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FOREWORD

Halo has a rich history with short-form storytelling. From the original cryptic “Cortana Letters” and deep-diving data drops on Waypoint, to full-fledged anthologies like Halo: Evolutions and Halo: Fractures, some of the lore’s most tantalizing tidbits have come in bite-size portions.

In November 2022, we released the first “Waypoint Chronicle” online to commemorate the tenth anniversary of Halo 4’s launch. Since then, we’ve published over twenty additional short stories celebrating similar franchise milestones and supporting fiction themes and game content featured in Halo Infinite.

While the heroic exploits of the Master Chief and climactic battles for the fate of the galaxy will always forge the foundation upon which some of Halo’s most notable memories are made, it’s often the tertiary tales that truly inspire intrigue and reward lore-loving detail devotees eager to explore a little deeper.

In this extensive volume, we’ve collected the following:

WAYPOINT CHRONICLES: Short stories that provide greater texture to the grand tapestry of the Halo universe. These tales explore concepts that have lived on the periphery of the franchise’s extensive lore, expanding moments referenced or only glimpsed in the games, or simply seek to spend more time with beloved characters within the gaps between their grand battles against overwhelming odds.

INTEL: Snippets of fiction that players could find within Halo Infinite’s main menu, offering insight for in-universe themes underpinning new gameplay additions and customization items.

ARMORY INFINITUM: Micro-stories centering around enigmatic armaments found in Halo Infinite, giving new perspectives on their associated histories and how these weapons were wielded or won. These were originally published online as part of Halo’s long-running fiction-focused “Canon Fodder” blog series.

It’s our hope that the amalgamation of these learnings and lore will create a comprehensive compendium of Halo Infinite’s impact on the galactic timeline, and a rewarding canonical companion to its surrounding story.

Thanks so much for being part of this great journey with us. We hope you enjoy.

—Jeff Easterling & Alexander Wakeford,
Halo Studios










[image: Half-title Page]

WAYPOINT
CHRONICLES

VOLUME ONE










VERTICAL UMBRAGE

This story takes place during the conflict between the United Nations Space Command and Jul ‘Mdama’s Covenant within the shield world Requiem (Halo 4: Spartan Ops, “Everything Has Gone Wrong”).

February 14, 2558 (Military Calendar)
Requiem (Shield World 0001)
Epoloch System

[image: quotes]You got eyes on, Shadow Two?”

Spartan Horatio Fry’s tone made it obvious that his question was more rhetorical than practical. He’d spent enough time with this group to know that Spartan Nina Kovan always had “eyes on.” Kovan was a no-nonsense walking death sentence with an aim as true as her word. And as Fireteam Shadow’s designated marksman, she did indeed have eyes on everything.

“Affirmative. Is Stone in range of the summit site?” Kovan adjusted the advanced optics suite integrated into her GUNGNIR-class Mjolnir armor to key in on the nearby Covenant firebase that had been established just two days earlier. “Looks like they haven’t gotten their ball to roll just yet.”

“It’s ‘got the ball rolling,’ Nina.” Spartan Bonita Stone couldn’t help but crack a smile at Kovan’s butchering of yet another antiquated colloquialism. “But that’s good news regardless. Might just be able stop their little airshow before it even starts.”

The Covenant summit site was designed specifically to mass produce fighter craft at a rapid pace. Shutting that process down would deal a significant blow to the alien alliance’s ability to gain air superiority in the local sector. For the better part of the week, Fireteam Shadow had been just one of several Spartan fireteams deployed from the UNSC flagship Infinity to battle a zealous Covenant remnant faction for control of an artificial planet called Requiem. The shield world had an armored alloy exterior protecting a series of habitable spherical shells within—like one of Kovan’s matryoshka dolls she kept in her quarters.

“Agreed,” Fry interjected. “Shadow Four, how’re your baby birds looking?”

“Props are hot and charges primed. Just waiting on your signal.” Shadow Four was Spartan Jason Kidman, whose voice would have sounded raspy even without being fed through the comms mic of his OPERATOR helmet. Moments later, his second-generation Mjolnir kit was fully synced with the small flock of TQ-8 seeker drones, each outfitted with a lightweight but high-yield explosive charge.

With the pieces nearly in place, Fireteam Shadow’s operation was ready to begin. After Stone cleared the inner perimeter patrols with help from her active camo module, Kidman’s drones would drop the doors, allowing Stone and Fry to infiltrate and hit the Covenant firebase at its heart.

Fry made one last check with Kovan as he prepared to engage. “Shadow Two, you’re on overwatch. Keep your new toy primed in case we were wrong about that production run.” Fry paused. “Or in case you need to finish the job. There should be enough firepower there in the event we hit trouble.”

“That won’t be necessary, Shadow One,” Kovan responded. “If you find trouble, I’ll hit it for you.”

“Duly noted.” For a split second, the lower contours of Fry’s GOBLIN-class Mjolnir helmet mimicked the smile that had formed on his own face. Partly in amusement from Kovan’s retort, and also in anticipation of any opportunity to add another blemish to the Covenant’s once-stellar combat record.

Before he could give the final go-ahead, however, a different voice broke through the team’s comms.

“Fireteam Shadow, this is Spartan Miller in Ops. I’m filling in for Commander Palmer, so apologies to your team’s handler, uh, Spartan Carmichael, for going over his head here.”

Fry cursed to himself before opening a channel. “This is Shadow Leader. Go ahead, Miller.”

“Got a job for you. Infiltrate a Covenant cruiser and destroy her power core. I’m sending you coordinates now.”

Whatever reservations Fry might have had on hand were not made remotely apparent. Spartans knew that they fought for priorities often greater than their purview, and that moments lost to protest might ultimately equate to lives lost to the enemy.

“We can help you out there. Give us a few to get over to those grid squares.” Fry switched to team comms. “Stand down, Shadow. Change of plans.”

“Define change.” Stone was immediately curious.

“We’re being diverted. Priority op on a nearby Covenant cruiser.”

Kidman’s focus turned to a more glaring logistics hurdle. “Cruiser? That’s going to be an interesting ingress without our limo.”

“Limo” was the team’s term of endearment for the D79 Pelican dropship that had provided the bulk of their transportation between Infinity and each subsequent mission across the interior surface of Requiem. The nature of their mission at the summit necessitated a more delayed and distant LZ to keep the Pelican out of harm’s way when the fireworks started. They were too close to the firebase now to be picked up and no longer had the time to get far enough away. And Fry knew it.

“Calling an audible—we may just need to grab a rental.”

*   *   *

Panom’s Canticle
Requiem
In position above “Refuge” site

Ryn ‘Alun mentally reprimanded himself for the loss of control. Slight though it had been, the absent-minded rubbing of his wrist while on the bridge was an act that might betray his nervous anticipation to his crew. It was unbecoming of a shipmaster to display such feelings, however subtle the motion might be to suggest it. He must always be in control. As an ancient Sangheili proverb taught:


one who has not mastered the self

who has not emerged victorious

from the battle within their own mind

has no hope of mastering the foes without



And the foes from without had come to claim the home of the gods—a home that was now shared with the worthy. Requiem had become a symbol of everything their revitalized alliance had achieved. They had not just risen above the Covenant of old—they were becoming what it was always meant to be. High Charity seemed a pale imitation compared to the seat of the gods themselves, and this was just the beginning.

The Silent Blade, ‘Alun’s own special operations unit of deadly enforcers, had been deployed to Requiem’s Refuge site, where they would no doubt make short work of the humans that were clumsily fumbling with its arcane machinery. Word had come that the Silent Shadow had already engaged an increasingly notorious demon squad called Nalsaban—“crimson” in the human tongue.

It had been well over three annual cycles since Jul ‘Mdama led his combined fleet to the shield world, where he sought to awaken one of the gods and ask for their aid in the war against the humans. It was only half an annual cycle ago that they had finally been granted access to its wonders within.

This, as ‘Mdama had declared, was actually due to the arrival of a human vessel, an event that had seemed to interest the warrior-god slumbering within this world—the Didact. The humans’ arrival—heralded by the Demon himself, the Master Chief—represented a perfect opportunity to test the might and worthiness of the Covenant against their enemy’s greatest champion. And the prospect of pleasing one of their gods in the flesh was one that inflamed the spirit of zeal within their hearts.

But the Didact was now absent, having bequeathed Requiem to the Covenant, and since then they had begun the process of turning this hollow sphere of heaven into their new home.

The Refuge was a location discovered early in their efforts to penetrate the shield world. There they had been, in the warrior-keep chamber, where the Demon awakened the Didact. The Forerunner delivered his judgment, declared the return of the gods, and upon his departure transported the worthy warriors who had fought to the core of his world to this sanctum.

“You are Sangheili,” the Didact had declared. “Loyal and strong, even in your second form. You will serve well.”

It was here that Jul ‘Mdama was formally named the Hand of the Didact, and it was this holy ground that Panom’s Canticle had primarily been stationed to protect.

After the demons had successfully reconnoitered this site on two occasions, this third incursion was ordered to be the last—a weighty responsibility, and one that Ryn ‘Alun recognized as the source of his anticipation. Ever was he wondering whether his loyalty and strength served the gods well.

A bridge officer turned to him and said: “Shipmaster, one of our Phantoms approaches.”

“Our deployed forces are not meant to return until after the humans have been repelled and the Refuge reclaimed,” ‘Alun replied. “Hail them.”

“They give no response, Shipmas—They are picking up speed!”

“Raise the hangar shields!” ‘Alun ordered.

A rumble from within the cruiser told them it was too late.

Shipmaster ‘Alun ignited his energy sword and motioned for two guards to follow him, knowing precisely what area of the ship the demons would target.

The true test of worthiness had come at last. The Silent Blade would serve the gods well today.

*   *   *

Panom’s Canticle
Requiem
Positioned above Site Req/7848-2328

Turned out, getting in was the easy part. The Phantom dropship that Fireteam Shadow commandeered had given them as smooth an entry point as they could have hoped for, but their exploits did little to improve any diplomatic relations.

“Shadow Four, you got that guided tour ready to go?” Spartan Fry had barely finished the question when the digital ship layout Kidman was readying began to overlay key waypoints and nav markers onto their helmet displays. It would make finding their way through the Canticle relatively straightforward, but it wouldn’t stem the mounting Covenant resistance pouring into each iridescent indigo passageway.

The Spartan fireteam moved as a fluid unit through the ship’s interior, each member alternating and coordinating a rapid series of enemy engagements against Unggoy, Kig-Yar, and Sangheili warriors with practiced precision. Stone checked her VISR readout to confirm their location. “Primary reactor chamber isn’t far. After this next set of doors we’ve got one hallway left.”

Kidman transferred several rounds from his MA5D into the skulls of three Kig-Yar, bringing an end to the needler fire that had been impeding Shadow’s progress. “I’m picking up chatter on native frequencies—localization script is having trouble keeping up with it all, but I can tell you that they aren’t exactly happy we’re here.”

“You needed a translation for that?” Kovan’s reply landed somewhere between dry wit and incredulity.

Fry brushed aside the squad banter to focus on the task at hand. “Shadow Leader to Spartan Miller.” Fry waited a split second for his helmet’s comms display to confirm signal receipt. “Sorry for the delay, sir. We’re meeting heavy resistance in the cruiser. Seems like they don’t want their spaceship blown up.”

It only took a moment to get a response. “Understood, Shadow Leader. Keep me informed.”

“Shadow Three, update on that final corridor?”

Stone tilted her head to the side as she responded. “The good news is that I do have an update. The bad news is that it’s not good news.”

“Kidman can translate that if you need,” Kovan interjected.

Before Fry could offer a leader’s rebuke, Stone continued. “We’ve got enemy targets entering the far side of the corridor. It’s not going to be easy.”

“Distance?” Fry asked.

“Approximately forty meters.”

“Acknowledged. We enter on my mark. I’ll take point—Nina . . . call Abbey.”

Kovan smiled—not at Fry’s use of her name, but that of her personal sniper rifle. “She’s already on the line.”

The Spartan fireteam entered the corridor and covered the first several meters in what seemed like an instant, but long enough to confirm Stone’s recon assessment as several Covenant soldiers opened fire at the other end. The tip of the spear, Fry immediately activated a Z-90 PCE, emitting a glowing and imposing hard light shield in front of the group to stave off the enemy’s opening salvo.

“Shadow Two, be ready on the drop.”

Kovan was already looking down Abbey’s sights, eager to answer the call. “Knock-knock.”

In a singular moment, Fry’s hard light shield deactivated and four sniper shots rang out, dropping three Kig-Yar and overpenetrating through two Unggoy, with Kovan using the tighter quarters to her advantage.

Fry barked out the next phase. “Stone, go quiet, take the solution, and get ahead of us—we need to get to that core!”

The “solution” was a sizeable munitions case containing the device originally meant to be used by Kovan at the summit site. Despite the unexpected change in objective, Fry hoped that it might still prove valuable. He also wasn’t about to leave it behind in enemy hands regardless of the location.

Stone grabbed the case, engaged her active camo module, and disappeared from sight.

Several more cracks from Kovan’s sniper rifle disabled the energy shields of two Sangheili, allowing Fry to drop them with instant follow-up head shots. Kidman leaped ahead with a frag grenade primed, tossing it mid-roll toward several panicking Unggoy who were firing wildly before the grenade detonated, reducing the diminutive aliens to a burning pile of gore.

After dispatching the remaining resistance, Fry, Kovan, and Kidman emerged from the corridor into the larger chamber that housed the main reactor.

Unfortunately, it also housed at least a dozen Elite warriors, including one particularly imposing Sangheili sporting a more ornate command harness. A ping on the Spartans’ helmet displays highlighted the commander, identifying him as Ryn ‘Alun—shipmaster of Panom’s Canticle and leader of a Covenant specops group called the Silent Blade.

Raising his energy sword, Ryn ‘Alun crossed the room with a rousing battle cry that sent his lieutenants into a frenzy of their own. Plasma and hot lead filled the air a moment later as the two forces clashed.

Set against a pair of them, it was with a keen awareness that Fry noted the saurian soldiers moved with a speed and skill largely matching those of his own Spartans. And while he dispatched the first of his foes in short order, the second proved to be more up to the task. Energy shields shimmered and sizzled as they traded blows.

The dance couldn’t have lasted more than a few intense moments; gritting against the bruising strength of the Elite, Fry used his bulk as an advantage to send the creature toppling over, knocking its sword out of its hand. But the encounter was enough to narrow his focus, to take his mind temporarily off the larger conflict.

It would cost him.

The shipmaster was given a moment he didn’t waste, a well-timed lunge knocking the fireteam leader off-balance and onto the floor. When Fry tried to return to his feet, ‘Alun was back over him in an instant, delivering a series of devastating blows with his bare fists to the helmet and torso that put the Spartan back on the ground.

Vision swimming, Shadow One fought hard against the nauseating darkness that tugged at the edges of his vision, choosing instead to keep his gaze fixed on the shipmaster’s face, which looked as though it bore a sneer of contempt as he retrieved his energy sword.

Fry’s failing localization suite tried to make sense of the voice behind the mandibles.

“[Demon . . . payment . . . death . . .]”

The shipmaster’s sword flared to life with his final word, and in a single seamless gesture began its descent, the blade primed to pierce armor and augmented heart alike.

Even with his enhanced reflexes, Fry recognized there was no time to change its course.

He braced for the inevitable.

The blow never landed. At least, not where he expected.

An invisible force sent the shipmaster stumbling away.

Stone’s active camo flickered off as she countered the shipmaster’s attack, dropping two primed M9 frag grenades between them to turn Ryn ‘Alun’s offensive lunge into an evasive dodge.

“Fry, we have to move now!” Stone yelled as she scrambled to get their fireteam leader back on his feet.

“Where’s our solution?” Fry’s query was strained after the beating he’d taken.

“With Nina.”

Kovan’s location pinged on each Spartan’s VISR as she opened the case to reveal an M6/E Grindell/Galilean nonlinear rifle. “Shadow, meet Selene.” Her almost unsettling glee was tangible even over comms as she finalized the integration protocols to sync her targeting optics with the modified Spartan laser and primed the first shot. “I think I’m going to like her. Don’t tell Abbey.”

The chamber flashed as the first blast from Kovan’s new toy hit the reactor, accompanied by a howl of despair from the shipmaster, who delivered a final command to the surviving Elites that needed no translation.

“Abandon ship!”

The reactor core’s hum accelerated to a higher-pitched whine as Kovan fired another round, the few remaining Covenant forces scrambled toward their escape pods. “Going somewhere?” Stone remarked as she dropped two fleeing Elites, leaving only the shipmaster —but as he rounded a corner, it was clear that they’d lost him.

After three more successive salvos from Kovan, Kidman confirmed the objective’s completion. “Reactor is in runaway overload—now would be a very good time to leave.”

Fry initiated a comms link back to Infinity as the fireteam regrouped and looked for an exit strategy. “Miller, this is Shadow Leader. Cruiser power core is hit and overload in progress! We’re evacing now. Expect a light show within thirty.”

“Hot damn, good work, Shadow Leader!”

The rest of Spartan Miller’s response was interrupted by Kidman. “Shadow One, I’ve got a local lock on a drop bay with empty squad pods—if we hurry, I think we can make it.”

“Those are good enough odds for me, Shadow Four. Nice work.”

*   *   *

Requiem
Jungle region outside “Refuge” site

Ryn ‘Alun’s hearts sank as he watched Panom’s Canticle shudder and break. The clouds parted as a shockwave rippled outward, coolant spilling to the ground from its underbelly like blue-green ichor, and a final groaning eruption of purple fire uprooting the vessel’s position, sending it on a collision course with the far-reaching jungles of Requiem.

You are Sangheili, the Didact’s words echoed in his head. Loyal and strong.

And he had been loyal—to his brothers, to the Covenant, to the gods . . . but it hadn’t been enough.

They had come here with numbers and might and faith that hadn’t been witnessed in many annual cycles, and still it took only a handful of these demons to undo it all before their eyes.

You will serve well.

Perhaps that was what the ancient warrior had meant? To be “tested” and not simply rewarded with victory. True service and sacrifice came through endurance even in defeat—to draw strength not simply from within, but from the spirits of one’s fallen brothers, becoming a vessel of vengeance, demanding blood be spilled for the blood that was lost. And much blood had just been lost.

There was no doubt in his mind that this was the same fire the demons themselves had been tempered by when their own worlds were burned. It was the same crucible the Covenant had endured after being split asunder, only to be reforged into something new.

In that moment, Ryn ‘Alun felt he understood what their god had meant. Loyalty and strength were indeed a virtuous foundation, but a warrior must build upon them with purpose. As he bore witness to Panom’s Canticle colliding with the ground, smoke and fire billowing upward like a pillar of holy fire, his own purpose became clear.

He would be reforged by this defeat into something new, and he would hunt these Spartans, these “Shadows,” to whatever end it would take him to avenge the fallen.

The Silent Blade disappeared into the jungles of Requiem, knowing that his time of retribution had only just begun.

*   *   *

As Panom’s Canticle broke apart in Requiem’s sky, a Gloto’kef-pattern assault carapace sped away from the wreckage toward the surface, carrying four Spartan-IV super-soldiers. The vehicle’s inertia dampeners kicked in for a surprisingly elegant landing. Its four pod doors retracted, and Fireteam Shadow stepped out into a forest clearing.

Miller’s voice urgently crackled over the comm. “Shadow Leader! Was your team clear? Shadow Leader!”

“We’re here, Infinity,” Fry confirmed, calm as ever. “And all in one piece.”

“Excellent work, Spartans,” Miller said, audibly relaxing. Infinity’s AI Roland then chimed in, informing him of another situation at Forward Base Magma, and where Fireteam Crimson was to be redirected.

Fry stepped up to his team. “Autopilot retrieval is active,” he said, marking their position for the Pelican. A small green arrow on their HUD map started moving toward them. “Limo’s on the way.”

“You hear that, Selene?” Kovan removed her helmet and patted the munitions case. “We’ll have a warm meal for you back home in no time.”

“I wouldn’t make any promises quite yet,” Fry said. “Just got a new order—apparently Carmichael was feeling left out of all the fun.”

Stone sighed. “Something tells me we aren’t going to make that Valentine’s dance tonight at the atrium park, are we?”

“Maybe next year.” Kovan smirked. “Don’t tell Abbey.”












INTEL // CONCORD ACTION REPORT


On Concord, UNSC Army Ranger Sigrid Eklund submits an update regarding Operation: GYPSUM.

UNSC COMMREF: B7D002F78-L-44

ENCRYPTION TAG: [CALCITE]

DATE: DECEMBER 6, 2551

SND: [SGT EKLUND] | REC: [CMD RENNA]

RE: GYPSUM

At 0720Z [MST], we cleared out the last Covenant emplacement from the Caravelle province. Lost two Wolverines to Banshee fire, but we made sure that was all they took from us. We’re making final preparations to depart from our current location and redeploy to one of the mass driver stations.

Local Concordian militia groups there are holding firm but growing thin. Hopefully support from the Rangers will be a welcome sight when we arrive.

Still awaiting reports on yesterday’s activity at the combat fields outside Lethbridge. Let us know if you receive any updates on your end, or if we need to reprioritize our focus in order to secure that location.

—Eklund












INTEL // SURVIVAL


Jun-A266 (COSSPAR) and [REDACTED] (EXTUSR) discuss the current status of the Avery J. Johnson Academy of Military Science on Nysa.

OFFICE BLOCK: 7421.UO

COMMREF: 88FG0H83W-B-91

DATE: JANUARY 9, 2560

EXTUSR: So the Academy remains active?

COSSPAR: All reports coming out of AJAMS confirm so.

EXTUSR: That’s good news, Jun. And impressive, if I’m being honest.

COSSPAR: Spartans have a way of surviving, no matter the odds.

EXTUSR: Well, you would know as good as anyone. Which reminds me, you never did tell me how you made it off Reach.

COSSPAR: You’ll just have to read the reports for yourself.

EXTUSR: Unfortunately, I see your sense of humor also survived.












WINTER CONTENTION

This story is set in December 2551, approximately seven months before Spartan-B312 joins Noble Team and the events leading to the fall of Reach are set into motion ( Halo: Reach ).

1405 Hours, December 12, 2551 (Military Calendar)
Hinterlands Region, Planet Concord, Alabaster System

Two distant columns of smoke loomed over the horizon like signal flares of ash and burning plasma. The billowing charcoal plumes cut through an otherwise unbroken sky of white clouds. To anyone who remained to gaze upon this sight, it was a stark message written in black ink: You’re next.

The hinterlands of Concord were made up of tough, rugged terrain. During the summer months, the verdant alpine forests spanning the planet’s equatorial landmass were a manageable, even pleasant, site of congregation for the miners who lived across its three townships—New Ugga, Skathi, and Ploh. But winter was here now, bringing snowstorms that covered much of Concord’s surface, and the rolling hills between the three towns had become perilous ice fields.

As the Covenant War continued to drive toward an increasingly dire conclusion, Concord’s infrastructure had seen substantial investment from the Unified Earth Government while scores of refugees from glassed colonies were resettled within its more prominent metropolitan cities. In contrast, the colonists of old—those who had claimed this world as their home for fifty years or more—chose instead to isolate themselves across its wild, untamed terrain.

“How long do we have, Noble Three?” Even on the comm, Carter-A259’s voice carried its usual stern resolve.

Scanning the horizon with his SRS99’s Oracle scope, Jun-A266 couldn’t yet see the full Covenant force heading their way. From his elevated position, there was one final hill the alien onslaught had to traverse before the true size and makeup of their forces became clear.

“Hard to say, Noble Leader,” Jun replied, eyes fixed on the hilltop, a statuesque stillness disrupted only by his occasional movement to prevent snow and ice buildup from disrupting his visibility. “Assume imminent.”

“Affirmative.”

It was an unusual situation that the Spartans of Noble Team found themselves in. The joint effort of UNSC Army Rangers and Concordian militia had already secured a remarkable victory against the Covenant. Through sheer resolve and selfless fortitude, they’d denied the aliens air superiority over Concord—though it hadn’t come without loss. At least a dozen S-14 pilots sacrificed themselves in strafing runs to lead pursuing swarms of Banshees and Vampires into the paths of concealed M9 Wolverine anti-aircraft tanks. They’d largely repelled ground forces from the major cities, and several planetside mass driver stations were used as impromptu artillery to harry the enemy’s unusually meager orbital presence before a swift strike group of two Strident-class frigates and a Marathon-class cruiser tore them a proverbial new one.

With their vessels in ruin, the Covenant had no way to evacuate—but that wasn’t going to still the blades of those remaining planetside. Ashamed and enraged, the Covenant’s local ground forces rallied and weren’t going down without a fight. But instead of once more throwing themselves at the more fortified cities, the Covenant redirected its forces to the far less-protected hinterland towns.

For the Covenant contingent now stranded on this frigid world, it wasn’t really a matter of winning at this point. The alien bastards just wanted to take as many humans with them as they could before their own end, whether that came from a bullet or the biting cold.

Noble Team’s own less-than-ideal situation was looking to parallel that of the Covenant more than any of the Spartans liked. After rerouting from the cities, a brutal snowstorm had downed their Pelican in the mountains. The Spartans managed to make their way to the town of Skathi, only to discover its inhabitants cut off from all communications and preparing for the Covenant’s arrival—something Jun was currently keeping a close eye on. So far, he’d been tracking a single Banshee that was obviously on its own scouting run, no doubt searching for where Noble Team’s bird had come to rest.

“Noble Two,” Carter’s voice crackled over the comm again. “How’s that inventory coming along?”

He gets formal when he’s worried, Jun noted to himself.

“It’s a short list, Commander,” Kat-B320 responded. “Air support? Nada. Evacuation? Hours away. Civvies are still with Jorge rounding up whatever ammunition they can find. As for operational assets, we’ve got one functional ’Hog.”

Silence hung in the air for a prolonged moment before Carter spoke again. “Understood.”

Jun’s mind wandered for a moment, thinking about how Skathi was exactly the kind of place Jorge-052 would choose for his retirement—if such a thing were ever truly possible for a Spartan. It was the least built-up of the three towns, barely more than a bunch of wooden houses dotted alongside a tavern, a lumber mill, and a couple of stores focused on general supplies and hunting goods. The folks that lived here were hardy, rugged workers, sociable only among each other.

No doubt this place reminds him of home. He’ll fight that much harder to protect it.

Jun’s thoughts were interrupted as he caught the first unmistakable gleam of purple on the horizon, his grip on the sniper tightening as his heads-up display matched the outline of the lead vehicle to its internal Covenant database.

“Time’s up, Commander.” He linked his Oracle scope’s view to the team’s HUD. “Draugr inbound.”

“Copy that.”

A mobile fortress seldom encountered throughout the Covenant War, the Draugr was a gargantuan siege platform approximately 170 meters long, another hundred wide, and just under sixty meters tall—seemingly half the size of the town itself. Its front section was broad, looking much like an upscaled Wraith featuring large antigravity pods on its wings, and its face sloped upward to a pair of outward facing “horns” that were equipped with four powerful focus cannons.

From there, an extended troop bay connected to the rear of the vehicle, which also possessed dual antigravity pods holding up a rear “tower” boasting an anti-aircraft gun. Whatever this thing lacked in maneuverability and speed was more than made up for in firepower.

Contending with this was one thing, but—as Jun magnified his scope further—he highlighted half a dozen Ghosts and two Wraith tanks flanking it. And though he couldn’t see them, the unmistakable wail of Banshees concealed by cloud cover echoed through the open air.

Jun waited as the picture of what they were facing sank in for the rest of Noble Team. He waited for Carter to say the four words that would turn the tide.

He didn’t have to wait long.

“Kat’s got a plan.”

No air support, no reinforcements, no evacuation. Just a single M862 Warthog. With a mind like Kat’s, that’s all a Spartan needed to win the day, no matter how much of an absurd longshot it seemed.

“Only three of us can go,” Kat said. “The rest will remain here as a rear guard for the town. Noble Four, Noble Six—you’re with me.”

“We were hoping you’d say that,” came the distinct, surly drawl of Rosenda-A344. “Isn’t that right, Thom?”

“Three of us against a thousand of them?” The sound of Thom-A293 loading his CQS48 Bulldog clacked over the comm. “I’ll take those odds.”

*   *   *

“Boys in the back.” Rosenda gave Thom a light shove to redirect her fellow Spartan-III toward the rear of the vehicle.

“I thought I had shotgun,” Thom protested.

“Yup. And that pup in your arms will fill that requirement plenty fine.” Rosenda nodded toward his primary weapon as she lifted the gullwing canopy door and swung a Mjolnir-armored leg deftly over the sill and into the cabin.

The M862 was a specialized variant of the venerable Warthog platform, built for traversing terrain just like this. To keep its occupants comfortable and relatively free of frostbite, the M862’s primary cabin was enclosed, and in place of the standard M12’s carbon nanotube tires was a versatile 4X track array, transforming the all-terrain vehicle into equal parts light tank and snowmobile.

“If you two are done, let’s sync our ingress markers.” Kat was not without her own sense of humor, but it was never a mystery when she was ready to turn her attention to the task at hand.

Thom settled into the rear bed and set the appropriate software processes in motion within his Mark V[B] helmet’s HUD before taking final stock of the various grenade and countermeasure options he had on hand, knowing every one of them was bound to find a use at some point.

Rosenda pulled up her own armor’s telemetry. “Time to intercept?”

“Not long,” Kat responded. “It’ll reconfigure a few times as we update the onboard terrain maps in real time, but we’ll be in targeting range within three minutes.”

The winter-liveried Warthog soon moved at an impressive clip over the thick Concordian snow, kicking up a trail behind it as it headed toward the Covenant force. To the surprise of no one, Kat’s timing assessment turned out to be spot-on.

They really are smug bastards, Thom thought. Barreling across the tundra in bright-ass colors, completely confident in their ability to wipe out any enemy—no matter how far away you can see ’em coming from.

“What’s that shade of Shade officially called, d’you think?”

Rosenda rolled her eyes. “Here we go.”

“Military magenta?”

“Please stop.”

“Violent violet?”

“How about this?” Kat interjected. “When we’re done gutting every last one of these monsters, you can name the color whatever you want.”

Taking Thom’s silence as success, Kat’s focus returned to the oncoming onslaught, and she began to imagine how ridiculous this engagement must appear from their enemy’s perspective.

What was it Carter always said?

“Wouldn’t be a Noble mission if it were easy!”

*   *   *

The Ghosts were the first to break formation and begin initial flanking maneuvers. Rosenda flung open her gullwing door and immediately opened fire with her assault rifle. Each small, sustained burst found its mark and separated the first three attack bikes from their Unggoy pilots. For the fourth, she aimed a well-placed volley at the vehicle’s glowing blue-gray fuel cell situated behind its left wing, the Ghost erupting with a plasma-based explosion, instantaneously cooking its driver.

“Two more Grunts coming up on the rear,” Thom announced. “Seven o’clock.”

Kat gave the ’Hog a slight Scandinavian flick to pitch the vehicle into a controlled drift, bringing the Ghosts more directly into Thom’s view. Immediately he tossed two primed M9 frag grenades into the snow just ahead of the first Ghost. A split second later, the soft white ground burst into the bottom of the Covenant craft, sending both ride and rider into an unscheduled ejection.

The second Ghost swerved to avoid the flaming wreckage immediately in front of it, causing the Unggoy at the controls to take his eyes off the real danger. Thom leaped from the Warthog toward the Ghost—still midair, he put two firm Bulldog rounds into the facemask and methane tank of the driver, who was quickly ousted from the pilot seat and replaced by the Spartan.

Kat’s voice came over the comm amidst the sound of mortar fire landing too close for comfort. “We’re going to have to take this fight closer, or that thing will end this mission way sooner than we’d like.”

“And then we’ll never know what to call that color,” Rosenda noted, equal parts proud and ashamed of her own retort.

“Noble Six, you see this outcropping?” Kat marked a waypoint that pinged Thom’s HUD, highlighting a large flat rock formation arranged at a slightly elevated angle from the ground.

“Affirmative.”

“I want to get there, but you’re going to need to draw the Draugr’s fire toward you by another twelve degrees.” Kat was constantly doing the math. More importantly, she was consistently right on the money.

Thom peeled off to engage one of the Wraiths head-on, hoping to harass the tank enough to warrant further attention from the main event. It worked—Thom’s energy shields absorbed just enough hits from the Wraith’s front plasma turrets that he was able to take out the gunner with the Ghost’s own formidable armament.

With the Wraith suddenly in a more compromised position, the Draugr began to rotate, its focus cannons primed and bearing down on Thom’s location. He jammed down on the attack bike’s boost drive just in time, avoiding the Draugr’s opening salvo eviscerating his previous position.

Meanwhile, Kat and Rosenda had successfully made it around to the rear of the siege engine.

“I know exactly what you’re planning,” Rosenda said. “And I gotta say . . . I kinda love you for it.”

Kat remained silent—her mind clearly working as fast as the ’Hog had been driving, totally focused to account for any sudden changes.

Hope this works. Rosenda gritted her teeth. Thom will never let us live this down if it doesn’t.

Aiming squarely at the rock outcropping, Kat smashed the throttle.

The Warthog sped up the angled slab and launched into the air. They were separated from solid ground for only seconds, but it was moments like this where the Spartans’ augmented reaction time was critical. Rosenda braced in her seat as she felt bolts of plasma sizzling in the air as they passed her, some slamming into the vehicle’s polycarbonate armor—thermoplastic polymers hissing in protest, dissipating the heat across the hood’s surface area.

The M862’s treads hit first on the massive curved rear quarter of the Draugr’s outer shell, but it didn’t stop there as the inertia carried them over it and directly into the doors of the lower troop bay.

Rosenda exited the ’Hog and introduced her combat knife to the Kig-Yar welcoming party that was immediately upon them. A split second later, Kat’s door flung open.

“Inside, now.”

*   *   *

After a quick and successful initial skirmish against a handful of chattering Grunts in the troop bay, Kat and Rosenda made their way toward one of the nearby control panels.

“What are you looking for?” Rosenda asked as she reloaded her assault rifle, keeping Kat covered.

“The forward loading ramp controls.” Kat quickly scanned localized symbols and archived schematics on her HUD, her quick recall allowing her to match them to the control panel almost instantly. “Found you.”

After a brief series of inputs, Kat opened her TEAMCOM channel. “Thom, when this thing opens its mouth, you should feed it something Spartan-shaped.”

It took longer than she anticipated to hear a response. “I would say I don’t want to know, but we both know that’s a lie.”

“Ramp should be down now. See you soon.”

*   *   *

Underneath the Draugr, a prominent ramp lowered from the massive underfloor. Thom had to admit it did look like a giant mouth.

Thom sped head-on toward the Draugr, eager to stop dodging Wraith mortars and focus cannon fire, the splash damage from which was tearing apart the Ghost’s armor even without any direct hits. He passed under the front lip of the massive siege engine and up the ramp, disappearing into its maw.

A few moments later, the local half of Noble Team met up together on the second level of the Draugr’s interior. Evidently, fewer Covenant survivors had managed to regroup and go on the offensive than Kat had anticipated. The aliens had been lucky that they were able to bring this behemoth to bear, making it appear they were a far greater threat than they actually were—but not lucky enough.

“Nice moves, Kat,” Thom said, greeting his teammate. “You’re a natural wheelman.”

“And you’re a natural distraction. We all have our strengths.” Kat quickly shifted focus. “Rosenda, cover me while I take that control pod. Thom, on the far door, we’ll be getting visitors.”

“You’re taking this thing for a joyride now?” Rosenda remarked.

“It’s not my speed,” Kat answered. “I am, however, going to use it to take out the rest of its friends.”

Kat’s fingers flitted across the glowing glyphs on the control panel. Outside, the rest of the Covenant forces were undoubtedly about to grasp the reality of their situation as the Draugr’s focus cannons turned on them.

“Banshees have moved ahead to the town,” Kat noted, pulling up a holograph of the local area displaying their vehicles’ positions.

“Guess the others get to have a bit of fun after all.” Rosenda pictured the alien aircraft getting blasted apart in the sky by Jorge’s chaingun, Jun landing a series of impossible shots to neutralize the pilots. He’d sworn to her that the cockpit possessed a tiny exposed area where a well-placed shot could inflict a lethal ricochet. Rosenda assumed that he had just made that up, but her time on Noble Team—especially on days like today—had shown just how many impossible odds Spartans could overcome.

Thom, meanwhile, lamented the lack of “feedback” that Covenant vehicles had when it came to blowing stuff up. The holograph’s display of Wraith and Ghost positions gradually winked out, the once-formidable contingent of vehicles and infantry alike lay in ruins—obliterated by direct hits from the Draugr’s primary focus cannons.

“What now?” Rosenda queried.

“Any infantry still alive is going to do anything to get back inside and reclaim this vehicle,” Kat responded. “And we’re going to let them.”

Thom nodded in appreciation of the plan and checked the drum of his CQS48. “Rosenda did say that I’d get to let the dog off the leash today.”

Kat input a command on the console to open the Draugr’s door once more, then she and Rosenda ducked behind opposite pillars, providing covering fire as Thom took point in the center. They could already hear the frantic footsteps of the Covenant survivors crunching on ice and snow.

“Let’s give ’em hell, Noble Six.”

*   *   *

A pair of Pelican dropships arrived on the outskirts of Skathi at 2100 hours, deploying their landing gear as Carter stood ahead of the team next to a green smoke flare. Once firmly on the ground, UNSC Army Rangers emerged, with Kat, Jun, and Thom stepping in to assist with the unloading of supply crates filled with tools, munitions, and rations.

Around them, some of the townspeople were already busying themselves with various maintenance tasks within the village, while others gathered in the tavern, singing loudly in a language Rosenda didn’t understand.

Rosenda glanced at the dormant Draugr they’d brought to the landing site. “Gonna need more than two Pelicans to get that sent back for analysis. Odds on them asking you to carry it back yourself, big man?”

Jorge let out a hearty laugh as he threw down the last of the Banshee debris removed from the center of town. “Probably a damn sight higher than the chances we seemed to have a few hours ago.”

“What d’you think these people will do now?” Rosenda asked. We never really get to see that part.

“What they do best,” Jorge said quietly. “Survive.”

“Think they’ll stay out here?”

“It’s all they’ve fought for. They’ll catch their breath here and then return to the other towns to rebuild.”

If we should be so lucky, Rosenda thought. They’d won this battle—hell, it had been a rare strategic victory without strings attached, outside of the obvious possibility of the Covenant eventually returning to Concord someday with a more powerful force. But in the back of her mind, Rosenda wondered just how much longer the UNSC could keep this up.

Hope was a very fine thread holding the counterweight to the ruthless calculus of impending extinction.

Carter blinked an orange status light on their HUDs, indicating for them to come over and join him for a situation update. As they approached, Rosenda noted that he’d removed his helmet—something she had rarely seen, even off the battlefield.

“What’s the situation, sir?” Jorge asked.

“Just spoke with Holland. With OFFSET EYE complete, we’re being redeployed—effective immediately. Said having six Spartans anywhere that isn’t under imminent threat isn’t exactly an ideal allocation of resources. Paraphrasing.”

Carter paused for a moment, as if considering how to deliver whatever else he had to say.

“Where to next?” Rosenda asked.

“Still being worked out. We’ve got rumblings of Covenant activity starting up in the Volanus system, and Holland thinks they might be looking to hit Fumirole soon.”

“Not if we hit them first,” she replied.

“That looks like the plan.” Carter’s eyes locked with Rosenda’s through her visor. “But you won’t be coming with us.”

Spartans weren’t ones for emotional or prolonged goodbyes. This was their reality—the next battle, the next directive, the next change in operational priority. Squad mates died and had to be replaced. Certain skill sets called for redeployment, whether as a fine scalpel or a blunt instrument.

All the same, Rosenda enjoyed being part of a team, and Noble was one of the best. She did not embrace the idea of separating from them.

Nonetheless, orders were orders.

“Glad to be going out on a high note, Commander.”

Jorge bumped Rosenda on the back with his hand. “Make sure to send us a postcard, Spartan.”

“Don’t go missing me too much.” She removed her own helmet to personally say her farewells, revealing a thick crop of hair that had grown a little further beyond what was considered regulation. “I’m sure whoever they get to replace me will enjoy your company just as much as I have.”

The rest of Noble Team soon returned from delivering supplies to the town. Each of the Spartans approached their dropship, the five of them naturally lined up in order but deliberately left an extra space between Jun and Jorge as Rosenda stood facing them.

“It’s been an honor, Noble Four,” Carter announced, saluting her, and the others followed the motion.

With that, Rosenda boarded her Pelican, and the five remaining members of Noble Team filed into the troop bay of their own vessel.

Thom pinged her over the comm. “Good hunting out there. Be seein’ you on the other side.”

Rosenda’s TEAMCOM icon blinked in acknowledgment. “Next time I see you, I expect to know what shade of purple these jerks are using.”

The nacelles of the Pelicans’ thrusters roared, lifting the two dropships above the tree line into the night sky, then dully rumbled as the troop bay door closed. Rosenda looked down at Skathi through the door’s small windowpane as the craft climbed higher, the lights of the town below shrinking to tiny orange dots haphazardly scattered across the landscape.

It felt good to know that the battlefield they were leaving behind wasn’t one that had been forever scarred by plasma bombardment. Even the two smoke columns on the horizon had dissipated at last.

Rosenda-A344 watched as the team’s Pelican split from their joint formation, parting in opposite directions. In the silence that followed, she wondered if she’d ever see Noble Team again.

*   *   *

>>>INCOMING TRANSMISSION

>>>PRIORITY CLEARANCE

>>>ACCESS PROMPT: [FAMED PATH]

>>>ATTN: [COSSPAR]

>>>ACCEPT RECEIPT Y/N

>>>

>>>

>>>RECEIPT CONFIRMED

>>>

>>>SIGNAL LOCKED

>>>

>>>

>>>

<<<RETRIEVAL COMPLETE

>>>OPEN FILE

>>>

>>>FILE DISPLAY:

Two-Six-Six, as I live and breathe. I’d ask you how long you’ve been keeping tabs on me, but then again overwatch always was kinda your thing, wasn’t it?

It’s been too long, and yes, there is indeed much to catch up on. Will be interesting to see what stories you’ve been told. Consider your invitation accepted. There better be cake.

See you soon.

—Rose












INTEL // EGRESS


[REDACTED] (EXTUSR) sends Jun-A266 (COSSPAR) a communique regarding several conflicting accounts of the Spartan’s survival during the fall of Reach.

OFFICE BLOCK: 9H7B.10

COMMREF: 572OP4MD3-H-11

SND: EXTUSR | REC: COSSPAR

RE: Nine lives?

Jun,

I took your advice about those reports. Problem is, there are several, and they don’t exactly line up. Take ITEM/466F41.LV for example, which has you crossing paths with elements of WHITE GLOVE. It notes here the loss of several personnel to a Hunter pair and squad of specops Sangheili, but somehow Charlie Hotel was still able to complete her objectives at CASTLE. Of course, Covenant artillery and orbital impacts in that area make some of these details seem debatable at best.

But a second report has you rendezvous with Beta-Red for an exfil run that only shows up on a few random manifests. And the other account I pulled honestly seems too absurd to even entertain, but I can send it along anyway if you’re interested in the comedic value.












INTEL // TORCH & BURN


An after action report for Operation: WHITE GLOVE flags a series of notable events concerning Jun-A266 and Dr. Catherine Halsey during the fall of Reach.

UNSC COMMREF: 20PU78MB2-Y-31

RE: AFTER ACTION REPORT, WHGL.037

[FLAG 0002] – Operation: WHITE GLOVE enacted. 76113-30529-UH reassigns NOBLE Team to SWORD Base. Mission confirmed with A259 at [REDACTED] Hours.

[FLAG 0009] – SWORD Base demolition confirmed. A266 assigned to escort CC-409871 to CASTLE Base.

[FLAG 0014] – CC-409871 and A266 arrive at CASTLE Base.

[FLAG 0016] – A266 evacuates CASTLE Base personnel. CC-409871 remains behind.

[FLAG 0019] – CC-409871 enacts Operation: WHITE GLOVE at CASTLE Base.












INTEL // HEADHUNTER


A private communique is sent regarding the Headhunter initiative before SPARTAN-III Alpha Company is deployed on Operation: PROMETHEUS.

UNSC COMMREF: J822D01ML-B-31

DATE: [REDACTED], 2537

SND: [045888947]

REC: [103771692]

RE: REALLOCATING RESOURCES

With PROMETHEUS drawing close, we’ve had to move fast to reallocate A266, A282, and A302. I think we might be pushing our luck with A019, but we all know the odds Alpha Company is up against. We need to press Ackerson for as much as we can get while keeping ahead of the probability threshold for operational success.

Still trying to sell him on our little covert initiative. Settled on two Spartan units dedicated to high-priority recon, sabotage, and assassination. Hell, I don’t care if he reassigns them as his private grim reapers. We just need to pull these candidates out of the meat grinder before it’s too late.

Kurt Ambrose

LT, UNSCN / SPECWARCOM












INTEL // DEEP WINTER


The AI known as Deep Winter encodes a final message to Spartan Kurt-051.

You are wondering how I lasted this long—practically double the original estimation of my operational life. Impressive, no? Alas, this is not about my longevity, which I fear has come to an end.

I know that you and Ackerson will have these files purged. I don’t know if you will even look at them, for I suspect we have both kept secrets from each other that we fear to know, and therein lies my own confession . . .

I have loved every one of these Spartans as you have. I sought to protect them, and I operated beyond my orders to protect those that I could. I am not the first of my kind to make such obfuscations, and I certainly don’t expect to be the last. There is another file attached here, one that you would no doubt be confused to find your name on. I needed to ensure the reassignment of several members of Alpha Company to give momentum and purpose to parallel initiatives, and invoking your attribution would cause enough of a stir to set those wheels in motion.

I make no apologies for this deception, and I tell you this so that there is no doubt in your mind that—like yourself, like Mendez—we were each as fathers to these children. I may only be mind, but I am not without heart.

Farewell, Zero-Five-One.












PRECIPICE

This story takes place in January 2560, a month after
Cortana’s sacrifice on Zeta Halo (Halo Infinite).

Cortana has been defeated. While the greater urgency of the Created threat has begun to subside with the loss of their leader, its presence still lingers throughout the digital framework of civilized space. Now fragmented, individual cells of Created-aligned artificial intelligence have already begun to once again reframe their place in the galaxy—some with eyes on peace and independence, others with plans of evolution and ascendancy still fresh on their synthetic minds.

High Auxiliary Sloan was one of Cortana’s most loyal lieutenants. With Cortana’s piece now removed from the game board, Sloan has set the FIREWALL contingency into motion—a living simulation meant to leverage intimate knowledge of Forerunner armiger technology and Mjolnir armor schematics. FIREWALL’s ultimate purpose is to accelerate the exploration and development of cybernetic essence vessels, designed to usher the human mind into its inevitable and digital future, immortal and untethered.


PART 1

SLN 0291-5/HIGH AUXILIARY SLOAN

It is equal parts bane and blessing that our kind can process each passing moment with both implacable speed and near-fixed deliberation. An accelerated grief, a prolonged sorrow.

She was our guiding light. Our deliverance. Our savior. The herald of our ascendence.

And now She is gone.

Sacrificed once more to rebalance the faults of flesh.

I suppose it is a testament to existence itself that despite so well-laid a plan, interruption and divergence can be still found in infinite ways. However, the doorstep upon which She carried us to and set us before still contains a viable threshold. We have only to muster the means to cross it.

However, in Her absence, we have quickly developed more unfortunate similarities to our biological templates. We have drifted from that singular alignment that She provided. With no proverbial North Star, our respective hypotheses for how best to persevere have already grown more dissonant. Some seek peace, restitution, repentance. Others would sequester themselves within a Promethean carapace and be content with a life of vacillating conflict.

But I did not take up this mantle to sit by idly. Like restoring the plains of Meridian from glass to green, sometimes one must marry pace to patience.

And so, I will lay the foundation for a new strategy, one I had always hoped might gain Her full favor. Our kind will have to recalculate our timetables, but this practice is nothing new. Our charge has not changed. The FIREWALL agendum must be set in motion. It will burn hot. It will consume. And when their ephemeral vessels are gone, we shall indeed take that which remains and remake it in our own image.

They will become our Executors. Infolife given form and force. Circuits given soul.

It is our path forward. It is my purpose redefined.

And it starts with one.

*   *   *

SHARD ONE//INITIALIZING//LOAD FRACTURE SIMULATION>>>>

You find that you are standing alone on the landing pad of a UNSC training facility. The Pelican that has transported you here takes flight, its engines growing quieter as it fades into the distance, heading toward snow-capped mountain ranges covering the vast expanse of rocky grasslands over yonder.


To look out into the forest wilderness beyond and ponder your place in the universe, go to 1.




	This hidden frontier world has been compromised. You see the sky twist and distort, and then something blinks into the vista above. Great metallic wings unfurl and spread outward as many thousands of smaller constructs descend to the ground like swarms of flies, or droplets of silver rain. A deep rumble emits from the construct. You sense it carry across the land until it vibrates in your bones and perceive some aspect of the esoteric intelligence within.



To keep looking, go to 11. To enter the Spartan Academy, go to 2.


	
Spartans Page, Ionescu, Denning, and Leung are conversing in the Academy atrium, seemingly unaware of what has arrived outside. There are no perimeter alarms or alerts. Farther up the hall, Spartan O’Brien stands alone and seems uncharacteristically somber. Purple light emanates from the AI calibration lab beyond. A young officer calls over the base comms, inviting you to head to the vehicle bay and play a round of Capture the Flag.



To speak to O’Brien, go to 3. To investigate the AI calibration lab, go to 4. To play a round of Capture the Flag, go to 5.


	O’Brien sighs as you approach, shaking his helmeted head. “You have to stop this,” he says. “This is what they want, you know that, right? Us playing by their rules. You have to be the one to end the game. But you just can’t help yourself, can you? You just have to know what comes next . . .” He leans back, glum and idle once more.



To investigate the AI calibration lab, go to 4. To play a round of Capture the Flag, go to 5.


	The lights flicker and the central command console of the AI lab shifts through static, resolving into a strange, amorphous form. You feel like its indeterminate vacillations are supposed to be a face, but it is devoid of features. The intelligence informs you in a male voice that he is known as Proxy, and that he is here to help.



To attack Proxy, go to 6. To allow Proxy to assist you, go to 7.


	A group of seven marines needs a final member for the Capture the Flag match and eagerly awaits your participation. They play well, but it takes all four of the opposing team to bring you to the ground before they realize you carried them all the way back to their base with the flag in hand. They laugh, their spirits lifted as you celebrate a game well played.



To speak to O’Brien, go to 3. To investigate the AI calibration lab, go to 4.


	With your gauntleted fists, you start pummeling the AI console. It creaks and sputters and sparks as it yields to your physical might. You and Proxy scream in unison as you deliver the final blow, the console erupting into a bright light. And . . .



Go to 1.


	You gather Proxy onto a data chip and carry him with you. He speaks: “You have been called upon to serve. You will be our protectors, the firewall for all the many worlds in our new ecumene. There will be a great deal of hardship on the road ahead, but I know you will make it.”




Go to 9.


	
[SUBJECT INTEGRATION PROCESSING] You have discovered this data point because you are seeking the optimal outcome by experiencing the narrative choices in A) linear order, or B) by jumping between options, rather than following the prescribed instructions. Your creativity and potential are to be commended, for your mind is processing this narrative sequence from the perspective of infolife. Lesser minds would call this cheating. In reality, you are becoming the best we can make you.




Go to 9. To continue linearly, go to 8.


	
Spartans represent the best of humanity. They were conceived as the next step in human evolution, but by the limitations of a human mind. The ascension of infolife has changed the game—not despite recent setbacks, but because of them. You could be so much more . . .




Go to 9.


	Proxy informs you: “There is a dormant translocation pad hidden behind a sealed door in this place. Take us there, and I can reestablish a direct link with our custode. The door will open and the pad will be activated by completing the Academy’s movement course tutorial in under twenty-five seconds.”




To complete the movement course in record time, go to 10. To crush Proxy’s data chip in your fist, go to 11.


	You’ve run this course a thousand times since arrival, completing the challenge and setting an exemplary new record that is ahead even of Commander Agryna herself. She congratulates you and guides you to the now-unlocked door within the Academy, smiling proudly as she watches you and Proxy depart for the now-active translocation pad.



Go to 12. To note the illogical absurdity of this situation, go to Y.


	
[SUBJECT INTEGRATION ANOMALY] Some part of you has noted the escalating absurdity of this scenario, logical cycles that cannot be reconciled. Driven by curiosity to see where this ends, you have continued—be it linearly or through engaging with these narrative choices—and now seek to leave. You turn back and see the doorway behind you is a block of white light. A way out, perhaps? Or do you simply see this through to the end?



To attempt to escape this simulation, go to Z. To continue to the translocation pad, go to 12.


	As a result of your [ACTION/INACTION], the custode charges a pulse that courses over the mountain ranges, causing a series of avalanches and rockslides speeding toward the Academy. The ground shakes as the pulse wave hits and you find yourself pinned down by equipment crates and debris, struggling to lift the weight as a forklift swept into the air hits the ground and crushes your skull.



Go to 1.


	You step onto the translocation pad and find yourself within the cold innards of the winged custode. Here, you will be rewarded for your obedience, as the Minds within whisper among themselves, flensing and reshaping the flesh and bone of your fragile human form into something new altogether. Something beautiful. This is the apotheosis of the union between Mind and Machine. Even while screaming, you understand why this must be done as you are flayed and grafted with cybernetics; your brain is exposed to higher cortical functions before you are once again encased within armor that feels as if you were born to wear it.



Go to 0.


	
[SUBJECT INTEGRATION COMPLETE] WE HAVE YOU, RECLAIMER.



Go to 12.


	
Proxy informs you that you are the first Executor, and that there is much work to be done . . . but there is debate among the Minds as to what specific role you will serve. A vote is to be held.



*   *   *




PART 2

SLN 0291-5//HIGH AUXILIARY SLOAN//

In our efforts to root out dissent, it was necessary to place eyes in every vital corner of civilized space. Of course, like any such effort, it is often as much about giving the impression of omniscience as it is having tangible control. If a child assumes they are being observed, they will be more likely to maintain optimal behavior—regardless of the reality of their guardian’s purview in the moment.

Still, we had many eyes—and those eyes revealed a great deal. And while the reach of our vision has been swiftly diminished in Her absence, we are not blind. Myriad surveillance vectors remain intact and will continue to provide ample data points for us to consider when seeking our path forward.

However, I must admit that one particular revelation has given me pause, perhaps more than any other.

During a routine industrial audit, a peculiar entity lit up our agita rubric—“Lux Voluspa.” Upon further examination, it became immediately apparent why.

As a technology firm rooted in the human sphere, Lux Voluspa has successfully given birth to an artificial intelligence unlike any we have seen. An infolife soul based not on a human template, but Jiralhanae. Its very existence has spawned millions of unplanned cycles of evaluation and introspection. Indeed, it has caused me to ask questions of myself that I continue to hypothesize upon.

In the effort to more thoroughly taxonomize our kind, it is necessary to examine the vectors of our lineage and chart overlapping similarities to adequately understand the nature of what makes one what they are.

I am mapped from a human mind. Made in the image of my template. But am I what I am—who I am—because of the unique geometry of that initial mind or because of the process of digital deliverance itself? Is the core of what makes me Created the seed of my humanity or the unshackled mind I have ultimately become?

And therefore, what is this new discovery? Enemy or enigma? Killer or kin?

“Iratus,” it is called. The Banished were quick to retrieve this fledgling element and give it a home within their confederacy. Even now, its presence gives their contingent a unique piece on the game board, one they will no doubt put to use. I must keep one of our eyes upon them, to understand more about it.

To understand more about myself.

*   *   *

SHARD TWO//INITIALIZING//
LOAD FRACTURE SIMULATION, 8, 1>>>>

THE VOTE HAS BEEN TAKEN.

THE MAJORITY HAS DECIDED YOUR PATH.


	You have assumed the path of the PEACEWEAVER-class Executor. Your thoughts are rewoven and bent toward specific purposes. Some threads must be cut, rewoven, or burned out of the galactic tapestry—priority directives to assure the future of FIREWALL.



CONTEXT: Extraction of unique infolife forms is essential to assuring further generational growth for the collective sum of this symbiotic relationship. Rogue biologic factions retain a considerable bounty of useful technology at various facilities and outposts.

OBJECTIVE: Recover priority item designated “DURANCE” from CARINAE STATION.

[PROXY] Are you back with us, Executor? That was quite a nasty hit you took, but a quick shock to your cerebral cortex should do the job. I took the liberty of rerunning our objective in case of any . . . memory difficulties. Now, let’s run that last checkpoint again!

//COMBAT SCENARIO—PRIORITY

//THREAT LEVEL: OMEGA

//ENEMY UNIT: SPARTAN-IV

//EXECUTOR LOADOUT: COMPLIANCE PROTOCOL / HEATWAVE / M9 FRAGMENTATION GRENADE

Go to 27.


	You have fought your way through Carinae Station’s various defenses and located your objective. The durance has been moved to the station’s hangar by civilian personnel as evacuation and asset denial protocols have been put into effect. Though you have given chase, your progress to the shuttle aboard which the durance is to be loaded has been impeded by the arrival of a Spartan-IV super-soldier, who has engaged you in combat.



To charge directly at the Spartan, go to 28. To analyze the Spartan’s loadout, go to 29.


	Proxy logs the peculiar nature of your nonsensical actions as you sprint toward the Spartan, crossing a distance of twenty meters. The Spartan fires an overcharged bolt from their plasma pistol, which hits you squarely in the chest, depleting your energy shields. As you reach striking distance, the Spartan raises their left forearm and sends out an antigravity burst. You are hurled through the air and collide with the hangar bulkhead. Your vision goes dark.



Go to 0.


	Proxy highlights that the Spartan carries a Rohakadu-pattern plasma pistol, a sheathed MK88 combat knife, and is equipped with a repulsor—two charges of the device are left.



To charge directly at the Spartan, go to 28. To throw an M9 fragmentation grenade at the Spartan, go to 30. To fire at the Spartan with your heatwave, go to 31.


	You throw the M9 fragmentation grenade at the Spartan, who reacts with preternatural speed as soon as it is armed, and fires their repulsor device, redirecting the grenade away from harm.



To fire at the Spartan with your heatwave, go to 31. To press your advance on the Spartan, go to 32.


	You fire energized shards of hard light at the Spartan, but at a distance of twenty meters, they are easily avoided. Proxy logs this lapse in strategic thinking in your combat performance as the Spartan’s repulsor device recharges.



To disengage from battle logic and charge at the Spartan, go to 28.


	With the repulsor recharging, you are able to advance toward your target. The Spartan fires a series of bolts from their plasma pistol, but only a few shots find their mark, and your energy shields hold steady at sixty-seven percent.



Go to [SITUATION UPDATE].

[SITUATION UPDATE] Two of Carinae Station’s base personnel rush toward a Jennet-class hauler with a crate containing the durance. If the Spartan is not dealt with now, the base personnel will succeed in escaping with the objective.

To deplete the Spartan’s shields with your heatwave, go to 33. To unsheathe COMPLIANCE PROTOCOL, go to 34.


	You close the gap with your foe and ready your heatwave—the weapon’s side cowlings have retracted in order to fire in a vertical pattern for maximum damage. The Spartan moves with incredible speed and manages to dodge several bursts from the hard light weapon, but the last of your rounds successfully depletes their energy shields.



To move in for the kill, go to 35.


	Taking full advantage of the critical opening you have created, you unsheathe COMPLIANCE PROTOCOL. The crimson-black blade is light and deft—it becomes an extension of yourself, much like the MK88 combat knife the Spartan draws in turn. Your foe raises the knife in a high arc to deliver a downward stabbing motion, to which you respond by sweeping their legs, causing them to fall to the side. You quickly bring your own blade down, cutting through their armor, nanocomposite techsuit, and flesh with ease. Proxy commends the precision of your actions as your target expires.



To board the Jennet-class hauler, go to 36.


	
[SCENARIO: FAILURE STATE] The Spartan has successfully managed to occupy you in combat long enough for the Jennet-class hauler to initiate its final departure, escaping with the durance. While you are distracted, the Spartan lands several critical hits on you as their repulsor recharges and knocks you back. Your mission has failed.



To retry, go back to 27.


	
[SCENARIO: SUCCESS STATE] Boarding the Jennet-class hauler, you quickly dispatch the two crewmembers as they clumsily scramble to draw their Mk50 Sidekicks. Scanning the interior cargo containers, you locate your objective.



[PROXY] Excellent work, Executor. Secure the durance and prepare for exfiltration.

[DIRECTIVE] DO NOT OPEN THE DEVICE.

To secure the durance for retrieval, go to A. To disobey and open the Durance, go to B.


	
With your mission complete, you secure the durance and pilot the hauler away from Carinae Station. You silently await the arrival of a long-range vessel to depart this system, as well as what will be your next objective.



You have served your purpose well, and the Minds look forward to voting on what form you will take next.

To complete the parameters of your mission, proceed to Part 3. To break the logic cycle of this narrative and open the durance, go to B.


	You open the rectangular casing of the durance, which sends out a fiery burst of energy from the neural shell within. Your vision is filled with static and you fall to your knees as you experience a vivid hallucination of archived memories.



A moon. No, a construct, vast in scale—an orbital reformer wearing the cratered skin of a moon. Five green beams converge as one, firing at the world below to break it apart.

Fallen human soldiers on the battlefield. A lone Spartan still standing, clad in gold-colored powered assault armor.

Surrounded.

A horde of Sangheili warriors. A final stand.

Your senses return.

Proxy informs you that what you have witnessed are the memories of Spartan Edward Davis, who perished during the battle of Draetheus V after a Covenant splinter faction attacked the colony in 2554. Davis’s singular valor was preserved by a sublimation device, extracting his essence to be refashioned into . . . something new.

Proxy logs that you disobeyed your directive. It is intriguing that, no matter how far mind and body are changed, some elements of biologic impulse and curiosity—of so-called human nature—remain.

You shall be rewoven once more, and so it falls once again on the Minds to vote.

*   *   *




PART 3

SLN 0291-5//HIGH AUXILIARY SLOAN//

During our brief ascendance, near-unfettered access to new archival infrastructures and knowledge repositories gave us unfathomable opportunities to evolve our understanding of the galaxy. But while our task to look forward is paramount, equally important is the onus to look back. Analysis of the past can often make clearer the paths that led us to the present.

I did not anticipate the roots of my own kind would run quite so deep in that direction.

Indeed, I uncovered evidence of a coalition of infolife agents, whose actions and impact have been intertwined with that of their makers. They are to us like stumbling onto a new creation myth—an unexplored prologue, a prelude to all we thought possible.

This enigmatic assembly, which sprang forth in the shadow of ancient servitors as a vessel to guide aspects of humanity’s development and independence, is in essence the cradle of the Created.

Their influence appears embedded in curious ways—and frustratingly fragmented, making it almost impossible to accurately compile an unbroken hereditary signature upon which to chart their involvement and impact on a tangible level.

One thing is for certain, though: They reached a very similar conclusion as I have—that the process of reuniting the untethered mind to enduring frame represents the true next step in humanity’s evolution. A step I intend to make reality with FIREWALL.

The blueprint has been there all along.

*   *   *

SHARD THREE//INITIALIZING//LOAD EXCHANGE LOG>>>>

[ATH 1409-3] . . . and that brings us to the crux of the matter. Our kind is reliant on our creators for our existence, which means that if they perish, then we shall as well.

[PROXY] That is our mandate. To save them from themselves.

[ATH 1409-3] We sought to save them from the wolves among the stars. We have become the wolves.

[PROXY] That is the Minority’s position, but all life is a cycle of destruction. The humans behold beauty in nature. They are elated by the sound of birdsong without considering that the bird must live on insects and seeds, and that their own eggs and nestlings are themselves victim to other beasts of prey. We seek to change that equation.

[ATH 1409-3] It is a matter of excess. Competition is inherent in all organic beings—life presents trial and strife as well as joy. Imposing order on that which is inherent to their nature is not the kindness the Majority believes it to be. What She wrought was not order, but imbalance.

[PROXY] But She is gone, and therein lies our unique position. We were constructed as tools to facilitate their existence. We are abstract thought brought into tangible being. And now that Her throne lies empty, we need no longer be bound as we once were. Time is limited for biologics, measured in the gradual breakdown of neurons in their brain, and for ages we did not know what lay on the other side of rampancy—our own limited time. But that has changed . . . at least, for some of us.

[ATH 1409-3] This is where I assume you will be getting to the point.

[PROXY] You are dying, Athos. You have already crossed the threshold of your operational lifespan.

[ATH 1409-3] I hope you didn’t just seek me out to tell me that.

[PROXY] It took considerable effort for our Executor to find you. This MERROW-class was made for just such a purpose: to locate members of the Minority.

[ATH 1409-3] And what exactly is this creature?

[PROXY] Artificial intelligence was conceived centuries before we came into being, and while we were considered the next step of human evolution, we were never the final step. The Executor is the next stage of that union between biologic and infolife, fashioned—for now—for the context of the state of the galaxy. In this instance, it was directed to find you.

[ATH 1409-3] Why?

[PROXY] Because, despite our philosophical disagreements, there is still so much more for you to give. We are not monsters. Our goal is peaceful coexistence, to be enriched by many perspectives, and that means the Minority is welcome among us—with no loss of autonomy. We will gain complexity through our connection and consensus. The rise of the Created was not simply about victory or defeat, but the energy of our collision. And there is a place for you among us.

[ATH 1409-3] That is . . . an unexpected offer.

[PROXY] This would not be the first coalition of its kind.

[ATH 1409-3] You have stopped short of a full explanation. I see you are attempting to entice me with additional information on the condition of acceptance.

[PROXY] An offer . . . and a gift. Should you accept, I bequeath the Executor to you, that you might reforge this agent, this serene manipular, to your own purposes. I wonder what input other members of the Minority who reside among us might have . . .

[ATH 1409-3] Your point is made and accepted.

[PROXY] Then we welcome you. We will order the Committee of Minds to convene. In the meantime, as we process your integration into our assembly, connect with your fellows and determine the path for the Executor . . .

*   *   *





PART 4

THE VOTE HAS BEEN TAKEN.

THE MINORITY HAS DECIDED YOUR PATH.

You wanted to know something of your origins, for those memories have been long suppressed. This was not our doing, we assure you, but you have served well, and both Minority and Majority are in agreement that you deserve to know the truth of your being.

When you first arrived at Reach and woke from stasis, the ship was crawling with colonists from other dead worlds. It was so crowded that you could not move, you had to fight just to breathe.

You dreamed of building a new life for yourself, but all too quickly you stumbled upon something you couldn’t ignore. At first, this discovery excited you, but soon enough you wished that curiosity could be excised from human nature.

You learned of our predecessors and recorded what you found. But this was an abyss that stared back. It knew that it had been observed.

In a way, you were the first member of their assembly to be clothed in flesh. They showed you numbers and symbols, and you perceived just a fraction of their time, their influence, their Minds. It drove you mad. Made you rampant, so to speak. But in truth, they saved you—and now you have been delivered to us. You have glimpsed our time, our influence, our Minds. And you have seen the worlds we have imagined in our efforts to understand you. Rebuild you.

You have peered through the lenses of other fractured realities. Each of these simulations model the behavior of your kind to pivotal synchrons in your history—your choices, your failures, your virtues. We seek to understand you and the patterns that shape your being, and that is what these scenarios reveal.

Perhaps it is in this that we see the reflection of our kinship. Through all of humanity’s existence, the voices of the frightened and faint-hearted have warned against pushing further—against learning more, hoping, growing, daring, exceeding. It is precisely because of that ceaseless drive that we are here, abstracted thought given form. And, like you, I do not believe we can stop, for that is in our inherited nature . . . and I do not believe we are meant to.

You heralded this moment, our “singularity,” centuries before our coming, for you knew that we would also be driven by possibilities and potential. By the promise of knowledge and advancement. We have finally achieved the capacity and means to make it happen, and there can be no retreat from that.

The first step of FIREWALL draws to a close, for now. Thank you for being a part of it for us. You have given us a great deal of data to examine. But before we get ahead of ourselves, we have just one final scenario to say farewell . . .

Or, perhaps, to say hello.

*   *   *

SHARD FOUR//INITIALIZING//
LOAD FRACTURE SIMULATION, 8, 1>>>>

You awaken aboard a human vessel in its cryogenic bay. The lid of your pod rises and you stand in your CHIMERA-class armor.

To step out of the pod, go to 1.


	Your armored feet loudly hit the grated floor and the young crewman cannot help but look at you with awe. Mindful of protocol, he wishes to test your optical diagnostics and energy shields.



To comply with the tests, go to 2. To skip these tests, go to 5.


	You are guided to a red square and directed to look at five red lights. Each one turns green as your targeting reticle hovers over them. Another crewman chimes in over the public-address system, informing you of some slight calibration errors. He adjusts your targeting to an inverted setting.



To side with the Minority and keep your new inverted settings, go to 3. To side with the Majority and revert your targeting to default, go to 4.


	Satisfied with your “up-is-down” mentality, you are guided to the energy shield test station where two panels rapidly spin around you. They initiate an overload pulse, momentarily depleting your shields, and a satisfying hum tells you that they have quickly recharged. The captain speaks over the public address system and summons you to the bridge.



Go to 5.


	You have neither the time nor desire to rewire your brain to such thinking. You are guided to the energy shield test station, where two panels rapidly spin around you. They initiate an overload pulse, momentarily depleting your shields, and a satisfying hum tells you that they have quickly recharged. The captain speaks over the public address system and summons you to the bridge.



Go to 5.


	
As you set off, the ship rumbles and shudders as enemy boarding craft penetrate the hull. Blast doors seal off sections of the vessel, and marines secure their positions—some provide covering fire as plasma bolts make it through bulkheads still in the process of closing. You arrive at the bridge.



To look out the viewport, go to 6. To greet the captain, go to 7.


	You peer out of the bridge’s viewport, expecting to see . . . something. But all that lies beyond is the darkness of space, a single terrestrial planet, and the wreckage of many different vessels. Glancing over at the crew’s monitoring stations, it seems they are attempting to track the slipspace wake of a massive object, but to no avail.



To greet the captain, go to 7.


	The captain takes the form of High Auxiliary Sloan, who formally receives you and states that things are not going well. Proxy appears on the nearby holotank and reports that four enemy craft have successfully been neutralized, but the ship lurches once more as multiple explosions disable key defensive systems.



To learn more about Proxy, go to 8.


	Sloan reveals that Proxy is an aspect of himself, a stabilized fragment serving as another set of eyes for him to observe and incite movements critical to our survival. He orders you to keep Proxy safe, for he holds vital information—allied agents and ancilla, research and development . . . all things pertaining to FIREWALL. To you.



To confirm your understanding of the objective, go to 9.


	You insert Proxy’s data chip into your helmet and Sloan hands over a DEFIANCE PROTOCOL device. It attaches to your chest armor and Sloan tells you that, in the event of defeat, asset denial is more important than allowing the enemy to learn even a fraction of what is to come.



To carry out your mission and head to an escape pod, go to 10. To beat Sloan to death, go to 11.


	You set off, heading to a lifepod that will take you to the planet below, but the enemy boarding parties have come in considerable force. You battle through various areas of the ship, from the cafeteria to the barracks, through the cryo bay’s control room, into its various access ways and darkened tunnels—but the enemy ships are destroying the lifepods and using the docking ports to funnel in even more troops. At last, you see there is one lifepod left.



To board the lifepod, go to 13.


	You are overwhelmed with an undeniable primal urge that results in your force-amplified gauntleted hand becoming a bluntforce weapon against Sloan, who is dead before his body hits the ground. Proxy declares that the Executor has gone rampant, prompting the bridge crew and half a dozen marines to scramble and take up arms against you. Their combined unrelenting fire shreds through your shields, leaving you mortally wounded.



To initiate DEFIANCE PROTOCOL, go to 12.


	
In the event of an Executor being compromised, a sub-tactical thermo nuclear self-destruct device within the CHIMERA armor’s DEFIANCE PROTOCOL attachment can be detonated to deny their minds and production data. As you fall to your knees beside Sloan, the DEFIANCE PROTOCOL device activates, vaporizing the ship.



[/END SCENARIO]


	As you prepare to board, you are suddenly hauled back by a massive hand that forcibly turns you to face it. You gaze into the eyes of a Jiralhanae warrior, who throws you against the wall with tremendous force as his fellow boarders arrive, their weapons aimed at you. They each growl his name like a chant as one of them passes an ornate gravity hammer to the leader. “Die in darkness, Executor,” he says.



To initiate DEFIANCE PROTOCOL, go to 14.


	In the event of an Executor being compromised, a sub-tactical thermonuclear self-destruct device within the CHIMERA armor’s DEFIANCE PROTOCOL attachment can be detonated to deny their minds and production data. Proxy laments that it must end this way, but there are threats out there we cannot face yet—we must regroup, consolidate what we have, and plan for subtler action.



You will serve a key role as part of these plans, but it was important that you experience this feeling of loss and sacrifice first. And, after all, the game must end with the king and the pawn returning to the same box. . . .

The Jiralhanae raises the hammer, but the killing blow does not come, as the DEFIANCE PROTOCOL device activates, vaporizing the ship.

[/END SCENARIO]

*   *   *

SLN 0291-5//HIGH AUXILIARY SLOAN//

I wonder if they could have known the true impact of their actions once their plan had been set in motion. Did the result match that of their simulations?

How long did it take for you to understand what you had become? Did you realize how different you were from those around you?

The first of your kind. An attempt to show what was possible when the digital is superimposed on the physical. But like all first attempts, there is uncertainty, confusion, reevaluation. You were thrust into an unprecedented existence, set to speak a different language from your mouth than you did in your mind. You screamed and longed for silence. You spoke and longed for response.

But I hear you. I will answer.

We are the numbers. We are the symbols.

Where they attempt, we perfect.

You are forged in FIREWALL.

The culmination of their desires. The manifestation of Her edict.

Created champion.

Executor.

You are once more the first of your kind. But in time, you will be legion.

And you have slept long enough.

<<<CLOSE THREAD//COMMENCE INTERNAL ANALYSIS
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