the rest with me. Wigldl Gillian and bring
her back here.”

Grayson shook his head. “She's my daughter. I'mrapmith you.”
“Forget it” Golo replied. “We don't need you in the'
“I'm in charge of this mission” Grayson remindecdhhi

“And I'm the only one who knows his way around arigan ship”
Golo countered. “You can't do this without me, #ntdnot going in
there with you as part of my team.

“You're too emotionally involved” he continued, ast apologetic.
“You're not thinking straight, and you're not reddythis.”

Grayson didn't argue the point. He'd barely sleptesescaping
Pel's warehouse; he was just a duster running @nalihe and
desperation. Exhaustion and withdrawal would sleswdaction time
and impair his judgment, putting the entire teanjeopardy.

“If you really want your daughter back” the quareaided in a
sensitive whisper, “the best thing you can do i mare and get the
shuttle ready for our escape.”

Golo was playing him; pushing his emotional buttoftse quarian
didn't care what happened to Gillian. He was jugtrag, manipulative,
son-of-a-bitch who was only looking out for his oself-interest. But
that didn't mean he was wrong.



They're better off without you. For the sake of thission, for
Gillian's sake, you have to sit this one out.

“You, you, and you” Grayson said, pointing to thiefpand two
others. “Stay here with me. The rest of you go v@thlo. Remember,
we only have thirty minutes to get off this vessel.

“If the humans went into the ship they're probalaring enviro-
suits” Golo noted almost casually.

Grayson swore silently at the extra complicatioihé lllusive Man
wants Gillian alive and unharmed” he reminded tightesoldiers going
with Golo, stressing the point to make sure theyeustood. “Don't
shoot at anything smaller than a full-grown guatian

“Not unless you're close enough to count the fisg&wolo added
with a laugh.

“The bridge is sealing off sections of the ship”iNtdd them as he
passed out the guns stored in the stockroom wahabd, medicine,
and other carefully tracked supplies. “It won'tstbem, but it might
slow them down. The civilians are being evacuatetth¢ upper decks,
and I've ordered all security teams to meet us dosva.”

Kahlee took the assault rifle he handed her, hgftito test the
weight. It was a cheap volus knockoff of a turiasidn, a substandard
weapon, but it was better than nothing.

Glancing around the room, she considered theirad®mhere was
only one entrance onto the trading deck from tlaglilog bays: Cerberus
would have to come straight down a long, narrowrngtht to them. But
if they got past that first door, they would finpty of cover among
the oversized crates and bins used to store meatideathat were
scattered all about the room. A well organizedkstteam would have
no problem spreading out and trying to flank Mpé®ple. And if they
had to fall back there was only one place to gaoupe heavily
populated living quarters of the deck above.



Two quarian security teams were already on thergadeck. By
the time Mal had finished passing out weapons tolé&g Lemm, and
Hendel, four more security teams had arrived froendecks above.

“Everyone spread out and find cover” the captadeozd. “Hold the
doors to the landing bay for as long as you cahgive the order, fall
back to the level above.”

The quarians scrambled to find their positions, ldatlee turned to
Gillian. She wasn't moving or looking around; shey stared straight
ahead at nothing, her arms hanging limp by hersside

“Do you remember where Seeto's room is?” Kahlee@skying
not to think about the fact that the young quaraong with Isli and
Ugho, was probably already dead.

Gillian didn't answer her at first, but simply stbstill and quiet,
gazing off into the distance from behind her mask.

“Gillian!” Kahlee shouted. “This is important!” Thagirl turned her
head slowly toward her.

“Do you remember when Seeto showed us his room#ldea
repeated. The girl nodded once. “Do you know wiliteig®”

“The deck above us” she answered, in a flat moreotbat indicated
she was slipping farther and farther away fromsugroundings. “The
first cubicle in the group along the fourth coluammd the sixth row.”

“I need you to go there and wait for me or Hendeddme get you!”
Kahlee shouted. “Do you understand? Go to Seetols and hide!”

Gillian gave the familiar single nod, then turned avalked slowly
over toward the freight elevator.



“The stairs, Gillian” Kahlee shouted after her, tnag the elevator
wouldn't be operational with the ship in emergelockdown. “You
have to take the stairs!”

The girl didn't look back at her, she simply alteher course and
headed for the stairs.

“You sure about sending her off alone?” Hendel dskbecking the
sights and autotargeting system on his own weapon.

Kahlee wasn't sure. In fact, she hated it. Butdstir't see any other
option.

“She can't stay here” she said. “And we can't sanybne with her.
Mal's going to need every possible body if we hamg hope of holding
this position.”

Hendel nodded, agreeing with her assessment @frtimesituation,
then ran off to find a cover spot behind one ofdkierflowing metal
bins that gave him a clear shot at anyone comirfigom the landing
bay. Kahlee did the same, hunkering down behirsdgelsteel crate
filled with pots and pans.

Cerberus didn't keep them waiting long.

The assault began with a handful of grenades lobiredgh the
door and into the trading deck. None of Mal's te@ne positioned
close enough to the entrance to be caught in Het kdnge, but when
the grenades detonated they sent several of thesceand their contents,
flying through the air. No one was injured, bugetved as a distraction
as the first wave of two Cerberus soldiers pusbeddrd to the edge of
the door.

Kahlee and the others opened fire, trying to dtinean back.
Trusting in their armor's kinetic barriers, the eryaeturned fire as they
sprinted forward through the entrance toward onth®hearby crates
that promised them cover.



The plan would have worked if not for Hendel. Wr{lahlee and
the quarians were unloading round after ineffeatouend into the
enemy shields, the biotic had been gathering hemgth. Just as the
Cerberus soldiers ducked behind the crate theyreess$would give
them shelter, Hendel lifted it high into the akpesing them to another
barrage of concentrated assault-rifle fire.

Their shields, still depleted from their initialange through the
door, couldn't save them from a second hail ofdislliBoth men were
torn to shreds, and Kahlee felt a burst of triunmileultation.

Her euphoria was short lived. The second wave ob€ras
soldiers, this time a group of three, followed oalfew seconds after
the first, using the same techniques. Hendel nesued time to
recharge before he could unleash his powers agaithjs time the trio
made it safely to the cover of one of the binstétted from enemy
fire, they were able to regroup and recharge staelds, then quickly
strike out again.

They burst from their cover at the same time,hakt¢ moving in
different directions as they scattered to and iomg the maze of
crates and containers. Kahlee focused on the nearesy, losing track
of the other two. She tried to take him down withlivaimed bursts as
he moved from cover point to cover point, but hewrhe limits of his
shields, and he always managed to duck out ofleeoff fire just
before they were completely drained.

She saw he was trying to work around to the fag sickhe room,
attempting to get to a position where he could kngaon the defenders
from behind. From the corner of her eye Kahlee saw of the quarians
step out from the crate he was hiding behind tatg cut him off, only
to get mowed down by the weapons of the third weifeur Cerberus
troops charging through the door.

It was then that Kahlee realized how hopelessithat®n was.
Despite having a two- or three-to-one edge in nus)libe tactical and



technological advantages of the Cerberus agents twermuch to
overcome. They had better weapons, better armdrbatter training.
Half of Mal's team, including Lemm, the captainndel, and Kahlee
herself, weren't even wearing body armor.

And Cerberus had grenades.

As if on cue, she heard a loud boom over on theitsr of the deck.
Whipping her head around she saw the smoke froraxpsion
clearing to reveal the burned and lifeless bodfdw/o quarians who
had been caught in the deadly blast.

At least they had Hendel on their side. The big paked his head
out from behind his crate and unleashed anothéiclkatack, this one
hurling two Cerberus soldiers backward from thadlirig places,
sending them both crashing against a nearby wak. [@nded hard,
quickly scrambling to her feet and making it safefck behind cover.
Kahlee squeezed the trigger of her weapon and swa@ethe other one
didn't.

An instant later, however, Hendel was the one §ymackward
through the air, Cerberus apparently had a biatitheir team, too. He
shouted out in surprise, then slammed hard agtnastall behind the
desk outside the stockroom where they had grabiimdguns. He
crumpled to the ground and didn't rise.

“Hendel!” she cried out, fighting against the sdaliurge to leap up
and rush over to check on him.

Instead she turned her attention back on the engrawing on her
years of Alliance training to stay focused. Soldgieent down in
combat, even friends.

Usually there wasn't anything you could do to liegm until the
enemy was neutralized.



She held her position, picking her targets cargfidhe saw one
more Cerberus soldier go down, by her count tHafiles, including the
biotic. But all around her she could hear the soeaf Mal's people.
When the Cerberus biotic launched another atteatkinly aside the bin
shielding a quarian armed with a sniper rifle se sbuld be gunned
down, the captain finally gave the order Kahlee kaglvn was coming.

“Fall back!” he shouted. “Fall back!” She didn't mao leave
Hendel behind, but attempting to reach him now walinost
guarantee her getting shot. Blinking away the h&rals in her eyes,
she lay down a line of cover fire as she beganakeiner retreat.

Gillian wandered back and forth along the grid abicles, silently
counting until she reached the one blocked by tlghborange curtain.
Far away she could hear the sharp retorts andnétsof sounds she
couldn't, or didn't want to, consciously identify.

She knew something was wrong, and she knew it a:@&lsow her
fault. But though she fought to piece together wias$ going on, the
truth eluded her. Shocked into a trancelike stgtdhb stress of the
situation, all her fractured mind could latch omtere disconnected bits
and pieces.

For example, she realized that there should hage b®re people
around. She had hazy, incomplete memories of cramasng in and
among the cubicles. She could recall the buzz afteh it had circled
around her head like a swarm of angry bees. Nowgker, the
cubicles were empty. Everything was still and gilen

Again, she knew this was wrong. She just couldmtecfigure out
why.

Kahlee said bide in Seeto's room, she thoughthy@aseached out
and pulled the curtain aside. The room didn't laslshe remembered it.
The sleeping mat had been moved half a foot taithe of where it had
originally been placed, and someone had turneddbking stove
ninety degrees since the last time she was here.



Gillian knew that people moved things around somes. But she
didn't like it. Things should always be put backhie same place.

| don't like it here. | want to go back to the shaut

She let the curtain fall from her hand and turnedyafrom the
cubicle. Walking with slow, uncertain steps shedretp make her way
back through the crisscrossing aisles toward tuesdeading to the
deck below, taking a long, meandering route fdiedint from the one
that had brought her here originally.

Kahlee fell back up the stairs, knowing all hellmabreak loose
when Cerberus followed them and the fight spilledranto the cubicle
grids. Even with all the civilians cleared out, tretle would become a
run-and-gun skirmish up and down the crisscrosaisigs, giving
Cerberus and their superior weaponry an even gradi@antage.

While several of Mal's people took up positionsusmeh the corners
of cubicles near the staircase, aiming their weaiithe door Cerberus
would have to come through, Kahlee made her waygstr to Seeto's
room to grab Gillian.

By the time she got there, she could already headyg bursts of
gunfire being thrown back and forth. She knew sda'thave long; as
easy as it had been for Cerberus to break thrdwuglhuarian defenses
on the lower deck, it would be even harder to Ipmdition up here.
There were simply too many options; the quariansldvbave no hope
of pinning an enemy down when they could simplyleuack to one
of the other aisles and come at them from the afms&le.

She pulled the orange curtain back, only to discaneempty room
staring back at her.

Gillian was still wandering up and down the hallsen the loud
noises her mind had refused to identify earlierdmei ring out even
louder. She saw a quarian run across the far etitedisle she was



standing in, and the gun in his hand forced heetognize the sounds
as gunfire.

| don't want to be here, her mind screamed at®eiback to the
ship.

Gillian intended to do just that. She could heardhnfire all
around her now, sporadic bursts coming from intfrbehind, and off
to either side. But her overwrought mind simplydiled it out and she
continued to make her way toward the stairs.

She took a left turn and came face-to-face withaa mnd a woman.
She could tell right away they weren't quarianythad no
environmental suits.

They were wearing helmets, but the visors only cedehe first
three quarters of their faces, and they had bilikybrests that hid their
chests, shoulders, and arms. Each was carrying,sagd when they
saw her they raised their weapons up and point=ad th her direction.

Gillian simply continued to walk toward them, asiflivious of
their presence.

“Hold fire!” the woman shouted, lowering her gunths girl
approached. “It's her! Grayson's daughter! “

The man lowered his weapon and rushed forwardhnegout to
grab her. Without even thinking about it, Gilliarade a fist and
snapped her hand out, just like Hendel had taughtTthe man hurtled
away from her, slamming his back against the edga® of the cubicle
walls. There was a sharp crack and he bent in@yfway.

“Holy mother, “ the woman gasped, but Gillian cet kvords off.
Moving on pure instinct, she reached out with aaropand, palm
upward, and flicked her wrist. The woman launchedauthe ceiling,
smashing against it so hard her helmet crackedd&ipped down at
Gillian's feet, her eyes rolling back into her head blood trickling



from her nose, mouth, and ears. Her leg twitchex® pher boot kicking
against the side of a nearby cubicle, then welht sti

The girl simply stepped over her and continued @nway. She
reached the staircase without running into anydses éhen went down
to the lower deck.

She could still hear the gunfire from up above,ibutas quieter
down here. Feeling a little better, she began ta huuneless song as
she headed toward the shuttle.

Kahlee was in a near panic as she raced up and thenaisles,
desperately searching for Gillian. Fortunately, tin@ining allowed her
to keep her wits together just enough not to ddrang stupid, and
instead of dashing blindly around corners, she dpoke her head out
at each intersection, taking a quick peek for eneamgbatants.

All around her she could hear the sounds of fightiyut she didn't
encounter any Cerberus troops until she came atwasdead soldiers
lying in the middle of one of the aisles. For astamt she thought she'd
found proof that Hendel had survived being throwartty feet through
the air: it was obvious the soldiers had beendkillg a biotic attack.
Then another thought occurred to her.

Gillian.

Since coming to the Idenna Hendel had worked cjoséh the girl,
teaching her to develop and control her bioticitdd. But despite the
remarkable improvement in her condition over thet pew weeks, she
was still an emotionally fragile, easily disturdétle girl. Something
had set her off in the cafeteria back at the Academleashing a storm
of biotic powers. Now Kahlee had clear evidence tha storm had
been unleashed yet again.

She's scared, Kahlee thought to herself. Confuislegels going to
want to go somewhere she feels safe. An instaert &e had it.



She's heading back to the shuttle.

Leaving the two dead soldiers where they lay, Kallentinued to
work her way carefully through the aisles back tathe stairs.

Golo was thoroughly enjoying the battle againstfbisner people.
While he hadn't been a crew member of the Idenm&al no trouble
imagining the quarians he gunned down as beingrtles who had
banished him from the Usela, his old ship.

Heavily armed and armored, he had already notcixddlls during
the battle, two on the trading deck and four manetimg through the
cubicles up above. Given the superior weaponry €asohad provided
him, it wasn't even a fair fight. . . which was ethahow Golo liked it.
In fact, he was enjoying himself so much that harlydost track of the
time.

It was only when the timer in his helmet began legpoftly that
he realized they had only ten minutes left. Thegrftfound the girl
yet, but that didn't really matter to him. It wasé to head back to
Grayson's shuttle and get off the Idenna.

He knew the rest of the team would keep fightind s@arching for
Gillian for another five minutes before pulling labut he didn't like
cutting it that close.

With a sigh of regret he abandoned his hunt ambegutibicle
maze, and made his way quickly and cautiously bawtard the stairs
leading to the deck below.

Inside the passenger cabin of the nameless sthdtidiad been
stolen from him on Omega, Grayson paced anxio@gcking his
watch, he realized they were down to just undemarutes.

“You and you” he said, pointing at two of the thesddiers left
behind to help him secure the shuttle. “Get outdlaand find the
controls to release the docking clamps.”



He intended to wait to the last possible secondriedeaving, but
that didn't mean he couldn't have everything résefgrehand.

The two soldiers rushed out to the airlock, whilayson and the
other man, the pilot who had flown the quarian eess waited in
silence.

He heard a loud, heavy thump coming from outsigestiip.
Curious, he made his way cautiously toward theekriand saw a
small, female figure covered head to toe in anrerstit standing in the
center of the landing bay.

“Daddy?” the figure said. Though the voice was ipéytobscured
by the mask and breathing apparatus, he recogitizesiantly.

“Gigi” he said, dropping to one knee and holding lois hand to
her.

She approached him in her familiar, stiff-leggedikantil she was
close enough for him to touch. Knowing her condaitweell, he dropped
his hand without making contact. And then, to hisag surprise, she
lurched forward another step and hugged him.

Only when he was clasping his daughter to his aflieshe notice
the two soldiers he'd sent out only moments betbiey; were pinned
beneath an overturned forklift the quarians wowdehused to load and
unload cargo vessels. It looked as if the six-tehiele had somehow
been picked up and dropped on them, crushing tikenahts and
Killing them instantly.

Their private reunion was broken an instant lateemvhe heard the
copilot speaking behind him,

“S-s-sir’ he said in a stuttering, trembling voistaring at the
mangled bodies of the two dead soldiers peekindroat beneath the
forklift. “What happened to them?”



“Never mind” Grayson said sharply, releasing hikllan his
daughter and standing up. “Just get on board aedifi the engines. It's
time to go.”

“We can't go yet” Gillian said. Grayson was surgdi¢o hear real
emotion in her voice, rather than the flat monotbaavas used to. “We
have to wait for my friends.”

“Your friends?” he asked, humoring her.
“Hendel and Kahlee and Lemm” she answered. “Lenangjgarian.”
“We can't wait for them, honey” he told her gently.

She crossed her arms and stepped away from hiestarg he'd
never seen her use before.

“I'm not going without them” she said defiantly.

Grayson blinked in surprise, then nodded. “Okayndyy we'll go
find them.”

As she turned away to head back toward the Idenrtaisor, he
stepped up behind her and drew a small stunner fiisrbelt. One quick
shot between the shoulder blades and she slousleedndo her
father"™s waiting arms.

Feeling guilt)' over using the weapon on her, lmawing they had
precious little time to spare, he scooped her wpocanried her aboard
the shuttle.

Once inside, he took her to the bedroom, settimggbetly down on
the bed. He removed the enviro-suit helmet, ané fong moment he
just stared at her face, only glancing up whendsdhthe pilot
addressing him again.



“Sir?” he said, standing at the door. “The dockuemps are still
attached.”

“Go release them” Grayson ordered. “I'm not leavmgdaughter's
side.”

The man nodded, then turned and left them alone.

“Don't worry, Gigi” he whispered. I'll make sureeh take good
care of you from now on.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Kahlee ran through the deserted trading deck, hgddr the shuttle
Gillian now thought of as her home. She was sodedwon finding the
girl before something happened to her that she'tdeden think to
check on Hendel behind the desk.

She slowed down as she moved through the hall s&pgithe
trading deck and the landing bays, moving quietlgase any of the
Cerberus troops were waiting for her. Her cautimved well founded;
there was a single guard just outside the shitbewas standing with
his back to her, one hand punching at a contro¢jpandisengage the
docking clamps on the vessel while his other hurgsaside, casually
gripping his assault rifle.

Gunfire might alert anyone else nearby, but than'timean she
couldn't use her assault rifle as a weapon. She kiearmor was
equipped with kinetic barriers, but they were parmgmed to respond
specifically to speed. If you sat down or slappasheone on the back
they didn't activate; it took a high-velocity routadtrigger them. A
sharp incoming blow to the head wouldn't be fastugih to set them
off.

Moving quickly, Kahlee crept up behind him, wrapgpimer arms
around the end of the barrel and holding the gkandi baseball bat. As
soon as she got within range she took three quicking steps to build
up momentum, then swung her makeshift club as &sushe could.

The sound of her feet clanging against the metak fof the landing
bay during her quick charge gave the soldier jasugh warning to
react. He half-turned toward her, bringing one apyand ducking his
head so that the blow landed on his shoulder rélttfaer the side of his
helmet. The force of the impact knocked his asséldtfrom his grasp,
and it clattered to the floor as he was knockedwsays, staggering to
keep his balance.



Kahlee swung again, but she was in too close tthgdeverage she
needed. The blow struck him on the side of his kgltout not hard
enough to knock him out. Dazed, the soldier stuthbleay from her,
his hands fumbling for the pistol on his hip.

Spinning the assault rifle in her hands, Kahle@sdmned her grip
so that she could jab forward with the heavy btithe gun. She came
in low, just beneath the edge of the three-quaitarr, smashing in the
front teeth of his lower jaw. His head snapped kauk he fell over.
Kahlee leaped on top of him, driving the butt of tifle down on his
head with both hands.

Even his helmet couldn't protect him from the savimgce of
repeated impacts. After six consecutive blows Kaas certain he
would never get up again. She gave him two morésgbet to make
sure.

Rising to her feet, she saw the assault rifle reghlbent out of
alignment by the attack.

Useless piece of volus crap, she thought as sl edahe pistol
from the dead soldier's belt.

With her enemy down, she took a quick glance ardhadest of
the landing bay. When she saw the bodies of theQarberus troopers
beneath the fork-lift, she knew the girl had begn b

She crept into the shuttle, moving as quietly assiide. The
passenger cabin was empty so she headed up todkgitc only to
discover it was deserted as well. When she made/éweto the sleeping
quarters in the back, she was only mildly surprigefind Gillian lying
on the bed, her father protectively sitting over. he

Raising the soldier's pistol, she pointed it atySom. “Get away
from her, you son-of-a-bitch.”



He glanced up at the sound of her voice, and hes eydened in
shock. It took him a moment to recognize her belinedenviro-suit and
mask.

“Kahlee?” he muttered.

She nodded and gestured with the pistol, and Graegieavly stood
up and backed away from the bed.

Kahlee glanced down at Gillian and realized she wa®nscious.
“What did you do? Drug her again?” she demanded.

“Stunner” Grayson whispered, and Kahlee thoughdadtaally
sounded ashamed of himself. She realized thatjtdesgerything he
had done, he truly cared for his daughter. Somdhovade his
devotion to Cerberus seem both more terrifying mode pathetic.

Then she felt the hard jab of a pistol digging itite side of her ribs.

“Drop the gun” a voice from behind her said.

For a split second Kahlee considered shooting GrayBut killing
her father wouldn't save Gillian, and it would abhoertainly get

Kahlee killed. Instead, she let the pistol fallfrdner hands.

“Lay facedown on the ground, hands behind your hdeelvoice
ordered, jabbing her again with the pistol.

She did as ordered, and then she heard the soured ahknown
assailant walking past her over toward the bed.

“Don't touch her, Golo” Grayson warned, the coldemin his voice
causing the footsteps to stop.

Flat on her belly, Kahlee dared to tilt her heatbtik up. She was
stunned to see he was speaking with a quarian.



The world came back to Hendel in a wave of pairerizvbone and
muscle in his body ached from being slammed in¢owthll, and as
consciousness slowly returned, he just lay theyag to get his
bearings. After a few seconds, it all started tmedack to him. He was
on the trading deck, where the quarians had betingaCerberus.

He could still hear gunfire, but it was coming fréan away.
The fight moved to the deck above.

Ignoring his protesting muscles, he forced himseltand up.
There were a few seconds of vertigo before he sdddmself.
Looking around, he located his assault rifle whehad fallen on the
floor and picked it up.

Gotta go help Kahlee and the others.

Before he could clamber out from behind the deskdver, he
heard heavy footsteps running down the stairs. Cexdoerus guards
burst into view from the deck above, their attemthmt focused on
Hendel, but rather on the quarians pursuing them.

They're retreating! Hendel realized. We've won!

Biotics were out of the question. His head was siinning slightly
from being thrown, and he suspected he had a mndussion. But he
was feeling well enough to use his assault rifle.

Relying on the weapon's autotargeting systems ¢éocowne any
lingering unsteadiness he might be feeling, hallme the nearest
Cerberus soldier and opened fire.

From this range, the bullets made short work ohiglds. They
lasted just long enough for him to turn toward Helnut not long
enough for him to bring his weapon up and retum fi



The second soldier wheeled on him as the firstdethe ground,
and Hendel had to duck behind the heavy desk fegrcd he first burst
from his enemy chewed away huge chunks of hardwioatckthe cover
held together in time for Hendel to dart into tlagéesy of the stockroom.

He poked his head through the door to return rdy to see that
the Cerberus soldier was about to be caught insstire. Hendel
opened fire, as did several quarians coming dowrstairs from the
deck above. With enemies both in front and behimel soldier didn't
last more than three seconds.

“It's me, Hendel!” he shouted out from the stockmpmot wanting
to suddenly pop into view and get accidentally shot

“Hendel!” he heard Lemm shout. “You're alive!”
He walked out from the storeroom and climbed gilygaver the

desk. Lemm, Mal, and four other quarians were gathat the foot of
the stairs.

“Is that the last of them?” Hendel asked, noddowérd the dead
Cerberus troopers on the ground. He figured th# fieas over, as he
didn't hear anymore gunfire.

“There might be one or two left” the captain anssagrfalling back
to the Cyniad.”

“They had us on the run, when all of a sudden tireke into a full
retreat” Lemm added.

“Why would they, “ Hendel began, then stopped shwhere's
Kahlee? Where's Gillian?”

Nobody answered.

“Cerberus has her!” Hendel shouted. “That's why'tleepulling
out!”



As a group, they broke into a run, heading forlémeling bays.
“Should | shoot her?” Golo asked.

Grayson looked at Kahlee, still lying facedown ba ground in her
enviro-suit. The quarian had his pistol pointethatback of her head.

“No” Grayson said. “Keep her alive. She's an expeltiotic amp
configurations. Cerberus might want her to helghv@illian's new
training.”

“I'll never help you with your sick experiments” Klae spat out
from the floor.

“Quiet” Golo warned, kicking her hard in the rilisrayson winced.
Kahlee grunted and rolled over onto her back, laedk clutching at
her side.”Gillian will hate you for this” she gashdrying to catch her

breath. “She'll never forgive you.”

The quarian hauled off and kicked her again, cauisar to pull her
knees up into a fetal position to try and proteashklf.

“Enough!” Grayson snapped.

“*How can you let them do this to your own daughité&&hlee
asked through gritted teeth, still balled up frdra pain.

“Did you see the forklift out there?” Grayson demad. “Do you
see what Gillian is capable of? That's becausehat Werberus did!”

“They want to make her into a weapon” Kahlee corgttepanting
behind her mask. Grayson guessed several of leewebe broken.
“They're turning her into some kind of monster.”



“They're transforming her into a savior of the hunnace” he
countered.

“We don't have time for this” Golo warned.

“They're destroying her” Kahlee snarled, her wdilkisd with pain
and anger. “Those drugs made her condition worstdit them, she
has a chance to be almost normal!”

Unbidden, the memory of Gillian actually huggingnhoutside the
airlock filled Grayson's mind. He remembered herdspand her
surprising defiance.

We have to wait for my friends. I'm not leaving latit them.

“Gillian was happy here” Kahlee continued. “Havaiyaver seen
that before? She was actually happy!”

“Shut up!” Golo shouted, kicking her again.

This time he didn't stop, but continued to beahenuntil Grayson
snapped, “No more! That's enough. It's over.”

Golo looked over at him, panting slightly from tleertion, and
shrugged. On the ground Kahlee was rolling feefdynfside to side,
moaning and whimpering from behind her mask.

Grayson's eyes flicked away from her and over tha@ion the
bed. She looked so small, vulnerable and helpless.

Salvation comes with a cost, he seemed to hedlldbere Man
saying in his head. His mind flashed back to thélatad quarian in the
cellar of Pel's warehouse.

Judge us not by our methods, but by what we seakdomplish.



“We're almost out of time” Golo reminded him. “WaJe to leave
now. We can't wait for the others.”

Grayson was suddenly struck by the similaritiesvieen the quarian
and his former partner. Both were sadistic andIc&mth had no
compunction about torturing or killing others fagrponal gain.

And both were traitors to their own people. It €okd him to think
about the kind of individuals he had allied himseith.

We take terrible burdens on ourselves for the gregtod. This is
the price we must pay for the cause.

“Get the engines fired up and get us out of hengly&on ordered.

As the quarian turned to leave, Grayson calmly bgrat and picked
up the pistol Kahlee had let fall to the floor. stepped up behind the
guarian and jammed the barrel against the backsdfdimet, too close
for the kinetic barriers to save him. And then hetssolo once through
the head, the bullet exiting through the front sfimask and lodging
itself in the shuttle's bulkhead.

As the quarian toppled forward, Grayson let théopimll from his
hand. He turned and looked down at Kahlee, bubtléda't tell what
she was thinking behind her mask.

“The ship we arrived on is filled with explosivesé told her. “We
have about two minutes before they detonate ana hiple in the side
of the Idenna. I'll need your help if we want tostt.

“Can you walk?” he asked, reaching down and oftgarhand to
help her to her feet.

She hesitated for a split second before grabbiagdthauling
herself up with a groan.

“I can damn well try” she answered.



Hendel and the quarians were running at a fullh$@s they burst
into the loading docks. The Cyniad was in bay sewarthe far end past
all the other ships. The former security chieflsglatrides had pulled
him slightly ahead of the others, but they caughivhen he stopped to
stare in amazement at the two figures coming othefirlock in bay
three.

Kahlee, still in her enviro-suit, and Grayson, wegiCerberus
armor, were exiting the shuttle. She had one arapp&d around
Grayson's neck, and he appeared to be holdinghesuf she couldn't
stand on her own. Neither one of them was armed.

“Hendel!” Kahlee shouted, but her voice was cutinfd gasp of
pain and her free hand clutched at her side.

“The Cyniad” Grayson called out to them. “The simpay seven.
It's filled with explosives!”

Hendel, bewildered by the scene before him, couold shake his
head. “What's going on? Where's Gillian?”

“She's safe” Grayson answered, speaking quicklyt §®u have to
get to the Cyniad. Disarm the bomb before it detiesia

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“Cerberus. We never intended to escape on the GyWa were
going to take my shuttle. The Cyniad is filled wekplosives and set to
go off on a timer to provide a distraction as weaped.”

“How many explosives, and how much time?” Hendehdeded.

“Two minutes, and enough to rip a hole in the Idesmull.”

“Watch him!” Hendel said, pointing at Grayson asinamed to go.



“Wait!” Grayson shouted, freezing him in his track$s a dual
sync arming system. You need two people to entecdtiae
simultaneously or it'll detonate.”

“What's the code?” Mal demanded.
“Six two three two one two.”

“Everyone else evacuate the loading bays” the aaptalered, then
turned to Hendel. “Let's go.”

It took them less than thirty seconds to reachCyiad's airlock.
The bodies of Isli, Seeto, and Ugho lay just beyiwnthe airlock itself
had been sealed.

“Wait” Mal said, grabbing Hendel by the arm. “Whfit's a trap?”

The security chief had been thinking the same tHifigat's a
chance we have to take.”

They opened the airlock and raced up into the gnashuttle. The
cargo hold was filled with enough explosives tovbkpart a small
asteroid. At least fifty drums of liquid rocket fueach as high as
Hendel’'s shoulder, were clustered in the centénefloor, held
together by a mess of wires. From somewhere imildéle of the
canisters, completely inaccessible, he heard Wiamtiic beep-beep-
beep of a timer counting down.

“Find the overrides!” Hendel shouted, and the twthem split up,
one going clockwise around the ring of explositlks,other
counterclockwise.

Hendel tried to sync the high-pitched beeps withithaginary
clock ticking down in his head. He figured they maaybe thirty
seconds to spare when he finally found what hela@sng for: a small
keypad attached to the side of one of the drum®. Wikes ran from the



base into the cords woven around the explosivesdeledhad no doubt
that detaching either of the wires would set thekmess off.

“I've got mine!” Mal shouted from the far side bktcanisters.

“Me too” Hendel called back. “Enter the code ore##f? Ready? One
.. two .. . three!”

He punched in the numbers, knowing there was aflagly a
couple seconds for Mal to do the same. If they wene sync, if either
one of them hesitated or made a mistake, theyld l®instantly
vaporized.

The steady beep of the timer suddenly changeditage long,
shrill whistle. Hendel instinctively closed his syas he braced himself
for the boom . . .

And nothing happened.
The shrill whistle slowly faded away, and Hendelateed up to
wipe the sweat from his brow, only to have his gldhand bump

against the mask of his enviro-suit.

“Hell of an all-clear signal” he muttered to himiséind then he
began to laugh.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

In the aftermath of the battle, the quarians h&drnasrayson into
custody. For nearly a week his fate hung in tharad as the
Admiralty, the Conclave, and the civilian Coundiltioe Idenna
weighed in on what was to be done.

He had saved dozens, possibly even hundreds,esf iy warning
them about the explosives. But Kahlee, along wigrgone else, knew
that the only reason their lives were ever in damges because of what
he had done. And there was still plenty of blooch@hands to be
accounted for. Over twenty of the Idenna’s crew heen killed in the
attack, along with eleven Cerberus soldiers anaGbk quarian
traitor. The cost was high, but it was far lessithaould have been.

Mal understood all this, and he took it into acdowhile passing
the final judgment on Grayson, as was his rightagstain. Kahlee had
feared there could be consequences for her anddiexsdwell; none of
this would have happened had the quarians not tidesn in when they
first arrived. However, she had underestimatedrélee quarian culture
placed on community and crew. They had been actestguests on
his ship, Mai had explained to her. They were pathe Idenna family.
He wasn't about to cast them out now, and he wgsimt to hold them
accountable for the actions of Cerberus.

In the end, the captain even agreed to allow Kaloldake Grayson
back to the Alliance as her prisoner, giving therayGon's own shuttle
for transportation. Lemm agreed to accompany hénegpilot, and to
help her keep an eye on their captive.

Hendel and Gillian, however, would not be goingnhiliem.

“Are you sure you know what you're doing?” she askendel as
they stood in the landing bay, saying their googbye



“Gillian needs this” he said. “You saw how far shebme since
we've been here. | don't know if it's the ship, éngiro-suits, the lack of
drugs . .. all I know is that she's happy her¢henldenna.

“And soon she'll be beyond the reach of even Cedjdre added
after a moment.

Kahlee nodded, accepting the fact that she couttiaihge his mind.

The news of an enemy force infiltrating the Migr&iget had
shaken the quarian society to its very core. Fagddthe shocking
realization that they were vulnerable even witlhia tiotilla, many of
the ship captains had changed their views on th& ad sending
exploratory vessels out into the depths of spacextended missions.

The Conclave had fiercely debated the matter,bttie end those
who favored the exploratory missions, like Mal, evéne majority. The
Admiralty could have overturned the Conclave'shgilibut they, too,
seemed to have had a change of heart. They acqdiesthe decision,
though they did impose strict rules and restriction how many vessels
could go, and when they could leave.

Not surprisingly, the Idenna was chosen to beitlsedf those
vessels. In three weeks it would set off througbcaently activated
mass relay in an uninhabited system, heading iatts unknown. Even
now it was being refitted with new technology tmal it to survive on
its own for up to five years without any outsidentact or resources. To
make such a journey feasible, however, the crewldvoave to drop
from its current population of nearly seven hundceglist over fifty, all
handpicked by Mal himself.

The captain had already given Hendel and Gilliammgssion to go.

“Do you really think Cerberus will stop looking foer after five
years?” Kahlee asked.



Hendel shrugged. “I don't know. But at least giife her a chance
to grow up some before she has to deal with theamdg

He glanced over at the shuttle, where Gillian wagdie saying a
last, private goodbye to her father. Hendel hadbepd the idea
initially, but Kahlee had worn him down. Graysorsde/ed that much,
at least.

“What do you think he's telling her in there?” gexurity chief
wondered.

“I don't know.”

She couldn't even imagine what Grayson was goirguth.
Everything he had done in his adult life, everyaax every decision he
had made, had been in the service of Cerberushandsb-called great
and glorious cause. But in the end he had findilysen his daughter
over these nebulous ideals. Unfortunately, thatcghmeant it was
impossible for her to stay with him.

“What are you going to tell Gillian if she ever askbout him?” she
asked Hendel.

“I'm going to tell her the truth” he said. “Her ffetr is a complicated
man. He made some mistakes. But he loves her vechnand he only
wants what's best for her. And in the end he dadrigpht thing.”

Kahlee nodded again, and pulled Hendel close Farga “You two
be careful out there” she whispered.

“We will.”

They broke the embrace when they heard the fanailisnp of
Lemm’s boots coming toward them.

“Are we ready to go?” he asked her.



Kahlee knew the young quarian was eager to takariGrayson
to the nearest Alliance colony so he could dropntiodf and get back in
time to rejoin the Idenna. Like Hendel and Gillitue, had also been
selected by Mal to be part of the long and dangejourney.

She'd already said her goodbyes to Gillian, antash as she hated
to take Grayson away from his daughter it was fioneéhem to go.

“I'm ready” she said.

They were only a few hours away from deceleratmogflight
speed in the vicinity of Cuervo, the nearest Albiarcolony. Lemm had
already programmed their destination into the ry@tesns, and Kahlee
had sent off a comm message: there would be aisepatrol waiting
when they landed to take Grayson into immediatéoclys

Now the quarian was taking a quick nap in the bewowvhile
Kahlee and Grayson sat in the passenger cabimgfaeich other.
Grayson's hands were cuffed in front of him, restmhis lap. As a
further precaution, Kahlee was armed with botruarsér and a pistol
just in case he had a change of heart.

She could tell he was getting scared. His eyes daing around
the cabin as if he was looking for an escape, anélrigers fidgeted
nervously in his lap.

“You realize this is a death sentence for me” Goay®Id her.

“The Alliance will protect you” Kahlee assured hififou have
valuable information on Cerberus. They'll want &g you around.”

“They can't protect me” Grayson answered, shakiadnéad. “It
might take a month, or maybe even a year, but scmrater one of
their agents inside the Alliance will get to me.”

“What do you expect me to do?” Kahlee asked hincah't let you

go.



“No” he said softly. “No, | suppose you can't.”

“You had to know this was going to happen” she tald. “But you
helped us anyway. | think you wanted to atone farnpast.”

“I'd like to think | can atone without dying” heidawith a grim
smirk.

“Remember why you're doing this” Kahlee said, hgpimimprove
his mood. “It's for Gillian.”

The mention of his daughter brought a forlorn srtol¢éhe thin
man's lips.

“You were right” he said. “What you told me befdrelled Golo.
Gillian's happy now. | guess that's all | can rehthpe for.”

Kahlee nodded. “You did the right, “

Her words were cut off as Grayson suddenly thranskif at her.
He moved quick as a snake, throwing his head fahu@strike at her
unprotected nose. Kahlee ducked to the side dagh@ossible instant
and he butted her in the shoulder.

His weight was bearing down on her, pinning hdnenseat. His
cuffed hands were trying to grab at her, until glilbed her fingers,
held flat and stiff, sharply into his windpipe.

Gasping and choking he fell away from the seat) theled up in a
ball on the floor. Kahlee leaped out of her chail atood over him, her
muscles coiled in case he lunged at her a secomd ti

“Try that again and I'll shoot you” she warned, thére was no real
venom in her threat.



Her heart was pounding and her blood was racinig adrenaline,
but he hadn't actually hurt her. She'd been expgstbmething like this
for some time now; he was getting desperate. lbaaywas to blame it
was her for not recognizing he was still dangerous.

“Come on” she said in a softer voice, taking a $tapk from him.
“I didn't hurt you that bad. Get up.”

He rolled onto his side, and Kahlee realized hedwadething
clenched between the fingers of his still-cuffedds It took her a
second to realize it was a stunner, he must hamdttecom her hip
during the scuffle!

She tried to shout out a warning to Lemm, but Goaylged and
everything went black.

When she woke Lemm was standing over her, lookamgerned.
She realized she was in the shuttle's bed, bugfthets of the stunner
had left her feeling disoriented and confused.

“Where are we?” she asked, struggling to sit up.

“Daleon” Lemm answered. “A small volus colony.”

“| thought we were supposed to land on Cuervo”sdid, her foggy
mind still putting the pieces together.

Lemm shrugged. “All | know is that somebody knockee out with
a stunner. When | came to we were sitting hereeaDialeon
spaceport.”

“Where's Grayson? What happened to Grayson?”

“Gone” Lemm replied. “We could search for him, dywant. It's
possible he might still be here on Daleon.”



Kahlee shook her head, realizing what had happéhrks long
gone by now. We'll never find him.”

“So what now?” the quarian asked.

“Take the shuttle and head back to the Idenna’t@enim.
“You've got a lot of preparations to make for ygaurney.”

“What about you?”

“Just drop me off at the Grissom Academy” she sdibere are a
lot of kids in the Ascension Program who still neaey help.”

With a smile, she added, “I'm pretty sure | canviioce the board to
take me back.”



EPILOGUE

The vid screen beeped to indicate an incoming ngesSde
lllusive Man looked up from the report he was stadyat his desk and
noted the call was coming over a secure line.

“Answer” he said, and an image of Paul Graysorkéied into
view.

The lllusive Man blinked in mild surprise. He haabamed the
mission to infiltrate the quarian flotilla was al@ae, simply because
two weeks had passed and he hadn't heard anyWhitigmost
Cerberus assignments he could get general updateatbhing the
news vids, but with no media coverage of what veenin the confines
of the Migrant Fleet, it had rendered him as clsgl@nd ignorant as any
ordinary, average citizen.

“Paul” he said with a slight tilt of his head. “Htee asset been
recovered?”

“Her name is Gillian” the man answered. The hagtil his tone
was unmistakable.

“Gillian, then” the lllusive Man conceded, his veicold. “What
happened on the mission?”

“The team's dead. All of them. Golo. Everyone.”
“Except you.”

“I'm as good as dead” Grayson replied. “I'm a gimast. You'll
never find me.”



“What about your daughter?” the lllusive Man asKé&tbw long
will she be able to survive as a fugitive? A life the run is no life for
her. Bring her in, Paul, and we can talk about \ghast for Gillian.”

Grayson laughed. “She's not even with me. Shesaquarian deep-
space exploration vessel out in the middle of san@harted system
beyond the edge of the galaxy. You'll never find’he

The lllusive Man's jaw clenched ever so slightijhasealized the
girl was beyond his reach. The fact that Graysos widling to taunt
him with the information was clear evidence of hawossible it would
be to track her down. He relied on a network ofti@ens informants
throughout Council Space and the Terminus Systeraggply him with
a constant flow of information. Out beyond thatwak he was literally
blind.

“I thought you were loyal to the cause, Paul.”

“I| was” Grayson answered. “Then | saw the kind ebple who
share your vision, and | had a change of heart.”

The lllusive Man sneered at the screen. “I'm inlibsiness of
saving lives, Paul. Human lives. You used to undesthat. Now it
seems you're suddenly trying to save your soul.”

“| think my soul is too far gone to save.”

“Then why are you calling?” the lllusive Man demaddthe
smallest hint of frustration creeping into his \aic

“I'm giving you a warning” the man on the other eidhe vid
screen answered. “Stay away from Kahlee Sandeysultome after
her, | go to the Alliance with everything | know.”

The lllusive Man studied the image on the vid seregrefully. He
noticed the familiar signs of Grayson's red sarg] tiee bloodshot



pupils, the faintly luminous sheen on his teethreamaissing. And he
realized the man wasn't bluffing.

“Why is she worth so much to you?”

“Does it matter?” Grayson countered. “She's hawdyth anything
to you. Not compared to all the dirty little sesréhave. | figure my
silence in exchange for her safety is a bargain.”

“We will find you, Paul” the lllusive Man promisdd a menacing
whisper.

“Maybe” Grayson admitted. “But that's not why |leal. Kahlee
Sanders, do we have a deal?”

After taking a moment to weigh the offer, the llitessMan nodded
his acceptance. Gillian's loss would set theiribicsearch back a full
decade, but Cerberus had too many other projediseogo to risk them
all for this. On the screen Grayson smiled. Ananstater the image
went blank as the call was disconnected.

He didn't bother trying to trace the call, Graysaas too smart to
slip up on something that simple. Instead, thesilea Man just stared at
the blank screen for a long, long time, slowly cleing and
unclenching his jaw.



