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Chapter 52: In Sheep's Clothing, part 7

Special thanks to all my Patrons, for supporting my art and writing.
~[h+]~

There was really no way Captain Simmons could stay polite in the face of this, though it wasn't for lack of trying. "What the FUCK is this?!" he snarled.

"...It is what it is," replied Anderson. The Alliance officer could empathize with Simmons' anger, as he himself had been rewarded for his decades of service by becoming little more than a desk jockey. He may still have had his rank, but being assigned to Logistics was hardly a promotion. Besides him,  Brooks, the office mouse that he had been assigned, seemed to wilt under Simmons' glare.

 "Are you telling me," Simmons growled, "that the United States government just handed this ship — crew included — over to a bunch of glorified coast guards?!"

Anderson let the insult slide with a calm sigh. "Pretty much. I will oversee the transition of the Durendal and its crew into the Alliance Navy's service. If you have any more questions..."

Simmons tossed the datapad — with the words ARES ACCORD highlighted in red — back to Brooks, who fumbled with it  almost comically a bit before getting a firm grip on it, and then he promptly walked out of the bridge without taking his leave. Anderson had every right to have the man put in the brig for that affront, but chose not to: he wasn't about to make this any worse for anyone.

~[h+]~

Frost and his Spectre minder, Tigris, were walking through one of the Durendal's corridors, headed to the CIC. Frost was intent on getting some answers to some questions. Questions such as 'why were Alliance goons walking around as if they owned the place?' and 'Why are they combing the place like a bunch of cops looking for contraband?'

"Wow, you humans sure do fight dirty amongst yourselves," said the Asari Spectre.

"Yeah, it's kind of our hat," agreed Frost.

Tigris didn't quite get Frost's meaning. "...I'm sorry?"

"Nevermind that — HEY SIMMONS!" Frost jogged right besides Captain Simmons and matched his pace. Tigris, meanwhile kept a respectable distance away from both men. "How come Allie's moving in?"

"Ares Accord," replied Simmons, ruefully.

"No shit? Does that I'll be—"

"No, the paperwork applies to Navy and Marines. Alliance isn't interested in the Army."

"Well, shit, my feelings are hurt now," said Frost, with mock sadness.

"As for me, I plan on taking this up with Commodore Ross — the Admiralty, if I have to... something about this isn't right."

"How so? Sounds like regular political bullshit to me."

"No," said Simmons as he walked up the elevator doors and pressed the nearby hologram. "The paperwork for that kind requisition takes a lot of time to process. Someone fast tracked this."

"That, or they set this whole thing up beforehand." As Frost said this, the elevator doors slid open, and Simmons stepped through.

"...I refuse to believe that," said Simmons. "Do me a favour, when you become a Spectre..."

Frost grinned. "I'll be sure to take the Normandy out for a spin." He was a little disappointed when that failed to get a smile out of the sailor, as the doors hissed closed and the whirr of the linear motors became more distant.

"So, now what?" said Tigris.

"Now, I go and get the Deep Eyes' number one asset," replied Frost.

~[h+]~

There was going to be a fight, Jane knew it. Leaning casually against a nearby bulkhead, she watched as the rest of the Deep Eyes stonewalled the Alliance soldiers from getting inside the squad's own little corner of Special Projects, where their experimental gear was stored.. She was, of course, ready to pounce on Allie in the blink of an eye, should it come to it. She knew that it would come to that pretty soon: the Deep Eyes were unarmed and unarmored, and the Allie goons were in full gear, and not at all intimidated.

"Step aside," growled the Alliance Sergeant.

"This is United States military property," Grey growled back. 

"Not anymore — Ares Accord gives us the right to take everything... including you."

Grey glared at him, hard. "Over. My. Dead. body."

"Heh, that can be arranged..."

Jane cursed Marcus and Wrex for not being here, as having them both around would have been a great help. In fact, all of the Durendal's DARPA 'contractors', had been ordered to leave the ship, taking with them as much tech as they could... almost as if Hein saw this coming. Could have warned us too, she thought ruefully, thinking Hein had abandoned the Deep Eyes to being swallowed up by the Alliance.

"Hey there beautiful," said Frost, leaning casually on the wall, having already turned the charm on. "Waiting for someone?"

"Sorry, I prefer aliens," Jane replied. Then she added: "They fuck better." This, she hoped, would shut Frost down, as she wasn't in any mood to flirt.

"What a coincidence, so do I!" replied Frost, not breaking stride at all. "Now that we've established we got something in common, mind telling me what's going on here?"

Jane sighed, pointing at Grey, who was arguing with an Alliance Sergeant. "My Captain wants to keep the Alliance away from our DARPA gear."

"Why's that?"

"It's high-end stuff, and he doesn't trust Allie with it."

"Is that right?" said Frost, as he disengaged from Jane and walked away. Jane knew things were about to get interesting, and kept a hand on her knife. 

~[h+]~

"You leathernecks in trouble?" asked Frost casually.

"Butt out, grunt!" snapped Grey.

"They already are," said the Alliance Sergeant, a round-faced Ossie. "I'm just waiting for the rest of my boys to come along and put these little cocksuckers to the brig."

"...Yeah, can't let you do that," replied Frost.

"Oh? And why's that?"

"Because I need one of them in her Sunday best," answered Frost, as he unloaded two rounds from his M6G Magnum into the Sergeant's knees. Jane pounced immediately on the rest of the Alliance Marines, and the other three Deep Eyes joined the fray, taking advantage of the shock of Frost's attack to grab their foes and wrestle their guns away from them. It was over in a minute, but reinforcements were on their way.

"Grab your shit and head to an escape pod!" barked Frost over the alarm klaxon, as he kept incoming Alliance Marines suppressed with a Lancer. 

~[h+]~

Needless to say, Tigris wasn't happy to get involved in Terran in-fighting. 

"I can't believe you did that," said the Spectre in the tight confines of the escape pod. "Spectre candidacy can only go so far—"

"The Alliance won't do a damned thing," said Frost, as he worked the pod's controls for a landing at the nearest open dock.

"How do you figure?" said Jane, as she adjusted the wrist-mounted computer on her DEMONICA. There had been no time to fit the custom MIPS parts onto it, except for the helmet, which had been remodelled to resemble the Marines' Nightmare tactical helmet.

"Because I was audited to serve in the Alliance once, and the process takes months, not minutes. This is Vandermark calling favours with his friends in the AIA, no doubt," Left unsaid was the fact that no intelligence service liked the police sniffing around their business. "Well, fuck him. I don't need a warship to track Adam Jensen down."

"And you don't need us either," said Grey over the TACCOM, "Why help us at all?"

"I may not need the Deep Eyes ," replied Frost, "not yet anyways..." he gave Jane a knowing look. "But 'La Cazadora'... now HER, I definitely need."

"...I'm sorry, who?"

"He's talking about me, cap'n," said Jane." ...I'm sorry, but the rest is classified."

"See you on the Saratoga!" said Frost cheerfully, as he switched channels and deployed his helmet, surrounding his face. "Sorry, darling," he said to Tigris. "Private conversation."

Tigris, in response, merely shrugged.

Jane deployed her helmet, sealing her face and her voice under several millimetres of plastic and metal. "Alright," she said over an encrypted channel. "How do you know?"
"Vandermark isn't the only grunt with connections. Allow me to re-introduce myself: Special Agent Nathaniel Frost, FAI."
For some reason, that didn't quite surprise Jane. "I see... well, there's not much to be said, then."
"But there's so much to talk about! I especially love the part in your file that says 'primary cause of the defeat of the Venezuelan Rebellion of 2177. Accomplished this by single-handedly tracking down and assassinating Luis Perez and most of the Alianza de Libertad Venezolana's leadership..."
Jane didn't want to remember the day she stuck two daggers in the very heart of the Venezuelan Rebellion... but she couldn't help it. Two young lovers, deep in the jungle, sharing a moment of privacy together before the battle that would decide everything, a moment for tears, and goodbyes... she would have been moved, but Luis had killed her squad, and revenge had been fueling her. She had descended upon Luis and Ines like a hawk, and they had barely a moment to react before they died.

"...after that," continued Frost, "All the Army and the Marines had to do was mop up the scattered rebels. With a resumé like that, I keep wondering why the FAI didn't give you a job."
"Gee, I wonder why." They'll kill you, Hein had told Jane a long time ago. A lot of people wanted a good little war, and you ruined that for them... "Let me guess, you're offering me one?"

"Yeah. Help me track down Adam Jensen."

"Can't exactly say no to the FAI, now can I?"

"Hey now, it's not like that. Work with me, help me become Spectre... and the FAI will owe you one big favour."

~[h+]~
"What an interesting bunch," said Tenma.

"Indeed," agreed Yang. They had just spoken to Jensen's roommates, a group that included two krogans, four humans, four quarians, a volus, and a pookah. One might think that would be too many people to share an apartment, but this one was quite spacious. Terra Branford — a rather fine specimen of a human being — was  the only actual roommate, legally speaking. Apparently, Adam had invited all these people to live with him, and had not consulted her at all, much to her supposed chagrin. Yang had not believed a word she said, and strongly suspected that Tenma found a bill for that Indian restaurant because she wanted him to.

Yang tucked the plush toy the pookah had sold him in his avatar's storage compartment. "Well, we have a lead. I'm surprised the Citadel even has an Indian restaurant... real meat is hard to come by, and I doubt the spices are grown locally."

"Apparently this Bhatia managed to come up with a pretty good menu, regardless. I've been meaning to sample his..."

From her accommodations aboard the Agamemnon, Spectre Mia Thárros sat comfortably in front of a fairly large terminal, monitoring all that Yang's mechanical avatar saw and heard while retying the bandanna that kept her wild crest under control. 

Technically, she was supposed to have her boots on the ground along with the robot, but Yang had insisted on having her close by, just in case. 'Close by' meant the rather large control room not 10 meters away sealed behind a huge metal vault door — marked 'TOP SECRET RESTRICTED' in both Cyrillic and Hanzi — from which Yang was apparently controlling that one robot.

Mia had her own theories about that room, the most fantastic one was that Yang was actually the AI controlling the Agamemnon, using androids to pretend to be a real person, and secretly the ruler of the entire Coalition. She thought she should perhaps share this suspicion with her superiors... but then thought better of it. The Turians had been itching for a rematch with the Coalition for a while now, and 'possibly ruled by an AI' would have been a good enough reason for the Hierarchy to declare Total War on all of humanity... and with the Asari Republic's backing, no less.

Mia didn't like starting wars. It kept her up at night.

"Am I troubling you?" Yang's young voice came out laced with static from the console. Mia checked her screens: apparently the robot was still discussing the finer points of Hong Kong cuisine with Tenma... who seemed to be quite good at cooking meat, from what she could hear.

"No, not at all," she replied, then: "So, who am I talking to?" she asked, her tone accusing.

There was a pause, as if Yang didn't understand the question, and then... "Just a moment, Mr. Tenma," said the robot. "I need to speak to my Spectre."
Another of Yang's voices came from another speaker. "I apologize for that... I did not mean to be impolite."

"So," said Mia, as she adjusted her blue hard-suit. "You can hold multiple conversations at once?"

"I'm a very good multi-tasker... a necessary trait for the commander of a four kilometre long dreadnought. In any case... something's been bothering me."

"And that thing is?"

"Why does Tarkus want Adam Jensen imprisoned?"

Mia sighed tiredly. "A lot of Spectres want Adam Jensen detained. This has been an issue with the Office ever since he took down the Seven."

"Hold a moment... Ah, a small group of terrorists made up of augmented teenage Drells. One would think that you would look favourably on him for their capture."

"Well, I certainly did... but most of the other Faces criticized him for the property damage he caused catching Módi and Magni, while some of the Shades were not happy that he neutralized some of their 'assets' along the way."

"...What are Faces and Shades?"

"Oh, right... you'll probably have to deal with this sooner or later - basically, Faces are Spectres that operate in the public eye, while Shades are... well, they're the Spectres you'll almost never hear about on the news. Bau and Tarkus are Shades, Tigris, Mabuk and I are Faces. Saren was one too, so you can imagine our embarrassment."

"I see, thank you. Back to Jensen..."

"Of course. Months after the incident with the Seven, Adam Jensen and Garrus Vakarian started acting the part of Spectres in all but name all over the Citadel. The reaction within the actual Spectres was embodied in two Turians: Nihlus Kryik and Taars Tarkus. Kryik was very vocal about making Jensen a Shade, and Tarkus argued that Adam Jensen was far, far too dangerous to be free."
"...That can't be all there is to it. Tarkus seemed to hate Jensen."

"Well, Taars had an elaborate plan to catch the Seven." Mia smiled. "It didn't work out as intended, obviously. It was built around making the Hanar happy. Jensen, on the other hand, didn't give a damn."

"And where did you stand, between Kryik and Tarkus?"

"Kryik. I thought he had a good idea: Adam would have made an excellent Shade... as for the others, Bau was on the fence, Tigris..." Mia snorted, her opinion on the dry-blood very low. "...didn't really care. Don't know about Mabuk."

"And Saren?"

"Saren was on some deep-cover mission, so he missed out on the controversy."

"...Were Adam's augmentations an issue as well?"

"You bet." Mia biotically assembled and disassembled one of her pistols — of which she had many — as she spoke. "Tarkus argued that he'd be nothing without them. That also got some of us thinking about augmenting ourselves to give us an edge — extra eezo nodes, more powerful muscles, Krogan level regeneration... after all, if augs can turn a nobody into a nightmare, what's it going to do to a Spectre?" 

"The Rejection Valley poses a problem..."

Mia nodded. "We'd have to do it a little or go all in. Don't know about you, but none of us wants to go full Omar, or go nuts like the Seven did."

"I see. Thank you for answering my questions."

"Any time, Yang."

"By the way, I've arranged for another of my mechs to pick up that plush toy you wanted. It will be delivered to you shortly."

Mia blushed, embarrassed.  "Err... thanks."

~[h+]~

With civilian clothes worn over her DEMONICA, Jane stepped out of the aircar, put her hood on, and merged with the crowd.

"That's all you needed me for?" whispered Jane over the TACCOM, a little disappointed. "Tailing some detective and his robot?"

"Yep," replied Frost as the car took off. "That's Yang on that Georgie's remote, see? And according to my source, he's sniffing out Jensen's tracks and that's taking him straight for that Indian restaurant. You should be there any minute now..."
Jane stepped up to a large balcony on the plaza, and looked down upon the swarm of people walking about. Her keen eyes spotted her marks in less than a second. "I see 'em. Tracking them now..."

"Awesome. If this trail they're on isn't a dead end, and leads them straight to Jensen, then we'll snatch him up before anyone else can."

"Seems like cheating to me."
"That's because it is, darlin'." Frost let out a small chuckle. "In my defense, it's also smart. Yang's got a mind for detective work. Me? Not so much... but try not to get made, alright? Yang's clever. He might know what I'm up to and try to throw you off."
"No worries. They won't even know I exist."
~[h+]~

Tenma snickered, which both puzzled and perturbed Yang a little bit. "What's so funny?" he asked.

"Oh, nothing..." Tenma replied. "Just thinking about some old joke."
At the entrance of the Chettinad Eatery — which had quickly replaced Hwang's Authentic Oriental Delights after the owner got arrested — Yang and Tenma were greeted with the all too familiar flicker of red and blue lights and the bright blue beams of a C-Sec cordon.

"Oh dear," said Tenma.  "I smell blood in the air."

~[h+]~

CODEX ENTRY: SCIENCE: TECHNOLOGY: BIOLOGY: CYBERNETIC: THE REJECTION VALLEY

The Rejection Valley is a hypothesis in the field of mechanical cybernetics which holds that the more a human being has parts of his body replaced with foreign materials and prostheses, the more physiological and psychological side effects he or she will suffer. When the body is more than sixty percent artificial, these side effects become critical, leading to cases of severe dementia, coma, and even death. However, assuming the subject survives this and continues to have his or her body modified, symptoms of physical rejection and psychological stress reduce dramatically, approaching normal levels of human functionality. As such, all mechanical augmentation has to be approached from two extremes, otherwise the implantee risks death.

