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Chapter 51: In Sheep's Clothing, part 6

Tarkus is voiced by Willem Dafoe

~[h+]~

The Arms of the Citadel shielded from Widow's light glittered in the dark below the flying X3m, alive with a million golden lights. Inside the common craft sat a robot, a Spectre, and a human, all in search of answers.

"Why would anyone want to frame Adam Jensen?" asked Elsa out loud, more to herself than her passenger. Someone — possibly Tarkus, Vandermark, or both — had gone to great lengths to make sure Jensen would be framed for the horrible murder of three C-Sec officers, in a way that confirmed some of the worst rumours about him. The question troubled her greatly, mostly because it was now her job to bring him in. She didn't like it one bit, the idea that she was playing into someone's hand. 
"Many people, many reasons," replied Bau. "A vocal minority of Spectres, with Tarkus as the loudest, believe that Jensen is a potential security risk to the Citadel, and they became much more vocal once he managed to penetrate 99 percent of the Spectre Office's digital security."

"He did? Why was he interested in some Spectre's files?" 

"Ostensibly, he suspected that someone among the Spectres was covering Saren's activities from just before Eden Prime. Everyone else suspected he was trying to to grab some paydata."

"And you didn't arrest him? Why?

"Two reasons. One, nobody in the Office wanted the rest of the world to know that our security was fallible. Two, we have a very large evaluation file on Jensen that rates his chances of evasion or victory against a squad of Spectres as 'very likely'. He wasn't quite worth the trouble then."

"And now the Council wants me to catch him. Great. Just Great."

"As for the Alliance... well, they seem to have quite the inferiority complex concerning Jensen, which puzzles me quite a bit."

"And their mutual hatred of him brought them to bed together?"

"As you say."

"This is giving me a headache," said Elsa, frustration barely contained. "I should be going after Saren, not dancing to the Alliance's tune, or the Spectres' for that matter." She gave Bau a quick glance. "No offence."

Bau barely nodded. "None taken. But all this changes nothing. If we are going to figure this out, then we need to have a word with Jensen."

"Fine," sighed Elsa. "So, where to?"

"That's up to you. We can examine the ruins of Queens hospital, or we could visit Jensen's apartment."

"Think Jensen left a trail, there?"

"We won't know until we go. We could also have a word with Chad Devereaux. As I understand it, he was quite adamant about hiring Jensen, probably as his own personal bodyguard."

Elsa looked back, at the 108 Combat Mech DARPA had loaned her. It was just sitting there, completely still, waiting for another command. "Seeing as we've got an all-in-one investigation package back there," she said. "I think Queens's our best bet... assuming Tarkus hasn't fucked with the scene already." She didn't mention that she hated dealing with bureaucrats. Dumier can wait, she thought.

Elsa turned the wheel, and changed lanes while simultaneously dialing up Zoller's comm channel on her Omni-Tool. "Devereaux to Yang, we're headed to Queens hospital..."

"Understood. We'll meet you there."
~[h+]~

When Elsa arrived at the scorched ruins of Queens hospital, she indeed found Tarkus there, fucking with the crime scene. "Hé!" she yelled, as she stepped out of the x3m, Bau and the 108 following her closely. "What the fuck are you doing?!"

Spectre Tarkus, a harsh looking turian in custom silver and gunmetal armour, said a few words to one of the human C-Sec officers that were securing the perimeter, and turned to meet the gaze of the fast approaching human. "You should not be here," he said, not bothering to greet her.

Elsa bristled at his gruff, spiteful tone. "I could say the same about you! Hunting Jensen down is a candidate mission, and—"

"And I am in fact assisting a candidate in the task."

"Is that right?" said Bau. "Is Vandermark here?"

"...No. He's dealing with other business."

"Then you should be at his side observing and assisting," stated Bau. "Not doing his job for him."

Tarkus merely smiled, and crossed his arms. "Guidelines, not orders. You and this..." he snorted at the sight of Elsa's entourage. "... this circus are not allowed here. This is the site of a terrorist attack, and it will be made available to the candidates once it's been thoroughly examined to my satisfaction and not a moment before, or..."

Caim stared daggers at Tarkus. "Or what, alien?" 

"Or be shot," replied the turian Spectre flatly. Every C-sec officer has been ordered to shoot intruders on sight. Now, get out of here." And without asking his leave, he turned and left.

"...May I kill him, my lady?" asked Caim, once Tarkus was out of ear shot. "I promise to make his death bloody."

"I'll pretend I did not hear that," said Bau, though he had to admit, he had considered killing Tarkus at least three times in the past. The group began to huddle, with the exception of the 108, and Tenma, who was staring at the body bags, singing to himself:

Wind me up and watch me spin
Watch me spin
Watch me spin...

Skin and bones
Skin and bones
Skin and bones don't you know? 

"So what now?" asked Zoller, his tone hushed. "We can't very well engage those C-Sec officers in a firefight... I didn't bring my sniper rifle."

"I could try and sneak in," said Taggart. "I'm a little rusty, but..."

"I think Elsa and I will handle that," said Bau. "The rest of you should just leave. Maybe you haven't noticed, but huddling like this is making all of you look very suspicious."

"You heard the man," said Elsa. "Back to your cars."

"In the meantime," said Yang's robot. "I'll be paying Jensen's apartment a visit."

~[h+]~

While Bau was circling the aircar around Queens Hospital, Elsa was changing into a  Devlon Survivor light hardsuit augmented by a sports' exo-frame. It was all that Bau could put together on short notice that was above military grade AND was fit Elsa's rather small frame.

"So what's so interesting about Queens Hospital?" she asked, as she pressed the switch that made the suit hug her contours. 

Bau brought up Queens' codex entry on the car's dashboard. "Queens Hospital specializes in skin treatment for humans," he said. "who are, apparently, very sensitive to Widow's radiation. Melanoma treatments are common, but the real moneymaker lay in cosmetic biomodification... hm..."

"What is it?" asked Elsa.

"Hold a moment." The Spectre punched up the number of one of his informants — a Volus banker by the name of Barla Von — and was about to make introductions, but of course, Von being who he was, there was no need.

"Ah...Mr Bau!" greeted the Volus' head hovering on the dashboard. "And... Ms. DuClare, is it?"

"Devereaux," Elsa corrected.

"...Ah! My apologies — I was looking at your maiden name on my file. How may I assist the Spectres?" 

"Just this one Spectre," corrected Bau, "and I would like to purchase some information concerning Queens Hospital, relevant to current events."

"Ah, yes... terrible, that bombing."
"Any possible motive for it, besides terrorism?" said Bau, as he slotted his credstick into his Omni-Tool, sending Von's fee immediately to speed things along.

"Hm, let me see..." there were a few seconds of silence as Von brought up what he had on Queens Hospital, the data one could not find simply by doing an extra-net search. "...There isn't much here that would cause anyone to hold a deep enough grudge against Queens to blow it up, honestly."
"Anything out of the ordinary, though?" asked Elsa.

"Queens has managed to keep its nose clean and skeletons out of its closets for a while, up until recently, when its primary supplier of biotech turned out to be knee-deep in illegal experimentation and has come under fire for bio-terrorism and crimes against sapient life..."
"...Europa Genomics," concluded Bau. Elsa felt a crawling sensation in the back of her neck, recalling the swarm of monsters that had practically surged out of the ground around the Granada... Worst still, the Acheron's Marines had been attacked by some horribly mutated cannibals as they swept the entire city for any remaining Geth.

"Exactly," said Von. "However, this was not a well known fact since, legally, Queens' suppliers are actually EG dummy companies... and despite EG practically imploding, business at Queens did not seem to have been affected in the least."
"Queens found a new supplier?" asked Bau.
"Perhaps... this is where my information ends, unfortunately. Queens has been very good at keeping its privacy."
Good enough to keep secrets from the Shadow Broker? thought Bau. Interesting.

"Needless to say, certain people would be very interested in whatever secrets can still be found in the ruins of Queens Hospital," said Von meaningfully.
Bau smiled. "Of course. Thank you for your time, Von." 
As the Volus's image winked out of existence, Bau gave Elsa Von's contact info, in case she should ever need his services. "In light of what we were just told," he said as he slotted a tungsten block into his pistol. "I believe we'll need to make some hasty adjustments to our infiltration plan."

"I'll give my team a call..." said Elsa, as Bau handed her a modified shotgun. 

~[h+]~

Elsa followed Bau's lead into the burned out husk of Queens Hospital, a fairly modest but spacious two-floor building that was, save for a large holographic sign that often glitched between QUEENS and OLEEN, quite unremarkable. A few days ago, however, the place was a point of focus for both the media and horrified passers-by. C-Sec had done a very good job of keeping intrepid reporters out once the blaze died down, but Elsa thought that they'd be no match for a veteran Salarian Spectre. 

Why then, she wondered, did it take so long to get inside the place? 

"Those aren't C-Sec officers," said Bau over their frequency. His helmet kept his voice sealed in, preventing the nearby patrolling guards from hearing him.

Elsa peeked at the two uniformed human guards from behind cover. Even as they talked to each other, their heads were constantly swivelling, their eyes wary for intruders. They were also wielding M7 Lancer Mk IX rifles, and their belts and straps had redundant shield emitters and power packs. "No, definitely not. Cops are never this vigilant." She said this, speaking from the experiences of her chequered past. 

"Can you believe this shit?" said one of the fake cops. "The site's practically sanitized already, and yet we're still fucking here. What's taking so long?"

"Eggheads want to make sure they find all the ah... 'bodies'," replied the other. "Can't be careless with this shit, you kn—"

"Wait! I think I see someone there..."

The two 'cops' went to investigate a nearby pile of rubble, but both Elsa and Bau were already gone.

~[h+]~
Like any hospital on the Citadel, Queens' interior had been composed of easy to clean materials — metals, plastics, and glass. 

After the blaze, much of that material was still in place, though severely distorted. As for the glass, much of it was now on the ground, covering it with a thin, brittle layer of gloss, so fragile that footsteps caused audible cracks. Elsa and Bau stepped around those, while patiently evading patrols. Elsa was grateful for the sensor package in the helmet, telling where the guards were at all times, as well as Bau's experience at leading a less experienced infiltrator through a hostile area.
"This wasn't a normal fire..." said Elsa, as she observed the damage from the fire.

"No, it wasn't," replied Bau. "Thoughts?"

Elsa gave the relatively empty area a second look, "Plasma. Definitely plasma."

"Agreed. From a fusion charge?"

"No, I've seen fusion charges at work... there should be a lot more collateral damage outside, not to mention a hollowed out part at ground zero... were there any reports of casualties on the outside?"

"Some wounded, no fatalities, if the reports are correct."

"So, what kind of terrorist cooks everyone inside a hospital alive... but then goes out of his way to make sure no one outside of it gets hurt?"

"Not a very good one, obviously... I am curious as to how Jensen managed to accomplish this."

"We don't know that Jensen did this!" Elsa surprised herself... why was she defending him, now?

"It fits his usual mode of operation and psych profile," argued Bau. "High aggression against criminals, counterbalanced by a deep concern for the safety of innocent bystanders."

"Are you saying everyone in Queens Hospital was a criminal."

"Possibly... It's also possible that Jensen has actually gone vigilante. That raises quite a few questions, wouldn't you say?"

"Such as?"

Instead of answering, Bau remained silent as the crackling sound of footsteps approached, and he motioned her to crouch and follow him.

~[h+]~

The two infiltrators had managed to access the basement floor through a badly warped but thankfully still open maintenance hatch. The basement floor was, unsurprisingly, set up exactly the same way as the upper ones:  a reception desk at the elevators and stairwell doors, two square sections of three rooms, and a large laboratory section. 

They explored the rooms as best they could, looking over whatever the plasma hadn't completely destroyed, touching nothing to avoid making too much noise and alert the false C-Sec officers on patrol of their presence. They had gone through their third room when Bau noticed something odd. "Look," he said, pointing at a small crystal statue. "it's half melted, but it's definitely an icon of Athame."

"I don't know what that is," said Elsa.

"An Asari religious icon." Bau let the implication sink in. "Queens is advertised to cater to human dermatological needs... what was an Asari doing here?"

"Queens also does cosmetics," Elsa dismissed. Asari always struck her as shallow, for some reason.

Bau shook his head. "Asari tend to prefer Asari corporations for their cosmetics. Their presence here is... odd. And worrying."

"...Wait, didn't the reports say some Asari died here?"

"...Actually, no, they didn't. The reported fatalities were all human."

"Something else is bothering me..."

"What is it?"

"Where's the monitoring equipment? The plasma should have melted it to slag, not disintegrate it. Where did it go?"

~[h+]~
In the hallways that led to the labs, Elsa and Bau were lying in wait for guards to pass them. It wasn't an ambush: Bau and Elsa noted that there men were getting very talkative. They had, after all, done nothing but go on patrol for hours and hours, and they needed to relieve their boredom somehow. 

And they liked to talk about current events.

"How did Jensen get his hands on one of our flashpacks, I wonder?" said one of the guards absent-mindedly as he and his partner walked past the room the Spectre and the pilot were hiding in.

His partner's response was an angry shush. "Hey, someone could be listening in!"

"Oh, come on, nobody's coming! We're the only ones who give two shits about a pile burnt concrete!"

"The kittybird warned us: some other Spectre and that little french bitch could be sniffing around!"

The talkative guard waved his omni-tool at the other's face. "They're. Not. Here."

Elsa gave Bau a quizzical look, and his response was a gentle tap on his armour. Stealth Underlay.
"Shut. The. Fuck. Up. You can never tell, with Salarians."

"Fine, whatever. So, how about that blitz-ball tournament on Huffman? Can we talk about that or is that Code Black as well?"

~[h+]~

Elsa was really starting to get very frustrated with Bau's Modus Operandi. All this sneaking about the area was getting them nowhere. Personally, she wanted to knock out everyone in the area with concussion rounds and investigate at her leisure. In fact, the 108 had suggested just such a course of action before she had sent it away, while Caim suggested  — quite adamantly — to just kill everyone. And after nearly an hour of crouching and walking, she was now thinking they should have just quietly killed everyone. 

It was still stealth if everyone was dead before they saw you, right?

But Zoller and Taggart had protested, saying they couldn't and shouldn't kill policemen, that these men didn't deserve to die, and so on. If they only knew, Elsa thought. Killing policemen is actually pretty easy, and the ones I killed certainly deserved to die. God damn them, why did I listen to these two? I was a lot more ruthless back in the bad old days in Marseille. 

She was about to get vocal about it when, suddenly, she saw a fleck of gold moving in the periphery of her vision, and she turned to see a golden haired little girl beckoning her to come over... 

Elsa recognized her immediately, from that bistro in Dosadi. "Attends!" she yelled out, as the girl ran down the hallway, and she felt a tug on her arm.

"Devereaux!" Bau's grip on her arm was solid, but Elsa knew she could shove him away if she wanted to... "Snap out of it!"

"...There's a child over there!" she protested. "I saw her!"

Bau looked at hallway, and shook his head.  "There's no one there."

"But—"

"We don't have time for this!" he growled. "Stay focused on your mission!"
She was about to punch him when they heard the crack of footsteps. They hid, and eavesdropped on a tall and very curvy raven-haired woman coming out of a large room marked 'Dermatology R&D', carrying a large and heavy looking suitcase. She was flanked by four guards, and one of them — a blonde man with a round, soft, and heavily bandaged face — was slowly and steadily moving his gaze towards their hiding spot, yet another chest-high piece of furniture. Elsa and Bau ducked immediately, and breathed a sigh of relief when he didn't immediately sound the alarm.

"Have you found Chin Shu Oh's files?" she asked. Elsa recognized the sound of her voice immediately: she sounded almost exactly like Donna Morgan, the commander of the SSC on Dosadi that put her in a cell.

"No," said the soft-faced blonde. "We combed the entire place, we didn't find anything."

"Then we can safely assume all his papers have been destroyed. Flashpacks are thorough that way."

"Assuming Chin wasn't up to his old tricks... he's kind of an eccentric."

The woman considered his point, and agreed. "Hm... alright, have our techs set up a little surprise for the Keepers, something that will trigger a biohazard alarm some time down the line. Let's keep this place abandoned until we can manage another, more thorough search."

And then, Tarkus came around a corner, shouting: "LAWSON!"

The woman turned around, and put on her best fake smile. "Ah, Spectre Tarkus. What can I do for you?"

"What you can do," The turian growled, seething, as he walked right up to her, not caring one bit about the heavily armed men guarding her.  "...is hold up your end of the bargain. Are you finished here? I have other business to attend to!"

"That we are, and here is your payment," she handed him a datapad.

"What is this?" he snarled, as he snatched the pad out of her hand.

"5 precious seconds of security footage of Adam Jensen scurrying about and placing an incendiary bomb in the primary ventilation system."

"...This looks genuine."

"Hardly, but we worked a long time on it, so—"

"—Stop lying. Jensen took out one of your operations here, didn't he?"

"...Yes, he did. Does that change anything?"

"...No, it doesn't." He snorted, as if cleansing his nostrils of a stink, and pocketed the pad... "You're all done here. Actual C-Sec officers are on their way. I suggest you leave before you have another mess you'll need to sanitize."

Lawson bristled at that, and she activated the comms app on her omni-tool. "Everyone, clear out. Those of you  with an actual affiliation with C-Sec, stay and maintain your covers..."

While Tarkus and Lawson had been speaking, Bau gave out some orders over his comm channel: "Devereaux, reposition over there..." he marked a spot on Elsa's AR display, an ideal spot to catch Tarkus and Lawson in a small crossfire. "I need a small distraction, a noisy one," As he said this, he prepared a small matte-black plastic capsule the size of an aspirine, and — and this surprised Elsa a bit — a drinking straw.

"What are you—" Elsa was about to ask, but Bau cut her off.

"Go! Now! Zoller, I'm taking over this operation! I'm sending you a picture — keep an eye on this woman when she comes out, and tag her vehicle with a tracker round!"

"Leutnant?" asked Zoller, confused.

"...Oh et puis zut," she sighed as she repositioned herself to Bau's marker. "Do as he says."

"...Understood. In position, loading tracker round."
Elsa executed her part in Bau's plan, by throwing a chunk of glass down the hall and immediately hiding behind a desk. It had worked: everyone's attention was diverted away. Not only that, the noise completely masked the barely audible thump of Bau's tracker's impact against Lawson suitcase, and no one noticed as the tiny gadget melted and camouflaged itself.

Two of Lawson's guards went to investigate the noise, but as it turned out, Lawson was not some stupid bimbo, as Elsa initially thought.

"Someone threw that, you idiots!" she shouted, then pointed at Elsa's hiding spot. "He's hiding over there!"

Oh, merde! Elsa thought as she drew her shotgun and fired a shotgun blast right in the nearest fake cop's face. The HMWSG mk IX's incredible power ripped right through his shields, and the shards of tungsten shredded his skin and turned his skull into pulp. The gun had incredible recoil, though, and were it not for the sports exo-suit on top of her light hard-suit, Elsa's shoulder would have popped off.

Blacklight's response to the death of one of their own was immediate, and Elsa's cover became showered with bullets, keeping her pinned down. A few flashbangs, courtesy of Bau, managed to ease off the pressure from her, but now the Salarian Spectre was under fire from Tarkus and the blonde man. Lawson, meanwhile, made an immediate run for it, simultaneously ordering the rest of her men to converge on the basement.

Even while under fire, Bau barked commands into his helmet mic. "Everyone, we are going loud! Repeat, we are going loud! Team 1, Engage the patrols! Team 2, We are in the basement level! We need support!"

"Team 1, engaging!" responded Vega and Jenkins.

"Team 2, beginning assault!" responded Caim, though the 108 remained silent. 

"Elsa, get out of here!" was Bau's last order before Tarkus engaged him at close range.

~[h+]~

Easier said than done, thought Elsa. She had bolted immediately after taking out another Blacklight trooper, but 2 more were ready to take his place, and even more red blips — dozens of them! — were appearing on her AR. She was going to be surrounded, and soon.

Time slowed down as her eyes darted for a place to hide, or another avenue of escape... That was when she caught that glimpse of gold again, and saw the same little girl from earlier pointing at a hatch... and then, she vanished.

'Primary Ventilation'. The words were indented into the metal. "I must be going crazy," said Elsa out loud. "Bau, I'm headed inside the air ducts!"

"No!" barked Bau, angrily. "You'll be trapped!"

"I'm about to be surrounded! I have no choice!" Elsa understood the folly of what she was doing, to be guided by an hallucination. She only hoped it wouldn't lead her to a worse fate than being gunned down by a dozen men.

She crawled, loudly, on all fours, getting herself lost in the maze of ducts, hoping that anyone pursuing her would be just as lost or discouraged. She could hear someone else crawling in the ducts with her, someone quicker, and not bothered at all by the darkness. 

He cackled, with a voice made of metal that echoed all around Elsa... but then there was silence, and that's when she started to be afraid. She felt like prey, and the darkness seemed to hide a thousand predators.

After wandering in the dark some more, she saw her again, sitting next to a ventilation grate. Motherly, protective instincts took over, and Elsa approached her slowly. "Petite, d'où viens-tu?" the woman asked, but the girl said nothing.

"Allons, suis-moi..." Elsa tone was hushed and soothing, and full of concern. "Je doit t'emmener dans un endroit sûr..."

Again, nothing. Nothing but an evil smile, and a wave goodbye, as the grate gave way under Elsa, and the woman fell into the darkness of the floor below.

~[h+]~
