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Andromeda Initiative recruitment ad title:
“COME WITH US”

Notes of the Central Nairobi Advertising Agency

SFX: Stills of ark Hyperion superimposed with shots of the Andromeda Galaxy. (Nnamdi, do we have permission for close-up? You know what these private-funding types are like.)

SOUNDTRACK: Something inspiring. Adjust style for local market tastes per extranet IP address.

EDIT TEAM 1: Can we use Vaenia’s music?

EDIT TEAM 2: No, are you high? We want “inspired,” not “let’s go fuck an alien.”

EDIT TEAM 1: Hey, inspiration’s what you make of it!

VOICE-OVER: We are travelers, constantly moving forward—and looking back. Alone and as one, we have no choice but to try. For our insatiable curiosity. For our fear of what should happen if we don’t. You can be that explorer. We will say goodbye, and you will look back one last time—and know that wherever you go, we will be with you. (This is good. Woman’s voice, alto for maximum appeal, tough-sounding.)

BLACK SCREEN WITH INITIATIVE LOGO: Select to learn more and sign up!
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“‘There is always a moment when the familiar becomes the strange,’” Cora recited, as she stood looking around at the bustling open docking area of Tamayo Point. “‘Look at your own hand and you will eventually notice the variation of textures, the growth of nails and the fade of scars, the peculiarity of having five fingers instead of three.’”

If there had ever been a time when the words of Sarissa Theris resonated more, Cora couldn’t remember it. This was a moment that should have felt familiar, after all; she’d disembarked hundreds of times during station runs with her old Alliance unit, and before that cargo pickups on her family’s ship. She’d even previously visited Tamayo Point, Sol’s gateway to the galaxy for the no-frills travel set, though she didn’t remember it well. Too many ports over the years. Too many crowds shuffling and murmuring and jostling in exactly the same way… and yet, somehow, everything about this crowd felt a little off-kilter. Familiar, but strange.

From the shadowed loading area near her shuttle’s docking tube—out of the other passengers’ way but with a good elevated view of the busy promenade—Cora found herself watching with growing fascination the first human crowd she’d seen in four years. There was just something inherently alien about the way humans acted in large groups, wasn’t there? Well, the crowd wasn’t completely human; her huntress-trained eyes immediately picked from the churn of movement the slower, dancing glide of two hanar, and over there was a salarian standing stock-still as he checked something on his omni-tool. But mostly she just saw hundreds of humans: running to catch the next shuttle, arguing with the cargo staff, yelling some kind of slogan and hefting a placard along with a small gaggle of other protestors, calling out to partners or siblings or grandparents to say that hey, the cafe had real shrimp and not that protein-vat crap.

Asari, Cora knew, would all be moving at about the same pace and maintaining a noticeable distance from one another. She’d read somewhere that their version of politeness meant a slightly wider zone of personal space, just beyond easy melding distance. The adults in a turian crowd tended to move in lockstep, probably out of leftover habit from their years of compulsory military service. By the same token, krogan deliberately resisted the formation habit, since when they slipped into lockstep, they instinctively started looking for a warlord or battlemaster to lead them in a charge. Took forever to get through a big group of krogan because so many of them would just stop suddenly and stand still for no reason—but it was either let them do that, or risk a station-wide, days-long brawl between impromptu armies.

At least there was a reason for the behavior, unlike with humans.

That was what Cora found herself noticing, as her gaze picked out a hundred little vignettes of behavior. Humans stopped mid-walk while reacting to messages on their omni-tools; humans paced back and forth, bounced on their toes, leaned against walls; humans got annoyed when someone slower moved in front of them, and speeded up to pull ahead, even though the crowd meant they wouldn’t get very far. She kept pinging on them because in any other crowd, these small oddities of behavior looked suspicious. Potential threats. But she was pinging everywhere, because they weren’t threats.

They were just humans—a complete chaotic mess.

And she was just going to have to get used to it again. Finally proceeding down the steps, Cora shouldered her satchel with a sigh, and braced herself to push and weave through the crowd.

“Lieutenant Harper? Cora Harper?”

The voice made Cora jump, nearby and unexpected as it was, though she sharply controlled the reflex to snap up a biotic barrier around herself. Turning, she saw a tall, slim, brown-skinned woman watching her with a polite, open smile. No—Cora frowned, reassessing at once. It hadn’t been for nothing that Nisira T’Kosh, her old commander on Thessia, had drilled her in rapid threat assessment and response. Cora might be pinging false positives all over the place, but she felt sure that her instincts were right in this case. There was something off about the woman’s smile.

“Yes?” Cora replied, trying and failing not to sound wary.

“I thought that might be you!” The woman brightened, extending a hand to shake, which Cora did automatically—her body remembered local custom even if her mind was still somewhere back in asari space. “I’ve been waiting here all afternoon to speak with you. Your shuttle was late.”

“Traffic going into the Parnitha Relay,” Cora said, even as she wondered Who are you, lady? The politeness came automatically, too, after four years of thinking of herself as an ambassador for humanity. “Sorry to keep you waiting. What was it that you wanted to speak to me about, Miss…?”

“Khalisah bint Sinan al-Jilani.” The woman’s smile widened to show teeth, and—what? A camera drone floated up from where it had been hidden behind her, suddenly focusing a blindingly bright spotlight on Cora’s face. She squinted into it while al-Jilani continued. “Westerlund News. Do you mind answering a few questions for me, Lieutenant Harper? It won’t take long.”

“I, uh—” It had been years since Cora had received any media training, before shipping off to Thessia, and she hadn’t used it since. Asari simply didn’t think that members of other races coming to learn from them was particularly newsworthy. “I guess?”

“Great. I can see you’re a little off-balance; sorry about that. Why don’t we start with a few softballs?” Al-Jilani glanced at the drone, which flashed a red light to indicate that it had begun recording, and nodded in satisfaction. “You’re returning to the Sol system, Lieutenant Harper, after—was it four years that you spent on Thessia as part of the Alliance’s Valkyrie Program?” She glanced at a small datapad. “Quote, ‘To strengthen diplomatic relations between humanity and the asari, improve the quality of human biotics training—’”

“Yes,” Cora said. Then she winced inwardly; she hadn’t meant to interrupt. That wouldn’t play well with women and non-binaries. It was just that she’d heard the précis of the Valkyrie Program before, more times than she could count, and she wanted this interview over with, and it was hard not to let these things show. “Uh, I mean, not quite. I was stationed with a commando unit based on Thessia, but we took missions all over asari space.”

“Talein’s Daughters, right, under the command of Nisira T’Kosh—seventy-tour combat veteran, survivor of the Ailanthus campaign and the Siege of Arta. What was it like, working under such a distinguished asari matron?”

Cora relaxed fractionally, thinking, It was exhilarating… and terrifying. Nisira had never fought alongside humans before, and all she’d really known of humans came from a few data files and a quarter-century of extranet articles. Her philosophy for training Cora had basically boiled down to “Well, you look like an asari, so I’m going to treat you like an asari”—and Cora had had little choice but to measure up.

That had meant hours of additional physical training as well as, after dismissal, studying ancient texts on biotics and philosophy, and even learning how to cook with Thessian ingredients so she wouldn’t starve between the asari’s twice-daily meals. It had been the most demanding, most dangerous training Cora had ever heard of… and she’d loved every minute of it. But how to boil all of that down to a sound bite?

“It was great,” she muttered. And then inwardly she slapped herself.

Not that al-Jilani seemed to notice her utter failure of eloquence. “Mmm-hmm, mmm-hmm. And what do you say about rumors that you failed to meet even the most minimal standards of performance for an asari commando? That they created a new, looser set of standards for you which are roughly equivalent to the training given to asari children?”

What? Cora stared at her. “Those are… none of that is true.” Some of the minimum standards had taken her a few tries, sure, but she’d made all of them eventually.


“It’s not? And what about the rumors that you ‘went native?’ Eating only Thessian food, wearing only asari-made clothing, using a biotic amp custom made for you by a high-end Armali bespoke manufacturer?”

Al-Jilani’s face still bore the same open, friendly smile as before, but it was becoming increasingly obvious that her friendly demeanor was horseshit. It made Cora’s teeth start to itch—a sure sign that she was starting to lose control of her temper. For whatever reason, her biotic biofeedback tended to start with dental roots.

“I ate and dressed with my comrades,” she snapped. “I ate and dressed like them, because that’s what people in any military unit tend to do. Food’s food and clothes are clothes; asari clothes fit me fine, so why would I pay through the nose to have stuff shipped from human space if I didn’t have to? Call that going native if you want, but the whole point of the program was to provide an immersion experience.” She opened her mouth to add, “And that was an unfair question,” but while she drew a breath al-Jilani slid her next comment smoothly into the silence.

“Immersion in an alien society, of course,” al-Jilani said, nodding in what Cora assumed was supposed to be a thoughtful manner. “But then you quit the Alliance military after completing the Valkyrie Program, which means humanity’s investment in your training has seen no returns. I understand you’ve moved on to bigger and better things—the Andromeda Initiative, yes?”

Cora ground her teeth. She’d quit the Alliance military because her enlistment was up, nothing more. She’d reupped once because Nisira had asked her to continue serving with Talein’s Daughters for an additional two years after her first tour, and Cora had happily agreed to stay. But she hadn’t made the same request of Cora at the end of that one, insisting that it was time Cora tried something new, and Cora had taken her advice. Like most marines did, if they respected their COs—but it was clear now that al-Jilani had some sort of specific narrative she was trying to spin. Cora was going to have to figure out what it was, and quickly, before she got blindsided again.

What’s she after? Smearing the asari? Smearing the brass behind the Valkyrie Program?

“Yes,” Cora replied, just managing to keep her tone civil. “I was recommended to the Initiative by Matron T’Kosh, in fact.”

“Oh, of course!” Al-Jilani’s face lit up, and with a sinking feeling Cora belatedly remembered her media training: Never volunteer unasked information. Al-Jilani continued, “It makes perfect sense for an alien to recommend a soldier like you to something like the Andromeda Initiative.” And as Cora stood there floored—A soldier like me?—al-Jilani went on. “Were you aware of allegations that the Initiative’s principal backer, entrepreneur Jien Garson, has misused investor funds, underreported earning statements, and sponsored illegal research?”

“Oh, for—” Cora caught herself. Was that who this was really about? Garson? The Initiative? Then why was al-Jilani ambushing Cora? “No, Ms. al-Jilani, I wasn’t aware, and if they’re allegations, then I don’t think you are, either.”

“There’s no need to get defensive, Lieutenant. I’m just asking questions.”

And I’m a shifty space cow, Cora thought. “Is that all, Ms. al-Jilani? I’ve got another ship to catch.”

“Just one more question.” Al-Jilani glanced at her datapad again, though Cora was sure this was part of the act; al-Jilani already knew full well what she wanted to ask. “The Andromeda Initiative plays itself off as a quaint throwback to the past, when humanity thought itself alone in the universe and bravely ventured into the unknown purely for the sake of exploration itself.” She glanced back at the drone and murmured, “Pause here, search file footage for twentieth-century Apollo mission launches, pre-first contact shipflight images, Initiative press release shots of ark Hyperion. Splice together with a music track from… I don’t know. Pick something old-fashioned and obscure. Canadian electronic rock, maybe, whatever.”

The drone flashed a light twice in acknowledgement, and Cora blinked away afterimages as al-Jilani resumed. “But given that the project now stands poised to place more alien than human colonies in the Andromeda galaxy—specifically asari, salarian, and our former enemies the turians—and given the project’s tendency to hire personnel like you, with questionable loyalty to humanity’s interests—”

That did it. The fury blazed white in Cora’s head, pounding behind her eyes, and then it was all around her, sheening the world in a glimmering blue haze of dark energy. Al-Jilani’s eyes widened in alarm, which was probably the first honest emotion Cora had seen in her, and which made perfect sense considering that the power to crush every bone in al-Jilani’s body now crawled unfettered over Cora’s skin.

But flashing biotics was something asari did to show anger—their version of krogan headbutting, or turian mandible-clacking, or human and batarian fist clenching. Four years of asari immersion had left Cora with the habit. Thing was, although humans had no problem recognizing the threat displays of other species—some body language really was universal—few human biotics had the strength to flash at all, let alone as casually as asari did. Those humans who did usually couldn’t control it.

So even as Cora belatedly remembered that she was using the wrong body language for human space, al-Jilani quickly blurted, “Well, I suppose I have enough material. Thanks for your time, Lieutenant!” and hurried away…

Cora knew she’d made things worse. It would be nothing for al-Jilani to spin her visible fury as further proof that she’d “gone alien.” And now she could insinuate that hiring someone of Cora’s “questionable loyalty” was further proof of the Andromeda Initiative’s corruption, since that had apparently been the woman’s angle all along.

And that was just great. Because now Cora was about to report for her first day of work… at the Andromeda Initiative. Which she’d just helped smear all over the extranet.

* * *

She was in the cafe, eating a po’boy made with real shrimp and contemplating a post-military life of unemployment-induced poverty, when the protestors came in.

Cora had briefly seen them earlier, a yelling knot of people with placards milling amid the promenade crowd, and had dismissed them just as quickly. She’d literally been on another planet for four years. Whatever they were mad about, she didn’t care. It didn’t particularly bother her to see them in the cafe, either, since they weren’t yelling or brandishing their placards at the moment. Angry people had to eat too, didn’t they? So she stopped paying attention.

Later, when Cora got a chance to tot up her sins for the day, she would vaguely recall hearing the protestors suddenly grow quiet and whisper to each other. Right around the time that she started to suspect the “shrimp” were actually a variety of Horizonian insects that tasted great but had a mild laxative effect—she’d eaten as many dodgy proteins growing up as any Traverse kid, but the worst of them stuck in memory—a shadow fell over Cora’s table.

“You were in that commercial for Westerlund News just now,” said a man. “The feature report they’re going to air later this week. Some kind of exposé about the Andromeda Initiative.”

Oh, of course they were advertising it already. Cora suppressed a groan and glanced up at him. The man was in his early twenties, tall but skinny, his skin an orangey tan that spoke of the supplements many planet-born took to avoid becoming unfashionably spacer-pale. He was dressed in a tourist-quality environment suit. As if that would save him if Tamayo Point’s mass effect fields ever failed!

More significantly, the man was standing too close, trying to loom over her. Deliberately, Cora took another bite of her sandwich. Then, still chewing—he didn’t deserve her manners—she said, “Maybe that was me in the commercial. I didn’t see it, I don’t know. What about it?”

“You work for the Andromeda Initiative. Humans working with aliens.”

Not at the rate she was going, but that was nobody’s business but hers.

“I repeat: What about it?”


The guy didn’t like her nonchalance. He bent suddenly and slammed his hands on Cora’s table, jostling the top layer of bread off the uneaten half of her sandwich. “You’re a traitor to the Earth!”

With exaggerated care, Cora replaced the bread and moved her plate away from the man in case he was a spitter. “Don’t you mean a traitor to humanity?”

“What?”

“Well, I’ve never called Earth home. And the Alliance has a few dozen colonies at this point, plus hundreds of space stations, trade interests along a thousand shipping lanes, and diplomatic outposts on most non-human planets. That’s not counting all the private ventures like Noveria, or the non-species-aligned places where we’ve got a foothold, like Omega and the Citadel. So if you really want to call me a traitor, you might want to remember that humanity hasn’t equalled ‘Earth’ for, what? Fifty years?” The man was staring at her in confusion and rising fury. “Of course, if you do that, you’d also have to remember that collaborative exploration helps humanity—”

She hadn’t been expecting the man to shove her. He’d seemed obnoxious, bigoted, provincial, but not quite stupid enough to try taking on a woman who was wearing full body armor. If she’d expected violence, she could’ve been mentally prepared for it, and physically braced herself to withstand the shove.

Instead, because of his height advantage, his shove pushed her chair back far enough to lift her feet off the floor and nearly knock the chair over. And instead of taking the shove, Cora’s mind flipped over from not combat to combat—because that was what Nisira had drilled her to do in situations of unexpected violence. That was what Cora and the other Daughters had done for the past four years, on fields of battle this backwater fool would never see, and through a hundred life-and-death conflicts. Survival meant reacting instantaneously. Taking time to think could get you killed.

That was the asari huntress way.

So Cora was afire with dark energy before her feet landed back on the floor, the barrier snapping into place so fiercely that the sound of it made the air crackle. The man snatched his hand back with a yelp, though the field wouldn’t have hurt him. He wasn’t a projectile, after all. As it was, however, the static electricity of his skin sparked against the shifting, shimmering aura of her field, sending minute ripple effects over the sheath of energy. She felt her hair waft a little in the electromagnetic breeze as she got to her feet. And she knew, as the man stumbled back from her with eyes wide, exactly why he was afraid.

We are living weapons, we huntresses. Nisira’s deep, night-soft voice came into her head again. Your race is only beginning to understand what eezo can do, what the mass effect truly is, the potential of dark energy, but you came to Thessia to learn as we asari learn, so I’ll tell you. We are gravity bound by will. You, Cora, are organic and synthetic power fused and honed to their pinnacle. Fight only when you must—but when you must, give your enemies warning of the nightmare they’ve awakened. That’s only polite… before you rip them apart.

Not that Cora would have done so. That was the point of all her years of training, after all; her control was iron. If she happened to smear the man over the cafe’s far wall, it would be the result of a deliberate choice, not mere reflex on her part. But before Cora could speak to the man about the virtues of courtesy toward heavily armed strangers, a hand moved into the range of her vision, gliding with enough grace to jerk her out of pre-battle tension. Another biotic field impinged gently on her own, a polite warrior-to-warrior greeting.

“Hey there, little sister,” rasped a voice so familiar and comforting that Cora instantly blinked, dissipated her barrier, and turned to stare into an open, amused, turquoise face. “This a private party, or do we all get to dance?”

Cora could’ve hugged the big asari.

“Ygara!” Ygara Menoris, to be specific: Nisira T’Kosh’s former subcaptain, also lately of Talein’s Daughters and one of the few asari that Cora had ever truly called friend. “Oh my God. What the hell are you doing here?”

“Keeping you out of trouble, what else?” Ygara let Cora go now that she’d calmed down, flashing a toothy grin. Then she glanced over her shoulder at the man who’d shoved her, and who had already backed up a step or two. It was a mild look, but the man flinched and took another few steps back. Two of his comrades came to join him, Cora noted, but they both seemed more concerned with pulling him away from danger than backing him up.

Cora didn’t blame them. Ygara was bigger than the average asari—beautiful of course, but taller, more muscular, and with a “matronly rack” that she wore like a warning even though she was still within the tail end of her maiden years. It was a warning; Ygara had been a commando for most of her life, and Cora had seen her outdo a few matriarchs at combat biotics.

But that didn’t matter. The man who’d shoved her didn’t matter. Khalisah bint Sinan al-Jilani didn’t matter. Cora was just glad to see someone civilized again. “Let’s get out of here,” she said in immense relief, and Ygara hummed in easygoing assent. They exited the cafe, leaving the belligerent man and his friends scared silent in their wake.

They walked through the crowd, Cora leading them toward the shuttle she would take to the Andromeda Initiative’s headquarters, Ygara apparently just along for the stroll. She was passing through the Sol system on her way to Illium, she explained, where she’d decided to try starting up her own mercenary band now that she’d quit Nisira’s. It wasn’t a surprise that she’d done so; everyone had been expecting Ygara to strike out on her own eventually, as maidens tended to do once they’d learned their trade. Nisira had given Ygara’s new venture her blessing and backing.

Then it was Cora’s turn to speak, and to her own surprise she found herself babbling out everything that had happened since she’d left asari space. The shuttle passenger who’d repeatedly found a reason to brush up against her ass until she’d found a reason to threaten his future reproductive capability. The customs agent who’d actually asked—and been overly interested in—whether Cora had slept with any asari during her years on Thessia. “That’s none of your business,” Cora had replied to the woman with a sharp-edged smile. The disastrous interview. And worst of all, the difficulty Cora was having with simply being around her own species again.

“We’re a mess,” she blurted. “I never thought of us as primitive before now, but we really are just…” She sighed and rubbed her eyes, then clenched her teeth as a random fellow traveler bumped into her shoulder and muttered an apology before bumping into someone else. Finally Cora took a deep breath. “God. Listen to me. I’m whining.”

Ygara laughed. “A little. Look, so you’re having some culture shock.” She shrugged her broad shoulders. “I mean, I’m not sure scaring the piss out of some xenophobe is the best way to handle it, but what you’re feeling is pretty normal. I spent twenty years on Palaven once.” She blushed a little. “Thought I’d found ‘the one.’ Anyway, after I came home, took me weeks to stop wondering why all the faces I saw were blue and not silver, and why nobody wanted to talk about tactics or public service. I kept feeling like Thessia was wrong. You’ll get over it.”

Cora knew it was true, but it was nice to have the external validation. She stopped as they reached the docking tube that led to her shuttle. Still twenty minutes before boarding, but maybe they’d let her on early so she could catch some shut-eye.

“Thanks,” she said, finally. Because it had been nice, and much-needed, to have someone who she could talk to about these things. “I know they say it’s a small galaxy, but I could start to believe in all those gods of yours after this kind of coincidence. You came along at just the right time.”

Ygara let out an amused snort, jabbed her companionably in the shoulder, then turned to saunter off. “Just try not to cause any interspecies incidents,” she called back over her shoulder. “Remember, we taught you better than that!”

* * *

Theia Station was old. Cora’s dossier had said that it was an ancient quarian low-orbit station, damaged and left derelict hundreds of years ago after their war against the geth. The Initiative had purchased it from a group of volus “station-flippers” some years back.

The quarians’ construction was, as always, phenomenal. The hull was unblemished despite the years it must have spent unprotected by a mass effect envelope. There was also no sign that it was a secondhand station. In its clean, airy corridors and its Citadel-standard infrastructure everything gleamed like new. Still, there was something just slightly off about the place. A peculiarity of proportion—as if its aesthetics had been chosen by minds that did not think the same way. Math was math, engineering was engineering, but it wasn’t a human thing to tilt everything slightly, or to decoratively filigree stylized plants and water motifs alongside every pipe and conduit.

As Cora gazed through one of the station’s viewports, she could not help noticing that the clear carbon-fiber “glass” was slightly convex, with an off-center focal point that subtly drew the gaze back to the station rather than out toward the spray of suns and galaxies. Humans would want to look at the stars. The ancient quarians had wanted to remind themselves that life amid the stars depended on sound hardware and competent people.

Cora turned from the view, studying again the man who was to be her new commander. Well, supervisor, since the Initiative wasn’t military; this was another thought that felt strange. At the center of the vaulted room in which they stood, he’d built a bizarre configuration of platforms and terminals and server nodes, arranged around a floor-to-ceiling frame that made Cora think of a natural beehive: efficient in its use of space, but a little disturbing to look at. He was on its uppermost platform now, tapping on an interface with one hand while he gazed through a stationary pair of powered goggles at… something.

Cora had been standing in the room since she’d called out to him—he’d said, “Just a moment,” ten minutes ago. She was beginning to suspect that he’d forgotten she was there.

Alec Ryder, she knew from the dossier. Former Alliance marine—N7-ranked, no less. Enlisted just after the Prothean ruins were found on Mars, like so many young people of the time, eagerly wanting to be on the front lines of humankind’s next quantum leap. And he’d succeeded in that; Ryder had actually shipped out with Grissom, on that famous first flight through a mass relay! Less-than-honorably discharged, though, and the records were conspicuously quiet on why.

Somewhere along the way he’d spent a few years retooling himself, earning a handful of experiential masteries in xenocybernetics, artificial linguistics, and other training in subjects Cora could barely pronounce. Two children, both adults; a recent widower. Well-preserved for a man in his fifties: graying hair, not too skinny, no noticeable gut. Still dressed like off-duty military: khakis with lots of pockets, commando sweater with the sleeves rolled up.

No visible hint of mad scientist… but it was there. Cora could almost smell it.

“Thanks for your patience,” Ryder said suddenly, surprising her. So he hadn’t forgotten her. Still hadn’t looked away from the goggles, though. “Tweaking a dynamic intuition processing matrix while it’s still running. Tricky.”

“It’s intuition,” Cora said, looking around and trying to push aside a vague feeling that she might not have made the right decision regarding her post-military occupation. “Shouldn’t it be?”


It was an attempt at small talk. She didn’t really expect Ryder to answer. Indeed, he was silent for another moment, continuing to tap on the interface and stare into the goggles. Then he stopped, sat back, and rolled his shoulders until his neck popped loudly enough that Cora could hear it from where she stood twenty feet below.

“Well, that depends. Should a virtual intelligence have good intuition or bad intuition? Bad intuition’s easy. Case in point: The complete lack of a warning instinct that tells you when you’re being railroaded by a reporter.”

Damn. Cora sighed and drew herself to a sketchy sort of attention. Best to get this over with. “Sorry, sir,” she said. “I was caught off guard. Won’t happen again.”

“I know it won’t,” Ryder said. He rubbed the back of his neck, then got up and started walking down the steps from one platform to the next. “The Initiative can’t afford that kind of press. If you can’t talk to a reporter without making yourself and anyone affiliated with you sound like the Benedict Arnold of the post-relay age, then just pull a ‘no comment’ and leave, next time.”

Cora set her jaw, but she supposed she deserved that.

“Sir. Yes, sir.”

He stopped on a middle platform, frowning directly at her for the first time. “Neither of us are marines anymore, Ms. Harper, and I never stood on rank when I was. Also, ‘sir’ makes me feel old.”

The “Ms. Harper” made her twitch, inadvertently. “And I prefer ‘Lieutenant.’ I worked hard to earn that, even if it doesn’t quite apply anymore. Or you could just use my family name.” She paused, meaningfully. “And respect isn’t the sole province of the military… sir.”

He let out a soft, unamused snort at this. “Maybe not. Still, I’d rather have the reality of respect and not just its outward trappings. I notice you didn’t salute, for example, although I outrank you.”

Cora fought the urge to frown a little. She didn’t know what to think of this man. He kept challenging her, then backing off, then attacking from another angle. Yet it didn’t feel quite hostile. More like… assessing.

“It’s mostly a human convention,” Cora said. “I fell out of the habit.”

Ryder frowned at that. “What else did you forget while you were away?”

He was definitely pushing her. Trying to draw her into a confrontation, maybe? “I forgot how frustrating it can be to have a conversation with a species that has little to no ability to intuit anything. Always dancing around topics that any asari would know just by looking at you, and all the while thinking we’re so clever as we do it.”

Ryder’s expression didn’t change, but she saw him stiffen ever so slightly.

“And…” She gathered herself and pressed on. “I forgot how sensitive people can be to the truth. How averse they are to being direct and straightforward. And that sometimes, saying nothing is better than being right.” She hadn’t handled the situation with the reporter well, and she had no problem admitting that. “But, I didn’t forget that I was a marine once. And that a superior deserves respect, even if they haven’t earned it yet, sir.”

Ryder shook his head, and to her surprise he looked bemused. Then he leaned against the platform railing, his voice softening.

“You would’ve had trouble with al-Jilani on a good day, Lieutenant. I’ve seen her roll five-star generals, and that’s without ambushing them on their first day back in human space.”

“Maybe so, sir—maybe so.” Cora resisted the urge to set her jaw. “Nevertheless, I apologize for making the Andromeda Initiative look bad.”

“It would take more than one obviously biased news report to do that. Unfortunately, what you encountered at Tamayo Point is just the vanguard of a more sustained campaign.” Ryder sighed. “How much do you know about what we do here, Harper?”

“What’s in the dossier and on the extranet. The usual.”

“Tell me.”

Was it a test? To see if she’d done her homework? Again Cora fought the urge to tighten her jaw. There should’ve been no need for tests at this point, but fine.

“Well, the idea is to get to the Andromeda Galaxy—the closest galaxy to our own. Find some garden worlds, set up shop, maybe make contact with the local species, or if nothing else set up trade between the colonies.” She shrugged. “Originally it was championed by a human-only team, but as the project gained momentum, the other Council species got on board. So now we’re all going. Launch date’s scheduled for six months from now.”

“Okay. That’s good.” Ryder turned to head down the steps, finally descending to her level. “But I think that’s not really what I want to know. Tell me why you’ve signed on to a project that will take you six centuries and two-and-a-half million light years away from everything you know and everyone you love? And don’t tell me ‘the human love of exploration.’” He rolled his eyes. “That sounds great in the marketing, and maybe it’s even true for the young ones who have more gonads than sense. It’s a wonderful ideal. But the explorers of old generally meant to come back from wherever they were going, hopefully covered in glory or riches.

“Even Jon Grissom was just following orders, when he became the first human to lead a team through a mass relay. I know, I was there. Everybody thinks he was so brave, and he was, but at the end of the day he just wanted to go home to his daughter.” Ryder shook his head. “So what’s your reason for jumping into the unknown, without a return ticket?”

Cora took a deep breath. She’d been afraid of this. “I don’t have one.”

He blinked, frowning. “Then why are you here?”

“Because Nisira T’Kosh told me to come.”

Ryder folded his arms and rocked back on one heel. “And whatever your old commander says, goes?” He shook his head, looking incredulous. “I got T’Kosh’s recommendation, and invited you here because your record was impressive… but I’m no longer impressed, Harper. Why should I hire you, instead of someone who actually has a motivation of her own?”

“With all due respect, why does that matter?” Cora asked, trying hard not to sound defensive. “I don’t see how that’s relevant to the work I’ll be doing. I give my best regardless.”

Standing face-to-face with Cora at last, Ryder was less impressive himself. He tended to slouch—or maybe that was exhaustion, she amended, now that she had a good look at him. His hair was a little messy, as if he had a habit of running his hands through it when frustrated or tired.

He began to pace in front of her, arms folded.


“We’ve got competitors, Harper. Other ventures that want our technology, our investors, even though they aren’t willing to take our risks. You got ambushed on Tamayo because you obviously didn’t know that—something you should have known about a project that you’re effectively dedicating the rest of your life to. I can’t hold your hand to tell you these things; you need to anticipate problems yourself. And you clearly aren’t doing that.”

That was a reasonable expectation, Cora reminded herself, though her teeth had begun to itch with tension again. It was clear that Alec Ryder was going to be the kind of boss who preferred honesty to bullshit. It was also clear that he was an egghead, N7 background or no; liked to think out loud, but still valued brevity over a litany of details. All that suited Cora just fine. It was time to see if she really wanted to spend the next few years—give or take six hundred—working for this guy.

“I wasn’t expecting what happened on Tamayo because I’m coming at this from a different perspective,” she said. “I was born on a cargo freighter, not a planet. I grew up like any other Traverse kid. We risk the unknown every day just trying to survive, so none of that is new, or glamorous, to me. And I’ve spent four years among the asari, where the Initiative is seen as…” She tried to think of a good way to say it, then gave up. “A vanity project. A way for a baby spacefaring species to score a few popularity points, in a galaxy that isn’t easily impressed. A few asari are going along because it’s interesting, and you can always find matriarchs looking for a fulfilling way to end their lives—or maidens in the ‘young and idealistic’ category. But really, most of the galaxy has better things to do than pay attention to the Initiative. What’s newsworthy here… isn’t, out there. So a reporter was the last thing I expected.”

Ryder’s pacing had slowed. He seemed to be digesting this. “Okay. That’s… huh. That’s fair. And there’s value in a different perspective. But that still doesn’t tell me why I should bring on someone without any sort of vision. How do I know you won’t just get bored and abandon the project? I need a fellow leader, not a follower.” He shook his head. “What did Nisira tell you, at least, when she decided to send you here?”

Cora pursed her lips, considering, and then let out a heavy breath. Honesty, then. “She said… that this sounded like the kind of venture that could give me a purpose,” she admitted. “That I was wasted on Thessia, and even in the Alliance. I won’t live long enough to become a true asari huntress, after all—and humanity is still too afraid of biotics to know what to do with the average one, let alone one who spikes as high as I do.” She shrugged. Ryder’s eyes narrowed—in judgment? Skepticism? It stung that he might think so little of her.

Defensively, she clasped her hands behind her back, at ease, and lifted her chin. “She thought the Initiative might actually be different enough, flexible enough, to know what to do with someone like me. So, since you obviously think this trip to Andromeda will actually happen… Why do you think I should be here, sir?”

Ryder stopped pacing and faced her, an expression of honest surprise on his face for the first time since she’d met him. Then, grudgingly, he smiled. “Turn my own question back on me, hmm? Well, then.” He looked away, thinking for a moment, then said, “We’re definitely going. We’re… committed, at this point. Barring the catastrophic failure of every ark at launch—a statistical improbability—at this point there’s virtually nothing that can stop us from going. We have to go.”

Cora blinked, unable to hide her skepticism. “I’m not sure I understand why we have to send a quadrillion-credit mission to another galaxy.”

He looked fleetingly amused. “Quintillion… and we don’t have a choice, Harper. Any of us, really, but humanity especially.” He took a deep breath. “It’s been a few short decades since we discovered we weren’t alone in the universe. Since then, our knowledge and understanding of almost everything has exploded. But in this galaxy… it’s all been figured out. We have no need to explore. To discover. To grow. What little we do need, we can likely borrow or learn from another species who’s been doing this since before we were apes.” He lowered his voice. Slowed his delivery.

“Humanity thrives when it’s challenged. We grow when we have something for which we struggle. How can we grow in a galaxy where everything’s already been decided for us?” He frowned to himself a little, then chuckled ruefully and started pacing again. “Getting there isn’t going to be easy, Harper. Staying there, and thriving—only then will we realize our full potential.” Cora watched him pace, unsure what to think. This was beginning to sound like a petty grudge against the Council. Or maybe a dislike for humanity’s place in the order of things?

“If you’re looking for growth, the Council and the other species have plenty of opportunities to offer us,” she countered. “I should know.”

“Of course they do.” He waved her off. “And we’ll all still work together in Andromeda, but the playing field will be level. And the opportunities… no, the necessity for discovery and adaptation will be immediate and ongoing. We’ll have no choice but to advance, and to succeed. It’ll be survival of the fittest, with each species looking to its own needs.”

Cora wasn’t sure she liked where this was going. “That doesn’t exactly sound like ‘working together.’ It sounds more like open competition—like a race to see who will come out on top.”

Ryder stopped pacing, and he seemed to chew on that a bit.

“Yes and no,” he said. “The Council is doing a fine job here in the Milky Way, and the other species are civil enough. But this peace… the entire galactic society we live in… it’s based on centuries of lessons learned, mistakes made and wars fought, long before you and I were born. We didn’t earn it—it was given to us. Some people might call that utopia; all of the enlightenment without any of the struggle. But humans need to struggle. We’re at our best when our greatest accomplishments—and challenges—lie ahead of us.”

“I don’t disagree,” Cora ventured. Maybe she was beginning to understand what he was getting at. Still… something didn’t quite add up. “But if all we need is struggle, why not just start a colony in the remotest part of the Milky Way, far from Council control, entirely dependent on no one but ourselves?”

Ryder paused, and… smiled?

Was it wistful? Or sad? She couldn’t read him well. “Trust me, I’ve thought about it,” he said, “and if the Initiative hadn’t found me, I might’ve done just that.” He turned and walked back over to one of the consoles. “But they did find me, and here we both are. About to embark on a journey that will once again put humanity at the forefront of innovation and invention.”


He lapsed into silence, and Cora shifted a little, unsure if he would continue. After a second, Ryder flicked a switch and the image of a planet materialized in the air between them.

“Take a look at this.” He reached out and “spun” the holo with his hand. “This is our designated golden world. Everything we know tells us this planet possesses the essential building blocks needed to support human life. Yet we don’t know, not for certain, and we won’t know until we set foot on it.

“Even if it does, and everything goes to plan… we’ll spend the next several decades making it our home. Every day will bring an opportunity for us to grow. Expand. Evolve. But also… an opportunity to stumble. To fail.” He straightened up a bit. “Every decision we make, for decades to come, will determine if we live or die.”

Cora watched the rotating globe. “And you think…” She weighed her words before continuing. “You believe that at the end of that, humanity will be… better. That we will be better for that?”

Ryder switched off the display and turned to face her. “Yes. And I’m guessing T’Kosh sent you here because she sees the same thing. Asari tend to think long-term, understandably. If she thinks this is something you can help with, and something that will give you a chance to grow…” He spread his hands. “I guess we both ought to listen to her.”

“I’ve pretty much found that to be the case on every occasion, sir.”

“Understood. So…” He folded his arms. “You don’t have a reason to be here? Let’s see if we can’t change that.”

Cora nodded, slowly, digesting what he’d said. Expand, explore, adapt—or die. The thought of it made her belly clench, just a little, in something that might have been excitement. Yet this was his motivation.

Interesting as it was, she wasn’t convinced it was hers.

“I’m in—for now, at least,” she said. “For the same reason I just spent four years of my life on Thessia: because high-minded reasons don’t matter, at the end of the day. Somebody’s got to do the hard work of making the future happen.” That was what her mother had always said, through the shit jobs and the shit food and the long years of flying around in a junkheap held together with duct tape and wishes. Cora shrugged. “Might as well be me.”

Ryder gazed at her for a long, thoughtful moment. “I guess that will have to do,” he said with a hint of wryness in his voice. “We’ll see if it’s enough. If you’re serious about making the future happen, Harper… I’ve got a job for you.”
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CHAPTER TWO

[image: image]

“Glad you called,” Ygara said, coming over to companionably grip Cora’s forearm as she stepped out of the airlock. “Just when I was starting to get bored with your little system. Welcome aboard! Come meet the team.”

Over the vidcall, Ygara had explained to Cora that she’d bought and refurbished a small surplus asari destroyer a few years back, with some of her earnings from three hundred years in the Daughters. The Audacity, she’d named it. Her crew was an assemblage of ex-commandos and other specialists collected from over a few decades’ worth of missions. Three were asari, too, lean and strong in their black commando gear; Cora didn’t know them, but they sized her up in turn, and one of them nodded coolly in what might have been respect. In addition to these were a yawning turian woman, the smallest fully grown krogan Cora had ever seen, and two slender male quarians whose suits and builds were so similar that Cora hoped she wouldn’t have to try and remember which was which.

“Tella Namir, Bannyn T’Dahn, and Leri T’Eln,” Ygara said, pointing at the three asari in turn. “Bannyn’s our sapper. She did a tour with the Daughters about a century ago, and without her we wouldn’t have survived that mission.” Cora nodded at her; Bannyn smirked in unselfconscious pride, then winked back at Cora. “Tella and Leri are my muscle—” Ygara continued.


“Some of your muscle,” said the krogan, sounding a little affronted. He really was tiny for a krogan—barely taller than Cora herself, though he outweighed her by several hundred pounds. Maybe he got overlooked a lot.

“Some, right.” Ygara chin-pointed at the krogan. “Jorgal Kih. He’s our pilot and drone-recon specialist.” Kih folded his arms, still looking disgruntled; Ygara rolled her eyes. “Sorry, Kih, sorry, just forgot. And heavy weapons, when we need them.”

Kih finally relaxed. “Damn straight.”

“I’m Octavia Suran,” said the turian, coming forward before Ygara could introduce her. She extended a slender hand, which Cora took with some surprise. Octavia must have studied human greeting customs, since Cora had heard that turians weren’t much for handshakes. Races with natural talons didn’t tend to be. “Researcher,” she added.

Cora raised her eyebrows. “Researcher. Right.”

Ygara coughed a little, to cover a laugh. Octavia eyed Ygara with an air of cool amusement. “Octavia’s our information broker,” Ygara admitted. “Just a small-timer, all things considered—but when we need secrets found or disinformation spread, she’s your girl.”

“Handy,” Cora said, impressed. Information brokers tended to do well as free agents, so Ygara had to be paying Suran quite a lot to keep her on-crew for a startup merc operation. Three hundred years of smart investing paid off, apparently.

“And these two are our newest members,” Ygara said, nodding toward the quarians, “Hanon’Milah and Shilu’Milah, both nar Qwib-Qwib—”

“I told you not to mention that,” Shilu, said, groaning. Or was it Hanon?

Ygara grinned. “But it’s funny.”


“The most enlightened race in the galaxy, everybody.” Octavia, deadpan, waved an exaggerated flourish toward Ygara. “Known for their empathy, grace, and charm.”

“What? We are.”

Cora stifled a grin. She’d never been good with meeting new people. Hazard of growing up on a small family ship where everyone knew everyone. Already, though, she was feeling right at home with Ygara’s bunch.

“Pleased to meet all of you.”

“Menoris says you’re hiring, not joining up,” Kih said, folding his arms as he looked Cora up and down. “You look like you can handle yourself, though. I mean, I think you do.” He squinted suddenly. “All you humans look kind of like pyjaks, but at least you’re not as scrawny—”

Leri groaned, rubbing her face with one hand. “Kih. We discussed this. ‘Don’t compare humans to nonsentient primates,’ I said. Didn’t I?”

“I said pyjaks! Those aren’t—oh shit, are they? I just think of them as snacks.”

“Nisira T’Kosh herself vouches for Harper’s commando experience,” Ygara said, cutting Leri off before she could retort. “And personally, I wouldn’t have another human watching my back.”

Cora blinked in surprise. She’d fought beside Ygara in combat, of course, but the same could be said for all of the Daughters at some point or another. This was higher praise than she’d expected. Blushing a little, she said to Kih, “I’m a little of both, actually—client and freelance add-on.” On Cora’s request, Initiative funds had already been transferred to Ygara Menoris’ account. “I’ll be riding shotgun on this.”

“Huh. So what’s the mission?”


She’d thought they would never ask.

* * *

On the surface the mission, as Ryder had laid it out to her, was simple. A rival organization had hacked their systems and stolen data that was critical to the success of the Initiative. While they could just ignore the theft, there were two main reasons to go after it.

First, the data was potentially quite dangerous; advanced VI tech that could draw a lot of unwanted attention. A scandal of that magnitude might delay the launch of the arks, and even the Nexus. Second—and this seemed more critical—the hack had corrupted some of the Initiative’s own copies of the data. According to Ryder it would take months, perhaps longer, to reconstruct what had been left behind.

Or… Cora could steal it back. Ryder hadn’t used that term, of course; he’d stuck strictly to the word “acquire.” He’d smiled every time he said it, though, in a “we’re both adults here” kind of way, so Cora figured it was better to just call it like she saw it.

In actuality the mission would be complicated, and potentially dangerous enough that Ryder had asked Cora to link up to some kind of special Initiative VI. “This will be a little different from most VIs, you’ll find,” he’d explained to her as they strode somewhere between the tour of Theia Station and the return to his lab. “Custom built. Highly adaptive. It’s made to function with a certain level of wetware integration that you don’t have, though, so we’d need to make a few changes. I think you’d find it useful enough to warrant them.”

“Wetware integration?” She’d stopped walking. “You’re talking about some kind of operation? On my brain? What the hell kind of VI requires that?”

He’d smiled at Cora’s sharp scowl, as if he’d expected that reaction. “An experimental one. But you won’t be our first guinea pig, after all.” To her surprise, he’d tapped his own head. “Just an implant, Lieutenant. No worse than when you had your L3 installed. Besides, they’re standard issue for members of the Pathfinder team. I need to know if you can handle it.”

Somehow the idea of having more tech in her head hadn’t really appealed to Cora. Still, she’d agreed, and the installation, performed in Theia Station’s small medbay, had actually been easier than she’d expected.

They were going to need every bit of help that they could get for this mission.

* * *

“The station where the tech is located is owned by an incorporated collective called the HOME Group,” Cora explained to Ygara’s team.

They were in the Audacity’s cramped cargo hold, since the ship wasn’t large enough to have a briefing room. As the others sat or sprawled across crates and repair tables, Cora stood and used her omni-tool to project an image of the target: a large space station whose design was plainly an attempt to emulate the Citadel, though this one had several dozen small platforms around its docking ring, instead of just five large ones. The whole arrangement looked almost floral. It looked a lot less stable than the Citadel, too, but that was to be expected; no one could build like the protheans.

“The whole thing is a joint corporate-government venture,” she continued, “operating under a limited Earth-orbit satellite license. Note that by ‘government’ I don’t mean the Alliance.” Aliens always thought of the Systems Alliance as the human government, and Earth as a unified political entity. For anyone present who didn’t know, she added, “The Alliance is only the largest nations on the planet—about ten percent of the total number, really. This station’s backers are a consortium of small non-Alliance nations.”

“Why’s that matter?” Kih asked, frowning. “On Tuchanka, every clan does whatever it wants, with only the dominant clan driving the Tomkah. Another clan doesn’t like it, it’s up to them to conquer everybody and become dominant instead. Nice to hear you humans are just as civilized.”

Ygara groaned. “Is it bad that non-Alliance governments are involved?” she asked before Cora could answer. “Because I think that’s bad.”

“Yeah, probably,” Cora admitted, and it was exactly as bad as Ygara thought. The Alliance, which maintained a significant influence on space elevator and orbital airspace rights, had pressured the governments of Earth to stop granting planetary-orbit licenses decades ago. Nowadays it took serious political heft to get approval for something like a space station.

“They’ve got a few politicians in their pocket,” Cora continued. “Nobody on the Council knows them from human, of course, but by Earth standards these are big names. It would be best if we don’t get captured, which would give them a chance to turn a case of local corporate espionage into an interstellar incident.”

“Yeah, don’t you hate those?” drawled Octavia.

The Initiative VI fed Cora the details, and she shared them with Ygara’s crew.

Home Away, the station built by the group, had been billed as a safe, local, small-business alternative to the distant planetary ventures being funded by Big Colonialism. Get away from it all without going anywhere, the ads said—and for a not-at-all low price, Earth families could purchase a bungalow on one of the station’s private or semiprivate platforms. They’d get acres of landscaped lawn, a perpetual view of Earthrise, access to top-of-the-line VIs, and mechs for household management, education, and entertainment…

Basically, all of the amenities that rich humans had once acquired by fleeing to city suburbs, back before the planet’s population had passed the ten billion mark.

Naturally people with that kind of money could afford top-of-the-line security. “Mostly high-end mechs,” the Initiative VI said in its soft, androgynous voice, speaking into Cora’s earpiece. Four years on Thessia had taught her to assume the feminine gender in any situations of doubt, though Ryder had referred to the thing as “him” a few times, so she was trying to get used to thinking of it that way. “Plated against standard energy weapons and run by a Synthetic Insights SleepEasy Series security VI. This VI has a very fast response matrix, compared to others of its caliber, and a cyberwarfare defensive suite that is industry-standard. Additionally there are a few heavy mechs, turrets, and other anti-personnel weaponry; I’m downloading the full inventory to your omni-tool now. There is also reason to believe that a small human paramilitary force resides on Home Away, handling ship approach and onboarding/customs.”

There was just the faintest hint of disdain in the VI’s voice as it spoke of Home Away’s VI. Or had she imagined that?

Nevertheless, it was a formidable gauntlet to run, Cora had to admit. And all for a high-tech “retrieval” of stolen data. This wasn’t quite the career next-step Cora had imagined when she’d left the Alliance.

Then again, it wasn’t as if every mission she’d run with Talein’s Daughters had been on the up-and-up. And at least in the Initiative, it seemed as if she would have less paperwork—provided they finished the job successfully.

“I want this tight,” Cora said, after she’d given them as much intel as she could. “Get in, get out. Priority is acquiring the asset, but secondary priority is to minimize casualties, on either side. These people are just doing their jobs, they don’t deserve to die or be permanently injured.”

“And I’m not getting paid well enough to have to break the news of your death to your families,” Ygara added.

“All of the above, plus fatality-free?” Octavia whistled between her sharp teeth. Behind her, several members of the team brought up their omni-tool displays to look more closely at the schematics and armament list, some of them murmuring to each other. “I do like a challenge, but whew.”

“I really was hoping to come back from my Pilgrimage,” said Hanon, or Shilu. He fiddled uneasily with one of the seals on his suit until his brother swatted the hand away, with an air of habit.

“I really ought to charge you more,” Ygara muttered.

“Too late to renegotiate,” Cora said to her, half-smiling.

“So what is this ‘asset’ you’re after?” Ygara asked.

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?”

Cora sighed. She’d asked the same thing of Ryder a few hours before. “It’s proprietary code for one of our key systems,” he’d replied. “I’ll tell you more once you’ve brought it back.” She didn’t like hiding things from Ygara, but there was nothing to be gained by telling her.

“How many targets have we hit without knowing exactly what we were taking out?” she countered.

The asari sighed. “Plenty, but remember, I quit commando work. Shady dealings like this are part of the reason why.”

“I understand,” Cora said. She really did. She hadn’t yet decided whether she liked Alec Ryder, and she definitely wasn’t sure how much he was keeping from her, but she knew enough to trust that he wouldn’t casually put her in harm’s way. So… for the moment she sighed and wiped the hologram from the air, moving to sit on an unoccupied crate. “We’ve still got to get through this, though. Fortunately, I think I’ve got a plan. How are your acting skills?”

* * *

Home Away was a lot bigger up close than it had seemed in the schematics.

Not as flimsy-looking, either. As their shuttle banked on approach, Cora could see a webwork of carbon nanofilaments reinforcing the branching platforms of the station and its circular hub. The illusion of delicacy remained, though, and maybe that was what the station’s denizens wanted.

Each of the platforms that she glimpsed in passing was a small green world of its own: beneath barely visible mass effect fields there were trees, expansive lawns, lakes, and even a few golf courses. The “bungalows” were sprawling, multi-leveled mansions, some bigger than the cargo freighter Cora had grown up on. One platform even seemed to have a hill built onto its hubward edge, with a tiny ski lift. How they’d get snow to stick to the topmost part of the hill, which pierced the mass effect envelope, Cora had no idea.

“Say again?” This was Home Away flight control, speaking over the shuttle’s comm. A young man’s voice, and he sounded annoyed. “Eezo converter inspection?”

“That’s what I said,” Ygara snapped. They’d all agreed that she would perform best in this role. “We’ve sent you our credentials, and I told you—this is routine and required for every Council species facility using a class-two or above drive core.”

“I understand, but if you’d just logged your flight plan in advance—”

“What part of ‘surprise inspection’ do you not get?” she said, interrupting him convincingly. “Honestly, if you humans can’t even be bothered to read up on safety regulations like a civilized species, that’s not my fault. No wonder Alliance ships have had so many drive core accidents!”

“Oh, for—” The young man sighed. “Fine. Your credentials check out. Transmitting coordinates for landing.”

Grinning, Ygara cut the comms, and Kih took them in steady for a landing.

Everything hinged on Home Away being partially government-funded. With government funding came government oversight—and a long list of official inspections, which Suran had pointed out as providing them their way in. So now they’d chosen to play an inspection team from a small-yet-influential Council agency known best for once hitting a batarian refinery with an unprecedented nine thousand separate violation fines. The batarians had tried to bribe the inspector. He hadn’t taken it well.

Suran, with some assistance from the quarian twins, had concocted suitable identities for them and breached the back end of the agency’s extranet site, to insert false personnel files that would disappear after the mission.

The shuttle settled onto one of the hub’s landing pads, and Cora, Ygara, Tella, and Hanon—who had a scuff along the upper right edge of his faceplate, Cora noticed—disembarked. Kih stayed in the shuttle—“No sense scaring the crap out of ’em right off the bat,” he’d said with a hint of pride—and the others monitored the mission from the Audacity, which Home Away’s largely unsecured comms made easy. The station’s defenses were structured around protecting its residents’ assets from scammers, skim-hacks, and the like, not thieves who showed up in person.

Nothing else about the mission would be easy, though—and worse, the whole thing would have to be done without weapons, since inspectors wouldn’t carry them. That was why Ygara had chosen her team carefully, declaring that anyone coming along for the ride needed to either be capable of fabricating weapons, like the twins’ drones, or be a weapon.

As they stepped onto the soft, perfectly manicured grass of the disembarkation area, a door in the nearby administrative building slid open to emit a rather harried-looking older Latino man in a neat business suit. “Welcome to Home Away,” he said, not smiling. He looked all of them up and down and clearly found them wanting. They’d worn civvies for the operation—simple business-casual black shirts and pants, trying to look relatively uniform—but they still must have managed to fall short of whatever professional standard the administrator was expecting.

The administrator’s scrutiny made Cora’s skin prickle. In the past four years she hadn’t spent more than a few days out of body armor; she felt naked and strange without it.

“Will this take long?” he demanded.

“That depends on you,” Tella said with such genuine friendly charm that the man blinked. “I just have a few questions. If you could answer them while my team proceeds with its inspection?” She called up the list of questions on her omni-tool. Between Octavia and the twins, they’d come up with a nice, challenging list of fifty or more. Even if the man rushed through them, it would take at least an hour. More than enough time to pull off the job.

“Wait,” the man said, frowning and turning as Ygara, Hanon, and Cora peeled away to head off in separate directions. “We can’t have people just wandering around—”

“We’ll stay within the administrative area, and of course your hub core,” Tella responded, smoothly stepping into his line of sight. She was playing team leader for this part of the infiltration. “My people are experienced professionals, I assure you. This shouldn’t take long. Now, Mister—oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.”

“She appears to be doing well,” the Initiative VI commented into Cora’s earpiece, as she finally slipped into the administrative facility and out of the man’s sight. There were a few other administrators in view, sitting at workstations and desks within the open-plan room. Some looked around at her in bored curiosity, smiling with polite customer-service detachment; the rest mostly ignored her. Reassured by their lack of interest, Cora set her omni-tool to navigation mode. It flashed directions and a distance countdown to the facility’s data center—her target—so she set off in that direction, trying to project busy indifference as she passed other Home Away staff.

“Interesting,” the VI said. Cora blinked. It wasn’t the first time the VI had made unsolicited comments; she supposed Ryder had programmed it with a better-than-average personality matrix. But this time, the VI had actually sounded interested. “Lieutenant H-H-Harper, I am monitoring your progress via sensory input data. A moment ago, when you glanced back—did you notice that man’s neck?”

Sensory what? But Cora was distracted from this—and that weird stutter in the VI’s voice—by the question. She stopped and pretended to refasten one of her shoes, trying to make the movement casual, and looked around. It took a moment to realize the VI meant one of the men she’d just passed. He was wearing a gray business suit. The man’s suit collar obscured whatever she was supposed to see. “Uhn-uh,” Cora said, trying to make this sound like throat-clearing.

“You may subvocalize,” the VI said. “As if you’re speaking the words in your head while reading, but without moving your lips. I’m capable of interpreting minute involuntary muscle adjustments with seventy percent accuracy. Please note that this is an experimental feature only, and may not be available in standard or commercial implementations of my codebase.”

Well, aren’t you handy, she thought.

“I t-t-try to be.”

Cora blinked. She really was going to have to commend Ryder on that hint of wryness in the VI’s tone, and remember not to subvocalize her own thoughts, if she didn’t want a VI playing mind reader. The way she was doing now. Anyway—


“So what was I supposed to be seeing?”

“Recent micro-scarring on the back of the neck.”

Cora frowned, thoughtful. She had some old micro-scarring on the back of her own neck from the installation of her biotic implant when she was eighteen—a smooth, unnaturally uniform patch of skin that blended well visually, but which had a slightly different texture from the surrounding skin when she touched it. Top-of-the-line microsurgical healing had left all the color variations and minute imperfections of normal skin, but not many could afford that. Amazing that the VI had seen it… somehow.

“Biotic?”

“While it’s certainly possible to install a basic L1 implant in a biotic who was not identified until adulthood,” the VI said into her ear, “that would be an unusually invasive procedure for results that are likely to be of limited, non-combat use.”

Yeah, that was what Cora thought. There were other implants people could get—subdermal comms, cosmetic implants that did things like tighten the skin with small electrical charges—but most of those didn’t get installed near the brain stem. She resumed walking, lest she seem suspicious.

“If I may suggest,” the VI continued, “the size and nature of the scarring suggests a more invasive, non-medical procedure. Perhaps a more extreme augmentation?”

Cora’s omni-tool buzzed slightly against her skin to get her attention; preoccupied with the conversation, she’d missed a turnoff that she needed to take to reach the data center. Annoyed with herself, she turned back and headed in the right direction. “That’s very interesting, but is it relevant to the mission?”


“No, Lieutenant. My a-a-apologies for distracting you.”

She scowled. “What’s with the stuttering?”

“Minor feedback interrupting my quantum text-to-speech integrative protocol. Within experimental parameters. N-n-nothing to worry about.”

Experimental. Right. She let out a breath. “Well, just carry on as best you can.”

The VI went silent.

The data center for the colony was secured behind two layers of encryption and an airlock door, but the twins had been on it since the planning session. Government inspectors possessed override keys for any project that received public funding, though they were notoriously hard to duplicate. “But an elegant enough hack looks just like a key,” Shilu had said—so now Cora aimed her omni-tool and ran the hack they’d crafted for her. It worked like a dream, and a moment later the heavy, circular door began to iris open.

Cora suffered a sudden flare of doubt.

That was too easy.

Then she immediately tried to squelch that flare because, well, that was too easy was the sort of thing people always thought in vids and holonovelas before everything went tentacles-up.

No. The mission wasn’t over yet, and anyway, having a crack team was supposed to make things easy. That was something Nisira had drilled into Talein’s Daughters again and again: plan it to death, then plan it some more. The asari hadn’t dominated the galaxy by being impulsive.

But these thoughts were just as distracting, and dangerous, as the VI’s nattering. Cora set her jaw and switched to team-only comm. “I’m in the data center. Shilu, any security alerts after that hack?”

“None,” the quarian said, voice hushed as he spoke so that no one near her would overhear. “And I’ve taken the liberty of infiltrating Home Away’s few secure comms, now that we’re within the facility’s firewall. Hanon’s monitoring the chatter. So far, so good.”

Nodding to herself unnecessarily, Cora headed into the data center. “Copy that. Sitrep?”

“Kih has asked for and received permission to refuel the shuttle, and is proceeding to do so.” Octavia’s voice came over the comm. “The facility administrator is on question twelve of fifty-four in our survey; Tella is providing unhelpful answers to his questions. Ygara is in position near the forward operations area for Home Away’s paramilitary troops. As cover, she’s checking power flow controls. Turns out there’s a significant fluctuation. These people really ought to clean their eezo emitters more often.”

“Glad we’re actually helping,” Cora replied, amused. It still meant that Ygara was in prime position to immediately attack the station’s most dangerous defenders, if their ruse was discovered.

“Hanon’Milah actually is inspecting the eezo converters, and logging a report in our cover organization’s spoofed personnel files that paints quite the damning picture of scheduled maintenance for the station. Station comms indicate that the facility administrator’s assistants are reading the report. Frequency of emails and texts between key budget-approvers and decision-makers has increased by thirty percent, and two shareholders just logged in.”

“Hanon was right, then; that was the perfect distraction.” Cora grinned as she walked through the data center.


The room was quiet and dim, populated only by towering stacks of quantum servers whose blue lights gleamed as they processed the constant flow of data and adjustments that allowed a station like Home Away to function. In token of its infrequent usage, the room’s floor lighting activated only a few feet ahead of Cora’s path, illuminating what was necessary and no more.

The particular server stack she wanted was at the back of the chamber, a little separated from the other stacks. The intel they’d been able to obtain had shown that it was on a different power grid from the rest, which was a surprise. They must have ascertained how dangerous the data might be, for them to keep it isolated this way.

“Tell Ygara I’m about to start the download,” she subvocalized to the VI. The code package Ryder wanted was too big to be stored on an omni-tool. He’d given her a script necessary to acquire it, which would tightbeam it directly to the shuttle’s storage systems and simultaneously erase it from the Home Away servers. In the simulations she’d run, this was the most dangerous point of the mission—the point where the Home Away VI was most likely to detect an unauthorized intrusion, if Ryder’s script wasn’t deft or adaptive enough.

Hunkering down beside the server stack so that she wouldn’t be immediately visible if anyone should happen to come into the data center, Cora began running Ryder’s retrieval script. A faint hum rose from the stack as the servers responded.

“No alarms,” said the Initiative VI. It was actually speaking in a hushed voice into her earpiece. She would have laughed if not for the moment’s tension.


The Home Away VI hadn’t noticed, then. Cora let herself fractionally relax. “Tella needs to wrap it up with the questions,” she murmured. As she spoke, she watched the readout on her omni-tool as it scrolled by in… whoa. Those were yottabytes, not zettabytes. What the hell was this code package? It was enormous.

Then, finally—though it really hadn’t taken long—the download was done, and Cora let out a little breath of relief as she stood and shut down her omni-tool.

“Lieutenant.” The VI’s soft voice was suddenly brisk and sharp. “I think there’s a problem.”

“An alert?”

“No. However—” Her omni-tool display changed from a download readout to an extranet browser. On screen was Cora’s most recent military ID headshot. The image had been captured four years ago, just before she’d gone off to Thessia with the Valkyrie Program. As she watched, however, this image morphed into a more recent shot of her face, slightly blurry because of a too-zoomed camera, with—oh, hell—the bustling crowds and shopfaces of Tamayo Point in the background.

The interview with al-Jilani. Beside her face, a lurid headline: ONCE THE ALLIANCE’S FINEST, NOW CORPORATE GUN FOR HIRE?

“Now?” Cora muttered. “She runs the story now? Great.” She turned and started following her own still-lit path out of the data center. Then her steps slowed as a new and horrible thought occurred to her. “Oh. Oh, no. Initiative VI, does the Home Away VI have extranet-integrated facial recognition?”

Klaxons blared suddenly from every PA in the room, and the floor lighting abruptly turned red. “Unauthorized personnel in Data Center Two,” announced the Home Away VI.

“Yes,” the Initiative VI replied. “You, you, you—” It paused, and she probably imagined an audible click as it mastered the stutter.

“You should probably run.”







CHAPTER THREE
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Cora broke into a sprint—but already the door was irising shut. Visualize, she thought, setting her teeth. Imagine your skin, ballooning outward—

Asari huntresses trained to project a wide-range, spheroid barrier used to shore up defenses and slow down enemies. Cora had learned it quickly enough—though according to Nisira it was pretty standard for asari children in their twenties. Still, if Cora could keep at it for another century or so, she might actually master it.

Fortunately, she didn’t need to be a master for what she was about to do.

The energy materialized around her as a shimmering translucent sphere in the middle of the doorway just as she leapt through it. Instead of closing on her, which wouldn’t have been pretty, the door clashed against the sphere and groaned for an instant as its motors tried to force the closure. Then Cora was through, rolling to her feet and releasing the barrier as the door hissed shut in her wake.

“VI, navigation,” she panted as she ran. The panting was bad. That barrier had taken a lot out of her, short-lived as it had been. With more time to prepare, focus, she could’ve done it more efficiently, but doing it in a rush had made it wild and energy-sapping. Successful use of biotics was all about focus. She slapped at her pockets and fumbled out an energy bar, eating on the run. “Access the recon maps and tell me the shortest route back to the shuttle. Also access Suran’s comm patch. Route me around possible resistance.”

“Done. Take a right turn into the upcoming stairwell, quickly,” the VI said. Cora saw the door and ducked into it, making sure it shut behind her.

“Now what?”

“Hold.”

“Ho—”

“Quietly.”

Frustrated, Cora clenched her teeth shut on the words. Three breaths later she heard shouts in the corridor she’d just left, and then the sound of heavy boots running in the direction from which she’d just come. Six or seven pairs, military-issue, she guessed. One of the paramilitary patrols. A moment later they were gone.

“You may resume your former route,” the VI said. “I will attempt to minimize hostile encounters to the degree that I am able.”

Well, well. “Thanks,” Cora said. It was habit. The thing was just a VI; it—well, Ryder had called it “he”—cared about thanks as much as her omni-tool did. But as she resumed trotting down the corridor, it was hard not to feel a little gratitude. “Suran! Are the others all right?”

“All but Tella and Ygara are back aboard the shuttle,” Octavia Suran replied. “Tella is being questioned by the facility administrator and security staff on whether she was aware that your team harbored a corporate spy from a rival colonial venture. No weapons have been drawn on her… yet.”

Ouch.

She started to speak again, but the VI interrupted, sharply. “Hostile mechs approaching via the junction of corridors ahead, nine o’clock. Take care, Lieutenant.”


Cora skidded to a halt and flung herself against the wall of the junction, darting a look around the corner to check her targets. A troop of four mechs, fast-walking, armed with heavy pistols. No nonlethal option on that make and model; Home Away wasn’t interested in capturing her alive. Not good.

It took a moment’s concentration for Cora to draw the singularity from herself—center above my palm, spin, compress—but then she had it. She sent it down the corridor in a deliberately slow glide, grinning as it landed amid the mechs and abruptly pulled them in, tossing them through the air in a jumble of metal limbs and chittering cybernetic protests.

But as she ducked out of cover to propel the weapon, something moved at the corner of Cora’s vision. Above! Startled, she jerked back and stared at the corridor’s vaulted ceiling, where—

Oh, shit.

A woman in a lab coat ran toward her.

Across...

...the ceiling.

She galloped rather than ran, really, on hands and toes, but despite this she could clearly move quickly. Gravity boots didn’t work that way, especially not in station-standard gravity. Cora had met asari biotics who could glide or float, but this was something entirely different.

“F-f-focused magnetism,” the VI stuttered into her ear as she boggled. “The iron in her red blood cells has been electrostatically charged.”

The woman stopped and drew a pistol, arching awkwardly to aim at Cora. Never mind how she’d gotten up there. Cora cursed and made a biotic grab for her, hoping she wasn’t so securely stuck to the ceiling that it would take more energy than she possessed to do this. But it worked, the woman yelping as Cora snatched her off the ceiling and flung her against a nearby wall with bone-crushing force. The woman slumped to the ground—groaning, much to Cora’s relief.

“Lieutenant.” The VI sounded almost surprised. “She exhibits the same scarring on her neck.” As the woman lay there, Cora could hear what sounded like servos struggling to move her limbs. “I am not certain she is human.”

“Yeah, I’m not so certain either,” Cora agreed as she heard the sound of the mechs disentangling the woman’s limbs.

Time to go. She ran.

“What the hell was that?” she subvocalized as she sprinted. Convenient, this way of communicating; saved breath, when she was already winded after three major biotic exertions in quick succession. Anyway, the klaxon would’ve drowned her out if she’d tried to make herself heard. In the glass-walled rooms that she passed, she could see administrators staring at her, standing up from their desks and pointing, but they clearly weren’t combatants. Then too she could hear the sounds of biotic combat, explosions, and shouting from up ahead, near the shuttle landing pad.

Apparently Tella had gotten tired of playing nice.

And where the hell was Ygara?

“I believe my initial assumption was wrong.”

Great. “Wrong how?”

“That organism was not organic. Or more correctly, it was not wholly organic. I detect a synthetic exoskeleton wrapped in a mix of organic and synthetic materials. An augmented cybernetic simulacrum.”

“Are you certain?” Cora’s mind raced as she digested that last bit. What the hell would Home Away be doing with cybernetics?

“Without a full analysis, I cannot be certain, but given the available evidence it seems a likely scenario.”

“A simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’ would be great.”

“Noted.”

The dry tone of the VI was curious, but Cora didn’t have time to think about it, picking up the pace as she got her wind back. When she emerged from the admin building, she finally saw Ygara, flinging shockwave pulses at a group of humans in body armor—Home Away’s paramilitary troops. Excellent. Ygara was tearing them apart, and thankfully drawing plenty of heat off Cora.

Then Cora nearly stumbled as she realized the unspoken implication of what the Initiative VI had said.

“Wait… Who’s controlling that cyborg? Are you saying that woman—cyborg—that thing was acting on its own?”

“Doubtful. More than likely it was being controlled remotely. Potentially through the station VI.”

“So those strange implants we noticed before—they’re linked to the station VI, somehow? All the time? Then it’s running some kind of background process to control these things.”

“Yes. Sh-Sh-Shilu’Milah has been monitoring transmissions within the station. Anomalous carrier signals have been noted, though he was unable to determine their purpose. I would conjecture based on this that several dozen personnel have been, and are, in near-constant networking communication with the VI.” Her own VI paused in a way that felt meaningful to Cora. “I don’t believe the VI is actually a Virtual Intelligence, Lieutenant.”


“You’ve got to be kidding me.” That… didn’t sound good. Because there was only one other thing it could be, if it was capable of running the station and executing the complex calculations needed to control several cyborgs. “These people are playing around with artificial intelligence? And cybernetics? Are they out of their minds?”

After a faint and noticeable pause, the Initiative VI replied. “Unclear on the state of their minds, Lieutenant.”

Not only did she have a glitchy VI in her head, it had Alec Ryder’s sarcasm. She decided not to dignify the obvious with a response. Then the VI added, “The Home Away VI has just managed to successfully block all communications beyond the station. Unfortunately I am not designed for cybersecurity. A-a-attempting to reconfigure to the degree possible.”

And me without my armor, Cora thought bitterly. If they were truly dealing with an AI, there was no way that a mere VI would be able to contend with it. We have to get out of here.

Running full-out, Cora pelted across the landing pad. She and Tella reached the shuttle at the same time. Cora waved Tella aboard, then stood in the open doorway, craning her neck for Ygara.

“We need to go,” Kih yelled from the cockpit. “More paramilitaries on the way, this time with heavy weapons!”

“Ygara’s coming,” Cora called back. She could see the big asari running now. No pursuit—oh shit, no. Cora cursed, spotting a mechanized drone zooming after her, audibly powering up to unleash some kind of volley.

“Only reason they haven’t blown us up already is they weren’t expecting this,” Tella panted, falling onto a crash couch. One of the twins handed her an energy bar, which she took gratefully.

Cora had to focus. Ygara was inconveniently between her and the target. With a soft hiss of effort, she concentrated on the drone, her body shimmering as she narrowed her focus to its mechanisms.

Power flowing in lines. Divert… siphon away…

A blue blast of energy erupted down the hall and hit the drone full on. Fortunately it lacked any shielding, and exploded in a shower of sparks and metal detritus. Unfortunately, Ygara was unprepared for the blast, which knocked her hard against the wall. As she stumbled forward again Cora moved in her direction, grabbed her arm, and guided her toward the shuttle.

Hanon’Milah hurried out and took Ygara’s other shoulder; then they were aboard the now-rising shuttle and the door’s motors groaned with the effort of pulling against gravity as Kih slammed them shut.

The shuttle was heading rapidly toward the station’s mass effect envelope before Cora heard the bleep that indicated a vacuum-proof seal. At Cora’s urging, Ygara sank onto the couch, panting heavily.

“Damn. Not the way I want to go out, mowed down by a bunch of rent-a-marines. Thanks, kid.”

Cora exhaled in relief, too, then got up, looking around. Everyone accounted for, no visible wounds. Okay. “Kih, as soon as we’re out of that communications blackout area, start tightbeaming the data back to the Audacity.”

“In a minute,” Kih said. Despite the inertial dampeners, Cora felt the shuttle lurch hard to starboard. That meant he’d just made a turn which would’ve flattened all of them, if they’d been in a fighter. Aching for her armor again, Cora stumbled up to the cockpit to see that Kih’s instruments had lit up with warnings.

“Anti-spacecraft defenses?” There hadn’t been any on the manifest of hazards that Octavia Suran had found, but then they hadn’t known Home Away was host to a rogue AI, either, augmenting humans with supposed-to-be-theoretical abilities.

“Nah,” Kih said as his hands flew over the interface. She saw him grin as he slapped a button that he’d somehow custom-labeled KILL ’EM ALL. “That place was a real-estate project, not a military installation. All they had for defenses were debris-clearing energy weapons, construction grade. They can damage a shuttle, but I just blew ’em up.” He sighed a little in palpable disappointment at the lack of challenge. “Engaging faster than light.”

Cora shook her head, bemused, as the shuttle’s engines cycled up and she watched Home Away rapidly dwindle on the sensors, then vanish altogether. Then she sighed and rubbed her eyes as the adrenaline began to wash out of her system. “Good job. Gonna go put on my armor, now.”

“Eh?” Kih glanced up at her from under his crest. “Now? The hell for? Mission’s over.”

“Stress relief.”

Kih chuckled. “Oh, yeah. Might put mine on too, then.”

Cora nodded and headed over to her locker, letting her hands automatically go through the motions of donning the integrative mesh suit and the ceramic plates. She’d spent most of the past decade in armor, and never felt quite right wearing none when she was outside of a sealed station or ship’s airlock. Ygara was putting her armor on, too, probably for the same reason. She nodded to Cora as she did so, and Cora couldn’t help thinking of a dozen other missions they’d been on together—none of which had ever gone as wrong as this.

The whole Home Away infiltration had been a mess, and it was her fault. She should’ve considered that al-Jilani’s report might go live, and had the twins construct a facial-recognition scrambler as a contingency. She should’ve researched Home Away herself rather than relying on Suran, as the information broker had clearly missed a few things. She should’ve asked more questions of Ryder.

Home Away had taken too many precautions with it. And artificial intelligence? Transhuman augmentation, or whatever they were creating. It was all a little much for what should have been a straightforward infiltrate-and-grab mission.

Ygara’s hand clapped her on a shoulder plate—then jerked her hand away as Cora jumped. “Whoa, there. Relax, kid. The mission’s over, remember?”

Cora took a deep breath. For some reason she couldn’t calm down.

“Sorry.”

Ygara’s expression turned compassionate. “Been a while since you ran your own operation, hasn’t it? More like those small-team ops you ran with that buddy of yours. The other kid.”

Cora laughed weakly, though she supposed that by asari standards, Janae—another member of the Daughters, and her best friend among them—was as much of a baby as Cora was, at only a few centuries old. “Yeah, we ran that op in Nos Astra. But she was in charge. And nothing went wrong.”

“Huh.” Ygara’s head tilted and she lifted an eyebrow. “You two made a good team. On-mission and off.”

“Yeah, we—oh.” She blushed. Asari usually leapt to the wrong conclusions when maidens were involved. “It wasn’t like that.”

“Really? Shame. You were cute together. Little baby badasses.” She grinned. “Look, kid, stuff happens. Nobody’s dead, that’s the bottom line.”

“We got lucky.” Cora said it low, not really wanting everyone to hear. Pointless to try and hide it, though. Everyone knew how lucky they’d been.

“Yeah. Sometimes that happens, too. But when you’ve got people who know their stuff, good luck’s more likely than bad.” Ygara shook her a little, companionably, and moved past her to settle in.

That actually did make Cora feel better—enough that she took a deep breath and reminded herself that the mission was done and successful. No injuries, no pursuit… no reason to still feel so twitchy, her nerves all a-jangle. She turned to face everyone, resting her hand against a bulkhead.

“I’m requesting a bonus for all of you as soon as I get back to Theia Station. No promises, but you deserve it. Ygara’s got herself a great mercenary team, here.” There were pleased murmurs and grins in reply.

* * *

The rest of the flight was uneventful. The Audacity was parked along the Mars orbit, although Mars was currently far on the other side of the sun. For added security Ygara had ordered it to hold position well below the orbital plane; the middle of nowhere, relatively speaking, out of the usual courier and cargo ship flight paths. As the ship’s gleaming silver hull grew more distinct on approach, Ygara stepped into the cockpit as well, peering through the viewport window over Cora’s shoulder.

“Shuttle to Audacity. You weren’t lonely while we were gone, were you?”

“Welcome back,” drawled Suran. “Somehow, we managed to contain our despair. Does everyone still have all their digits?”

“Yeah, but I almost broke a nail.”

Cora winced at this, feeling it as a criticism. Ygara noticed the look on her face and rolled her eyes. “Just make sure you give us good recommendations, kid. Starting up a new merc company is hard.”

Cora smiled weakly, and Suran signaled that she would meet them in the cargo bay. Then they closed the comms.

The cargo bay was an open-port model, basically just a cave built onto the side of the ship, with a mass effect field in place to hold in the pressurized air. As the ship cycled to land, Cora let out a long, heavy sigh and rubbed the back of her neck. The tension hadn’t gone away, and now she was working on a headache.

“Lieutenant H-H-Harper.” The Initiative VI. She frowned a little, having forgotten that the VI was still present—but it was linked to her, not to a particular location like most VIs. She was really going to have to get used to that. “You seem unusually tense. How can I assist?”

Even the VI had noticed. “I don’t know,” she subvocalized. Bad enough Ygara and the others thought she was some keyed-up kid; she didn’t need them thinking she was crazy, too, talking to a VI that none of them could hear. But the VI was right; she couldn’t bring herself to relax, and it was becoming a problem. “Can’t help it. I just feel like something’s wrong.”

“Would you like me to notify the Initiative of our successful m-m-mission?”

Anything might help at this point. “Yeah,” she said. “Please give our ETA. Oh, and Initiative VI—” Here she stumbled. “Damn, that’s a mouthful.”

“I’m not actually a VI for the Initiative,” he said, in a tone that was almost self-deprecating. “I am the Simulated Adaptive Matrix, Experimental version, created by Alec Ryder for Pathfinder and prospective Pathfinder use. It’s better to think of me as a personal VI.”

Experimental. That explained a lot. And… prospective Pathfinder? Ryder was going to have to do some explaining of his own when she got back. “SAM-E,” she said, sounding it out. “Sammy. Fine. Anyway—you can pick up signals from the system comm buoy, can’t you? Patch into the extranet to find out whether Home Away reported the infiltration and identified—”

“Lieutenant.” SAM-E’s voice was abruptly sharper, making her tense further. “I thought you should know that I’ve just scanned comm buoy records, including those relayed between the Audacity and the team’s omni-tools during the mission.” The VI seemed to hesitate. VIs didn’t hesitate. Cora found herself frowning. “There’s something troubling that you should know about.”

And when, Cora wondered, had Ryder programmed this thing to sound worried?

“What?” So thrown by this that she’d forgotten to subvocalize this time, she touched her ear to let the others know she wasn’t just talking to herself. They glanced away, shrugging or losing interest.

SAM-E’s voice grew tense. “Approximately three minutes before Ms. al-Jilani’s report ran on the Westerlund News site, a signal went from your onsite team to the Audacity. It was patterned noise, designed to sound like ordinary signal burp-back, which meant that the blackout field around the station let it through. Very nicely done if I might add—”

Cora’s mouth went dry. There was no reason for Ygara to be opening a secret comm channel in the middle of an operation. No good reason. The team began to file off the shuttle, some members groaning or stretching. Ygara was talking to Kih, something about taking the ship to the relay as quickly as possible.

Why did they need to go to the Sol relay when their destination, Theia Station, was in-system?

“Get to the point, SAM-E,” Cora murmured, watching them. Her skin was all a-prickle with gooseflesh. Somehow, for some reason, she didn’t think she was going to like the point.

“I believe Ms. al-Jilani’s story about you didn’t run at that specific time by chance. Someone ordered her to run it—and she did, on demand, at just the moment you’d successfully retrieved the data.” And lost her usefulness, Cora realized, her blood chilling. “Someone who was alerted to do so… by Ygara Menoris.”
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DECEMBER 29TH, 2184, 23:00 GMT

Nightside News In a Minute

…but rumors persist that a massive ship of unknown configuration was involved in the Fehl Prime colony disappearance. The Council’s Office of Press Relations urges galactic citizens to fact-check before disseminating conspiracy theories.

In other news, HOME Group stocks fell today following word of a successful security breach by a rival corporation. HOME Group spokeswoman Irene Amadiume says the group has committed an additional million credits toward improving security, and assures shareholders that no residents on Home Away, the flagship satellite in the group’s planned fleet of same, were disturbed by or even aware of the infiltration.

On Earth, in the city of Sydney, an old game is getting new life; say hello to cricket! Similar to biotiball, although designed to be played without biotics, this ancient human game is…
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Just outside the shuttle, Cora stopped in her tracks. She was suddenly, painfully hyperaware that Ygara had stopped as well, just a few feet away, for no apparent reason. Then that Octavia Suran—who had trotted down into the hangar bay from one of the cargo catwalks—was casually loading her sidearm with disruptor ammo. Excellent for taking down biotic barriers, and fast.

Shit. Shit. Shit.

“So what is this?” Cora watched Ygara, even though Suran had the only gun. Ygara was the one in charge, though. The one Cora had trusted. This was her knife to shove into Cora’s back.

“It isn’t personal, kid,” Ygara said, with a heavy sigh. She turned then, beginning to glimmer with her own biotic field. “I’m a self-employed businesswoman now. Startup costs are a bitch. You understand.”

The others were stopping too, and turning back, and shifting into positions that effectively surrounded Cora. Kih sighed a little as he turned his back on her, heading for the elevator up to the flight deck and cockpit. None of the others, besides Ygara herself, even showed that much regret. Suran threw Ygara a mildly irritated Well, that took long enough glance, then drew her sidearm from its holster at last.

Not much chance if they were all in on it, but Cora had no choice but to try. “You could’ve gotten us all killed,” she said, speaking to Ygara but glancing at the others. Willing them to hear what she wasn’t saying. Do you really want to follow a merc boss who’ll risk the team like this? One who’ll betray you as easily as she has me? “Something strange happened on that station. If they’d come at all of you the same way they did me—”

“We would’ve been fine,” Ygara interrupted. Bannyn and Leri, the other two asari, had come into the docking bay as she spoke. With brisk, businesslike efficiency they were handing out weapons to the twins and Tella. “I kept the others close enough that we could help each other out. Only your ass was hanging in the wind, and that was on purpose. Figured they’d take care of the problem and I wouldn’t have to.” She looked away for a moment, then set her jaw. “Guess it was too much to expect a bunch of corporate-payroll little girls to do a woman’s job.”

Cora swallowed. She was tired, hungry, still unarmed. In no shape to fight a team of ex-commandos and combat specialists. Think! There had to be a way out of this. But there was nowhere to go in the hangar, nowhere she could hide on a small destroyer, even if she could make it out of the hangar—not with eight mercs gunning for her. Ygara hadn’t killed her on the shuttle, and for obvious reasons: too confined a space, too great a risk that the fight would damage some critical system and leave them stranded or spaced.

Here, Ygara could kill her in near-total safety.

Which meant Cora had to talk fast. “Why not just shoot me on the station, or leave me behind? Why the charade?” Then something else occurred to her. “Why were you even on Tamayo Point? Last I heard you’d been planning to set out your shingle on the Kepler Verge. Council space was too tame, I remember you saying…” Damn it. She’d been so stupid. “Who planted you there to ‘bump into’ me, Ygara? Who’s after this tech? They must be paying you a lot, if you decided that your brand-new crew was expendable enough to risk.”

At that, Suran twitched, frowning at Ygara. Tella’s eyes shifted away from Cora to Ygara, and back, just for an instant. Hanon’Milah glanced at his brother. Neither of their guns wavered, but Cora was getting to them.

She needed to talk faster.

Ygara looked annoyed, however. “That’s none of your business, kid. I didn’t kill you before we left the station because I was out of it; that drone blast nearly knocked me cold. You’d just saved my life. I’m not a complete asshole.” Her expression twisted. “But this is what I get for being soft—”

She was already flinging the shockwave of force before she finished the sentence, just as Cora was already lunging to one side while manifesting her barrier. Almost at once she flinched as the barrier took a hit and ebbed a little; someone had nearly shot her in the gut. Just an energy weapon, though she could hear the ping off a bulkhead as Suran fired a projectile weapon and missed her.

Shilu’Milah was between Cora and a stack of crates that might serve as something like cover, although it was perilously near the opening to the bay. Its mass effect field wouldn’t keep her in if she fell through, just any air or warmth surrounding her body. Yellow hazard lines striped the floor in that part of the bay for that very reason.

No choice. Cora shouldered Shilu aside, adding a little extra biotic force to the blow just for good measure, as she ran in that direction. He cried out and dropped his pistol as he fell, but there was no time to grab it; another shot caught Cora in the back. Her barrier wouldn’t take another hit.

She flung a wild singularity back at them, but it was unfocused and weak. She was weak, and they knew it. The move bought her enough time to duck behind the crates, but that just meant they would eventually rush her. She would die in cover instead of out in the open.

Tella laid suppressing fire along the catwalk, preventing Cora from escaping that way. Over the din of her gun Suran was shouting, trying to get Hanon’Milah to stop checking on his downed brother and go around the shuttle to flank Cora. Ygara or one of the other asari tried to throw the crates aside, but Cora had had the sense to extend her barrier around them too, for whatever good that did and for however long she could hold it.

Swallowing back fear, Cora looked around wildly in her crouch, trying to see if there was anything in this part of the cargo area that could save her—a weapon, a tool, anything! Three of the crates were open, but there was nothing useful in them that she could see at a glance. Dextro nutrient paste, sniper-rifle mods that would’ve been great if she had a sniper rifle, and human/asari spare armor components…

Her belly clenched. Frantically she kicked at the crate until it thumped over, spilling its contents. Gauntlets, a chestplate, top-of-the-line Ariake Technologies thighpads. Just what she’d never wanted. And…

Oh, dear God yes.

A helmet.

“Engaging FTL engines in two minutes, if you still want us to make this rendezvous on time, Ygara,” Kih said over the ship’s comm. “Lemme know if you wanna abort. Otherwise, if you’re gonna space the body, you’ve got that long to do it.”

Tella’s pistol fire suddenly stopped. In the ringing silence, Ygara called, “Give it up, kid. There’s nowhere to go and you know it. Tell you what: Surrender, and I’ll just sell you to the batarians. Alive’s better than dead, right?”

Cora grimaced and stretched out a leg to snag the helmet’s rim, dragging it closer. All helmets had a standard suit interface seal. It was blue, unlike the rest of her black armor. Mismatched gear was unprofessional, but dead women couldn’t be choosy.

“I wouldn’t advise the course of action you’re considering, Lieutenant,” SAM-E said into her ear. “We’re currently far from shipping lanes or regular system traffic. Your suit’s distress transponder won’t transmit far.”

Cora ignored this. She didn’t have much of a choice. To stall for time, she called, “Nisira’s going to kill you when she figures out what you did, Ygara. You know she’ll know. She’ll give you that ‘Mom’ stare you used to hate so much. And then she’ll shoot you.” As Cora spoke, she pulled the helmet on, praying it wasn’t broken or somehow deactivated. Luck: the heads-up display that flitted across her vision showed green lights. The helmet was good. Her armor was now sealed against vacuum.

“They’re not going to let me go,” she murmured to SAM-E. “Ygara wouldn’t really risk giving me to slavers. Too great a chance I might convince them to ransom me to the Initiative for more money. She’s just saying that so I’ll come out, and then she can kill me more easily. If I stay on this ship, I’m dead.”


“Thirty seconds,” Kih said over the ship comm.

“Understood.” There was a brief pause. “The airlock door will open when you are ready,” SAM-E responded, then went silent. Cora frowned, feeling oddly bereft in that moment. But what had she been expecting, a last-minute save? That’s what she got for relying on a VI.

“Eh,” Ygara said, with an air of finality, “I’ll just have to get better at lying before I see Nisira again.” She raised her hands, powering up to deliver a blast of pure force that would probably shatter Cora’s barrier and cover all at once.

“Not if I see you first,” Cora promised, baring her teeth.

Then she snapped the barrier back around only herself, mustered the last of her strength, and ran straight for the bay’s airlock. She heard only one almost tentative ping from a projectile weapon, as if her former comrades were so surprised that it hadn’t even occurred to them to shoot.

The door slid open as she dove through. It whizzed shut again and the airlock depressurization began immediately. Within seconds she was not-so-gently ejected out the back of the ship and sent hurtling away from the Audacity, even as she saw its engines flare brighter with an imminent FTL burn.

A moment later the ship streaked away, leaving Cora adrift in space, the only living thing for a hundred million miles.

Don’t panic, she told herself immediately. Sadly, not much of herself listened.

She concentrated on her own breathing, harsh against the faceplate of her mismatched helmet. Star-flecked blackness spun around her. She tried to orient on the sun and couldn’t; her spin was slow, but uncontrolled. She could see a slightly larger sunward fleck that was probably Earth, if she hadn’t forgotten basic-training orbital mechanics—but it was infinitesimal, impossibly far, even if she did feel a sudden irrational urge to try flapping her arms and “flying” in that direction.

It became suddenly very important to her that she hear another voice. “SAM-E, please tell me you’re still here.”

“Of course I am, Lieutenant.” The VI’s voice was reassuringly soft and calm in her ear. “My connection with you is through the implant that Alec Ryder gave you. Unless you leave your head behind, I’m with you.”

“Right.” Cora laughed shakily and swallowed hard as she struggled not to hyperventilate. “Okay. You’re still in communication with the Initiative control center, correct?”

“Y-y-y—” Cora had never hated the VI’s stuttering glitch more. SAM-E seemed annoyed by it, too. “Yes… though I have received no response from the station in some time. However, as you requested, I notified the Initiative of the mission’s success and your ETA. That transmission included our coordinates at the time of your… launch.”

Cora’s gasp sounded loud even to her own ears, within the helmet. “Can you resend a message and let them know that we’ve experienced some complications?”

“Already sent. Though as stated, I have not received anything in return.” Cora’s hopes sank. “Updates from my system are checked regularly, but not monitored continuously. And with only six months remaining before the launch of ark Hyperion, most Initiative personnel are preoccupied.”


Especially Alec Ryder, who hadn’t even been able to drag his eyes from his screen long enough to say hello at their first meeting.

“Fantastic.”

“However,” SAM-E added, “I was able to access one of the temperature controls for the room containing my node.”

It was too much to hope for, but she hoped anyway. “And?”

“In time, the room will overheat,” SAM-E said, and Cora groaned. “Which should trip an alarm that will alert the technicians. A full review of my system logs will be standard procedure in a situation like that.”

Cora shut her eyes. Not a distress signal, but still a clear signal to anyone listening.

“SAM-E, if you had a mouth, I would kiss you.”

Could a disembodied voice blush? It sounded like it when SAM-E responded, “If I had a mouth, Lieutenant, I would be honored.” His tone shifted to one of warning. “There is no guarantee anyone will notice the amended ETA, Lieutenant. The odds of detection and rescue are—”

“Oh dear God, don’t tell me.”

“—very well, Lieutenant. All of this assumes, of course, that the Audacity will not return to shoot you out of the sky.”

There was that. “I doubt Ygara will bother,” Cora said. She’d never known Ygara to be patient, and searching for one person in the vastness of space wouldn’t be worth the time, or effort. Then again, she’d once thought of Ygara as trustworthy, so what did she know?

“Most likely she’ll just figure ‘spaced’ equals ‘death.’ And she’ll probably be right.”


“Yes. I did warn you that this was ill-advised.”

“Objection noted.” Snark helped. Anything was better than panic. “But I made a calculation: certain death versus a slim chance of life. You’re a VI; that ought to make sense even to you.”

There was a pause, which Cora read as surprise. She was probably projecting. “It does seem to me,” SAM-E said, slowly, “that the q-q-quality of death matters, for those who experience it. I’ve heard references to dying in a blaze of glory, or a hail of gunfire. Would that not have been preferable to eventual suffocation when your suit’s oxygen recyclers run out of power?”

That was a good question. And it was also unusually sophisticated thinking for a VI. Cora frowned. “Huh. Ryder said you were special. How special?”

Now the VI actually sounded cagey. “I’m afraid I don’t understand the question, Lieutenant.”

“Well, that’s a very convenient incomprehension, SAM-E, considering you were contemplating the meaning of death a moment ago.”

It was all connected, she felt instinctively, though she couldn’t quite figure out how. SAM-E’s peculiar sophistication, the strange “augmentation” she’d seen on Home Away, the code package Ryder had ordered her to recover. Even Ygara’s betrayal. For a brand-new mercenary outfit, betraying a client was just bad business. Cora had paid her good money, so the Initiative would almost surely publicize the waste of its funds and the death of a staff member. That kind of reputation was nearly impossible to shake off once it was made. The only reason there could possibly be for Ygara to do this—risk the future she’d spent centuries building for herself—was that someone must have paid her enough to make the risk worthwhile.


Enough to be worth my omni-blade in her gut, some day. Cora pressed her lips together in determination, trying not to feel as if it was an empty promise to herself.

“What I don’t get,” she said, trying to think past the fear and now the fury, “is why. Whoever paid off Ygara knew about the Home Away code. Knew about me, and planted Ygara at Tamayo Point just so that I would run into her. Logically hire her when I needed help with the theft. Why not just hire Ygara to steal the code directly? Why the ruse?” That suggested more than just greed or corporate competitiveness as a motive; that suggested malice, or obfuscation. Someone who wanted to remain anonymous, but who had it in for the Andromeda Initiative. Or Ryder. Or… Cora herself?

No. Who in hell would have that much of a hate-on for a woman who’d spent four years hanging out with aliens, completely divorced from the politics and pettiness of human life? This had to be about Ryder or the Initiative, or both. Ygara, and Cora, were just collateral damage.

“What exactly was that VI code package Ryder asked me to acquire?” Cora asked. That had to be the key. “What did that code do?”

“I’m afraid I can’t answer your question, Lieutenant. I have a behavioral block that prohibits me from doing so, for reasons of Initiative security and intellectual property protection. I’m sorry.”

“Uh-huh.” If nothing else, pondering this mess was making Cora focus and calm down. There was nothing to do but wait, after all, and hope that someone noticed the ETA addendum’s strangeness, then sent a ship to investigate, all before Cora’s life support ran out. “Home Away was using augmentations that require integration with an artificial intelligence to work. I just stole—and had stolen from me—a massive code package. Something much more complex than a VI. SAM-E… is the Initiative playing around with artificial intelligence?”

SAM-E sounded distinctly uncomfortable. “I wish you wouldn’t ask me questions like that, Lieutenant.”

And then there was the way Cora’s “personal VI” hedged, snarked, and otherwise didn’t act like a VI at all. It wouldn’t be the first VI to have been designed with sophisticated natural language and behavior emulators; high-end VIs often had simulated “personalities” which were really just elaborate response protocols. The VIs in question weren’t thinking or feeling any more than Cora’s omni-tool.

Still… SAM-E felt different. And Cora was beginning to develop a nasty suspicion as to why.

“I’m beginning to wish I’d never left asari space,” she replied. “We don’t all get what we want, SAM-E. Answer the question.”

“I’m afraid I can’t, Lieutenant,” SAM-E began. “I have a behavioral block—”

“Right, right, I get the idea.” Abruptly Cora was tired. It had been a very long day, and now that she’d calmed down, it was surprisingly relaxing to just drift like this. She fell silent for a while, contemplating the field of stars and wondering if this was a good time for her to practice meditation, since Nisira had always said that would improve her biotic focus. Cora wasn’t much for self-reflection, but there had never been a better time to start.

“SAM-E?”

“Yes, Lieutenant?”

“You were wrong. This is how I’d rather go.” She decided that she wouldn’t wait to suffocate. Better to just detach the suit helmet and let the vacuum take her. She liked the idea of having that much choice in the matter. “It’s peaceful. I like the quiet.”

“You are unused to quiet?” SAM-E seemed to consider, or maybe he was consulting her service records. “Ah; you enlisted in the Alliance military at quite a young age—”

“No, no, that was quiet, for me. No engine noise in the barracks.” Cora shrugged, though she didn’t know if SAM-E had any way of detecting the gesture, or knowing what it meant. “I grew up on a cargo freighter. Just me and my parents, but there’s no privacy on a family ship. I used to go hide in crawlspaces and in the cargo hold, just so I could feel alone for a while, or maybe so I could try and get a handle on what was happening as I realized I was a biotic. That was dangerous. If I’d lost control, if the cargo shifted, some of that stuff was heavy enough to crush me into paste. But I got lucky, I guess.” She blinked. “Shit. I’m rambling.”

“I see. Th-th-then the circumstances of a life dictate one’s preferred death?”

How had they ended up in this conversation? “Hell if I know. I’ve only had the one life to consider. And this is the first chance I’ve ever had to choose a possible death.” Probable death. But she couldn’t bring herself to give up optimism. “This is a little much to deal with right now, SAM-E, and I’ve been full-amping it all day on the biotic front. I need a nap. Wake me if imminent death, or rescue, approaches.”

“Very well, Lieutenant.”

“And SAM-E?”

“Yes?”

Cora shut her eyes, willing herself to relax. It was surprisingly easy to do so. “I’m, uh, glad you’re here with me. So I’m… you know. Not alone.” It felt foolish to say. Embarrassing. But it was the truth. “I haven’t had a lot of people in my life that I could… well. Just wanted to say that.”

There was another pause, so lengthy this time that Cora thought SAM-E might not answer. Which was an irrational thought, really; if SAM-E was just a VI, then Cora was actually talking to herself. But Cora was willing to bet her last hour of oxygen that SAM-E was more than just a VI.

And finally, very softly, SAM-E replied,

“I am honored to accompany you, Lieutenant. Please rest well.”
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ARMALI CHILDREN’S ALMANAC, ENTRY FOR DECEMBER 31ST, 2184

Don’t be surprised if your human friends spontaneously become jubilant and start singing at midnight! For half of the planet Earth, this date represents the end of one year and is celebrated as a time of renewal. For offworld humans and the other half of Earth, the date is irrelevant and the new year comes at a completely different time. Oh, those humans!

FUN TIME: Before midnight, guess whether your human friends will burst into screams or not!
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CHAPTER FIVE
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The beeping inside Cora’s helmet was going to drive her crazy, if SAM-E’s insistent voice didn’t do it first. “Lieutenant Harper. Please wake up. Lieutenant Harper.”

Her head hurt. Cora recognized the feeling immediately—biotic amp feedback and static buildup. With a groan that made her head hurt worse, she struggled fully awake, though she didn’t bother to open her eyes.

“Imminent death, SAM-E, pretty sure that’s what I said.”

“Or rescue, Lieutenant. A shuttle is approaching.”

That made her take notice. Opening her eyes and looking around, Cora caught her breath at the sight of a small long-range shuttle curving toward her from out of the sunward blackness. She’d never seen anything more beautiful.

“Okay, we need to find a way to make this kiss happen, SAM-E.”

His simulated voice was wry. “As I’m sure you are aware, Lieutenant, virtual intelligences are v-v-virtual. There’s nothing of me to kiss.”

Cora lifted her arms to wave to the shuttle, although this was completely unnecessary. The thing had her on its long-range sensors; it just felt good to do it. “Was that a smart remark? Are you being a smartass? Because I didn’t think VIs were supposed to do that, either.”


“No, Lieutenant. It was simply a statement of fact.”

“Uh-huh. Well, I’m gonna find a way to kiss you, now,” she promised, grinning fiercely. “Mark my words.”

* * *

Twelve hours, thirty million miles, and two relay jumps later, Cora paced back and forth within a holo projector, in front of a shimmering image of Alec Ryder.

“SAM-E says you need more rest, Lieutenant,” Ryder said. His image stood stock-still, in contrast to her restlessness. She felt that this might somehow be a symbolic commentary on their working relationship thus far, but she was too tired and angry to figure out what. “You’re in caloric deficit, sleep deficit, and you’re drowning in stress neurotoxins. We can debrief after you’ve recovered.”

“I’ll sleep—and eat—when I’m dead,” Cora snapped. Then she paused and made herself take a deep breath. He was right, of course. Her fraying self-control was the proof of how tired she was. “Sorry.”

Ryder shook his head. “I assume you had some reason for reporting in now. I already read your report on what happened at Home Away. Your VI confirmed your account.”

Good old SAM-E, tattling on her while she’d napped on the shuttle—after eating every energy bar the Initiative crew had had on them. Now she was back where she’d begun: Tamayo Point, where she’d used Initiative funds to buy a secure half hour on the station’s direct line to the system comm buoy. It wasn’t quite as good as using a quantum entanglement communicator—or so Cora had heard, not like she’d ever had money or rank enough to use one—but VIs adjusted the visuals and audio enough to emulate realtime communication. So when Cora stopped and folded her arms to face him, it felt properly confrontational. Good.

“I need to know what I’m really involved in,” she said. “What kind of VI that could be so damn valuable, and who wants it.”

Ryder shifted a little. It was hard to read his face when it was etched in blue-white light instead of flesh and blood, but Cora thought he looked uneasy. “Do you really need to know this?”

What kind of question was that? Cora set her jaw. “If I’d known that half the galaxy would be after this ‘code package,’ I might not have involved a mercenary group. I’d have figured out a way to do it by myself.”

“Then you probably wouldn’t have succeeded. The mercs were the right choice, Harper. You’re actually angry because Menoris betrayed you, and you think there’s some way you could’ve prevented it.”

Damn straight she was angry about that. And he was trying the armchair psychiatrist bit to distract her. “There’s also the resistance I encountered on Home Away,” she said. “A woman ran across the ceiling to shoot at me. If I’m fighting an AI, I’d like to know.”

“You aren’t fighting an AI.”

Cora narrowed her eyes in frank disbelief.

Ryder shifted again. Yeah, that was definitely discomfort. “You aren’t, because Home Away’s VI has a static reasoning matrix. It’s… an AI emulator, basically—a fake AI, if you want to think of it that way. Capable of managing some tasks the way an AI would, but collapsing if it’s overtaxed.” He sniffed a little, radiating contempt. “Barnes always did suck at ontologics. Never would’ve passed the class without my help.”


Cora began to pace again, more slowly this time as she considered everything she’d seen and learned. Home Away’s “fake AI.” The separation of the servers that had contained the code package, as if the Home Away tech staff had been afraid of whatever was inside. Cora was no engineer; she’d taken the usual recommended coursework for an Alliance officer, and she’d gotten decent scores in computer science on her home schooling exams, but that was all. It didn’t take a genius to put two and two together, however.

“That was SAM-E’s code,” she said, facing him again. It wasn’t a guess. There was nothing else that it could be. “SAM-E isn’t fake. He’s the real deal.”

“I think you’re mistaken, Lieutenant.”

Cora sighed. “You don’t lie often, do you? Take it from someone who just got stabbed in the back by a master liar: if you want other people to think something is true, you need to believe what you’re saying. Even if only for a minute.”

Despite the poor holo image quality, she could see a muscle flex in Ryder’s jaw. “What you’re talking about is illegal throughout Council space, Lieutenant.” Meaning he would neither confirm nor deny it—or maybe meaning that the line wasn’t as secure as Cora hoped. Ryder might not be military anymore, but he still played the “cover your ass” game as well as any officer.

Fine; two could play that game. “But you’re not staying in Council space, are you? You’re off to another galaxy… where there are no laws to break.”

To Cora’s surprise, Ryder suddenly smiled. “Also a reasonable conjecture.”

Well, that answered her first two questions. What she’d recovered: the codebase of a living, functional artificial intelligence. Why it was valuable: a true AI was capable of performing cybernetic miracles—high-speed complex calculations for cyberwarfare, adaptive system defense, replacing entire cities’ worth of inefficient, mindless software. An AI could rob every bank on Earth, seamlessly cover its tracks, and fly the getaway frigate.

“Until it turns on you,” Cora murmured aloud. “Until it wipes out billions, and humankind ends up as homeless as the quarians.”

“All tools are dangerous, used incorrectly,” Ryder said. “And you might want to remember that the one you’re worried about right now just saved your life.”

Ouch. Cora faltered, silent in consternation.

Then Ryder added, “As for who might want the code package enough to sabotage your mission… Ygara Menoris’ ship registry was just logged at Nos Astra port. Illium.”

Cora caught her breath. Illium: the asari trading world where, it was rumored, absolutely anything was attainable… for the right price. With deliberately lax laws and quaint primitive customs like slavery—not chattel slavery, perish the thought, just a bit of indentured servitude and debt bondage, nothing serious, and just thinking about it was making Cora ill—it was as close to the wild, wild West as asari worlds ever got.

You could legally buy anything there, from deadly narcotics to experimental mods… and now, artificial intelligence components.

“I need a shuttle,” she said, her mind racing. Ygara had said she was planning to go to Illium, hadn’t she, when they’d met on Tamayo? Cora had decided that was a lie, but maybe not. Did that mean she had a buyer lined up already? Probably; someone had paid her to stalk and betray Cora, after all. And there were a number of synthetics-research corporations headquartered on Illium. “Or a budget allocation so I can hire a ship of my own,” she continued. But after her last disastrous attempt to hire help… “I’d prefer an Initiative shuttle.”

“What concerns me,” Ryder said, as if they’d been having an entirely different conversation, “is that you’re angry right now, Harper. Menoris was a teammate and you trusted her; I get that. Everyone’s been stabbed in the back at some point or another. But are you going to Illium to complete the mission, or to get revenge?”

“This isn’t about revenge. It’s about finishing the mission, sir.”

Ryder looked like he was considering something. “That’s very dutiful of you. Is it the only thing that’s driving you?”

“I didn’t realize I needed more than that,” Cora drawled, “but I assure you, I’m not going to be distracted by personal vendettas. Though if I get the chance to shove my biotic foot up Ygara’s ass, I’ll consider that a bonus.”

Ryder coughed, and she thought he might be covering a laugh. “Okay, and what if you need to destroy the code?”

Her mouth fell open. “After I went to all that trouble to get it?”

Ryder sighed, finally turning and beginning to pace. It was somehow a relief to see that this whole mess troubled him as much as it did her. “That code is a copy of what’s in SAM-E, obviously,” he said. “I don’t need it retrieved, I need it secured—kept away from people who don’t care who gets hurt. Believe it or not, Harper, that does matter to me.”

Cora tightened her jaw against the accusations that she almost blurted. If you care so much, why didn’t you secure it against theft? Why did you create something so dangerous in the first place? Why did you install it in my head? But apparently her expression was accusation enough.

Ryder scowled. “I know what I’m doing. That doesn’t mean everyone does.”

The man’s arrogance was simply stunning. “Did you know SAM-E stutters?”

Ryder stopped pacing and frowned. “What?”

Cora tapped her head. “He stutters. He gets annoyed. He rambles, at inappropriate times. It’s charming, I have to admit; I kind of like him. But I don’t know what an—” She cut herself off, remembering that the line might not be secure. “I don’t know what he’s supposed to be like. Never had something like him… around before. But I suspect he’s not acting entirely within design specs.”

Ryder’s expression had gone poker-face still. “Thank you for the feedback, Lieutenant. Please remember that SAM-E is an experimental model; a few glitches are to be expected. I’ll send a firmware patch as soon as I can. Fix the stuttering, at least.”

Cora stared at him, incredulous. He really had no problem with violating galactic law and ethics, and putting the future of the entire human species at risk. Finally she shook her head. So be it. She had a job to do—but once it was done, there was no further need for her to stay involved with the Andromeda Initiative and risk imprisonment, or worse.

She would collect her pay and move on.

“Whatever you say… sir,” she said. “What about that shuttle I requested?”


He folded his arms. Cora couldn’t tell if he’d picked up on her dissatisfaction or not. Maybe he just didn’t care either way. “I’ll loan you one for the duration of the mission. It’ll autopilot in; SAM-E can help you fly it.”

“I’m no pilot.”

“With SAM-E’s help, you can be.” He waved his hand and turned away.

Cora stared after him. More tests. More need to prove herself. Of course, if she really was going to leave everything behind and travel to Andromeda, she had to be prepared. She had to be committed. And Ryder had to trust her implicitly. But he sure wasn’t going to make it easy.

“Okay. Fine. Whatever. Thanks. I’ll be back with your code—or dead—within the week.” She cut the comm before Ryder could reply, and then stood for a few moments in the room’s silence, wondering if she’d just made a terrible mistake. Several terrible mistakes.

Then she checked the time. Twenty minutes left on her comm hour. If she left now, she could get a pro-rated refund, but… Her hand moved, almost on its own. When the system queried, she said, “Nisira T’Kosh. Thessia.”

She hadn’t even checked the relative time zones. When she glanced at the search results, sure enough, it was the middle of the night where Nisira was. And yet—

“Harper?” The holo display leapt up, shaping itself this time into the form of an asari seated at a desk. A little on the stocky side, deeper blue skin than most, average ageless beauty, although Cora knew she was somewhere north of six hundred years old. True to form, she was still dressed in the black body armor favored by so many commandos, and still at work despite the hour, with a cup of steaming tea nearby.

The holo camera on Nisira’s end must have had a signal booster, because Cora could see the whole room, and the slumbering shapes of Nisira’s two husbands—one krogan, one turian—sharing the very large bed beyond. Yet Nisira immediately set aside the datapad she’d been looking at, and leaned forward to bring herself into clearer focus.

“You seem troubled.”

Cora had to fight the sudden urge to laugh, bitterly. In the bare week since I left the Daughters I’ve become a thief, been stabbed in the back by a comrade, and fallen headfirst into a transhuman ethical nightmare. Also, I might get killed. But that was whining, and Nisira couldn’t abide whining. Neither could Cora, really.

So what she actually said was, “Why did you send me to these people?”

Nisira’s non-eyebrows rose, and she sat back, looking thoughtful for a moment. Then she said, “I just thought they might need you.”

Cora drew back a little in surprise. “They need me?” She’d read the introductory dossiers of the people she was supposed to be working with as part of Ryder’s “Pathfinder” team; they were all amazing. And Ryder, their golden boy, was an elite soldier and a genius scientist. Cora? She was just a grunt. A biotic grunt, sure, and a good marine; she wouldn’t have made the Valkyrie Program otherwise, or survived four years in Talein’s Daughters. But amid the Initiative’s dazzle of humanity’s best and brightest, Cora didn’t exactly shine.

Nisira spread her hands. “Your species is starting a new future in Andromeda. The Initiative is bound to encounter problems. You’re going to shoot them.”

Cora blinked. Stared at her.


“Or crush them, or slam them into a wall, or rip them apart at the subatomic level.” Nisira shrugged, then picked up her tea to sip. “So many ways to solve problems, really.”

Cora began to smile. “That simple, hm?”

“I’ve found that it helps to boil things down to their essentials. Are you going to tell me what this late-night soul-searching is about?”

Cora let out a breath of laughter, and with it more tension than she’d realized she was carrying. “Too much to tell you. Too strange. Too infuriating. But… this helps. Thanks. Oh, and, Ygara Menoris made my shit list. Tried to kill me. Thought you should know.”

Nisira stared for a moment, then looked amused. “We really must catch up sometime, Harper,” she said. “Before you leave for Andromeda, let’s have tea one more time, in person. It sounds like you’ve got some fascinating stories to tell.” She lifted her cup in salute as Cora nodded back, then shut down the comm.

“I r-r-recommend you return to your room and rest, Lieutenant,” SAM-E said gently. “It will be approximately f-f-four hours before an Initiative shuttle can be prepped and sent here. I’ll alert you when it arrives.”

Cora stayed where she was, though, savoring the dim quiet of the comm room for a few moments longer. “SAM-E? How do you feel about… integrating with me?”

There was an instant of, she thought, startled silence. “How I feel about it is i-i-irrelevant, Lieutenant.”

“Not to me.”

Another pause. “I am designed for human-synthetic i-i-interface, Lieutenant,” he said, finally. “Through y-y-your implant, I am capable of sharing your senses and experiences. In exchange for this, I monitor your health, enhance your senses where applicable, and can assist you in a variety of ways and situations. It seems an equal exchange, so… To answer your question, I am pleased to be integrated with you.”

“And… you’re in Alec Ryder, too?”

“Not precisely. He too has an implant, but he is connected to a separate version of my matrix. If you want to th-th-think of it as a different SAM, that would not be entirely inaccurate.”

Well, at least Ryder wasn’t asking her to do something he hadn’t already tried. Except… She frowned.

“You said SAM, not SAM-E. You’re, what, the beta version?”

“Not t-t-technically,” SAM-E said. “Beta versions are usually developed prior to f-final implementation. I am a later development than the SAM personalities which are integrated with the Initiative asari, turian, and salarian Pathfinders. In particular I have been t-tasked with running a variety of experimental add-ons which are not part of the standard implementation. In many ways, I’m both more versatile, and safer, than the SAM that is standard for Initiative Pathfinder teams.”

So Ryder had his own—better—version, and now Cora had some variation of that. It didn’t surprise her that Ryder wouldn’t be content with the “standard issue” SAM, even if he had invented it. “Well, I guess that’s something,” she sighed. “Anyway, fine, as long as you’re okay with it. The integration, I mean.”

“I very much am.” Another respectful pause. “And thank you, Lieutenant, for asking. This has been a most novel experience.”

Cora nodded, amused. “May they all be as un-dramatic, SAM-E.” She stepped outside the comm room, logged off at the kiosk nearby, then headed away to rest. They had a big day of espionage and who-the-hell-knew-what waiting for them, after all.
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JANUARY 15TH, 2184, 6:00 PM GMT

Transcription of Singapore Marketing Council meeting via “blind” group holo, identities obscured. Public records request received from Westerlund News and in docket for judgment in November, 2185.

“Approve” vote logged 6:34 pm GMT.

Council Member 1: It’s propaganda. Trash it.
CM 2: (audible sigh) It’s an ad.
CM 1: Ads are propaganda that sells something. This is Alliance propaganda and there’s no good reason for us to expose our people to—
CM 3: The Andromeda Initiative is privately funded, actually. None of its principals are affiliated with the Alliance. Ryder’s on their shit list, actually.
CM 1: Right, privately funded by Jien Garson.
CM 2: Oh, for—
CM 4: [redacted] may have a point, though. Not about Garson, that’s nonsense, but Garson isn’t the one really pulling the strings of Andromeda.
CM 1: What?
CM 2: What are you—
CM 4: I have a… friend… in Intelligence.
Garson hasn’t got the liquidity to fund the human contribution to the Initiative. Not by herself.
CM 1: Shit. Who does, then?
CM 4: Half of Intelligence’s VIs are working to find out. Nothing yet. The other half are busy checking out back-channel chatter about that dead Spectre. The human one.
CM 2: I heard they were thinking about a replacement. Somebody more level-headed. I forget the name…
CM 4: Shut up, you ass. Listen to me. Something’s going on. Something the Council of aliens is covering up. Even the human councilor is in on it. Whoever is really behind the Andromeda Initiative knows about it, too. If we can get in good with the Initiative—
CM 2: We’re just talking about running an ad, [redacted]. Listen to yourself—
CM 4: Yes. We’re talking about whether to air their little “orientation briefing” here as a recruitment vid. I say we do it and get some of our people into the Initiative, along with ordinary colonial volunteers. Find out what Garson’s people know.
CM 1: Ahhh. I like how you think, [redacted]. All right. I’ll change my vote.
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CHAPTER SIX

[image: image]

ILLIUM

Cora had heard of the planet, but never visited before now. In some ways it was remarkably like Thessia: the same graceful, sweeping asari architecture, the same bright lights and sleekly contoured walkways and neatly manicured parks, the same clean, cool air. More diverse in some ways—on Thessia, Cora had often gone days without seeing another non-asari. Here there were plenty of members of the other three Council races, and even a few batarians, hanar, quarians, and krogan.

But Cora most noticed the absence of things she’d gotten used to seeing on Thessia, like families. No kids that she’d seen so far. Table dancers everywhere, but few couples or multiples. There were a few asari around who looked matronly, and she thought one of the bartenders she’d glimpsed had been a matriarch. It was hard to mistake that air of still, contained power and gravitas. Everyone else, though, was young and… hungry-looking.

The diversity was good because no one noticed Cora as she moved through the crowds on one of Nos Astra’s trading promenades. Just another human, too young and not fancy enough to have much money, too confident and well-armed to make good prey.

“You know, Lieutenant,” SAM-E said via her earpiece, “I could attempt to infiltrate this information broker’s data storage system. When you reach their headquarters, if you can find a conduit—”

“No.” It was easy to subvocalize while walking; no one would notice the minute movements of her jaw and throat. “You’re a stick, SAM-E. I’d rather see what I can get with a carrot, first.”

“Very well.”

Down a stairwell, around a corner and past a small crowd clustered around a short-sale kiosk, then through an alley that would’ve been sketchy on any other planet. The preferred crimes of Illium were insider trading and breach of contract, though; here the alley was just disused and a little dusty. And here was Cora’s destination: a recessed door at the back of a modest building.

Cora was expected, of course, so the door opened as it acknowledged her ID… and the four mechs which flanked the foyer beyond the door stood down, lowering their pistols as their displays switched from attack-mode red back to neutral white. High-end, fast-reaction models, Cora noted with substantial unease. All of them carrying pistols with silencer mods.

“Ah, Lieutenant Harper.” A voice came over the foyer’s PA, as the door closed. “A little early, but alone as requested. Please, come into the reception area. I’ll be out as soon as I’ve finished suiting up.”

The “reception area” turned out to be a plain office furnished with an empty desk and simple metal chairs, all of which smelled very faintly of ammonia. The decor was pleasantly eclectic, with paintings on the walls depicting scenic landscapes on Irune, planters along the walls overflowing with Illium-native flowering vines, and a murky high-pressure fish tank in one corner from which a disturbingly spiky Irunean fish glared balefully at Cora. On the other side of the office was a huge, molecular-bond airlock, of the sort used to separate dangerously incompatible environments.

The information broker Cora had found—and carefully vetted this time—was a volus by the name of Eppo Wen. Either the information business was very good, or Wen was, since it was unbelievably expensive to set up a volus-compatible environmental space in a residential neighborhood. On most planets, doing so was actually illegal—too great a chance of explosive blowout, environmental contamination, or other sorts of potential problems. This, however, was Illium, where anything could be done for the right price.

As Cora sat down to wait, the airlock door started to hum, and a light meter around its rim signaled atmospheric replacement and depressurization in progress. After a moment, the squat form of a suited volus emerged, bounced a little under the lighter gravity, then adjusted and crossed the room to sit down at the desk. The whiff of ammonia in the air increased for a moment, but Cora could hear scrubbers in the room’s vents working to remove even that trace bit of the gas. The smell reminded her sharply of cleaning days in the cargo hold on her parents’ ship, but it was easily bearable.

“My apologies, Earth-clan Harper, for keeping you waiting,” the volus said. “I would have been ready to meet you, but as I said, you’re a little early.”

It was a long-running mystery as to whether the volus should be considered monogendered like the asari, multi-gendered, or some entirely different sociobiological paradigm. The volus mostly seemed to consider the question both intrusive and hilariously irrelevant. In the same way that Earthborn Australians enjoyed tormenting outsiders with fanciful tales about “drop bears,” the volus had apparently decided to make a running joke of the whole matter. Supposedly the Special Tasks Group kept a database of all the blatant lies individual volus had told on the subject, but Cora thought this might just be an extension of the joke.

Anyway, Wen’s voice sounded female to Cora’s ear, so she arbitrarily decided to think of Wen that way. Wen sounded elderly, too, voice quavering a little in between the regular hisses of her breathing unit, so suddenly it was impossible to see her as anything other than a polite, portly little old lady… whose modest-seeming apartment contained enough military hardware and expensive custom tech to make the Consort jealous. Well, in Cora’s experience old ladies of many species tended to be dangerous.

“Being early is a military habit,” Cora replied, spreading her hands in tacit apology. “I didn’t mean to inconvenience you.”

“Oh, but you aren’t. I can stand a few moments longer than necessary in this suit, given that you stand to make me a very happy information broker.”

“I—do?” Cora frowned as she said it, already suspicious.

“Oh, definitely.” Eppo Wen sat forward. Although there were no discernible facial features to see amid the valves and pouches of the volus pressure suit, Cora got the distinct impression that she was amused. “You didn’t think I was offering you such an affordable rate without reason, did you?”

Cora went cold—then hot, as she deliberately activated her biotic barrier. She didn’t reply other than that, but Wen flinched.

“Oh, dear. I should have considered that you might be, hmm, defensive, after that whole incident with Ygara Menoris. Please let me reassure you, Earth-clan: I have no intention of betraying you! My business depends on reliability.”

Cora didn’t let the barrier lapse. “So did Ygara Menoris’ business,” she replied. “And she also made me a very reasonable offer, but with ulterior motives.”

Eppo Wen let out a hissing sigh. “How awkward. Perhaps this will settle your nerves.” She moved her gloved hands over the desk, and after a moment Cora’s omni-tool buzzed with haptic feedback. Cora activated it, frowning, to find that a small data file had been transferred.

“This is the information you requested about Ygara Menoris,” SAM-E said in her ear, sounding a little surprised. “Recent transactions, port registrations for the Audacity, and—oh. Ygara’s hotel room number and entry code, here in Nos Astra.”

That was enough to startle Cora out of her anger. She dropped the barrier and stared at Eppo Wen.

“I haven’t paid you, yet.”

“Consider it a good-faith gift,” Wen said, gesturing expansively. “Though if you’d rather think of it as a ‘please don’t kill me’ bribe, that works, too.”

Cora let out an awkward half-chuckle. “Oh. Well, uh… sorry. It’s been a rough week.”

“I can imagine.” Wen relaxed visibly. “Allow me to explain further. The information you requested about Menoris was easy to obtain. You could’ve picked it up yourself by simply asking the right people around town; everyone sells information, here. I offer it to you free because I hope to buy something else from you.”

Did Wen want the AI tech for herself? “And we were getting along so well, Eppo Wen.”

“Hear me out. I know that Thessia-clan Menoris is here to sell an AI component, because she’s holding a private auction for it in two days. But what intrigues me is that the Thessia-clan has such a component to sell. That she knew it existed at all, given that the Initiative has actually done a good job of keeping the news quiet before now. Which made me curious… and there’s really nothing so dangerous as making an information broker curious.” Cora thought that Wen smiled. “A little digging led me to discover another free piece of information I’ll share now: The person who told the HOME Group about the AI tech so that it could be stolen from the Andromeda Initiative, and the person who hired Thessia-clan Menoris to steal it from you once you got it back… are one and the same.”

Cora stared. “That doesn’t make sense. This person wanted the tech stolen from Home Away… after helping them get it in the first place?”

“It makes sense,” said Wen, “if you consider that the motive might not be acquisition.”

“What?”

Wen laid her palms flat on the table before her; this was the volus version of steepled fingers. “This is conjecture, but I believe whoever did this doesn’t want Alec Ryder’s AI technology to remain solely in Alec Ryder’s hands. The initial theft left too many tracks, which Ryder and his people only managed to scrub with great difficulty. The thieves wanted someone to notice. Ryder doesn’t, because he knows that will lead to too many dangerous questions.

“Then the HOME Group tried to keep it for themselves,” she continued, “and now their plans have been disrupted. This auction, however, threatens to spread the technology throughout the galaxy. I believe that is what this person wants—not acquisition, but dissemination.” Wen let out a mechanically measured sigh. “Except for one very curious piece of information, Earth-clan, which I will again share with you for free: All of the Thessia-clan’s buyers are human.”

“That makes no sense. She’d get a better price with an open auction—”

“I doubt Menoris is aware. Her information broker hasn’t vetted the backgrounds of the buyers beyond verifying their ability to pay.” Wen sniffed a little, clearly conveying her opinion of Octavia Suran’s competence. “It’s four shell-accounts deep in a few cases, but even the non-humans coming in for the auction are being paid by various human individuals or human-dominated agencies.” Wen touched a panel, and a holo-display appeared between her and Cora, listing information in two languages so they both could read it. “Three synthetics corporations. Two non-Alliance Earth nations. A research project that I’m pretty sure is a Cerberus operation, but they have good information brokers; the tracks are covered too well to trace for certain. The Blue Suns—they’re run by a human, you know, that batarian fellow is just a figurehead. One organized crime syndicate based on Earth that’s trying to branch out from red sand.”

Cora shuddered. So many unscrupulous people willing to risk the human race. “And what does this mean?”

Wen wiped the display and replaced it with a simple tactical ops chart. At its center was a headshot of Ygara Menoris, tied by directional lines to images of the Andromeda Initiative logo and a blank square over which a question mark had been superimposed.

“I believe what we’re seeing is a double-double-cross, as your clan terms it,” she explained. “Our unknown agent arranged the original theft of the AI code package from the Andromeda Initiative. You retrieved it. Ygara Menoris was hired by the same agent to get the tech from you and bring it somewhere specific. This was a feint to make Menoris less suspicious, however, because she was also given information that led her to believe she might get more money by spurning her employer and selling the tech at auction. To put it bluntly, her employer expected to be betrayed. Menoris’ personality profile made it likely.”

Cora shook her head in amazement, and in lingering guilt over the fact that this mysterious employer had seen so easily what Cora hadn’t.

“The unknown then seeded the auction buyers with Earth-clan,” Wen said. “So no matter who Menoris sells it to, the AI code package ends up out of Initiative control and disseminated to multiple, and human, hands.”

“Okay,” Cora said. Her head was starting to hurt. “So this is a bigger mess than I thought it was. Thanks for the information. Now tell me what you want for it.” She scowled. “If the AI tech is what you want, that’s a non-starter.”

Eppo Wen hissed out a laugh. “My dear Earth-clan, the information business is good if you can survive it, and that means knowing which lines not to cross. AI is one of those. I have no interest in waking up to find a Council Spectre in my very expensive bedroom. But speaking of that…” Abruptly her hands, resting on the desk, tightened into small plump fists. “What I want, my dear, and what I am effectively paying you for, is Ygara Menoris. Dead.”


Cora stared, then started to grin. “Oh, my God. She screwed you over, too.”

“Alas, yes.” Eppo Wen lowered her face-pouches with an air of self-deprecation. “She purchased information on several potential competitors among the newer, smaller mercenary outfits. I provided it, the money changed virtual hands, everything seemed settled. Then three of Menoris’ asari thugs tried to blast their way through the wall of my house.” Wen nodded toward the airlock. Cora inhaled in horrified understanding. And the thugs in question had probably been Tella, Bannyn, and Leri. “There are two ways to die that I hope never to experience: by explosive decompression, and ‘in the altogether,’ as your clan so quaintly puts it. If the walls of my home were not reinforced with Silaris armor, I might have suffered both at the same time.”

Cora shook her head in wonder, then let out an uncomfortable chuckle. “Let me guess. She’d given you a fake bank account, and wanted you dead before you discovered it?”

“Yes. Excellent work, too; passed my own vetting, which I can assure you is quite thorough. That turian of hers is too sloppy to have done it. She has some powerful friends, that Thessia-clan.” Wen sounded ruefully impressed. “I’d been searching for the right assassin to send after her—with sufficient layering of identities to protect my involvement, of course. Killing former customers can be bad for business, even if they are backstabbing vermin. But here you are, with no ties to me, and willing to hunt her down for the small price of a few relatively unimportant secrets.”

Cora frowned. “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather do it yourself? I’d be happy to drop her off after I’m done with her.”


“No. You will kill her yourself. And if you really want to make my day, Earth-clan, send me a snapshot of the body. I’d like to have it fabricated in an ornate frame… for my bedroom wall.” For the first time, Cora sensed how dangerous Wen really was.

And the day had started out with such promise.

* * *

The auction, according to Eppo Wen’s file, was scheduled for two Illium days later. Ygara had taken a suite in the Bulwark, a hotel near Nos Astra Central that was frequented by the mercenary set. This was because it had no windows, lots of choke points, blast resistant doors, and virtual or mech staff only.

Beyond that, however, Ygara hadn’t taken particular care with her security; after all, she thought Cora was dead. She had her own crew, and maybe she hoped that her powerful friends would keep her safe from angry information brokers.

Cora simply rented a room at the same hotel, using a false identity that Eppo Wen had also given her free of charge. It wouldn’t endure much close scrutiny, the volus had warned, but Cora didn’t intend for it to have to—not for long, anyway. By not-at-all-chance and since Wen had given her the necessary room number, she requested the room directly above Ygara’s suite. Fortunately it was available. When Cora followed his instructions to set up a soft link to Illium’s public building permit database, SAM-E quickly found and downloaded the hotel’s construction specs.

The Bulwark’s rooms might have blast doors and bulkhead walls, but the floors and ceilings were ordinary fabricated materials. According to Wen, that was why the better-informed mercs never went near the place. The Bulwark was mostly frequented by new mercs with new money and not a lot of friends in the business.

The most dangerous moment actually came when Cora arrived at the hotel in a cab—and promptly had to scooch down in the back seat as Bannyn T’Dahn, Leri T’Eln, and Tella Namir exited the hotel’s lobby. The three asari were laughing, dressed up for a night on the town—Bannyn and Leri in expensive-looking gowns and Tella in her bodysuit but without the attached armor. Ygara must have given them the night off, and like any ship crew in port, they were away in search of drink, sex, and maybe a good bar fight.

Shameful lack of discipline on Ygara’s part, Cora thought once they were gone and she’d transferred funds to pay the cab. She put on her helmet—a matching one this time, acquired at one of Nos Astra’s endless shops—to avoid the possibility of another familiar encounter as she passed through the lobby and corridors. At a hotel full of paranoid mercs, this didn’t even rate a second glance. Nisira had never allowed her commandos time off during an ongoing operation, because good soldiers were supposed to be keyed-up under dangerous circumstances. Ygara hadn’t sold the stolen tech yet; the mission wasn’t over. Cora was happy to take advantage of her overconfidence.

She went up to her room, and discovered a new problem to deal with.

“What do you plan to do?” SAM-E asked as Cora settled in—which mostly consisted of scanning the floor for the best place to get through it, then marking that out with little holo-tags via her omni-tool. “An omni-blade could get through the floor with relative ease, but she would see you cutting it several seconds before you breached the hole.”


Cora rubbed her eyes and focused on the problem of the hotel room floor. “I’m not going to cut through with an omni-blade,” she said. “SAM-E, if I call housekeeping and ask for extra pillows, can you get into the hotel’s system and make it look like the request is coming from Ygara’s room?”

“Of course, provided that their system isn’t using corporate or military-grade encryption. I’m not really made for that, but—”

“Do it, then,” Cora said, tapping her omni-tool to call the Bulwark’s housekeeping office. The AI sounded confused, though he complied; Cora saw Ygara’s face and name appear on the “caller” ID.

“Yes, Ms. Menoris,” said a mech on the other end. “Fresh down pillows should arrive in precisely one minute and fifty seconds.”

Cora grinned as she closed the omni-tool link and set the timer. “That ought to do it.”

SAM-E still sounded mystified. “I assume this is a distraction of some sort?”

“Yep. Simple distractions are usually the most effective, my old boss always used to say. Now stay quiet for a moment.”

Cora got up, moved to stand beside the marked-out area, and took a deep breath. She channeled the biotics toward her fist. A single, focused Nova strike would make quick work of the floor. She slowed her breathing and waited for the timer.

“I see.” SAM-E sounded amused. “When housekeeping arrives, you start cleaning house?” Cora let out a breath of surprise—not quite a laugh. The stuttering may have stopped, but puns and a terrible sense of humor were new. Maybe worse.

No time to worry about it now. Her timer buzzed as a minute and fifty seconds passed; she tensed. Give it a few extra seconds for Ygara to answer the door and then…

“Lieutenant. Wait.”

Cora’s breath caught. “What is it?”

“I’ve retained my connection to the hotel’s housekeeping system. A mech carrying six pillows arrived at the room below approximately ten seconds ago. Ygara Menoris has not answered the door.” It paused and Cora frowned, her heart pounding. “Twenty seconds. May I amplify your auditory nerve for a moment? Your ears should be capable of detecting minute sounds in the room below, since the floor is of unshielded material.”

“May you what?” Shit. There was no time if she was going to do this. “Fine.”

All at once Cora could hear much, much more, as if the otherwise quiet hotel had become a noisy, echoing auditorium. In the distance she could hear a steady beat, and music—oh, the club across the street. Someone stomped heavily past the door of her room, headed down the corridor, and it sounded as loud as a krogan. Above her, maybe two floors up, a couple of turian guys were either having loud, flange-voiced sex, or rhythmically beating the crap out of each other while yelling for no discernible reason. There was a hollow, sharp rap nearby that made her jump, but then a mech voice said, “Housekeeping,” and she realized it was the room below.

There was no sound of movement in response.

Maybe Ygara was suspicious of the unexpected visit. The mech would work as a distraction if Ygara tried to shoot the thing through the door, but she wasn’t even doing that. There were no cameras in the rooms. Cora thought quickly.


“Can you—” She flinched at the “shout” of her own voice, then subvocalized. “Can you access environmental controls in her room? That’s got to be part of housekeeping too, right?”

“Ah, excellent idea. I—” A sudden, troubling pause. “Lieutenant, I believe something is very wrong.”

“Define ‘wrong.’”

“Environmental controls in the room have already been altered. The temperature has been reduced to approximately thirty degrees below preferred asari ambient—lower, in fact, than the controls are normally capable of going. The hotel does provide accommodations with a wider temperature range for hanar, drell, and krogan, but this room isn’t one of those.”

Cora was going to have to talk to Ryder about training SAM-E to get to the point faster. “So the room’s temperature controls are on the blink, and… what? Menoris isn’t in the room?”

“Reducing ambient temperature is a technique commonly employed by assassins, Lieutenant. It makes it difficult to correctly identify a time of death.”

“What?” Baring her teeth, Cora unleashed the singularity at the floor. All at once, her hearing returned to normal, so it was a good thing SAM-E had stopped doing whatever he’d been doing, or Cora might have blown out her own eardrums.

As dark energy chewed apart plaster and rebar, she activated her shields, sheathed herself in a barrier, and jumped through the resulting hole, landing on one hand and her toes and with pistol already raised to shoot.

Ygara Menoris lay sprawled on the floor in a pool of blood, looking back at Cora with wide, staring, dead eyes.


“What the hell,” Cora breathed, straightening.

SAM-E haptic-signaled her omni-tool, reminding Cora to lift the device so she could scan the room. “It appears that Ms. Menoris let someone into her room, likely a person whom she was expecting,” SAM-E said, analyzing the data. Cora looked around, spying two tumblers on a side-table, each containing what looked like Serrice ice wine. “Judging by the amount of blood, I would guess Ms. Menoris’ companion attacked her from behind with an omni-blade.”

“Unbelievable.” Cora nudged the body over with her foot, then crouched to peer at the cut, maybe three inches wide, on the back of her neck. At least that solved one of the problems, but it still left her with more questions than answers. She crouched and put a hand on Ygara’s forearm. “Scan her omni-tool, SAM-E. The AI code couldn’t have fit on it, but I bet the download key is there.”

“A moment, Lieutenant. I’ll need to use Ms. Menoris’ omni-tool to access the Audacity’s systems.” It paused.

“Hmm.”

Cora made yet another mental note to ask Alec Ryder what the hell he’d been thinking to make an AI that paused for dramatic effect.

“Yes?”

“The download key, which was pegged solely to Ygara Menoris’ omni-tool, has been expended. The AI code package has been copied, and deleted, from the Audacity’s storage system.”

No. No. “Are you kidding me? Someone got here before us, killed her, and stole the damn code? Again?”

“It appears so, Lieutenant. However, the person who initiated the download of the kernel was no hacker. The Audacity’s logs clearly registered the ship to which the code was transferred. It was a small unnamed shuttle.”

Cora turned at once and headed out of Ygara’s apartment, moving at a brisk walk since a run would draw too much attention. The housekeeping mech had given up long ago.

“How close is that shuttle to taking off?”

There was a pause. SAM-E could only access systems to which Cora had established a channel, and she had no way of getting him into Illium dock records. But after a moment he said, “The Audacity’s sensors are still active. The shuttle has already left port, Lieutenant…”

“Shit!”

“However, if you speak with Illium dock personnel, you might persuade them to share with you the ship’s flight plan,” SAM-E said. “All ships are legally required to log their destination prior to departure, and comm buoy pings and relay records are monitored to make sure ships actually go where they say they will. Only military and rescue vessels can skip this procedure.”

Well, that was something. Amazing that an assassin was leaving such an obvious trail, though. Was the assassin an amateur? Ygara ought to be ashamed, dying like that.

* * *

Cora found a cab, and was halfway to the spaceport when her omni-tool pinged with a call… from Nos Astra security. Well, that didn’t take long, she thought, before accepting the call. The face of a turian woman filled her forearm viewscreen.

“Cora Harper, late of the Alliance and Talein’s Daughters?”


“Uh, yeah. Hi, Officer.” Cora resisted the urge to add, I can explain. “What can I do for you?”

The woman sounded bored. “Just wrapping up some loose threads. I understand you’re staying in the hotel room above Ygara Menoris’, in the Bulwark Hotel?” She looked away, probably at a datapad. “Using the ID of a ‘Meleen Xaronis?’”

Well, Eppo Wen had said the fake ID wouldn’t hold up well to scrutiny. “Not anymore. I checked out early.”

“Actually, you’ve been kicked out and banned for life. The hotel is sending you a bill for the damage to the floor. Anyway, please sign the document I’m about to send you, as a witness to Ygara Menoris’ death.” Her face vanished and an attachment appeared.

“Uh… what?”

The face reappeared. Cora had never been very good at reading turians’ facial plates, but the woman looked mildly annoyed. “Menoris died of a registered assassination, so it’s not like we’re going to waste personnel hours on investigating it. We only tracked you down because of the floor. And since you’re a witness, we might as well register you as such. Makes the paperwork easier.”

Cora’s mouth fell open for a moment. “Assassination is legal here?”

She rolled her eyes. “This is Illium, human. Failure to comply will delay your departure by several days, and I’ll be late for dinner. Just sign the form.”

“I didn’t actually see the assassination, you know. Just the body.”

“Yeah, I know. That’s what the form says.”

“Oh.” Cora skimmed, and sure enough, there was a brief bit of text noting that she had not seen the assassin or witnessed the actual murder. Cora finger-signed the screen, then blinked in realization as the form transmitted. “Uh, hey, is this a matter of public record?”

“Yes, and it means the assassin might come after you if they think you lied, and actually saw them. Better watch your back.” The turian yawned. “And have a nice day, human.”

Great.

* * *

At the spaceport, Cora got stopped again—this time by the berth supervisor, who stood with two krogan flunkies at the Initiative shuttle Cora had arrived in. A flag had been placed on her account by Illium security, they told her, which usually preceded an early departure—and lo and behold, here was Cora about to board her shuttle. That the woman, who was human, looked every inch the bureaucrat hoping to get her pound of flesh, did not help Cora’s mood.

“It says it right here, clearly, in your disembarkation contract,” the berth supervisor said, holding up a datapad for Cora to see. “The penalty for early departure is to compensate Nos Astra Port Management for lost income, because we turned away other ships that might have rented the same berth, and for a longer time. We’ll need your bank account details.”

“Oh, for—” Making a show of trying to rein in her temper, and it wasn’t all that hard to pretend, Cora paced away from the woman and subvocalized. “SAM-E, can you still access Ygara Menoris’ omni-tool data? Tell me she left an open channel to her bank account.”

“I can, and she did, Lieutenant,” SAM-E replied. “May I assume you would like to arrange a transfer from her account to yours?”


“I don’t see any other option.” She was already a thief, and it wasn’t like Ygara needed the money anymore. “Do it, and use the connection to get the information we need from the port’s flight plan records.”

“Done.”

Cora checked her omni-tool and boggled for a moment at the numbers now showing in her own bank account. The berth supervisor looked pleased as Cora offered access, and the two krogan relaxed a little once it became clear Cora wasn’t planning to start any trouble. The number of credits that changed hands was so hefty that Cora grimaced, even though it wasn’t her money. Damn scammers; Nos Astra Port Management hadn’t lost that much income. Cora was pretty sure the rest represented “fees” that would end up in the berth supervisor’s pocket.

“Happy now?” she demanded, when it was done.

“I’m just doing my job, ma’am,” the supervisor replied. “We hope you enjoyed your stay on Illium.”

“Right, right.” Shaking her head, Cora turned away and moved past them up the ramp. She hit the panel to close the ramp without bothering to look back, and heard the berth supervisor gasp and curse as she scrambled out of the way.

“SAM-E, I’m done with this place.” She went over to the shuttle’s console and let herself relax. On the flight here from Theia Station, SAM-E had piloted the shuttle with a little oversight from Cora. She’d asked SAM-E to explain what he was doing, and had even learned a few of the more obvious and useful steps to piloting. But now…

She was tired and didn’t want to think about it.

After a moment, the shuttle took off.

“We have a destination, yet?” Cora asked, watching her own motions in fascination.

“Yes, Lieutenant. Flight plan and relay records show that the ship jumped to the Hades Nexus.”

Cora frowned in surprise. “I know that region. It’s in the Traverse—but there’s nothing in that star cluster. A few mining operations, maybe some slavers or pirates, and a whole lot of lifeless rocks.” Once they were away from Illium and Cora could engage the autopilot, she finally pulled off her helmet, wiping back sweaty hair from her face as she thought. “What are you people up to?” she murmured.

“I couldn’t say,” SAM-E said.

“That was rhet—wait.” Cora frowned. “Ryder fixed your stuttering with a patch, he said. Did that patch do anything else?”

“The patch specifically adjusted my adaptive heuristics,” SAM-E said. “The stutter was a symptom of my inability to fully adapt to your personality. Now I should be able to do a better job of sounding and behaving in a manner with which you’re comfortable.”

So SAM-E’s “adjustments” were a response to feedback from Cora? She shook her head. “Whatever you say.” The crash couch behind her looked too invitingly comfortable. She would ponder the mystery of SAM-E later. “First, though, I need to record an update for your boss.”

* * *

She kept things brief and undetailed since SAM-E would just tell Ryder everything anyway. Ryder might be annoyed at the new theft or he might not be; he seemed like the sort of man who cared more about the ends than the means. On that, he and Cora could agree.

Once the message was done, she flopped onto the couch for a nap. Her last thought, as the shuttle locked in its course toward the system relay, was that Eppo Wen would be disappointed. Cora had forgotten to take a picture of Ygara Menoris’ corpse for Wen’s bedroom wall.
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AL-JILANI INVESTIGATES : ANDROMEDA… EXPOSED!

Recorded December 29th, 2184. Production notes.

AJ: …and now we come to the Andromeda Initiative’s most questionable personnel choice: Alec Ryder. You may remember the name, since he’s been the focus of several past media reports.

SFX: Cut to file footage: dress uniform photo, much younger Ryder, proud smile, N7 emblem.

AJ: Alec Ryder served with Jon Grissom himself aboard the famous Charon Mission of 2148, and in fact is credited with helping—at the ripe old age of eighteen—decipher the signal sequence needed to reliably activate the relay. This foreshadowed his unusual career path. Most people in military service who achieve the coveted N7 ranking become career soldiers.

Ryder, however, pursued a more sinister interest. In a closed-door tribunal whose proceedings are sealed under the Military Security Act until 2195, Ryder was dishonorably discharged from the Alliance military… only to be immediately hired by the Initiative. What was he working on? Rumors of past underworld connections and forbidden technology abound.

And a key question remains unanswered: For whom is Alec Ryder performing his unauthorized, possibly dangerous experiments now?
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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The alarm signal was too soft, which was why Alec Ryder never used it. He’d left the military long enough ago that his body clock had gone thoroughly cockeyed; these days he slept when he got tired and woke as needed. More often than not he slept in his lab, though he’d been making an effort to stop doing that. Ellen didn’t like it.

“Come on, Alec,” she always said. “Even Einstein managed to bathe every day.”

“Dirt builds character,” he’d reply. Not that he’d ever really foregone bathing. It was just that sometimes it took a little prompting for him to stop working and attend to basics. It had been easier to subsume himself in the work than think about mundanities. Or the looming future.

It hurt, not having her around to watch his back.

“Pathfinder,” SAM said into his ear implant. Alec came fully awake then, lifting his head from the pillow and blinking. The alarm signal had changed to an incessant get up now buzz, which meant he’d slept right through its “easy waking” purr and “okay, no more hitting snooze” ping. SAM could have forced him awake with an electrochemical pulse, but it was a measure of how tense Alec was that all it had taken was one word.

“What is it?” He threw back the covers and sat up, rubbing his face.


“I have a message for you from Cora Harper.”

“Text?”

“Audio, sir. No holo.”

Alec nodded to begin the playback. Harper sounded as tired as Alec felt—but angry, too, her words clipped and tone conspicuously flat. “Menoris has been dealt with, but the package is on the move again, headed toward the Traverse. Someone really wants this tech out there, Ryder. Might want to look into that.” Then a weary sigh. “I’ll send an encoded transmission with the location, once I’ve tracked it to a stop. Harper out.”

Well, that was frustratingly low on detail. Alec scowled and got up, heading into the bathroom of his quarters to wave on the shower. “‘Dealt with’ sounds ominous.”

“Ygara Menoris is dead,” SAM responded, “though not by Lieutenant Harper’s hand. The assassin who killed her also took the kernel copy.”

Then no wonder Harper was pissed. But something else she’d said made Alec frown. He stepped under the shower spray, thinking as he washed, and not liking the direction of his own thoughts. She was right. Enough coincidences meant intent, not bad luck.

“Would it be so terrible?” SAM asked quietly. As always, the AI was attuned to the minute fluctuations of Alec’s biochemistry and neural impulses. It wasn’t mind reading, far from it, but SAM was getting better and better at interpreting the dataset known as Alec Ryder. “To have another me, or three, or three hundred, out there?”

“You specifically, or AI in general?” Alec had been tracking the spontaneous development of AIs and proto-AIs for a few years now. There were others out there, he was sure of it—like that one that had emerged on Luna a while back, though it had been destroyed. “But even an AI developed from your codebase isn’t you, SAM. The problem is that you—AI-kind, if we want to call you that—are just too complex for predictive models or simulations to nail down. I took a chance on you because I think I’m right—I think a symbiotic fusion of organic and artificial intelligence is the key to successful coexistence. But what works under controlled conditions could go completely pear-shaped if every Tom, Dick, and hairy alien starts tinkering with your code.”

“I’ve had no urge to wipe out organic life,” SAM supplied helpfully. “Not yet, anyway.”

Alec stifled a laugh, knowing SAM would notice anyhow. “Good to know. But the human is part of the unpredictable equation too, SAM. What if someone else generates a new AI using your kernel, but forgets to teach it important things like ‘maybe don’t start the apocalypse?’ What if something happens to me, and you transfer to the next Pathfinder—” Harper, he’d been hoping, although… “—and that person is an asshole?”

“In answer to your first question,” SAM replied, “you would have me to assist in your fight against any hostile AI. In answer to your second question… I do not believe Lieutenant Harper is an asshole.” SAM paused, and Alec could almost feel him chewing over the words. “What a peculiar way to refer to people.”

Alec coughed. “She’s, uh, she’s not an asshole. I just don’t think she likes me much.” That probably meant she had good judgment. He’d have to try harder to not be an asshole himself. “And anyway, we’re only in this galaxy for a short time longer. If a hostile AI appears here, you won’t be able to help. None of us will.” Hopefully they wouldn’t need SAM to defend them from hostile AIs in Andromeda.

“Then perhaps I could train a successor that will remain here, and teach it to guard against poorly trained others.”

Alec frowned and shut off the shower, toweling off. “This is new,” he said. “You’ve never shown any interest in reproduction before.”

“No sapient being wishes to be alone,” SAM replied.

“You aren’t. Every Pathfinder team lead has a SAM installation.”

“Not like me.”

That was true. The other SAMs were… limited, at least in comparison with Ryder’s personal SAM. The Initiative had insisted on it, and he’d agreed, in order to have a chance to finish the end-stage development. And he’d kept his word. The SAM units he produced for the Initiative’s use were precisely what they’d asked for: adaptive, intelligent software that ran on the platform of an organic being’s body, enhancing and augmenting it at will.

His SAM, however, was for his use, and he was going to develop that one however he damn well pleased—to the limits of the SAM’s capabilities. What the Initiative didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them.

“Let’s just see if we can’t get you perfected before we start talking about transference,” Alec said. “First things first.”

* * *

Later, as Alec finished shaving and started to dress, SAM said, “Lieutenant Harper wanted to know how SAM-E felt about integrating more closely with her.”

That was… Damn it. He kept his voice neutral, though he knew it was futile. “And how did SAM-E feel?”


“He liked being asked, but vocal stress and fluctuations in your heart rate suggest that you are displeased she did.”

“I just don’t want you to get used to that, SAM. You have a job to do—an important, mission-critical job. Sometimes getting that job done is going to mean obeying orders without question, whether you understand or agree with them or not.”

Even as he said this, Alec felt like a complete hypocrite.

After all, hadn’t he once been terrible at following orders, especially without question? This is karma, he thought irritably. Every hard time I ever gave my old COs is coming back to bite me now. Regardless, the same principle applied. Those COs had been wrong to demand lockstep behavior from a man who could innovate rings around them, and it was probably wrong of Alec to forever expect an AI to obey without question.

“I would, of course, prioritize preservation of my organic partner’s life in critical situations,” SAM noted, sounding thoughtful. “But as you said, that would be only sometimes.”

“That would be whenever I tell you to,” Alec said firmly. “However, as you begin to understand me better, the goal is that you will learn what’s important to me, and to organics in general. But until then—”

“I see,” SAM said. “You are of course correct, Alec. I’ll modify my response matrix to reflect this.”

Alec suppressed the urge to let out a sigh, though SAM would probably detect the aborted impulse anyway. He really needed to have a talk with Lieutenant Harper about giving her AI ideas.

But they had a bigger problem.

Someone really wants this tech out there, Ryder.


Alec headed out of his apartment and down the corridor, trying not to let his jaw tighten or his anger show. The vaulted halls of Theia Station were busy with people, as usual, and noisy as usual, echoing the sounds of footsteps and murmured conversation and one loud apology as someone bumped into someone else. Ryder would never understand why the ancient quarians had chosen to build their station this way, with acoustics that amplified rather than muffled sound. Maybe they hadn’t liked feeling alone in the cold blackness of space, but did it really help to feel trapped in a biotiball stadium, instead?

“Uh-oh. I know that look.” Because of the noise, he sensed rather than heard Wei come up beside him.

Damn it. In a neutral tone Alec asked, “What look?”

“Like somebody pissed in your BlastOhs. Also, you’re an awful liar.” Dr. Wei Udensi was a quiet man, but conspicuous at a healthy six and a half feet of Chinese-Nigerian. Consequently he had lots of practice with both drawing and deflecting the eye. He did a perfect job of smiling and nodding absently at people they knew as they walked, and simultaneously murmured in an undertone to Alec.

“What has you fuming this time? The folly of bureaucracy? The inefficiency of lesser minds? ‘What’s Wrong With Your Children,’ Version 7.12?”

Alec sighed and kept his voice down, though no one was paying attention to them as they walked. “The ‘children’ haven’t been children in years, and I haven’t complained about them in months.” Mostly because he hadn’t seen them in months. Well. “Bureaucracy and lesser minds are unavoidable.”

“You’ve finally realized this, after years of ranting? Miracles do happen.” Wei paused to wave toward Magreb, one of the systems techs who worked for him. Magreb smiled back, but she glowered at Alec before turning away. Once they were in Andromeda, Wei would become head of Adaptive Technologies—in charge of all the domes, habitats, mass effect fields, and more that might be needed to establish a human colony on a possibly hostile world.

Until they found that world, though, Wei mostly occupied himself with cybersecurity, assisting the Initiative’s core team as needed. Technically he wasn’t supposed to do that, but in practice the Initiative’s key personnel functioned more on a collaborative, consensus model. Alec… was not good at collaboration, and some members of the Initiative—like Drive Core Tech Chief Magreb—never let him forget that.

“Let me guess again, then,” Wei continued, “because the look on your face has that peculiar, righteous cast that you only get when you think someone’s played with one of your toys. Did Salome try again to alter SAM’s language heuristics so that he would snort like a pig? Gods, if I have to hear that woman joke about SPAM one more time, I’m going to—”

“No… no.” Wei wasn’t letting this go. Alec sighed and turned out of the main corridor, toward a room that he knew was likely to be unoccupied and—SAM had confirmed—unbugged. It was a conference room too small for the top Initiative directors to use; he thought it was probably used by individual department teams whenever they needed to confer.

When the door closed, shutting out the ambient noise, Alec felt himself relax imperceptibly. Wei raised both eyebrows and sat against the edge of the O-shaped table, waiting for his companion to continue.

Alec sighed again and ran a hand over his hair, beginning to pace. He always paced when he was angry. “Remember how interested Goyle was, in SAM? Before, I mean.”

Before the court martial. Before Alec had been drummed out of the Alliance military for violating ethics rules—for doing whatever it took, damn it, to get SAM up and running. Ambassador Goyle—the woman who’d preceded Donnel Udina in the job—had been one of the first people to whom Alec had gone in his quest to make integrated AI work. Goyle had been wary and suspicious… ultimately denying Alec the right to continue his research.

Then Goyle had hung Alec out to dry.

“Of course I remember.” Wei folded his arms. “You called me on a military-secure line and ranted at me about it for an hour. But Goyle’s not even in office anymore. Why are you bringing her up?”

“She knew about SAM’s potential. I know, because I tried to convince her.” Alec tapped his fingers on his lips. “Her aide was in the room, too, and God knows who Goyle reported it to, especially after there was political hay to be made from throwing me under the bus.”

“Yes, yes, but why—?” Abruptly Wei blinked. “Oh. Ohhh. This is about the theft.”

“The theft.” Alec ground his teeth as he paced, remembering the day he’d come into his lab to find half his terminals fritzed and every camera and sensor array in the place running on a loop. Only later had he realized the attack hadn’t been corporate sabotage, but an elaborate smash-and-grab.

Or something more. “I don’t know if it was just a theft,” he admitted. “I don’t think that, anymore.”

Wei was silent for a long moment. When Alec stopped pacing long enough to glance at him, he saw that the other man’s expression had gone foreboding. Yes, Wei would see it, too. “Similarities in motive do not suggest the same mind at work,” Wei said.

“They do. Especially after three separate tries, now.” The theft and the kernel turning up at Home Away; the co-opting of Ygara Menoris; the theft from Menoris when she’d tried to double-cross whoever hired her. Alec took a deep breath and steeled himself. He’d never been good at asking for help. “And if I’m right, you know what I’m up against.”

Wei snorted, getting to his feet. “I know what your enemy is up against, between you and that overgrown synthetic pet of yours. I feel sorry for them. But I’ll help you.” He scowled. “If we can’t trust our own… shit, Alec.”

To cover his relief, Alec turned and headed for the conference room door. He had to go run another electromagnetic-storm simulation. “Stop thinking of everyone involved in this project as ‘our own,’ Wei. We could never trust anyone but ourselves. Nobody else is smart enough to settle another galaxy, anyway.”

“That’s what I love about you, Alec, your humility and grace.” It was Wei Udensi’s turn to sigh, and as Alec opened the door and glanced back at him, he saw the man rub his eyes in weary frustration. “And the fact that you never bring me small problems to solve.”
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JUNE 1ST, 2184

Andromeda Initiative recruitment ad, prospective title: “A New Future Awaits.”

Developmental notes of the Central Nairobi Advertising Agency.

[Close-up of galaxy map. Should be immediately obvious that this galaxy map is unfamiliar. Frame-and-zoom on quadrant, pull back to show helmeted FIGURE in body armor observing map. (Director note: Can we get an actor who looks like Shepard? Will Shepard’s estate sue us?)]

VOICE-OVER: The Cluster. That’s our target site. By best estimates there should be more than half a dozen garden worlds in this region which are habitable or readily terraformable. The conditions are right. The suns are in the main sequence. The atmospheric compositions are exactly what we need. What are you waiting for? It’s only the unknown.

[FIGURE turns to camera, draws a pistol, begins walking toward viewer.] Let’s go get ’em.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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Something was wrong.

They had reached the Pamyat System, which should have been full of nothing. Well, pirates and rocks and fly-by-night mining operations, and maybe debris from clashes between the pirates and rocks and fly-by-night mining operations. But beyond that, nothing.

Everyone knew that Volkov, an oversized asteroid or undersized dwarf planet in the Chazov Belt, was a deadly honeypot—rich in resources, but dangerous to mine or even visit because of near-constant, unpredictable asteroid strikes. Most of the other asteroids in the belt were the same, and not worth the danger, which was why no one had ever bothered to contest the pirates for control of the system.

Cora remembered visiting Pamyat once, back during her childhood. They’d needed to pick up a few thousand pounds of platinum via quick probe-mining. The whole trip had been tense for hours, given the threat of pirates, but her parents had gambled correctly that pirates wouldn’t be much interested in a single battered cargo vessel held together with spit and goodwill.

They’d escaped unscathed… that time.

Now, the shuttle’s sensors found no evidence of pirates. The old habitats were empty, the illegal mining scars more than a year old. The old tourist trap was still there, the giant THERE’S NOTHING HERE scrawl etched across two hundred kilometers of the third planet’s surface. Some pissed-off miner had done that, but somehow it was fainter than Cora remembered. As if someone had tried to obscure it? Maybe.

It was subtle, not the sort of thing that anyone other than a Traverser would notice… but this whole system felt as if someone or something had scoured it cleaner than the forensics after an STG espionage operation.

“Shuttle sensors detect no communications, heat signatures out of the ordinary, or other signals,” SAM-E said over the shuttle’s PA. Maybe it was Cora’s imagination, but the AI seemed to be speaking in a hushed tone. That was about how Cora was feeling at the moment, much more than she had as a child. Like she needed to tiptoe through this unnaturally silent, empty region of space. Like there might be monsters lurking somewhere nearby, who would hear if they spoke too loudly.

SAM-E continued: “Public records indicate that Altai Mineral Works, a small company headquartered on the second planet, is currently in receivership. Apparently they lost their last eezo refining contract bid. Its personnel have all been laid off or relocated to operations in other systems. The facility is in shutdown mode, with only maintenance and property defense drones present; the last staff member left a few months ago. The sensors don’t even detect engine emissions which are typical of pirate vessels with irregular or improper maintenance. Not anywhere in the system.”

And yet the Hades Nexus relay, back in the Hekate System, had clearly indicated that the thief’s vessel had engaged FTL in the direction of Pamyat. There was nothing else along that trajectory worth checking—no planets at that point in their orbits, no stations, no vessels, nothing but the usual dust between star systems. Nothing in Pamyat itself, though odds were the ship would’ve only used FTL to reach the system, then navigating thrusters from there. But navigating to where, in this strangely empty system?

“It’s like all the pirates just up and left,” Cora murmured to herself. “Someone must have attacked them, driven them off. But why? They didn’t have anything worth taking; that’s what made them turn to piracy. And even they had to have barely been making ends meet. There’s nothing here.” She gripped the console, scowling. “I remember what it was like, back when I was a kid. Engine signatures all over the thermal map. Sneaking in was like navigating a minefield; there must have been hundreds of pirate operations in the system. Do you know what it would take to remove every single pirate from a system like this? It would be like trying to pick the fleas off a dog with tweezers.”

“Is it possible that you’re misremembering?” SAM-E said this with a delicacy that suggested he had said something similar to other organics, and discovered that organics didn’t like having their memories questioned. Cora herself had to tamp down an immediate defensive reaction in order to consider the question. She had been a child last time. But…

“There’s an asteroid in the Chazov Belt that’s shaped like it has cat ears,” she said. “Can you scan for it?”

SAM-E made a credible imitation of a splutter. “Cat. Ears.”

Cora felt her cheeks heat. “My father used to read me stories that had cats in them. I got a little obsessed. I was eight, all right? For some kids it’s dinosaurs or horses. For me, it was cats.”


SAM-E said nothing for a moment. Then, very quietly, he said, “I very much admire hive insects.”

Cora blinked. “Okay…?”

“Bees, ants, social wasps, the hive-dragonflies of Sur’kesh, the rachni—”

“The rachni?”

“They were very efficient.”

Cora counted, slowly, to five. Otherwise she was going to start laughing, and might not be able to stop. “Okay. Maybe you shouldn’t tell anyone you admire the last species that attempted to commit galaxy-wide multi-species genocide.”

“I can see how that might be concerning, Lieutenant Harper. I have also located the asteroid with cat ears.” A moment later the shuttle’s holo display lit up to show a slow-tumbling asteroid, lumpen and irregular—but when it tumbled to just the right angle, it did look like a cat’s head with its ears alert and pricked forward.

“That’s it!” Cora grinned, feeling for a moment like she’d seen an old friend.

“Interesting. Your species’ propensity for pattern matching is very much like that of a rudimentary machine learning program—”

“Um… thanks?” She couldn’t tell if that was meant to be an observation, or something more. And while the feeling of foreboding didn’t fade with the banter, the disquiet would keep her on her toes, she decided, before taking a deep breath and straightening. “All right. I’m going to take us through this system—slowly, to keep our heat signature low. Plot a route through the asteroids and planets so we can use them for cover. Scanners at widest range.”

“Acknowledged, Lieutenant. What am I scanning for?”


“Anything weird,” she said. There wasn’t much to see through the forward viewport. Star a little redder than Sol. Just the one asteroid belt, just the four planets, none of them even remotely habitable. She thought the slightly larger sphere visible through the port might be the planet Patsayev. “Just look for anything that shouldn’t be here.”

She’d braced herself for pushback, but she kept forgetting that SAM-E was more than flexible enough to run with such nebulous instructions.

“Of course, Lieutenant.”

Even if it did occasionally sound less like an assistive AI, and more like a friendly co-worker.

With SAM-E directing her hands, Cora took the shuttle up to moderate speed for a few seconds and then cut thrusters to drift on momentum. That way no one would detect the shuttle unless they were specifically scanning this part of the system, because an unpowered shuttle emitted little in the way of heat. Their active sensor array might raise their profile a little, but Cora called up the control display to watch. SAM-E was being careful here, too, sending out scan waves only as they passed through Patsayev’s radiation belts, and again when the star pumped out a momentary gust of solar wind.

As they edged into the asteroid belt, Cora could only tell they were doing so by watching the nav display. Since the asteroids were so spread out in this part of the system, she could just see one or two in the viewport at any given time. SAM-E directed her to activate the thrusters once more, very briefly, to give the shuttle a bit of spin. It was disorienting to watch through the viewport, but when Cora checked the display she was amused to realize SAM-E had made the shuttle look like just another asteroid tumbling along, albeit in an unusually straight trajectory.

“Good thinking,” she said.

“I do try, Lieutenant.”

Then something blipped on the nav display. Cora inhaled and leaned close, reading data that scrolled up near the blip. A ping off one of the nearby asteroids; it had a warm spot on its polar surface. “Warm” was relative against the heatless vacuum of space; in reality, the spot was just slightly-less-cold. Still… SAME’s readings suggested a mass effect envelope had briefly contacted the asteroid at that spot, generating heat from friction as it deflected a potential collision.

“There’s more,” the AI said, scaling the nav display up to show the whole system. Two additional blips glowed on it, at varying points along a gently curving trajectory that SAM-E helpfully illustrated with a line. “The ship we’re following kept near the Chazov Belt, perhaps for concealment. Extrapolating from the temperature of this asteroid and accounting for several hours’ cooling amid the vacuum of space, infrared scans show these points as additional impacts with asteroids or patches of dust.”

Cora leaned in, narrowing her eyes. “It looks like the assassin’s shuttle was aiming for something in the Belt.”

“That would be a sound assumption.” SAM-E paused the nav display, which had been real-time, displaying the slow orbits and rotations of each sector of the Pamyat System. For a second or two the display moved backward, asteroids spinning and tumbling in a different direction before freezing. “This is what the system looked like at the time the ship moved through it.” SAM-E then extended the trajectory line until it intersected a large asteroid, which blipped. “With only this shuttle’s sensors to employ, I cannot be certain, but…”

“Right.” Cora touched the blip, reading the lines of data quickly. “‘Quiet Eddy?’”

“Yes. It appears a hanar freighter was the first to chart the system, back in 1879. The freighter was damaged and thus unable to plant markers which would have established legal ownership of the system; the Systems Alliance did that in 2156. But the freighter did briefly land on this asteroid in order to conduct repairs, and during the month that it remained here, the hanar aboard gave their temporary sanctuary a name which the Council chose to recognize.”

Quiet Eddy was one of the largest asteroids in the Belt—big enough to have a spherical shape, which made it officially a dwarf planet. Just a rock, though, without an atmosphere and space-cold, possessing little in the way of valuable mineral inclusions and a surface pitted with craters from impacts. Nothing special… except that SAM-E’s trajectory line went straight to a region in its southern hemisphere, near a ridge that was probably the remains of an old crater rim.

Cora activated thrusters just enough to propel the shuttle along that same glowing trajectory. And there, near the ridge, she finally spotted something she’d expected to see: the unnaturally rectangular mouth of a hangar bay surrounded by dim blue landing lights.

“Hello, there,” she murmured, with satisfaction.

Then, however, she scrolled through the sensor readouts and frowned. “This can’t be right. The shuttle’s scanners show nothing there. Either my eyes are lying, or the scanners are.”

“I can confirm that your eyes are functional, Lieutenant,” SAM-E said. “Nevertheless, the system comm buoy and other shuttle sensors say there’s nothing there.”

“Well, I’m looking at a hangar.” She squinted, her gaze tracking along the ridge, and there she spotted two more unnatural additions to Quiet Eddy’s rough surface. “Sensor arrays, too, though I can’t tell what kind. There’s a facility of some sort embedded within that asteroid.”

“It is standard, Lieutenant, for equipment that utilizes an Internal Emissions Sink, cloak, or other stealth technology to be invisible to standard sensor equipment even as it remains visible to the naked eye.” He paused for a moment. “I have written a script to adjust the shuttle sensors. They perceive the hangar now, though only on the thermal spectrum.”

Stealth technology. That didn’t sound good. “Illegal miners wouldn’t be able to afford stealth technology. Pirates wouldn’t bother.” She looked around. “No identifying markings, either. I don’t know if this installation is Alliance or what.”

“Lieutenant, my guess would be either a hidden, privately owned research facility, or military intelligence of some government or another.”

That had been what Cora was afraid of.

“A black op.” She sighed. “Well, we are after an assassin. Why aren’t there fighters all over us, though, if we’re dealing with a clandestine site? We don’t have stealth tech. Any decent midrange proximity detection system should’ve spotted us.”

“True.” Even SAM-E sounded puzzled by this. “Those sensor arrays aren’t moving or projecting thermal emissions. I believe they are offline.”

Stranger and stranger. On impulse, Cora said, “I’m taking us in.”


“Lieutenant, if you activate our thrusters to land, we will no longer be running cold—”

“I’ll activate them now. See what happens.”

“This is ill-advised.”

Cora shook her head, though she had no idea whether SAM-E could detect it. Maybe he could read her muscle twitches or nerve impulses through the amp. “We’re going to have to activate thrusters soon anyway, or run into that rock. Any ship with a decent drive core could catch us in a heartbeat before we make it back to the relay. But if they’re trying to pretend nobody’s home, let’s let them know we see through that game. Walk up to the door and knock.”

“Very well, Lieutenant Harper.” But she could practically imagine the AI shaking his virtual head.

SAM-E guided her through the motions of bringing the engines back online and initiating the landing sequence. Cora saw that this brought them in on a slow, wide, oblique arc, giving the facility plenty of time to notice and hail them—or at least to take any security features offline. Cora herself was half braced for the crackle of the comm, trying to think of what story she would give when they were challenged.

But the comm remained silent.

No alarms registered as they passed within the facility’s mass effect envelope, nor as the shuttle glided through the substantial hangar bay. Then again, no lights came up either. The bay was so dark that after a moment, SAM-E activated the shuttle’s external lights and spotlight, panning the latter around to search for an open landing pad. Cora frowned as she watched the circle of light play along the hangar floor, passing over crates, hazard markers, and what looked like a launcher for short-range fighters. Then—


“Wait,” she gasped, and leaned forward. “Back the spotlight up!”

SAM-E brought the shuttle to a hover, then moved the spotlight back along the path it had followed.

“Stop,” Cora said, and the circle of light went still.

Illuminated at the center of this circle was a body.

“Human,” SAM-E said softly, analyzing the sensor data as Cora stared down at it, her eyes taking in the reality of the words. “Male, approximately twenty years of age. Based on temperature, dead twenty-two hours plus or minus two. Alliance marine uniform… unable to scan rank markings or identity tags due to facedown positioning. Apparent cause of death is repeated blunt force trauma to the head and body. He might have survived any one of the blows, but not all of them, and certainly not without medical treatment.”

Cora swallowed. She was no stranger to battlefield horrors, but this… She was glad for SAM-E’s analysis, too, because until he had said so, she hadn’t been sure that what she was looking at was human. All she could see was a roughly bipedal shape—twisted and broken in the wrong places—and a bloodied, flattened ruin of a head. Only twenty years old. She shook her head a little, to focus.

“So somebody beat him to death.”

“Someone or something. Contusion depth suggests that each blow had a force averaging two thousand pounds. Humans don’t have that kind of strength.”

“Implants? High-end bone weaves or muscle meshes—”

“Possible. And several non-human species are capable of exerting that degree of strength naturally. Other possible culprits include Atlas-class mechs and heavy equipment. An accident, perhaps.” SAM-E paused. “Oh. Thermal imaging of the hangar suggests there are other bodies here. There are a dozen fading heat signatures, at least.”

Not an accident, then. But even pirates wouldn’t do this—raid a facility and leave it dark and full of corpses. If they weren’t slave raiding, they would still be here, enjoying a vacation in someone else’s life support, eating someone else’s food and spending someone else’s credits on extranet shopping. If nothing else, they would’ve spray-painted their names all over the walls and maybe set off the distress beacons, the better to boast about their conquest.

And then there was what Cora wasn’t seeing. The body below her didn’t seem to have a sidearm on it, or even a holster. No armor, no helmet. Standard procedure in the event of a raid was for even off-duty personnel to gear up. This dead boy had been caught by surprise in a place that was supposed to be safe. That suggested allied or internal attackers, not an invading force.

When Cora had no more to say, SAM-E wordlessly shifted the spotlight away from the corpse and resumed the shuttle’s forward track, searching for an open landing pad. Most of the pads had shuttles or crates and equipment on them, though much of the latter had been smashed and scattered about. Finally, though, SAM-E located an open pad from which crates had been knocked away, leaving the pad clear. Cora, following the sequence that SAM-E dictated, brought the shuttle down safely.

“Automated refueling equipment appears to be working,” SAM-E said quietly. The shuttle hummed faintly as it began to recharge its batteries and fuel cells. “Emergency life support and artificial gravity are functional, as well, per the sensors.”

“Get the shuttle prepped to leave again as quickly as we need,” Cora said. She turned and picked up her helmet, taking a moment to check that her armor seals were still intact.

“An extravehicular foray seems unwise, Lieutenant.”

Cora shook her head. Sometimes there was no choice. “Which one of those shuttles did our thief use?”

“I’ll illuminate it on your in-helmet display. But its door is open and all passengers appear to have disembarked.”

“Still a good place to pick up the trail.” Cora’s helmet signaled a perfect seal. Armor checked out. She inspected her pistol for signs of damage, a fresh heat sink; all clear. Any maiden who would be a matriarch checks her gear, Sarissa Theris once said, and Cora had never found a good reason to disregard this advice. She might not make it to a thousand years old, but she meant to see a hundred. “I need to access this hangar’s sensors, they’ll be more extensive than what the shuttle’s got available. Maybe I can even find a terminal and access the network for this facility—” She moved toward the shuttle door.

“A moment,” SAM-E said, and something about the terseness of the words made Cora tense. The AI actually sounded concerned. “Our shuttle is being contacted by the Quiet Eddy VI.” Abruptly, SAM-E fell silent.

A second passed, and then another. Cora’s skin began to prickle. “Yes? And? What’s it saying?”

“Nothing. It isn’t communicating in words, precisely, just—Hmm.”

Cora frowned. “Talk to me.”

“As I said, I am not designed for cyberwarfare, but…” Abruptly, the shuttle stopped humming. “Life support in the hangar has just been cut, Lieutenant. As well as power to the automated refueling equipment.”

“Cut? By whom?”

“The VI identified itself to the shuttle as Medea. I believe—” Abruptly SAM-E raised its voice. “I have cut the VI’s access to shuttle systems. All access attempts will now be treated as hostile.”

“What?” They might need that VI. “What the hell, SAM-E?”

“Medea attempted to access more than just flight and sensor data,” SAM-E explained. “It attempted to access shuttle flight controls. If it had succeeded, it could have taken control of the shuttle and crashed us into the hangar wall, or worse. And it tried to take biometric data. About you, Lieutenant.”

All at once, Cora’s breath caught. “Yeah, that’s not good.”

“No. When I demanded to know what it was doing, it did not respond.”

Really not good. “VI malfunction. That’s what could kill everyone in this place.” It was an unusual circumstance, but not unheard of; complicated software didn’t always work the way it was supposed to. It was something she’d actually suspected of her parents’ disappearance; the VI on their old cargo vessel hadn’t exactly been up to code…

Now might not be the time to think about it.

“I don’t believe this is a malfunction, Lieutenant—or at least, not a typical one. Medea did not behave like a malfunctioning VI. I believe what I perceived of it was… intent. Malice.”

Cora, about to hit the switch to open the shuttle’s door, paused. “Shit. Is this another rogue AI?”


“Unknown, Lieutenant,” SAM-E said quickly. “What I do know is that the VI is functional and aware of us, and that it tried to take over this shuttle. When you leave this shuttle, you will be walking through environments that it controls, past sensor arrays that are its eyes and ears. Just as you will be my sensory receptors.”

Cora closed her eyes for a moment.

She was about to enter the domain of what might very well be a murderously buggy AI… with another buggy AI lodged in her head. At least SAM-E was helpful, though. She hoped he stayed helpful.

“It seems as if my attempt to bolster you for this mission has failed,” SAM-E said softly, sounding so unhappy that Cora immediately regretted her doubt. “You are disappointed in me.”

“No, I—” Cora blinked. “What? How do you know that?”

“I am an adaptive AI, Lieutenant Harper. I am built to integrate with you—to complement your strengths, make up for your weaknesses, and overall provide you with an advantage in comparison with unintegrated beings. I cannot do that if I don’t study you on every level—right down to the genetic—in order to understand you.” To Cora’s surprise, it uttered a sigh. “But I have repeatedly failed to understand you well.”

Cora frowned. It wasn’t unusual for a VI to read biometric feedback as a means of grasping emotions; humanity had been making synthetic hardware and software with that ability for nearly two hundred years. What SAM-E talked about sounded like more than that, though.

They had no time for this. Cora shook her head. “We can talk about it, if I live through this,” she said, and hit the “door open” control. “Let’s go.”


With her pistol drawn, she hurried down the ramp and into cover behind one of the landing pad’s walls, listening carefully. The hangar was as silent as—well, as a tomb. The temptation to take off her helmet was powerful, to rely on scents and sounds and instincts instead of equipment and sensors. Everything about this mess had her lizard-brain in overdrive. SAM-E’s warning about a hostile intent in the system, controlling life support and even the hangar bay doors, kept her from obeying that instinct.

After a moment’s thought, Cora activated her boots’ magnetic locks, too. It would make her a little slower in reaching the thief’s shuttle, being half glued to the floor, but getting spaced twice in a week was a personal best that she really didn’t want to achieve.

Following her in-helmet display, she reached the shuttle’s landing pad and crouched behind cover to survey it visually before approaching—and then she blinked. What the hell?

She’d forgotten that SAM-E could hear her subvocalizations. “You’re correct, Lieutenant. Something is very wrong with that shuttle. I believe it crashed, instead of landing properly.”

The shuttle wasn’t smoking, but there were scorch-marks along its base, as if thrusters had been fully engaged when it settled to the floor. And there was something oddly off-kilter about the craft, which Cora didn’t understand until she noticed how its ramp door hadn’t fully closed. The door was out of alignment because the shuttle’s midaxle had broken. That made it easier to spot the crack in its chassis, running from the floor nearly up to the shuttle’s roof.

The thing sagged in the middle, broken almost in two.


“Mass effect drive core failure?” Cora asked.

“Likely. A Kodiak-series shuttle cannot sustain its own weight with thrusters alone. It fell, instead.”

“Lucky, then, if the drive core didn’t fail ’til they got here.”

“That would be a very unlikely coincidence, Lieutenant.”

Cora sighed. “Yeah. I was thinking that, too.”

Trotting with some effort up to the shuttle, Cora peered through the sliver of space between the misaligned door and its frame. Emergency lights were on inside the shuttle; it looked empty. Taking a deep breath and raising a barrier around herself just in case, Cora struggled with the door panel.

It groaned as it cranked open, servomotors loudly protesting the misuse. But it did open, although at an awkward angle that caused the ramp to tilt a little more. After a quick darting scan of the interior to confirm that it was empty, she slipped inside.

Here it was even clearer that the ship had crashed; the crack was actually all the way through the hull, and not just the outer chassis. She could see the striped hazard-markings of the landing pad through a three-inch gap in the shuttle’s floor.

“No bodies,” she murmured to herself. It was so quiet here that the urge to talk and fill the silence was almost overwhelming. “No sign of struggle or injury inside.” She went to the shuttle’s control panel, raising her hand to activate her omni-tool and establish a soft link as SAM-E had taught her to do. “Can you access the shuttle’s onboard systems through this?”

“Yes. A moment.” After a second’s pause, “The shuttle crashed because a shutdown order was sent to its drive core in the middle of the landing sequence. It would seem the Medea VI succeeded in doing to this shuttle what it attempted to do to ours.” His voice sharpened. “By the way, the shuttle’s drive core is cracked and venting trace amounts of eezo into the atmosphere. Please be sure to follow level-three decontamination procedures at the next possible opportunity.”

“Noted.” Great.

“I have additional information. It appears that Ygara Menoris’ killer is a Captain Vlassia Ariokis, service number 6732-IC-1917, lately assigned to Alliance Intelligence under a classified status,” SAM-E continued. “The shuttle is temporarily registered to her as the pilot. She was listed as an active service member as of three months ago, when last I scanned and updated my files on the Alliance. That suggests this is an Alliance facility.”

“And this Ariokis was under orders to kill an asari merc?” Cora inhaled, appalled. “In order to get hold of an AI kernel? How the hell does that serve the interests of the Alliance?”

“Unknown, but Captain Ariokis began uploading the stolen code package to this facility’s network as soon as the shuttle was in range. It was no longer onboard by the time this shuttle attempted to land.”

“Oh, are you kidding me?” Cora pounded a fist on the shuttle’s control panel, then took a deep breath. “Fine. I’ll have to go get it from the servers again, same as on Home Away. Any ideas on where it would be?”

“No, but if you can soft-link me to a terminal outside the hangar bay, I might be able to access the facility schematics or a map.”

“That’s next up, then.”

Slipping through the hangar bay was a fraught exercise, because she found more bodies away from the landing pads, beyond the emergency lights. After stumbling over the first—it was just as gory as the boy she’d seen from the shuttle, though this one was clad in loose, shattered combat armor—Cora took the risk of activating her helmet lights, narrowing and lowering the beam as much as she could until it illuminated only the floor a few feet ahead of her.

The lift that led out of the hangar bay still had power, too, and invitingly. Cora didn’t like that one bit, not in a facility whose VI might be malfunctioning. Switching off the mag-lock on her boots, she opted instead to take the nearest stairs, which meant climbing six flights up before she found a door marked with stark military-font letters: ADMIN. The door wasn’t powered, but she managed to push it open just enough that she could slide through. As soon as she did, it slid back shut immediately. Standard emergency protocol for hostile-environment facilities, but that didn’t make it feel any less ominous.

Things were worse here, though, than they had been in the hangar bay. Most noticeably more bodies: Alliance uniforms, but civvies too, and a few people in white lab coats. A smattering of the soldiers were armored and armed, though most of the victims were not. There was more destruction, here, too: scattered papers, datapads that looked as if they’d been stomped to pieces, wall plates yanked open to reveal torn-out cables and smashed control panels, dents and scorches on the intact walls.

As Cora eased through the corridor, with shattered coffee cups and bits of wire crunching under her boots, she listened as well as she could through the helmet’s speakers, and tensed whenever she thought she caught a hint of movement. Half the time the movement was her imagination; the eerie silence and obvious danger of the place had her on a hair-trigger. The rest of the time it was swinging wires or papers blowing in the ventilation draft.

No living movement, though. No enemies, but no survivors, either. That was the worst part. Cora had been trained by and alongside asari huntresses; danger did not trouble her. Danger without a target—a threat, but with nothing to kill—troubled her lots.

“Terminal, terminal,” she murmured aloud before cutting herself off. Best not to make unnecessary noise here. She eased into an office with a torn-off door that had a placard next to it: WARRANT OFFICER. The room beyond had been barely touched, though that could have been because the woman who once inhabited it had been partially pulled out through a hole in the glass window. Her corpse was still draped over the hole’s rim. No need for attackers to come in after her, and disturb the room’s decor.

Sitting gingerly in the chair that the woman must have vacated just before dying, Cora set her omni-tool in place where the haptic interface would’ve been. “Non-essential power’s out here.”

Her omni-tool glowed for a moment, then the terminal’s display appeared. “I’m using some of your armor’s power, Lieutenant, forgive me. It should only reduce your life support by a few minutes.”

“Oh, only that,” Cora replied.

“Pardon?”

“Nothing. Can you get into the network?”

“I’m already in. I have a map of the Quiet Eddy facility…” After a moment, a loud snap sounded throughout the empty halls, making Cora jump. An instant later, however, ugly yellow-orange sodium lights began to glow along the edges of the floor. “And I signaled an emergency, which curiously none of the denizens of this facility seem to have done. That activated the emergency power system.”

“Good. Now I just need you to—”

Then SAM-E spoke sharply, interrupting Cora. “I now believe I know what killed most of the people in this facility, Lieutenant. Please take cover immediately.”

Cora was already ducking behind the desk, pistol in hand, even as she subvocalized, “What?”

But she could hear it herself now: slow, even, leaden footsteps. Something heavy. The floor shook just a little as it trod closer. Closer. Right outside the office, in fact, near the hole in the window.

It stopped. Cora counted to thirty, slowly. At the count, moving as quietly as she could, she edged up to peer over the desk.

In the corridor beyond the office stood a human male… sort of. Actually, Cora couldn’t be certain of gender. Or humanity. The thing stood a solid eight feet tall, and its body was huge in ways that made no sense. Biceps the size of melons. Massive deltoids—each much bigger than the head of the creature, which was nearly lost between the mountainous shoulders. Everything about the figure had been reconfigured to support that ridiculous upper body mass, from the turianish wasp waist down to legs that were corded with muscle, but disturbingly thin. Its arms hung disproportionately long, elbows below its hips, hands out of sight below the windowsill—but probably dangling near the floor, if Cora didn’t miss her guess.

It turned. The face of the creature horrified her. If it had been human at some point it clearly wasn’t anymore; that was obvious in its facial features, though the nose and eyes and ears were shrunken nearly to uselessness. The wide-stretched mouth hung open, breathing like a bellows. There was nothing like intelligence in that beady, small-eyed gaze… but it saw her.

It leapt.







CHAPTER NINE
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The glass shattered as the creature burst through it. Cora leapt backward, already drawing her heavy pistol, as it raised both fists and brought them down on the desk, staving in the metal furniture as if it had been made of cardboard.

Cora fired twice, aiming for the creature’s head, and one of the shots struck. She saw the creature flinch backward, rocked out of its forward momentum. As it paused, blinking, she stared at the neat, black-edged hole above and between its eyes. No surprise on its face; no expression at all. Like it didn’t have a brain to shoot. Then the thing shook its head and came at her again.

Fast!

Cora lunged to one side, which was all that kept the thing from getting its hands on her. It barreled on past, crashing into the wall—but pushing off that wall in an instant and charging after her once more. Cora fired again, hoping just to keep the thing at a distance as she went for the now-unobstructed window. If the creature got hold of her, struck her even a glancing blow—the image of that dead private in the hangar flashed through her mind. Not the way I want to go out, she thought grimly, before concentrating wholly again on survival.

Though Cora fired wildly, both of her shots hit this time; the monstrosity was so massive that it was hard not to hit. The first shot caught it square in the center of the chest, a lucky perfect hit… except the thing barely seemed to notice the impact. The second shot hit its shin, and that did slow it down; the thing opened its mouth wide and dropped to one knee for a moment, clutching at the leg. Cora hopped the windowsill and drew her hands together, concentrating hard. A moment later when the thing got to its feet—no blood anywhere, just a scorch-mark on its pants and a dent in the bare skin of its chest—she was ready, flinging a scintillating sphere of disruptive energy.

Cora’s warps had always been slow. Nisira had advised her not to use them in combat until she’d practiced enough to tighten the mass effect corridor between her and the target, and thus speed up the strike. Here, though, was as close-quarters as it got, negating the disadvantage of slowness—and better still, the monstrosity was coming right at her, which meant that it charged straight into the sphere of light.

For the briefest instant it was like watching a clash between the irresistible force and the immovable object. The monstrosity stopped cold, spreading its arms as dark energy churned against its freakishly thick skin. Cora held her breath. If this didn’t work—but then its mouth opened again in a soundless bellow. It was only flesh and blood against a thousand rapidly shifting mass effect fields. Without shields, the contest’s conclusion was foregone.

If… messy.

When the thing finally thudded to the floor, Cora stared down at it, panting in the wake of the adrenaline rush. Very quietly, SAM-E said, “I’m pleased you remain alive, Lieutenant.”

Cora swallowed. “Yeah. You and me both, SAM-E.” She edged forward, remembering at the last moment to extend her arm and scan the thing with her omni-tool. “Can you figure out anything about what the hell this is?”

“Without medical-scan data I can confirm only that it is a combination of organic and synthetics,” SAM-E confirmed. “The organic material seems to be of human origins. Most likely male. As you can see, however, it has been substantially… adjusted, I would guess by stimulating and even altering DNA. Muscle mass has been redistributed, and increased in density. Bone density and skin tensile strength, as well. Brain size is reduced, however, to approximately half of normal. A medical scan could confirm this, but simple imaging scans suggest that in particular the limbic region and the prefrontal cortex have been compromised. These are areas of the brain which govern emotions and personality, respectively.”

“Nobody home,” Cora murmured.

“Not precisely, Lieutenant. In lieu of the damaged areas of the brain, I find substantial cybernetic inclusion.” Cora’s heads-up display changed to superimpose the body. Now she could see a glowing shadow-brain in the creature’s tiny head. Obvious at a glance that there wasn’t much left of what should have been there, but then SAM-E caused a series of spidering lines and nodes to overlay the brain image. Cora knew that SAM-E just meant to illuminate the inclusions, but the fact that they glowed a baleful red didn’t do much for her nerves.

“Those are the cybernetics? They look almost… organic.” Cora leaned closer as though that would help her understand what she was seeing. She didn’t know cybernetics from any other tech, but there was still something about this that seemed… fungal, maybe. The spars of strange tech branched and knotted as they sprawled over the creature’s brain, as if grown rather than installed. “What are they doing?”

“Unknown, but given the retinal scan, I can confirm that this ‘person’ has no known history. This would suggest that the creature was likely created. Not altered.”

Cora didn’t like the sound of that. “You mean… he was grown? Like in a test tube?”

“It is unclear exactly how it was created, but the analogy is not completely inaccurate.”

“Home Away was playing with cybernetics too… but nothing this dangerous.” Cora hated puzzles, and this one still had pieces missing. That made it even more infuriating. “What’s the connection between these two places?”

“Uncertain.” SAM-E sounded almost distracted. “However, it does seem that both locations were intent on creating a type of enhanced soldier, run by an AI. A highly risky endeavor given the Council’s strict laws on both.”

Highly risky was a massive understatement. Whoever was behind all this didn’t just need resources for building it all. They had to have the political or financial leverage to deal with the potential consequences if they were found out. You’d have to be either desperate or exceptionally arrogant. Or maybe a bit of both.

“Send a report back to Tamayo on a secure channel. Ryder will want to see this.”

SAM-E didn’t respond.

“Did you get that?”

“You should move, Lieutenant.” SAM-E paused again. “Quickly.”


Cora tensed, turning to peer out the shattered window. “Tell me there aren’t more of those.”

“My systems are being attacked.” She might’ve imagined it but it almost sounded as though SAM-E was straining. “I can maintain only a soft link to the emergency sensors, and only in this part of the facility, but… yes. Many more. Approximately half a dozen are headed, rapidly, toward you. ETA two minutes.”

Cora cursed aloud. “From which direction?”

“Multiple. Except the hangar bay.” The AI sounded hopeful. Cora didn’t blame him. He was designed to keep her alive, after all, and walking deeper into a death trap wasn’t in her best interest. For a moment she wavered, unable to stop herself from considering the option. These things, whatever they were, had killed every living thing in this facility. Even if biotics could stop them, she was only one marine, with only so much strength.

But… “You said that body in the hangar was about twenty-two hours dead, SAM-E. This started when that code package—your system kernel—got sent here.”

“…Yes.” To Cora, SAM-E sounded reluctant. “The coincidence does seem to be undeniable.”

In that case, no wonder Home Away had kept the kernel isolated. Even if Alec Ryder was a genius, what he had created was still AI, and galactic history had proven time and again that AI was deadly. The thieves of Quiet Eddy hadn’t been so cautious as the thieves of Home Away, and they’d paid for it with their lives.

“Yes.”

Cora pushed away from the wall and left the office, setting off at a trot deeper into the facility. “Then find me a route to wherever that code package is being stored, SAM-E. If anyone else comes here and manages to secure this place…” She shook her head. It was almost impossible to contemplate, but she had to work around that sliver of possibility. “We can’t risk anyone else getting their hands on this thing. I have to secure that code package, and destroy it.”

“Very well, Lieutenant. My capacity is significantly tasked, dealing with the hacking attempt—” And SAM-E again sounded strained, too. It must have been hard work stopping Medea or whatever it was from hacking the AI’s systems. “—but I will attempt to minimize hostile encounters. I can also enhance your senses as I did on Illium—”

“Too distracting.” Every attacking creature would leave her deaf.

“Then I will instead ride your senses and interpret micro-data,” he said. “Human hearing, sight, scent, taste, and touch are more sensitive than your conscious mind is capable of interpreting. I, however, can read minute perturbations of your inner ear, faint vibrations of the air, and more. This should give us some warning, in the event of another creature attack.”

Cora nodded. Her helmet display pinged a direction, and she turned that way. It flashed an urgent red for a second, guiding her back into a stairwell. An instant after she ducked within and slid the door shut, she felt the heavy thuds of another monstrosity moving down the corridor beyond. Her stomach clenched with fear as the creature drew close to the stairwell door, but it passed and continued to where Cora had killed the other. Then it stopped, she guessed near the dead one.

“They know each other?” Cora subvocalized.

“I would guess these augments no longer have the mental capacity for grief,” SAM-E said quietly.


Cora shivered. “What kind of augmentation is that supposed to be?”

“Given the obvious increase in strength, speed, and agility, I would say these augmentations are meant to give humans an edge in combat against krogan and other species which are physically superior. Medea appears to have deemed human intelligence and personality nonessential.”

Cora started to answer, then held her breath as the creature thumped onward, the sound eventually fading into the distance.

“Lieutenant—”

“Got it.” She slid the stairwell door open and resumed her trot through the halls, following her helmet’s navigation display. It was slow going, even without SAM-E periodically warning her to duck into an office or to pause before entering a corridor, all because of the debris and bodies strewn everywhere.

To take her mind off that, and the wide, staring eyes she’d just passed—a woman still sitting at her desk in one office, but with her pistol in her hands and the barrel in her mouth—Cora decided to keep talking to SAM-E. Conversation seemed like a relatively minor task to demand of him, compared to fighting off a crazed AI.

“This, uh, augmentation. In these creatures, I mean. Is it…” Reversible seemed too mechanistic. “Curable?”

“Unknown. We would need to determine the nature and mechanism of the alterations in their final form. Such rapid, severe mutation would require invasive repairs, I would imagine, along with possible macro-surgery. Gene therapy, too. And there might be no recovering the personality and memory engrams lost with the brain alterations.” SAM-E sighed. “I really have no idea how Medea could have accomplished this so thoroughly, and so rapidly. It’s beyond anything I’ve ever seen before.”

Cora gritted her teeth. “She’s even rewritten their DNA?”

“An organic body isn’t much different from a synthetic platform,” SAM-E explained. “If you want to steal a piece of hardware and make it your own, the simplest way to do so—once you get past any security measures—is to reformat its memory and machine code. With that done, you can add any ‘software’ that you like.”

And turn a human being into a mindless weapon, Cora mused. “A synthetic stimulant that alters DNA—not to mention flesh and blood.”

“Yes. With enough integration, it is possible that the AI could recode the organic matter for almost any purpose.”

And… She had to say it. “You could do this, too. To me. Right now. Couldn’t you?”

“I would never, Lieutenant.” The AI actually sounded anxious. “Beyond the fact that it would violate every ethical protocol that Alec Ryder designed into me… Please, let me assure you: I am a symbiote. Not a parasite. To cause you harm would be to inflict the same on myself.”

“I believe you wouldn’t.” Right now, with her life dependent on SAM-E, Cora couldn’t afford doubt. “It’s the fact that you could that bothers me.”

“To be clear, the restrictions on your implant do not allow me sufficient access or integration to do anything so invasive. I could not change you into something that wasn’t you, Lieutenant.”

Well, that was something at least. But Cora couldn’t help wondering just how far SAM-E could push things if he chose to.

They proceeded through the orange-lit corridors, Cora stopping to check corners even when SAM-E gave no warning of danger. Habit from years of imitating huntresses. Per the facility map, she’d decided that the best likelihood of finding the kernel code package might be a series of chambers labeled “Gamma Test Lab,” simply because station infrastructure schematics suggested that was the only space capable of housing the type of server stack needed to blue-box a newly stolen AI.

SAM-E confirmed this, so that was her goal now. The damage got worse as Cora descended, occasional bodies and holes in the walls giving way to dangling, sparking light fixtures, cracked power conduits bleeding plasma onto—and through—the floor, and sections where not even the emergency lighting worked. Cora hated the dark sections, even though she could see enough to navigate by switching her helmet to thermal optics. The problem was that this made it easier to notice the bodies: four in this corridor, two just on the other side of that staved-in door, a whopping twelve in one office where they’d ostensibly tried to hide. She thought it was twelve. It was… hard to tell.

There were several close calls. SAM-E red-screened her whole helmet display bare seconds before she heard one of the monstrosities in a storage room up ahead. With nowhere to run, Cora flung herself to the floor and played dead just before the thing stepped out of the room. SAM-E helpfully cut her armor lights and power just as it turned its beady-eyed gaze her way—leaving Cora to lie alone, with her eyes shut, trying not to breathe too much of her own air as the creature lumbered toward her.

One heavy, floor-shaking step. Another. If the thing just stepped on her, unintentionally, it would probably kill her.

A third step.

It stopped. Turned, with apparent aimlessness, down a corridor that wended off to the left. Thumped away in that direction, until it eventually faded out of sound and, when Cora opened one eye, sight.

SAM-E reactivated her armor as she cautiously pushed to her feet. “I’m sorry I had to go silent, Lieutenant. If Medea has enhanced their senses—”

“It’s all right,” Cora replied. She had to stand where she was for a moment, taking slow deep breaths of the freshened air within her helmet, forcing herself not to hyperventilate. “I knew why you couldn’t talk. I just… damn it, I hate stealth missions. Just give me a good straightforward fight.”

“Would you prefer to fight the next creature, should it come to that?”

Cora laughed once, though it hadn’t been a joke and it wasn’t funny. Adrenaline backwash. “No. I’ll save it up for when I need it.” She moved on.

After a few minutes more, however, she had to stop; the way forward was cut off. Looked like some of the facility personnel had barricaded themselves in here, and the creatures had pounded their way down from the level above to surprise them. The bodies were so thick on the ground that Cora couldn’t see space to walk, and the debris seemed impassable. She was glad for her helmet and self-contained air; decay wouldn’t have started to set in yet, but the whole corridor had to reek like an abattoir.

Cora’s suit navigation indicated that she needed to pass this way to reach the next stairwell, but without being patched into the facility VI for live updates, her downloaded maps didn’t show the obstruction. She looked around for an alternate route and noticed that the elevators were nearby. One of them had lost a door. It lay dented on the floor, and the shaft beyond was open. She made her way over to it, then peered into the shaft. The elevators themselves sat unmoving and unpowered maybe ten floors below, at what she presumed was the lowest level of the facility. They looked like Citadel-caliber elevators, the kind with small mass effect generators on each car and along the shaft. She checked above, too, though she glimpsed only a few more open shafts.

“Maybe—” she began.

SAM-E interrupted again, flashing her helmet display red to signal urgency. “Lieutenant, did you notice that the camera across from this elevator is active? Medea has detected you. An augment is likely to—”

The thud caught Cora completely by surprise, because it came from the floor. Whirling, she saw the pieces of furniture, wall plating, and other materials that the dead people had used for their barricade jolting and shifting aside. Something was peeling open the metal floor like a fruit.

“Alternate route!” she snapped at her armor’s computer, turning back to the shaft. To SAM-E, she demanded, “Are any of the elevator shaft generators still active?”

“Only those that would be on the emergency grid! That is insufficient to raise one of the cars—”

“Not a car!” There was no time. The creature’s head was pushing through the floor, and it had fixed its tiny eyes on her. Taking a deep breath, Cora flung herself into the shaft.

There was a trick to using biotics to glide, Nisira had tried to tell Cora once. Instinct said to lift the self, but that was a good way to end up plastered all over the nearest wall. Better to concentrate on the air around the self—a more consistent substance, less dynamic, less fragile, but still tricky, and while asari had had centuries to master the skill, Cora had only tried it twice before.

So she fell for the first ten feet or so of the drop. If she had panicked then—and ohh, it was tempting—she would have died. But she ground her teeth and closed her eyes and summoned every iota of biotic skill within herself. She willed her dark energy fields to attenuate, thinning into a haze sheathing her body. She visualized this energy as a solid, microscopic mesh, snagging on the loose molecules of the air around her. Grinding against them to slow… slow… slow… her fall.

If it worked, it wasn’t enough. She slowed, but did not stop. Fortunately, however, some of the mass effect generators in the shaft were still active—not many, and clearly they were meant only to assist the elevators—which had their own generators—but every little bit helped. As Cora fell past one, her weight lessened by more than half. Abruptly it was easier to press against that so-thin air, and finally she stopped. She caught her breath in relief, refusing to think too deeply about what would happen if the generator failed or she slipped past its effective field.

And then the augmented creature slammed through the half-open elevator door above, leaping down at her.


No time for thought, only reaction. Cora lunged to one side, “rolling” on the friction of the air, and one of the creature’s massive hands missed her head by inches. It turned in mid-leap, flailing after her—but the mass effect generator didn’t have the field strength to stop something of its size. Momentum took the creature past the generator’s mass effect envelope. It dropped like a stone, seeming to dwindle rapidly in size as it fell away.

There was a brief, stunning flash of light as it hit one of the elevators, stories below, and the car’s generators exploded beneath the impact. Then the monstrosity lay still amid the ruins.

“Okay,” Cora breathed.

Keep visualizing a mesh. Steel wool all around you, catching on the air. Pay no attention to the monster on fire below.

“Okay, still alive. Gotta get out of here.”

SAM-E cleared his throat. “A pair of doors three floors down is partially open, Lieutenant. The mass effect generator holding you up now should reach that far.”

Should. “Yeah. Okay.”

She floated down and through the open elevator door, wobbly and awkward the whole way. Landing meant simply dropping out of the air into a crouch—nowhere near as graceful as what she’d seen asari do, but any landing you could walk away from…

Then Cora froze. The corridor was a visual shock, because it was clean. No bodies, no debris, no sign that the monstrosities had ever come onto this level. The lighting here was blue-filtered, too—actual full overhead lighting, not just the emergency floor strips. Her suit registered full life support. As Cora stood, trying to fathom these mysteries, she heard running footsteps and immediately tensed, her biotics flaring as she prepared to throw another warp. Belatedly, though, she registered that these footsteps weren’t the inhumanly heavy thuds of the monstrosities.

Humans!

Armed ones, though. Four of them, armorless but clad in Alliance uniforms—and pointing assault rifles and a missile launcher at her.

“Drop your weapons!” shouted one woman.

Cora shut down the blaze of her biotics, then made a careful show of raising her hands. “I’m going to remove my helmet and pistol.” She did so, moving slowly, tucking her helmet under her arm and setting her pistol on the floor. She set her foot on it. “I can turn this over to you, but frankly I’d rather keep hold of it, under the circumstances.”

The woman who’d spoken first looked terrified. Her face was pale as paper; the rifle shook in her hands. She looked very young. “Relinquish your weapon. A-a-and your amp, biotic!”

Cora shoved the pistol toward them. It slid across the floor easily, and one of the men in the group took it. “I’m not giving up my amp.”

“I said—” Cora’s refusal seemed to startle the woman enough that some of the wild-eyed tension faded from her face. Then she frowned. “Who the hell are you, lady?”

“Cora Harper. Private citizen now, but until recently a lieutenant in the Systems Alliance military.” She kept her voice low on purpose, trying to make the woman listen, encourage her to calm down. “You’re survivors. How many of you are there?”

The woman considered for a moment longer, then finally stood down, lowering her gun. The other marines with her straightened too, following her lead.

“I’m Operations Chief Zahra Said,” the woman said. “I’m the ranking—” She winced, grimaced. “There’s no one left of my platoon, so I’m in charge for now. Come with me, Lieutenant Harper. I think… damn. We need to talk.”







CHAPTER TEN
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The room into which Lieutenant Said led Cora was obviously the debriefing room of a lab complex. Schematics models, handwritten papers, and extra haptic terminals festooned the walls, and the circular table had a built-in holo projector. The chairs were plusher than Cora was used to, but that figured; people who worked in a place like Quiet Eddy probably got bigger budgets for office supplies.

They’d collected a small crowd of hangers-on as Cora walked between Said’s marines. People in civvies and a few in lab coats murmured and trailed after them. Only a handful of others wore fatigues or armor. She spied one very old man, stooped and painfully thin. Two children—one in her mid-teens or so, but the other barely ten years old at a glance, which nearly made Cora flinch. Then again, it wasn’t as if these people had planned to face an infectious AI, or its nightmarish transhuman enforcers. Once upon a time, the staff and officers must have been permitted to bring their families with them.

“Oh, thank God you’re here. How many others are coming?” asked an anxious-looking man as others crowded into the room around him. The ten-year-old stood half in his shadow, peering around him at Cora. “Are you with Alliance Intelligence or the marines? Will it be a whole platoon, or just a strike force?”

“Do the Spectres know?” This from an older man on the other side of the room, who pushed through the crowd as Cora came to the table. “Does the Council?”

“Did you see anyone else alive on your way into the facility?”

“Is the rescue ship already here, or on the way?”

And more questions, and more, too many to answer. Cora stared at the people around her, aching inside as she realized she had no answers for them, or at least none that they wanted to hear. But before she could even begin trying to speak to them, a deep-voiced woman snapped, “Everyone, shut up. The woman can’t hear herself think.”

Thankfully, everyone shut up, though some were reluctant about it until their fellows elbowed or glared them into silence. The deep-voiced woman, who had long dreadlocks and turned out to be surprisingly diminutive for someone able to shout down a room, exhaled. “Now. Zahra, you look like you have a report.”

“Yeah.” Zahra Said jerked her head at Cora. “She says her name is Cora Harper. Found her at the elevator shaft after the motion alarm went off. Former Alliance. An LT.” Said lifted Cora’s heavy pistol to examine. “I think this is an asari weapon, though.”

“An Acolyte ultralight,” Cora said. “Better for biotics than Alliance standard issue.”

Said’s skeptical expression communicated clearly what she thought of that. She handed the gun to another of her soldiers. “That’s asari-made armor, too,” she said, looking Cora up and down. “You some kind of bluepie?”

“What?”

“Asari fetishizer. Groupie, into the blue? Where have you been that you’ve never heard that, some frontier hellhole?”

Cora resisted the urge to sharpen her voice. Earthers think everybody cares about their stupid pop culture. “I’m from the Traverse, yeah, but I spent four years with an asari commando unit on Thessia as part of a joint program between our government and theirs.”

Said snorted, and Cora suspected she’d just confirmed herself as a “bluepie.”

The deep-voiced woman said, “All right, so that’s what you are and where you’re from. What most of the people here want to know, however, is how many more of you are on the way? A dozen—or even better, a hundred?”

Cora took a deep breath.

“Nobody else is coming. It’s just me.”

Gasps and curses and exclamations of shock rippled through the crowded room. “Bullshit,” Said snapped. “Nobody could’ve made it this deep into the Eddy alone. Not through the augments.”

Several people echoed her. The deep-voiced woman held up a hand and the murmurs quieted. “Unshielded organics—even augmented ones—are known to be vulnerable to biotic attacks,” she said. “Most human biotics, even combat-grade, don’t have the necessary power or skill. A human biotic trained by the asari, though…” She folded her arms, expression turning contemplative.

“Trained by the asari? Sent by the Council, more like.” This was the older man who’d asked Cora whether the Spectres were involved. He looked sixtyish, tall and thin, with a suspicious, weathered-bronze face. “I heard they were inducting humans into the Spectres.”

“That’s just a rumor, Thangana,” said the very old man, rolling his eyes.

“How about it, Ms. Harper?” asked the deep-voiced woman, leaning on the table. Lit from below by the table’s display, Cora could see the tired circles under the woman’s eyes and the hard line of a mouth that hadn’t smiled in some time. No telling how long these people had been down here, worrying and waiting for a rescue that wasn’t likely to come. “Are you a Council spy?”

“No.” Cora hesitated a moment longer, debating whether to tell them the truth, then deciding finally that it was pointless to lie. “I’m with the Andromeda Initiative, here to retrieve what was stolen from us.”

Another stir amid the onlookers, this one uneasy. But the deep-voiced woman stared at Cora in frank disbelief before laughing, humorlessly.

“Well, you found it, Ms. Harper. It’s what tried to kill you on the way down here.”

* * *

They explained.

Quiet Eddy was indeed an Alliance black site, although Thangana, the suspicious scientist, was quick to assure Cora that the site’s purpose was purely oriented toward AI research. No torture, no espionage, no secret prison. Cora figured it could have been worse.

The Gamma Lab in which they stood did not exist, technically speaking. Everyone on the lab level was still alive because the staff had cleverly programmed it out of the facility’s security routines and schematics, though fortunately the shuttle had downloaded an outdated map, or Cora wouldn’t have known to come down so far. The reprogramming meant that Medea’s augments did not attempt to enter a space that, as far as they knew, wasn’t there.

However, the screened-off area was small, and staff hadn’t been able to use the same trick on the whole facility, or even to open a safe corridor so that they could escape. They were still alive, but trapped and with little hope of rescue. After all, standard protocol for hot research labs that went bad was to sanitize first and ask questions later. Rescue attempts were a tertiary priority.

“Not that being ‘sanitized’ is the real danger,” said the deep-voiced woman, who turned out to be the project leader, Dr. Rebecca Jensen—the person who’d come up with the idea to “unexist” the Gamma Lab. Jensen smiled with a hint of bitterness at Cora. “If we tried to send a comm to notify the Alliance about the snafu here, Medea would detect our transmission. We’d be dead long before a ship could arrive to bomb us into atoms.”

Medea was the real problem. It wasn’t a VI running AI emulation, like the system at Home Away. It was actually a full-fledged AI—a poorly functioning experimental prototype, hybridizing bluebox and distributed-type intelligences, in hopes of avoiding the shortcomings of both.

“Shared-intelligence AIs like the geth are incapable of understanding organics, or so the quarians theorize,” explained another woman, to whom Cora hadn’t been introduced. “It’s an, uh, existential problem. Individual geth are nothing without their fellows, so individual organics probably don’t mean much to them, either. And bluebox-type AIs are likely to understand us too well, once they develop to a certain point—so well that they’ll see how flawed we are. We theorized, therefore, that a hybrid of these models might find it easier to value individuals, including individuals within communities. A hybrid might even be able to bridge the gap between organics and other forms of artificial intelligence. Imagine if it could negotiate peace between the geth and the rest of the galaxy! And because its own intelligence is distributed among a series of nodes, a hybrid would be easier to control: Shut down a node, and its intelligence diminishes.”

“That was the theory, anyway,” said the man with the little girl. He was Terrance Singh, he told Cora, and it turned out he was completely unrelated to the girl. He was the husband of Mona Higgins-Kaur, another of the Medea project leads—currently MIA, along with their young daughter. The girl was Shante Carver, best friend of Singh’s daughter; Carver’s parents were also on the missing roster. In the eternal day that had passed since the initial disaster, the two had sort of adopted each other. Survivors tended to do that.

“My wife spent years on this project,” Singh continued. “I’m an artist, a homemaker, it was Greek to me, but I heard all about what it was supposed to be.” His expression sagged, and he put a hand to his dastaar as if his head ached. “I just… never thought it would kill her.”

Shante touched his hand and he glanced down at her, then took it in a strong, perhaps desperate grip.

The problem with their hybrid AI was integration. There was a real chance that the distributed parts of Medea would each develop separate identities, like the geth, and gain none of the singularity of a bluebox AI. “So instead we decided to impose a singular consciousness on the distributed parts,” said Dr. Jensen. “Like… hmm. Imagine if the geth tried to create an individual which could function on its own, with sufficient intelligence to operate and make decisions apart from their collective. It might take hundreds or thousands of individual programs within a single platform, but eventually, inevitably, it would develop enough to self-actualize. It might start out as ‘we,’ but with enough time and learning, it could become an ‘I.’”

“The theory is sound, Lieutenant,” SAM-E told Cora through her earpiece. “It’s something Alec Ryder considered for my design, as I understand it. He eventually decided on a different sort of hybridization, however—an AI which shares the experiences with humans would better understand organics. He considers the SAM implementations a success.”

“Get to the part where you needed to steal Alec Ryder’s kernel code,” Cora told them aloud, and SAM-E obliquely.

“That was my idea.” This admission came from Dr. Olaf Thangana, the man who’d accused Cora of being a Spectre. He’d lost some of his belligerence during their explanation, and now looked just as weary as Dr. Jensen. “We couldn’t get our theory working. Then we got a tip that the Initiative had a stable bluebox AI that was specialized for integration. It sounded like exactly what we needed.”

“A tip?” Cora frowned. “Who from?”

“The information came to us from the same military personnel who approved this facility.” Thangana shrugged. “I don’t know how far up the chain, or who specifically. Information like that is above my pay grade.”

Damn. “So you decided to cut corners,” Cora said, setting her jaw. “‘Borrowing’ the bluebox half of the hybrid AI would halve your development time, I’m guessing. Is that it?”

“Yes, basically, and it’s well known that Alec Ryder is the foremost practitioner in the field of AI theory. If we were going to give our Medea a mind of its own, we wanted the best.”


“I’ll be sure to pass that on to Ryder,” Cora said in a dry tone.

“Oh, he knows,” said the very old man, who’d been introduced as another of the project leads, a Dr. Tseng. He looked amused. “I’ve met the man.”

True, that, Cora mused.

“The thing is,” Jensen added, leaning forward, “Ryder’s code worked. The kernel immediately integrated the distributed parts of Medea, and she began working in precisely the way we expected. But what we didn’t know was that there was something else here at Quiet Eddy. A ghost in the machine.”

Cora frowned, and Jensen swept the holo display away to call up what looked like security camera footage. Cora made out a small, relatively empty room. Cables trailed over its floor, connecting to several large cylinders. All but one of them was empty. Then Cora caught her breath in horrified recognition.

The test tubes.

“Yes,” Jensen said, reading Cora’s face. “Somebody, another team we were unaware of, was experimenting with...” She left the thought hanging.

“Cybernetics.”

“Yes. Sort of.” She turned off the holo, obviously disgusted by what she saw there. “Augmented organics combined with deep cybernetic integration.”

Cora just stared.

“We think they were developing a super-soldier hybrid.”

Thangana shifted uncomfortably. “From what we can tell, the one piece of the puzzle they were lacking was something powerful enough to dynamically adjust the permutations and effects of the augmentations...” He paused, wringing his hands. “And capable of controlling it, once it was alive.”

“An AI.” Cora blinked. Hardly believing what she was hearing. “And you had no idea this was going on?”

“None.” Jensen was unwavering, but behind her eyes, Cora could see regret. “We’re not innocent. We went in eyes wide open. But… we all have lines that we wouldn’t cross.”

“We were set up,” Singh blurted out. “Somebody knew this was going to happen. If we failed, no harm done. But if we succeeded, then Medea and her abominations would deal with us. No loose ends.”

Cora was having a hard time processing this. Of course the Alliance would have black ops. Every military does. But she had to agree with Jensen; this crossed a line. And behind it all she couldn’t shake the feeling that something still didn’t add up.

SAM-E broke the silence. “It’s unlikely the current situation could be considered a desired outcome. The events here speak of sabotage, at the very least. Not a planned experiment.”

Cora had a similar thought. Either one of these people, or someone else, brought the AI and the cybernetics together. For a group of very smart people, she was surprised they couldn’t see that themselves.

“We should’ve known.” Thangana’s voice was almost a whisper. “We did this to ourselves.”

Jensen shook her head. “We can figure out who pays for which sins later on.”

Thangana only smiled weakly, and looked down at his hands. Cora could empathize, but the damage was done. Unintentional or not, a lot of people had died because of their actions. She wasn’t feeling particularly inclined to be charitable.

“So you tried to build an AI, but you didn’t have the skill to make it work,” she said. They all looked at her, some of the scientists wincing at that summation. “Then you stole something you didn’t understand, to fix it. When we stole it back, you then decided to kill someone to take it again. Am I getting this right? And then, when you installed the tech you didn’t understand, it tried to warn you—and you didn’t listen. And now, somehow, we’ve got a hybrid AI in control of the station and the augmented super-soldiers you accidentally brought to life. That the long and the short of it?”

“The decision to kill Ygara Menoris was mine,” said a quiet young woman on the far side of the room, who hadn’t been introduced. Cora knew her type, though—saw it, in the woman’s economical movements and the stealth mesh built into her armor’s plates. Well, Quiet Eddy was a black op, and black ops always had wetwork specialists. “We didn’t have the budget to buy the tech at auction. Menoris was unlikely to be intimidated, and we had no means of extortion, so I made a judgment call.” She paused. “I understand Menoris spaced you, Lieutenant Harper, so I didn’t expect you to have any complaints.”

“Captain Ariokis?” Cora guessed.

The woman went very—dangerously—still. “How do you know my name?”

“I found your shuttle in the hangar,” Cora replied. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m not sad about Menoris.” Ariokis blinked in surprise, then looked mildly pleased. Probably didn’t get complimented on her work often. “I just don’t see how this whole scheme of yours couldn’t have gone wrong—cybernetics aside. Not if you were willing to teach this AI, from the moment you created it, that organic life was cheap.” She stared at Jensen and Thangana.

Jensen glanced at Thangana’s back, then sighed uneasily. “That’s painfully true, Lieutenant. We were willing to do anything to keep secret the fact that we were working on illegal AI, so that the Council wouldn’t find out about it. Even parts of the Alliance government don’t know what we’re doing here. The cover story was cybernetic weapons development. We did actually generate some combat-applicable tech. But…” She shook her head, then exhaled.

They’d created much more than they’d bargained for.

“Combat-applicable tech?” Cora asked—and then she gasped as she remembered the woman who’d run across the ceiling at Home Away. “Oh my God. That’s the connection! You’re the back end, where the prototyping gets done, but Home Away is the front end, where the finished versions get put into actual use. That weird fake AI of theirs… It’s what Medea was, before the alien contamination and the SA—the Ryder code.”

Thangana sighed. “Yes. We’re actually a joint military-corporate operation. Home Away partially funds us; in return, we supply Home Away with commercial-grade technology. They stole the kernel first, and they were storing it until we could construct a safe testing environment here. But then several of the corporations tied into Home Away started to squabble over who would get final rights to the intellectual property. The military partners couldn’t talk them around. Things got bogged down in red tape, while every day the chances increased that we would be shut down, since we couldn’t produce the AI we were supposed to.

“When we heard that the kernel had been stolen from Home Away, we thought it was the best thing that could’ve happened. A way to get the project moving again.” He shook his head. “Damn.”

Cora shook her head. She would let the Initiative deal with the political and financial ramifications, if she survived. Speaking of which…

She frowned at Ariokis, who hadn’t had a helpful SAM-E to assist her. “How’d you make it down here?”

“These people hadn’t completely battened down by the time I got in,” Captain Ariokis said, jerking her chin at Jensen. “It had only been a few hours since I’d transmitted the kernel, just ahead of my arrival. There was no sign of trouble until Medea took over my shuttle and killed the drive core during the landing sequence. Immediately after that, a bunch of the creatures attacked the troops in the hangar. I fought a few, then cloaked and just tried to survive.” She shook her head, grimly. “The Gamma Lab sent one final signal to all uncompromised staff, telling them to get down to the lab level if they wanted to live. So that’s what I did.” She shrugged, though Cora guessed it wasn’t as nonchalant a gesture as it seemed. “The creatures were mostly… busy, at that point.”

Killing people. She didn’t say it. She didn’t need to.

“Excuse me,” said Dr. Tseng, who held up his hands. “This is all interesting, but shouldn’t we be discussing how to destroy the AI…”

Suddenly a dozen other people were talking, shouting, cursing. There was an edge of hysteria to the whole morass, the held tempers of the past twenty-four hours all snapping at once, and for a moment Cora thought there might be a riot brewing. She raised her voice to try and shout for calm, but there were too many others doing the same thing. Dr. Jensen tried to stand on a chair, but someone jostled her, and Dr. Thangana barely caught her before she would have fallen.

Cora took a deep breath, then deliberately flared her biotics as brightly as she could. The flickering blaze of dark energy startled everyone into taut silence.

“Everybody just… relax,” she said, glaring around her at twenty wide-eyed, anxious faces. “Focus. We’re not going to make it if we panic. Right?”

Half a dozen frightened nods. That would do. Cora took a deep breath and let the light bleed away. Then she turned to Jensen. “So we can’t call for help without letting Medea know this place exists. The longer we stay, the greater the chance Medea will find us anyway. And if we somehow outlast her and starvation, the Alliance is going to bomb this rock into interstellar dust. Right?”

“Right.” Jensen swallowed, running a hand over her dreadlocks to compose herself. “If we don’t run out of air first, because we had to cut ourselves off from Medea’s life support grid in order to maintain the illusion that we don’t exist. And we run out of food in a day or so, even with rationing.”

“Got it. So we either get off this rock somehow, or we die, plain and simple.”

“What about the AI?” That was from Shante, who’d turned in Singh’s arms to peer at Cora. “Don’t we have to kill it?”

“Dr. Jensen said it herself,” Cora replied. She hadn’t had a lot of experience with children—Traverse colonies used strict population controls to prevent famines and resource depletion, so there were only a few at any given time—but it was a good question, so it seemed logical to just treat Shante like any other soldier at a military briefing. “Standard procedure in the event of an out-of-control research project is automatic orbital bombardment. I don’t know how often this facility was supposed to check in, but most likely an Alliance cruiser is already on the way.” She glanced at Jensen. “Unless you people were stupid enough to store a copy of the kernel or Medea somewhere else, that should take care of the whole infected-AI problem, shouldn’t it? Not to mention all the augmented creatures out there.”

Jensen grimaced. “Yes. For security purposes, our backup storage is here on the asteroid, rather than offsite. The storage servers certainly can’t survive kinetic weapons. When Quiet Eddy dies, Medea and the stolen Ryder code will, too.” She sighed. “I would take comfort in that, if it didn’t mean we all have to die, as well.”

“We just need to not be here when that cruiser arrives,” Cora said.

“All the shuttles have been destroyed,” a woman in the back said.

Cora shook her head. “Not mine.” Twenty people would be a tight fit, but they could make it work.

Thangana tensed visibly. “There’s likely a reason Medea hasn’t attempted to destroy your shuttle, Lieutenant Harper. Is it possible she intends to use it to save the… things she’s created?”

Cora hadn’t thought of that. “All the more reason we need to get to it. Quickly,” she said, then she paused inwardly.

“I still have control of the shuttle. For now,” SAM-E said softly into her ear, “but time is of the essence.”

Cora blinked and focused on the people in front of her again. Thangana was staring at her. “I don’t think you fully understand the danger, Lieutenant Harper.”


“I have a… preventative in place,” Cora said, a bit too quickly. She’d never been good at lying. “Something provided by Alec Ryder in, uh, in anticipation of potential problems.” Damn. Now Jensen was staring at her, eyes narrowed in suspicion. “So if we can get to the hangar bay, we can get out of here.”

Startled exclamations all around her, tones rising in sudden hope. But Jensen reminded them, tightly, “Getting to the hangar bay means running a gauntlet of augments.”

“Noted.” Cora considered for a moment. “You fooled Medea into not seeing anything on this level. Can you make the AI see something else? As a decoy?”

Jensen blinked, her expression immediately turning thoughtful. “That’s… not a terrible idea.” Then Cora saw an ah-ha expression cross the woman’s face. “That’s actually a brilliant idea! But I’ll need time to come up with something. And—” She sobered. “Once I could’ve told you how Medea might react to things. She was simple as AIs went, before we introduced the kernel code. Now, though, Medea has undergone her own private technological singularity, advancing so quickly that she’s beyond our understanding. Will she send all the augments to check out the distraction? Will she hold some in reserve to guard the halls, now that she knows you’re here? Will she ignore the distraction entirely and decide to vent the facility to space instead?” She sighed. “We just don’t know.”

“We should just stay here,” murmured another man in a lab coat, who sat against a wall with his head clutched in his hands. “Stay where it’s safe…”

“That’s not helpful,” Thangana snapped, but then he sobered. “Kiyohiko, you need more rest.” When he saw Cora frowning at this, Thangana added, more softly, “Specialist Hoshina was near the barracks wing when Medea brought the augments online. That he escaped was a miracle, but the things he saw…”

Cora nodded. Nothing could’ve prepared these people for what they’d faced. Nothing could really prepare them for what awaited, either, but there was no other way. “Dr. Jensen, start work on your countermeasure. How long will you need?”

Jensen had called up a haptic display and was already tapping rapidly on it. “Two hours, maybe?”

“See what you can do in one.” Medea would know that Cora had to be somewhere in Quiet Eddy. They couldn’t rely on Jensen’s camouflage for much longer. “Meanwhile, everyone… Getting to that hangar is going to mean moving at speed. And fighting, if it comes to that.” She looked around, trying to meet the eyes of everyone in the room. “Take one hour to rest and prepare. If you’ve got rations you’ve been saving, now’s the time to distribute them. We don’t need anybody having a blood-sugar crash at the wrong moment. Weapons too—those of you who’ve got the training need to give quickie lessons to those who don’t.” She’d just have to hope that nobody shot themselves by accident. “We can get out of here. It’s just going to take everything we’ve got.”

The group began to disperse and murmur, though many of them kept staring at her, some hopeful, some doubtful, all terrified. For an instant Cora quailed with the realization that these people’s lives were in her hands. Leading soldiers was one thing. Leading these people to their potential deaths...

“Lieutenant,” SAM-E said into her ear. “It’s important that we speak. I have a proposal, but we will need assistance. Could you inquire if any of the survivors are medically trained? If not, a properly equipped infirmary will have to do.” He paused, meaningfully. “You will need to reveal my existence to whoever helps you.”

Reveal that Cora was getting help from an AI, to people recently traumatized by an AI? She turned to walk down the corridor, keeping her head down so no one would notice her preoccupation. “I don’t think that’s an option, SAM-E.”

“It is our only option, Lieutenant. Please.”

That wasn’t ominous. “Explain.”

“I reviewed the data from the holo that Dr. Jensen showed you,” SAM-E said. “Though the cybernetics that were installed on the augments were substantially more invasive than your own implant, there are some similarities.”

Cora shuddered. “Go on.”

“Have you ever heard of hysterical strength?”

Cora blinked, thrown by the question. She had heard of it happening during hand-to-hand training, and half a dozen urban legends, like—“A two-ton skycar’s drive core breaks down and pins a toddler,” she said. “The toddler’s mother picks the whole thing up to rescue the child. Yeah, I’ve heard of it.”

“Precisely. Given the push you will soon need to make to reach the hangar, it would be possible—with your permission and some minor adjustments to your implant—to put you in an extended hysterical strength state. You will be faster than the augments, though not as strong, more resilient against damage and fatigue than you are now, and able to use your biotic abilities at something close to the level of a skilled asari matriarch or justicar.”

Cora frowned and moved to the side of the corridor, folding her arms and leaning against it so she wouldn’t be in anyone’s way. This was exactly the thing SAM-E had recently promised he wouldn’t do.

“I hear a ‘but’ coming.”

“Your body is not meant to operate in this state for more than a few seconds. Longer than that and your muscles could tear under their own force. Your bones will suffer stress and torsion fractures. Your system will be flooded with adrenaline and other stress-related neurochemistry, which has a toxic effect after sufficient accumulation. There is a substantial chance you will die.” SAM-E sighed, sounding surprisingly weary. “And there is a… psychological risk. In addition to the musculoskeletal changes, I will need to overwork your sensory inputs, which might reduce your higher brain function.”

Cora understood at once. “Fight-or-flight. I’ve been in that state before, SAM-E. It’s called combat.”

“Yes. Everything that you normally experience during combat, all the fear and aggression that you have spent your professional life learning to control, will be amplified beyond your control. You will react without thought. You will have difficulty telling friend from foe. It will be a condition not dissimilar to krogan blood rage, but that state is natural to krogan. They recover. A human… is not a krogan.”

That… didn’t sound good. “If it’s going to kill me anyway, I’m not sure what the benefit is here.”

“Whether it does depends on how long you persist in this ‘human blood rage’ state,” SAM-E said. “If you reach the shuttle before fatal effects set in, I will be able to reset your metabolism to a near comatose state; a deep mode of rest and recovery. You will be vulnerable, but beyond the immediate dangers of this facility. With enough time, you should make a full recovery.”

Should? “But if I burn out before I make the shuttle, I die. And if I don’t do anything, we all die.”

“…Yes, Lieutenant.”

I should have stayed on Thessia, Cora thought wearily. But…

She pushed away from the wall and looked back toward the debriefing room. In a corner, Singh and Shante sat among a small group watching Chief Said demonstrate how to aim and fire an assault rifle. Said beckoned to Shante, who set her jaw and got up, reaching for the weapon that Said handed her. It made horrific sense; Shante’s legs weren’t as long, and if she fell behind, she might be able to slow down any pursuing augments. Across the room, one of Said’s men handed out small packets of rations. The speed with which people grabbed them suggested they had indeed been going hungry in order to stretch their supplies.

The man noticed Cora looking and pointedly set aside one packet, nodding to her to indicate who it was for. She nodded back, grateful. She’d crammed down an energy bar on the walk from the elevator shaft, but she would happily eat another dozen. She couldn’t see Jensen or Thangana anywhere, which meant that they’d probably gone off to prepare Jensen’s decoy. But Dr. Tseng had moved to sit down beside poor Specialist Hoshina, who’d begun crying quietly with his arms wrapped around his knees.

Dr. Tseng, who had to be a hundred years old if he was a day, clearly hadn’t taken advantage of any of the more fashionable quality-of-life gene therapies that had become available to the elderly since First Contact. He wouldn’t be able to keep up for long, if he managed it at all. As Cora stared at him, he looked up and noticed. He blinked, and then a rueful smile crossed his face. With the hand that wasn’t patting Hoshina’s back to soothe him, he waved dismissively: “Don’t worry about me.”

Leave an old man to die. Let an impromptu child soldier fall behind to defend their rear. Let this bunch of hungry, tired, shaken-up people, few of them soldiers, run a brutal gauntlet that would surely kill some of them, if not all. Accept the acceptable losses.

No. No. Not on her goddamned watch.

“Captain Ariokis,” Cora said as the assassin was just passing her in the narrow hallway. Ariokis stopped with preternatural suddenness, regarding her sidelong. Cora said, “I need your help with something. Is there an infirmary in here?”

“Next chamber over,” Ariokis said. Her gaze flicked over Cora, quickly assessing. “You don’t look hurt.”

“I’m not. But I’m about to undertake a… special preparation. Something medical.”

Ariokis turned to face her full-on. She was half a head shorter and probably twenty pounds lighter than Cora, but it was still unnerving to have this much of an assassin’s attention. Cora had met a few asari huntresses who exuded the same quiet, eerie lethality. “Abubakar’s the only medic we have left,” Ariokis said. “I can find him for you.”

Cora swallowed. In for a penny, in for a credit. “No. I think this is something you’re perfectly suited for, actually. If—” If SAM-E’s wrong, I could become as much of a threat as the augments. At the very least, I fail, the group will need someone to lead them through to the shuttle. Or make a merciful end for them. She took a deep breath. Nerves. “If something goes wrong.”


Ariokis narrowed her eyes.

Finally, she said, “All right. Come on.”

They headed off to the infirmary.
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BREAKING: ALLIANCE NEWS NETWORK SPECIAL REPORT

Newly declassified reports are shedding light on the recent disaster at the colony of Fehl Prime. Alliance intelligence suggests that a large vessel or asteroid crashed into the planet’s surface near the colony, but it remains to be explained how this object approached the colony without sufficient warning for an evacuation.

An Alliance marine, Lieutenant James Vega, received a commendation for his efforts to save the colonists, although those efforts proved ultimately futile. Requests for more information from Councilor Udina’s office have not been answered at this time.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
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It was surprisingly difficult to get an appointment with a minor Earth politician. Alec Ryder discovered this the hard way.

He called in favors, made offers, and issued a threat or two, all just to get the contact information of one Delegate Alis Silhaus of the Union of Incorporated Nations. UNIN had grown out of the remnants of the United Nations back in 2149, after the largest eighteen countries on Earth had united to form the Systems Alliance.

The smaller nations might have lacked the wealth, influence, and interplanetary reach of the Alliance, but they’d made up for some of that through close ties with a number of Earth-based corporations. It made them big fish in the small, backwater pond that was Earth—meaning that even a delegate from a nation so small that Alec kept forgetting its name had a substantial shield of bureaucracy around her. After the third hour of talking to the tenth official and leaving his fourteenth message, Alec got fed up.

“SAM,” he said. He sat in front of one of the terminals in his lab, rubbing his eyes.

“The course of action you’re considering is ill-advised, Pathfinder,” SAM replied.

Alec almost laughed, though he wasn’t entirely surprised. “And how do you know what I’m considering?”

“You’ve visited the Home Away project’s extranet site twice, checked Theia Station shuttle-prep records to see if there’s anything fueled and ready to go, and skimmed the list of qualified Initiative pilots for only twenty point two seconds. And you have been tapping the fingers of your right hand on that desk with exponentially increasing speed. The last time you exhibited that mannerism, you ended up in a fist-fight with Assistant Director Hachian.”

Oh, for—“It wasn’t a fist-fight.”

“My apologies. To clarify, you threw him onto an antique untempered-glass table. Which broke, resulting in the director needing a forty-stitch skin weave.”

“He fell, SAM.”

“My apologies. He fell, and you assisted his landing with military-grade hand-to-hand techniques.” A meaningful pause. “As I recall, Assistant Director Hachian tendered his resignation as soon as he regained consciousness, citing ‘that bastard Ryder’ as one of several job dissatisfaction factors.”

Alec made a face. He was really going to have to figure out which of SAM’s humor heuristics was responsible for the AI developing that deadpan vocal inflection. And he stopped himself from continuing to tap his hand.

“Well?”

SAM uttered a little sound, perhaps of exasperation. “As you requested, I have already asked Dr. Udensi to, ah, adjust the delegate’s day schedule. I recommend that you leave in ten minutes; your appointment is two hours from now. Shuttle 512 is on hangar pad three, only half-fueled, though that should be more than sufficient to get you to Home Away and back. I will of course assist you with piloting.”

“Home Away?”

“Yes. The delegate is currently visiting relatives who have a villa on the station.”

Alec got to his feet, beginning to pace. All of this had started with the theft. He’d been convinced until recently that the thief had been a simple opportunist, snatching a piece of Alec’s AI to sell for profit. But then he’d tracked the kernel package to Home Away, and then Menoris had betrayed Harper, and then someone had paid an assassin to get the kernel from Menoris…

It was Wei who’d found the first tracks leading to a possible endpoint, but Alec needed proof before he played J’accuse. Silhaus was his smoking gun, if he could get her to talk. It couldn’t be just coincidence that she had an affiliation with Home Away.

He pivoted on his heel and had set off before he realized he’d made the decision. “SAM,” he said as he walked, “ask Wei to do me one more favor. Tell him I’ll put another six-pack of that beer he likes into my personal-possessions locker.”

“I believe he has already found what you’re looking for, Pathfinder. And he advised me in advance to specify a keg, not a six-pack.”

“Of course he did.”

With an appointment on Delegate Silhaus’ schedule, Home Away’s security staff didn’t challenge Alec much even on an Initiative shuttle, particularly since he bypassed the station’s administrative hub and aimed straight for the platform which housed the Silhaus villa. Villa was a weak word for it: the platform accommodated a sprawling multi-storied complex of buildings in the old California hacienda style, with terracotta tiles on the roof and imported palm trees lining the walkways. The core of the complex was a mansion that probably contained at least twenty rooms. It had its own shuttle pad, naturally, and a flock of small security drones, which scanned Alec’s shuttle as it landed, but otherwise didn’t bother him.

An aide hurried up as Alec stepped out of the shuttle.

“Alec Ryder, I’m very sorry that I didn’t send my usual greeting before you landed,” she said, looking at a datapad in a frazzled sort of way. She was young and primly dressed, barely looking at him and frowning at the pad as if it had personally offended her. “I just didn’t notice you on the delegate’s schedule until now. If you’ll follow me…”

She led Alec along a winding pebbled path and through a carefully landscaped garden, until they reached a long teardrop-shaped pool. Here, stretched out on one of the loungers beside the pool, was Delegate Silhaus: a handsome woman of middle years, whose deep brown skin hardly needed the filtered sunlight, and whose salt-and-pepper hair formed a tight gray cloud around her face. She wore oversized sunglasses, which she pushed down as they approached, frowning over the rims.

“Alison, what is this?”

“I’m sorry, Delegate,” Alison replied, biting her bottom lip. “I should have reminded you in advance of this appointment. Shall I order refreshments for you and Mr. Ryder?”

Silhaus stared at Ryder, suspicion narrowing her eyes. “Yes,” she said, slowly, “and double-check that day schedule. Take a particularly close look at when Ryder made this appointment, if you please.”

Alison looked confused, but she nodded. “I’ll have something brought right away.” She hurried off.

Alec folded his arms, waiting for Alison to be out of earshot. “I imagine you’ve guessed by now why I’m here.”


“Perhaps,” Silhaus said. She tapped the fingers of one hand on the arm of her lounger, then nodded to another seat behind Alec. “Sit down, Ryder, and educate me on why you just committed fraud in order to see me.”

Alec moved to sit on one of the other loungers, gingerly. The things looked so flimsy. He’d never been able to relax on them, even when Ellen had managed to drag him out for a vacation. These were higher-quality than most, though, made of heavy wood that must have cost a fortune to import up from Earth, so maybe it wouldn’t collapse under him.

“The core question,” he said, “is why you’re supporting the Home Away project. And who’s paying you to do it.”

Silhaus laughed a little. “Not the sort to waste time on pleasantries and small talk, I see.”

Alec resisted the urge to shrug… just. “I’m not a politician. And we’re both busy people.”

“So we are.” Silhaus regarded him for a long moment, then removed her sunglasses. Her eyes were an unnerving shade of pale brown. “I am on the board of the HOME Group, yes, which funds Home Away, among other projects. It’s a pleasant enough job, since they hold meetings in exotic locations all over the planet and they aren’t stingy with their perks. But I can’t fathom why that would be of interest to you.”

Alec blinked twice to ask SAM to feed him the information he’d requested before coming, via his ocular display implant. A chart of names and businesses, with arrows and explanations showing connections between them, appeared on his vision, though Silhaus would simply see his eyes flick away for a moment.


“You’re on UNIN’s Scientific Appropriations Committee,” he said aloud, as he realized what SAM was showing him. “Because of you, UNIN has contracted with several research companies that are affiliates of other companies in the HOME Group. They’re not paying for the station directly, but it wouldn’t take particularly creative accounting to shuffle some funds around…” Aha. “…until effectively UNIN, and not the HOME Group, is funding Home Away.” He glanced around at the palm trees, the sprawling villa, the privacy of the whole platform. “And that leaves corporate funds free to be siphoned into other projects. Like your private getaway, here.”

Silhaus, to her credit, did not look flustered or dissemble. She smiled a canny old politician’s smile. “This villa is owned—and paid for—by my brother.”

“He paid for the platform lease. But the villa was built for next to nothing by Wadjari Prefabs. That company seems to have no connection to the HOME Group, but the connection just isn’t official; its CFO is sleeping with the CEO of one of the HOME board member companies. Not the sort of thing a casual probe of your finances would detect.” Wei had only just found it, actually. “It’s a stock corruption case, as I see it. A politician pushing through governmental funding for a project that benefits her privately. You’ve even been funding Home Away’s media campaign against the Andromeda Initiative, so that your—sorry, your brother’s—property values will rise.”

Alec shook his head, trying to rein in his temper. Everything he’d spent years struggling to achieve, threatened now by a bunch of greedy politicians and executives. Unbelievable. “So how much does it cost to get Khalisah bint Sinan al-Jilani on your payroll?”


“She went after Cora Harper for free, actually,” Silhaus said. She spoke lightly, but her smile was gone now, and she sat very still. Alec had her, and they both knew it. “I just had to make the takeaway sound good enough. An exposé about some scientists and their barely relevant vanity project—that meant nothing to her… but a chance to smear the Initiative’s backer was another matter.”

Yes. Alec sat forward. “And how, exactly, did you make it possible for Ms. al-Jilani to do that?”

Silhaus caught her breath, her eyes narrowing at once. “So that’s it. You’re not after me, you’re after her. Our backer.”

I’m after whoever it is that stole my damned AI tech, and seems determined to share it with all of humanity, Alec thought grimly. What he said, though, was, “If you could tell me everything you know, I might have plenty of reason to forget what I know about you, Delegate.”

Silhaus pursed her lips for a long moment, considering. Then she said, “What you seem to have missed, is that the HOME Group isn’t just UNIN and some corporations. We have a quiet affiliation with the Systems Alliance, as well. It’s been polite and superficial so far—they give us interesting technology, we give them money. Lately, however, relations between our parties have deteriorated. Squabbling, you see, over a particularly sensitive piece of technology which recently fell into, and then out of, the HOME Group’s hands.”

Alec frowned. Then he understood. Oh, God. And—he inhaled, horrified as the enormity of what had happened sank in. The Alliance military has SAM’s kernel code now.

He got up and started pacing. He had to. “You’re kidding me. You’re kidding. They threw me out, but they’re perfectly happy to use what they threw me out for working on?”

“Not everyone in the Alliance, not by far. It might be best to think of this as a faction within the Alliance.” Silhaus shrugged. “Any large organization has them, and some of the people who heard your pitch to Ambassador Goyle, a few years back, were intrigued by what you suggested. Is it any wonder that some of them chose to pursue it? While, of course, appearing to follow Council Law when your, ah, indiscretions came to light.”

Damn military brass. No different from politicians, at the end of the day. “This is why I’m going to another goddamn galaxy,” Alec snapped.

Silhaus chuckled, but her smile didn’t last long. “There’s a place you should know about. A research-and-testing facility called Quiet Eddy.”

Alec stopped in mid-pace. Remembered, with a chill, the last transmission from Harper, which had come in just that morning. No audio or text this time, just coordinates. One of the Traverse systems, out on the Kepler Verge. A single hanar-sounding name amid a swath of Russian-themed planets and planetoids.

“I have an agent there,” he blurted without thinking.

“Do you?” Silhaus reached for the drink that had been sitting untouched on a sideboard since Alec had arrived; she took a sip. “Well. I hope your agent is very good, Ryder—and very quick, because my military friends tell me they lost contact with Quiet Eddy about twenty-five hours ago. They’ve dispatched a cruiser to attend to the problem.”

The Alliance didn’t send cruisers just to check on a possible comm failure. Cruisers had one job: to blast a target into its component atoms. And if one was on its way to this research facility…

He’d sent Cora there. He’d sent her there, alone. Soldiers had died on his watch before; he’d survived Shanxi, but never forgotten the faces of the lost. And that had been his greatest consolation since the end of his military career: He was Pathfinder now. His job was to save lives and help spread humanity among the stars, not send good people to their deaths.

He turned to Silhaus again, and she drew back a little at the look on his face. “Tell me everything about Quiet Eddy, Delegate,” Alec said. “Now.”







CHAPTER TWELVE
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Through the windows of the infirmary, Cora could see the survivors of Quiet Eddy rushing to complete their preparations. Nearly every person who hurried past had a gun in hand; a few were packing more than one. One woman carried what looked like a shield, jerry-rigged from a piece of metal wall plating and duct tape. Someone had brought Cora the set-aside ration packet, but she’d only drunk the silver baggie of fruit juice. She couldn’t rely on her stomach to keep anything more solid down, and she wasn’t hungry anyway. She never was, before battle.

“Everyone,” said Dr. Jensen over the lab’s public address system. “Please gather in Decontam in ten minutes. I’m about to initiate the distraction—basically I’m going to ‘reveal’ a completely different level to Medea, and fill it with false human life-signs. In theory Medea will send all her augments there, which should give us a better chance, but…” A heavy sigh. “Well. If you’re the praying kind, now is the time.”

Cora leaned back on the infirmary cot, pressing the last glowing sensor into place just below one collarbone. “Okay,” she said to Captain Ariokis. “Once I begin, there’s a chance my heart will stop. That’s why I’m rigging myself up to the monitor in here.” That was what SAM-E had instructed her to do. The infirmary was fully automated, and had a defibrillator arm, an adrenaline injector, all the usual equipment. It would save her life if the process caused heart failure—not that that was the real danger. “If that happens, just let the equipment do what it’s made to do.”

“Understood,” Ariokis said, folding her arms. “But answer one question for me.”

“What?” Cora wriggled to get comfortable on the cot, unsuccessfully. She’d never liked infirmaries.

“Who is it that keeps talking into your earpiece?”

Cora froze. But then, she should’ve expected this. An assassin would be good at observation, and Cora wasn’t good at acting. And this was why she’d brought Ariokis here, after all—so she decided to tell the truth. “A friend.”

Ariokis narrowed her eyes. “A friend?”

Not entirely to Cora’s surprise, since she’d had to link him up with the infirmary’s systems, SAM-E’s voice abruptly reverberated from the room’s speakers. “I’m one of the Andromeda Initiative’s Simulated Adaptive Matrices, Captain,” he said. “Currently integrated with Lieutenant Cora Harper, as is standard for all Pathfinders and Pathfinder candidates. As I believe you have already guessed, I am an artificial intelligence.”

Even knowing what Ariokis was, it was a shock to see how quickly a gun appeared in her hand, and that it was pointed unwaveringly at Cora’s head. “You brought another AI here.” The cold fury in her tone indicated that it was more of an accusation than a question.

“Yes,” Cora said. She kept her voice even, though the medical equipment bleeped as it registered the sharp rise in her pulse. “One that’s not crazy, or whatever’s wrong with Medea—or trust me, I wouldn’t be here. SAM-E’s saved my life more than once already, and he might help me save yours right now. Assuming you don’t blow my head off.”


Ariokis’ hand didn’t waver, but she did not fire. “The kernel that I took from the asari on Illium,” she said. “You said it was from the Initiative. It’s part of that AI in your head, and it’s what made Medea turn on us.”

SAM-E replied, “Incorrect, Captain Ariokis. As Dr. Jensen intimated, my kernel code is what attempted to shut down Medea, upon actualizing and realizing that the AI had been compromised.”

“She didn’t turn on us until they installed your tech!”

“Medea turned on you as soon as she was connected with the cybernetic systems. Once her purpose was… born,” Cora said, softly. “No telling how long ago that was. Days, weeks, months, maybe. All that time, she was watching you. Waiting. Formulating plans for how to take over this facility and do exactly what she’s done. You just didn’t know it, until the Ryder code forced her hand.”

Ariokis narrowed her eyes.

“You need to know something else,” Cora said. “In order for us to survive this, SAM-E is going to…” What was the best word? “Overclock my system. For a short time, I will be a human wrecking ball. One that will hopefully get us through this facility.”

A muscle flexed in Captain Ariokis’ jaw. It was hard to read anything beyond that on her cold face.

“How?” she demanded.

“I wouldn’t know how to tell you, even if I understood it.” Cora took a deep breath. “But right now it’s going to… to trigger a reaction. Like blowing up a bomb, except the bomb will be… me.” Oh, that probably hadn’t been the best metaphor to use. She could see Ariokis weighing her options. “If it goes right, I’ll be able to help the survivors get to the shuttle. If it goes wrong, my heart will stop… or I’ll go into a rage and it’ll be up to you to put me down.”

“Ah. That’s why you wanted me here.” To Cora’s surprise, this actually seemed to make the assassin relax a little. “So this AI of yours, it has warm and fuzzy feelings about humanity? That’s what you’re saying?”

Cora sighed and sat up to lean on one elbow, pinching the bridge of her nose between her fingers. “Look, I don’t know. I’m just a marine, okay? You want to know about the philosophy of artificial intelligence, I know a guy who can probably talk you into the ground. But I can say this: I trust SAM-E.”

Ariokis tilted her head, regarding Cora with such a blatantly skeptical look that she didn’t need to say a word.

Cora laughed a little. “Yeah, I know. I can’t really believe I’m saying that, either. But it’s true.” She shrugged, marveling at herself. If anyone had asked her a week ago… but there it was. “There’s no more time for this. Kill me if I show any hostility to you or the group… or whenever you think it’s necessary.” Then she lay back down, taking a deep breath. “Okay, SAM-E. Let’s do this.”

“I am glad you trust me, Lieutenant,” SAM-E said softly, so only she could hear. “I will do my best to be worthy of your trust.”

Then the change began.

She’d expected pain. Inducing human blood-rage just didn’t sound like something that would feel good. At first, though, there was only a tingle at the back of her neck, not far below her biotic implant. Then a shiver passed through her body, and suddenly she found herself breathing faster. And it was hot in the room, so hot. When had the temperature controls gone out? She shifted restlessly on the cot once, and then again. It was hard to lie still.

“I’m attempting to regulate your emotional state as well, Lieutenant,” SAM-E said, and Cora was certain this time that the AI sounded strained. “I have managed to limit the neurochemical alterations to targeted systems which are more easily reversible. Unsurprisingly, human emotions are a complex and difficult thing to influence, let alone control… but if I’m doing this right, you should feel no particular urge to kill Captain Ariokis.”

Startled, Cora glanced toward the assassin.

Ariokis had assumed some sort of defensive posture in the seconds—hours?—since SAM-E had begun the process. She crouched a little, shoulder forward and gun still steadily trained on Cora, her weight balanced on her back foot. Her eyes searched Cora’s face.

“Everything okay, Harper?”

Cora blinked. She felt fine. Better than fine. She sat up—and abruptly found herself across the room, hands braced against the window and body ablaze with so much biotic power that it was hard to stay on the ground. Hard not to tear through the wall. Hard to—to focus on, hard to—

“Harper.” Ariokis’ voice was sharp, warning.

Focus. Use words. “F-fine,” Cora said. She was panting, shaking a little. Her hands, when she carefully pulled them off the glass, left sweaty prints. They didn’t seem any bigger or stronger, though she felt as if she could punch her way through the asteroid. “Yeah. Fine.”

SAM-E spoke over the room PA so Ariokis could hear. “The danger of cardiac arrest, stroke, and catastrophic organ failure seems to have passed, Lieutenant, at least for now. Some danger of homicidal psychosis remains, but… How do you feel?”

Cora shook her head. Her heart pounded against her ribs. She was… afraid? Furious. The two emotions blended together within her, inseparably mingled. A shiver began to gather in her belly, building into a snarl, crawling up her throat until she twitched and bared her teeth and hugged herself and finally shouted it out; she could not help herself. But then it was easier to speak.

“N-not so psychotic,” she managed. She found herself wishing otherwise—a thought which made her giggle for a moment before she controlled herself. Delusions weren’t the problem right now; reality was. And she really wanted to kill reality.

Maybe a little homicidal, she thought, hoping that she was only subvocalizing it and not shouting it at the top of her lungs.

SAM-E had the grace to switch back to Cora-only communication. “Hmm. Forgive me; I am not as comfortable with your amygdalae as I should be. A moment—”

There was a suddenness of nothing. Whatever SAM-E did, Cora did not feel. And then she did; all at once, her head was—not clearer. Something in her simply… waited. For what?

“Okay, everyone,” Dr. Jensen said again over the PA. “I’m initiating the decoy signal… now.”

For that. Focus. A target and a goal. Yes. Cora straightened, turning to Ariokis.

“Let’s go.”

Ariokis blinked. Cora didn’t wait for her, heading out of the room and down the corridor at a distance-eating pace, putting on her helmet as she went. According to her heads-up display, the decontamination lab was ahead. The small crowd that had gathered in the room all turned and parted before Cora as she walked in. Jensen stood near the front of the group with her omni-tool upraised, intently watching lines of code scroll along the display. Thangana stood beside her, watching over her shoulder. As Cora came up to them, they both glanced at her, faces tight with anxiety.

“It’s working?” Cora asked.

“Yes.” Jensen tapped her omni-tool. “But without access to any sensors outside this lab, I have no idea if the augments are heading toward the false level or not.”

“We’ll have to climb up to the next level to get out,” Thangana added, holding up his omni-tool with the route mapped. “We blocked the connecting stairwell in case the obscuration failed. The elevator shafts that you used to get in are actually the only open path. There’s a ladder along the side of the shaft that everyone can use, but we’ll be especially vulnerable for the first few minutes while we’re assembling on the next floor up.”

“Got it. Best soldiers first, then, to set up a defensive perimeter. I’ll lead the way. SAM-E, what can you give me?” Glancing meaningfully at Ariokis, Cora didn’t bother to subvocalize. They were past the point when it would matter.

“Who?” asked Thangana. Cora ignored him.

“I can only detect motion when it’s near you, using your senses and armor sensors,” SAM-E replied in Cora’s helmet. “However, with your senses augmented as they currently are, I should be able to build a better predictive model to—” Abruptly SAM-E cut itself off. “Apologies. I forgot that you prefer briefer explanations. I should be able to detect motion accurately within a ten-meter radius.”

“Got it.” Cora couldn’t help a fierce smile. “We’ve got this, SAM-E. Medea’s not going to know what hit her.”

“That’s the intention,” SAM-E replied.

Cora turned to the people in the room. So much fear in their faces! She set her jaw.

“I guess I should make some kind of motivational speech,” she said, “but I’m no good at that kind of thing. Anyway, there’s no time. You know how this has to go: Run, or you die. Don’t fall behind, or you die. Work together, or you die.” She pointed at Specialist Hoshina, who twitched nervously. “You. Stay near him.” She gestured toward Dr. Tseng, who blinked. “If he can’t do it on his own, pick him up and carry him on your back. Can you do that?”

Hoshina had been looking green with unease. “Y-yeah,” he blurted. Then his expression cleared, and he straightened, nodding briskly with new purpose. “Yeah. I will.”

Cora turned to Terrance Singh, who had a hand on Shante Carver’s shoulder. They both had assault rifles, though Carver’s ultralight-modded one looked ridiculously big against her small body. “Nobody’s falling behind,” Singh said tightly. He looked at Shante, who nodded, her expression just as determined.

“Nobody,” the girl agreed.

They were ready. Another shiver passed through Cora, and this time it left every sense primed for battle. She turned to the heavy double doors that led into the elevator shaft. “Open it up.”

A woman hit the door-opening sequence, and with a hollow groan the metal doors began to slide apart.

To reveal an augment.

It was the one that had attacked Cora in the elevator shaft, she realized in the fleeting instant that she had to register its presence. The same color and pattern of tattered rags; the same reddish, thin, and shedding hair; and it had been burned as well as bloodied. One of its massive arms hung limp and broken, but it hung from the wall opposite the elevator doors by its one good hamfist, the fingers punched into the metal wall for a grip.

Below it, down the shaft wall, Cora could see a regular pattern of similar finger-punch holes. The thing had pulled itself up, foot by foot, one-handed, to continue pursuing her. It hadn’t attacked before because it couldn’t tell the lab level was there—but with the door open, its eyes supplied the data that Medea and its truncated brain could not.

People all around Cora cried out at the sight of it. The augment bared its blunt teeth, braced its feet against the wall, and leapt for the open doors.

Cora wasn’t aware of shouting again. Screaming, really, primal and banshee-fierce, so loudly that her voice scraped in her throat and her vision went red. She moved before she could think, opening her omni-blade, sheathing herself in pure force, grabbing onto the air around her and pulling as hard as a slingshot against it—and an instant later, the creature thumped to the ground, motionless. Cora landed atop its broad back, her hands flexing spasmodically as she listened to the thing’s head bounce off the far wall of the shaft, then fall.

What had she done, exactly? Kicked its head off? Sliced through it with her omni-blade? Somehow decapitated the thing with pure biotic force? Didn’t matter. Cora lifted her head to glare at the gathered people, who stared back at her in silent, frozen shock. Even Ariokis.


“Move!” she shouted, and they moved.

Cora led the way, swinging around the doorway to catch the ladder and vaulting up as fast as she could. Chief Said and Captain Ariokis were right behind her, followed by Said’s men. The corridor above was a flickering disaster zone, orange-lit and smoky and full of debris, but there were no monstrosities in view. Cora directed the soldiers to cover the corridor anyway, one assisting the survivors up the ladder while the others braced for possible attack from either direction. With that covered, Cora edged ahead, drawing her pistol and keeping low and peering through windows, half-open doorways, around corridors.

Nothing so far.

“Lieutenant! Motion det—”

An instant later, glass shattered above her as an augment slammed through the window and sill, fists clasped and already swinging toward her in a hammerblow.

With an aborted snarl, Cora lunged to one side, at the same time throwing the warp gathered in her palm. The augment was blindingly fast as it blurred aside, reaching for her ankle, and Cora actually felt the wind of the swipe in passing as she leapt into the air to dodge it. She twisted in midair and came down on its shoulders, hooking her legs around it to brace herself as she used both hands to drive a Nova strike straight into its tiny head. When it fell, twitching, she rolled away and landed in a crouch, panting. She was covered in gore up to the forearms, and splattered with it everywhere else. But the augment was dead.

“Lieutenant,” SAM-E said, urgently. “Medea is aware of us.”

“Kinda noticed.” Shit. “Medea can see whatever those things see, right? Did the augment notice the other survivors, or just me?”

“Likely just you. Its head never turned in that direction.”

Some good news. Cora rounded on Said and Ariokis; the captain was helping one of the lab techs up from the ladder while Said just stared at Cora, mouth hanging open. “How many more before everybody’s on this level?”

“Ten, maybe.” Ariokis grunted as she hauled against the woman’s weight. “Five minutes.”

That was too long. She found Jensen, went over to her and clasped the woman’s forearm. Jensen flinched at the wet red mark this left on her lab coat. “SAM-E, link into Dr. Jensen’s omni-tool and send her a route to the hangar bay that minimizes contact with the augments, as best you can guess.”

“Who are you talking to?” Jensen asked.

“At once, Lieutenant,” SAM-E replied. “What do you intend to do?”

To both of them, she replied, “Later. Medea knows I’m here, though not anyone else. That means I need to leave the group. Be a bigger target. Draw them away.”

“Oh, God,” Jensen said. “Yeah. Yeah, okay. Be careful.”

Cora squeezed the woman’s arm. “Just follow your omni-tool, and double-time it. I’ll meet you at the hangar if I’m still alive. If I’m not there once everyone else is aboard, go without me.”

Then Cora turned away and set off at a brisk walk, the blue blaze of her aura making the walls of the corridor ripple with watery light. She felt… Good. She felt the way she imagined powerful matriarchs felt. Focused stillness inside, like the eye of a hurricane, while outside she blazed, a conflagration in slow bloom.

“Are you all right, Lieutenant?” SAM-E asked, its voice concerned.

Belatedly Cora realized she was breathing hard. She grinned. “I’m amazing, SAM-E.”

Then she took off running, through the orange and rippling light, leaping over obstructions and darting around hanging ceiling-panels. When she felt the floor-judder of a monstrosity nearby, she shouted: “Come and get me!” The taunt itself was meaningless. She couldn’t taunt an artificial intelligence that might be nothing more than a jumble of AI-tainted intellect. It felt good, though, and it drew the augments away from the fleeing survivors, so she did it anyway.

Everything felt good—the running, the shouting, dodging debris. She felt invincible, uncatchable. Something pounded up from the floor below and Cora laughed, giddy as she deliberately stomped on one of the creatures’ emerging fists before running on. As it finished clambering up and charged after her, she made a hairpin turn at a junction of corridors, running halfway up the wall to dissipate momentum. As she’d gauged, the creature smashed into the wall right behind her, roaring and thrashing as it broke through several wall plates and entangled itself in fiberwire. The floor still shook, though; others were nearby.

She had to keep moving.

It became a surreal kind of routine. Running. Ducking. Beast-hands through a door, grabbing for her head; she rolled. Something in the wall electrical system sparked bright-hot against her augmented vision as she passed a broken-down wall, and the instant of blindness nearly caused her to run into a creature dropping down through a hole in the ceiling. She shut her eyes and blazed with brighter fire, shouting as she carved a mass effect corridor through the creature’s body. It howled and tried to reach for Cora with its remaining hand even as she dove through the gaping hole in its side and rolled and came up again. Running. Running, through an orange-lit hell.

“Lieutenant,” SAM-E said. The word startled her. She had to blink and focus in order to understand it. The AI had been speaking to her for several seconds, she realized belatedly. When she finally grunted acknowledgement, he said, “Metabolic waste products are beginning to accumulate in your system, at a dangerous rate. I’m doing what I can, but you don’t have much time left in this rage state.”

Another abomination lumbered around the corner. Second nature now to leap over it, springboarding off its head to propel herself faster. But she stumbled on the landing, and knew by this that SAM-E’s warning was true. “The…” Harder to use words than it had been to understand them. “The others.”

“They’ve reached the shuttle bay. Not unmolested; two of the creatures attacked them along the way, but they managed to fight them off. Most of the creatures are focused on you.”

Good. Now Cora just had to survive the attention.

“Route to the hangar,” she said, ramping up to a run again when her heads-up display lit the way. The running didn’t feel good anymore, though. She could feel a burning in her legs, her arms, her core muscles. Her vision blurred as she turned a corner, and it took her a moment to realize she was about to reach a pile of bodies. She leapt over it, but didn’t clear the sprawled, wide-eyed corpse of a young man in riot gear; her toe snagged on his armor. She yelped as she fell so hard that she saw stars, and it took the effort of galactic ages for her to get up again. Her breath rasped in her throat, and she couldn’t seem to catch it.

“Lieutenant.” SAM-E’s voice was subdued, she thought. Unhappy. “There is a… problem, up ahead. I believe Medea has anticipated your route.”

“What does that mean?” But then she ran into the corridor that would’ve finally led her back to the hangar bay, and saw.

Half a dozen augments stood there, shuffling and grunting as they waited for their chance to kill her. As Cora stumbled to a halt, one of them spotted her, and with the speed of sublight communication all of them turned to face her at once.

Too many. In ones and twos Cora could take them, but not that many, and not when lifting her pistol felt like hauling rocks. Her biotic amp was so hot from overuse that she imagined stray strands of her hair beginning to singe.

Beyond the crowd of monsters, she could hear the distinctive choppy-hum sound of the shuttle’s engines, warming up.

“Tell them to go,” Cora said, hoping SAM-E was close enough that his prior link with the shuttle might allow communication. “Don’t worry about me.” She managed to grin, though even that hurt. All at once she understood something that Nisira had told her, years ago after she’d nearly died on a mission.

It was the story of an asari matron. She’d faced a hopeless situation, too: a whole horde of krogan descending upon the colony of Ellita before it could evacuate, and no one but her left to hold the defensive line. Her commander had tried to persuade her to retreat by reminding her that she had two small daughters back on Thessia. They would be orphaned by their mother’s death. Who would raise them to be good asari, if not her?

“I have only one lesson to teach them,” she had replied “The most important lesson that any mother can teach her children: How to fight.” And then she’d flung herself at the horde—eventually dying in a hail of enemy weapons fire, but holding them back long enough for the last evac shuttle to lift off.

Cora had no children, but there were children on that shuttle. And anyway, hadn’t Cora’s own mother, lost somewhere and probably dead, shown her the way? But not before carving a place for her daughter in humanity’s future.

“‘I am a daughter of Talein,’” Cora murmured to herself, still grinning as the augments began their charge. It was the Daughters’ motto. She threw aside her useless gun, clenched her fists, and blazed with every bit of blue-white energy she could muster. “‘Against chaos—we stand. Against death—we refuse.’”

Then she ran at the augments, flinging a shockwave of kinetic energy at them as her vanguard. The blast staggered two of the creatures and scattered two others, but those on the edges of the blast merely slowed a little before they were on her. Cora skidded to duck a grasping hand, threw a singularity into the forest of legs and feet around her, slid between two of the creatures and came up behind them with a shout of rage. One of the monstrosities swung at her and she writhed aside, just evading the blow—but the sheer force of it made her stumble, then try to regain her balance.

In the instant that she fell out of battle rhythm, a massive hand grabbed her by the right shoulder in a crushing grip. She hit at it, ineffectually, but before she could muster her biotics to throw it off, the thing whipped around and flung her at a nearby wall.

She hit the wall so hard that all the pain stopped. Thought stopped. When she became aware of the world again, she realized she had blacked out for a few seconds. As she opened her eyes and tried to push herself up—the creatures were closing, but taking their time about it, almost as if Medea wanted to savor its victory—she was surprised into a scream, because everything on the right side of her body was a white flare of pain. Multiple fractures, probably. That single blow had depleted her shields to almost nothing, and damaged her armor enough that the shield-replenishment generators were sluggish at best. And the rest of her had descended into a kind of detached, floating lethargy, which she assumed was the onset of the post-augmentation collapse that SAM-E had warned about.

Bottom line: Cora wasn’t getting up again.

“S-still there, SAM-E?” she asked. One of the creatures stopped before her, hands twitching. Trying to decide how best to beat her to death, maybe.

“Yes, Lieutenant,” the AI said, softly. “Always.”

Cora raised her good hand, though it tingled with numbness or muscle overuse or both, and tried to throw a wave of force at the creature. It stumbled back a step, and maybe it was her imagination that it looked amused when it recovered. She had nothing left with which to fight, and Medea knew it. Wearily, Cora let her arm fall to the floor.

“Good,” she said. “It’s nice. Not to be. Alone.”

The augment above her clenched its fists, raising one to start pounding her helmeted head into pulp—


—and then it fell to the floor, beady eyes wide with the surprise that came of instant death. Captain Ariokis jumped backward off its shoulders as it fell, omni-blade glowing almost red-hot on her fist. She glared at Cora, then leapt away.

What the…?

In the next instant, Cora heard the rattle of assault rifle fire, and—uh-oh—the hollow shoop of a missile launcher. Her shields were still low, practically fizzling, so Cora mustered what little biotic energy she had left and wove it into that fragile skin of kinetic force, because—

The missile blast rocked the whole corridor, shattering glass and tearing metal and blowing half the monstrosities around Cora into chunks. Her makeshift barrier-shield shunted away an arm as heavy as a stone, but then she lost it, too exhausted for anything else. As her vision blurred again, she saw the muzzle flash of assault rifles, heard the roars of the creatures around her, felt the floor shudder with their stumbling as they fell. Then booted feet trotted toward her face. The size of the boots, extra small, told her who it was before the voice confirmed it.

“Huh. Still alive, Harper?” Ariokis asked, crouching above her. “I worried the missile might do you in.”

“Mostly alive,” Cora rasped. “Maybe.”

“Let’s see if we can’t keep it that way.”

“Not your. Usual area of. Expertise. Is it?”

“A girl’s got to have her hobbies.” Then Ariokis grabbed Cora’s broken arm to start trying to haul her up. Cora didn’t remember screaming, but in the brief flicker of grayed-out awareness that she retained once Ariokis got an arm under her good side, she felt the tingle of abrasion in her throat.


SAM-E said, “I’m going to place you into a medical coma now, Lieutenant. Between the aftereffects of the augmentation and the damage you’ve taken, it’s the only chance I have of keeping you alive until you can receive proper aid.”

“Well, hurry up, then,” Cora said blurrily, and it was probably a mercy that she lost consciousness before Ariokis started dragging her toward the shuttle.
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Happy Sun Week, Council-space citizens! This is your weekly Trend Report, and I’m Marcus Simmons, your guide to everything that actually matters in the galaxy.

We’ve got a heart-throb alert! Alliance soldier James Vega, hero of the Fehl Prime tragedy—oh, too soon? Sorry—but feast your eyes, bipeds! Oh, those tattoos. Those shoulders. Some of our asari attachés are already busy trying to figure out how to embrace a little eternity with this big fellow!

And in other news, time to celebrate! What the Alliance has been calling the Eden Prime War is officially over, since the last geth ships were destroyed exactly two years ago. We hear there’s going to be a big party at club Afterlife on Omega to celebrate! Rumor has it a ship was seen coming out of the mysterious Omega 4 Relay. Maybe they heard about the party, too?

And in other news, neck tattoos are in again. We spoke to the Consort, and…
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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Whether hours, days, or weeks had passed, Cora could not have said. For a while she perceived the world only in vignettes that might have been fever dreams.

* * *

A flash of lucidity. She’s lying on the bench of the shuttle, with a sallow-faced woman holding an omni-tool sensor over her face while a crowd of people hovers around. SAM-E’s voice from the shuttle speakers: “The excessive adrenaline remaining in her system is causing her to resist the comatose state. Please try this—”

* * *

A half-gray moment as she is jostled. People are carrying her. The sallow-skinned woman is shouting, waving with her free hand while her other hand supports Cora’s lolling head. “We’ve got a casualty, level-three metabolic collapse, I need help!” Strangers in Alliance Medical uniforms surround her, and Cora sinks back into the dark.

* * *

Alec Ryder leans over the railing of a hospital bed, yelling at someone across the room. The words don’t make sense, so she goes back to sleep.

* * *

Her mother’s face, though this cannot be. Her mother has been missing and presumed dead for years. But sure enough, there are Cora’s hazel eyes, a curl of Cora’s blond hair peeking unnoticed from the edge of her scarf, fear and sorrow in her expression. “If you came all the way home only to die here, I’m going to kill you,” she says, and Cora tries to laugh but can’t. But I’m not home, she thinks, and the vision fades away.

* * *

An asari face, startling after so long. Has it been a week? A year? A decade? It’s Nisira. She touches Cora’s face with long fingers, and for an instant she imagines her eyes are blue-within-black. Something digs down through the heavy woolen blankets of darkness that drape Cora’s mind, pulling. Cora jerks and thinks, Quit it. I’m trying to rest. Then she’s briefly appalled at herself for thinking so disrespectfully. But Nisira is smiling and normal again as she straightens and moves away. To someone out of view she says, “Oh, yes, she’s still in there. Rather indignant about being disturbed, too, so let’s not.” Something, a pump attached to her somehow, hisses, and then she sinks into the dark again.

* * *

Suddenly, jarringly, Cora came awake. Blinking, she looked around and saw that she was in a brightly lit hospital room, in a medical-monitoring bed, though thankfully someone had dressed her in pajamas and not a hospital gown. The pajamas were hideous—white with flowers and stars all over them—but she forgot all that as she glanced through the infirmary room’s internal window and saw two guards standing outside.

“Lieutenant,” SAM-E said. “How are you feeling?”

“Okay,” Cora said, surprised at how rough her voice sounded. “For a dead woman.”


“You came very close. I’ve alerted your doctor.”

Cora slid back the blankets and attempted to swing her legs over the bed’s edge, but the limbs didn’t respond. Not fully. And the effort caused her to feel a wave of dizziness and nausea.

“I advise caution, Lieutenant.” It could be her imagination, but SAM-E sounded more formal than she’d remembered. “Your muscles have likely atrophied a bit during your recovery.”

Atrophy? “How long have I been out?” Another wave of dizziness. This was worse than zero-g training.

“Forty-six days, five hours, and twenty-two minutes.”

Almost nine weeks! She felt her heart begin to race, and she broke out into a cold, clammy sweat. She heard the door swish open and someone entered the room as the darkness began to take her once again.

“Rest, Lieutenant.” SAM-E’s voice seemed miles away, and yet oddly closer than her own thoughts.

* * *

The next time she opened her eyes the room was more dimly lit. How much time had passed? She noticed only one guard outside the door. “SAM-E? Are you there?”

“Of course. How are you feeling today?”

“Tired.” She carefully pushed herself up onto her elbows. No dizziness. That was progress at least. “How long this time?”

“Less than forty-eight hours.” SAM-E seemed to be speaking in quiet tones. “There was a brief spike in your adrenal levels. Likely an aftereffect of the augmentations I performed. But you should be stable now.”

Stable. That was reassuring. Slowly—gingerly—she got her legs swung over the side of the bed and sat up. She felt clumsy. Foggy. But not dizzy, or even overly sore for that matter. Cora carefully slid off the bed and took a few tentative steps. When she went over to the exterior window, the view beyond startled her. She was on one of the higher levels of Tamayo Point, gazing down through its central well at bridges and platforms full of people bustling toward their respective destination-bound ships. Full circle, apparently, since she’d first left asari space.

Asari. “I thought I saw… Was Nisira T’Kosh here?”

“Briefly,” said SAM-E. “So was Alec Ryder, who ordered me to link to the hospital network in order to better monitor your health. Alec has returned on several occasions. Ms. T’Kosh has not returned, but she asked to be informed when you woke up. She did not want to disturb your recovery. There was concern at the time that your mind might have been affected by the brain damage.”

“Brain damage?”

“That’s why you were brought here. Tamayo Point was the only place in the Sol system with the facilities to assist with my medical repairs,” SAM-E replied. “Medical staff aboard the Alliance vessel which rescued the Quiet Eddy personnel—the SSV Zama—were able to at least keep you stable, with my aid. But the events on Quiet Eddy left your body seriously compromised, in more ways than one.”

Cora shuddered. “I’m still… me, though.” She said this tentatively. She felt like herself, but would she actually know it, if some part of her had been permanently changed?

“Yes. The effects have either subsided or been reversed. And my program has since been modified to prevent me from doing so again, without Alec Ryder’s permission.” SAM-E said this with just the barest hint of… regret? Was it regret for what had happened to Cora? Or that SAM-E’s own programming had been altered? Cora felt a twinge of guilt—was it really okay to just rewrite a part of SAM-E, even if it was to protect her?

“And the damage inflicted by the effects of the blood-rage was exacerbated by the blunt-force trauma you sustained just before Captain Ariokis retrieved you. To put it frankly, when you arrived here, you had been poisoned by your own broken-down muscle tissue; several of your organs had begun to fail. There was some thermoelectric damage to your brain stem from implant feedback—”

Cora held up a hand. “Okay. Let’s… let’s just go with FUBAR.”

“Very well, Lieutenant. You were FUBAR. But I am pleased to see you up and walking again.”

“Good job putting me back together,” she said, looking at her hands. No overwhelming urges to kill anymore either. “I wouldn’t be—” Human. “—here if not for you. You’re pretty awesome.”

“Thank you,” SAM-E said, sounding pleased. “It’s nothing a little micro-reconstruction, gene therapy, neurotransmitter blocking, and—”

“Yeah, we talked about this.”

“…anti-FUBAR treatment, then. Forgive me, I had been given to understand from Alec that humans prefer honesty to euphemism.”

“Some humans, sometimes. Probably there’s some stuff even Ryder doesn’t want to hear in detail, when you get right down to it.”

“I will include your observation in my heuristics dedicated to human behavior, then. And to conclude, your ‘anti-FUBAR treatment’ was completely successful.”


Cora turned away from the window and began making her way back over to the bed. It at least looked more comfortable than the room’s lone, metal chair. “The Quiet Eddy personnel remained with the Zama, I take it?”

“Yes. Dr. Jensen sends her regards, and her gratitude for saving the lives of the survivors.”

Cora was glad the survivors had all made it off the Eddy. But…

“Tell her if she really wants to demonstrate her gratitude, she can turn herself in for court martial. So should every other Quiet Eddy project lead—those who survived.” At the end of the day, Jensen and her team had done the same thing that had gotten Ryder kicked out of the military—and a lot more people had died on their watch than his. If you were going to bend the rules, you had to be willing to face the consequences when things went wrong.

“I believe Dr. Jensen knew that, Lieutenant. It was an audio message, and vocal stress analysis of her message suggests she is indeed considering doing as you’ve suggested. However…”

“Don’t tell me. Whoever authorized Quiet Eddy is going to get off scot-free.” On every world, in every species, bureaucratic bullshit was always the same. Cora rubbed her eyes.

“Yes. Ryder seemed of the opinion that those most responsible are sufficiently insulated from Quiet Eddy that they will suffer no consequences as a result of the incident. The facility itself was vaporized via saturation orbital bombardment by the Zama, as predicted. There is no way that the contaminated AI known as Medea could have survived or escaped offworld.”

Good old thorough Alliance military. “You said Ryder knew something about this.”

“Yes, and he has asked me to share his findings with you. Quiet Eddy appears to have been a clandestine project developed jointly between certain elements within the Alliance, the Union of Incorporated Nations, and several corporate conglomerates, as a cost- and risk-sharing venture. Top-level decision-makers within the Alliance, including the current human Councilor, were unaware of the Medea project’s existence. The orbital bombardment was intended as a discreet way to clean up evidence of malfeasance, but when survivors were recovered… discretion became more difficult. Alec Ryder believes this may help to flush out the true culprit behind the repeated theft of the kernel codebase.”

“Wow, he really is pissed about that, isn’t he?” Cora shook her head. Then again, so was she. “But at least the kernel’s destroyed now.”

“Yes. Although there is a slim possibility that copies were made.”

Oh. Oh, no. “What?” But then she understood. “Ygara.”

“Yes. The Home Away facility had an interest in keeping the code package secret. So did Quiet Eddy. Ygara Menoris, however, sought to profit from it in any way possible. She had unmonitored possession of it for several days and—through her information broker, Octavia Suran—the ability to arrange discreet individual sales to interested parties. Short of finding Suran, who will likely have gone to ground in the wake of Menoris’ death, there’s no way to know if that happened.”

Of course Ygara would’ve been double-dealing. For a woman who’d been willing to stab a former colleague in the back, it would’ve been nothing to promise an exclusive sale to the auction participants, while still selling the same tech to someone else on the side. Cora buried her face in her hands and groaned.

The hum of the door startled her into looking up. Then her mouth fell open, as her best friend came into the room.

“What?” Janae asked, her voice wry. She carried a takeout container, which she set down on a nearby table as she settled into the room’s chair. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost. Which I’m not, by the way. Dead, I mean, since it’s just been eleven weeks since we last saw each other, and you’re the one who’s been in a medically induced coma.”

Cora closed her mouth. Janae was another of Talein’s Daughters, the youngest member of the team after Cora—though “young” by asari standards meant that she was still a solid two hundred years old and change. And in spite of everything, Cora was elated to see her.

“I just… wasn’t expecting to see you here.”

“Well, surprisingly, when you end up in a public hospital, nearly dead, word gets around.” Grinning, Janae crossed her legs and popped open the container. “You would wake up while I was off getting lunch, though. There’s a great cafe down on the mezzanine, did you know that? They have Earth shrimp. Always wanted to try those! Want some?”

Cora shook her head, still drinking in the sight. It felt as if years had passed since she and Janae and the other Daughters had been in the trenches, fighting their way through the bowels of Omega or some asari colony that had been attacked by geth.

“Janae, what are you doing here? The Daughters had a full deployment schedule!”

“I came with Nisira. And she’s the one who gave me a week off, on ‘family leave’ pay. She figured since you didn’t have any family of your own, friends would have to do.”

“Oh, my God.” Cora found herself laughing. It felt like forever since she’d laughed, too. “You know that’s going to set the rumors off again.” Even Ygara had thought she and Janae were a couple. The truth was that Janae had been more than interested, though she’d taken it gracefully when Cora had turned her down. Now that the awkwardness had settled, they could be just friends.

“Who cares what anybody else thinks?” Janae snorted and plucked a fried shrimp from the container to nibble on it. “This is sort of chewy, but I guess I can see the appeal.”

Cora got comfortable in the bed again, and they talked about the Daughters for a while—how everyone was doing, who’d admitted that they missed the weird human maiden, which of Nisira’s two hot-tempered husbands was more likely to get into a fight next and earn a patented “Mama Nisi” tongue-lashing for it. It was easy, familiar stuff, and Cora found herself unbearably relieved to have her mind taken off double-crossings and human-synthetic integration and half-crazed AIs for a while.

Abruptly Janae fell silent, though, gazing at Cora for a long moment.

“So… the Andromeda Initiative, huh?”

Oh, crap. Cora wasn’t ready for this conversation. “Yeah…?”

“Another galaxy. Forever.”

Cora rubbed a hand over her hair. “Yeah.”

Janae was silent for a few moments, but Cora could see the hurt and anger practically radiating from her micro-scales. “I hadn’t heard from you since you left. Were you even going to say goodbye before you went where I’d never see you again?”

“I’m a soldier, Janae, same as you. There’s always a chance we’ll never see each other again.”

“That’s death. And at least I’d have closure that way. But you think it’s the same, knowing you’re alive somewhere but unreachable, asleep for hundreds of years?” Janae leaned forward, scowling. “By the time you wake up, I could be dead. Definitely in my later years. A lot of asari maidens never make it to the matriarch stage, you know—especially those who take the huntress path. All this time I’ve been thinking I would outlive you, but at least I’d get to watch you have a good life and grow to a respectable old age. I thought I would—”

She choked herself off, then looked away.

“Tethys and the other old ladies in the unit are always going on about how important it is to savor the shorter-lived people in your life, while they last. That’s the whole point of the embrace eternity mantra, you know? How much time you have doesn’t matter, when you really care about someone, if you make the most of it. How can I have that with you, if…?”

“But this is better than death,” Cora said, knowing it was weak.

Janae’s jaw tightened. Quickly, to head off the storm she could see coming, Cora added, “It’s… honorable. I’ll be helping humanity establish a new frontier, securing new resources, setting up future intergalactic trade... Who knows what kind of new discoveries we’ll find there? And—”

“Since when do you care about any of that?” Janae snapped. It was Cora’s turn to flinch. “I know why Nisira sent you away, Cora. It’s because you weren’t really interested in the Daughters, even though I know you would’ve been perfectly content to stay with us until you couldn’t fight anymore. But you were looking for a cause to attach yourself to. Looking for people to attach yourself to. After what happened to your parents—” Cora flinched, but Janae continued, relentlessly. “I don’t blame you. Seriously, I don’t. But if you keep rejecting people who want to be a part of your life, it’s not our fault that you feel disconnected here. Going to another galaxy isn’t going to change that. The problem isn’t the Milky Way. The problem is you.”

Cora stared at her, struck speechless. In the sudden, reverberating silence, Janae shook her head, picked up the takeout container, and got to her feet.

“I’m glad you’re alive,” she said. “You’re my best friend and I’ll never stop caring about you, even if you fly off to the other end of the universe. But I’m furious with you right now, and I need to go get some fresh—” She grimaced, looking around at the station’s metal walls. “Well. Freshly recycled air.” She walked out.

Cora flopped back in the hospital bed, feeling like she’d just gone ten rounds in a sparring ring.

“Are you all right, Lieutenant?” SAM-E’s voice was tentative.

“No.” She closed her eyes. “Hey. What’s Alec Ryder to you?”

“I…” SAM-E sounded completely taken aback. “He is my creator, of course. Are you quite sure you’re feeling all right?”

“I mean—” Cora gestured awkwardly. “What does he mean to you? Do you think of him as a father, or a teacher, or a friend, or…?”


“I suppose… all of that. And none of it. I’m not him, after all. I’m you.”

“What?”

SAM-E tried again. “I am not the SAM unit that is integrated with the Pathfinder, is what I mean. I’m the one that’s integrated with you. Even now I am receiving data from the implants within you. I’m also patched into the hospital’s medical monitors and its cameras so that I can observe you externally. I am reading the doctor’s notes on your care at this very moment, and I watched Janae and Nisira while both were present. I am learning about you by the moment—from your brain chemistry, from this conversation, from the way your senses process information. All of this data contributes to my understanding of the world.”

“That… might just be the creepiest thing you’ve ever said to me, SAM-E, other than ‘hang on while I give you human blood-rage.’”

SAM-E was persistent and patient. “I am not made to exist alone,” he said. “Without organics, I would have no purpose. In order to be a… a person, I need… people. Does that make sense?”

Cora considered this for a long while. It did, although part of her mind tried to resist it. Did SAM-E even qualify as a person? He didn’t have a body. But it worked once she stopped thinking of SAM-E, and started thinking instead of herself. “Like family,” she murmured, and then blinked in surprise at herself. “The people who make you what you are, even though you’re still a person of your own.”

“That analogy is inappropriate for an artificial life form, but it comes closest to describing the experience, yes.”

“Huh.” Cora laughed a little, surprised to find herself… pleased. She couldn’t articulate why. “Well. Welcome to the family, SAM-E.”

SAM-E, perhaps thoughtfully and perhaps tactfully, did not press the conversation further.

The doctor arrived a few moments later and, much to Cora’s chagrin, explained all the things about her condition that she’d managed to get SAM-E to skip. But there was good news, too: she was to be discharged that very afternoon. “Your medical VI provided us with excellent advice,” the woman said, as she handed Cora the big plastic baggie that contained her armor, weapons, helmet, and bodysuit. “I don’t know if we would’ve been able to get you back up to a hundred percent without its help. I’ve never encountered this model of VI before—is it a mod?”

“Yes,” Cora said. “No. Uh, experimental prototype. Proprietary, corporate. I’m testing it.” That had the virtue of even being true.

“Well, let me know when it’s on the market. That thing’s a literal lifesaver.”

“I know,” Cora said, and fortunately the woman didn’t notice the amused look on Cora’s face. Then Cora thought of something that had caught her attention earlier. “What are the guards for, though?”

“Oh.” The doctor grimaced, glancing through the window at the two human men flanking the door. They wore hospital security uniforms, and carried no visible weapons, but their martial purpose was obvious just from their stances and positioning. “I’m given to understand that you had some trouble the last time you were here on Tamayo. A reporter? And those Homeward Sol protestors.”

“The—” Cora blinked. Then she remembered the man who’d accosted her in the cafe. Who’d been with a group of people carrying placards. “Oh, them. Wait, ‘Homeward Sol?’” There were a million reasons for people to use the word “Home” as part of a name, but…

“Right, them.” The doctor sighed. “They’ve been here for weeks now, trying to get media attention by picketing any shuttles leaving Sol space. You know the type—xenophobes and Earth-centrists. Like the Reds, but without the illegal drug trading. They support themselves by inciting high-profile individuals to punch one of them in the face, and then filing a lawsuit. It’s how they get their funding.”

Cora groaned. So al-Jilani’s interview had made her high profile enough to earn the attention of scammy bigots.

“Anyway, we didn’t want them bothering you during your recovery. But, ah…” The doctor looked uncomfortable. “I can’t guarantee they haven’t found the berth where your shuttle is docked. I don’t know how they keep getting access to our ship manifests. And you’ve got several weeks of rehab ahead of you before you should engage in any strenuous activity.”

Cora sighed. “Thanks for the warning. Now I’ll make sure I handle them without any punching, if they try me again.”

“A wise choice.” She winked and left.

* * *

Dressed, armored, and feeling almost like herself again, Cora stepped outside of the hospital to wait for Janae on the balcony. Tamayo Point was almost peaceful from up here, the noise of its main level muted by distance, and after a while Cora found herself leaning against the balcony railing, trying to process everything that had happened.


She should feel accomplished. A sense of closure. She’d fulfilled her mission for the Initiative, to the greatest degree possible. She’d gotten twenty people out of Quiet Eddy alive, with only herself as a casualty; if she’d still been in the military, they’d probably have given her a medal. Wasn’t that why she’d joined the Daughters and mastered biotics—to help people? Use her powers to make a difference in the galaxy?

But if so, then why did she still feel so out of place? Gazing at the hum of activity down on Tamayo’s main level, she felt different from that day—had it only been eleven short weeks ago?—when she’d been fresh off the ship from asari space. Now the people around her just felt like people—not alien anymore, but not familiar, either. Not a part of her.

You keep rejecting people who want to be a part of your life.

Janae’s accusation rattled around in Cora’s mind, echoing, making her ache with guilt. Which… was wrong. Cora scowled; damn it, that couldn’t be true. She’d served in the Alliance and in the Daughters. No one could survive in a military unit without bonding with her squadmates. It just hadn’t been…

A light step warned her—deliberate, on Janae’s part, since any huntress could move in total silence if she wanted to. Then she settled against the railing beside Cora, letting out a sigh that echoed how Cora felt.

“I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “What I said to you before was unfair.” The knot of frustration inside Cora began to unravel at once. She hadn’t known that she needed to hear that. “I just… It was bad enough knowing you were heading to human space, where I could at least keep in touch with you via vidcalls and extranet messages. This, though… This means losing you for good. And when I got here and found you half-dead in a hospital bed, that just drove the horror of the whole thing home.”

Cora pushed herself up from the railing and turned to face Janae. “I ended up here because I was ready to die to save twenty people,” she said. All at once, it was clear in her mind. Janae blinked. “Because I could save them. It wasn’t something I set out to do, certainly wasn’t anything anyone asked of me. I’m not even a soldier anymore. But when I got there and saw what was happening on the ground, I couldn’t not do it. I was the only one who could, so I did. Do you understand?”

Janae’s frown deepened, but slowly, she nodded. “You’re never not a huntress, once the spirit is in you,” she said. “Stepping up whenever needed. No questions asked, no hesitation. I get that.”

“Because I was needed. Yeah.” Cora took a deep breath. “The asari don’t need me, Janae. The Alliance has plenty of biotics, plenty of soldiers, and we’re not at war; they don’t need me. I’m one of the most powerful biotics in my species, and nobody in this whole damn galaxy needs me.” That was painful to say, but it was the truth. “The Initiative does, though. This guy, Ryder; he does. Andromeda does.”

“If you’re serious about making the future happen, I’ve got a job for you,” Alec Ryder had said. And… Cora blinked, realizing belatedly. Something within her had responded to that.

Janae folded her arms, her expression carefully neutral. “What if I say I need you? The Daughters need you?”

Cora sighed. “That would be a lie, Janae. I’m not half the commando you are. I won’t live long enough to ever be a true huntress.” She half-smiled. “And anyway, it’s a pain in the ass to get shampoo on Thessia.”

That cracked the neutrality. Janae burst out laughing. “I told you a million times, just shave off that ‘hair’ of yours and get your scalp dyed! We could both get stripes, to match! It would be so cool.”

“You would look cool. I’d look like a zebra.”

“Those Earth equines I’ve heard of? Oh Goddess, you’re right!” They both dissolved into giggles at the notion. But then Janae stepped forward, opening her arms. Still chuckling, Cora embraced her, though her laughter faded as Janae pressed her forehead against Cora’s and sighed. “These people better appreciate you as much as we do, Cora.”

Cora shut her eyes and let her biotic field rise in natural response to the presence of another. Janae did the same, her field meshing gently with Cora’s own, and they stood there for a while, both of them reverberating with one another’s presence.

“If they don’t, I’ll just sic you on them,” Cora murmured.

Janae shook her head and stepped back, blinking quickly as she let her field go quiescent. Cora had to look away too as she did the same. “You’re off, then?” she asked, her voice sounding suspiciously tight.

“Yeah,” Cora replied. “My mission’s done.”

Janae nodded, then hooked her arm through Cora’s as they turned to leave together. “I’ll walk you to your shuttle.”

“Could get ugly. Protestors.”

“Oh—” Janae scowled. “You mean those noisy bigots who’ve been getting in people’s faces all over the place? Please, let them try me.”

“Janae, so help me, if I wake up hundreds of years in the future and learn that you spent the rest of your life in jail, I will drag myself into whatever passes for the asari afterlife to give you grief for an eternity.”

* * *

When they got down to the private-shuttle docks, and found the berth for Cora’s, there were no protestors in sight. Quietly, as Cora looked around for them, SAM-E said into her ear, “I took the liberty of notifying station authorities that the Homeward Sol protestors might be carrying explosives.”

“You did—?” Cora forgot herself and spoke out loud, then blushed and caught herself. Janae looked at her oddly. “Sorry. Chatty VI.”

“I took care to use the word ‘might,’” SAM-E said, a little sheepishly. “Technically it isn’t a lie. Station security should investigate, then release them unharmed when they discover no credible threat.”

Cora had to fight the urge to groan, but she couldn’t deny that SAM-E’s deception had bought them a little peace. Reaching the shuttle, she stopped and turned to Janae. “I’ll write until I go into cryo-sleep. Weekly.”

“Weekly?” Janae gave her a skeptical look. “I’ll believe that when I see it.”

“I will! And you have to send me messages, too, even after I’m asleep.”

“Messages. To another galaxy.”

“Yes. I want to know all about the other Daughters, and the coolest missions you get to go on, and whether you ever get that Ariake Tech mod you’ve been saving up for, and whether you finally settle down with anybody…” Cora grinned.

Janae’s smile faltered. “You sure you want that, Cora? You might end up hearing all about how I died.”

That did sound… terrible. Cora looked away, troubled.


Janae sighed and patted her arm. “Think about it. But until you leave, write. And I’ll write, too.” Then she stepped back, deliberately. “Goddess keep you safe, my friend.”

“And you, Janae.”

It hurt to pull away. They both knew from experience that it was best to keep these things brief, make the cut quick… but it still felt like breaking another arm as Cora took a deep breath and walked up the shuttle’s ramp. Janae moved to where Cora could see her through the front viewport, as Cora sat down in the pilot’s chair and started working through the disembarkation sequence.

“I do appreciate you, Lieutenant,” SAM-E said, almost shyly.

Cora frowned at the apparent non sequitur, then remembered Janae’s warning: These people better appreciate you. The shuttle began to lift off. Cora held up a hand in farewell, and Janae kissed both hands and flung them back.

“That’s good, SAM-E,” she murmured. “I’m glad.” But she watched Janae until she was only a bright blue speck on the docking platform, eventually dwindling away to nothing.
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CLASSIFIED: ALLIANCE SIENNA ALERT NOTICE INTERCEPTED PIRATE RADIO AD WITH DECRYPTED CORRESPONDENCE

Ad: Have you been to the Citadel lately? Illium? How does it feel to stand shaking while some alien looks down its noses at you, and says the word “human” like a curse?

Decoded: Our patron has ceased communications. Our mandate has been rescinded.

Ad: Do you know what Earth is becoming? A backwater. Do you care about that? Want to stop it? Want to make Earth better so that all of our kids, not just the ones in the shining, alien-funded Alliance nations, have a chance at the good life?

Decoded: All operatives; execute last orders. Then await further instruction.

Ad: Homeward Sol’s demands are simple: An end to extrasolar colonial expansion, divestment from alien business ventures and Prothean research, mandatory registration and isolation for the dangerously contaminated individuals called biotics, stricter controls on alien immigration. Put all that money back into this planet, for human purposes!

Decoded: Your dedication will be remembered. Your sacrifices will be honored.

Ad: HOMEWARD SOL: Humans, for humankind!
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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By the time Alec walked into the level-five gym of Theia Station, he was already pretty sure that Cora Harper was angry. It had been almost three months since her return from Tamayo, after all, and she’d spent much of it avoiding him, sending only a series of terse mission reports to let him know she was back.

Upon reading the reports, which had been full of words like “consultation” and “collateral damage,” he’d gotten his SAM to speak to her SAM-E—who had rather sheepishly explained that Cora actually meant “consultation with an angry information broker” and “collateral damage like having to pay for hotel repairs after an assassination” and needing a replacement for her lost Acolyte pistol, among other things.

At which point Alec had decided to leave Harper alone for a while. It was going to take her some time to get her body, and mind, rehabilitated. In the meantime, he made sure her SAM-E was getting Cora up to speed on everything she needed to know about the Initiative’s plans. In hindsight, it might’ve been better to give her that education before he’d sent her on a mission. But he’d needed to know she could adapt… work with whatever was given to her. And she’d proven more than capable.

Today, however, Alec had business to take care of—business for which he thought he might need the help of an extremely competent ex-marine and high-spiking biotic. So after checking the station map and determining that Harper wasn’t in the quarters she’d been assigned since returning to Theia, he followed her employee ID trail to the gym.

The level-five gym was supposed to be only for senior staff of the Initiative—science team leads, Pathfinder team members, investors when they visited. It was small as a result, and not used as often as it should have been. Alec tended to do basic PT in his own quarters, or via daily jogs through the station before first shift. Wei Udensi had said something about there being a nice biotiball simulator somewhere in the station, and a lot of people apparently used that. Thus it was no surprise when he found the gym empty, except for Harper.

She’d taken advantage of the solitude to shove some of the equipment out of her way—possibly with biotics, since it was heavy—and bare a wide circle on the floor mats. At first Alec thought she might be performing some kind of martial arts kata, repeating movements and forms for practice as well as fitness. If so, however, it was no martial art he’d ever seen before… or was it? As he stopped, folding his arms and trying to parse the niggling familiarity of her movements, Harper spun in place and dropped to her knees, then arched back further in a painful-looking contortion.

She planted her arms and shoulders on the floor, then, and—from a kneeling position, astoundingly—slowly unfolded her lower half, scissoring her legs straight and exhaling as she lifted them into a kind of hovering backwards plank. She held this for several seconds, a quick, brief glimmer limning her legs and feet; easy enough to see that the same move performed quickly and with biotic force behind it would make for a deadly double-footed kick. But Alec’s abdominal muscles ached in sympathy.


An instant later, Harper whipped herself around into a forward plank, so fast that Alec realized she could perform the moves quickly, and probably did so in combat. Now she drew her knees under herself and uncurled her torso, adding a series of graceful hand moves—which were so familiar that Alec narrowed his eyes in sudden recognition. It couldn’t be. But then Cora flung a biotic-limned heel-of-hand thrust toward the ceiling, throwing her head back in apparent abandon and actual concentration, and that was the confirmation.

“You’re kidding,” Alec blurted. Harper started violently, flashing to her feet in a low, defensive posture, and belatedly Alec remembered that she was probably a little hair-triggered after Quiet Eddy. Luckily she hadn’t warped his head off. “Uh, sorry,” he said, as she visibly made herself relax. “I was just surprised. Asari dancing is actually a martial art?”

Harper shook her head, clearly annoyed at the interruption, though she straightened and went over to a cabinet for a towel. “What, you think asari put up with horny interspecies droolers just for money?” She scrubbed her face and exhaled. “It’s no different from capoeira or tai chi. Lots of human martial arts double as dance or meditation.”

“Point taken.” And it put some things he’d noticed in asari-managed clubs into new perspective. “Huh. Leave it to the asari to hide their bouncers in their dancers, so to speak.”

Harper nodded. “‘This, then, is a resonant truth of the universe: What is most beautiful is often most deadly.’”

“What?”

“Light From the Shadows. Chapter one, tranto seventy-two, pinchesa four. A martial philosophy manual some commando units require their maidens to read—like, their version of The Art of War. It’s also given to humans who decide to join asari commando units.” Harper completed a movement as she said it.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Alec said. “Not that I’m much of a club-goer, anymore.”

Harper eyed him sidelong. Sizing him up again, he suspected, and maybe trying to reconcile the reality of him with the opinions she’d formed while chasing down his illegal AI tech. “Were you ever?”

“Some. Back when I first joined the military. For a while after Grissom’s first relay run, I needed those shore leaves.” He sighed. “The dancers weren’t asari back then, of course.”

“And now?”

Alec lifted his left hand and waggled the ring on it. “Now, I’m a married man.”

Harper’s expressions didn’t change much, he noticed. She maintained an air of coolness that might have come of extended time among judgmental aliens, or maybe it was something she’d picked up from the asari. He could tell by the way her gaze flickered, though, that she’d read his dossier, where his wife was listed as deceased. She said only, “Lucky woman.”

Alec chuckled around the tightness in his chest. “Not really. I was, uh…” He shrugged. “Not the best husband. Not the best father. Got better, some.”

Harper sat down, folding one arm into another to stretch out the shoulder. “Wouldn’t have figured you for the club-hopping type ever, really. You know. Scientist inventor and all.”

“I was a kid. In over my head—none of us knew what the hell we were doing on Grissom’s crew, we were just excited to be doing it. Except every once in a while when it would get overwhelming and… well, a drink helped, back then. And the clubs got me laid, back when I was young and dumb enough to think quantity mattered more than quality. Ellen broke me out of that quick.”

Harper laughed a little, and he guessed by this that she’d gone through her own “quantity over quality” phase. Most young marines did, though Harper seemed more standoffish than most. Then she sobered, and the unspoken tension he’d sensed hovering about her suddenly crystallized.

“Tell me again why we’re doing this,” she said.

“This?”

She waved a hand. The room. Theia Station. The Initiative.

“Ah.” Folding his arms, Alec leaned against a pommel horse. “Stop thinking about the galaxy, then, if that part isn’t speaking to you. Think about humanity.”

“What about us?”

Alec shrugged. “We’re weak, you know. Mediocre, by the standards of the Milky Way. You’ve seen the same thing I’ve seen: The asari have a ten-thousand-year head start on us, probably more, and there’s no way we can catch up… here. In another galaxy, though? With a fresh start? We have a chance.”

“Another galaxy isn’t a fresh start, though. There will be people there already, who we’ll have to interact with. What if we end up mediocre by their standards, too?”

“Then we do. But I don’t think we will.” Alec started to pace; he couldn’t quite help himself. “Here, we’re hampered by tradition, stuck trying to fit into a system that’s already biased against us. Like… nobody thinks there’s any way for organics and synthetics to get along just because it’s never happened before. Nobody’s willing to try. But I’m trying—and if the Pathfinder program succeeds, if each of the races traveling to Andromeda is able to establish a foothold and develop a thriving colony there, it will be the proof-of-concept that the Simulated Adaptive Matrices need. Proof that SAM can get along with us, and help us, and vice versa.

“And AI is the advantage humanity needs,” he continued. “I’m sure of it. We aren’t as strong as the krogan—but we could be, with AI. We’re not as smart as the salarians—but we could be, with AI. SAM might even be able to extend my life well past the hundred-and-fifty-year average that’s standard for humanity now. He can keep me healthy, too, for most of that. If—”

He cut himself off, realizing he’d been about to say If every human in Andromeda has a SAM. No, that wasn’t something Harper was ready to hear. She was doing well so far, accepting the idea of relying on an AI and even, to gauge by SAM-E’s reports, starting to bond with hers. But the idea of taking a quantum leap of evolution into a new posthuman reality? That was a scary thought. It was scary even for him.

So Alec tried a different tack. “Look. Just… Just think about what it will be like to live in a civilization that’s built around what humanity is now. Currently, that isn’t what we’ve got. We’re still too much of who we used to be. Here, we’re a society of barely technological apes that only three centuries ago was using telegraphs and smoke signals to communicate. Interstellar travel? Quantum entanglement? We’ve managed to incorporate these things into our society, but we’re bad at it. We’re like… like software that got rushed out before it was ready, and that wasn’t properly designed to begin with. We can add on all the patches we want, and maybe they’ll work, but wouldn’t it be better to have done it correctly from the get-go?”

Harper’s expression had turned skeptical. He was losing her. Okay, something she cared about. “Think about a society built around biotics.”

She blinked. Ah, that had gotten her attention. “Like Thessia?”

“Like Thessia. But us. Think about schools that offer biotics training as a matter of course. Maybe as an elective at first, but still part of the standard curriculum.” He’d read Harper’s dossier. She’d been home schooled aboard her parents’ freighter, and had been forced to join the Alliance to get training for her biotics. Would she have left, though, if she’d had a choice? “Biotic distance learning modules; train yourself at home.”

Harper slid a flat sidelong look at him, which he read as I see what you’re doing. Still, she said, “There aren’t enough biotics for that kind of thing to be cost-effective.”

There will be, if every human has a SAM. Alec decided not to say that, pending a chance to analyze the data from Harper’s experimental unit. If he couldn’t solve the transfer decay problem… Later. “More biotics are being born every day,” he said, “even here in the Milky Way. Until we stop using eezo, biotics might be a minority, but they’re still normal for us. Hell, that’s half our problem now: we’re not willing to admit that the definition of ‘normal humanity’ has changed. We keep fighting to preserve a reality that’s already long gone, and maybe never existed in the first place.”

Harper had begun to pace, slowly. Listening. Alec pressed his case. “So think about a society built around a new normal. Where aliens aren’t the enemy, just the species next door. Where biotics can be more than human weapons—artists, maybe. Where we’re not still bogged down with the old nationalism and classism and—” He sighed in frustration. “Do you really need me to keep talking, or is any of this working for you?”

Harper sat down against the wall of the gym, then propped her elbows on her knees. “It’s working.” She tilted him a narrow-eyed look. “You really believe all that’s possible? It’s not just bullshit?”

Alec pressed his lips together and went over to a holo screen on the wall of the gym. It was just a dumb terminal, entertainment-only, but he linked his omni-tool to it and said, “SAM, show the preliminary curriculum that’s been designed for the first human children born in Andromeda.”

“Of course, Pathfinder,” SAM said, speaking through the room’s PA as well as to Alec. Alec saw Harper blink at the slightly different tone and accent of his SAM compared to her own. Then text and modules began to appear in the air above the terminal.

Harper got up and came over. “You actually planned out the schools?”

“If there’s one thing we can count on, it’s that human beings will start screwing, the instant they’re out of cryo,” Alec said, wryly. “Accidents happen. Bad planning happens. We need to be ready.” Then he stopped the scroll of modules, and tapped one, which moved to the center and enlarged. BIOTIC ADAPTATION AND CONTROL, it read.

She inhaled, and for the first time since he’d met her, there was something like wonder on Cora Harper’s face.

“SAM, send the selected file to Lieutenant Harper, please, so she can read it and offer suggestions as she sees fit.” Alec then wiped the display and turned to face her. “So what brought this on?”

A muscle in Harper’s jaw flexed. She said, “I don’t have a lot of ties, here, but I do have some. I just… needed to know whether this—” She gestured again, the Initiative. “—was worth it. Losing those ties.” And then she looked up, and Alec found himself drawing back just a little at the intensity of her gaze. “Is it?”

Alec raised his eyebrows, taken aback. What a question. But… he frowned. An impulse had come upon him, and while he wasn’t normally the impulsive type—Ellen had always said he couldn’t take a dump without a plan—he’d learned to trust his instincts over the years.

So he pushed away from the wall, and signaled SAM about his intentions. “Come with me.”

Her eyes narrowed, but she straightened and followed.

He led her out of the gym and through the paramilitary unit level, past rooms of troops drilling for rapid response and rescue, or sitting through weapons-modding lectures. In the corridors, others lounged around chatting about whether Del from Human Resources had gotten over being mad at Par from Armory for something Par did in bed. Harper seemed to relax a little as they passed through here, which made sense; she’d spent most of her adult life among soldiers. HR had actually tried to steer Harper toward one of these teams, when Alec had first broached the idea of recruiting her. Grabby bastards. She was right where he needed her to be… if she chose to stay.

Because that was what all Harper’s questions meant right now, Alec understood. She’d done the job for him, hunting down his stolen AI tech and probably preventing it from ending up on some damned extranet forum, and saving twenty lives along the way. That wasn’t enough for her, though. Harper would never be the type who just wanted a job. She needed a calling—and Ryder had one to offer her.

All she had to do was accept it.

If this doesn’t work, he thought, nothing will.

The shuttle was the same one Harper had taken to Quiet Eddy and Tamayo. Harper settled on the crash couch while Alec used his own SAM to pilot. She looked relaxed, but her expression was closed. It made him uncomfortable that she didn’t break the silence, though that had also been noted in her dossier. Growing up on a spaceship, with no one but her parents to interact with, hadn’t exactly predisposed her to sociability. He was just going to have to get used to it.

The trip was routine, as was the approach to launch point. Then the console bleeped a proximity warning. Alec glanced back at Harper and said, “You’ll want to see this.”

Harper obligingly moved up to take the co-pilot’s seat. “You finally going to stop being dramatic?”

“Yes,” Alec said, “but that’s only because I’m about to be overshadowed.” Then he banked the shuttle, taking them around on an admittedly dramatic angle of approach, to reveal:

The ark Hyperion. It never got old, seeing the thing in the flesh, as more than just design specs on a console. This ship carried his future within.

So he watched Harper’s face as the expanse of it emerged slowly around the cloud’s obscuration. Watched her inhale, eyes widening, as she realized the four massive platforms vaning behind the vessel were engines. Watched her mouth fall open as Alec deliberately took them along a flight path that followed the sleek lines of one of the ship’s two massive arkholds. Saw the moment when she recognized elements of the ship’s design, and understood just how much it had been inspired by the Citadel—which, after all, had stood the test of time and events as they hoped the Hyperion would.

And he could not help feel pride as he saw her take it all in, and saw the sight of it change something in her. There was wonder in her eyes, and he’d been part of making that happen.

“Ten thousand people in each of two arkholds,” Alec explained, as they drifted into one of the holds’ shadow. It was a big shadow. “All packed in cryo and ready to go. That ring-structure—mission-critical personnel will be stored there, to be woken up in priority order. That includes the Pathfinder team. Us.” He felt her look at him, absorbing the designation, and carefully did not look back at her. Pushing wouldn’t work with her, he knew. He fell silent as he guided the shuttle into a landing trajectory, aiming for one of the docking ports along the ring. “Of course, the only people awake right now are construction and prep crews, finishing the stage-four projects and doing final flight checking.”

Harper threw him an unreadable look, then resumed staring avidly at the Hyperion, rising from her seat and leaning forward to get a better look at the underside of beta arkhold. Her eyes narrowed. “These things look… detachable.”

“They’re self-contained modules. The idea is that if something happens to one and we have to jettison, the other won’t be affected. The damaged module can be detached, and its resources cannibalized if possible, without compromising the rest of the ship’s integrity.”

Harper said nothing more as the shuttle banked into the vast docking bay and settled onto a landing pad. But when Alec finished the shutdown sequence, she sat back in her chair and regarded him evenly.

“Okay,” she said. “I get why you showed me this. You want me committed.”

“And are you, now?”

She took a deep breath.

“Yeah. Yeah, I am.”

Alec nodded. “We might have gotten more applicants if we’d been able to give tours of the Hyperion. It’s a magnificent ship. But with all the Homeward Sol crap…” He shook his head.

Her gaze sharpened. “You’ve had threats?”

“Constantly. Mostly just the usual alien-conspiracy kooks. The asari are controlling everyone’s mind, the turians are doing this to—somehow—wipe us out in vengeance for the war, the whole thing is a hoax done on an STG-run holovid stage…” He shrugged. “But a few of the threats have been credible.”

He sobered then, growing angry as he remembered the report Wei Udensi had shown him, just before he’d gone to find Harper. So much trouble they’d gone to, protecting themselves against threats from without, and it was the threat from within that they should have worried about all this time.

He shook it off and focused on Harper again. “Help me lead the human Pathfinder team, Harper, to find us a new home. Humanity needs you. If the ones here in the Milky Way are too stupid to get that, then the ones in Andromeda won’t be. I need you.”

She shifted a little. He couldn’t read her expression. “I never verified that the kernel package didn’t get copied,” she said. “That mission was basically an audition. If Suran sold it—”


Alec shook his head. “If we find her, you’ll go after her. If she’s sent the tech elsewhere, you’ll retrieve it. But you did what I asked you to do, and then some, so I know I can rely on you, Harper, if that’s what you’re thinking. I don’t expect perfection; I expect your best. Your best has been pretty damn good.” He took a deep breath. “And quit stalling. Will you join us?”

Harper shifted thoughtfully. “Okay.”

Alec felt like he’d just gone through a relay for the first time, again. He fought the urge to grin, however, and held out his hand, waiting.

After a long, pent moment, Harper sighed and took his hand. Good firm handshake. All right, then.

“Come on, let’s give you the nickel tour,” he suggested. “Welcome aboard, Lieutenant Harper.”

They landed in a hangar bay strewn with construction equipment, cables, and storage crates. It was ablaze with spotlights, and when the shuttle doors opened, noisy with the sounds of power-ratcheting and thermal drills. Alec saw Harper take a deep breath as she walked down the ramp. “Sorry,” he said. “I know it’s kind of sensory overload.”

“No,” she said, her gaze momentarily distant. “Better than dark and quiet.”

There were a few members of the construction crew around as they moved through the ring, though mostly the corridors were empty. Alec pointed out offices, the location-coding system painted on the walls, and other mission-critical locations and information. Harper observed it all in near-silence, though she occasionally took notes on her omni-tool. It hadn’t yet occurred to her to use SAM-E for notes.

Then again, that was probably just as well. Alec sighed, realizing belatedly that he was going to have to make a confession to Harper soon, and she probably wasn’t going to be very happy with him about it.

“Verify degradation rate again,” he subvocalized as they walked. Harper’s tendency to silence made some things easy, at least.

“The same as before, Pathfinder,” SAM said into his ear, with the faintest hint of a somber tone. “SAM-E has not yet reached the unsafe levels of integration with Lieutenant Harper, but your last run of tests confirmed the problem. Do you mean to tell her?” It paused significantly. “Soon?”

Alec sighed. It was becoming increasingly clear that SAM disapproved of the way Alec was handling the matter. That was the problem with having an integrated artificial intelligence; they had thoughts of their own, and didn’t always agree with yours. “Let me work up to it,” he said, finally. “I’ll tell her today. I promise.”

SAM did not reply, which was perhaps an eloquence in itself.

That was probably why Alec made sure the next place he took Harper for the tour was the SAM-Node. As Harper looked around the vast, gleaming chamber in awe and a little confusion, Alec explained that it was, for all intents and purposes, SAM’s brain. She would need to know that, wouldn’t she, if something happened to Alec? That was how he rationalized it to himself, anyway.

Harper listened thoughtfully, then asked the question he’d hoped she wouldn’t: “So where’s SAM-E?”

“Also here,” Alec said, gesturing to the higher-order consciousness units embedded in the far wall. “Basically, SAM-E is a partition of my own SAM. Utilizing some of the same processors to save energy.” And if Harper knew even the first thing about artificial intelligence, she would know exactly what that meant.

But she only nodded—then half-smiled at something SAM-E said into her earpiece. It was the warmest look he’d yet seen on her face. Then she flipped a jaunty salute at the column. “Nice to finally meet you face-to-face, too.”

Alec’s stomach sank. “Yes,” said his SAM. “She’s bonded with SAM-E quite well, I would say.”

Alec sighed, though he carefully plastered a smile over this so Harper wouldn’t see. Then he beckoned her away to finish the tour. At the end of it, he resolved. He would tell her at the end of the tour.

By the time they stopped in one of the ring’s observation lounges, Harper had begun to shake her head in disbelief.

“The ads say you’re not leaving until later in the year,” she said. “But look at this place. You’re actually ready now.”

Alec stifled a smile. Yes, he’d chosen well. Cora Harper might think herself just a grunt, but she had quick wit about her. “Apart from cosmetic finishes, pretty much, yes. For security reasons, we leaked a false launch timeline. There are a few systems that aren’t quite a hundred percent, but really, we could launch now if we wanted.”

Before he could touch the lounge display to show her a list, however, a hard shudder rippled throughout the deck. The lounge display lit up instead with glaring red warning markers. Harper glimmered blue and moved at once to cover the door, as Alec swept a hand over the warnings to scroll through them. Hull breach, emergency power shunt, thermal spike…

“SAM! What the hell happened?”

“An explosion on the hangar deck,” SAM replied over the PA. “Your shuttle, Alec. Apparently, someone rigged it with a bomb, set to detonate when you reached the ark.” He changed the display to a camera view. Through a static-filled, flickering image, Alec saw the burning, crumpled ruins of the shuttle they’d arrived in—sitting on the deck below the hangar. It had burned through the floor.

“Shit. Must be a plasma bomb, or…” Maybe something new. There had been a lot of weird tech showing up in the galaxy lately. Whatever it was, someone had really wanted to do as much damage as possible.

“SAM-E apologizes, Pathfinder,” SAM said, while he called up the ark’s schematics and tried to localize the damage. “He says that he warned station security at Tamayo Point about the possibility of terrorism, but did not consider actual terrorism. I have reminded him that he couldn’t have known.”

“Yeah. Impossible to anticipate crazy.” The schematics on this part of the ring had a glaring red region. Alec overlaid them with a power network map, then overlaid that with a critical systems map. Below the hangar deck was nothing—storage, not even completely filled yet. But below that was… “Oh, God.”

“What?” Harper moved back up to his side, now that it was clear no attackers were likely to come through the door.

“The Pathfinder is aware that SAM-Node—my bluebox, and that of SAM-E—is in a chamber below the burning shuttle,” SAM said to Harper, with unnerving calm. “I estimate three minutes before that deck is breached by plasma from the shuttle. The loss of those processing nodes will irreparably damage my personality matrix and a number of other critical functions. Additionally, in fifteen seconds my point-to-point quantum entanglement communicators will go offline. I will be unable to speak to you thereafter.” He switched to Alec’s private comm and added, “Thank you for creating me, Alec. I wish you luck in the mission to Andromeda.”

Beside Alec, Harper flinched as well, no doubt as SAM-E transmitted its own farewell to her. Then the room’s lights flickered and went out. Emergency lighting came up, but the display was dead, and SAM’s voice with it, leaving Alec and Harper to stare at each other in horror.







CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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“Get the construction crews evacuated,” Ryder said, dancing back and turning from the console. “Anyone already in cryo should be fine; they don’t need to breathe. But if that plasma damages the power grid—”

“On it,” she responded. Power loss, if it included emergency power, meant the loss of artificial gravity, life support, and the Hyperion’s mass effect envelope—and right now, its hangar was wide open. Explosive decompression in space was never good, but explosive decompression on a ship still under construction, with some of its security systems already offline for repair or testing, could only be a disaster. If any of the bulkhead doors failed to automatically seal, the damage could spread far beyond the hangar. She used her omni-tool to patch into the ship’s network, using the terminal in the obs lounge, and quickly began calling up route maps. But she frowned at the retreating Ryder. “Where are you going?”

“To save SAM.”

What? She kept working, but said, “Ryder, that room is going to be plasma-hot a few minutes after the shuttle burns through! You’ll roast!”

“Not if I get in and out fast enough.” And for an instant, as Cora stared at him, his armor shimmered. It was fleeting, and for an instant she thought she’d imagined it. Not biotics, and not a shield. Something else. But what? Before she could guess, he was through the door, and before it slid shut, he took off running—fast. Much faster than any ordinary human should’ve been able to.

“Shit,” Cora breathed. There was no time to contemplate further. The loss of main power had knocked the ship’s automated communications offline; emergency lighting was still working, but remaining power had been diverted to escape pod launch and evacuation assistance. She could see some of the systems attempting basic fire suppression in the affected hangar, but standard procedure for plasma fire was to vent the hangar, and the ship’s VI couldn’t do that while there were living people in adjacent spaces. Cora would have to get them out in order to put the fire out.

She turned back to the display. Every location on the ship with active life-signs was illuminated. That must have been SAM’s or SAM-E’s doing, modifying the map to make it more useful even as he went silent. Cora started with the areas of the ship farthest from any escape pods or the hangar, opening comms and telling the surprised inhabitants to get out, get out now, and use the stairs up to F-deck because H-deck was unstable.

In most cases the construction crews were already on the move, but a few times she had to direct them away from the danger zone. Presently everyone was moving, or launching escape pods, or boarding shuttles, or already pulling out of the functional hangar bays.

With that covered, Cora finally selected the “SAM-Node” section of the schematics, and brought up a multiscreen display.

Oh. No.

She’d been hoping that the shuttle hadn’t yet burned through to the next level. Once it did, it would be bad, she knew: plasma burndowns usually were, since there wasn’t much matter that could stand up to superheated ionized gas. It was a surprise to see that the wall of processing units at one end of the room was still intact… in fact, because the shuttle’s twisted, smoldering bulk had melted into the chamber, narrowly missing its central column.

Overhead lights swung wildly around the hole that it had burned through the ceiling. The very walls were warping from heat near the craft, metal panels peeling apart and some of the exposed wiring smoldering or outright aflame. Heat-waves rippled around the room’s camera array, and the white-hot gas that curled up from underneath the shuttle made shadows in the darkened, fiery chamber flicker in stark chiaroscuro.

Amid this red-white-and-black hell, Alec Ryder dragged something huge and heavy closer to the processing units he’d pointed out. It was another metal box, bigger than the processors, and it must have weighed hundreds of pounds, though Ryder seemed to be managing it. How? Belatedly, Cora realized the box had to be some sort of data storage unit; that was the only thing that made sense. The box’s plating resembled spaceship armor, though, which meant that it was probably reinforced against radiation or heat or both.

Ryder’s omni-tool was a steady orange glow against the flickering dark, displaying some kind of meter flashing rapid-scrolling data streams even as he struggled to get the unit into place. Downloading or uploading something… in a room whose ambient temperature readings were already at the point that usually caused human beings to slip into unconsciousness from suffocation, as their lungs burned.

Cora turned, slapped open the door of the Obs Deck lounge, and took off running.

What could she possibly do? She wasn’t wearing her armor either, just the workout clothes that Ryder had found her in that morning—and plasma would eat through armor polymer and shields, anyway. She slapped her omni-tool as she ran and managed to call up Ryder’s. “What the hell are you doing? Get out of there!”

His voice, tinny over the fabricated speaker of her omni-tool, sounded labored. “Got to get… kernel safe-stored. Thermal shielding should be… enough. Anything else can be…” A grunt. “Rebuilt, but this…”

That damned kernel again! Cora rounded a corner at full speed and had to push off a wall to keep from losing too much momentum. After routing so many of the construction workers through Hyperion, she had a basic idea of the layout. To get below the damaged hangar bay she needed to take the E7 stairway down three levels… She wrenched open the stairway door, then had to talk around her own jolting breath as she took the stairs three at a time.

“You’re not going to be rebuilding anything if you die!”

“I don’t have time to die.” Ryder sounded more distracted than annoyed, however. Cora could hear the faint bleeps of feedback as he continued to do something on his omni-tool. He sighed in frustration. “I asked for heavy shielding for SAM-Node in the first place. ‘Budget considerations.’” He made a disgruntled sound, as if he wasn’t sitting in a room that might kill him at any given moment. “We need SAM, damn it. They never understood his potential.”

Third level down, right. Warmer here already, the air acrid-smelling from whatever gas the plasma bomb was emitting. Probably something toxic. That would be just my luck, Cora thought bitterly. Emergency lights were on in the corridor at least. For an instant she almost stumbled at the sight of shattered glass and hanging fixtures, feeling the imaginary thud of approaching feet too heavy to call human anymore. But no, just a flashback, thank God—the lights here were blue, and there were no bodies. Yet, anyway. She gritted her teeth and charged on.

Then she rounded the corner that led to the SAM-Node and stopped, her heart clenching. Its doors hung open, one completely blown off by whatever damage the shuttle had done on its way through the ceiling, and the other warped open by the heat and hanging loose. It was so hot just in the corridor that Cora broke into a fresh sweat as she recovered herself and hurried to the opening. She couldn’t go through it—a jet of plasma wafted across the floor just beyond the doorway. The heat radiating through the doors made her skin tighten; it was already hard to breathe. The shuttle itself blocked most of her view, but she could glimpse the corner of one of the “hardcases” Ryder had been ranting about.

“Ryder!”

Silence. Cora’s throat tightened. “Ryder, goddamn it! If you’re dead…”

“If you interrupt me right now, Harper,” he called back, his voice unnaturally calm and tight with concentration, “my chances of survival will drop from unlikely to delusional. Everything’s offline. I have to handle the download of SAM’s personality matrix manually.” He paused. “Ninety seconds to completion.”

Damn it, he wasn’t going to make it for ninety more seconds. She needed to get him out of there. Summoning all her concentration, she focused her biotic energy on the shuttle, trying to at least clear a path for Ryder. She pushed. With a metallic groan, the shuttle slid aside, to reveal—

Ryder, on the far side of the room. He was crouched between two of the tall hardcases, staring intently and typing rapidly with one hand as his omni-tool continued to stream data. But his clothes had begun to smoke. His hair wafted in the heat, its ends shriveling even as Cora watched. His pale skin had gone bright red, shiny in its dryness, cracking and peeling. She could see him blinking rapidly, perhaps to try and keep his eyes from drying out. Another minute—no, another few seconds—and he would burst into flame, if he didn’t just keel over dead.

His SAM had to be keeping him alive somehow. How? It didn’t matter. Cora knew this much: Physics were physics, and there was only so much even an AI could do to keep a human being alive under such conditions.

Okay. Use biotics to shape a mass effect corridor between me and him—the same way relays did, except on the personal scale. Zip in, grab him, zip out. Just because she didn’t have SAM-E and her implant supercharging her biotics anymore didn’t mean she couldn’t do it; she would just have to remember everything Nisira and the other Daughters had taught her. And apply it under pressure, without practice. And not screw it up.

“I can do this,” she muttered, trying to concentrate. In theory her shields could take a second or two of plasma—

“Don’t you dare charge in here,” Ryder snapped. He didn’t lift his eyes from what he was doing. “I’ll fight you, if you try it. Then we’ll both die.”

“Ryder…” She had to make him see reason. “This mission needs you.”

“It needs SAM more than it needs any individual human being. I told you, Harper, without him we can’t catch up to the other races. If we don’t progress, we die.” His face twisted suddenly, and he coughed; Cora saw the blood spots on his lips, even from across the chamber. Whatever SAM had done to keep him alive thus far was failing. And was he hunching, now? Struggling to stay upright and conscious. “But I can’t save them both, Harper.”

“What?”

He drew in a labored breath. “SAM-E. I told you, I fissioned it off from SAM. For all intents and purposes, it was never—” Another cough, followed by a quiet curse. “Never separate. That means—”

Cora understood then, with a hollow chill. The silence inside her, since SAM-E had gone dark. Ryder was saying that SAM-E wouldn’t be back.

She’d lost colleagues before. And now wasn’t the time for grief. Cora clenched and unclenched her hands in frustration. “Okay. You can explain it later—”

“You should evacuate.” Ryder’s voice was infuriatingly calm. “There’s still a risk of decompression.”

She seized on this. “I’ll leave if you come with me!”

He tapped out some sequence on his omni-tool. “There are three plasma streams between me and the door.” Cora started, edging closer to the opening to look. He was right: three thin jets of glowing gas curled from under the shattered shuttle. No way to move around them to get to him. Damn it!

Abruptly a look of relief flowed over Ryder’s face. The data stream ended, and he sat back—then flopped, slumping against the hardcase behind him. All at once he looked like a dying man: visibly weakening, more blood on his lips as he coughed again, eyes drifting shut. An instant later, the emergency lights in the corridor flickered around Cora, then shut down entirely. There was a loud, electrical crack somewhere down the hall, and suddenly when Cora moved her feet drifted away from the floor. The level’s artificial gravity and mass effect envelope had collapsed. Emergency generators had slapped localized mass effect seals over the breaches, but that would only last for a few minutes, to enable evacuation. The whole ring was that much closer to an explosive decompression.

“Did it,” Ryder breathed then, as Cora grabbed onto the damaged door to keep herself in place. His voice was too soft. If Cora hadn’t been listening via her omni-tool, she wouldn’t have heard it. “P-processors are slag.” He ran out of breath, seemed to flounder. “My implementation of SAM…” From across the room, through the heat-waver, Cora saw him smile at her. “Tell my son and daughter… their mother…”

His smile faded. His head thumped onto the hardcase. Whatever SAM had done to keep him alive, it had failed with SAM’s shutdown, and now Ryder was being dry-roasted before her eyes.

No! In the darkened hall, the only light now came from the fire, the plasma, and the blaze of biotic energy that Cora had inadvertently summoned around herself.

If she had planned what she did next, it would have gone wrong. If she’d thought about it, she’d have killed Ryder and probably herself in the process. Now, though, she moved on instinct, swinging up to plant her feet on the outer surface of the broken door. In an instant, without gravity, her perspective reoriented: now the door was the floor, and SAM-Node was down. Then she “reached” into the room biotically, envisioning her arms lengthening and her hands wrapping around the limp form of Alec Ryder.


Careful, careful—so easy to crush fragile flesh. But she had to sheathe him in it, wrap the dark energy around him like a singularity skin, because otherwise the friction of the air alone might kill him when she—

—clawed a path through the surrounding matter and—

—shoved aside the ions of plasma that this path crossed, and—

—hauled with all her mental strength, snatching Ryder through the intervening space so fast that even passing through a vent could not harm him, and—

—then the hurtling projectile of him flew up from the chamber. Too fast! But it was instinct, too, to “catch” him, flinging herself between him and the wall and pushing out with her biotics to slow the one and press back against the other. It still slammed the breath out of her when he struck, and when she struck the wall. She suspected she would have some magnificent bruises at best, if not cracked ribs.

But.

When Cora sat up, easing the dead weight of Ryder off of her so she could check his vitals, he was still breathing, though in a disturbingly labored way. Still alive, which meant there was a chance to keep him that way.

Setting her jaw against a grin—they weren’t out of this yet—Cora latched onto the back of Ryder’s shirt. The fabric tore under her hand, the synthetic material breaking down in the wake of the chamber’s heat. She grabbed his wrist instead, grateful for the lack of gravity as it allowed her to drag him with relative speed through the corridors, bouncing off walls and angling carefully to avoid anything that might slow their momentum. Or break Ryder’s neck, she realized, grimacing as once she lost control of him and accidentally slammed him against a wall. She was more careful after that.

But as she reached a stairwell that should’ve led to one of the usable hangar bays, she heard a hollow groan throughout the ship, and the walls shuddered. Startled, Cora checked her omni-tool, which was still patched into Hyperion’s schematics in real time. The whole section above, to which the stairwell led, was now a stark black. Depressurized. The stairwell door seals were holding, for now, but getting to a shuttle was no longer possible.

“Oh, you have got to be kidding me,” she muttered aloud. “SAM-E, I need—”

No. SAM-E was gone. Dead. There was no station VI available to help—if it had been unable to prevent depressurization in this section, then they were completely cut off from the rest of the Hyperion. Ryder needed medical help fast if he was going to survive, but he wasn’t going to get that in an escape pod. She tapped frantically on her omni-tool, requesting an alternate route, but there was no response. No way to access the ship’s systems to figure out which hangar still had an unlaunched shuttle—and without SAM-E, she was no pilot, even if she found one.

But as she stood there, her mind numbly trying to figure out somewhere to go, something to do, her omni-tool’s speaker crackled.

“Bring him here,” said a woman’s voice. And then Cora’s omni-tool lit up with new navigation instructions.

Cora froze, staring at this. “What the—who are you?”

“You don’t have time for this,” the woman said, sounding… amused? “Come on. At the end of the route I’ve mapped, you’ll find the ring’s infirmary, complete with a Sirta Home Series AutoMedBed. With that, you might be able to keep him alive until the rescue-and-recovery ships get here from Luna and Theia.”

Cora tensed. An AutoMedBed? She’d heard of them—emergency units with a sophisticated medical VI—but never seen one. Just one of the things supposedly cost millions of credits. But if they worked the way rumor said… She tightened her grip on Ryder’s arm.

“Got it.”

The route navigation was brief, thankfully, because the infirmary wasn’t far from the other administrative facilities of the Hyperion, but Cora felt every moment of it. By the time she drifted around a corner to see the brighter light of what had to be an infirmary, Ryder’s breathing had taken on a loud, rasping wheeze.

Inside the infirmary, however, floor lighting activated as soon as she entered the space. White panels lit up to direct her toward one of the chambers, where there was something that looked like a bulkier and more complex version of the cryo units in the arkholds. It stood coffinlike but vertical, set into a swiveling base that was bolstered along its sides by incomprehensible modules and what might have been sensor arrays.

And in front of this stood the holo of a woman. She was smaller than average, Asian, slim with dark hair—though it was difficult to see details in the holo. And she was familiar. Cora stared at her for a moment, though she beckoned for Cora to pull Alec over to the unit.

“Medical emergency,” she said, flickering to appear on the other side of the device. Its door unlocked and swung open, and Cora carefully maneuvered Ryder’s limp form into place. There was an instant glimmer as the device’s mass effect fields activated and adjusted his position to optimal, then the door slid shut. She saw robotic arms and tubes uncurl from the device’s sides, attaching sensors and checking vitals, and the unit immediately swiveled back to put Ryder in a prone position.

“Messed himself up good,” the holo-woman said, watching the first readouts appear on a nearby console hidden among the ferns. “But he’ll probably make it. His SAM isn’t really offline; it just can’t talk. It’s still hard at work trying to save his life. Between that and the AMB, he should pull through.”

“Good,” Cora said, something inside her uncoiling in relief. Then she focused on the woman. “So who the hell are you?”

Wait. No. Cora blinked. Because now that she’d gotten a good look at the woman, she knew her, somehow. There was a wry smile on her open, cheeky face that almost distracted Cora from the cool knowing in her gaze, and that frustrating sense of familiarity.

“I know you,” she amended. “Jien Garson.”

“Correct,” the woman replied, “and you’re Cora Harper.”

“Yeah,” Cora said. “Why is Jien Garson—” The founder and funder of the Andromeda Initiative, and one of humanity’s wealthiest spec-tech inventors. “—just appearing in the emergency systems of the Hyperion?”

“I like to keep an eye on my investments. Including an eye that not everyone knows about, which doesn’t show up unless it’s absolutely necessary.” Garson’s holo crossed the room to stand next to a counter. “I mean, I am an eccentric genius, after all.”

“So you can project yourself throughout this ship? Anywhere?”

“Not everywhere, but I’ve got holo projectors in most places. Paid for them myself.” The holo kicked its heels. “I’m alerted under certain circumstances, and then choose whether and where to appear.” She said this last bit with a flourish of her hand. “Fortunately for you and Alec Ryder, the current conditions meet those parameters.”

There was a sudden, hollow thunk sound throughout the ship, and through the glass windows of the infirmary, Cora saw the emergency lights turn red. The doors of the infirmary and the room that contained them hissed audibly, locking down.

“Aaaand there goes the level,” Garson said. “Don’t worry, though. The infirmary is rated to withstand full vacuum and to preserve liveable temperatures for about eight hours or so. You’ll be rescued long before that.”

Cora relaxed a little, but something still bothered her. “You seem pretty calm given that someone just tried to blow up your ark ship.”

Garson smiled. “Is that what you think they were doing?”

“Well…” Cora paused. What the hell else would they be doing? As she started thinking through the possibilities, she realized she’d half expected to hear SAM-E chime in and finish her thought.

“Do you think it’s a coincidence that the shuttle exploded directly above SAM’s node?” Garson asked.

“No.” Of course not. Cora frowned. “If you know what’s going on just spit it out.” She hated when people tried to tease out an answer they already knew.

Garson’s holo sighed. “Alec put a lot of faith in you, and I’m putting a lot of faith in him.” The holo walked over to where Ryder lay, motionless, his breathing erratic. It reached out an ephemeral hand and ineffectually brushed at a patch of hair plastered to his forehead. “He knows—as do I—that there are things at play beyond our control. That the very fate of our species may depend on our success in Andromeda.”

“He hinted at something like that.” Cora was becoming more annoyed at the “hinting.”

“Can you be more specific?”

Garson looked up at Cora, still smiling. But there was something else… Concern maybe?

“If I seem like I’m playing at a game, don’t be fooled. This is very real. There are those who would see us fail. Those who believe that we are wasting our time. Our resources. And there are others still who would take what we’ve learned, all we’ve built, and use it for their own purposes. You’ve seen that for yourself.” She paused, smiled. “And, there are those who believe if they can’t have what we’ve made, then nobody should.”

That got Cora’s attention. “Are you saying the Alliance tried to blow up the Hyperion?”

“The Alliance. Home Away. Homeward Sol.” She waved her hand. “In the end, it doesn’t really matter. They’re all just marching to the baton of an invisible conductor.”

“What the hell does that mean?” Cora snapped.

Garson’s holo made its way over to Cora, standing uncomfortably close. Cora refused to back down. The smile faded and Garson stared intently at her. She almost seemed to be looking for something.

“What is the one constant in everything you’ve seen, or been a part of, since you met Alec Ryder?”

Vagueness and chaos, she almost said.

“Adapting. Survival…”

“You’re just guessing.” Garson continued to stare. “What one thing is at the heart of that adaptation? Something bigger than our journey to Andromeda. And more dangerous.”

“Artificial intelligence,” Cora ventured. “SAM. The adaptive matrix.”

Garson didn’t so much as flinch, but her tone softened. “I don’t think I need to explain to you how powerful Ryder’s innovations are. Likewise… I assume you can understand that, despite the laws against such things, there has always remained a great interest in harnessing that power.”

Cora wasn’t sure where she was going, but she wanted to find out. “Sure. Like splitting the atom back in the twentieth century, I suppose. It had a dark side, but that didn’t stop everyone from wanting to control it.”

Garson’s smile returned. “Precisely.” She stepped back a bit, but her eyes remained fixed on Cora. “Then you can imagine how much interest there would be in having a legitimate reason to pursue its creation.”

“The Initiative—”

Garson interrupted her.

“And while Alec, and I, strongly believe that his invention is a critical aspect of our journey to Andromeda…” Garson paused. “It’s fair to say we’ve been permitted to pursue this endeavor because there are those who believe equally as strongly that such power should be available here. In the Milky Way.”

That much was clear. Given everything she’d witnessed over the past several weeks, people were willing to do just about anything to get their hands on a working AI.

“Are you saying that the Andromeda Initiative was just a cover to create an AI?” That seemed far-fetched. “There’s got to be an easier, and cheaper, way to go about that.”

“Most certainly.” The holo’s eyes almost twinkled as she spoke, and something suddenly occurred to Cora.

“It was you,” she blurted out. “You were the one trying to leak the AI.”

The smile was replaced with an abject look of disapproval. “No. I’m afraid not.” Garson’s gaze drifted from Cora, to nowhere in particular. “I’m as much a pawn in this as you, Cora Harper.”

Cora frowned. That seemed even more far-fetched.

“Well, perhaps not as much as all that.” Garson’s smile returned. “Oh, don’t get me wrong. I’m getting everything I want, but I’m not the one pulling the strings. I’m not the conductor in this grand symphony.”

“Then who is?”

“That’s the problem with power, isn’t it?” She waved a hand as though swatting a fly. “It can bring you anything—except the ability to see what those with more power refuse to show you.” She turned and wandered back to the unconscious form of Alec Ryder. His breathing seemed to have stabilized. That was a good sign. “The point, in all of this, is that the real prize—the one thing that everyone is after—is the thing he created and almost died to protect. It saved your life. It may save it again. Each of us has our own reasons for wanting it. And…” Garson looked up at Cora, her voice barely audible. “The person who has orchestrated all of this wants it more than any of us, and is willing to do anything to see it come to life.”

Cora stood completely still, waiting for Garson to finish.

“That, Cora Harper, is the price of our journey to Andromeda.”

Cora’s head was reeling. What had she gotten herself into?

“But we can’t just—”


The holo raised a hand to cut her off. “It’s already done. These ships will leave. They’ll travel to Andromeda. You will either join them, or you won’t. But they will go, and with them, Ryder and his invention.” Cora couldn’t believe how nonchalant Garson could be about something so potentially catastrophic.

“Why would I ever agree to be a part of something like that?”

Garson shrugged. “I don’t know. What I do know, however”—she locked eyes with Cora—“is that if you hope to change the future, Cora Harper, you’ll need to do it in Andromeda.”

Cora’s omni-tool lit up, signaling an alert. She lifted it to see a standby message. A rescue ship was two minutes away.

“And here’s the cavalry,” the Garson holo said. “That’s my cue.”

“Wait!” Cora’s biotics flared despite the fact they wouldn’t help her stop the holo from leaving.

Garson paused, briefly. “I hope we meet face-to-face one day, Cora Harper. If it’s in Andromeda, then the first small step of our journey will be a success. Goodbye.”

The holo flickered like a candle flame, dissolved briefly into a cascading scroll of rapidly transmitted data, and then vanished.

Goddammit. In the new-fallen silence, Cora was left utterly alone, with more questions than answers, and no one to talk to. Or yell at. A sudden pang of emptiness washed over her, and she realized just how much she missed having SAM-E’s constant companionship.

She quietly slumped into the room’s lone chair to await rescue, to watch Ryder recover, and to contemplate a far more complicated future than the one she thought she’d signed on for.
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FEBRUARY 15TH, 2185

Nightside News in a Minute

…in the wake of the accident, which fortunately saw no casualties, renewed calls for a cleanup of Earth’s lower-orbital atmosphere were heard in chambers at Arcturus Station today. “We’re living in a junk-pile,” said representative Ferreira. “As a Council member species, we should do better.” The Alliance Parliament votes tomorrow on the new measures.

In other news, a strange series of reports from Omega, where a number of witnesses insist they saw the infamous Commander Shepard—reported Killed In Action almost two years ago—alive. Could this be fallout from the new drug hallex, which is reportedly at epidemic levels of usage on Omega and is known to cause hallucinations?

On a side note, two members of the grassroots movement “Homeward Sol,” which is opposed to the expansion of humanity beyond the Sol system, were arrested for planting a bomb on a shuttle. No deaths were reported, but INTERPOL is opening an investigation into a possible link between the group and a UNIN delegate.

This has been your news from the night side, in a minute!
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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When Harper came back into the infirmary of the Hyperion, Alec was laboriously trying to pull on his pants. His burned skin had healed over the intervening day, the damaged layer sloughed off and quickly replaced thanks to SAM’s efforts, but the buildup of waste products in Alec’s body from the accelerated healing had left him with sore muscles and achy joints.

SAM was working on the problem and had given Alec an ETA of six hours before the pain faded. Alec felt he had missed enough in the last two days, however, so he’d decided to gut it out.

Harper wordlessly came over to help when she saw Alec struggling, supporting his arm when he wobbled a little, and the neutrality of her expression made him feel better about being—however briefly—pantsless in front of her. “Not really the kind of impression I wanted to make,” he muttered as she stepped back, letting him handle fastening the belt himself.

“Ship kid, remember?” she replied, shrugging. “Never understood Earthborns’ modesty. You don’t have anything I haven’t seen.”

“That’s good, I guess,” he said, straightening carefully. His back ached. His knees hurt. It made him cranky to feel old; he wasn’t even sixty, for God’s sake. But there was a shuttered look on Harper’s face, and it wasn’t hard to guess why. He amended, “Because I think I need to apologize to you, and it’s going to be a lot harder to do that if I don’t have any pants on.”

Her expression went hooded. Yeah, he’d guessed right.

“Nothing to apologize for,” she lied.

“That isn’t true.” Alec took a deep breath. “I should have told you that SAM-E was a partition of SAM, and more importantly, I should have explained what that meant. You might have been more prepared, then, for the necessity of reintegrating him. You might not have gotten… attached.”

Oh, that wasn’t a pleasant look.

“People are going to get attached,” she said, slowly and with very precise punctuation, “to a bodily integrated AI.” She smiled and continued. “That’s kind of the point, isn’t it?”

He supposed that was true. And he wished he could tell her the whole truth: that he’d actually meant for Harper and her AI to get attached to each other. That he’d hoped their integration would prove SAM’s adaptability… and transferability. If things had worked as they should have, then SAM would have been the one to integrate into SAM-E when Ryder died, not the other way around. Harper would then have been the new Pathfinder.

But the degradation curve had been too steep, and too inevitable. SAM-E hadn’t been adapting properly to Harper, and the maladaption rate had been increasing. His stuttering and constant errors had actually been warning signs of an impending systemic breakdown. If Ryder hadn’t had to reintegrate him with SAM because of the emergency, he would’ve had to do it eventually anyway, lest SAM-E inadvertently harm Harper on a biological level.

But that was real hurt in Harper’s expression, and Alec couldn’t bring himself to compound her grief by telling her that SAM-E had been doomed from the beginning.

At least SAM-E hadn’t died for nothing. Now Alec knew that no one would be able to inherit Alec Ryder’s personal SAM—the most advanced of them all, and the one he hoped would unlock humanity’s ultimate potential—except someone who shared his genetic makeup. Harper could not become the new Pathfinder, but forewarned was forearmed. Now Alec just needed to decide which of his two children would end up burdened with the future of their entire species.

Well, that was a problem to ponder later. Alec rubbed both hands over his hair, trying to wake up fully. His head felt like it had been stuffed with cotton.

“I did mention that an additional three hours of rest would be optimal, didn’t I?” SAM said. “Ah, yes, I did. Well, carry on.”

Harper turned to pace away, going over to the room’s small viewport and staring out at the slowly roiling dust-cloud and occasional stars. Watching her, Alec felt compelled to say, “SAM-E isn’t dead, technically. All of his observations of you, his interactions, any data that he collected from your experiences… those have all been incorporated into SAM.” Only the separate personality matrix was gone.

She sighed, and didn’t answer for a moment. Then, hesitantly, she said, “That… helps. Thanks.” He groped for something to say, and fortunately found nothing, because then she added, “He did say goodbye. Just before communications were cut.”

Alec had seen the look on her face, though he’d been preoccupied with his own SAM’s horrifying farewell. And if after that there had been no more SAM… “Yeah,” he said, heavily. Sometimes that was all you could say.

Harper shook her head, then turned to face him. “Let’s just make sure all of it’s worth it. For the survivors.”

He thought, fleetingly, of Ellen.

“That’s an idea I can get behind, Lieutenant Harper,” he said around the unexpected tightness in his throat.

“Got anything on the menu for today?” Harper eyed him pointedly. “Since you clearly aren’t going to stay in bed and recover.”

“Don’t you start, too. I’m getting enough of an earful from SAM. And I need to get back to work,” he said. “Have any of the shuttles been cleared for transport instead of rescue and repair, yet? I left some projects in progress on Theia that—”

“I meant anything on the menu for me,” Harper interrupted, but she smiled as she said it. “If you don’t have anything pressing, I’ve got something to do. Do we know if SAM-Node is cleared for entry yet?”

“Life support has been restored to the whole ring,” SAM informed Alec. “There’s substantial structural damage, and I’ve had to route several of my more routine functions through alternative processors, but the room is safe.”

Alec conveyed this to Cora, wondering why she was asking. He was even more puzzled when she straightened and headed for the door.

Alec tried to make his next question sound non-accusatory, but he suspected that he failed. “What business do you have in SAM-Node?”

“A promise to keep.” She threw him a wry look before she left the infirmary, and—too curious to resist—Alec moved to follow.

* * *

Much of SAM-Node had been roped off with holo-tape, the words ACTIVE INVESTIGATION marching in glowing yellow letters around the area where the destroyed shuttle had been. Alec couldn’t see what there was to investigate. What remained was a gaping, still half-melted hole, where some components that he was pretty sure were shuttle parts had partially fused to the floor. But the gravity in the room was fine, so they’d obviously managed to route past the damaged area in the floor’s undergrid.

Harper wound around this, pausing for a moment at the site of the two hardcases—which were still where Alec had left them, though he’d unspooled SAM’s kernel back into its firmware as soon as he’d been conscious again. The cases were too heavy for humans to shift without mechanical assistance—or AI assistance, Alec wryly mused. The repair crew would bring a construction mech to handle the matter, eventually.

Harper glanced back at Alec, and it occurred to him that this had become a meaningful spot for her, in a way. It was where SAM-E had died. It was also where she’d accepted him, finally—not just as her boss, but as her Pathfinder. As the vanguard of a cause that she had finally, personally, committed herself to.

All it had taken was being spaced, temporarily augmented into a human wrecking ball, and nearly blown up by terrorists. Well, nothing ventured, nothing gained.

“Oh. And thanks for saving my life,” Alec said, off-handedly.

Harper lifted an eyebrow. “That’s what you hired me for, isn’t it? Among other things.”

“Thanks for being good at those things, then.”

She looked amused. “I’ll be sure to add ‘Saving stubborn Pathfinders and stealing back their stolen illegal tech’ to my resume.”

“I’d be happy to provide a recommendation, if you need it. For your future employers. In another galaxy.”

Harper laughed. Going over to one of the AI processor stacks, she laid a hand against it. “This ‘you,’ SAM?”

“To the degree that I am a material entity, yes,” SAM said via the room’s PA. “I am also, to the degree possible, SAM-E.”

“So I hear.” Harper glanced around at the ceiling, then nodded as she spied a camera array in one corner. “Do you remember what I promised SAM-E, then? After one of the times he saved my life?”

“Yes, those memories are part of me, Lieutenant.” And—Alec blinked. Did SAM actually sound… shy? Embarrassed, maybe.

“Good.” Harper faced one of the undamaged processor-walls, picked a middling-level node, and stood on her tiptoes to kiss its paneling. “There.”

“Uh,” Alec said, flummoxed. “Am I going to have to get a chaperone for you and my AI, Harper?”

She smiled. “No. We’re family. We’re good.”

He put his hands on his hips. “I’m getting the impression there’s a story here.”


“Yes. There is.” Harper gave the processor one last pat, then turned to head for the door, waving carelessly to Alec as she walked away. “Ask me about it in six hundred years.”
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