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PROLOGUE

NOVEMBER 2552, LOCATION UNDEFINED. LAST VERIFIED REALSPACE LOCATION:
THE CORE OF THE PLANET ONYX.

It's a beautiful sunny day. The oak branches are swaying gently in the breeze and the air's scented with unseen blossom.

And we’re trapped.

Did you ever run and hide as a kid? Ever slam the closet door behind you, giggling because you were sure you'd never be found, and then
realize you'd locked yourself in? Did you panic or breathe a sigh of relief? | suppose it all depends on what you were hiding from.

We’re hiding from the end of the world.

For all we know, it's already happened. If there’s anyone left out there, they don't even know we’re here. We may be the last sentient life left in
the galaxy—me, Chief Mendez, and a detachment of Spartans. Correction: three of my Spartans—Fred, Kelly, and Linda—and five others who are
something else entirely, five | didn’t even know existed until this week, and if there’s one thing | can’t stand, it's not knowing.

Youll explain yourselfto me, Chief. Ive got all the time in the world now: Ive got more time than | knowwhat to do with.

Mendez takes something out of his pants pocket and gazes wistfully at it like a pilgrim with a holy relic before putting it back.

“You can read Forerunner, Dr. Halsey,” he says, impassive. We’re still ignoring the elephant looming over us at the moment, neither of us saying
what's really on our minds. He has his secrets, and | have mine. “Do you know the symbol for pantry? That would be handy right about now.”

He’s staring up at a sun that can’t possibly be there, set in an artificial sky that runs from summer blue at one horizon to starless midnight at the
other. We’'re not on Onyx any longer—not in this dimension, anyway.

“Chief, this is the most advanced doomsday bunker ever built.” I'm not sure who I'm trying to reassure, him or me. “A civilization sufficiently
advanced to build a bomb shelter the size of Earth’s orbit wouldn't forget to address the food supply. Would they?”

It's a permanently lovely day inside this Dyson sphere, and beyond its walls is ... actually, | don’t know any longer. ltwas Onyx. Now it's
somewhere in slipspace. Every time | think | have the measure of the Forerunners’ technology, something else pops up and confounds me. They
must have shared our sense of beauty or bequeathed us theirs, because they made this environment idyllically rural; trees, grass, rivers, almost
landscaped perfection.

Mendez pats his pocket as if checking something is still in there. “Better hope they evolved beyond the usual procurement charlie-foxtrot, too,
then. Or we’ll have to live off the land.”

“We’ve got unlimited water, Chief. That's something.”

Mendez has known me a damned long time. Over the years he’s perfected that hoary old CPO’s carefully blank expression that looks almost like
deference. AImost. It's actually disgust. | know that now. | can see it.

But you'te in no position to lecture me on ethics, are you, Chief? | knowwhat youve done. The proof's right in front of me here. I'm looking at
them.

Mendez walks away in the direction of the two recon teams waiting under the oak trees. The Spartans—my protégés and Ackerson’s little
project, these Spartan-llls—look impatient to get on with something useful. They don’t handle idleness well. We made warfare the sole focus of their
lives.

Now we don’'t know if there’s still a war outside to fight, or even a galaxy left to fight it in.

But that's fine by me. My Spartans are safe here. That's all that matters. Safe if the Halo Array fires, anyway. | don’'t know if this is the haven it
appears. Perhaps it's already got tenants. We'll find out the Navy way, Mendez says.

“Okay, Spartans, the camp’s secured, so let's shake out and see what’s in the neighborhood.” Mendez unslings his rifle and looks at Fred.
“Conserve rations until we know if there’s anything on the menu here. Right, sir?”

“Right, Chief. Radio check, people.” Fred, Spartan-104, has been made a lieutenant at the ripe old age of forty-one. “Priorities, in this order—
secure the area, locate a food supply, and find a way to revive Team Katana and the others.”

How many Spartan-llls did Ackerson create? Five are already in suspension here, with three other men we can’t identify, but we have no idea
yet how to open their Forerunner slipspace pods. They'll have an interesting story to tell when we do.

Fred gestures to take in the terrain. “Treat this as an acquaint. Spartan-Twos familiarize themselves with Spartan-Threes so that when we get
out of here, we’re ready to fight effectively. Kelly, Dr. Halsey, Tom, Olivia—you're with Chief Mendez. Linda, Lucy, Mark, Ash—with me. Move out.”

Just as Fred turns to walk away, | catch his eye. He was never much good at burying his feelings, but he can’t hide them from me anyway. | know
all my Spartans better than their mothers ever did. He shuts his eyes tightly as if he’s blocking out an unbearable world, just a fraction of a second,
and then it's gone. We’ve buried our dead here. Two of those Spartan-llls, just into their teens, justchildren ... and Kurt never made it into the
sphere.

I thought you were dead already, Kurt. Nowlve lost you tvice.

Fred pats Lucy on the shoulder. “You okay, Spartan?”

She gives him a distracted nod. She’s a disturbing little scrap of a thing, too traumatized to speak. Mendez trained these kids. Heknew He
knew what Ackerson was doing with my research. He was part of this all along.

And | vont forget that, Chief.

Kelly slows and drops back to walk beside me. I'm not twenty-one anymore and | certainly don’'t have the stride of a two-meter Spartan, or even
these ... new ones. My God, they're foo small. How can they be Spartans?

“You've fallen on your feet again, Dr. Halsey,” Kelly says. “Some rabbit hole. Did you know it was here?”

“I should stop trying to look as if | know everything, shouldn’t I?”

“You think we’re going to lose this war. | know we’re not.”

“l extrapolate from known facts. But | don’t mind being wrong sometimes.”

How far would | go to save my Spartans? This far. | lured them to Onyx, the safest location | could think of, because | knew they'd never abandon
their posts any other way. | lied to them to save them.

And they’re all that stands between me and damnation. I've done terrible things—monstrous things, criminal things—that were necessary, but |
did it fo them. Kidnapped them as children. Experimented on them. Altered them terribly. Killed half of them. Made them into soldiers with no life



outside the UNSC.

It had to be done, but now | have to do this.

There’s no god waiting to judge us when we die. This is our heaven or hell, the here and now, the pain or the fond memories we leave behind
with the living. But | don’t want the forgiveness of society, or Mendez, or even to forgive myself.

[ just want to do what's right for these men and women, whose lives | used. Theirs is the only forgiveness that can absolve me.

Kelly—tall, confident, nothing like the victim | feel I've made her—points into the distance. I'm starting to forget we’re trapped in a sphere in the
folds of another dimension, because my brain’s getting used to telling me benign lies. | stare across a sea of trees at two elegant honey-gold
structures protruding above the canopy some kilometers away.

“That’s impressive, Doctor,” she says. “Hey, Chief, what do you think they are?”

“Better be the chow hall.” Mendez keeps scanning the trees as if he’s still expecting to run into trouble. “Or a way out of here. Don’t forget there’ll
still be a hell of a mess to clear up when we get out.”

He’s right. Won or lost, wars never end cleanly. | think we’ve lost already. If the Covenant doesn’t overrun the galaxy then this life-form they call
the Flood will, or the Halo Array will fire and wipe out all sentient life. But if we win—

Even if we win, the galaxy will still be a dangerous, desperate place.

| wonder where John is now. And Cortana. And ... Miranda.

See, Miranda? | didnt forget you. Did I?



CHAPTER
ONE

A GOD WHO CREATES TOOLS IS STILL A GOD. IT IS NOT FOR US TO IMPC

QUALIFICATIONS UPON THE DIVINE OR PRESUME TO GUESS ITS INTENTIONS.

(FORMER FIELD MASTER AVU MED ‘TELCAM OF THE SANGHEILINERU PE ‘ODOSIMA—SERVANTS OF THE ABIDING TRUTH—
ON REVELATIONS ABOUT THE NATURE OF THE FORERUNNERS)

FORMER COLONY OF NEW LLANELLI, BRUNEL SYSTEM: JANUARY 2553.

It was an ugly bastard, and the temptation to kill it where it stood was almost more than Serin Osman could handle.

It was also pretty upset. Its arms flailed as if it was on some passionate Sangheili rant about politics or religion or whatever they played instead
of football, its cloverleaf jaws snapping open and shut like a demented gin-trap. Osman watched from the shuttle cargo bay with her rifle resting on
the control panel. Matters could get out of hand with a two-and-a-half-meter alien before you knew it. She was ready to drop the thing before it
crushed Phillips.

He could actually speak their language, even if some of the sounds defied simple human jaws. She wondered what he sounded like to them. He
was making mirroring gestures back at the Sangheili, and although she couldn’t hear the conversation it seemed to be working. The alien did that
odd trick with its split mandibles, pressing the two sides together to mimic a human jaw and trying to force out more articulate sounds.

So the hinge-head was mirroring too. It was a good sign. A good sign in a bad deal. No, not a bad deal: a dirty one. Osman stepped down from
the bay, careful to keep her rifle close to her leg so she looked prepared but not threatening. Phillips glanced over his shoulder at her, seeming
oblivious of the risk.

Id never take my eyes off that thing. God, what do they teach these academics about personal safety?

She leaned against the hatch frame and waited, glancing at her watch to check Sydney time. Around her, the ruins of New Llanelli felt like a
rebuke. The dead tapped her on the shoulder, appalled: And you'e talking to these bastards now? On our graves?

A shaft of sunlight struck through a break in the clouds and threw up a bright reflection from a lake in the distance. No ... thats not a lake. Her
brain had joined up the dots and made the wrong assumption. She eased her datapad out of her jacket pocket one-handed and checked. There
was no body of water for a hundred kilometers on the map in the CAA Factbook. The reflective surface was vitrified sandy soil, mirror-smooth,
square hectares of it where there had once been rye and potatoes.

When the Covenant glassed a planet, they really did just that.

Phillips gestured to get her attention and distracted her from the uncomfortable thought that the planet was making a point to her. He walked
over to the shuttle, looking pleased with himself.

“The Bishop wants a word,” he said. “I told him you were the boss woman. His English is pretty good, so play it straight. And don’t call him an
Elite. Use the proper name. It matters to them.”

Osman pushed herself away from the bulkhead with her hip. “What, like bishop?”

“Ignore that.” Phillips—Professor Evan Phillips, another respectable academic who’'d been sucked down into ONI's drain—put on his serious
face again. “They told me he was devout, but | didn’t realize howdevout.”

“Is that going to be a problem?”

“Might be a bonus.”

“Yes, they do tend to stick to a plan.”

‘I meant that he’s a fundamentalist. The Abiding Truth. Very, very old tradition of faith.”

“Prompt me. 'm not an anthropologist.”

“They’re said to have squirreled away original Forerunner relics from the time of their first contact. Their equivalent of saints’ fingers.”

“It must be my birthday.” Osman wasn’t sure when that really was. Today seemed as good a day as any. “Maybe they've got some schematics in
a dusty drawer or something.”

“Come on, don't keep him waiting.”

“‘How is he with women? | don’t think I've ever seen a female Sangheili. Do they keep them in purdah or something?”

“It's not that simple.” Phillips beckoned to her to follow. “The ladies wield a hell of a lot of political power in the bloodline stakes. When you've got
a few hours to kill, I'll explain it.”

She didn’'t, and it could wait. She walked up to the Sangheili, steeling herself not to call him an Elite or a murdering hinge-head bastard.

Osman was taller than the average man, and at one-ninety she wasn’t used to having to look up at anybody. But the Bishop towered half a meter
above her like a monument in gold armor. For a moment she found herself looking into a disturbingly featureless face before she settled on the
black eyes and small, flaring nostrils just below them. The Bishop was sniffing her scent. Unsettling didn’'t even begin to cover it.

“Captain Osman,” Phillips said cautiously, looking back and forth between her and the Sangheili. “Let me introduce you to Avu Med ‘Telcam,
speaker for the Servants of Abiding Truth. He used to be a field master but he’s ... renounced the ways of the infidels and cleansed his name,
because they've brought shame and misery on the Sangheili ... and they deserve to hang from spikes.” He seemed to be quoting very carefully,
glancing at the Sangheili as if for confirmation. He gave her a don’t-say-anything-daft look. “He means the Arbiter.”

‘Telcam sniffed again. Osman could smell him, too. It was a faintly leathery scent, like the seats of a new car. It wasn’'t unpleasant.

“m Captain Osman. I'm a shipmaster.” ‘Telcam would get the point. “So | keep my word. May we talk?” She gave Phillips her get-lost look. This
wasn't for his ears, and that was as much for his own good as Earth’s. “Can you give us ten minutes, Professor?”

Phillips nodded and turned to walk away. This was why Osman didn’t like using co-opted specialists. If he’d known what she was about to do, he
would probably have gone all ethical on her.

I might be underestimating him, of course. But his job’s done. Its not his problem now

‘Telcam tilted his head to one side. Osman had to strain to make out the words, but it was no harder than concentrating on a bad radio signal.
The creature really could speak pretty good English.

“Shipmaster, my people have been punished because they had no faith,” he said. A fine mist of saliva cooled on her face every time he hit a



sibilant or an F. It didn’t look easy to articulate those four-way jaws. “The traitor Thel ‘Vadam and his ilk now say the gods are deceivers, and so
they shall die. We have been in thrall to mongrel races long enough. We have let the false prophets of the San’Shyuum corrupt our pure connection
to the divine. Now we shall do our penance and bring the Sangheili back to the true path. So what can you possibly want with us? Do you want to
agree to a truce?”

“How were you planning on killing ‘Vadam and the other ... traitors?”

“We have few ships left now. Few weapons, too. But we have our devotion. We will find a way.”

Osman noted the energy sword on his belt. We e got a right one here. A god-bothering, heavily armed maniac. Lovely. | can do business with
that. She tried to find genuine common ground in case he could smell fear or deceit on her. A small dash of truth in a soup of lies worked wonders.

“What if ve supplied you with some weapons?”

He jerked his head back. “And why would you do that? The traitor sides with humans against his own.”

“‘Humans gamble. 'm betting that your side will win. Dead friends aren’t much use.”

“Ah.” “Telcam made a little sound like a horse puffing through its lips. A fine spray rained on her again and she tried not to recoil. She picked up
a whiff of something far too much like dog food. “Kingmaker. This is your policy. You help us take control so that you know your enemy and think you
can then control us.”

“Look, we're never going to be friends, Field Master. But we can agree to stay out of one another’s way and lead separate existences. Too
many lives have been lost. It has to stop.”

‘Telcam leaned closer again as if he was doing a uniform inspection. “You have colonies here. This is part of the war. This is the cause of our
enmity.”

“Some of our colonies don'’t like us very much either. Humans kill humans too.”

“How tangled your lives are.”

“My, you do speak good English.”

“l was a translator once. linterpreted your communications for my old shipmaster. | speak several human languages.”

Well, that explained a hell of a lot. Phillips obviously didn't know, or at least he hadn’t said, but Osman decided to cut him some slack because
he’d only been tasked to do one thing: to get her an audience with dissident Sangheili who were likely to disrupt any peace deals. He was lucky to
get that far without having his head ripped off.

“Well, Field Master, | think we can help one another keep our troublesome factions in line.” Osman turned slightly to keep Phillips in her
peripheral vision, just in case he wandered back and heard too much. “It might require some discretion, because we can’t be seen to ally with you.
But an unstable Sangheili empire doesn't help us, and an unstable human one is a threat to you. Yes?”

“And some of my brethren might not understand my willingness to talk to infidels. So we do favors, you and I.”

“Indeed. For the greater good.” Osman paused a beat and made sure she didn’t blink. Sangheili had a military sense of honor, and the truth she
was about to drop into the deceit went some way toward satisfying her own. “If | thought ‘Vadam would survive as leader, | would be doing deals
with him instead.”

She wasn’t sure if Sangheili ever smiled. If they did, she had no idea what it looked like, not with that four-way jaw. But ‘Telcam’s expression
shifted a little. The muscles in his dog-reptile face relaxed for a moment.

“I'have a condition,” he said.

“l thought you might.”

“You blaspheme about the gods. You spread vile lies about them. This must stop.”

“We just showed you what the Halo was.” Oh shit. Come on, think. There's a way through this. “We didn’t set out to insult your beliefs.”

“So the Halos are machines of destruction. So you say the gods themselves were killed by them.” ‘“Telcam leaned over her, almost nose to nose.
He was so close that she couldn’t focus on those doglike teeth. They were just cream blurs in a purplish haze of gum. “Your god chose to die for
you and that is precisely why you revere him, yes? And why you say he also lives. This so-called proof about the Halos means nothing. Not even to
you.”

And he uses the plural. Halos.

Osman suspected that he wanted her to agree with him, to reassure him that gods could be both dead and eternal at the same time like some
divine Schrédinger’s cat, to put some certainty back in his life. She knew that feeling. But the last thing she wanted was a theological argument with
a heavily armed alien four or five times her weight. She bit back a comment that her name was Osman and that he was thinking of someone else’s
religion.

“We’ve had scientists who claim they've disproved the existence of God, and others who argue you can’t prove anything,” she said carefully. “But
it hasn't made any difference to any of our religions. Faith is quite separate.”

“Then you understand.” “Telcam drew back. “If you arm us ... if you stay away from our worlds ... then when we take power and restore the
rightful ways, we will leave you alone.”

“Deal,” she said. She almost held out her hand to shake on the agreement but thought better of it. “I'll be in touch very soon.”

The Sangheili just turned and loped away to his ship without another word. It was too easy to look at them and see only an ungainly animal with
strangely bovine legs, and not a superior force that had almost brought Earth to its knees. Phillips walked up to her but didn’'t ask what had
happened. His expression said he was bursting to find out.

“Are we done?”

Osman nodded. “That's one enemy we don’t have to fight for a while.” She gave him a thumbs-up. “Well done. | never thought we’d get one of
them to talk to us, let alone reach an agreement. We owe you.”

“l admit it's satisfying to be able to put the theory into practice. And wonderful to have unique access to Sangheili space with all expenses paid,
of course. Good old ONI. My taxes, well spent.”

Osman headed back to the shuttle, suddenly aware of small fragments of glass crunching under her boots. Damn, that’s not broken bottles. It's
vitrification. “You don’t feel your academic cred’s been stained by mixing with us grubby little spooks, then.”

“God, no. I'm not that naive. | know what you're up to. Just don’t tell me, that’s all. | have to be able to deny it with a straight face.”

So he certainly wasn’t stupid, and ONI wasn’t doing anything that countless governments hadn’'t done over the centuries to look after their
interests. She should have expected him to work it out. “And we’re doing what, exactly?”

“Oh, I thought | was helping you establish diplomatic channels with the hard-to-reach Sangheili demographic....”

“You told me not to tell you.”

“Yes, so | did.” He winked at her. “Well, you've slapped a saddle on that tiger. Now you better make damn sure you don'’t fall off.”

They settled into their seats and she ran the preflight checks before handing over to the Al. Phillips was whistling tunelessly under his breath, as



if he was glad to be leaving. Osman had expected him to be reluctant to go home but he obviously had what he wanted—some dazzling scientific
paper, some award-worthy research, maybe even a lucrative book—that nobody else in his field had, and that seemed to be enough.

He wouldn’t be coming back here. He probably realized that. ONI regarded him as a single-use sharp.

“Just remember that my enemy's enemy isn’t my friend, Professor,” she said, opening a secure comms channel. “He’s my enemy who's just
taking a sidebar.”

Phillips burst out laughing. “You sweet, innocent little flower. You've never worked in academia, have you? Red in tooth and claw. Feuds, plots,
vengeance. The works.”

“I can imagine.” The secure channel indicator flashed and Osman lowered her voice. “Osman here, ma’am. Professor Phillips and | are on our
way back.”

“Thank you for letting me know, Captain.” Admiral Margaret Parangosky, head of the Office of Naval Inteligence, never raised her voice and
never needed to. “l assume things went well.”

Osman could translate Parangosky-isms easily enough. Have you set up the Sangheili insurrection? That was what she meant. Few outside
the Navy and the senior ranks of government knew who Parangosky was, let alone knew to fear her. Osman suspected she was the only person in
the Admiral’s circle who would always be forgiven even if she failed. But she wasn’tin a hurry to test it.

“Everything’s fine, ma’am,” she said.

“Thank Professor Phillips for me. Safe flight.”

Osman signed off and the Al took over. The shuttle shuddered on its dampers as its engines reached peak power. In a few hours, they'd
rendezvous with Battle of Minden and head back to Earth, where the mission would be over for Phillips but only just beginning for her.

So far, so good.

“Do I get a gold star?” he asked.

“Maybe an extra cookie.”

“Where’s the best Turkish restaurant in Sydney?”

‘I don’t know.”

“Oh. Really? Sorry.”

It always caught her short. She’d never actuallysaid she had Turkish roots, and—odd, for a woman so used to lying for a living—she couldn’t
bring herself to construct a cover story for herself. She simply allowed everyone to make assumptions based on her name and her Mediterranean
coloring. Her real name hadn’t been Osman, not as far as she knew, and she had no plans to use her access to ONI classified files to find out who
she really was. She could only be who she was now.

Phillips would have treated her very differently if she’d had Spartan-019 on her ID badge. It was better if nobody knew what she was, and what
she was not.

“Yes, 've been away too long,” she said, relenting. “But | can smell a good imam bayildi ten klicks away.”

Anyone could. It wasn’'t really a lie. Phillips rubbed his hands together, miming delight at the thought of food that didn’t come out of a ration pack.
The shuttle lifted clear of New Llanelli, and Osman caught one last glimpse on the monitor of that lake of vitrified sand.

That's why I'm entitled to break the rules. To make sure it never happens again.

Osman was sure she’d heard that argument before, more than thirty years ago, but she couldn't remember if it was before or after she met Dr.
Catherine Halsey.

“Academia,” she said. “Yes, it's a savage old world, isn’'t it?”

MARK DONALDSON WAY, SYDNEY, AUSTRALIA: AUSTRALIA DAY, TWO MONTHS
AFTER THE BATTLE OF EARTH, JANUARY 26, 2553.

There was just one flagpole left intact on the shattered Sydney Harbour waterfront, and a workman in a hard hat and orange overalls was
clambering up a maintenance gantry to reach it.

It was a damn long way to fall.

Corporal Vaz Beloi wandered out onto a stump of a girder that had once been part of a pedestrian overpass, trying to get a better view. A piece
of dark blue fabric dangled from the workman’s back pocket. Vaz couldn’'t see a safety harness, but then there wasn’t much left of the crumbling
building to secure it to.

And they say ODSTs are crazy.

He watched the man with renewed curiosity. Mal Geffen caught up with him and leaned on what was left of the overpass safety rail. It creaked as
he put his weight on it.

“Come on, we’ve only got an hour.” Mal gestured irritably with his wrist, brandishing his watch, then frowned at something on his sleeve. “Sod it,
I'm covered in crap already. We can't rock up in our number threes looking like this. It's the Admiral.”

“It'll brush off,” Vaz said, distracted by the reckless workman again. He held up a warning finger. “Wait. | have to see what this guy does.”

He knew Mal wasn’'t being disrespectful. He was just nervous about being summoned to ONI without explanation, and Vaz understood that, but
they had another mission to complete. A visit to Sydney was rare.

And we made a promise. Admiral or no Admiral.

A small crowd watched from the shore, a mix of construction workers, firefighters, and sappers who were still digging bodies out of the rubble
two months after the bombing. The workman, now teetering on the end of the gantry, lunged at the flagpole and managed to haul in the halyard. He
clipped the flag to it and wobbled for a moment before tugging on the line to reveal the white stars of the Southern Cross on a deep blue ground,
with a single gold Commonwealth star on green ground in the canton.

Everyone cheered. A fleet tender in the harbor sounded its klaxon.

Mal seemed to be working something out, lips moving as if he was counting. “Well done, Oz. Seven hundred and sixty-five not out.” He nudged
Vaz in the back and strode off. “Come on, we’ve got to find the bar. If we don’t do it now, we won’t get another chance for years.”

Vaz watched the workman edge back down the gantry to relative safety before he felt able to turn away and catch up with Mal.

“Okay, why seven hundred and sixty-five?” he asked.

“Seven hundred and sixty-five years since the first migrants landed here. It's Australia Day.” They walked across a temporary walkway that
spanned a crater the full width of the road. It vibrated under their boots like a sprung floor. “You understand not out, don’t you? Don’'t make me



explain cricket to you again.”

“lunderstand cricket just fine.” Vaz bristled. “What’s your problem?”

“Sorry, mate. Parangoskyjitis.”

Both of them had done more than a hundred drops behind enemy lines and accepted they might not survive the next one, but the prospect of
being hauled before a very elderly woman with a stoop and a lot of gold braid had kept them awake every night for the past week. Even ODSTs
were wary of Margaret Parangosky.

“She’s over ninety,” Vaz said. “None of those stories about her can be true. She just spreads them for effect. Like my grandmother used to.”

“Look, we said we wouldn’t play guessing games about this. We'll know soon enough.”

“You started it.”

“Well, she’s not invited us for tea and medals, has she? It'll be a bollocking.”

“You want ODSTs to do a job for you, you ask for a fire team. Or a company. A battalion, even.”

“You know how paranoid ONI is. Top-secret-eat-before-reading.” Mal picked more specks off his sleeve, frowning. “Ah, come on. It's just a
bloody meeting. It's not like we’re storming a beachhead.”

But why us? Vaz checked the tourist map again. “This thing’s useless. | can’t see any landmarks.”

Mal fumbled in his pocket and took out the ancient button compass that he always carried. “Fieldcraft, Vaz. Back to basics. If we can’t find a bar,
we’re not worthy of the uniform.”

There wasn’t a living soul in sight, not even a cop or a construction worker to ask for directions. The hum of activity—bulldozers, trip hammers,
drills—was receding a street at a time. The bank that should have been standing on the next corner was a tangle of metal joists and collapsed
masonry.

There was no sign of the plaza full of pavement cafés, either, and the shopping center that was supposed to be on Vaz's left looked like a slab of
honeycomb with the wax layer ripped off. All he could see was a procession of composite block walls, now just a few courses high. Red-and-white
cordon tape fluttered between steel poles. The smell of raw sewage hit him.

“You lads look lost.”

A civil defense warden popped up like a range target behind a barrier fifty meters away, and Vaz almost reached for a rifle he wasn't carrying. It
was hard adjusting to a place where there were no threats.

“Yeah, | think we are,” Vaz said.

“You trying to find Bravo-Six?” The warden meant the UNSC headquarters. “Wrong direction, son.”

“No, a bar,” Mal said. “The Parthenon.”

“It's gone.” The warden glanced at his watch as if he thought it was a bit early for a drink, then studied Mal’s uniform, peering at the death’s-head
insignia with a baffled frown. Maybe the Corps had taken the low-profile special forces thing a bit too far. “What are you, then, marines?”

“‘ODSTs.” Mal paused. The guy didn't seem to be catching on. “Orbital Drop Shock Troopers. Yeah, marines.”

“Oh. Them.”

“So how do we get to the Parthenon Bar?” Vaz asked.

“l told you. It's just rubble now. They're clearing the site.”

“We don’t want a drink. We’ve got something else we need to do.”

The warden gave Vaz a sideways look. Maybe the man thought his English wasn’t so hot because of his heavy accent. “Just keep going that
way,” he said, indicating forty-five degrees and slowing his speech down a bit for the hard of understanding. “You'll see the bus station. It's two
streets north of there.”

Vaz was starting to sweat as he walked away. It was midsummer and his formal uniform was frying him, not that he had the option of showing up
in shirtsleeves. Mal somehow still looked pristine despite the concrete dust on his elbows and boots.

“What are we going to use for a drink?” Mal asked.

‘I don’t know. Maybe we just say what we have to say and leave it at that.”

They'd promised Emanuel that if they ever passed through Sydney, something Vaz had thought highly unlikely, then they'd find the man'’s favorite
bar and raise a toast to his memory. It had been a very matter-of-fact conversation. ODSTs didn’t think of getting killed as anif. It was more like a
when.

Doesnt make it any easier, though. Doesnt mean we miss him any the less.

“Ah,” said Mal. As soon as they turned the corner and looked up the road, they could see the bulldozers at work. “Ripe for development.”

Some of the clearance crew stopped to watch them walking along the center line of the road. Vaz counted the stumps of internal walls and
decided that 21 Strathclyde Street had stood where there was now a ragged crater fringed by the remains of four bright turquoise Doric columns.
Mal looked them over, uncharacteristically grim.

“Manny never did have much taste in bars,” he said quietly. “Poor bugger.”

One of the construction workers took off his hide gloves and picked his way over the rubble toward them, head down and eyes shielded by the
peak of his hard hat. It was only when “he” looked up that Vaz realized it was actually a woman, a nice-looking redhead. Vaz sometimes tried to
imagine how alien he must have looked to a civilian these days, but he could guess from the slight frowns he’d been getting this morning that he
didn’'t come across as the nice friendly boy next door. He decided to let Mal do the talking and stood back to look down into the crater. A pool of
stagnant water lay at the bottom like a mirror, busy with mosquitoes.

“What can we do for you, mate?” the redhead asked.

Mal pointed at the complete absence of a bar. “Was that the Parthenon?”

“Yeah. Better stay clear of the edge. You can see it's not Happy Hour.”

“We’ve got a promise to keep to a mate who didn’t make it back.”

The redhead cocked her head on one side. “We’re supposed to keep people out of this road. Safety regs. You know what the council’s like. But
what they don’'t know won't hurt ‘em.”

Vaz pitched in. They had half an hour to do this and then make themselves presentable to report to Bravo-6. “We just want to raise a glass to
him, ma’am. Then we’llgo.”

The redhead stood with her hands on her hips, inspecting Vaz. “Did you bring a bottle?”

It was a good question. They'd expected the bar to be open, not demolished, and they'd run out of time to find a bottle shop, as the locals called
it. Mal shrugged, doing his I'm-just-a-lovable-rogue look that usually worked on women. The redhead gave him a sad smile and turned to her crew
with her hand held out like she was asking for a tool. One of the men picked up a lunchbox from the seat of a dump truck and tossed her a plastic
bottle. She handed it over to Mal with due reverence.



“Best we can do, Marine,” she said. “Go ahead, but don’t fall in and break your neck.”

After some of the jumps Vaz had done, that would have been an embarrassing way to go. Mal read the label and smiled.

“Fruit juice. He'd see the funny side of that. Thanks, sweetheart.”

The clearance crew moved back a little but they were still watching. Vaz squirmed. It felt like taking a leak in public. So what did they do now? Al
the vague plans to get hammered and reminisce about Emanuel had gone out the window, and Parangosky would be waiting.

Mal unscrewed the cap and handed it to Vaz. He took a swig—passion fruit or something, warm and fizzy—and handed it back. Mal took a pull
and held up the bottle like a glass of vintage champagne.

“‘Emanuel Barakat,” he said. “Helljumper. Brother. One of the best. We miss you, Manny.”

Vaz forgot the audience of hard hats. All he could see was the water trickling from a broken main into the pool at the bottom of the crater. “Yeah,
Manny. Rest in peace.”

Mal handed the bottle back to the redhead. “Thanks again. We'll get out of your hair now.”

“No worries. I'm sorry about your mate.” She paused. “Is it all over, then? Is the war really over?”

‘I don’t know.” Mal turned and started to walk away, Vaz following. “But it’s pretty quiet out there for the first time | can remember.”

They were a few paces down the road before the clapping started. It was the strangest thing. Vaz turned around, and there they were, a dozen
men and women in high-viz tabards and rigger’s boots, just clapping and looking at them. And it wasn’'t a general reaction to Mal's comment on the
war, either. The workers were applauding them.

Nobody said a word. Vaz couldn’'t have managed one even if he’d known what to say. They'd reached the end of the road before Mal spoke.

“That was decent of them.”

Vaz wasn't sure if he meant the fruit juice or the applause. But maybe the war vas finally over. Everywhere they'd stopped off in the last few days,
at every shop and transit point, the atmosphere was a strange blend of dread, bewilderment, and elation. Ciwies were still getting used to the idea.
He'd expected it to be like the newsreels from the end of the Great Patriotic War, with people dancing in the streets and climbing lampposts to
hoist flags, but that war had only lasted six years, however bloody the battles. People in 1945—and 2090, 2103, and 2162—could recall what
peace felt like and knew what they’'d missed.

But now there were two generations that couldn’'t remember a time when Earth wasn't at war with the Covenant. Nobody had signed any
surrender or cease-fire yet, though. Vaz wasn’t taking anything for granted.

Mal quickened his pace and Vaz matched it, deciding not to tell him he had a splash of mud drying on his pants leg. He'd sort it out later. They
headed back to the nearest intact main road to hail a cab. Even in a city smashed to rubble, there was still a decent living to be made from ferrying
UNSC personnel around, and one of the few places that remained untouched by the attack was the massive underground complex of Bravo-6. The
driver who picked them up just glanced at them in the rearview mirror and said nothing for a while. When he caught Vaz's eye, he looked away.

“Were you here when the Covenant attacked?” Vaz asked, trying to be sociable.

“Yeah.” The driver nodded. “Hid in the sewers. Didn’'t even know where | was when | came out.” He licked his lips. “Is it all over, like the news
keeps saying? | mean, you'd know better than anybody, wouldn’t you?”

“Ildon’t know,” Vaz said. “But the Covenant looks like it’s fallen apart. Maybe that's the same thing.”

It wasn’t, and he knew it. It just meant the certainties of Us and Them would be replaced by a ragbag of trouble from unpredictable quarters, just
as it always had on Earth. Aliens were a lot more like humans than anyone liked to admit.

But, like humans, they could all be dropped with the right ordnance, too. That wasn’'t going to change. Vaz was glad there were still some things
he could rely on.

“Come on,” Mal said as they showed their ID to the duty sergeant. “Practice your nice big smile for She Who Must Be Obeyed. Whatever she
wants—it's only pain.”

FORERUNNER DYSON SPHERE—LAST DEFINITIVE POSITION, ONYX: THREE HOURS
INTO RECONNAISSANCE PATROL.

Catherine Halsey jerked her head around and stared into the bushes.

She realized she was the last person to react to the rustling in the leaves. Mendez, Tom, and Olivia already had their rifles trained on the same
spot and Kelly had sighted up and was edging toward it. Something small and green shot up the trunk of the nearest tree to cling to the bark and
stare at them.

“Not much meat on that, 'm afraid.” Kelly lowered her weapon. It was a lizard with a narrow, almost birdlike face and a frilled crest. For a
moment it paused, crest raised and absolutely still, then zipped down the tree again to vanish back into the bushes. “Still, it confirms we have a food
chain here.”

“Just as long as we’re at the top of it,” Olivia murmured.

Halsey wished she still had her sidearm. While she respected the Forerunners’ vastly superior technology, they hadn’t been around to mind the
shop for a very long time, and there was no telling what might have evolved since they'd left this place ticking over. There were plants here that
definitely weren’'t from Earth. If the fauna here was drawn from all the worlds the Forerunners had visited, then anything was possible.

She didn’t need to point that out. All unknown territory was presumed to be potentially hostile.

Mendez came to a halt and fumbled one-handed in his pockets. “Why?”

“Why what?” Tom asked.

“Why did the Forerunners put trees and animals here? Just to make the place nicer while they sat out the holocaust, or is it some kind of zoo?”
Mendez tapped his radio and Halsey suddenly heard the crackle and hiss from the receiving end. “Lieutenant? Mendez here. We’re seeing some
wildlife now. Lizards. Anything your end?”

Fred’s patrol was now on a parallel path a kilometer away. “Not yet, Chief. But we’'ve got blossom on some of the trees, so I'm guessing there’ll
be pollinators around.”

“Insects, birds ... small mammals.”

Halsey couldn’t bear assumptions. “Or they're self-pollinating.”

“Some of the plants /ook like Earth species, but so far we haven't ... seen anything confirmed as edible.” Fred sounded as if he was climbing
something, pausing for breath. “Keep looking.”

They were spread out in patrol formation with Mendez on point and Kelly walking tail. Halsey was suddenly conscious of being the misfit rather



than the boss here, the theoretician who’d created a generation of Spartans but had never actually served, and all the small soldierly things that the
Spartans seemed to do automatically—constantly scanning the branches of the trees, turning to take a few paces backward and check behind
every so often—leapt out at her. She simply didn’t move that way, and not just because she was lugging a bag that seemed to get heavier by the
minute and burdened with a skirt. It just wasn'’t part of her unconscious fabric as it was with them.

It unsettled her. Nobody expected her to behave like a Spartan, even if she’d trained a generation of them. She wasn't sure why that troubled
her.

“Bird?” Tom said to nobody in particular, pointing. He sighted up. “l can't tell, even with the scope.”

Halsey followed his gesture to see a few tiny black dots making lazy passes high above them. Something about the movement wasn'’t birdlike. It
reminded her of a bat's flight, but much slower.

“Ifitis, it doesn't fly like any avian species | know,” Kelly said. “We’re going to have one hell of a nature table.”

They were moving through knee-high grass now, rolling downs dotted with stands of trees, some of which were made up of the terrestrial oaks
that seemed to be everywhere. Others had bloated gray trunks and tiny, deep red, frondlike crowns that Halsey didn’'t recognize at all. It still didn’t
answer the Chief's question as to whether this was ornamental or part of a conservation project.

So howmany did they expect to shelter here? The whole Forerunner population? Or just the great and the good? And for howlong?

The quiet was as unfamiliar as the vegetation, layer upon layer of small, wild sounds that merged into the white noise of a countryside that
sounded utterly alien. Humans had their own template of normal ambient noise, Halsey decided, and it remained unnoticed until they didn’t hear it.
She noticed the absence of hers now; no familiar birdsong, no distant rumble of traffic, no aircraft overhead. It kept her on edge. Every sound
seemed suddenly magnified. The Spartans’ armor clicked as their weapons shifted slightly with each pace. Mendez reached behind him and took
something out of his belt pouch, making the material rasp against his webbing.

Then something touched Halsey’s shoulder. She yelped and spun around.

“Sorry, ma’am.” It was Olivia, one of the Spartan-llls. She held out something between her thumb and forefinger. “This was crawling up your back.
Might be harmless, but 'm erring on the side of caution here.”

Halsey's heart was hammering. She hadn’'t even realized the girl was behind her. “For God’s sake, don’t creep up on me like that.”

She felt like a fool as soon as she said it. Olivia didn’t react. But when Halsey looked around, embarrassed, she caught Mendez giving her a
long, unblinking stare. She could see what he was holding now—his one weakness, a Sweet William cigar, or at least the last few centimeters of
one. He rolled it between thumb and forefinger for a few slow moments like a rosary before stowing it in his belt pouch again.

“Let’s you and me walk awhile, Doctor,” he said, ambling back down the line toward Olivia. “Up you go, O. Take point.”

“O” must have been Olivia’s nickname. Halsey found herself the outsider again, not the matriarch. The girl lifted off her helmet one-handed to
take a closer look at the creature that was squirming between her fingers, a beetlelike thing about ten centimeters long with bright orange stripes
and a long tapering spike of a tail. Olivia couldn’t have been more than sixteen or seventeen. She had poreless coffee-brown skin and delicate
features that made Halsey think her origins were in the Horn of Africa.

“Just a tail. Not a sting.” Olivia let the insect go and replaced her helmet. “But you never know.”

Halsey glanced around. Kelly had now fallen back a distance and Tom had moved well to the right. Halsey realized the Spartans had instantly
given her and Mendez some fight space, apparently without a single gesture or word passing between them. That was a testament to good shared
situational awareness.

“Is there anything you want to say to me, Doctor?” Mendez said quietly. He took out his cigar butt again and parked it in the side of his mouth
without lighting it. “Because we’ve been awfully civil so far.”

You knew. You damn wvell knew. “Is that your last one?” Halsey asked.

“I've got three left. 'm rationing myself for the good of the mission.”

“Spoken like a smoker.”

“Don’'t worry. | won't light up anywhere near you.”

“Always the gentleman.”

Mendez was a hard man to read but it was safe to assume that the less emotion he showed, which wasn’t much at the best of times, the more
he was keeping his reaction battened down. He just gave her that dead-eyed look. It was probably the last thing that a lot of Covenant troops ever
saw.

“Okay, ma’am, if you won’t open the batting, | will. You are, | know, ticked off that there’s a whole batch of Spartans you didn’'t bless or know
about.” Mendez took the cigar out of his mouth and pocketed it again. “Now, while I'm happy to discuss all that, I'm asking you to do one thing. Treat
the Spartan-Threes the way you treat the others. If you've got a problem with the program, Doctor, direct it at me. Not them. They're Navy. They've
earned respect.”

It stung in the way that polite rebukes always did, with a little extra smack in the mouth for disrespecting men and women in uniform. Am I really
that rude? Yes, | suppose | am. Halsey bit back the indignation that had been fermenting since she’d first seen complete strangers on Reach
daring to wear the Spartans’ Mjolnir armor.

It had all fallen into place. Parangosky putting Onyx off-limits, Mendez dropping out of sight all those years ago, Ackerson raiding her data
around the same time ... all she’d needed was the video logs and the information from Cortana to add the Halo Array and the Flood into the
equation, and then she had a fairly reliable set of signposts. Parangosky must have had a good idea of what might be on Onyx even if she didn’t
know the full nature of the threat and couldn’t access any of it.

It was why Halsey had picked Onyx. It was about more than realizing there were Spartans there, Spartans she had to save. It was a gamble on
the Forerunners’ meticulous survival precautions.

I'm lucky. But we make our own luck.

“I don’t have a problem with them, Chief, or | wouldn’'t have come here to save them, would 1?” she said. Maybe that sounded too messianic. She
watched his eyes harden a little more. “But it's not easy finding that someone you've worked with for years kept something of this magnitude from
you.”

“It's called need-to-know, ma’am, and | don’t decide who needs to. | just follow lawful orders.” He gave her that look again, heavy-lidded, as if he
was shaping up to spit on her. “But you knew more about Onyx than you're telling me.”

“Just putting two and two together. Following the crumbs.”

“And I'm sure you're too professional to withhold any information from us that we need to stay alive.”

Ouch. “My only aim is to save the Spartans. | think you can count on that.”

Mendez looked away in silence and kept walking. Halsey realized she was matching his pace, struggling to keep up with him./ really wish I'd
vomn pants. And | vish | vas fitter. We're the same age, for goodness’sake. She was following his lead, one of those little psychological tells. He



was the dominant individual now because this was his natural environment—the concrete, the physically dangerous—and not hers. She didn’t like
that at all.

“Who told you not to mention the Spartan-Three program to me?” she asked. There was a chance it would never matter, but she had to know.
Colonel Ackerson had hacked her confidential data, but that didn't mean that his was the only score she’d have to settle. “Ackerson? Parangosky?
Or both?”

“I was only told who Icould tell. But | wouldn't have told you anyway.” No, this wasn’t quite the Chief she was used to, the one who looked away
and kept his counsel: rounding on Olivia had definitely provoked him. “You'd have spent all your time arguing that we didn’'t have good enough
candidates and trying to get it shelved. And I'd have told you that attitude trumps genetics every time.”

“l know that. —"

Halsey didn’t have a personal radio, but everyone else did. Mendez turned away from her instantly and responded to a call she couldn’t hear.

“Go ahead, sir.” It had to be Fred. “Where?”

Where. The word made Halsey spin around, left then right. It was pure instinct. But when she caught sight of Kelly, the Spartan was looking up.

“Damn, he’s right,” she said, and aimed.

Halsey could see now. There was a black dot in the picture-perfect blue sky, getting bigger by the second. Something was swooping down on
them.

Tom was nearest to her. “Ma’am, down!’

It was a fluke. If anyone had the lightning reflexes and sheer speed to reach her, it was Kelly. But Tom cannoned into Halsey and pinned her
down just as a charcoal gray cylinder the size of a wine bottle whisked by so close that she felt the rush of air on her face. For a moment she
couldn’t see where it had gone. She was looking up at the lower edge of Tom’s visor, wondering for a moment why she could still breathe.

That SP1armor was light, cheap stuff. Thank God. Three hundred kilos of Mjolnir armor would have killed her. But Tom was kneeling over her on
all fours, shielding her from whatever had decided to target them. He’d just pushed her down.

“It's okay. It's okay.” That was Kelly. Halsey heard her rifle click. “I've got it. I's not doing anything.”

Tom got to his feet and helped Halsey up. Kelly had her rifle trained on the cylinder, frozen at a silent hover two meters off the ground.

“Is that some kind of mini Sentinel?” Mendez asked. “Because if it is, we've already seen the big ones. And you know what happens when those
bastards link up.”

For a moment, Halsey was totally distracted by the matte gray device and completely forgot her moment of ignominy in the grass. It wasn’t a
defensive machine like the deadly Sentinels they'd encountered on the surface. It gave the impression that it was waiting for something, although it
had dived on them like a fighter. Halsey edged closer despite Kelly waving her away, and looked at the underside. A cluster of lights—no,
illuminated symbols she couldn’t read—was visible, two blue and one a greenish white. The blue ones were blinking.

It could have been counting down to detonate, of course. The Forerunners would have gone to a lot of trouble to ensure no unwanted life-forms
contaminated this sanctuary. Halsey still had no evidence that the sphere’s apparent tolerance of human intrusion was anything more than luck.

“No telling what'll happen if | shoot it,” Kelly said. “And size doesn’t mean something isn't lethal. Right, O?”

Olivia suddenly appeared from nowhere. Halsey really never heard her coming. Maybe old age was creeping on.

“Shall we—well, catch it?” Olivia asked. “We’re supposed to be acquiring technology here.”

Kelly reached out, slow and cautious for once. She was a finger-length from the cylinder when it shot up in a perfect vertical and vanished before
she could target it.

“‘Damn, I've finally been outrun,” she said. “Oh, the shame of it.”

Mendez watched from a distance, lips moving. He was talking to Fred’s squad on the radio. Halsey's stomach growled, reminding her of the top
priority.

“Itll be back,” she said. “And I'd like to take it alive.” She turned to Tom, who’d taken off his helmet and was scratching his scalp. He was just as
luminously young as the other Spartan-llls, with dark hair and a bruise on his chin that was already turning yellow at the margins. “Is that from when
Kurt knocked you out?”

“Yes.” Tom stared at a point between his boots and blinked a few times. “I'd never have left him to hold off the Elites on his own.”

“It's okay, | know you wouldn’t.” Halsey wasn't sure if she was trying harder because Mendez had snarled at her or if she really did feel a pang of
regret. “Saving someone is a reflex. Nobody who'’s wired that way thinks about it. Do they?”

Tom just shrugged. “No point taking chances, ma’am. You're the only one here who can read a Forerunner menu, aren’t you?”

“Thanks, Spartan,” she said. Do | mean that? Yes, I think | do. “I'll try to find you a steak.”



CHAPTER
TWO

HUMANITY CAN NOW BREATHE AGAIN.

THE COVENANT HAS FINALLY BEEN DRIVEN BACK. THE COST IN LIVES—OUR TRO
AND OUR CITIZENS—HAS BEEN ENORMOUS.

BUT FREEDOM NEVER COMES CHEAPLY, AND NOW, WE REBUILD.

| PROMISE THIS TO EVERY MAN, WOMAN, AND CHILD ON EARTH AND IN ITS COLON
WHILE WE WILL CONTINUE TO STRIVE FOR A PEACEFUL COEXISTENCE WITH OT!
SPECIES, HUMANITY WILL NEVER AGAIN ALLOW ITSELF TO BE THE VICTIM
AGGRESSION. THIS IS THE MOMENT WE START TO RECLAIM OUR RIGHTFUL PLAC

THE UNIVERSE.
(INAUGURAL SPEECH OF DR. RUTH CHARET, NEW PRESIDENT OF THE UNIFIED EARTH GOVERNMENT: JANUARY 2553)

CORE 5, OFFICE OF NAVAL INTELLIGENCE, BRAVO-6 FACILITY: JANUARY 26, 2553.

Dont mind me. BB settled down to watch and learn. I'm no trouble at all. 11l stay out of your way. I'm just observing.

And he was observing a man who seemed to think his time had come, the idiot. Didn’'t he realize the war was anything but over? David Agnoli,
Minister for the Colonies, sat on the low oak bookcase with his back to Parangosky’s office. He still didn't seem to have the measure of UNSC yet.

“Do you think the old bat's ever going to die, Captain?” Agnoli reached down between his legs to pull out a volume at random, but BB was pretty
sure he was keeping an eye on the office door via the reflection in the glass panel opposite. “Or will she transmogrify into her true basilisk form, and
vanish in a puff of sulfur? 'd pay good money to see that.”

He started leafing through the book, a faded and ancient copy of The Admiralty Manual of Seamanship Vol. I|.Captain Osman glanced at him
with faint contempt.

“The Admiral speaks very highly of you, too, David,” she said sourly. “l think the word was weasel. Well, it began with a W, anyway.”

“Come on, you're the anointed one. You can get me in to see her, can’t you?”

“If she’d known you were coming, I'm sure she would have made time for you. But she’s got a lot of souls to digest.” She gave him a look of faint
disgust as he riffled through the yellowing pages. “Look, do you know how many centuries old that book is? Admiral Hood gave it to me. Don’t get
greasy fingerprints all over it.”

Agnoli turned to look over his shoulder as Parangosky's door opened. Her flag lieutenant, Dorsey, hovered with his hands braced on the door
frame as if he didn’'t dare cross the threshold.

“The Admiral will see you now, Captain.” Dorsey made a polite show of noticing Agnoli. “Oh, hello, Minister. Will we be seeing you at Dr.
Charet'’s reception later?”

“Possibly.” Agnoli closed the ancient book with exaggerated care and stood up to put it back on the shelf. He nodded at Osman as Dorsey
vanished. “I'll show myself out, then. Perhaps the lieutenant can make an appointment for me.”

Osman watched him until he was out of sight—but not out of BB’s—then reached out to pick up some files from her desk. BB decided it was
time to introduce himself. He projected his three-dimensional holographic image into the doorway and waited for her to react.

How else was an Al supposed to shake hands?

Osman stopped in her tracks and stared at him. “And whose little pet are you?” She cocked her head a fraction as if she suddenly wasn’t quite
sure what he was. “You are fully sentient, aren’t you?”

“I'm Black-Box,” he said. “I thought I'd introduce myself before we see the Admiral.”

Osman looked him over with no change in her expression whatsoever. BB’s holographic avatar was a cube, a featureless box picked out in blue
light, because he saw no point in masquerading as something other than what he was—pure intellect, his intricate thought processes a closed
book to organic life. He couldn’t bear the theatrics of manifesting as flesh and blood.

Faces are for wannabes. I'm not a surrogate human.

“You didn’t answer my question, Black-Box,” Osman said, waiting until he moved aside. “Whose Al are you?”

He followed her for a few meters as she walked down the corridor, as far as he could project himself using her desk terminal. “I report to the
Admiral. And she calls me BB. You might like to as well.”

Osman looked over her shoulder to say something, but he’d run out of range and had to switch to another terminal. It took him a fraction of a
second to reroute himself through the fire alarm system and the mainframe to project from Parangosky’s terminal and pop up again in front of
Osman. She was in the process of turning around again to look for him. Judging by the way she flinched, he’d actually managed to startle her.

“Apologies, Captain,” he said. “As | was saying, | work for Parangosky.”

“Doing what, exactly?”

“Whatever she wants,” BB said.

Look after Osman. Trust her. I've kept her under wraps for years, hidden her even from Halsey. She has a job to do. The Admiral thought the
sun shone out of Osman’s backside, and even a dolt like Agnoli could see that she’d take over when Parangosky decided to call it a day, even if he
didn’t know why.

And if it was good enough for Parangosky, then it was good enough for BB.

Ah ... Hogarth. An alert rippled through BB, detected by extensions of his program that he’d distributed throughout the communications and
security systems in key government buildings. There he goes. He's on the prow. Even if Captain Hogarth hadn’t put a private appointment with the
UEG in his diary, his comms handset made his movements trackable, and each secure door that he passed through betrayed his identity. He was
moving around the president’s suite of offices. So you'e off to do some lobbying, are you? You really do fancy your chances as head of ONI.



Shame that youe backed the wong horse. What possible deal could the civilian government offer you?

In the time it took BB to run all his monitoring systems and check intelligence reports from fifty ships, Osman had only just begun her instant
reply.

“I never knew she had an Al,” Osman said, walking straight through BB’s hologram into Parangosky’s office. Humans didn’t usually do that to
Als. They'd walk around them. He wasn’'t sure how to take it. “Well, nice to meet you, BB.”

Parangosky gave him a wink as he moved in behind Osman. “| see you two are getting to know each other,” she said, gesturing Osman to a
seat. “That’s good. Don’t worry, Captain, you can trust BB with your life. Not a phrase | use lightly. Or figuratively.”

“And am | going to need to, ma’am?” Osman asked.

“Very possibly.” Parangosky leaned forward, slowly and painfully, to check the status panel on her desk. The office was secure, door seals shut
and soundproofing activated. BB had his own defenses to keep unfriendly Als out of the Admiral's systems, but the benign dumb ones needed
dissuasion too. He exploited them to spy and expected other Als to do the same. “Which is why | decided that you needed your own Al. And why
this conversation is strictly between you, me, and him.”

Osman looked BB over, chewing her lip. He couldn’t tell if she was pleased with the appointment or not, but she certainly seemed a little uneasy.
Everything he could observe told him so. He could infiltrate any electronic system and ride its vectors, seeing, hearing, and sensing far more than a
limited human—even a Spartan—ever could. From the minute feedback adjustments in the environmental controls, he could detect how much CGp

Osman was exhaling. The security cameras enabled him to see her in any wavelength, including infrared. She looked rather flushed in that
spectrum, which mirrored her increased respiration.

Anxious, Captain?

“Are we talking about Kilo-Five or something else?” Osman asked.

“Something else.” Parangosky twisted a little in her seat as if she was trying to ease her arthritic hip. “I'll come on to the squad later. But this is
about Catherine Halsey.”

“You've found a body.”

“Oh, she’s still alive. | can feel it in my water. But, more to the point, Glamorgan’s ELINT has picked up somethingmuch more concrete.”
Parangosky indicated the screen. “BB, do the honors, please.”

BB pulled up the files he’d collected from the ONI corvette. The holographic display unfolded itself just over the desk between the two women,
showing a chart of the system that once contained Onyx before the artificial planet had deconstructed itself. Slightly irregular concentric rings
radiated out from the Onyx coordinates. One forlorn blue light was set within the red lines, a pinprick that marked a signal from a Spartan armor
transponder, the only KIA that had been confirmed—Lieutenant Ambrose.

BB had left a fragment of himself in Glamorgan’s system to alert him as soon as anything else was found. The corvette’s nav Al didn’t seem to
mind the intrusion.

“Sifting for debris out there is a slow process.” Parangosky reached into the display and enlarged the detail. “You know what it’s like. Hard to
spot anything smaller than a family car. It'll take the rest of the year to complete a visual search, but Glamorgan's picking up massive
electromagnetic anomalies. Something’s still there, but we can’t see it. And unless every single sensor’s malfunctioning, it's enormous, the size of a
solar system. We knew there were areas underground that we couldn’t access, but now we know that Onyx was wholly artificial, it's starting to
support the theory that it was built as a citadel. A last-chance saloon.”

Osman was staring at the chart with a slightly openmouthed expression that told BB she was forming a theory. “That’s not any slipspace
signature I'd recognize, but it looks a hell of a lot like it. Makes me wish | hadn’t sent a wreath.”

“You didn’t. You may yet get the chance, though.”

“Well, it was only a matter of time before she found enough pieces to put together. You can’'t keep that much information completely quiet for that
long. But are you sure?”

“Oh, | never assume anything where Halsey's concerned, and she might well actually be dead, of course, planning or no planning. But there’s a
logical progression.” Parangosky counted out on thin fingers, joints swollen despite her doctor’s best efforts. “We have the Onyx battle reports from
Dusk. We know she kidnapped Spartan-Zero-Eight-Seven. We know she persuaded Hood to deploy Spartans to Onyx. And we know damn wel
just how many Forerunner artifacts there were on that planet and what they might be. So she had her Spartans, and she had access to Forerunner
technology. Now—your turn.”

“So she jumped ship,” Osman said. “She’s used something the Forerunners left behind.”

BB felt free to chip in with his own theories. “And after reading her journal, I think she’s cleansing her conscience by hiding her Spartans.”

“That's big of her. Hiding them from us?”

“Who knows?” BB said. “The woman rewrites her own reality as she goes along.”

Parangosky sucked in a breath. “Osman, she’s effectively abducted some very scarce special forces personnel as well as Chief Mendez. She
can steal all the paper clips she likes, but she does not get to stroll off with billions of dollars’ worth of UNSC resources in the middle of a battle. If
she had a military rank, she’d have faced the death penalty for that. She still might.”

BB noted Osman nod involuntarily. There was no love lost there, and it wasn't just because Osman had taken on her mentor’s loathing of Halsey.

“When did you last have contact with her, Captain?” BB asked.

“You already know that,” Osman said stiffly. “But if you don’t, then you ought to. When she discarded me as breakage from her program. That’s
when.”

“Just testing for potency of venom, Captain....”

“Savored cold and all that, BB. The best way.”

Parangosky turned to BB and gave him her don’t-be-a-naughty-boy look, a rueful half smile. He suspected that Parangosky had been the kind of
little girl who kept pet scorpions and doted on them the way other children cooed over puppies.

“We don’t do pointless vengeance in ONI, BB,” Parangosky said gently. “We do vengeance with a pragmatic outcome in mind. Revenge might
give you a warm feeling, but unless it delivers some lasting results you might as well have a nice cup of mocha instead.”

“So you want me to take Kilo-Five to Onyx,” Osman said, obviously in a hurry to move on from the personal stuff. “Or the gap where Onyx used to
be. So who’s going to handle the Sangheili mission?”

“That’s still our top priority. We've got Elites to neutralize and the rest of the Halos to locate. Just stand by to divert to Glamorgan if and when we
find something. Mendez and some of the Spartan-Threes could still be alive too, but don’t forget you're going to have Spartan-Zero-One-Zero in
your squad, and she thinks that Halsey walks on water. They all do. Hence my preference for this private briefing.”

“If you can’t trust a Spartan, then who can you trust?”

“I'm not saying they can’t be trusted. | just don’t want to put that loyalty to the test if we find Halsey, that's all. I'm not briefing the ODSTs abouit it,



either. Just so that we don’t have any slipups. We stick with our story. Halsey died a long way from Onyx, all suitably sacrificial and heroic. But that's
for the UNSC'’s benefit, not hers.”

“You could have made her vanish a long time ago, ma’am,” Osman said. “There has to come a point where the irritant factor outweighs her
usefulness.”

“She’s reached it now she’s compromised our ability to fight.” Parangosky turned her head slowly and glanced at the virtual window. The image
it projected from above ground was a bright, sunny summer day. She looked almost wistful, as if she wanted to be outside for a change.
Tomorrows a bonus, BB. She said that quite a lot these days. “So | nant to find her alive. It's keeping me going, believe me.”

BB had access to every record in the ONI archives, and in the six months since his creation Parangosky had answered every question he’d put
to her. Even so, it was hard for an Al to extract as much data from a human as he needed, even from an articulate and succinct one like
Parangosky. Flesh and blood was so very, very slow. The question that most fascinated him had still to be fully answered.

What made you dislike Halsey so much, Admiral? ONI has plenty of unpalatable, unlikable, dangerous people in its ranks, but you tolerate
them. What did she do?

She had answered, in a way. Halsey had lied to her, she said.

But ONIwas all about lies. They were now about to tell some more.

“So, on to today’s business.” Parangosky shut down the holoimage. “BB, are they all here now?”

“Yes, ma’am.” BB checked on the monitors in each separate waiting room, where the candidates sat isolated by specialty. “Staff Sergeant
Malcolm Geffen, Corporal Vasily Beloi, Sergeant Lian Devereaux, Naomi-Zero-One-Zero, and Dr. Evan Phillips.”

Osman didn’'t say a word for a moment. Sometimes Parangosky didn't tell her everything. But then Phillips had been a last-minute change of
mind on Parangosky's part, and BB still wasn’'t convinced that the professor understood what he’d agreed to in a matter of seconds.Phillips
craves knowledge, like an Al. Cant exist without it. Gorges on more and more every day. | think well get on just fine. Phillips had rushed to Bravo-
6 so fast that he was still repacking his holdall in the waiting room.

“l didn’t know he was coming,” Osman said at last.

Parangosky looked almost apologetic. She always took care not to offend Osman, but BB knew there were things she didn't tell her for her own
good. The time was approaching, though, when she would need to be told everything, and when the name Infinity would finally mean something to
her.

“He’s a gamble | took two hours ago,” Parangosky said. “You might need his expertise, even with BB around. I'll worry later about how | get him
to keep his mouth shut.”

She eased herself up from the chair and reached for her cane. She needed it for the walk to the elevator down into the core of the HIGHCON
complex, but somehow she made it look like a weapon she had every intention of using.

“Time to put Kilo-Five together, then,” she said. “BB, you're formally assigned to Captain Osman as of now. Lead on, Captain.”

PRIVATE QUARTERS OF FORMER SHIPMASTER JUL ‘MDAMA, BEKAN KEEP, MDAMA,
SANGHELIOS: JANUARY 26, 2553 IN THE HUMAN CALENDAR.

Nothing had changed since the Covenant had fallen, just the deceptive surface of events, but Jul ‘Mdama despaired of making the Arbiter listen.

“They'll be back,” he said, running a polishing cloth over his armor for the tenth time that morning. “They’re like the Flood. They expand to fill
every available space. They devour everything in their path. Except they can plan and wait, and persuade our more gullible brothers with clever
argument, which makes them even more dangerous.”

Raia didn’'t say anything. She was still looking out of the window, jaws moving slightly as if she was talking to herself, and passing a stylus from
hand to hand. The sound of youngsters squabbling in the courtyard below rose on the breeze as Great-Uncle Naxan waded in to restore order,
yelling about discipline and dignity.

“And even you don't listen to me,” Jul said. He stopped short of seizing Raia’s shoulder to make her look at him. Within the family keep, her
word was law. “Am | the only one who can see that the humans are just catching their breath? They won’t forget, and they won't forgive. They
certainly won't stop their colonization.”

“Jul, we face far more immediate problems than humans,” Raia said. “l want you to look at something.”

She stepped back from the window and gestured to him with the kind of weary patience she reserved for small children. Jul humored her. From
the third-story window, he had a good view of the landscaping that surrounded the keep. To the east, the hills were stepped with terraces of fruit
vines, designed to catch the sun. Looking west, he could see fields in a neat mosaic of green and gray-blue on either side of the lake. Set against
the gold midmorning sky, it looked exactly like every image he’d ever seen of this landscape; it hadn’t changed for centuries, and generations of his
clan had worked hard to make sure it didn’'t. He had every expectation that it would look that way to his sons’ children and their grandchildren too.

The Sangheili might have been betrayed and defeated—temporarily—and their faith upended, but Mdama never changed.

‘I don’t have time for this,” Jul said. “I have to go to the kaidon’s assembly. The Arbiter’s going to be here soon.”

“Then youmake time,” Raia snapped. “A world needs more than warriors to survive. The San’Shyuum knew how to make their servant races
weak—they confined us to one skill.” Nobody called them the Prophets now. It was too painful, but it was also a hard habit to break. “And, of course,
we lap that up, vain fools that we are. We all want to be warriors, nothing else. Now we have no engineers, no traders, and no scientists. How will
we feed ourselves?”

“I leave the estate management to you and Naxan.” Jul hadn’t noticed any food shortages. It had only been half a season since the Arbiter had
killed the last treacherous Prophet of the High Council and every certainty in life had evaporated, but there was still food on the table. “| know better
than to interfere with my wife’s business.”

Raia drew back her arms, head thrust forward a little in that don’t-you-dare posture. He hadn’t seen her this angry for a long time. “That’s the
problem!” She hissed. “Thousands of years doing the San’'Shyuum’s bidding, each species made as dependent as children, and we never asked
ourselves what would happen if it all fell apart. The San’Shyuum made us reliant on savages. Now we have to relearn their skills just to restore basic
communications. We built starships, Jul. We were a spacefaring culture long before the San’Shyuum arrived and turned us into their personal
army.”

Jul could still hear the youngsters in the courtyard. Sticks crashed against sticks. “No, not like that!” Naxan, Raia’s grand-brother, roared his
head off, probably putting on the angry theatrics. “Control yourself! If that had been a blade, you would have taken your own arm off!”

Jul heard a loud thuwack—followed by absolute silence—as if Naxan had rapped one of the children with his dummy weapon. There was no



yelping or sniveling. It might even have been one of the girls; Naxan taught them all basic combat skills, the young females of the keep as well as the
males. Daughters would probably never serve in the front line, but they had to be able to defend the keep if the worst happened.

Raia was right, as usual. Every Sangheili judged himself solely by his combat skills. Jul definitely couldn’'t remember any of his brothers or
cousins saying they wanted to be an administrator or a cook. The shame would have been unbearable, and yet keeps and assemblies had to be
run and food had to be provided. Sangheili had stopped thinking about how the Covenant kept itself running a long time ago.

“It's only been half a season,” Jul said. “The world hasn’t ground to a halt yet. We can import food if the crops fail. We can hire engineers.”

“No, we cant” Raia said. “We might find Kig-Yar traders willing to do business, but do you really think Jiralhanae can maintain our technology
now the Huragok have fled? And even if you don’'t give a damn about the domestic side of things, at least worry about your fleet. What happens
when our ships and weapons need replacing? Think of that before you choose to carry on fighting the war.”

“We’ll discuss this later,” he said, picking his moment to escape. “I have to see the Arbiter.”

He heard her hiss irritably again as he made his way down the passage. It was a simple problem to fix. There were still a few loyal Unggoy and
Jiralhanae around, weren't there? They could easily learn to be farmers or factory workers. Or engineers. It was simply a matter of giving them clear
instructions and making sure they didn’t drug themselves into a stupor or start too many fights.

But it was far easier to vaporize every living thing on a planet than reform an entire culture from scratch.

The humans dont have this problem. Clever little vermin. Backward, small, and not the best at anything. But good enough at everything.
Survivors.

That was all the more reason to make the Arbiter see sense and crush them before they started recolonizing.

Jul looked down over the windowsill on the stairwell to make sure that it wasn’t Dural or Asum who'd received the smack around the ear from
Naxan for careless swordsmanship. No. Its Gmal. Not my boys. Theyte better than that. It was hard not to show his sons favor, but that would have
told them who their father was, and no Sangheili male was allowed to know that. Jul's sons had to make their own way in the world, judged solely on
their merits and without any assumptions based on their bloodline.

But I still vish I'd known who my father vas. I think we all do.

Sangheili mothers might not have been frontline fighters, but they certainly held the real power, the knowledge and selection of bloodlines. Being
a Sangheili male could sometimes be lonely and uncertain.

Jul had to pass through the courtyard to get to his transport. The youngsters were still doing weapons drill, taking the wooden sticks very
seriously as Naxan stalked up and down in front of them, tapping his baton against his palm as he watched the parries and thrusts. He gave Jul a
nod and didn’'t break his stride. None of the children looked Jul's way, either. Focus. It had to be taught and reinforced from the crib.

Jul was almost at the gate when Naxan called out to him. “Tell the Arbiter to watch his back.”

Jul found that funny. He looked over his shoulder. “l don’t think he needs me to remind him of that.”

Jul's young aide, Gusay, had been reduced to his personal driver now. Ships were in short supply and there were more crew than positions to
be filed—and no tangible war to fight anyway. It was the first time in living memory that any Sangheili had to face the prospect of being idle and
purposeless. Even the vehicles at the keep’s disposal were a painful reminder of the disarray and confusion the entire world seemed to find itself
in. Gusay collected Jul in a Revenant that still had hastily repaired shell damage all over it, with a particularly spectacular gouge a hand-width deep
running from the nose to the driver’s seat.

Jul wondered if the occupants had survived the attack that caused it. The plasma mortar was intact. He leaned over the open cockpit and stared
at the seats, trying not to show his dismay.

“Did you raid the scrapyard? Making a virtue of frugality, are we?”

“Sorry, Shipmaster, but there are a great many Revenants around, and very little else.” Gusay always did his best. Jul tried to keep that in mind.
“Better that you arrive to greet the Arbiter in a vehicle that's seen action, though, yes?”

“Is the mortar operational?”

“l didn’t think it was going to be that sort of a gathering, my lord.”

Jul could never tell whether Gusay was being literal or trying to be funny. He decided to take the comment at face value. “I'm sure we’ll all listen
reverently to what the Arbiter has to say.”

The Revenant swept north across land that was a lie in itself. Much of the landscape outside the cities looked like the neat agricultural terrain of
an ancient Sanghelios long gone. Even the keeps—the regional assembly houses and the clan settlements—tried hard to at least nod to the old
architecture. Jul had always thought of it as a splendid regard for tradition and lineage, but not now. We still pretend to be farmers, like we deluded
ourselves that ve were still varriors, when we were only cannon fodder for the San'Shyuum. Keeping up appearances wasn't going to change
anything. Sangheili needed to remember who they were long before the San’Shyuum came. They needed to reclaim their honor and independence.

Very vell, Raia. You have a point.

“So we find ourselves like the humans,” Gusay said. “Licking our wounds and learning lessons.”

“We’re nothing like them,” Jul snapped. “Don’t let me hear you say that again.”

Gusay didn’t breathe another word for the rest of the journey. Jul settled back as best he could in his seat—the metal frame was buckled, he was
certain—and inhaled the scents on the breeze, eyes shut. The smell of the ocean mingled with the sharp scent of roadside herbs bruised by the
Revenant's thrust. It was a fragrant and familiar mixture that he’d missed during his years at the front.

“The Arbiter’s drawn a good crowd, my lord.” Gusay slowed the Revenant to a halt and Jul opened his eyes. “I believe the humans would call that
a full house.”

Every elder entitled to bear the ‘Mdama title seemed to be here already. An assortment of transports sat along the sweeping road up to the
kaidon’s keep, mostly Revenants and Ghosts, but also a human vehicle, a hydrogen-powered thing of which he’d seen far too many: a Warthog. So
somebody had brought home a battlefield trophy for his clan. Well, there was no edict against tasteless eccentricity. It might even have belonged to
Kaidon Levu ‘Mdama himself. Whatever his reputation in combat, old Levu had such vulgar tendencies that it made Jul wonder if his mother had
consorted with a Kig-Yar.

“Wait here,” Jul said, climbing out of the Revenant. “l doubt this will take long.”

Lewu was a traditionalist, so Jul forgave him his undignified taste. The kaidon still had a huge tiered chamber at the heart of his keep, the kind
that ancient Sangheili warlords had once held court in, albeit with the latest comforts and technologies provided by the San’Shyuum. The walls were
an electric blue, almost painfully intense, and shiny with lacquer. Jul nodded at the clan elders he knew well and caught the eye of those he didn't,
then took his seat. The purplish-black upholstery was just as glossy and awful as the walls. He wondered if Levu was trying to emulate the leather
cushions and lapis paneling of Old Rolam.

Someone leaned forward from the tier above and behind him to tap his shoulder. “So what are we going to do for a High Council now we’ve
kicked out the San’Shyuum, Jul? An assembly of kaidons? We don’t even have a global capital to meet in. The keeps will argue aboutthat until |



grow a damn beak.”

It was Forze, another shipmaster without a ship. “Do we even need a council?” Jul asked. “All we need to worry about is holding an army and a
fleet together. We can manage that.”

“Of course we need a council. The only reason we didn’t have one was because the San’Shyuum told us what to do, the—"

He was interrupted by a growing rumble of murmurs as the doors on the lower level opened. Jul looked down from his second-tier seat to see
Levu usher in the Arbiter, Thel ‘Vadam.

I vonder if he’s missing his pet humans. Why does he think any of them are worth sparing?

‘Vadam wasn’t quite as tall as Jul had imagined. Somehow Jul had expected someone iconic, unreal, as befitted a fleet commander, but
‘Vadam simply held himself as if he were much bigger. He seemed to have slipped automatically into the role of pulling Sanghelios together
whether it wanted him to or not.

“Brothers, it's time to listen to what Thel ‘Vadam has to say to us,” Levu said. “So let’s be gracious while he speaks.”

“Has the human Admiral given you permission to talk to us, then?” someone jeered. “How generous of him.”

The Arbiter ignored the jibe, looking around the chamber as if he was settling on a target, but Levu brought his fist down on the balustrade with a
crack. “Courtesy, brothers. Hear the Arbiter out. He has the floor.”

‘Vadam took a few circling, slow strides, picking his moment. “Arbiter is a title | would prefer to forget,” he said. “I'm simply a kaidon again. As
such, 've come to appeal for unity. | know there are ... misgivings about my recent cooperation with humankind, and strong opinions on both sides.
But this is not the time for another civil war. We have to rediscover what unites us. And we have to repair the fabric that the San’Shyuum have left in
tatters. We must learn to be an independent people again for the first time in millennia.”

It was hard to object to any of that. ‘Vadam was talking like a politician, bland and conciliatory, switching back and forth between the formal
language of authority and a comradely, I'm-one-of-you informality. Jul waited. He was itching to make his challenge, but he also wanted to see if the
elders from the larger, more powerful keeps would reveal their positions first.

A voice drifted down from one of the upper tiers. “Now, Kaidon ‘Vadam, tell us something we dont know.”

“We think we’ve lost the gods, but we haven't,” ‘Vadam said. “We’ve lost ourselves. Millions of our finest, our young males, have been killed—
not fighting humans, but in the Great Schism. Are we insane? Our bloodlines have been weakened and our ships have been lost in a civil war, all
because we were deceived into loyalty to the San’Shyuum. Brothers, we must consolidate what we have, whether flesh and blood or machine,
before we can decide on a common purpose. But it will be our purpose. Not another empire’s.”

“Perhaps our purpose is just to survive without being exploited by false prophets,” Levu said.

The Arbiter made sense. There had been a time when the San’Shyuum had made sense, too. Jul wondered if he could actually speak up now,
but the words formed and suddenly he could hear his own voice filling the chamber.

“What do you plan to do about the humans?” he asked. “Gods or no gods, they'll return to their colonies and rebuild them, and they won't forget
what we did to them and how much they loathe us.”

“We’ll consider that if and when it happens.”

“Instead of finishing them off before they regain strength?” There. It was out in the open now. “We should regroup now, while their guard’s down,
and exterminate the threat once and for all. Unless you're too fond of them as pets, thatis.”

The chamber was horribly silent now. Jul could suddenly hear the slow shuffling of boots as elders squirmed. He expected Thel ‘Vadam to round
on him, but the Arbiter just snapped his jaws together a couple of times in amusement as if there was something he should have told Jul but chose
not to.

“The humans say that a fool does the same thing twice and expects things to turn out differently.” ‘Vadam lowered his voice. “It might have
escaped your notice that we never managed to defeat them, and we’re in worse shape now than we were a year ago.” Then his expression
changed, as if he was steeling himself to break bad news. “We’ve stopped fighting. We need to stop because we can't rebuild without stability.
Therefore | plan to reach a peace agreement with the humans, to formalize what has already taken place. Both sides have finally run out of blood to
shed, brother.”

“But you can’t do deals with humans. Have you forgotten already?” Jul was appalled. Not pressing home Sangheili superiority was one thing, but
willingly giving in? That was close to treason. “They're liars and thieves. All of them.”

‘Vadam walked over to the balustrade that separated the floor of the chamber from the first tier of seats to look up at Jul. It wasn’t a threatening
gesture. It seemed more like curiosity to see what this upstart, this young elder of a small keep, looked like at closer quarters.

“There are honorable humans,” ‘Vadam said, resting his hands on the balustrade. “I've fought alongside them. None of us would be alive now if
there weren't. But | plan to agree to a treaty, not because | have any fondness for humans but because | love Sanghelios.” He pushed away from the
balustrade and walked back into the center of the chamber, suddenly the charismatic leader again, the hero of the fleet. “The law is clear. If anyone
disagrees, you have a remedy. You may attempt to assassinate me. That is your legal right.”

Jul sat there for some minutes after the address ended. The rest of the elders filed out and he found himself staring at the empty chamber floor
with just Forze behind him. He could hear him fidgeting with his holster.

“I think we’re going to live to regret that,” Forze said.

We? Jul had felt like the lone voice of reason. “Challenging him? He seemed amused.”

“No. We'll regret letting the humans off the hook.”

“So ... are you with me, then?”

As soon as Jul said it, he realized he wasn’'t even sure whatwith me meant. He just knew that whatever dismissive things he’d said about his
enemy, humans were noft all the same, Thel ‘Vadam’s honorable pets were the exception, and the rest would go back to doing what they'd always
done as soon as they recovered their breath. Jul had to galvanize the Sangheili into stopping humankind while they still could.

“Yes, 'm with you,” said Forze. “What now?”

Jul got up and wondered how he would explain this to Raia.

“I'l think of something,” he said.

THREAT ANALYSIS WING, BRAVO-6, SYDNEY: JANUARY 26, 2553.

Mal Geffen had never liked corridors, especially dimly lit ones.
It was a weird phobia for a man who was happy to freefall into the pitch-black unknown or drop from low orbit behind enemy lines in a glorified



coffin. He’d given up trying to fathom it out. He just knew that he didn’t like what he could see, orcouldnt see in this case. The double doors at the
end of the passage were picked out by emergency lighting, the kind you had to follow in the event of a fire.

“You still with me, Vaz?”

Vaz's parade boots clicked behind him on the tiles. “l warned you that it'd make you go deaf....”

“It's the Wendy House.”

“What is?”

“This is where the fleet brass used to war-game and run tabletop exercises.” Mal's voice echoed. He dropped to a whisper as they came to a
halt in front of the doors. “Wendy House. You know. Where kids play at being grown-ups.”

They stared at the security panel. Vaz shrugged, still miserable as sin. It was going to take Mal some time to make him forget that useless tart
who dumped him. He’d keep trying. The kid needed to get out more.

“Cheer up, it might be a stripper in a cake,” Mal said. He still had no idea why they were here. It wasn’'t going to be a celebration, that was for
sure. “Surprise party for the conquering heroes.”

Vaz put his palm on the entry panel, unmoved. “Yes. I tripped over all the rose petals on the red carpet.”

The security doors opened and Mal took a pace inside. The smell of cleaning fluid and musty carpet hit him. The room looked like it hadn’'t been
used in years, its walls lined with old chart display panels showing trouble spots that hadn’t been active for decades: Earth colonies in a dozen
systems, human-on-human violence. War had been a lot simpler then, or so his grandad had told him. He walked around tables pushed together
into a rectangle, wiping his finger across the unconvincing oak-effect surface but finding no dust at all.

“Are you here for the free sandwiches? 'Cause there aren’'t any.”

It was a woman'’s voice. Mal guessed Canada, northeast. She emerged from behind one of the tote boards where make-believe generals had
once tallied imaginary KIAs in counterinsurgency battles that never happened; about thirty, Asian, and wearing a flight suit with a pilot's brevet and
sergeant’s stripes.

And an ODST 10th Battalion badge. One of us. Well, that's something.

Her name tab said DEVEREAUX L. Either she hadn’'t been told this was a number-threes occasion or she’d come straight from a sortie.

“You're not a stripper,” Mal said.

“No. Are you? Because if you are, | want my money back.”

“We better keep our clothes on, then.” Mal held out his hand for shaking, seeing as formalities had fallen by the wayside. “Mal Geffen. And this is
Vaz. Vasily Beloi. He isn’t a stripper either. Any idea why we’re here, Sergeant?”

“Lian Devereaux.” She looked Vaz over. Mal hoped she was just checking him out, because Mal was always ready to dive in and ask what the
hell was so interesting. Ciwies stared at scars. OD STs knew better, and Vaz didn’'t need reminding that he didn’t look as good as he used to. “No,”
she said. “Not a clue.”

Mal stood there in silence for a moment, just looking around and evaluating the environment. It's some psych test, isnt it? Some study into how
damaged ve are and howthey can save money putting us right. It didn’t take long for the bean counters to crawl out of their holes once the
shooting was over.

Devereaux tilted her head on one side and gave Vaz a mock-wary look. Maybe she hadn’t even noticed the scar. “Weren’t you the guys who
hijacked a Spirit to exfil from Imber?”

“The hinge-heads left the keys in the ignition,” Vaz said. “So we took it for a burn.”

“But where is it now?”

Mal winked. “That’s for us to know and the Corps to find out.”

The doors opened and cut short any more bragging about the Covenant dropship. That was the problem with most of the meeting rooms and
offices in Bravo-6. They were soundproofed, and nobody could hear anyone coming until it was too late. The tallest, scariest woman Mal had ever
seen stalked into the room.

Even without Mjolnir armor, it was obvious what she was. Mal had never seen a Spartan in the flesh before. She looked more unreal in her
UNSCN uniform than she would have in armor, he decided. He cast an eye over her sleeve.

“Morning, Petty Officer.” He outranked her but he still had to tilt his head back to look her in the eye. Christ, she had to be over two meters tall,
easy. “Good to see the Navy’'s managed to drag itself out of its bunk before lunch.”

Mal expected to get a bit of abusive but friendly banter back from her. That was the way of interservice diplomacy, the custom of centuries. But
the Spartan just looked down at him, unmoved. He couldn’t work out if she was very blond or completely gray.

“Naomi-Zero-One-Zero, Staff,” she said. “| believe we’re waiting for Admiral Parangosky.”

“That's the idea.” Mal couldn’t read her at all. She’s a bloody Valkyrie. She really is. “Yeah, we are.”

Mal edged away to the tote boards and feigned intense interest in the list of unit acronyms scribbled beside actions on the incident timeline. Vaz
and Devereaux sidled up to him. The three of them had already closed ranks without even thinking about it.

“Here we go,” Mal murmured. “They're going to inject us full of crap and put bolts through our necks. Frankentroopers.”

“Ah, that's just stories,” Devereaux said. She didn’'t sound convinced, though. “But if it's not, I'm sure as hell not volunteering.”

Naomi the Valkyrie interrupted. “Officer on deck.”

Mal turned and snapped to attention, the reflex of fifteen years, slipping instantly behind the facade of the stony-faced, unreadable ODST. He
decided his guess about a psych test was right.

So this was Parangosky.

Admirals never retired, technically speaking, but Mal was sure nobody really expected the old salts to front up and earn it for real once they were
past seventy. Parangosky walked in slowly with a cane for support, somehow managing to be both frail and terrifying at the same time, the crazy old
woman who scared all the kids in the neighborhood. But she obviously wasn’t crazy. Mal met her eyes for a disturbing second and fully believed the
rumors that she could erase anyone stupid enough to cross her.

“Stand easy,” she said. “My apologies for the location, but Strength through Paranoia is my motto. Meet Captain Osman and Professor Phillips.
They already know all about you. Take a seat.”

Phillips was a bearded bloke in his thirties who had ciwie hired help written all over him. Osman was tall, not Spartan tall, but conspicuous just
the same. Parangosky settled down at the far corner of the tables and gestured to them to sit. The old girl handed six datapads to Osman, who
passed them around. Mal didn’'t get a chance to look to Vaz for a reaction before his screen flashed into life and told him the captain was Serin
Osman, ONI, and Phillips was a Sangheili expert from Wheatley University.

Debrief, then. About what? The bloody Spirit? What was so special about that?

“I'll get to the point,” Parangosky said. “You're under no obligation to undertake this mission.”



That sealed the deal for Mal. ODSTs didn’t turn down tasking,any tasking. They'd automatically volunteered for everything and anything, now
and forever, world-without-end-amen, on the day they'd turned up for the selection board. Being RTU’d—Returned to Unit, sent back to their original
regiment or ship or squadron in whatever country because they didn’t make the grade as a Hellumper—was the worst thing that could happen to
them. Death was a minor embarrassment by comparison.

Parangosky fixed Vaz with a watery but intimidating gaze. “Corporal, when'’s the best time to kick a man?”

“When he’s down, ma’am,” Vaz said quietly. “And preferably in the nuts. Hard as you can.”

Mal could have sworn that Parangosky smiled. It was more like a twitch of the lips, but he was pretty sure Vaz had hit the target.

“A man after my own heart,” she said. “Very well, I'm asking you all to go and kick the Sangheili in their collective nuts in ways that might seem
foreign to you. | want you to sow discontent and strife. They're already infighting and | want to keep that going until we’re ready to finish the job.
Anyone not keen on that? There’s no shame in refusing. 've seen your service records and you've all more than earned the right to say no.”

Yeah, Mal was pretty sure she knew every last thing about them, right down to how many sugars they took in their coffee. So she had to know the
answer she’d get. It was still a decent gesture, though. Nobody said a word. Osman seemed to be keeping an eye on the Spartan, and the Spartan
kept giving her a furtive glance as if something was bothering her. They were both roughly the same age, so maybe there was some weird alpha
female power struggle going on. Mal made mental note to stay well clear.

“I'm up for it, ma’am,” Devereaux said. “But how foreign is this going to get? Because we're fine with assassination and sabotage.”

“I know. I'm talking about arming Sangheili dissidents. Misinformation. All deniable.” Parangosky squinted at her datapad for a moment. “You're
going to have to think on your feet. Intel's very patchy now and we’re not sure exactly where the fault lines are forming between the various factions,
so you'll be gathering information as you go. | wish | could prepare you more thoroughly.”

Mal knew that ONI were a law unto themselves, and the one question he’d learned never to ask waswhy. It was always how and when. He
certainly didn’t plan to ask if every member of the UNSC security committee was on board with Parangosky’s op.

Devereaux didn’'t seem to worry about all that. “We’ll manage, ma’am. So no peace treaty, then?”

“Admiral Hood believes it's possible to reach a formal deal with the Arbiter,” Parangosky said. “But he’s going to be busy dealing with the
colonies now that we need to bring our wayward sheep back into the fold.”

Mal thought she’d avoided the question until the answer sank in. Oh God. She's even sidelining Hood now Never mind. That's so far above my
pay grade that I'd need a telescope to see it. Had he been given a lawful order? Well, he hadn’t been given an unlawful one yet.

Phillips was still sitting there with the expression of a rabbit about to be hit by a truck that it just hadn't seen coming. He hadn’t said a word yet.
Vaz glanced at him.

“So what's the professor’s status, ma’am?” Vaz asked. “We’re looking after him, yes?”

“No, he’ll be armed and he’ll take his chances, just like you.” Parangosky hovered on the edge of looking concerned. “You'll have to forget the
chain of command and make your own decisions out there. Our comms are a shambles, we’ve got relays down, our people out there are struggling
to get word to us, and the colonies—well, where they've gone silent, we don’t know whether they're a smoking heap of charcoal or if they've just
decided to sever links with us.”

Mal wanted to ask why she’d picked them. He could understand the professor, the spook, and the Spartan, but there were still plenty of ODSTs
around, and any of them could have done the job. It obviously wasn't a lottery or else Vaz wouldn’t have been here too.

He’d find out sooner or later. It didn't make any difference anyway. He was going.

“We’re shipping out in the morning,” Osman said. “If you want to do any drinking tonight, do it within the complex. Your personal effects are being
brought over from the barracks. We'll transfer to the ship at Midpoint—it's Port Stanley. She’s got the latest Forerunner enhancements to her
drives, so we can cover a lot of space fast. A corvette’s a big vessel for six, but we’ll have an Al to handle her.”

Parangosky laid her pad down like a winning hand of cards. “Come on, BB. Don’t be coy. Introduce yourself.”

Mal had never worked with smart Als. A ship would drop him and his mates, and if they were lucky it would show up again and extract them when
the job was done, but he didn't get to play with any of the technology that ONI took for granted. He waited for the hologram to appear. When a blue
cube materialized in the center of the tables, it was a bit of an anticlimax. He’d expected something a little more exotic. He'd heard all the hairy
stories about the weird forms that Al avatars took.

“That'd be me,” the blue cube said in a news anchor’s tenor voice. “The taxi driver. Black-Box. Airport runs my specialty.”

Mal leaned back in his seat and caught Vaz's eye for a second. He looked carefully blank, like he always did.

We dont do psyop. We e never worked with Spartans before. And we're definitely not trained for this spook stuff. But howhard can it be?

They were ODSTs. They could do anything. It was all about the right attitude—a commando’s state of mind.

“Hi, BB,” Mal said. “Take us to Hinge-head World, then.”



CHAPTER
THREE

IT’'S BEEN ANNOUNCED TODAY THAT ADMIRAL LORD HOOD, CHIEF OF NAV
OPERATIONS, IS TO HEAD A DIPLOMATIC MISSION TO THE SURVIVING EARTH COLOI
TO DISCUSS RECONSTRUCTION. UEG SOURCES SAY THAT SOME COLONIES H.
REBUFFED THE OFFER AND WON’T NEGOTIATE WITH THE ADMINISTRATION THEY F
ABANDONED THEM. IN OTHER NEWS, UEG PRESIDENT CHARET HAS UNVEILED

NEW CABINET. AMONG THE CASUALTIES IS COLONIES MINISTER DAVID AGNOLI, WF

BEEN REPLACED BY AKEYO ODUYA.
(WAYPOINT NINE NEWS UPDATE, JANUARY 2553)

FORERUNNER DYSON SPHERE, ONYX: FOUR HOURS INTO RECONNAISSANCE
PATROL.

Mendez did the calculations in his head again as he waded through long grass that left burrs on his pants. Three thousand times three, divided by
five hundred, equaled eighteen. They could eke out their emergency rations for eighteen days if they scraped by on a rock-bottom five hundred
calories a day.

Eighteen days eating that crap. It's going to seem like a hell of a lot longer. Howbad can lizard be? | ate a lot worse in escape-and-evasion
training.

As far as he knew, Halsey didn’t carry an escape belt, which meant she didn't have a survival pack that included three bars of the most foul-
tasting but nutritionally dense substance known to man. Anyone who’d had to survive on special forces emergency bars found regular MREs to be a
damn five-star restaurant experience by comparison. It was just as well the escape belt included an animal snare plus a hook and line. Mendez was
up for cooking anything that moved.

But he and the Spartans would have to pool their supplies to feed Halsey if push came to shove. He wasn’t sure if he resented that or not.

Okay, stay hydrated, and hope the Forerunners thought of everything.

The two structures looked more like old-fashioned cooling towers the closer he got to them. Their walls seemed to be either tiled or decorated
with ashlars. It was hard to tell with Forerunner structures because they had a habit of shifting and changing moment to moment, but he could
definitely see a grid of indented lines at regular intervals. The grass gave way to scattered trees. Mendez kept a wary eye above him, expecting
more flying cylinders to buzz them.

Tom caught up with him as if he was going to ask a question but he didn’t say anything. They walked side by side in silence for a while, picking
their way through the trees, dividing their attention between scanning for possible threats in the branches and checking the ground beneath for
anything edible. Mendez couldn’'t see Tom’s expression. He knew him well enough by now to pick up on his mood, though.

“You okay, son?” Mendez asked.

“Yes, Chief.”

“You know you did all you could.”

“Yeah. It’'s just the first time someone’s sacrificed their life for me. Deliberately, | mean.”

Mendez knew that was hard and that it would only get harder until Tom made peace with himself about it. But it was way too soon. Kurt, William,
Dante, and Holly weren’t cold in their graves yet, and everyone—himself included—was still at that stage where the deaths hadn’'t become an
integral part of the new reality. Mendez found himself thinking and acting as if nothing much had happened, and then suddenly remembering who
he’d lost. He hadn’t forgotten about it; it was just that grief was set aside out of habit because that was the only way to cope, and every so often it
would come crashing back on him, triggered by a dumb thought like needing to tell Kurt something and then remembering that he was dead.

They didn’t have a war to fight any longer. Terrible as it was, combat could be a blessing. It didn’t give you time to think until much later. Now they
all had plenty of quiet time on their hands to brood about the people they'd lost.

“We don’t knowhe’s dead,” Tom said. “Only that he didn’'t make it into the sphere.”

Mendez just looked at him. He didn’t believe in humoring anyone. It didn’t spare them the reality that would eventually hit them all the harder.

“Even a Spartan can’t hold off a Covenant army,” he said. And even Spartans lose one buddy too many and start to crack. He thought of Lucy.
“No matter how much gung-ho BS we spin the public.”

Tom did a quick reluctant nod that seemed almost apologetic, as if he was embarrassed to be caught clutching at straws. Mendez turned slowly
and took a few paces backward to check behind, but he was more interested in keeping an eye on Halsey. You wouldnt stop at anything, would
you, Doc? Kelly ambled along beside her, looking more like close protection. She didn’t seem remotely troubled by the fact that Halsey had
abducted her for this jaunt.

Not for the first time, either. Goddamn. The things we treat as normal. The things we accept. | used fo be a regular guy, and nowlook at the
crap | get up to.

Halsey glanced at him for a second, all suspicion. Yeah, so Ackerson took her research and Mendez had cooperated with him. So what? She’'d
already given up on the Spartan program because she didn’t think her next tranche of candidates was good enough. What did she think this was,
some private hobby, that all those lives lost and all that pain could just be flushed because it didn't meet her personal standards? If she’'d called it a
day because her conscience had kicked in, that would have been different. But it hadn’'t. And Ackerson, unlovable dick or not, at least made sure
that lives spent on the program hadn’t been wasted.

Wonder where he is now?

Listen to yourself, Mendez. Denial. Your'e still in goddamn denial. The UNSC used child soldiers. Under-tens. Tin-pot dictators who did tha
ended up charged with war crimes. What does that make you?

Mendez forced himself to concentrate on the crisis right in front of him. Being cooped up with Halsey and the fruits of their guilty labor was only



going to get harder. He brought the patrol to a halt fifty meters from the towers to assess the entrance and the safest way to approach, looking up at
the concave walls for anything that resembled doors. He couldn’t see any, but that didn’'t necessarily mean there was no entrance.

He opened the radio attached to his collar. “Lieutenant? We’ve reached the foot of the tower. We don’t see you.”

“We took a detour, Chief.” Fred sounded upbeat. “Got something to show you. We’re heading for your position.”

The trees and grass ended fifteen meters from the tower. A paved perimeter surrounded the whole structure, like a service road made of
completely regular flagstones. Mendez walked a few meters along the wall, peering at the pale gold stone blocks in the hope of seeing a hairline
split that would indicate an opening. He didn’t plan to touch it until the other squad caught up with him, just in case he triggered an unknown
mechanism that swallowed them up in another protective sphere. Halsey wandered along behind him. She didn’t touch the wall either.

“If this place is a survival bunker, then there has to be more here than supplies and accommodation for sitting this out,” Mendez said. “There’ll be
whatever the Forerunners needed to start rebuilding after it was safe to come out. Weapons. Comms. And transport. How did they get ships in
here?”

Kelly took off her helmet to scratch her scalp. “Let’'s hope they were as smart about expiration dates as they were with dimensional physics.”

“But how would they know when it was safe outside?” Olivia asked. “Okay, they'd have a good ideain theory of how long the Halos would take
to wipe out the Flood, but if all that was left of their entire civilization was holed up here, they'd want to make absolutely sure.”

“‘Now there’s a good question.” Halsey rummaged in her bag and took out a water bottle. Mendez wondered if she’d hidden another sidearm in
there. He wasn't planning to give her weapon back to her until he was sure she wasn’'t going to pull another stunt like the hijack. “This might not have
been their only bunker, of course. It's a big galaxy. But they'd still want to be able to check outside before they opened the door. Perhaps even
communicate with other shield worlds.”

“But who put the Katana and the other guys in the cryo pods?” Mendez asked. He wondered why he hadn’t worried about that detail sooner.
“Doesn’'t that bother anyone?”

“Perhaps we should be asking why they decided to get into them instead,” Halsey said.

“Sounds like an assumption, Doctor.”

Mendez knew she hated that. She took a pull from the bottle and put it back in her bag, ignoring the bait. He stared hard at the leather, looking
for an outline of a weapon, but the bulges just looked like women'’s stuff and square-edged books or datapads.

“So let's see what we find, Chief,” she said carefully.

Mendez checked his watch, wondering just how much out of sync with real time the Dyson sphere would be. Halsey gave the impression of
being able to work out that kind of stuff on a napkin. He hoped she could. Could any of them really know if time was suspended in here, like it
seemed to be in those cryo pods? What did that fee/ like?

The crunch of boots on gravel and then on paving heralded Fred’s arrival with Lucy, Linda, Mark, and Ash. Fred had something in his hand.
MendeZ's reflex reaction was to wonder what the hell he was doing with tennis balls, but then he realized Fred was clutching three spherical yellow
fruits one-handed. He held them out to Mendez.

“We ought to run tests on these first,” Fred said. “I've logged the location. Anyone got an assay pack?”

Mendez sniffed one of the fruits cautiously, picking up a faint smell of cedar wood. Its texture was like sticky suede, almost quince-like, but it
wasn’'t a quince. He hadn’t had to do this bushcraft stuff for years.

“Over to you, Doctor.” He handed the fruits to Halsey, who put them in her bag. “I've got some test strips for cyanogenic glycosides and alkaloids
somewhere in my kit.”

“I'l take a look at them later,” Halsey said. “Let's find a way to get into this tower.”

Fred motioned for everyone to move. “Okay, people, spread out and take a section of wall each. This tower first, then we'll try the other one. If
anything opens, nobody steps in. Just call it. | don’'t want anyone stuck on the wrong side of a door we can’t open.”

The scale and lateral curve of the tower only sank in when Mendez began inching his way along his section of ashlars. He realized that he
couldn’t see Mark to one side of him or Linda to the other unless he took a few paces back from the wall. He ran his hands over the stone, not sure
what he was feeling for but expecting some kind of mechanism to detect him and either open a hatch or at least display some controls. All the
Forerunner technology he’d encountered so far did that kind of thing. But the wall remained steadfastly unresponsive.

“If you build a bomb shelter, you make it easy to find and get inside.” Halsey walked past him. She wasn’t searching the wall but pacing slowly
along the paved perimeter with her eyes on the flagstones. “Imagine it. Things have gone badly wrong, the Flood is overrunning the galaxy, and all
the Forerunners in the sector pile in here as fast as they can. No matter how advanced they were, they'd have needed to orientate themselves.”

“Then why not put the signs near the front door?” Mendez asked. “What if they never finished this place? Because they're not around anymore,
are they?”

Halsey said nothing but walked on, head down, the soles of her black loafers tapping on the flagstones. It was too easy to see the Forerunners
as not simply advanced but godlike, just like the Covenant did. But Mendez knew all too well that brilliant technology didn’'t guarantee infallibility.
Even humans hadn’'t always thought of their own gods as being perfect, honest, or even competent.

“Ah well...” He promised himself a few comforting drags on his cigar in two hours. The gold wall felt oddly warm and smooth under his fingers,
like living skin. “Maybe we need to go back and check the portal area.”

Click ... click ... click.

“Jackpot,” Halsey called. “Look.”

Mendez turned and jogged after her. All the Spartans converged on the same spot. Halsey was standing with her weight on one foot, the other
held a little off the ground as if she’d been frozen in the middle of playing a kids’ game of hopscotch. She’d looped the strap of her bag around both
shoulders like a satchel, adding to the impression of a middle-aged schoolgirl.

“So this is what happens if you tread on the cracks,” she said.

Mendez stared at the flagstones. They'd come alive with pulsing illuminated symbols. A straight line of Forerunner glyphs, picked out in a soft
blue light, led along the paving and curved up the wall to waist height. Halsey walked along the line. For all Mendez knew, it could have been a
warning to keep clear. They'd find out the hard way.

“Can you read that?” he asked.

“It's a sequence of numbers,” Halsey said. “But beyond that—no idea.”

She reached out and touched the top symbol. Nothing happened for a few moments, but then Linda and Fred swung around ready to open fire
as if they'd heard something that Mendez hadn’'t. He looked back at Halsey just as the wall above him split along a neat vertical line and parted all
the way down to the ground. Nothing actually moved; the stone blocks just suddenly vanished. In his world, doors that suddenly flew open tended to
spew small-arms fire.

The Spartans split instantly into two groups without a word and stacked either side of the opening, rifles ready. Halsey froze. Mendez reminded



himself to give her his pistol.

“Steady...” Fred said. “Check first. Shoot later.”

Mendez moved around to face the opening head-on. He could see movement in his optics and his finger began tightening on the trigger. Then
the movement resolved into gliding gray cylinders like the one that had swooped on them earlier. There were six this time. They moved out of the
opening and arranged themselves along the wall at head height. Mendez wasn’t sure if they could detect weapons, but they didn’t seem to be
making any defensive moves.

“So what are you?” Halsey murmured. One cylinder separated from the rest and came to a halt just in front of her face. To her credit, she didn’t
even blink. “What are you monitoring? That's what you're doing, isn’t it?”

The cylinder moved from Halsey to Mendez, hovering so close that he felt it was staring into his eyes even though he couldn’'t see a single
damned detail onit. He held his breath until it moved away, smooth and silent, to hover in front of Kelly's visor. She stood motionless with her rifle in
one hand. Then she grabbed it, as fast as a chameleon ambushing a fly. It was so quick that Mendez didn’t even have time to flinch.

“Gotcha,” she said, peering at it.

The cylinder didn't seem to be struggling. The other cylinders drifted away into the trees as if they had better things to do than hang around
amusing humans.

“It feels like it's not here. It doesn’t weigh anything.” Kelly flexed her gloved fingers around it. “Wow. This is the strangest thing I've ever felt.”

Halsey held her hand out and took the cylinder cautiously. She drew her chin in, frowning. “I see what you mean. That's ... well, extraordinary.
Better hope I'm right and that it’s just some kind of recon drone.”

Mendez resisted the urge to touch it and see what all the fuss was about. “We’re still making a lot of assumptions, Doctor.”

“Forerunner technology can recognize humans. So I'd call it an educated guess.”

Lucy peered around the opening in the wall and Mendez gestured to her to cover him while he checked inside. He couldn’t see anything. Then
the whole damn interior lit up like Christmas, flooding the walls with lights and symbols from waist height to about five meters, reminding him of the
control room of a power station. But it was completely, eerily, silent.

Lucy, just as silent, explored the chamber. It was about thirty meters wide but Mendez couldn't see a ceiling in the gloom above. When he
glanced back over his shoulder, Fred and Kelly were in the doorway, silhouetted against the daylight.

“There’s no way we can jam this open if it decides to shut,” Fred said.

Mendez felt they didn’t have much choice but to explore the place. “We’ll have to take our chances.”

Then Lucy grabbed his forearm so hard that it hurt. He spun around. She made a shut-up gesture, finger to lower third of her visor, and pointed
into the shadows on the left. The poor kid hadn't spoken a word for eight years. But he knew how to listen to her. He held up a hand to stop
everyone and edged forward.

Maybe she’d picked up something in her infrared filter. He still couldn’'t see anything. But then he heard it.

Something was moving away from them. It wasn’'t a cylinder. It sounded like wet leather slapping against stone followed by the clatter of metal,
getting fainter and almost echoing. Something was moving down a passage. The sound died away into silence again.

Mendez nodded at Lucy. Halsey crept up to him, ignoring the order to stay put, still clutching the cylinder.

“What is it?” she asked.

“No idea. But that didn’t sound like the central heating boiler to me.”

“But we were the first in here. We activated the core room.”

“No, we just found a way in.” Mendez checked his ammo clip and headed into the shadows, stomach knotted tight. “But someone else found it
first.”

UNSC PORT STANLEY, MIDPOINT ANCHORAGE, TEN MINUTES BEFORE JUMP TO
SLIPSPACE: JANUARY 27, 2553.

Osman tried the CO’s seat on the bridge and felt small and alone. She hadn’t expected that. It certainly didn’t give her a thrill.

Ive always been a spy in a blue suit.

She’d never felt like a real naval officer. ONI had taken custody of her as a fourteen-year-old, educated her, put her through the ONI
commanders’ program, and reinvented her. She’d deployed in ONI’s fleet before, but she’d never had day-to-day command of a ship. Now she was
going to find out the hard way if she could cut it.

Well, Parangosky thinks I can....

“In case you're interested,” BB said, “Im doing the final launch checks. Would you like me to spell them out?”

Osman couldn’'t see him. She stared straight ahead at the disc of Mars, a small rusty smudge framed in light-speckled blackness in the forward
viewscreen. “I trust you, BB.” He could have left it all to the dumb Al, of course. “Where is everybody? Secure for launch.”

“The ODSTs are in the wardroom. They're very excited about having their own cabins. | can tell from their bio signs. Poor little waifs.”

“Don't stalk them, BB. It's creepy.”

“Just monitoring, Captain. And Phillips is checking out the crates in the cargo bay. | think reality has dawned on him. Are you happy having him
embarked?”

“Not really. Opsec worries.”

“All comms go through me, Captain.”

‘I meant when we get back.”

“Oh, I'll guarantee his silence. One way or another.”

“I'll bet.”

Osman suddenly needed something to focus on. She turned around in her seat because BB's voice felt as if it was coming from behind her. He
was, of course, everywhere at once; he was in every part of the ship’s systems, observing via every monitor and camera, controlling every aspect of
its operation, in touch with Earth and able to hear and respond to any callsign in the galaxy, omniscient and omnipotent—for the few years he had to
live, anyway. An Al was a short-lived god. When she turned back to face forward, BB materialized a meter in front of the bulkhead.

“And where’s Naomi?” she asked.

“Heading this way,” BB said. “You might as well tell her.”

The Spartan had been giving Osman odd looks all the way out here in the shuttle. Naomi seemed to realize she knew her but couldn’t place the



face. Osman thought she’d changed a lot since her early teens, but some features didn’t alter with age.

“Yes, we've already got enough secrets to keep from one another.” Osman got up and stood facing the doorway onto the bridge, resting her
backside on the comms console. “I'll tell the others too. If we’re running arms for Sangheili psychos, | suppose my status pales into insignificance.
No reason why | can't, is there?”

BB moved around to settle in her line of sight. “The Admiral gave you carte blanche. Weapons free, repel all boarders, no prisoners, et cetera et
cetera. Do whatever you need to get the job done ... just don’t get caught, there’s a dear.”

BB had a rather arch way with him. Osman found herself smiling. Dear. Things were going to get very informal. She could hear Naomi coming
now, the steady thud of her boots on the deck as she strode along the passage in that massively heavy armor she didn’'t actually need at the
moment. Spartans had their comfort blankets too.

Howwould | have coped with the Mjolnir? Would | feel naked without it? Would | knowwhere | ended and it began?

Naomi loomed in the doorway. She had that faint frown that said a memory was still eluding her. “Ready to slip, ma’am?”

“Five minutes.” Osman realized BB had disappeared, or at least his avatar had. “Anything you want to ask me, Naomi?”

Using her name rather than addressing her as Spartan got a slight reaction. Osman noted a couple of rapid blinks.

“Yes, ma’am,” Naomi said at last. “l think | know you, but | don’t know where from.”

“It's been a long time. And my name wasn’t Osman back then. Like you, I didn't even have a surname.”

Osman had rarely come face-to-face with Spartans from her batch. On the handful of occasions when she had, she found they were pretty good
at forgetting because they'd been made to forget so much. She concentrated on Naomi’s pale gray eyes, searching for the moment the penny
dropped. The Spartan had now stopped blinking completely.

Naomi struggled with the name. “Sarah?”

“Serin. Serin-Zero-One-Nine. Remember me now?”

As Osman watched the revelation build on Naomi’s face, she felt the tension drain from her own shoulders. The relief was both unexpected and
incredible. She hadn't realized she’d been that worried about it.

But it's out. Thank God for that. Someone other than me and the select fewin ONI knows who | am.

Nearly half of the seventy-five children who’d been taken for the program didn’t make it past augmentation treatment at fourteen. The few who
didn’t die were left disabled. Osman didn’'t know what Halsey had actually told her successes about the fate that had befallen her failures.

“We thought you'd died,” Naomi said.

Well, that answered Osman’s question. “ did, near as damn it. ONI put me back together again, so now you know. And don’t tell me hownormal
I look. | still have some enhancements, but nothing skeletal.”

All Osman had needed was to see the look on Naomi’s face. It was a kind of validation. She’d been wiped out of existence twice, first as a
kidnapped kid taken to Reach, then erased from the Spartan program, but now nobody could erase her again.

| exist. Im here. And Im going to head up ONI.

Naomi settled at one of the comms stations and secured the seat belt as if nothing had happened. “We’d better get going, ma’am.”

Osman wasn't sure if the subject was closed or not. If it wasn't, it would have to wait. She was about to summon the OD S Ts when they arrived on
the bridge with Phillips and BB. All three of them—even Devereaux—stood at ease looking like everyone’s worst nightmare; unsmiling, unblinking,
and silent. Mal and Vaz had do-not-spill-my-beer written all over them. It was partly the buzz-cut hair and complete absence of expression, but
also ... damn, Osman couldn’'t quite pin it down. Whatever it was, she was sure she could pick an OD ST out of a lineup every time, male or female.
It was that earnest hardness, that sense that they would do absolutely anything they were tasked to do, however insane or impossible, and that once
they were let off the leash only shooting them would stop them.

“Cabins okay?” she asked.

Mal thawed a little. His file said he was thirty-three but he looked younger, with a fuzz of dark hair and just a few lines around the eyes that
suggested he actually spent a lot of time laughing. Vaz—ho managed to look both time-worn and twenty-something at the same time—had one of
those lean, high-cheekboned Slavic faces and a spectacular scar the full width of his jaw. He didn't seem the laughing kind at all.

“Brammers, ma’am,” Mal said, deadpan. Osman assumed from his tone that it was high praise. “We never normally get a pit to ourselves. Vaz
is delirious about it. Honest.”

“I'll take your word for it.” The only problem with drawing ODST recruits from all nations and all three services was that many of them were
completely unintelligible even in English. It was part of their curious charm. “There’s a set of upgraded recon armor for each of you, too.”

“Thank you, ma’am. Luxury.”

“Okay. Secure for launch. BB, you have the ship.”

Phillips never said a word as he buckled in. Osman caught his eye. If anything, he looked amused, as if she hadn’t fooled him at all about what
ONlwas actually up to.

BB appeared settled on the console in front of her. “Thirty seconds ... receiving final updates ... you could have sedation, you know.”

Osman couldn’t hide a thing from him. She knew she’d kissed good-bye to privacy before she was even old enough to understand what it was,
but an Al could know more about someone than their own mother. Protective or not, it rattled her. BB had access to every cockpit recording and
medical report, and he could probably pick up her pulse rate, too, the intrusive little bastard.

She heard one of the ODSTs trying to stifle a yawn. Nothing fazed them.Port Stanleys drives rose from a faint whine to what she could only
describe as an intense nonsound that made her brain feel like it was being sucked down her Eustachian tubes.

It was too late to stop. The drives were spooled up and committed to jump now. “l can deal with it,” she said.

“Late databurst incoming ... never mind, that'll have to wait ... five seconds.” BB executed a smart one-eighty-degree spin. “Place your bets on
where and when we emerge, ladies and gentlemen ... and jump.”

Osman never looked at the external view. She couldn’t. Her gut plummeted and went on falling. Her brain told her she was tumbling head over
heels down an unending tunnel, even though she could see her own fingers digging into the padded black armrests of her chair. Her eyes flickered
uncontrollably as they tried to make sense of the misleading impulses from her brain. She was falling, completely out of control, and that was all
there was to it. The sickening sensation behind her eyes crept down her neck and made her hunch her shoulders.

Then she hit a brick wall. For a moment she was swaying horizontally on a storm-tossed deck, and then everything slowed to a stop. Throwing
up wasn’t a very captainly thing to do. She gritted her teeth and waited for it to pass.

She must have sat there longer than she realized. One of the ODSTs leaned over her.

“You okay, ma’am?” Devereaux asked.

Osman made an effort to stand up and look vaguely in command. “Jumps don’t agree with me.”

“Like Nelson. Never did his reputation any harm, though.”



“Nelson had a translight drive, did he? Well, that explains Trafalgar.”

“No, ma’am, but he always puked his ring when he went to sea....”

Osman smiled despite herself. She was grateful not to see her breakfast in her lap. “Could be worse, then.”

The view from the forward bulkhead projection was a dense, featureless void far blacker than normal space. But it wasn’t just Port Stanley that
had slipped into a different dimension. Osman found herself in a new reality as well. This wasn't ONI. Nobody here was calculating the best moment
to make a play for her job or sending their Al to hack her systems. The people around her were just doing a job and watching their buddy’s back, not
looking for the best place to insert a knife in it. Osman suddenly found herself disarmed by something that wasn’'t exactly innocence—they vere
ODSTs, after all—but that pressed the same button in her.

Uncomplicated. Straightforward. Transparent. Loyal. No threat. Well, not to me, anyvay.

“Okay, people, | make it forty-eight hours to Brunel, so familiarize yourselves with the ship,” Osman said. “BB, what was in that databurst?”

The Al flashed an image onto the bulkhead display. It was a video transmission showing the pennant code ident of UNS CAriadne. Osman
wasn’t an engineer, but she could recognize an accelerator-shielding bulkhead when she saw one. Ariadne’s engineers were sending back
images of a technical problem and asking for advice from Earth. There was no way of finding out what had happened until Port Stanley was back in
normal space and comms were restored.

“Where is she?” Osman asked.

“She had to drop out of slip near Venezia,” BB said. “The CO made contact with the colony to ask to land nonessential personnel because of the
safety risks, but they refused.”

“Since when did a human colony get to say no to a UNSC request for assistance? Even Venezia?” Osman realizedAriadne was only a small
patrol ship, but she was still armed. Osman would have landed shuttles and argued the toss later, cannoned up if need be. Venezia had gone quiet
during the Covenant War, but everyone remembered what it had done during the colonial insurrection. “Who the hell's driving that tub?”

“‘Commander Pasquale.”

The name didn’t ring a bell. She started to check her datapad for the UNSCN list, but decided to leave it for later. “As soon as we’re out of slip,
check whether anyone else has responded or if they're still in trouble.”

“You're not planning to divert, are you?”

“I know my orders, BB. | just want to know what Venezia's playing at.”

Osman had mentally filed most of the hundreds of human colony worlds with one-word labels: glassed, silent, hiding, resentful, struggling, loyal,
outlaw. Venezia had dropped off the plot more than ten years ago, when it was a known safe haven for terrorists. It could have been dusting off old
grievances now that it thought the Covenant was gone.

Vaz stared at the image of the backside of a hazmat-suited engineer squeezing into a small machinery space. He didn’'t look amused.

“Can't help hoping the hinge-heads pay Venezia another visit,” he muttered. “But | suppose you can make that happen, can’t you, ma’am?”

Vaz seemed to catch on fast. Good choice, that one. The Psych Eval deadbeats have their uses.Ethics were never simple in ONI, because
planetary politics weren’t simple either, but Osman could see that lines would get much more blurred before too long.

“Yes, I can,” she said.

Parangosky's words came back to her. Never settle a score until its tactically useful and you're certain you can finish the job. Then make
sure they know you did it. That's how you keep them all in line. Osman had all her mentor’s words of wisdom filed mentally too, just like the
disposition of colony worlds.

She went back to her cabin and splashed her face with cold water to stop the throbbing in her temples. When she straightened up from the basin
and scrutinized herself in the mirror, she still looked drained of blood. That wasn’t going to inspire confidence in anyone. She reached into the small
cabinet behind the mirror to find a shot of analgesic, but her fingers brushed against something smooth and sharp-edged that crackled.

It was a glistening, transparent bag of crystallized ginger, scrunched into a pouch and tied with a gold bow. A tiny handwritten tag dangled from
it. Osman read it, chuckling to herself.

Youll find this works pretty well for nausea. MP.

Yes, Parangosky had hidden facets. If you crossed her, she could make sure you ended up very, very dead. But if she liked you—if she trusted
you, if she respected you, if she felt you deserved better than the hand you'd been dealt—then she’d be your guardian angel.

it didn't happen often.

Osman popped a cube of ginger in her mouth and savored the burn all the way down to the hangar bay.

MDAMA, SANGHELIOS.

Jul ‘Mdama realized that the old ways weren’'t working any longer, but he had nothing to take their place.

He stood at the kaidon’s door and waited for the old man to acknowledge him. Courtesy cost nothing, after all, and Levu had always been a
sensible leader. Jul was ready to tear down society but he drew the line at personal disrespect.

“You don't look happy, Jul.” Lewu, seated at his huge wooden table, beckoned him into his office. The table had been carved from a single piece
of jet-wood, legs and top together, no joints or separate pieces at all, and a thousand years of constant use had polished it to a satin blackness.
“What can | do for you?”

“l have to know where you stand on the Arbiter,” Jul said.

“On the truce with the humans?”

“That's our most immediate problem. Whatever my wife says.”

‘I haven’t opposed him, if that's what you mean. But | don’t plan to sanction an assassination, either.”

“Well, | have my answer, then. A mistaken answer, but an answer nonetheless.”

Jul had no idea why he stood there a moment longer. He’d been given his answer and Levu wasn't going to change his mind. Helplessness
overwhelmed him for a moment, a frustration akin to seeing flames licking at a building and being unable to make its occupants heed his calls to
run and save themselves. But it was his world that would burn if nobody listened. He was sure of that.

“Do you think we can make peace with humans, Kaidon?”

Lewvu put his hands flat on the table in front of him. It was a gesture of resignation. He’d always been a pragmatist. “I think they're devious



creatures that can be held in place with the right degree of mutual threat,” he said. “And | think that we’re in no shape to mount the kind of attack that
could wipe them out cleanly. But that’'s not to say | nant to make peace with them. We do what we must.”

The only items on Lewu's desk were his computer from the San’Shyuum system that had linked the Sangheili city-states to their Prophet
masters, and an arum—part puzzle, part ornament, a wooden ball of nested concentric spheres carved from a single piece of wood much as the
ancient desk had been. It sat on a carved base. Hidden in its core was a small gem crystal of some kind that could only be shaken free when the
player worked out the complex alignment of spheres.

The object seemed impossible to anyone except the craftsman who made it. Youngsters learned patience from it. Apart from providing
diversion and strengthening character, it was said to represent what made the Sangheili strong; a perfectly engineered, orderly system that
presented a smooth, impenetrable face to the outside world, and each had his appointed place in it. Jul suddenly saw it another way.

He reached out for it and waited for Levu to give him a nod to pick it up.

“Have you ever released a crystal?” Levu asked.

“Once. Then never again.” Jul held thearum in his right hand, one thumb on the anchor piece, and pushed his nail into one of the holes to move
one of the inner spheres. He put it back on its base. “But this is indeed what we are. Good day, Kaidon.”

“Good day, Jul. Have patience.”

Jul bowed his head politely and left. There was no point arguing with Levu because there was nothing to argue against. The kaidon made
perfect sense, just as the Arbiter had also made perfect sense when he said the Sangheili had surrendered their selves and their ability to run their
own affairs.

And the arum summed up the problem. To reach the core, each sphere had to be operated in turn to activate the next. No sphere could act
without the next one in a hierarchy that was impossible to reorder. It mirrored the Sangheili social structure and Jul wondered if that was the
unspoken rule the arum actually taught children and reinforced in adults—that the keep system had to be obeyed and that flouting it was
impossible. The family keeps all needed the approval of their township keep to act, and the township keeps answered to their city keep in its turn,
spheres within spheres.

Above that, though, there was nothing now that the San’'Shyuum had been ousted. A world of eight billion needed more than a mass of
uncoordinated fiefdoms to deal with the humans.

And those Jiralhanae whoVve tumed on us. We have many enemies now. As the humans say—the lid has come off.

Jul found himself at the end of the colonnade that connected Levu’'s keep to the marketplace without remembering the walk at all. It was a bad
sign. And he still didn’t have a plan.

Do I dispute Levu's decision and exercise my right to assassinate him?

His grievance wasn’t with Levu, and there was no point acting alone anyway.

There’s Forze ...

But he needed more than a friend to back him up. He needed to find an army of like-minded patriots. Honor was all very well for settling clan
disputes, but it was pitifully inadequate for fighting a war.

He walked all the way back to Bekan. It took him hours, but he needed the time to think. As he walked along the highway, he saw serfs working
in the fields, but still very few Unggoy. Perhaps it was for the best. Sanghelios should never have allowed itself to rely on alien races, either as
masters or servants.

He stopped on the aqueduct to gaze out over the valley. In the center of the Relon clan’s farmland, a fifty-span area of grass had been left
untouched around the remnants of a Forerunner monument, an elegant but crumbling three-sided spire that had snapped off five meters above the
soil. It was sacred ground, the handiwork of the gods, and not to be touched. As a child Jul had never dared say he thought it strange that gods
should need to build ordinary things, and that many of those things would crumble in time just like any mortal’'s work, but now he knew he’d been
right.

Even now that the Prophets had been exposed as liars, though, nobody had attempted to cross the boundary and plow up the grass.

Does it matter? | think not.

By the time Jul got back to his keep, it was long past the midafternoon mealtime. Children raced past him, hissing and squabbling. He grabbed
one of the boys by his collar and yanked him to a halt.

“Discipline, Kimal,” he said. He noted that his sons weren’t in the unruly mob. Good. “You're not infants, any of you. | expect better.”

“Sorry, my lord.”

Kimal slunk away. The sober mood spread through the others in a heartbeat. Jul climbed the steps to his own keep and went looking for Raia.
He found her in her private chamber, doing the accounts for all the Bekan clan keeps, a time-consuming job that fell to the wife of the elder. It never
improved her mood.

“Where have you been?” she demanded. “Forze called. He wants to talk to you. And you missed the meal. Is this what it's going to be like now
you're back from the front? Wandering around wasting your time?”

“I went to see Kaidon ‘Mdama. He’s going to support the Arbiter.” Jul waited for an acid comment but none came. “Did Forze say what he
wanted?”

“He said that old man Relon’s going to blow up the holy spire. Seeing as the gods are dead, he didn’t think they’'d mind him plowing the land to
grow tubers.”

Jul found it odd to hear her talking so disrespectfully about the Forerunners. She’d always been the devout one in the marriage. Perhaps, like
others, she was punishing the gods for letting liars and parasites deceive them and exploit them for so long.

“Aren’t you offended by that?” he asked.

Raia considered the question, eyes fixed on the accounts folio, all her jaws clenched.

“It'll ruin a pretty view,” she said at last.

Jul decided to leave well alone and went to find some leftovers in the kitchens, braving the disapproving snaps and hisses of the older wives
who were trying to clean up before the next meal. Raia was right. He was in danger of looking for something to fill his time, just like every other
Sangheili warrior who suddenly had no war to fight.

Howdo | vake my people? Howdo | galvanize them? The war isnt over.

He grabbed a couple of slices of roast meat on the way out, stopped to take an arum from one of the children in the courtyard, and went off to
seek some clarity in the quiet at the top of the old watchtower. From the battlements, he could see right across the valley on a clear day. He lost
himself in the arum for a while, utterly absorbed in trying every permutation of movement until a distant explosion jerked him out of the puzzle.

He stood up just as a second rumbling boom carried on the afternoon air, leaning on the edge of the stonework to look north. Smoke was rising
into the air farther up the valley. When it cleared, Jul realized that the sacred spire was gone.



Relon had been as good as his word. Jul suspected it was another expression of the sense of betrayal, blaming the gods for three millennia of
deceit. Gods, after all, should have been able to step in and bring the San’Shyuum to heel. They didn't: so they were either neglectful gods not worth
worshiping, or they didn’t exist at all. It was sobering to be alone in the universe.

Raia didn’'t pass comment on it at supper. Jul wondered whether to point it out to her but decided against it. He suspected there would be a rash
of this destruction and then the novelty would wear off, and everyone would get on with their lives.

After breakfast the next morning, he went to the armory to see what personal resources he had left. It was all small arms. He couldn’'t seize a
ship, not even if he added Forze’s armaments and brothers to the raiding party. He would need to assemble a small army to commandeer a frigate
from a crew loyal to the Arbiter, and assassinations—perfectly legal challenges to authority, an orderly and honorable way to resolve disputes—
required personal weapons. Anything beyond that was dishonorable. It was also designed to stop feuds escalating into civil war.

So howdo | find like-minded Sangheili? Howdo these old laws apply to the situation we find ourselves in now?

He was wondering whether to enlist his keep brothers in the plot when the ground beneath him shook a little. Then he heard three muffled
whumps more like artillery fire than tree clearance. But the Forerunner spire had already been destroyed; what was Relon doing, pulverizing the
rubble? There were quieter ways to do that. Annoyed at the thoughtlessness of his neighbor, Jul stormed outside and activated his comms to call
Relon’s keep. The channel was dead. The old fool. He’d have to drive over to the keep and ask him to stop this nonsense.

Jul called Gusay to bring the Revenant. “Gusay, where are you?” Jul was in the outer courtyard now, wondering why he could hear the familiar
sound of a Spirit dropship in the distance. “Gusay, | need to pay a visit to Relon.”

The comm channel was silent for a moment.

“My lord, Relon’s keep is onfire. It's been attacked.”

For aninsane moment, Jul’s first thought was that the gods had finally chosen to make an appearance. The destruction of the spire had enraged
them. No. That'’s superstition to keep you in your place. You knowthat now He was about to reply when the sound of the Spirit's drives grew a lot
louder and the dropship suddenly roared over the keep, heading south. By the time Jul got outside, the Spirit had dwindled to a speck in the
distance and a pall of smoke hung in the sky. Relon’s keep had probably been burning for some time, judging by the density and spread. The
Revenant whined to a halt at the end of the path and Gusay beckoned him from the open cockpit, looking agitated.

Raia shouted after them from an open window. “What’'s happening? Is it Jiralhanae? Humans? How did they get past our defenses?”

“It's Sangheili, my lady,” Gusay called back. “It's our own.”

Jul sprang into the passenger section. “What do you mean, our own?”

“The keep’s been hit by plasma cannon.”

“Impossible.”

“Why? Who would do that?”

“No idea, my lord.”

Jul tried to make sense of it as Gusay steered along the line of the highway between the keeps. Other keeps in the area had already responded
to the explosions. The Revenant joined a small fleet of vessels and vehicles trying to get close to the burning buildings, and the kaidon’s transports
seemed to be everywhere. Nobody could accuse Levu ‘Mdama of not coming to the aid of his client keeps.

Jul stared as Gusay brought the Revenant to a halt. The main keep was just a stump of rubble shrouded in smoke. He knew only too well what a
plasma cannon strike looked like. He jumped down from the vehicle and went to walk through the gates, wondering why all the activity seemed to be
in the courtyard and not the keep itself. The fire was cracking and hissing, but he could hear no roars of anger or panic. It was only when he turned a
corner, gulping in a lungful of acrid smoke as the heat hit his face, that he understood why there was such silence.

He didn’t take in the group of warriors, wives, and children clustered in the yard. He saw only what they were staring at. A scaffold of sorts had
been made from a joist that jutted from the wall, and from it hung two objects that Jul took a few moments to recognize.

It was Relon and his brother, Jalam, both very old warriors, and both dead. Beneath their dangling bodies—what was left of them—were pools
and splashes of purple blood. They were so mutilated that it was hard even for a shipmaster like Jul, used to combat and the ugly scenes it left in its
wake, to work out exactly what he was looking at, but he couldn’t drag his eyes from the horror even though he was desperate to look away. It took
him some moments to realize Levu ‘Mdama was standing next to him, staring in silence too.

A handwritten board hung from cords around Relon’s neck made the situation very clear. The script was stylized and ancient, more like the
scrolls of the priests from before the time of the war with the San’Shyuum. But Jul could read it easily enough.

We do not allowblasphemers to live
The gods demand a retumn to piety
Truth abides

“l thought they were all talk,” Levu said quietly. “It seems that they' ve woken up again. They were everywhere when | was a boy.”

“Who?” Jul couldn’t work out why nobody was ushering the family away from the terrible scene. “How did they manage to do this in a keep?
What are they?”

“The Neru Pe ‘Odosima,” Levu said. It was an ancient name in a form of Sangheili that was no longer spoken. “Fanatics. Fools.”

Jul recalled the name. “The Servants of the Abiding Truth? But they were monks.”

“Well, we let them became warriors, and now they're dangerous, savage fools. And they seem to have stockpiled arms.” The kaidon gestured to
his aide to do something about the bodies. “Thun? Thun! Get those bodies down from there. Cover them. It's not decent.”

Jul looked away from the slaughter and that brief lapse of attention let a stray thought cross his mind. He wished it hadn’t, because the sane,
responsible elder in him said this was all utterly wrong, cowardly—dishonorable. These were just old warriors who’d served Sanghelios and the
gods all their lives. But the thought wouldn’'t go away.

And there was no better idea to take its place.

If these Neru Pe ‘Odosimawould butcher venerable old men for blowing up a meaningless ruin, they would surely take on the Arbiter for turning
all Sangheili from the gods.

Abiding Truth was an existing network that Jul could draw on. Its followers were clearly willing to break every moral convention on disputes. Jul
just had to work out how to organize and discipline them, and then he could bypass the kaidon and anyone else to bring down the Arbite—and
unite Sanghelios against the real threat that would inevitably return.

He would have to do deals with monsters for the greater good. The rules of war had changed.



CHAPTER
FOUR

WHY DO WE BOTHER TO FORCE UNHAPPY COLONY WORLDS TO STAY IN THE

FOLD? BECAUSE UNSC BUDGETS AND UNSC HEAVY LIFT ENABLED THOSE COLOI
TO EXIST. BECAUSE THE UNSC NEEDS AS MANY SUPPLY BASES IN DEEP SPACE A!
CAN GET. AND BECAUSE THEY’'RE HUMAN—THEY'RE US. IN A GALAXY OF HOST

ALIENS, YOU’RE EITHER FOR US, OR YOU’'RE THE ENEMY.
(ADMIRAL MARGARET O. PARANGOSKY, CINCONI, TO CAPTAIN SERIN OSMAN)

FORERUNNER DYSON SPHERE, ONYX, FOUR HOURS INTO RECONNAISSANCE
PATROL: LOCAL DATE NOVEMBER 2552.

The passage ahead of Lucy wasn't the tunnel it first appeared to be.

It could have changed shape in the second that she’d looked away, or maybe her helmet optics were on the fritz, but the opening was at least six
meters high, a black, featureless maw that didn’t appear to have interior walls.

Why make a door that big?

She took a few steps inside, rifle raised, and flicked on the tactical lamp. Her visor flared for a moment. Nothing. The cavern swallowed the light
and kicked her armor’s reactive coating into mottled black. She glanced down at her boots—now matte black, barely there—and realized she
couldn’t see a floor underneath them. It triggered a brief, primal panic. For a moment she was falling. It took a conscious effort to look up and make
herself believe that she was on solid ground. She struggled to trust what she could feel rather than what she could see.

“Lucy? Hang on.” It was Tom on the radio. “Lucy! Wait, will you?”

Two sets of boots thudded behind her. She hadn’t realized how far into the opening she’d gone. Her helmet's head-up display showed that Chief
Mendez and Tom were following her, the only two icons at close range. Tom’s bio readout showed his pulse was raised. She decided to risk taking
her eyes off the passage and turned around.

“What have we got, Lucy?” Tom caught up with her and put his hand on her shoulder. “You okay?”

Why did he think she wouldn’t be? She waved him away. Something had come down this passage and she couldn’t turn back until she’d found
and identified it, and—if necessary—neutralized it. She checked her display for EM or thermal signatures ahead, but there was nothing. The ground
was definitely flat and smooth like terrazzo. Now she’d started to trust her proprioception rather than her eyes, she picked up speed and started
walking at a pace she thought of as cautious-normal.

“'m going to fetch Halsey in here to evaluate this,” Mendez said. Lucy kept moving. “Hold it here, Lucy. We'll secure a perimeter in case
whatever it is decides to come back. You hear me, Petty Officer? Hold it here.”

Lucy halted. She couldn’t shake the feeling that if she didn’t hunt down whatever had fled, it would come back for them all. Get it before it gets
us. She stood staring into the black void, wondering what kind of material could absorb light so completely.

The trouble with staring at a featureless surface was that it soon stopped being featureless. She could now see pinprick flashes of light and
brightly colored moving shapes like mingling currents of dye. It was just her optic nerve trying to make sense of the absence of light, but she couldn’t
stop her brain from pouncing on the phantoms and reshaping them. Suddenly it was a twisting path with a tantalizing hint of lights ahead, and
movement, and people.

Then the colored lights became the afterimage of a white-hot explosion.

Lucy had been here before. Part of her knew it wasn’t happening, but it couldn’t stop the animal core of her reacting to it. She was in a maze of
pipes, in a Covenant refinery, and she could even see the coolant leaking and bubbling on the floor ahead of her. Tom was to her right. They were
the last two Spartans left alive from Beta Company and now they were going to die as well. She was twelve years old; scared, running on autopilot,
trying to gulp in a breath that never reached her lungs because the pounding pulse in her throat was choking her.

Then hands grabbed her shoulders and spun her around.

She raised her fist with no idea why, no thought involved. Only the crack of a visor against her own faceplate stopped her. She could still see the
coolant pipes in her peripheral vision, fading and drifting, and then they were gone.

“Come on, Luce, get a grip.” Tom still had hold of her shoulders. He knocked his helmet against hers a couple more times. “It's okay.”

It felt like long minutes and Lucy was certain she’d moved a few meters. But it was seconds and she was still rooted to the same spot, just facing
in the opposite direction. Her bio readouts must have spiked and scared the hell out of everyone.

“It's okay. | get it too,” Tom stepped back as if he was satisfied she wasn’'t going to lose it. “Just take it easy. Breathe. It's not real. Any of it.”

There were times when Lucy wished she could answer him, but there were no words left inside her now. After seven silent years, she didn’t talk
and she didn’t scribble notes. Her head was full of things that nobody else would understand or want to hear. At first she’d had nothing to say in the
hours after she’d escaped from the sabotaged refinery with Tom, and then she’d had things she’d wanted to say that were too painful. The heavy
silence settled like silt in her chest, a little more each day, and each time she tried to work up to talking it was harder to find words that conveyed the
images in her head, and then even her inner voice faded away.

She couldn’t imagine speaking now. She didn’t know where to start. It was just as well that Tom could work out what was going on in her head.

“Hey, Lucy.” She was suddenly aware of Olivia striding toward her with Mark and Ash at her heels. They'd have seen her bio signs spiking, too.
“Couldn’'t you find the light switch?”

Ash tapped his knuckles against her armor and Olivia gave her a rough hug. When Lucy looked past her, Halsey was framed in the dim scatter
of lights at the far end of the passage. For a moment she looked like she was standing in front of a decorated Christmas tree. It was a sharp little
echo of buried memories, and then it was gone.

“Environmental controls,” Halsey called. Her voice didn’'t echo. Lucy could hear her even with her helmet on. “Come here. Look.”

Lucy hung back as the others headed for the entrance and stood a meter inside the passage, just in case whatever it was she’d heard decided
to return.



It's got to get past me.

It wvont.

Halsey was running one hand over the illuminated Forerunner symbols on the walls. After a few moments of frowning at the lights as if they were
being willfully stubborn, she held out the cylinder to Kelly.

“Here, hang on to this for me.” She took out her datapad and unfolded it like a piece of origami into a laptop format. That didn’'t appear to satisfy
her and she folded it up again into a datapad. Then she carried on running her hand along the symbols. “Okay, perhaps it's not environmental. I've
found a symbol for humidity. This might be controlling storage conditions, so one of these could activate lights or orientate us.”

“How do you know that?” Mendez asked, all suspicion.

Halsey flipped the screen and held it toward the wall. “l just do. Let's see what my database makes of this.”

“And you wouldn’t dream of keeping anything else from us.”

“Chief, lwon't lecture you on the wisdom of stones and glass houses, so just accept that | don’t know how! know yet. 'm not hiding anything.”

Lucy expected a scientist like Halsey to be more disturbed about random hunches. She backed away into the passage and set her helmet to
record, just in case she picked up something.

“Luce...”

Tom’s voice in her helmet was a quiet warning. She gave him an I'm-okay gesture, diver-style, and carried on. He could still see her bio readout
so that would keep him happy until she came back. Normal pulse and respiration. See? I'm fine. | can handle this. I'm not crazy. Just low blood
sugar. Fatigue. | ought to eat something.

“Luce, wait up. 'm coming. Damn it, you know better than that.”

She moved across to the wall and held her rifle one-handed, skimming her left hand across the surface to orient herself, and suddenly she felt
much better. The ground beneath her boots was smooth and level. Even if she couldn’t see it she had a better idea of where she was.

I have to find where this leads. Something’s in here. Something's waiting for us. If we found our way in—so might the Elites.

And Lucy had a lifetime of scores to settle. She didn’t think there was anything wrong with her judgment at all.

When she stopped and looked over her shoulder, the faint light from the entrance had gone. She turned back, almost giddy because there was
nothing to orient her. But the squad’s bio signs were all visible on her HUD, so she hadn’t lost comms signals, and she wasn’'t alone.

“One-Zero-Four to Bravo-Zero-Nine-One.” It was Fred on the radio now. “Lucy, where the hell are you?”

He should have known he wouldn’t get an answer, but if she could see his bio readout, he could see hers. He’d know she was fine. If the others
wanted to faff around and look for the light switch, fine, but someone had to secure this passage. She was about to flash back a status signal when
she collided with something that bounced her back a couple of steps.

Damn, she’d walked into a wall. That was what came of not concentrating on the task in hand.

“Whatis it, Lucy?”

Her heart rate must have blipped. She transmitted status-OK, then put her hand out ahead of her to feel her way around the obstruction. When
her fingers touched it, it felt exactly like the side wall she’d been using for orientation, but then it yielded and her hand went through something soft. It
was almost as if she’d put her hand into a closet and found a pile of towels.

Except ... except her whole body passed through it. The wall brushed past her. It was the only way she could describe it.

As the wall engulfed her, the squad bio readouts in her HUD winked out. She tried to turn back. Too late: sudden pressure popped her ears, the
ground dissolved under her, and she fell, pitching forward. Her helmet bounced away. It cracked loudly against something but she couldn’t see
where it had rolled.

And then the lights came on.

She couldn’'t yell a warning. She couldn’'t transmit a status report.

But she still had her rifle, and now she could see where to aim.

HANGAR DECK, UNSC PORT STANLEY: APPROXIMATELY TEN HOURS FROM NEW
LLANELLL

“History’s not my subject.” Vaz bent over a crate of Covenant rifles and wondered whether ONI had paid for them or looted them. The hangar deck
was a warehouse of crates stacked either side of a small dropship that looked like a civilian patrol vessel, although its matte gray stealth coating
said otherwise. “But | recall that things like this often end very badly.”

Naomi loomed over him. “So you do speak.”

That was rich coming from her. She hadn’t said more than a few words since the meeting with Parangosky. Vaz had already chalked that up to
Spartans believing too much of their own PR, because everybody knew that they were winning the war single-handed. It was official. The UNSC
media people had decided it was great for morale to tell the ciwies all about the Spartans and what a superhuman job they were doing of saving
Earth.

That didn’t go down well with ODSTs. Vaz suspected it didn't go down well with all the other average, unglamorous grunts who were doing their
fighting and dying behind the scenes, either.

“Yes, Italk,” Vaz said at last. “If | have something to say.”

He couldn’t read her expression at all. Even Mal hadn't tried to flirt with her, and that was a first. Naomi was justodd. Vaz had expected
Spartans to be like the heroic PR image presented to the media, fearless and godlike, gazing nobly into the distance with one boot on a pile of
dead hinge-heads. They weren't supposed to be avkward.

Her looks didn’t set him at ease, either. It wasn't so much the sharp features as her pale, translucent skin and platinum hair. They reminded him
of nightmarish folk tales his grandmother told him as a kid, where female demons who looked like ice princesses dined on the giblets of unwary
children. There wasn’t much happily-ever-after in Russian fairy tales.

Come on, I'm ODST. I'm a big boy now This is insane. Stop it.

Naomi tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “You have to know how much gas to pour on a fire,” she said, not even looking at him.

It sounded a bit zen. But they were up to their elbows in a crate of identity-tagged Sangheili rifles, so he decided they were back on the topic of
the wisdom of arming hinge-heads.

“‘How come they're short of arms?” he asked. “l don’t recall that being a problem when they were blowing our heads off.”

“The Covenant civil war. The Great Schism. It cost them a lot of ships and equipment. And once they drove out the Prophets, they lost their



supply chain. And their command and control.” Naomi was suddenly transformed into something like a regular woman. This was obviously her pet
subject. Her pack-ice eyes lit up. “So most of the rank and file don’'t have access to serious hardware now, and they're too disorganized to use it
effectively anyway.”

“So are they still fighting the Brutes?”

“Some. As far as we know.” She seemed to be working up a sweat, puffing a bit as she heaved crates around. Without that power-assisted
Mijolnir armor she had to rely on raw muscle, just like him, but he still didn’t think he’d beat her at arm wrestling. She was genetically enhanced and it
showed. “That’ll spread them thinner than the butter on a Navy sandwich.”

As soon as she said that, as soon as she even brushed close to griping, Vaz felt her change from the terrifying Baba Yaga into one of his own.
Everyone in uniform griped about everything all the time. It was one of those fundamental things that bonded ships and armies. When the griping
stopped, officers worried. Vaz relaxed a little.

“That's one feud we won’t need to stir up.” All the weapons were invisibly tagged to make them trackable, the transponder material worked into
the metal itself. Vaz examined one of the energy swords to see if he could detect it on a casual inspection. “Will the hinge-heads fall for the
tracking?”

“They've lost their Prophets and Engineers so they're not so technically hot now. But even if they spot it, | doubt they'll care. They'll think they can
pick us off later.”

Naomi suddenly jerked her head up, frowning. Vaz strained to listen and caught the sound of two Elites chattering on the radio. It had to be a
recording of voice traffic intercepted before they entered slipspace, but it still had the power to make his flesh crawl. He wasn’t going to shake it
that easily. Nobody who’d fought those things at close quarters ever would.

He followed the sound, squeezing between the stowed drop pods, and ended up outside a small fire-control compartment aft of the dropship.
The hatch was open. When he stuck his head inside, he found Phillips with his boots up on the console, fingers meshed behind his head, and eyes
shut. His datapad sat in his lap. lts screen was flickering with rapidly scrolling lines of text.

Vaz waited for him to notice someone was there. It took a full minute. Phillips just opened his eyes and didn’'t even look startled.

“Dialect variation,” he said. “Good stuff, this ONI eavesdropping kit.”

Vaz had never actually heard Elites just talking before. He’d only heard them roaring what he assumed were terms of abuse as they came at
him, or gurgling out their last curses or pleas as he finished them off the hard way. It was strange to imagine them having a chat. “You understand all
that?”

Phillips tapped his jaw with his index fingers. “lunderstand it, and | can read it, but | don’'t have enough jaws to speak it like a native. There’s a
whole tonal layer | can’t reproduce.”

He cocked his head at the sound. There were two distinct voices, then a third cut in. The rumbling tones didn’t mean a thing to Vaz but he was
suddenly aware of a lot of clicks and gulps within the words.

He still didn’'t know what to make of Phillips.

They'd met less than two days ago and now they had to trust each other with their lives. Phillips was about Mal's age, with reddish brown
scrubby hair and a matching beard. He looked a little fitter than the average ciwie in a set of unbadged UNSC fatigues. Vaz suspected he’d
probably wanted a bit of adventure in his life but hadn’t had the balls to enlist. He wondered how Phillips was going to shape up when an Elite took
a potshot at him.

“Do you like them?” Vaz asked.

“I've had direct contact with them. They’re fascinating.”

Vaz had had pretty direct contact with them too, and fascinating wasn’t the word that sprang to mind. “But you don’t mind shafting them like this.
Because that's what we’re doing.”

“Come on, it's not as if I'm falsifying research.” Phillips made that sound like the worst possible thing a man could do. “I'd rather stay alive than
die academically pure. Look, | know the Sangheili. They despise us. There’s no forgive and forget, not after nearly thirty years of killing each other.
The only reason they split from the Covenant and allied with us was because the Prophets were trying to exterminate them. Hardly the basis for a
lasting marriage, is it?”

“We’re not good at forgetting either,” Vaz said. “Glad to know you haven’'t grown fond of them.”

The conversation ended abruptly when BB appeared and hovered in the gap next to Vaz. ONI might have taken Als for granted, but Vaz didn't,
and judging by the way he jumped, neither did Phillips.

“Come along, gentlemen,” BB said. “Chop-chop. Places to go, mayhem to cause.” He rotated and headed for the ladder, not that he even
needed to. “Final briefing at eighteen hundred. Captain on deck.”

Phillips swung his feet off the console and stood up as BB vanished through the bulkhead.Port Stanley was so crammed with systems and
holoprojectors that an Al could cover almost every centimeter of the ship. Vaz decided BB was just jerking a few chains for his own amusement.

“This is why | didn't do theology,” Phillips whispered, as if he thought BB wouldn’t hear him. “He isn’t actually in any one place, is he?
Omnipresent. That really messes with my mind.”

It was a frank admission for a smart guy. “He’s spread throughout the whole ship,” Vaz said. “He’s in every system. Right now, he is the ship.”

“That occurred to me when | was taking a leak. It's not a happy thought.”

Phillips didn’t seem used to the indignities of communal living like service personnel. Vaz stifled a smile. “Don’t you have Als at the university?”

“Not like that. They're either dumb or they're terminal-restricted. And they're not that human.”

“I think that's why UNSC ones have avatars, so we don't get too paranoid. | don’t think the Als actually need them.”

“But he’s not where his avatar is. That's what I'm struggling with.”

“No.” Vaz had learned the art of not fretting about unsettling things that he couldn’t control. He just worked on the basis that BB, like the Corps,
saw every move and heard every cough and spit he made. “Assume the worst. it makes life simpler.”

He could hear Osman’s boots on the gantry. As he picked his way between the crates around the dropship, Devereaux looked busy in the
cockpit, head down and shoulders moving as if she was running her hands across the instrument panel. When he stepped up into the crew bay it
was instantly clear that it wasn’'t a regular security vessel. The ONI engineers had gutted it. Now every centimeter of bulkhead was lined with
surveillance equipment and screens.

Mal was stacking small crates. “Luxury, eh?” he said. “Can’t remember the last time | landed on a planet without smashing into the ground.”

Devereaux's voice came over the bulkhead speaker. “Can’t recall the last time 1 did, either.”

“Okay, that's it. 'm changing my airline.”

Both of them roared with laughter. Devereaux squeezed through the hatch into the crew bay and gave Vaz a friendly thump in the chest with her
fist. “You know we haven’t got a plan, don’t you?”



“We never do.” Vaz checked over his shoulder to see where Phillips was. He’d vanished. “They just drop us into the sewer and we work out how
to clear it.”

“Have you been charming our Spartan?”

“Just talking.”

“Keep atit, Vaz,” Mal said, winking. “Older birds are more grateful. Did she say why she keeps giving Osman the hairy eyeball?”

“No. I didn’t ask.”

“Trust me, there’s definitely something going on there.”

Vaz put his finger to his lips. They really weren’t used to having fully sentient Als around. Then it occurred to him that he was standing in a
shake’s wedding of cables and surveillance feeds accessible to BB, so even a shut-it gesture wasn't private.

Devereaux gave Vaz a very discreet wink. She nudged Mal with her elbow to get him moving kit again. “Come on, Mal. Put your back into it.”
She stuck her head out of the crew bay. “Phillips? You too. Come and shift this.”

Vaz didn’t have to wait long for proof that BB saw all and heard all. Osman appeared at the bay door with Phillips at her heels. He looked as if
she’d smacked him for being a bad boy.

“How’s it going?” she asked.

Mal straightened up. “Fine, ma’am. What's the plan?”

“| do have one.”

Mal didn’'t even blink. “Ah. Permission to feel reassured.”

“Granted. The Sangheili effectively have no top-level command and control left so the best we can do is hand them the weapons and see where
the fault lines form.” She didn’'t seem irritated, whatever BB had relayed to her. If anything, she seemed a little apologetic. “We’re at the mercy of
very patchy short-range comms, so there’ll be a lot of surveillance to carry out.”

“We can do patient too, ma’am,” Mal said. Naomi appeared in the door and stood with one boot on the step, half-turned toward them. “We don’t
just jump out of orbit and shoot bad guys.”

“Don’t worry, Staff, you'll see some action.” Osman paused a beat as if she was working up to something, then glanced at Naomi. “And you
might as well know this now,” she said, carefully matter-of-fact. “| was in the Spartan-Two program until | was fourteen. Naomi and | knew one
another. But I'm not a Spartan now. Everybody okay with that? We’re going to be living in each other’s pockets for quite some time, so | don't want
there to be any more secrets than are operationally necessary.”

That was an unnatural thing for an ONI officer to say. Secrets were meat and drink to them. But it wasn't half as unnatural as the wordfourteen.
Osman just stood there as if she was inviting comments. Vaz assumed it was calculated, because ONI officers were never lost for words and
patted down every syllable for incriminating evidence before it was allowed to leave their mouths.

Mal filled the gap. “You said fourteen, ma’am. Eighteen’s the minimum age for enlistment.”

“Correct. We started the program aged six.” Osman gave Naomi a slow look and turned back to Vaz. “They couldn't complete the full
augmentations until we were fourteen.”

Mal went quiet, probably doing the same calculations and gap-filling that Vaz was right then. But Phillips just dived in, unafraid of the braid as
only a ciwie could be.

“This was a military academy, | assume,” he said.

“Not exactly.” Osman seemed to be on a gutspill. Vaz couldn’t imagine any ONI officer doing that without a calculated reason. “Boot camp. Live
rounds.”

She looked as if she was going to say more but stopped dead. Vaz caught Naomi looking at Osman. Her thin-lipped expression said one thing:
traitor. Vaz didn’'t know why the captain had decided to share it with them, and he definitely didn't know why it had pissed off Naomi so much, but
Spartans obviously disapproved of talking outside the tent. Naomi just stood there, grim and silent.

Osman scratched the nape of her neck as if her neural interface was bothering her, then glanced at her watch. “Well, that’s obviously broken
more ice than | expected. Okay, BB, prepare to drop out in two hours and carry out a full comms sweep of the sector.”

She jumped down from the crew bay and walked away. Naomi peeled off in the opposite direction. Nobody spoke until the click of Osman’s
boots changed to a metallic clang as she climbed the ladder to the upper gantry.

“Wonder why they didn’t share that litle gem with us,” Mal said. “And why she did.”

Phillips looked from face to face as if the ODSTs knew more than he did. He really didn’'t understand the military yet. “Was she serious? That
means they started the Spartan program before the Covenant war.”

“Correct,” said a disembodied voice. BB took a couple of seconds to appear, and Vaz noted that nobody flinched this time. “It's a long and
complex story. A rather messy one.”

“Thanks for not engaging our interest, BB,” Devereaux said, sliding back through the cockpit hatch. “We’re not remotely curious. Really.”

Mal wasn't amused at all, though. Vaz saw his jaw muscles working. “BB, are you going to trot off to her with every bloody thing we say?”

“You were concerned about the obvious tension,” BB said calmly. “I thought it was worth getting the captain to address it, seeing as we’re living
en famille, so to speak.”

There was no answer to that. BB turned to Vaz. For a cube that wasn'’t really there and didn’t actually need to turn to look at anything, his ability to
convey which way he was looking fascinated Vaz. He seemed to have a faint dappling of light on one face of his cube.

“And you're right, Vasily,” BB said. “An avataris for the benefit of humans. Not for the Al. Well, in my case, anyway. Some of my kind have
issues about identity.”

The question escaped before Vaz even thought about it. “So why not look human?”

“That,” BB said, drifting away through the door, “would just be too needy.”

BRUNEL SYSTEM: TWO HOURS LATER.

Mal savored the novelty of being on the bridge when Port Stanley dropped out of slipspace.

It was better than the movies. He’'d never take a moment for granted. At this stage of a mission, he was usually already sealed into his drop pod
in the launch bay of a frigate, blinded by the instrument panel and too preoccupied with final checks to think about the physics. Now he was sitting in
front of a full-height viewscreen—the real deal, not some projection from an exterior cam—and about to watch creation return to existence.

BB sat on the chart table like a ghostly box of donuts. “Five ... four...”



Osman just grunted. Mal watched her press back into her seat’s headrest as if she was steeling herself not to throw up. Beyond the viewscreen
was absolute, unbroken nothing. Mal let the slight giddiness of reentry roll over him.

“Three ... two ... and we’re back.”

And then there was light.

Stars, rank upon rank of stars, red and yellow and blue-white, were somehow not there one second and there the next. Even the black of space
was a different black. He fought down an urge to grin like a kid. After more than five centuries of space exploration, there was still only a relative
handful of people who got the chance to do this on a regular basis. He turned to look at Vaz and Devereaux; no reaction. How could they be that
jaded? Naomi and Phillips weren'tin his eyeline.

“So how did we do, BB?” Osman got to her feet and moved to the chart table. She couldn’t predict exactly where and when the ship would drop
back into realspace, even with the combined processing power of BB and the corvette’s own dumb navigation Al. “How far off target?”

“Oh ye of little faith,” said BB. “Current position is approximately one hundred and forty-nine million kilometers from Brunel, so we’re about five
hours from New Llanelli, and well within our time window. That's not too shabby. Making OPSNORMAL and starting comms scan now.” It couldn’
have taken him more than a second. The speed those things worked at was frightening. “Messages waiting—sitrep for you from the Admiral,
Captain. She’s also passing on personal messages from Ten-ODST Five-Five Flight and Fifteen-ODST Lima Company. Awmx. Bless.”

Cocky little bugger. But as soon as the thought formed, Mal realized that he’d accepted BB as an oppo, a brother in arms—body or no body.
And good old Parangosky. How about that? Any admiral who understood that ODSTs worried about their mates disappearing was okay in his
book.

“Any update on John, BB?” Naomi asked quietly.

BB paused for a second, which must have been a long time for an Al. “We haven’t given up, but it's not looking hopeful.” He sounded genuinely
sorry. “The Master Chief's gone.”

Naomi just blinked a couple of times. “And Dr. Halsey?”

“She died on Reach,” Osman said flatly. “They’re still recovering bodies.”

Mal felt for Naomi. Spartans had mates just like everybody else. He had no idea who Halsey was, but everyone knew about the Master Chief.

“Okay, Prof, this is where you earn your keep,” Osman said, changing mood. She gestured Phillips to the communications console and Naomi
moved in beside him. “You're our ears.”

Phillips seemed to be an old hand at this kind of thing. He took a molded earpiece from his top pocket and pressed it into his ear canal two-
handed like a woman putting on a fiddly earring, then sat back in the seat, staring in defocus at the display in front of him while he listened for Elite
comms frequencies.

Devereaux went over to the chart table. “Give me another look at New Llanelli, BB.”

Twenty centimeters above the surface of the table, an image of the colony world rotated as a sphere and then peeled itself like an orange,
flipping out into a grid of colored lines to show the planet’s topography. Mal and Vaz had nothing better to do right then than to take a look and work
out the least likely place to get ambushed.

“Is New Llanelli the colony itself or the whole planet?” Vaz asked.

Osman stood over Phillips, watching something on the screen in front of him. “Was both. There were only three townships there anyway. BB,
found any contacts out there?”

“I've got a live connection to Kilo-Three-Nine,” BB said. “No response, but he’s receiving. I'll loop it until he picks it up.”

“Where is he, ma’am?” Mal leaned on the chart table, bracing for an ONI need-to-know rap across the knuckles. “If you're allowed to say.”

Osman didn’t turn a hair. “There’s a listening station on Reynes. He’s been camped out in the glasslands running a string of Jackal informers. He
knows Sangheili dialects even better than Dr. Phillips. But he’s not ONI, and he thinks this is all part of brokering peace with the hinge-heads so that
Hood can waltz in and shake hands with the Arbiter.”

Phillips took the news that he was the understudy pretty well. He didn’t even flinch. “Hope | get to debrief him one day.”

“He’d talk your ears off. He’s not had much human conversation for some years.”

Mal was aware that agents had been working undercover for years in Covenant space, but it suddenly struck him as a lonely and miserable job.
He’d never given it much thought before. When he was plummeting through a planet's atmosphere in a drop pod smaller than a car, trailing flame
and heading for an uncertain landing behind enemy lines, he could only think of himself and his mates. Sometimes he didn’'t even have the time to
think at all. The pod would crash into the ground—upright if things went to plan, flat on its side if they didn't—and the front hatch would burst open,
coughing him out into a hail of fire. The job was clear-cut and immediate. All he had to do was kill everything in front of him before it could kill him.
Even the slower tasks like training militias or doing long, patient recons had finite objectives most of the time. But to live in hiding on your own for
years at a time, just listening and always in danger of being betrayed by informers ... no, he really didn’t fancy that at all. He preferred to hunt his
enemy down, look him right in his dog-ugly face, and then slot the bastard.

“Captain, I've got Kilo-Three-Nine,” BB said. “Do you want him on the speaker?”

“Let’s hear him,” Osman said. “Hey, Spenser. How are you doing?”

“Good to hear you, Oz.” Spenser sounded like a grumpy uncle who smoked fifty a day. “You came all this way to check on me?”

“What have you got?”

“It's going to rats out here. You want me to cut to the chase? I'll upload all the comms codes and detail to your Al, but the headline is headless
chicken mode. Most of their C-Two’s gone. They were reliant on the Prophets for the big command picture. Plus there’s a real split in the ranks
about the Arbiter allying with us. One interesting development for you—a religious sect just killed a couple of keep elders for blasphemy.”

Osman’s voice didn’t change at all. “What did they do?”

“According to the chatter, these old hinge-heads wrecked a Forerunner relic and ended up disemboweled by the Abiding Truth. | sent Big
Maggie a file on them a while ago. Anyway, the mad monks hit the keep with an air strike. They're cannoned up.”

This was what the mission was all about: to get the hinge-heads to focus on killing each other. Mal searched for a hint of satisfaction on
Osman'’s face, but she just looked totally unmoved.

“You're still on Reynes, then,” she said.

“It's kind of nice this time of year. | have a Grunt who comes in once a week to clean.”

“I'm going to pull you out, Spenser. We'll take over local surveillance now. It's getting too dangerous.”

“It's been pretty damn dangerous for the last two years.”

“You said it yourself. It's falling apart. Can you exfil to an RV point on your own?”

“l haven’t had orders to pull out.”

“You have now. We'll extract you after we’ve done a recon. Stay in touch with BB and keep your head down.”



“Okay, Oz. Hang on to your entrails. Three-Nine out.”

Mal found himself staring at the bulkhead, wondering what it was like to live alone on a dead colony world. Spenser obviously knew Osman well
enough to call her by a nickname. It was hard to think of her as Oz. But it was even harder to think of Margaret Parangosky as Big Maggie.

“How long has he been there, ma’am?” Vaz asked.

“Two years, this time around.” Osman moved along the bank of monitors and readouts, eyes darting from screen to screen. Port Stanleys
bridge looked more like a TV studio crossed with a reactor control room than a warship. “l don't want him restabilizing what we destabilize. BB,
patch me into ‘Telcam and let’s get this done.”

Nobody asked for confirmation that Hood was out of the loop on this, but Mal could work that out for himself. It was one of those gray areas that
he hated. But Osman’s the boss now What goes on above her is between Parangosky and Hood.He turned his head very casually, just to get
Vaz's reaction without BB noticing, and Vaz held his gaze for an extra second that said it all.

Ours is not to reason why. Right, Vaz.

They waited. Only the faint sigh and hum of the ship’s systems broke the silence for a long five minutes, and then there was a burst of static.

“It's the Bishop for you, Captain,” BB said. “I've taken the liberty of piggybacking on his comms just to check who else he’s talking to. I'll route
that audio separately to Dr. Phillips.” Phillips jerked in his seat as if BB had plugged him straight into the main power supply. “Oops, volume
problem there ... sorry.”

Osman wandered over to the viewscreen and stared out as she tapped her earpiece, then turned back to the surveillance screens. “Telcam,
this is Captain Osman. Are you ready to take delivery of the consignment?”

“Your arrival is timely, Shipmaster.” Mal hadn’t expected the thing to speak such good English. “More of the faithful turn to us every day, and they
need arming.”

“So we rendezvous on New Llanelli.” Osman gestured to Naomi and pointed to the radar screens. Mal could see several small returns on one of
them. “How soon can you get there?”

“By your time—five hours, maybe six. Where are you? | detect no ships.”

Osman gave Naomi a thumbs-up. “I'm hiding, ‘Telcam. Most of the Jiralhanae aren’'t on your side and they aren’t on ours either. Very well, same
coordinates as last time. Six hours from now.”

The comms line went dead. Naomi stood in front of the radar screen with her arms folded.

“He’s got three ships,” she said. “What are they, BB?”

“One boarding craft and two old Tarasque fighters. He’s been rummaging through the scrapyards.”

Phillips swiveled his seat to face Osman. “Anyone want a quick summary of the comms chatter? They don't trust us and they can’'t work out why
they can’t locate us or the source of the signal. They just don’t have access to the technology they've been used to, and it's thrown them.”

“That’s what | like to hear,” Osman said. “Blind, deaf, and needy.”

“And one of the pilots wants permission to attack us on the surface once we do the handover. Someone told him to shut up and remember that
they need us to keep bringing the goods until the sect’s strong enough to seize the Arbiter's fleet.”

“Yes, but remember we can’t touch them, either,” Osman said. “We need to find some willing Jiralhanae. Nothing like a few angry Brutes to keep
things interesting for them.”

“So much for all that Elite warrior honor,” Devereaux said. “They're just as bad as us.”

“Then we need to dirty up our game.” Osman looked like she was starting to enjoy herself. Mal couldn’t work out if that was good or bad. “I'd hate
to see ONllose the title of Most Devious Bastards in the Galaxy to a bunch of hinge-heads.”

“Go, Team Devious,” Phillips muttered, one hand to his earpiece. “No moral depth left unplumbed.”

Mal had always tried to avoid contact with ONI. Any sane fighting man did. They were organized crime in uniform. A visit from them was
everyone’s worst nightmare. And now he was happy to do their dodgy bidding, pumped up for a fight on their behalf, all in the space of a few days.

Am | a bad bloke?

He didn't feel any better or worse than anyone else. But he looked around the bridge, and he didn’t see a weird Spartan, one of ONI's most
senior spooks, a creepy Al with way too much mouth, and a bloke with a Ph.D. in hinge-heads.

He just saw his CO and his mates. Not ODSTs, admittedly, but people whose backs he’d watch, just like Vaz and Devereaux.

And he’d expect them to watch his.



CHAPTER
FIVE

IF YOU'RE GOING TO PRACTICE DIVIDE AND RULE TO MAINTAIN SOME SORT
EQUILIBRIUM IN ONI, IT'S NOT ENOUGH JUST TO SET PEOPLE AGAINST ONE ANOTI
THE TRICK IS TO MAKE SURE THAT YOU GET SOME USEFUL WORK OUT OF THEM

WELL. OTHERWISE JUST DISPOSE OF THEM AND SAVE YOURSELF SOME TIME.
(ADMIRAL MARGARET O. PARANGOSKY, CINCONI, TO CAPTAIN SERIN OSMAN)

FORERUNNER DYSON SPHERE, ONYX: LOCAL DATE NOVEMBER 2552.

Where the hell vas she now?

Lucy struggled to her feet by pressing her back to the wall and sliding up it, rifle leveled. The ferocious blue-white light that flooded the chamber
left her a sitting duck. She had no cover and she couldn’t see a damn thing. It took her a second or two to work out that there was a column to her
right, a five-meter dash that she decided was worth the risk. She ran for it.

The light dimmed to daylight levels as she dropped behind the column and got her bearings. To her left, she could see her helmet in the middle
of a patch of pale gray tiles. She turned her head to the right as far as she could, still flat against the column, wondering if she was going crazy. The
wall seemed to extend a lot farther than she’d expected, as if the room was bigger than it appeared from the outside. But it was hard to tell. She’d
stumbled in here in pitch blackness.

She sucked in a breath and held it for a moment, listening for movement. The place smelled oddly like a hospital and had the muffled deadness
of a room full of heavy drapes. But that wasn’'t what she could feel under her boots. She put her left hand on the ground to confirm it, and felt perfectly
smooth, cool stone, a kind of terrazzo just like the entrance.

Either there's a lot of bodies in here or it's soundproofing. Let’s take a look.

Lucy detached the scope from her rifle and angled the lens to see the reflection of what was behind her. It didn’t help much. It was a segment of
a curved surface, maybe white or pale gray, and it could have been anything from another Dyson sphere to a piece of Forerunner art.

Whatever it was, she couldn’t stay here.

She snapped the optics back on her rifle and decided to make a grab for her helmet before she worried about anything else. It wasn't just
protection. It was her comms and sensors, too, for whatever good they’'d do in here. She eased herself into a squat, ready to dart out but not sure
yet where she’d find cover on the other side.

Okay—three, tvo, go.

She sprang out and ran for the helmet. She found herself in a warehouse full of machinery, none of it instantly recognizable, and scooped the
helmet under one arm before sprinting full tilt for the nearest cover, a bizarre statue that made her think of an ancient Babylonian frieze.

Winged bull. No, not a bull. A lion? A horse?

Whatever it was, she skidded under one of its pillar-sized legs—not vertical, raked back at an angle—and flattened herself against it before
putting her helmet on one-handed. The head-up display scrolled through a menu of red status icons: no bio signs from the rest of the squad, no
radio signals, and no global positioning. Well, at least its optics worked. And it would save her from a headshot.

She looked up at the underbelly of the bull-lion-horse, much less animal in form now that she was up close to it. It was a dark gray, boat-shaped
vessel with four landing struts and a headlike bow section. The organic curves didn’'t look aerodynamic at all and she couldn’t see anything that
resembled a human ship, but the openings at the stern had to be afterburners or something. She just knew it. She might simply have been jumping
to the wrong conclusion, misled by familiar shapes, but it was a guess she felt confident about.

Maybe this is the Forerunners’parking garage. Makes sense. All part of rebuilding their civilization if the worst happened, just like the Chief
said.

As she looked along the hull above to find a hatch, she picked up a sound. Her hearing was hypersensitive at the best of times. But the helmet's
audio amplified a noise exactly like someone sliding a pair of pants off the back of the chair, dragging a leather belt over wood. It was so slowly
done, so careful, that all Lucy could think was ambush.

| cant just wait for it to get me.

It's coming from ...

Lucy leveled her rifle and swung around in the direction of the noise. Her eye caught movement and short-lived shadow, but whoever it was had
taken cover between the vehicles. She started stalking it.

Okay ... lets see your legs.

The vessels or whatever were all different shapes and sizes, some ten or fifteen meters high, some much smaller. But the terrazzo floor was
perfectly smooth and flat. Lucy darted under the nearest vehicle and lay cheek to the ground, looking for boots moving between the stands and
struts. Over the sound of her own rapid breathing—pumping adrenaline, fiercely focused—she could still hear the slithering leather, and what she
thought was a gasp of effort.

Actually, it sounded more like a fart. It was a weird, unfunny moment. She was trying to get the jump on someone who was more likely to blow her
head off than shake her hand, and here she was listening to a damned fart. But she still couldn’t see any legs. Elites just couldn't move that quietly.
And a Brute would have smashed through everything in the garage to get at her.

But she saw a shadow moving slowly right to left about four vessels ahead of her. She crawled under the ships on elbows and knees, rifle
cradled in the crook of her arms, keeping her eyes on that shadow. It paused for a moment.

Is there a gantry above me? Is that what | can see? Someone on a gantry?

Lucy couldn’t look up to check. She kept going. She didn’t think she was making much noise, but it was hard to be completely silent. She was
trying to tiptoe on joints. It was slow going.

And then she was under the curved hull of another dark gray ship, one that gave her a glimpse of much more familiar undercarriage gear, and
within two meters of the shadow.



Okay. Still no legs. You'e standing on something above me. Maybe some vwalkway between the vessels. So I'm coming up undemeath you.
Thatll be a lovely surprise, vont it?

Lucy left it to the last moment to flip over onto her back. It wasn’t easy with a backpack, but she did it, balancing herself on it and putting one boot
against a strut. If she pushed off hard enough, she’d skid out like a skate and come up under the bastard, whoever it was. She clutched her rifle to
her chest, right index finger on the trigger, left hand cupped around the muzzle, then tested her boot against the strut and braced her quads.

Deep breath. Three ... tvo ...

She drove off from the strut and shot out into the gap between the vessels. Right above her, a dark shape blotted out the light. In the fraction of a
second between seeing it and squeezing the trigger, her brain told her tentacles, Engineer, could be rigged to explode, do it.

She squeezed off a burst, straight up. Liquid splashed her visor. A terrible squealing noise like a balloon venting air told her she’d hit it. She
tried to roll clear, but it crashed down on her, tentacles flailing.

it didn’t blow up. And neither did she.

Oh God. | shot an Engineer. | shot a poor damn Engineer.

Lucy couldn't move for a moment. Engineers—Huragok—were lightweights, less than sixty kilos, but it was still hard to move with a dead weight
like that on her chest. She squirmed out from under it. It was still alive, making terrible wheezing, sucking noises now, looking like a beached squid
with a face. The creatures had gas sacs that enabled them to float and that was what she’d hit. But the sacs were their lungs as well. It was
suffocating.

Lucy couldn’'t even tell it she was sorry. She couldn’t explain that she’d seen too many Engineers with booby traps strapped to them by the
Covenant, and that she was trained not to take chances.

She couldn’'t explain that she overreacted to threats and sometimes got it wrong, either.

She tried to lift its head and comfort it. Its face reminded her of an armadillo, long and narrow. She took off her helmet and tried to look into its
eyes, three on each side of its head, and make some sort of contact with it, but it was hard to work out where to focus. The poor thing was dying. It
was like shooting an autistic child. Huragok were harmless, obsessed with repairing technology and tinkering with machinery. They didn’t fight or
take sides; they were only dangerous when the Covenant strapped explosives to them.

That had always disgusted Lucy. She had a faint recollection of a pet cat before the Covenant killed her family and glassed her colony.

Savages. Monsters.

But humans did that too. We did it with dogs and dolphins and all kinds of helpless creatures. We made them into bombs. And nowlve killed
an Engineer.

It might not have troubled most Spartans, but it troubled her. All she could do was hold it. The sucking noises were getting weaker. There was
nothing in her medical pack that could save it. She didn’t even know where to start.

And Ive killed the only sentient being that could help us find a way out of this place. Or get me out of here.

The Engineer seemed to get heavier as she tried to prop up its head, then it stopped wheezing and its tentacles went limp.

God, I'm sorry. Did you realize | didnt mean to do it?

Lucy sat back on her heels and wondered what the hell to do next. Now she knew there was no real threat, she had to work out how to contact
the squad and let them know where she was and what she’d found. If she could locate the point where she’d entered the chamber, maybe she could
tap a Morse message on the stone.

Amid all this incredible alien technology, the one thing she could rely on was a simple, seven-hundred-year-old system of on-off signals that
almost everybody else had forgotten.

She stood and looked down at the Engineer for a few moments. She’d never killed anyone she hadn’t wanted and intended to. She was
wondering what to do with the body when she heard that leather belt sound again.

Several leather belts, in fact. Shadows flickered in her peripheral vision.

Engineers were harmless—weren’t they?

HANGAR BAY, UNSC PORT STANLEY: FIFTEEN THOUSAND KILOMETERS OFF NEW
LLANELLI, BRUNEL SYSTEM.

“Aren’t you going to help Naomi into her Mjolnir?” Mal said, stuffing a magazine of armor-piercing rounds into his belt. “You two were getting on so
well.”

Vaz looked over his shoulder with some difficulty as he eased himself into his new armor. It didn’'t smell familiar. Maybe that was just as well. He
swung his arms to get a feel for the extra range of movement in his shoulders and wondered if it was worth the trade-off against shoulder plates.

“She’s too old and too scary,” he said. “And she needs a technician for that.”

“If you're still pining for Chrissie, I'll thump you. She didn't stand by you, mate.”

“And you think that being crushed by a Spartan with bigger biceps than me is going to make me feel better.”

“No, but I almost made you smile, didn’t I?”

BB popped up in front of them. “Oh, you're matchmaking. How adorable. Are we ready to move, gentlemen?”

“We?” Vaz asked. “l thought you were staying here with Naomi.”

“I'll split off some of my dumb processes.” BB projected a second box, a small, battered, peeling thing. Vaz was starting to understand Al humor.
“l can't afford to fall into enemy hands. And don’t get Phillips killed. Too much paperwork.”

“I'm here, you know,” Phillips said. He stuck his head out of the dropship’s door. “ONlI said I'd get some weapons training.”

“They lied, Prof,” Mal said. “It's what they do. Don’t worry, we’ll show you how it's done.”

Vaz secured his helmet, looking at BB through a filter of boot-up icons and status displays. He tapped Mal on the back. “Helmet check.” A few
moments later, the view from Mal’'s helmet cam, inset on one side of the HUD, blinked from idle to a head-on close-up of Vaz's mirrored visor with
Mal's faceplate reflected init.

“Well, I'm fabulous,” Mal said, brushing off imaginary dust from his shoulder. “Let’'s go wow the hinge-heads.”

Devereaux's helmet cam feed flickered, then became a tilted view of the cockpit and Osman’s leg in regular infantry armor as she reached out
to press a control. “Got you, Staff. Starting drives.”

The dropship was packed to the deckhead. Between the Warthog, a small forklift, and the trailer full of crates, there was barely enough room for
Vaz to find a space to lean his backside against, let alone sit down. The airtight bulkhead sealed behind them and the ship maneuvered toward the



ramp, then slipped through the parting doors into the black silence.

Osman'’s voice crackled over the comms speaker. “BB, keep the intercepted channels patched through to Phillips. Naomi, where are they now?”

“One Tarasque still in low orbit, one’s landed approximately five kilometers from the RV point, and the boarding craft's where you expect to be.”

“Okay. Devereaux, set us down behind that ridge.” Osman sounded as if she was looking at a chart on the nav display. She didn’t have a helmet
on, so Vaz couldn’t see her viewpoint. “As soon as we’re done, we’re going to extract Spenser and transfer him.”

“You still need someone to man the listening station on Reynes?” Phillips asked.

“If you're volunteering,” Osman said, “the answer’s no. You're not trained for undercover work, let alone anything remote.”

“But you could catch up on lots of reading,” Mal said. “Never mind.”

Phillips, wedged in a gap between two coolant housings, looked disappointed. At least he didn’t lack guts. Vaz leaned forward and tightened
the strap on his body armor for him. The guy was still getting the hang of unfamiliar kit.

“‘Don’t leave any gaps,” Vaz said. If the Elites turned an energy weapon on Phillips, then a few pieces of upper body armor wouldn’t do him much
good. But they had projectile weapons as well, including looted MA5Bs. “You'd be amazed where rounds can penetrate.”

Phillips gave him a thumbs-up, right hand pressed to his ear as he listened in on the hinge-head frequencies.

“Wonder what happened to Ariadne?” Mal asked.

“Can BB hear us?”

“Of course | can,” said the voice in Vaz's audio. “Ariadne is still undergoing emergency repairs. Monte Cassino’s been diverted to take off her
nonessential crew. Sounds like they might have to abandon her.”

“And no help from Veneza.”

“No. They won’t be getting a Christmas card from the Admiral this year.”

Mal made one of his annoyed fffft sounds but didn’'t offer a comment. They approached New Llanelli in silence, leaving Vaz with nothing to
distract him from the fact that he was about to hand over weapons and ordnance to the enemy. No matter how he cut it, no matter how much sense
it made, it stuck in his throat. It stuck in a hell of a lot deeper when he caught a glimpse of what he thought was a river in the hull cam repeater. It
resolved into glittering patches of vitrified soil.

Shit, it’s all glasslands. Howmany colony worlds look just like this?

It wasn't about the millions of humans who’d been slaughtered. The scale was so far beyond what he could feel that he didn’t get instinctively
angry about it: he just knew it was terrible in a theoretical kind of way. No, what gripped his guts was the smaller-scale stuff, all the buddies he’d lost
trying to save places like this, and that was all any one man could really feel. Anyone who cried for some general mass of humanity they didn’t even
know was crying for themselves, just wallowing in the idea of it. So how did the surviving colonies feel? Hood was kidding himself if he thought he
could sign a peace deal and get anyone who was left out here to stick to it.

Yeah, I'd want revenge too. Cant blame them for that.

Mal reached over and rapped sharply on his helmet, jerking him out of it. “Don’t,” he whispered.

“I wasn’t thinking about her.” Actually, he hadn’'t brooded about Chrissie for quite a while. He’d moved into the blank phase where he’d get angry
about it if someone reminded him, but it didn’t keep him awake at night now. “Just wondering if we’re going to be back here in a year enforcing a
cease-fire.”

They were all on an open channel. Osman couldn’t have missed that, but she didn’t pass any comment.

Devereaux landed north of an escarpment that sloped down to an ice rink of vitrified soil, and shut down the drives. “They must have heard us
coming in,” she said. “But they can’'t get a lock on us. Okay, everybody out.”

Mal scrambled up to the ridge clutching his sniper rifle and lay flat to scope through the landscape. The Elites wouldn’t pick him up on infrared or
EM in the recon armor, but they might be able to spot him the old-fashioned way. Did it matter? Vaz thought it would have been better to rock up
with as many people visible as possible, but Osman seemed to know what she was doing. If anything went wrong, then at least Mal was in the best
overwatch position to pick off “Telcam.

“What have we got, Staff?” Osman asked over the radio. She was wearing just a black UNSCN flight suit and light armor, no helmet, possibly
trying to look less confrontational to a jumpy hinge-head. To her credit, she rolled up her sleeves and helped Devereaux hitch the trailer of crates to
the Warthog. “See them yet?”

“One Elite in gold armor, plus sidekick and a couple of Brutes. Plasma rifles only. Nothing else on infrared. No idea how many more there might
be in the dropship. But even | can slot them at this distance.”

“He’s kept his word, then,” Osman said, sounding surprised. “Phillips, I'll drive. Corporal, you're top cover.”

Vaz settled behind the gun and hung on as Osman bounced the Hog over every dip and boulder. The heavy trailer didn’t help its handling at all.
At three hundred meters, with a bit of help from his visor’s optics, Vaz could see ‘Telcam’s face. Bastard. Well, at least he didn’'t have to smile at
the thing.

Osman brought the Warthog to a bumpy halt thirty meters from the welcoming committee and glanced over her shoulder at Vaz. “Give him a bit
more latitude than you usually would before blowing his head off.”

Vaz hadn’t quite worked out the line between Osman’s humor and her sarcasm yet. It mattered. “How much more, ma’am? Seriously.”

“Whatever happens, let him get away with the weapons.” She was definitely serious now. “That's what matters. Stoke the fire. You hear that,
Staff?”

Mal sounded a little reluctant on the radio, but the captain had spoken. “Understood, ma’am.”

Phillips didn’'t say a word. Maybe he was used to taking risks with Elites now, but the meaning was still clear: even if the hinge-head gutted
Phillips—and her—then Vaz and Mal had to hold fire, or at least not slot all the Elites.

That was a lot to ask of him, and even more to ask of a ciwie.

Phillips volunteered. Look at him. He loves it. But even so ...

Osman climbed out of the Warthog and started walking slowly toward ‘Telcam, but the Elites appeared to be on an intercept heading anyway.
She stopped. Vaz tilted the gun slowly, making his target clear, just to give the hinge-heads something to think about. When he checked Mal’s icon
he found he was looking at the feed from the 99-D’s optics. Mal had the crosshairs steady on ‘“Telcam’s head.

“He wouldn’'t dare.” Mal’s voice was just a breath in Vaz's earpiece. “He’s not in a rush to meet his gods.”

‘Telcam stalked over to the Warthog with his bagman in tow and wandered around the back to the trailer. He didn’t seem to take the slightest
notice of Vaz, but at least Osman had the grace not to offer a handshake. Vaz pivoted the gun slowly so that it was facing the trailer. He couldn’t turn
his back on ‘Telcam. The last time he’'d been this close to anything in Covenant uniform, it had almost severed his jaw and only a quick-thinking
combat medic had stopped him from choking on his own blood.

“I suppose you'll want to check out the consignment,” Osman said. “Rifles, assorted grenades, and antipersonnel mines.”



‘Telcam tilted his head back and forth as he surveyed the crates. Then he gestured and his sidekick ripped the lid off one of the crates like
paper.

He reached in and pulled out a plasma rifle. Vaz held his breath as “Telcam spent far too long examining it. Could he spot the tag? Vaz had
grown up believing that the Covenant was technologically invincible. They weren'’t, or at least ‘Telcam wasn’t. He either didn’t know or didn’t care,
just like Naomi had said.

“You're most generous, Captain.” It was hard to tell if ‘Telcam was sneering or not. “And most frugal of you to retrieve Sangheili weapons. | have
adherents in many keeps, and more join us every day.”

“If you're asking if there’s more to come, there is,” Osman said. “If there’s anything specific, I'll see what else | can do.”

‘Telcam looked down his snout at her. “You cannot procure warships for me.”

“Yes, I realize that lending you a carrier would be embarrassing for both of us.”

“I shall distribute the arms, then, and see how much progress we make.”

“I'l be around.”

“Yet we see no ship, Captain.”

“Nor will you. This is still hostile space in too many ways.”

Phillips seemed to be listening intently, but then Vaz realized from the man’s shifting focus that he was actually concentrating on his audio
channel. He was getting the intercepted voice traffic from the Elites. Had he heard something that worried him? Vaz glanced at Mal’s icon to check
he still had a shot on ‘Telcam. He did. Vaz leaned back casually and made sure the Warthog’s gun was at just the right angle to take out the Elite’s
bagman.

Justin case.

Osman suddenly got a dawning realization look on her face. “Do you really need a ship?”

“Probably not,” ‘“Telcam said. “The initial target is the Arbiter, seeing as he’s foolish enough to be visiting each state to put his case for peace.
Once [ kill him, then any fighting will be keep by keep. Not the kind of battles fought by capital ships. Unless an entire colony world decides to stand
by him.”

Osman just gave him a nod. But Vaz could see the cogs grinding behind her eyes. There was no such thing as a careless word from her, and
‘Telcam didn’'t seem the kind to announce his plans just to be sociable.

“Very well, have your people transfer these crates, then.” Osman obviously didn’t want him anywhere near Port Stanley, and they needed the
trailer back. High-tech wars often foundered on small, dull detail. “I'll have more for you in a week.”

She was drip-feeding him. Vaz thought of Naomi going all zen about knowing how much fuel to pour on a fire. A couple of Brutes emerged from
the Elite dropship and began moving the crates, lumbering back and forth until the trailer was cleared. It felt like a shady drugs deal in a back alley.
‘Telcam gave Osman a polite bow of the head and loped back to his ship.

Osman waited for it to take off before she moved a muscle.

“So he’s waiting to see if Fm going to warn the Arbiter,” she said. “Fine.”

“Correct.” Phillips climbed back into the Warthog and nearly brained himself on the gun. “The chatter from the fighters was all about what your
actual game plan was.”

“Ah well, he’ll get his proof, so no harm done,” she said. “And [l find out where the arms actually end up. Win-win. Okay, let's bang out of here.”

“Want me to drive, ma’am?” Vaz asked. “I'm used to Hogs.”

Osman almost smiled. She climbed into the gun seat. “Okay. If it makes you feel safer.”

Vaz started the engine. He wasn’t taking any notice of Mal's HUD feed now, so he expected to be back in the dropship and off this rock in a few
minutes. But then rapid movement in the icon caught his peripheral vision and he stopped to check it out.

“Jesus Christ” Mal said. “Where the hell did he come from?”

“Mal?” Vaz could see the jerking, rolling viewpoint of someone running down a steep slope, and then the horizon bounced everywhere for a few
moments before the cam corrected for movement. Mal was running. “What is it, Mal?”

“Contact. Human. Wait one.”

“What is it?” Osman asked. The pivot on the gun made a grinding noise. She was getting ready to fire. “What's he spotted?”

Vaz slammed his foot down and the Warthog shot off. “He’s seen a human.”

“Can’'t be. The Covenant glassed this place years ago.”

Phillips hung on to the dashboard with both hands as Vaz raced for the escarpment. When the Warthog came around the edge of the slope and
Vaz got a clear view of the plain beyond, he saw Mal jogging toward a heap of rags among the boulders and scrubby vegetation that had somehow
found the will to grow again in the fissures.

Then the rags stood up and became a man.

“Oh, great,” Osman said wearily. “That’s all we need.”

Vaz wasn'’t sure how to take that. He let Mal reach the guy first, just in case the sight of a Warthog bearing down on him made him panic, and
came to a halt a few meters away.

The man was ragged and emaciated—about fifty, straggly gray hair and beard, clutching a wood ax—but he looked pretty alert.

“I saw the ships.” He had a strong accent, and he sounded stunned. “I saw the dropship. | didn’t think the Navy gave a damn about us. What's the
Covenant doing back here? What are you doing here?”

“The fighting’s stopped.” Mal tried to check him over. “Are you alone, mate? Have you been here all the time?”

“Since they glassed the place. 'm the only one left. But what's going on? What's the Covenant doing here?”

Vaz looked at Osman. This wasn't convenient at all. It was written all over her face. They really didn't need a passenger, least of all one who'd
seen things he couldn’t explain. Vaz had the feeling that a lone witness didn’'t have much of a life expectancy under the circumstances.

Mal took off his helmet and caught Vaz's eye. They'd served together so long that there was a kind of telepathy at moments like this. Something
had to be said.

Vaz steered Osman away discreetly and they stood with their backs to Mal. “We can’t/eave him here, ma’am,” Vaz whispered. Dead or alive.
“Let’s take him back and drop him off at the next bus stop.”

She looked as if she was in two minds about it. Vaz reminded himself that she was still ONI, and he hardly knew her, even if his instinct told him
she was okay. Parangosky would have just shot the guy and moved on, he decided. It would have saved a lot of trouble. But Osman seemed to be
weighing something up.

And Phillips had that rabbit-in-the-headlights look again. He’d never make a poker player.

“You're right,” Osman said at last, lips hardly moving. “But we’ll have to lock him up. | don't want a ciwie loose on board, least of all on this



mission. Quarantine him. Whatever excuse to stop him blabbing when we hand him on.”
She turned and nodded at Mal, all reluctance. He nodded back, one thumb raised, and led the guy to the Warthog.
“We’ll take you to the nearest UNSC base, mate,” Mal said. “No luggage, | assume. What's your name?”
“Muir,” he said. “Tom Muir. Are you evacuating me?”
Vaz gave him a hand up. “That’s the idea.”
“Then you're seven damn years too late,” Muir said. “Where were you bastards when we really needed you?”
“You're welcome,” said Vaz.

BEKAN KEEP, MDAMA, SANGHELIOS.

Raia was supervising the construction of a drying barn when Jul decided to break the news. It wasn’t a task he’d ever undertaken, and he marveled
at the fact that she could turn her hand to overseeing such a project. Mdama was a rural backwater in a world of urban city-states. Now Jul and his
neighbors had suddenly realized that farmland was the new power in a society of city-dwellers used to importing much of its food.

Life in the Covenant under San’Shyuum oppression, as he understood it now, really had made the Sangheili too dependent on others for basic
elements of survival, just as Raia had said, too reliant on what was provided for them, done for them, and given to them in exchange for their
military skill. All they had now was a fortress world and nobody to run it.

But Raia was finding out how to manage food production by consulting ancient records, and he was working out how Sanghelios might govern
itself as a global entity rather than a loose arrangement of keeps tasked by the Prophets. Their destiny was back in their own hands. They would
learn to be great again.

Civilizations rise and fall. The Jiralhanae, the Kig-Yar—and us. Except ve can rise again.

“Where are you going?” Raia asked, not looking up from a thousand-year-old architectural plan she’d dug up from the keep’s vaults. The breeze
buffeted the sheet of ancient vellum, snapping it like a sail. “Are you going to be away long?”

Jul couldn’t remember ever lying to his wife, although he’d avoided telling her small things that he knew would make her angry. “Ontom. Just a
few days. Do you want to know why?”

“Boredom. Irealize it's hard to fill your time now the fighting’s stopped.”

“Governance. We’re going to talk about how Sanghelios should be run. Forze’s coming with me.”

Raia rocked her head from side to side in grudging approval, then looked around at him. “Are you plotting, Jul?”

She knew him too well. There was no shame in challenging decisions made by higher authorities, but there was a consequence for failing to win.
If Jul didn't succeed in overthrowing the Arbiter, the Arbiter would then come after him, almost certainly kill him, and seize his keep and assets. Raia
and the rest of his family would pay the price.

“lam,” he said, “but | won’t start what | know | can’t finish. Hence the need to gather like-minded keeps about me.”

“We might have different priorities, Jul, but | do agree with you. There’s no lasting peace to be made with humans. We’ve killed too many of
them. This is just a Iull in the war. It might be weeks or years or even centuries, but it'll never be truly over.”

She went back to the plans. She’d had her say. The barn was starting to take recognizable shape, no doubt a simple thing to their ancestors, but
something rather extraordinary to Jul. He walked back to the keep and stood by the transport to wait for Forze. It was a very old wave-skimmer, last
used to ferry Unggoy laborers to the islands, but it would cope with an ocean trip.

I hope ...

He wasn’t a good swimmer. Few Sangheili were.

But he'd pilot the skimmer himself to keep Gusay clear of any conspiracy. The young officer would stand a better chance of escaping retribution
if Jul failed.

“So what's your plan?” Forze asked as the skimmer headed out over the coast toward Ontom. “How are you going to find the right monks? And
do you always steer like this?”

Jul had been a shipmaster for too long. Others piloted for him. But Sangheili have always had to sail and fly. Our geography demands it. He
wasn’t sure if his faded skill was a tidy parallel with his homeworld’s situation or simply random irony, but either way it was an excellent reminder of
what he needed to do.

“They have a temple,” Jul said. “They never relinquished it. They kept the ancient rite and they have adherents all over Sanghelios.”

“Backward idiots who love their secret societies and primitive rituals. If they'd had any potential to be dangerous, the San’Shyuum would have
wiped them out long ago.”

“But they're idiots with a network, and they now appear to be using it militarily. Prepare to do business with them, brother. And try to behave
piously.”

By the time Ontom loomed in the haze, Jul had begun to rediscover old skills and the flight was much smoother. He felt a certain satisfaction at
being capable. It was like a coming of age, that same heady sense of transformation from child to warrior that he’d delighted in as a boy. He could
refresh his piloting skills and the Sangheili could thrive without the San’Shyuum exactly as they had before the two species first met.

“Mind the turrets....” Forze murmured. The skimmer made enough height to swoop low over the city. Jul looked for the landing area nearest to
the Servants’ temple. He found it easier to land by sight than by instruments. “This is a very smug state. | never enjoyed visiting here.”

Jul understood what he meant, Ontom was very old, very rich, and very keen to remind other states that it was superior in every way. The
buildings were a blend of pre-Prophet magnificence and modern architecture that didn’t even attempt to mimic a traditional style.

Lets see howsuperior you remain without the San'Shyuum providing food and technology.

Jul landed the skimmer, suddenly anonymous in a sea of random vessels and vehicles that had simply been withdrawn from the fleet or
commandeered from factories. Everything he looked at seemed to be a summary of the Sangheili’s predicament, arms and vessels reduced to soft
idleness, the nation orphaned and needing to grow up fast. He felt in his pocket and realized he still had the arum he’d taken from one of the keep’s
children.

“It's a pleasant walk,” Forze said, lifting his chins to squint into the distance. “If you like complacent architecture.”

They strolled through the elegant gateway of the landing field and along an avenue of ornamental trees that were in the process of being trimmed
and fussed over by a team of Jiralhanae. It was strange to see the brutish creatures doing something so painstaking, but at least they were
obedient. Most of their kind had joined the uprising and turned on their Sangheili masters. Old hatreds and resentment had boiled over, and Jul
barely trusted those that remained at their stations.



The Ontom residents who were going about their business in the avenue took no notice of the Jiralhanae or of Jul and Forze. The avenue was
noisy, busy, preoccupied, oblivious of two insignificant elders from an unsophisticated rural state. The place smelled of blossom and interesting,
rather foreign food. But dining would have to wait.

“Is that it?” Forze tilted his head to indicate direction. “Over there.”

They stopped at the end of the avenue. Jul could hear water, so the river was close. Facing them across a crowded plaza, set back from the
access road behind a modern wall, was a flat-topped, crumbling sanctuary with a curved facade and two cartouches of stylized creatures above an
arched doorway.

It was a Forerunner building, hallowed ground. It didn’t look like the angry, pulsing heart of a revolution. It looked like it wanted to be left alone to
die in peace. Jul found himself with his hand in his pocket, rolling the arum between his fingers for comfort.

Easier to charge into battle than knock on a door.

“Let's see if the holy brothers are at home,” he said, and set off across the plaza. As he wove between the locals, ignored, he realized where the
sound of the river was coming from. The huge plaza was in fact a bridge. He stepped over a grating and found himself staring at a rushing white
torrent a long way below. By the time he and Forze reached the other side, he felt as if he was in a wilderness and that the milling crowd was a
continent away.

There was a heavy silence that seemed to seep from the outer walls. When he crossed the threshold and stood in the courtyard of cracked
paving, the silence felt as if it was sucking the sound out of the air. Jul suspected it wasn't so much the effect of mystic devotion as some rather
recent technology, a touch of theater to convince the doubting faithful. But even knowing that, he still felt he was in a new world that was beyond his
grasp. When he glanced at Forze he could see his own wavering resolve mirrored in his friend’s face.

“Will they get upset if we touch the door?” Forze asked. “You saw what they did to poor old Relon and his brother. If they maintain the old faith,
they won’t exploit Forerunner technology.”

Jul decided that if the monks lived in a Forerunner relic, then they'd probably declared knocking on doors a theological gray area.

“It's a building,” he said. “Not technology. We shall risk it.”

He walked through the arch and rapped his knuckles on the first wood he could find—a decorated screen mounted on metal runners blue-green
with the patina of age.

He waited.

“Pilgrim,” said a voice. “What brings you to look upon on the gifts of the gods?”

Jul willed Forze to keep a piously straight face. Maybe the vivid memory of Relon’s guts spread across the courtyard would do the job.

“We are Jul and Forze, elders from Mdama,” Jul said. “Blasphemers are everywhere, as you've seen. We want to root out the poison that's
weakening the Sangheili.”

And none of that was actually a lie. It was merely phrased sensitively. Jul waited.

He was expecting an old monk in an archaic robe, at the very least. He wasn’'t expecting a fully armored field master to step out of the shadows
with a rifle across his back. Behind the field master, shapes moved and metal clicked. Jul suspected the entire holy order was armed to the teeth.

“Well, pilgrims,” the field master said. “Faith is a most powerful thing.”

Jul had once thought of himself as devout, but he feared making some doctrinal or ritual error that would enrage the orthodox here and he would
end the same way as Relon. So he wasn’'t going to attempt anything clever. He would tell the truth.

The partial truth, though.

“I plan to oust the Arbiter,” Jul said. “He’s responsible for this pitiful state in which we find ourselves, and he must die before we can restore
Sangheili to their rightful place. He denied the gods. We have common cause, | think. | have some arms and a willing keep.”

The field master stared into Jul’'s eyes for a few moments, then looked at Forze, jaws jutting.

“The Arbiter let the humans put him on a leash,” Forze said, as if he couldn’t take the glowering silence any longer. “No good will come of it. The
humans will be allowed to swarm through the galaxy again. | have a willing keep too.”

The holy field master studied both of them for a few more moments, then beckoned them to follow.

The deeper into the ruined building Jul walked, the more he saw. The armored devout huddled in recesses, gathered around tables over charts
and datapads. Every open space in the mazelike building seemed to be stacked with crates of rifles and ordnance. It was a sanctified munitions
store. Jul looked to Forze to gauge his reaction. The expression on his tight-clamped jaws was more than surprised.

The field master pulled out a couple of chairs at a table and gestured to them to sit.

“lam Field Master Avu Med ‘Telcam, Servant of the Abiding Truth,” he said. “And | have many brothers.”



CHAPTER
SIX

LEARN SOMETHING FROM THE HUMANS. RELIGION IS NOT SYNONYMOUS WITH G(
IT'S A MORTAL’S CONCEIT. LOOK AT THEIR GREAT RELIGIONS, HOW CORRUPT A
POLITICAL AND IN LOVE WITH POWER THEY’VE BEEN THROUGHOUT HUMAN HIST(
AND SEE THE TRUTH—THAT THE PROPHETS LIED TO US, BUT THEY DID NOT SPI
FOR THE GODS, AND THE DESTRUCTIVE NATURE OF THE HALOS TELLS US NOTF

ABOUT WHERE THE TRANSFORMATION OF DEATH TAKES US.
(AVU MED ‘TELCAM, SERVANT OF THE ABIDING TRUTH)

FORERUNNER DYSON SPHERE—LAST DEFINITIVE POSITION, ONYX: LOCAL DATE
NOVEMBER 2552.

Three Engineers floated in midair, tentacles entwined as if they were clinging to each other in terror.

Lucy wanted to make them realize she meant no harm, but it was hard to explain that when she couldn’t speak and when the creatures had just
seen her kill one of their comrades.

She decided to take the risk that they were the only life-forms in here with her, and slung her rifle over her shoulder with slow care. Laying it on
the ground was a little too trusting when she couldn’t assess the risk. She held her arms away from her sides to show them she wasn’t going to
shoot.

Did they understand that?

The Engineers hung there like a bunch of brightly colored balloons, blue and magenta with bioluminescent beads. Lucy held her hand out, palm
up. It was the only thing she could think of. It had always worked with horses. She remembered one vaguely from her childhood, looming above her
with a warm velvety nose and the strong malty smell of grain. The Engineers suddenly unlinked their tentacles and drifted toward her. Maybe it
worked with Engineers too.

But they sailed past, not interested in her at all, and clustered around the corpse of the one she’d shot, touching it and making faint groaning
sounds. She didn’t need a degree in xenobiology to work out that they were upset. Kurt had explained during training that they were organic
machines that could replicate and repair themselves, and that they were probably descended from the first ones built by the Forerunners. They
didn’'t seem at all machinelike now, though.

He'd also said that all they cared about was repairing machinery and computer systems. Well, Lucy now knew they cared about other things,
too. They were grieving. Lucy could only see them as strange, sad children. One of them ran a tentacle over the corpse and drew back. She could
almost hear his thoughts: We'e too late fo repair him. Lucy watched, racking her brains for a way to get their attention.

The Forerunners had left them here. They had to be the Dyson sphere’s maintenance crew, the latest generation of Engineers, fixing and
tinkering and waiting patiently until the day they were needed.

Maybe they'd been the ones who put Team Katana in the cryo pods. Perhaps they'd found the Spartans wounded and tried their hand at
repairing humans before finding that it was beyond them.

I need to get them to open the doors before they wander off again.

It was pointless trying to force them at gunpoint. They'd just cower and hide. The only thing she could think of was to distract them with a
technical puzzle, and the best she had was her helmet. She held it out to them.

One of them turned to look, but the other two were still more interested in their fallen comrade, moaning softly and making very precise gestures
to each other with their tentacles. Then they lifted the body and drifted off between the vehicles.

The one who seemed interested in her floated over and put a tentacle—a hand—on the helmet, stroking the surface. Then it coiled its arms
around it, making the reactive camo turn blue and mauve as the armor systems tried to match the Engineer’s skin.

That did the trick. The Engineer began dismantling the helmet at a breakneck speed, stacking the components—faceplate, lining, mikes, data
processor, even microfans—on the nearest flat surface, a hydroplane-like structure on a small vessel. Then, just as quickly, it reassembled them.
Lucy had heard that they couldn’t resist tinkering with things, but seeing them actually do it was another thing entirely. It looked as if the Engineer
was ripping the helmet apart like an angry toddler. It hadn’t even used a toolkit. But it held out the helmet to her with two of its arms, jiggling it a little.

Try this.

Yes, Lucy understood that much. She took the helmet and peered inside first, not sure what she was expecting to see. When she put it on and
activated the HUD, everything looked normal. But there were a couple of icons that hadn’'t been there before, two broken circles, each with a
symbol inside that she couldn’t recognize. She’d seen the glyphlike style before in Covenant bases but she had no idea what it meant.

So ... do | activate them and see what happens?

A couple of blinks would show her what the Engineer had added. It seemed to be waiting expectantly for a verdict, peering into her face and
cocking its head. Yes, it really did remind her of an anteater or an armadillo with that small, smooth head. She was even getting used to the six
eyes. She made the effort to stare into just two of them—the middle pair—and ignore the others.

Now it was a face. Now she could look it in the eye. Nowshe could connect.

Might as vell try.

She activated one of the icons and braced for something weird. Engineers were clever, but that didn’t mean they never got things wrong, and the
ones here couldn’'t have had much if any contact with humans before. At first she thought the Engineer hadn’'t changed anything, but then it moved,
rustling with that leather noise, and she realized she could hear a /of more. It was almost like having no helmet at all: clear, unmuffled, perfect sound.
She couldn't tell if the Engineer had modified the audio channels or the physical acoustics of the helmet, but it was one hell of a trick.

So let’s see ... what does this one do?

Lucy blinked to activate the second new icon and waited for another minor miracle.



Nothing.

It didn't do anything at all. She tried again, but the circle of glyphs just changed color from red to green. After a few attempts she shook her head
in frustration and pulled off the helmet to find the Engineer peering into her face.

It made a few precise gestures with its tentacle-hands, repeating them in a sequence. Lucy tried to recall everything from briefings she’d
forgotten years ago. Sign language. Engineers used sign language. Well, that was no use to her. She couldn’t speak that, either.

But this place was expecting us, or something like us. Wasnt it?

The robotic Sentinels on the surface had attacked the Spartans, probably seeing them as just another threat to Onyx like the Flood or anything
else. But Ash had said that one had reacted to him and tried to respond in different languages until it settled on English. It had called him
Reclaimer. Then he must have failed some unknown test, because the Sentinels had turned on the Spartans and nearly killed them.

The Engineer was still staring patiently into her face, signing that same sequence over and over, waiting for her to understand. He certainly didn’t
look as if he was going to attack her.

Whatever the Forerunners made recognizes us as a special species—most of the time, anyvay.

It didn’t help her. If this colony of Engineers had that same programming, that same ability to spot human language and work out how to
communicate, then she was still stuffed. The Forerunners probably hadn't made allowance for someone with her problems.

Okay. | knowlve got problems. Just because | knowthat, though, it doesnt mean | can sort myself out.

The doctors and psychiatrists had told her she could speak if she wanted to. Well, she wanted to. She’d wanted to say good-bye to Kurt for the
last time when he made the squad leave him behind, and right now she wanted to speak more than she ever had in her life. She had to find a way to
make herself talk. She needed to communicate with this creature if she was ever going to get out of here.

The Engineer signed again. Lucy found herself clenching and flexing her fingers with the effort as she brought her hands up. The Engineer
backed away a little, probably expecting a punch in the face after what he’d seen her do to his friend.

He. Him. I'm thinking of them as people. That'’s good. Keep it up.

Lucy strained to connect her mind to her mouth. It felt like trying to push a weight up a ramp. If she could just strain that little bit more, just push
that little bit harder, then the weight would reach the edge, balance for a moment, and then tip over the edge, opening the floodgates. But something
stopped her reaching that edge. She was almost there, but—

She opened her mouth. The sensation in her throat was ... confused. She thought she remembered how to make sounds, but when she tensed
unfamiliar muscles, it triggered her gag reflex and she almost coughed. It would nof come. She felt her eyes fill with hot, angry tears. The Engineer
reached out and stroked her head.

It was almost a human gesture, and she wasn’t expecting that. He didn't seem to bear a grudge for what she’d done.

Shame we didnt meet your lot before we met the Elites....

Suddenly the Engineer cupped her face with two tentacles, holding her chin just under the jaw like a dentist. It scared the hell out of her. She
jerked away and he recoiled, tentacles signing rapidly.

That had to mean sorry or take it easy. Lucy beckoned him back, trying to look as harmless as possible. He floated back nervously and took
hold of her chin again.

She had to trust him.

He pushed down and the gentle pressure made her open her mouth. Now it made sense. He realized she couldn’t speak and he was trying to
work out how to fix her. That HUD icon that didn’t seem to work—if he’d improved the audio, he’d probably tinkered with the microphone too, but
she couldn’t make use of it.

For a moment, she felt elated. She was stranded inside a prison within a prison, but she’d made him understand something, and she’'d
understood him. The sense of connection was incredible.

It's vorth a try. We're getting somewhere now

She put her hand on his tentacle and held it still, then gestured to her mouth and shook her head. Did he get that? Was a headshake a universal
negative? There were places on Earth where it meant the opposite. Did he realize she meant that she couldn’'t speak, or did he think she was
telling him not to touch her mouth? It was impossible to tell. He just hung there, peering at her. The last time anyone had stared her in the face at
such close range was when a medic had checked out her eyes.

I havent even got a pen to drawpictures for them. Nothing to wite on. Damn, there isnt even any dust | can scrawl in.

The other two Engineers reappeared and just watched their friend. Lucy had to be sure that they understood what her problem was. She opened
her mouth, held his tentacle just under her jaw, and struggled to make a sound. He had to be able to feel the muscles tensing. Even if he’d never
seen a human before, he had to know how sound was made. He made sounds himself.

The tentacle felt like soft down. She could see a fine fringe of tiny cilia along it, glowing with that blue phosphorescence. For a moment, she
looked into those odd little eyes and something seemed to click into place. He withdrew his arms and floated away between the vessels with his
two friends. Had he given up?

He hadn't.

He turned as if he was looking over his shoulder, seemed to notice that she wasn't following, and drifted back. One tentacle curled around her
wrist and he pulled gently.

Come with me. The meaning was crystal-clear.

Lucy followed, hand in hand with a living computer that didn’t bear grudges.

UNSC PORT STANLEY, BRUNEL SYSTEM: JANUARY 2553.

BB started the count to take Stanley into slipspace and found himself with a few idle seconds to fill.

He could perform five billion six-dimensional operations in that time. And time had to be filled, because he was pure intellect. Unless he was
thinking and knowing, then he wasn’t existing.

One part of his mind, the dumb Al at his core, counted down, calculated, and spoke to the hundred thousand components of a lightspeed-
capable corvette readying herself to punch through into another dimension. He could ignore all that and let it run in the background like an
autonomic nervous system. The rest of him, though, was consumed with raw curiosity; around the ship, back on Earth, and on the various comms
channels he was monitoring, there were fascinating things going on. He listened to them all simultaneously.

Mal was on the CP Os’ mess deck, arguing with Muir, the refugee they'd picked up on New Llanelli. The man didn’t understand why he had to be



locked in a cabin. Mal was telling him in his odd singsong accent that he was quarantined, there was a shower in the cabin, and maybe it was high
time he used it. Vaz and Devereaux were on the bridge with Phillips, trying to explain what it felt like to enter a planet’s atmosphere in a drop pod.
Naomi was listening to the translated recordings of Sangheili voice traffic at the navigation console.

In the captain’s day cabin, Osman talked to Parangosky on the secure link, swapping sitreps. Still no sign of Halsey yet, then; and the battle
reports and casualty lists were still trickling in months late from remote places with almost nonexistent comms. It was a grim picture.

Colonel James Ackerson was finally confirmed dead, as well as Commander Miranda Keyes.

BB suspected that Parangosky was the only person who would miss Ackerson. “l was planning to give him the Spartan-Four program and make
Halsey work for him,” she was telling Osman. The captain listened, chin resting on her hand. “I'll have to settle for telling her that he died a hero. Just
after | let her know what happened to her daughter.”

She really wasn’t that venomous, old Parangosky. BB knew that personal slights were too insignificant to incur her wrath, which was a cold and
calculated thing geared solely to the achievement of clear objectives. She exercised power for a reason, not for its own sake, although Halsey
probably wouldn’t benefit from the difference when the Admiral finally caught up with her.

Miranda Keyes, MirandaHalsey to be legally accurate, had died heroically too. Halsey thought nobody knew she even had a daughter, even
though it was impossible to hide that kind of thing from ONI or even from a curious UNSC HR clerk who could count. Routinely stored DN/
samples, the period when Halsey was known to be having a fling with Jacob Keyes—no, it wasn't exactly particle physics to workthat one out. BB
thought of Halsey's journal again and how much it revealed of her mind.

How extraordinary. She refers to people as my lieutenant, my Spartans. She has this sense of ownership. And yet she hands her small
daughter to Jacob Keyes and washes her hands of her. How ... odd.

BB wondered how Miranda would have felt if she’d read Halsey's journal, or if Halsey had read hers. He realized he was getting a little too
invested in humans. He didn't want to end up like Cortana.

It was three minutes to jump. He checked on Captain Hogarth back at Bravo-6 on Earth via another fragment of himself that he’d left in the ON
systems. Chip off the old block. Ha. Not quite a child, though. Just a little bit of me. Is that how Halsey sees her daughter?Hogarth was still
jockeying for Parangosky’s job, rifling through her virtual filing cabinets for dirt on her via his own Al, Harriet.

Impertinent oaf. He really thinks Harriet can get past me? Well, she will ... but only when | choose to let her. Maybe 11l play dumb and feed
her bogus information. Thatll ruin Hogarth’s day.

The rising whine of Stanley's Shaw-F ujikawa drive permeated the whole ship. Parangosky was talking to Osman again. “You can RV with
Monte Cassino off Venezia to cross deck Spenser and the evacuee. There’s no vessel that's closer. If there’s any risk of compromising the
mission, though, lose them.”

“Spenser’s no risk.” Osman had worked with him years ago. BB wondered if she’d developed quite enough dispassionate ruthlessness yet to
take over from Parangosky. “I'll make sure of it.”

“Did you have a reason for not disposing of the evacuee?”

Osman’s voice tightened. “l didn't want to start the relationship with my squad by killing an unarmed ciwie in front of them.”

“Good thinking. Glad to see the team’s gelling, Captain.”

“Good people, ma’am. Osman out.” She took a breath. “All hands secure for jump. Do it, BB.”

“Hope you've taken your ginger, Captain,” BB said. “Chocks avay...”

The drive opened an instant wormhole in space and Port Stanley slipped. Osman just swallowed hard. In the quarantine cabin, Muir muttered a
string of fascinating and original expletives.

“You do realize this is the first warship I've ever piloted for real, don't you?” BB said. “Piece of cake.”

Devereaux chuckled to herself. “Cabbage crates over the briny, BB.”

“Tally ho, Skip.”

It was oddly satisfying to be able to make humans laugh. If only Muir had been so relaxed about it all. He was hammering on his cabin door now,
demanding to be let out. Osman eased herself up from the captain’s seat and her expression hardened into resignation.

“‘How long to Reynes, BB?” she asked.

“Best estimate now—thirty-two hours. Do you want the cargo moved before Spenser arrives?”

“No. Let’s transfer him via the docking ring and then you can make sure he doesn’'t go near the hangar deck. 'm going to visit our passenger.”

“Need a hand, ma’am?” Naomi asked.

“He just needs picturizing,” Osman said. That was the Navy's deceptively harmless word for bawling someone out at skin-peeling volume. BB
suspected her approach would be the quietly menacing kind. “But thank you, Petty Officer.”

Osman walked off with a purposeful stride and headed down the ladders through the decks. BB could see Mal standing outside the locked
cabin, leaning against the bulkhead opposite with his eyes raised to the deckhead for a moment as if he was praying for strength.

“Button it, will you?” he yelled. The hammering on the other side of the door stopped for a moment. “Another ship’s going to take you somewhere
safe. Then you can do whatever you want. But in the meantime—just wind your neck in.”

“Why lock me up? What the hell is it with you people? I'm not the goddamn enemy.”

Osman could cover a lot of distance fast. She still had that Spartan turn of speed to match a long stride. She slid down the ladder to the officer’s
accommodation deck—BB found it interesting that nobody used the elevators—and bore down on the cabin. Mal stood away from the bulkhead.

“It's okay, Staff,” Osman said. “I'll talk to him.”

BB decided to manifest just as she opened the cabin door. Muir took a step back. He'd had a shave and he was wearing baggy engineer’s
coveralls, but being rescued hadn’t produced a warm sense of gratitude to the Navy.

“Am lunder arrest?” he demanded. He looked over Osman as if he was searching for a name tag or insignia. “Why am | a prisoner?”

“Quarantine, Mr. Muir,” she said. “You'll be out of here in a couple of days.”

Muir peered past her. He’'d spotted BB. They probably didn’t see many Als on a colony like New Llanelli.

“What are you people?” he asked. “If you're Navy, why aren’t you wearing badges? What's that square blue thing? And why are you talking to the
Covenant?”

“The fighting’s stopped,” Osman said. Ah, that was a very careful word. She didn’t say the war was over. “No peace treaty yet. Just trying to get
back to normal.”

“But what did you give them? | saw the ship land the last time, too. Why Llanelli? Why talk to them there?”

Oh dear. Time for some airlock diplomacy. BB did a quick pass around the security cameras and put all evidence of Muir being on board in
standby-erase, just in case. Osman shot back an answer, cool and unblinking.

“We’ve started exchanging bodies,” she said. “They're like us. They want to bring their fallen home.”



Muir’s life expectancy now depended on whether he believed that story. BB was sure Muir couldn’t possibly have seen the contents of the
crates. He checked the record of the comm signal locations against the contours of the ridge where the exchange had taken place, and there was
no direct line of sight. Muir could only have seen the dropship land and the trailer driven away.

Muir stared at BB, then at Mal, and then back to Osman, suspicious and much quieter. “Screw them, and their goddamnedfallen. But why lock
me up? You know damn well that 'm not infected.”

“This is a spyship.” Osman said it with slow deliberation as if she was getting impatient with his naiveté. She stepped back across the
coaming, hand on the edge of the door. “Everything on this vessel is classified. Just breathing here is in breach of the Official Secrets Act. | can
drop you back on New Llanelli, if you like.”

“You really are all bastards, aren’t you? You know how many people died on Llanelli? One million, four hundred thousand. Don’'t you get it? No,
Earth was never hit, was it?”

“Oh, we lost a few billion on Earth,” Osman said. “I think we get it just fine.”

The door shut with a clunk and BB activated the locks. There was no more hammering.

Osman looked at Mal and shrugged. “He’s just an ungrateful dick, Staff, not a security risk. He can’t tell anyone anything.”

“And if he could?”

“Then I'd do the necessary. | wouldn't expect you to do that.”

That wasn'’t spelled out. BB studied the look on Mal's face as he watched Osman'’s vanishing back. Mal had that deepening, distracted frown
that said things were crossing his mind that made him uncomfortable. If Muir had seen arms being handed over to the Sangheili, then he would
have had to be silenced, and killing other humans was something only the older troops could recall. Mal was too young to have known anything but
an alien enemy, and killing hostile aliens was a clear-cut thing. Funny things, humans. They really were hard-wired for anxiety about killing their
own kind, whatever the history books showed.

“Square blue thing,”Mal whispered, leaning close to BB’s hologram. “Go on, get your own back. Show up in his cabin and rattle your chains.”

He turned and headed down the passage to the galley. BB took another look around the ship and decided he had more in common with his
organic colleagues than he liked to admit. They were all making themselves busy whether they needed to be or not. Devereaux and Naomi had
gone back to the hangar to tinker with the Spartan’s Mjolnir armor, working out the easiest way to get Naomi into it. Vaz was sorting laundry. And
Mal was cleaning the galley. It was all the small stuff that filled their down time and had to be done, covert mission or not. It made them all look rather
harmless and domestic.

And, as Parangosky was fond of saying, the most successful missions were those that were unnoticed and of little remark, where nobody
needed to fire a shot.

BB hoped the squad was savoring the enforced idleness. He couldn’t see it lasting long.

REYNES, FORMER MINING COLONY: UNSC TEMPORARY LISTENING STATION.

Reynes hadn’t been a pretty place to start with, but a visit from the Covenant hadn’'t done much to improve the ambience.

Mining wasn’t scenic. The endlessly fascinating CAA Factbook flashed up the planet's dismal history in Mal's HUDA/uminum, tantalum,
copper. There’d been about fifty thousand workers here when the mines were operating. Now there weren’t any, unless he counted Mike Spenser,
but there were still signs of where they'd been before the Covenant had launched its attack.

“Where is he?” Devereaux asked. She kept the dropship’s drive idling and got on the radio. “Kilo-Five to Agent Spenser—the meter’s running,
sir. We’'re at the extraction point and you're not.”

It took a few moments for Spenser to respond. “Just shutting the shop. Wait one.”

“You need a hand?”

“I'm packing up the transmitter. Working to the last moment, that's me. Not that the bastards pay me overtime.”

Mal stepped down from the dropship’s bay and decided the view was worth recording for posterity. He'd seen a lot of glassed planets in the last
fourteen years, but this was the weirdest landscape he could remember. The intense heat that vitrified the soil was enough to vaporize everything
combustible and melt metal into slag, leaving just the characteristic ice-rink pools of glassy material. But sometimes structures survived. There was
probably a sensible explanation for that, like a low-orbit bombardment, but whatever it was it had left a landscape that looked like a freeze-frame of
a flooded town.

A winding derrick, the head end of a conveyor, and something that might have been a radio mast jutted from the glass lake at odd angles,
silhouetted against thin gray clouds. The structures looked submerged rather than incinerated. Mal started walking toward the lake. As he got closer
he could see that the skeletons of the buildings were charred to a uniformly matte dark gray, like a coating of velvet. He grabbed a few images and
eventually stopped about ten meters from the edge. All he could hear was the wind.

The illusion of water was overpowering. He looked down at his chest plate and dragged his gloved finger through a fine layer of slightly sticky
dust. It was going to clog his filters if he didn’t flush them through as soon as he got back to the ship.

Vaz walked up behind him. “How come it's still standing?”

“Dunno.” Mal ventured out onto the glass and walked gingerly between the debris embedded in it. “Maybe all this blew in while the glass was
cooling.”

It was pretty slippery, just like sheet ice. In some places it looked translucent with the hint of things trapped beneath. For the most part, though, it
was a dense, opaque layer of mottled grays speckled with black patches that reminded Mal of carbon from a candle embedded in its melted wax.
He squatted to inspect a charcoal velvet girder jutting out of the vitreous layer at a steep angle.

Vaz followed and stood over him. “Weird.”

“Fancy being stuck here on your own for a couple of years. Can’'t do much for your mental health.”

They waited, kicking around on the glassland and listening for movement. Vaz sighted up on the horizon for a few moments and then Mal heard
crunching sounds like boots on gravel. A scruffy middle-aged man emerged from nowhere as if he’d crawled out of a hole. It had to be Spenser,
and he looked exactly like he’d sounded.

He was in his fifties, face deeply lined with a good crop of gray stubble, one hand thrust deep in the pocket of a thick mountaineering jacket. He
dropped a couple of rucksacks by his feet. Judging by the thud they made, that was his surveillance equipment.

“We didn’'t see where you came from,” Vaz said.

“Down there.” Spenser pointed. “The mine shafts are still mostly intact.”



“Got that one right, then,” Mal said. “You ready to go now? Destroyed everything sensitive that you can’t carry?”

“I set fire to my underpants, if that's what you mean.” Spenser looked around with that finality of a man fixing something in his memory for the very
last time. “Can’t say 'm sorry to leave this behind. Where are you dropping me off?”

“We’re going to RV with Monte Cassinoto cross deck you.” Mal could see some movement in the ruins. Vaz spotted it too and lifted his rifle
slowly. “We picked up a survivor on New Llanelli, so you'll have company.”

Spenser frowned at Vaz and then glanced over his shoulder to see what he was looking at. “It’s just the Kig-Yar.”

“Are they your informers?” Vaz asked. “Because if they are, they’re on their own. We can’t take the whole zoo with us.”

“No, my boys are off camp. That bunch just drops in occasionally to scavenge for tantalum.”

The Kig-Yar started breaking cover and trotting out into open ground, spiky crests bobbing as they moved. Most people called them Jackals, but
the scrawny, scaly little bastards reminded Mal more of deeply unattractive herons. Maybe it was the long beaklike muzzle, or the long, bony limbs,
but either way there was a reptilian birdness about them. They were clutching an assortment of weapons. One had a UNSC-issue sniper rifle.

You better not have looted that from one of our dead, dickhead....

The other three had Covenant needle rifles. The Kig-Yar with the sniper piece moved to the front and seemed to be leading his mates over for a
chat. Mal decided it was time to go. Then his radio crackled. Devereaux hit the alert.

“Guys, | don’t want to worry you, but I've got a crowd of Jackals here too.”

“Well, don’t sell them the dropship,” Mal said. “We’re on our way. Move out, Spenser.”

Spenser grabbed his bags and the three of them began walking back to the ship, trying to speed up as they went. It was a slight uphill gradient.
Mal just wanted to get out without a shooting match, but the Kig-Yar leader wasn’t having any of it.

“You take?” he rasped. “No—ours! Our mines! You leave it!”

Mal turned and took a few paces backward as he walked, doing his friendly act but with his finger on the trigger. “Yeah, all yours, mate. Help
yourself. Fill your boots.”

Naomi cut in on the radio. That was all he needed, a Spartan for a backseat driver. “Staff, have we got a situation down there?”

“Small dose of Jackals. We're dealing with it.” The Kig-Yar leader kept co