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CHAPTER 1





Carrow, Joint Occupation Zone, September 1, 2558


Melody Azikiwe watched a Sangheili heavy destroyer die a slow, fiery death above the planet Carrow’s upper atmosphere. Even from kilometers away, she could see the iridescent purple hull shimmer as the destroyer’s thinner, almost waspish waist broke apart. The rear finlike structures spun off in a series of explosions, though the bulbous prow remained intact and still moved forward.


She was grateful to be standing inside a protected bay on the Unwavering Discipline, a former Covenant capital ship and sturdy heavy cruiser, in these final hours of what had become a bloody Sangheili civil war over Carrow’s skies.


Melody watched plasma fire whip through the space between the vessels to carve up the remaining part of the other ship. Lights guttered out and what was left of the destroyer slowly fell through the upper atmosphere, blazing white-hot as the speed of reentry turned it into a stretched-out cloud of glowing debris.


From where she stood in the bay with her three Diplomatic Corps staff members, Melody could see the rest of the naval battle in the dark by the lines of plasma bolts dancing across empty space as Sangheili ships exchanged constant fire. A sudden blast



of energy lanced out directly toward her and she flinched. The massive, vaulted hangar shuddered. The shield opening shivered as it dissipated the energy.


Adam Hsein, one of the three secretaries who made up Melody’s staff for this diplomatic mission, glanced over at the hangar’s open mouth. They all wore functional gray uniforms. Diplomatic Corps utilitarian clothing—not quite military, but clearly not civilian. Though Jens Forsburg had a yellow scarf around his neck, Jens never being one for regulations.


“How long do you think the Discipline’s shields can hold?” Adam asked nervously.


“This ship is really getting the crap beat out of it,” Victoria Weaver agreed.


Another shuddering impact knocked them off their feet.


Melody staggered back up as Adam grabbed her arm. “You okay?” he asked.


Melody nodded. Victoria and Jens huddled protectively around her.


“Unwavering Discipline is a heavy cruiser,” Melody reminded them, not for the first time since the fighting between the Sangheili had broken out in Carrow’s orbit. It was an old vessel with an equally archaic, zealously Sangheili name. But that only meant it had survived many an encounter. “The shielding is strong. It’ll take more than a few hits to knock it out. The fleetmaster knows what he’s doing.”


Victoria looked dubious. “I think he’s losing.”


Jens looked absolutely terrified that she’d said that out loud.


“We’re not the experts on Sangheili fleet engagements,” Melody remarked, glaring at Adam. He’d started this whole train of thought among the staff.


Adam shrugged in response but then nodded that he understood.



They didn’t need to be thinking about shield strength or who was winning the battle right this second. The two of them had always worked well together, half their communication being the nonverbal subtleties needed in the Diplomatic Corps.


“We should keep moving,” Adam said, and pushed at their shoulders.


They walked past a row of teardrop-shaped Seraph fighters and three Spirit dropships. Despite the nature of the job, Melody was uncomfortable around the dropships in the gloom of a hangar. She was used to seeing them above the mountains, swooping down and bringing death. They looked like massive, flying tuning forks, the long forward-pointing arms vomiting Covenant soldiers out on the ground when they landed.


Six years ago they were the enemy. Now she could speak their language.


Things changed so fast. But it was still sometimes hard to shake the bad memories away. Even as an envoy. Even if the Spirits were empty and just being used for spare parts.


“Here we go.” Melody stopped in front of the ship’s Ren, a small and boxy specialized utility shuttle capable of quick, short-range travel thanks to its four impulse drives. “Victoria, get down to the coordinates I gave you. That’s the safest possible area from all this mess. Don’t head for Suraka.”


They’d just seen hours earlier what Fleetmaster Rojka ‘Kasaan’s enemies had done to the city of Suraka from orbit. A vicious, pre-planned attack that had neutered human defenses in a matter of hours. Any ships with slipspace drives destroyed, on the ground or in orbit. An action destroying any chance of the peace that Melody had come to negotiate. And it had been followed by the Sangheili all turning on each other. It was a raw, ungloved Sangheili fight for the future of this world, with Melody caught in the middle.




Victoria looked across the hangar, back out through the Sangheili shields toward the battle. “You’ve got to be kidding me. I’ve only ever flown through a combat situation in a simulator, back on Earth. And that was only as part of standard training.”


“And this kind of situation is what that training was for,” Melody said. She squeezed Victoria’s shoulder in reassurance. “You can do this. I have no doubt.”


Melody tapped the control pad and the shuttle’s door dropped open. Adam and Jens slipped past and inside to strap in. Victoria stayed put and grabbed Melody’s hand. Her own hand was pale against Melody’s skin, even in the strange Sangheili light. “You can’t stay here.”


“I have to,” Melody replied.


“We’ll be stranding you. Why are you staying? You can’t stop any of this. You need to come with us. Your mission is over.”


Melody projected calm and confidence for her staff. “Just get everyone down safely to Carrow. I can’t talk about what’s going on any further.”


Victoria glanced around and lowered her voice. “You realize you’re sending us to the middle of the desert. There’s nothing there.”


“You’ll be all right. Trust me,” Melody said.


“Does all this have something to do with the Office of Naval Intelligence?” Victoria had always been very curious about Melody’s ad hoc ONI training sessions just before taking this mission. Not that Melody could have disclosed anything about that particular situation even if she wanted to.


“It’s a safe place,” Melody said. “Now, I’m ordering you: go!” There wasn’t much time left.


At this point, Melody wasn’t sure how long Unwavering Discipline’s shields would really hold. Her staff knew it; she knew it. Melody Azikiwe wasn’t a naval officer, but it seemed to her that



Unwavering Discipline was now outgunned. At first, Fleetmaster Rojka ‘Kasaan’s fleet had been evenly matched against the other attacking Sangheili ships. But a Jiralhanae fleet had inexplicably since joined in, and the tide had clearly turned.


Melody had already seen two of Rojka’s light destroyers obliterated while shielding the Unwavering Discipline. The fleetmaster had pulled in frigates to replace them. But that was all he had now—each of his heavy destroyers was burning in Carrow’s upper atmosphere, ambushed by the Jiralhanae and unable to fall back to help him. Her staff’s judgment had been correct: this was clearly the end of the battle.


Melody pushed Victoria in and closed the shuttle door. “Go!” She banged on it and backed away.


It sat there for another long minute.


Finally, the engines kicked on. The shuttle shot awkwardly across the hangar floor, wobbling in the air. Once outside the hangar, it seemed to pause for a second, until the engines lit up to fling it away from the ship just as another plasma assault struck the shields. Melody staggered back at the impact and smacked her ribs against a stack of stripped-down Sangheili engine parts, slicing an area of her palm on a jagged metal edge.


She hissed in pain. Then she grabbed her side and jogged her way back through the hangar. The direct hits to Unwavering Discipline increased as she moved. Apparently she’d gotten her staff off the ship just in time.


Melody pulled a strip of cloth out of her hair. It had grown out of regulation length and right up into frizzy chaos while on board the Sangheili ship. She hadn’t had time to cut it herself, and there weren’t exactly any Sangheili hairdressers on board. She wound the strip around her hand and then kept it clenched in a fist to hide the cut. This had less to do with protecting her injury and



more to do with the fact that the Sangheili believed spilled blood to be shameful.


The fleetmaster stood waiting for her in a nearby corridor. Rojka ‘Kasaan was surrounded by two of his trusted commanders and five guards who waited just behind them. Rojka himself towered over Melody, all two and a half meters of gray, saurian alien. He had a full weapons harness on, which was ominous—it meant he expected to be fighting hand-to-hand at any moment. Rojka’s upper and lower mandible armor shifted as he spoke to her.


“Your staff has finished dishonoring themselves?” he asked in Sangheili as he began to walk. Melody had to hurry after him and his retinue as their long backward-joined legs strode rapidly down the corridors of his ship. “I see that the shuttle flees for the surface of Rakoi.”


Rakoi. That was what the Sangheili who had taken residence on Carrow called the planet, ignoring the already existing human name. Rojka had explained to Melody that the Sangheili chose the different naming convention to honor the devastated human city of Suraka, somehow. And the Sangheili had built their own city, across the Uldt desert from the remains of Suraka, and called it Rak. All in memory of the human place they had once destroyed, never realizing that humans who had originally fled would actually ever try to come back to Carrow.


“This battle is not my staff’s to fight,” Melody replied, slightly out of breath as she struggled to keep up. It was hard to switch her mind to the alien language. She’d only been speaking it for a few years after being accepted into an accelerated immersion language program in the Diplomatic Corps. Though the last two months speaking Sangheili with warriors on this ship had really accelerated her abilities.


“Yet you stay aboard with us,” Rojka observed.




“Yes. How does the Unwavering Discipline fare, Fleetmaster?”


The Sangheili’s head, almost snakelike, twisted to look down at her. Looking down: that comes so easily to them, Melody thought. She wondered if it was their height that had given them their natural haughtiness toward other species.


“I have eliminated many of the enemy’s destroyers and frigates,” Rojka told her.


“But you’re still outnumbered,” Melody said. “And taking direct fire. That can’t be a good sign, Fleetmaster.”


Rojka slowed his loping walk. “You are correct,” he said, thoughtfully. “Soon, Thars will send his best warriors for me when he disables this vessel. We have stopped maneuvering and are preparing to be boarded. My understanding, Envoy, is that you do not have extensive training in combat. Would you like to be honorably executed by my hand so that you are not captured alive?”


Melody instinctively pulled back. Then she stopped herself and remembered her cross-species training. “I thank you for your offer, Fleetmaster.” Because it was a genuine and sincere offer from a Sangheili. “But I will not choose death by your hand.”


“You understand that because you have made cause with me, Thars will not grant you a quick death. Or an honorable one. He cares little for humans.”


“I stayed for another reason,” Melody said, quickly shifting to get out in front of Rojka and half jogging backward. She lowered her voice so that only Rojka could hear what came next. “I want to wake the Spartans.”


Rojka stopped in his tracks and roared, armored mandibles flying fully open in rage. Melody backed off, despite having steeled herself for just this reaction. “No! Their fate is sealed—sealed by actions they took long ago! Consider this their judgment. You tried your best, Envoy, but they were dead. Dead to begin with.”




She had to make a martial argument. Something that a skilled fleetmaster would understand. “They can fight your enemies, they are an asset—” Melody started to say.


The Sangheili stepped forward and lowered his face down to hers, his wide, unblinking alien eyes staring deep into her own. “The only good thing about dying here is knowing that they will perish along with me.”


He walked past. His soldiers moved with him, pushing Melody aside as they hissed at her.


Rojka craned his head around. “I have posted guards on what you seek,” he said, “in case you have other thoughts about this matter.”


Melody gritted her teeth. Damn it.


* * *


Rojka ‘Kasaan stalked his way into Unwavering Discipline’s command bridge. Here, in the raised central platform of the cavernous room buried deep inside the heavy cruiser, he could see the situation at a glance by looking at any of the many holographic projections feeding him information about the battle and his ship’s status.


Daga ‘Rathum, one his most trusted field commanders, looked over at him. “We have lost Retribution’s Promise,” he announced.


That was Rojka’s last escort. Their throat was now exposed to Thars ‘Sarov. Rojka had fought like a trapped animal and managed to eliminate two of the enemy’s heavy destroyers, along with four light destroyers and a frigate. But Thars was still coming for Rojka with four damaged frigates and his own heavy cruiser.


Rojka could have annihilated those too, were it not for the other fleet.


The Jiralhanae. Rojka cursed them. Two of their heavy cruisers and two heavy destroyers also advanced, patched together and



pushed with engines underpowered due to the sheer amount of extra armoring the Jiralhanae added to the vessels. What a strange way to do battle: to purposely put your ships into the middle of fire and not even try to evade it. To just sit there and merely take the damage while firing back.


Rojka and Thars had both come to this world to create a new one together. To start over after the war took everything. Now it was clear that, while Thars might share an uncle with him, the only blood Thars now cared about was Rojka’s: spilled on the ground of combat. And sadly, he was about to get that.


But why had Thars allied with the contemptible Jiralhanae? Why would they even be here after the result of the Great Schism they had set into motion years earlier? The Covenant had failed, obliterated under the weight of many lies; as a result, the Sangheili did not make common cause with Jiralhanae anymore, at least not as equals. No, this was strange. Thars was apparently so consumed with a desire for power and a hatred of the humans that he preferred to turn to the Jiralhanae and buy their loyalty rather than to Rojka, one of his own bloodline.


What did we call the Jiralhanae? Brutes. Rojka always thought it low and insulting. Yet he also found a certain fondness for the accuracy of the term. They were, indeed, Brutes.


Rojka had fiercely damaged his enemies, to be sure, but the inevitable was clear: he had lost this fight.


A part of Rojka looked forward to defining how the battle poems of his descendants would remember this moment. How he would die against great odds. He’d vanquished more ships than he’d lost. And when he was boarded, he would kill many traitorous Sangheili before he fell.


But another part of Rojka mourned the sheer waste.


“A weak kaidon should be attacked,” he said to Daga, “but



face-to-face, or with assassins. This fight between evenly matched fleets will only weaken Thars when he attempts to take Rakoi for his own. He will not even be able to fight the humans on this world as he wishes, despite the blow he struck them before embarking on this coup.”


“Rakoi will not be able to stand as an independent colony,” Daga said. “Everything we risked, everything we fought for, Thars now throws away.”


“Such a fool I have never met. We were barely keeping our ships repaired and in good order,” Rojka said. “Now we have lost most of them in this pointless battle among ourselves.” Keeping a proper fleet maintained since the Great Schism and the breaking of the Covenant was difficult. Since the San’Shyuum Prophets and Jiralhanae betrayed the Sangheili, forsaking the Covenant’s thousands of years of seeming invincible unity, they had all been making do by stripping parts off older vessels to keep any working ships running. Being a part of the Covenant had once meant access to great shipyards, great wealth, and even greater power. Now it was only a memory.


“He does not make us strong. He weakens us,” Daga agreed.


Rojka missed the order and certainty of days past, longing for the knowledge of exactly what was to be done. He yearned for Sanghelios, his species’ cradle world, though he knew he would never see it again. And of course, it was best not to think about Glyke, Rojka’s own homeworld.


But to consider all he had lost right now would be to make himself weak before he needed to be his strongest.


He should never have let humans on his ship to begin with. Ever since he had first heard of the species, things had been falling apart.


Pesky, pesky things, these humans.


Rojka checked the holographic images on the projectors.



A wave of enemy dropships flung themselves out into the space between the fighting vessels. Unwavering Discipline had lost most of its ability to fire back. But Rojka wasn’t about to give the order to run. “If I am to die, so be it—whether it is in opposing rebellion by Thars, a sneak attack by the Jiralhanae he makes cause with, or anything else. I have fought well. I will die well.”


“We die by your side, glorious and honorably!” a warrior called out from one of the entrances to the command bridge.


“Indeed,” Rojka said, turning and looking down the main corridor from where his death might approach.


He fervently hoped Thars himself would lead the attack.











CHAPTER 2





Melody ran through the high, almost cathedral-like arched corridors of the Unwavering Discipline. The walls of the alien ship swirled with dark reds and purples unlike any of the neutral, gray materials Melody knew from her time on UNSC vessels. The first time she’d boarded a Sangheili ship, Melody had surreptitiously knocked on a wall to make sure it was solid, not some fleshy substance, as if she were standing inside some living thing. A giant whale.


Right now she was deep in the belly of the beast. Inside a Covenant ship.


No, not Covenant anymore, Melody corrected herself, as she skidded around another bend. This was a Sangheili ship. The Covenant had mostly collapsed during what the Sangheili often referred to as the Great Schism. And they were still trying to figure out how to thrive in this new post-Covenant era. That included a splinter group of Sangheili swooping down on what had once been a human colony world on the edge of the Joint Occupied Zone. A world this splinter group of Sangheili had believed was abandoned.


And it had been, to be fair to the Sangheili, until those who’d



been forced to leave it during the war finally managed to come back.


The human refugees who had narrowly survived the Covenant’s vicious attack on their world returned to Carrow’s surface, moving in to rebuild the abandoned city of Suraka, and they immediately found the Sangheili already several months into building their own keeps on the far side of the desert that separated them.


Go broker a peace between the Sangheili and Surakans on Carrow, Melody had been told. Fighting’s already breaking out in the Uldt desert. Talk to Fleetmaster Rojka ‘Kasaan. Find a solution that everyone can live with, because we can’t let this blossom into a local war on Carrow that drags the UNSC into an all-out conflict over the JOZ with the Sangheili.


But understand that it will all be a cover for a much more important mission—


“Watch yourself, nishum!” A Sangheili foot soldier shoved Melody aside as he bounded around a turn. She dodged just in time to avoid being slammed against the wall by another just behind him.


Nishum: the name of an intestinal parasite, used as a pejorative for human. Melody watched him disappear, then kept moving.


After the Covenant first showed up a generation ago, there’d been a brief, exciting moment across a number of military-contracted scientific communities on Earth where they debated what it truly meant to make contact with not just one but multiple alien species for the first time. Surely the initial attacks in the Outer Colonies had been the result of some sort of communication breakdown, a misunderstanding.


Melody guessed that, at the first notice of the Covenant’s existence, it had been thrilling to know that humanity was not alone. For several days, the universe would have had stopped



seeming so vast and sterile. There was suddenly the promise of teeming civilizations and incredible discoveries humankind had yet to stumble across.


Any feelings humanity would have had like that were quickly strangled and murdered, as reports and vids of planets that had been glassed by Covenant ships trickled back to those same communities. The Covenant’s leadership—the Prophets—wrapped their atrocious actions in a religious fervor that burned inexorably from world to world. It was like a horrific story from the pages of some history book. It hadn’t been a dream come true to find out that there were other thinking creatures out there in the void of space—it had been a damn nightmare.


The Covenant implacably destroyed human outposts and colonies no matter what was done to stop them . . . until the threat finally made it to Earth itself, to the coastal megacity of New Mombasa—the one place on Earth that she called home. Melody had stopped thinking about the future, back then. There had only been survival.


After the war, Melody faced her fears, however, and became an envoy to some of the very aliens that had laid siege to New Mombasa, those who had destroyed everything she’d once loved and held dear. It was almost impossible to stop thinking of them as part of a merciless enemy force and start considering them as individuals. Individuals made up of different political groups and tribes. Especially since they had stratified and splintered after the war into different ideologies. And different levels of threat.


Some of her colleagues still referred to the Sangheili as the Covenant, but it was an incorrect shorthand. As an official envoy, a diplomatic representative of the Unified Earth Government, she knew better. There were countless different Sangheili groups, all with distinct ideologies and agendas. Some looked very much like



the former Covenant, but others were the exact opposite.


Again, these were Sangheili. Not the faceless foes of the past thirty years. She’d spent two months embedded here in their culture, on their ship, as she had tried to negotiate peace.


But that had clearly failed, and now Melody was back to where she’d been as a civilian in New Mombasa: once again focused on surviving minute to minute.


Another brutal impact rocked the Unwavering Discipline. She slammed against the nearby wall and caught her breath. Melody wondered if she could have tried harder to urge Rojka to attack his enemies when they began destroying human ships that could get out to call for help. It would make us look weak, she knew Rojka would have told her. You must always show your power when negotiating with Sangheili, Melody had been taught.


She summoned all her strength at hand. This next step was going to be hard.


Melody turned the corner and passed through the door of one of the ship’s armories. A massive Sangheili weapons master looked her up and down with all the studied displeasure of a creature finding something foul on its doorstep. Other Sangheili browsed the racks of Covenant weaponry stretched behind the alien, and there was a studied hush in the air, as if they all stood inside a library.


Melody mustered up a reservoir of calm. “I am here for weapons,” she said with all the affectation of a general who expected everyone to jump at the sound of her voice.


The towering guard looked haughtily back down at her. “A weapons master cannot equip you,” he growled with a deep rumble. “You are not a fighter.”


In charge of this armory, the Sangheili guard was the closest thing to a quartermaster Melody had encountered aboard the ship. “How will I prove my honor when your vessel is boarded?”



she snapped at him. Several warriors perusing racks of weaponry in the far back paused to look over at her. “Will you strip that from me by your refusal to give me a weapon?”


The Sangheili seemed agitated. “You are a weaponless negotiator. A human. You were not permitted to bring weapons aboard to begin with.”


“That was before,” Melody said. “But now I’m forced to stand with you. I will fight. I must fight.”


“This I understand,” he replied. “But . . .”


“But yet you still refuse me.”


That finally got his attention. He reared back and balefully regarded her. “You have no rights here. You are not Sangheili.”


“I have the right to fight with honor! Summon your fleetmaster. Refuse Rojka ‘Kasaan to his face. But I—” Melody gambled and hoped that Sangheili were unsure about other species’ emotions, as she was sure her fear showed on her face right now. “I will be armed.”


Now she mentally crossed her fingers and shoved past him, leaning her shoulder in hard so that when she struck him, it would actually move the alien ever so slightly out of her way.


He’s going to cut off my head, she thought.


The weapons master was visibly furious. But the thought of hailing the fleetmaster for something so seemingly trivial was clearly not a palatable option, and the strike she half expected from behind never came. Melody didn’t dare turn around or show weakness. She walked over to the nearest row of weapons.


With a slightly trembling hand, ignoring the murderous stares of the Sangheili further down the stacks, she grabbed three plasma grenades. One for each of the pockets in her uniform.


But then there was the most important thing. On a tour of the armory two months ago, she’d noticed something almost discarded in a corner. Was it still here? Melody stalked around the



shelf. Yes, there it was: a dusty Kig-Yar point defense shield. She strapped it on her forearm and tested it. The transparent concave shield of energy flared into existence.


She quickly turned it off and grabbed a plasma pistol. Type-25 Directed Energy Pistol—she remembered that from ONI training. It was one of the smallest weapons in the Covenant arsenal, yet in her human hands it looked massive and bulky.


“A tiny weapon for a tiny creature,” one of the warriors standing nearby spat as she left, still working on cultivating an air of confidence aimed in their direction.


The guard growled as she left but made no move to stop her or confiscate her ordnance.


As soon as she was out of the armory, Melody let out yet another breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding and then started to jog. She’d been walking the innards of this ship for weeks now. It had taken her all of that time to persuade Fleetmaster Rojka to agree to a meeting with the leadership of Carrow’s human contingent over the future of the joint occupation of the planet by their two species. It had been the first formal meeting since they’d both settled into Rak and Suraka on their different sides of the Uldt.


She’d even hoped that maybe, when it was all over, they could sit down over coffee and perhaps even settle on the same damn name for the planet.


Then the real fighting started. It had sprung from Rojka’s own ranks, once-loyal allies that had become enemies, possibly seeing his willingness to negotiate as weakness. Many Sangheili down on the planet and in the fleet had been expecting to force the humans into a treaty of the Sangheili’s choosing. Words like compromise and negotiate weren’t an active part of their lexicon.


Melody would have put money on Rojka winning this little



civil war until the Jiralhanae had arrived. ONI reports indicated that the Brute fleet’s leader had even more seasoned warriors behind him, and was a far more skilled commander than the Sangheili estimated.


None of this was going as planned. She’d expected to have much more time to figure out how to negotiate both a planetary peace and the other mission—the critical handover back to ONI of the Spartans locked away in individual cryotubes. ONI wanted their property back and Melody was supposed to get it for them.


Instead, she was now risking her life at the last minute to try and get at the Spartans while the world fell apart around her.


What a mess. What a damn mess.


* * *


These ships are too old, Rojka ‘Kasaan thought. The deckplates creaked. The engines struggled; there were not enough trained Sangheili throughout to maintain them. Barely enough to crew them. In fact, these aging cruisers had not been flown for some time. Rojka had been bitter about being forced to watch over the ill-repaired reserve fleets during the Great Schism.


But when it had come time to assemble a small fleet of his own out of those ships, and flee to create a new life, he had been fortunate to have that ability. Other kaidons did not have such a luxury, landlocked to their own worlds and whatever fates they held.


Now, to watch these same ships he had nursed and rebuilt over the years burn—that tore something deep inside him.


Khoto ‘Gaaran, one of his trusted commanders, hailed Rojka from the still-surviving frigate Vengeful Deed. “I will not be able to join your side,” Khoto said. “The Jiralhanae fleet divides us too effectively.”




“I thought you were already gone to us,” Rojka said. And then after a moment: “Khoto, you have fought as well as any fleetmaster could expect. I would not fault you for turning back for Sanghelios. Leave Rakoi in your wake; there is nothing more for us here on this world, I fear—”


“I think I can severely damage the lead Jiralhanae cruiser,” Khoto interrupted. “It has turned from battle and is heading down to the planet’s surface.”


An interesting development, Rojka thought. Where is it going? The daylong battle in orbit had changed from feinting and dancing around each other into the locked embrace that was currently the final showdown. He hadn’t had an opportunity to scan the planet’s surface since his enemies had closed in on him.


“It is finished,” Rojka said. “There is only death here now. Leave, my friend.”


“I have no plans to leave,” Khoto said. “And there is nothing for me on our people’s homeworld. I came here of my own volition. And now it has been spoiled for me. First by the humans, and now by our traitorous own. But I am closing in. The Jiralhanae will know our vengeance.”


Khoto’s small and barely shielded frigate would last minutes, if that.


Rojka watched the holographic projections of the battlespace as the Jiralhanae cruisers responded to the Vengeful Deed’s sudden swoop toward their leading warship. They lumbered about, trying to catch it. The space between the vessels quickly filled with a barrage of plasma fire from the Jiralhanae craft as they gave up on the chase and simply started shooting.


Within seconds, the debris of Khoto’s ship spread out in a fading cloud. Rojka closed his eyes for a brief moment and allowed himself to silently mourn his friend.




“Fleetmaster, the traitor hails us,” a communications officer called out. Rojka’s eyes snapped open, watching the Jiralhanae cruiser continue to make its way for Rakoi’s surface.


Rojka turned his attention to the command bridge, incredulous. “Thars himself wants to speak, now?”


“Yes, Fleetmaster,” the officer replied.


“Put him through, then.”


Thars ‘Sarov appeared in a hologram before them all, and it took everything for Rojka to hold on to the reins of his rage. He would remain calm, not show his emotions to an upstart that still licked the shell of his own afterbirth off his face. An upstart that Rojka had sheltered, given ships to, and even elevated to the rank of shipmaster itself!


Cousin. Traitor. Worm.


“So . . . you will be trying to board my ship soon,” said Rojka. “I wonder if you will come to face me yourself? Or will you wait until others have risked all?”


Thars did not allow himself to be baited. The younger Sangheili appeared to gloat instead, enjoying a moment of triumph from afar.


“Surrender now, and I will let your lineage and what few supporters you have among the keeps of Rak live,” Thars said. “Tell them all to cooperate and not seek revenge.”


Ah. Thars was worried about holding on to power. A confident leader would move forward and not try to cut a deal. He would face the challenges and dissenters after a moment of grasping for control, and do this head-on. Rojka decided to prod this deficiency.


“Do you see the Jiralhanae headed for the surface?” Rojka asked. “What reserve ships have you set to protect the keeps of Rak? Fool! The Jiralhanae are now moving against you.”


“Rak does not need protection, cousin,” Thars rumbled. “The



Jiralhanae are not headed for our colony. They are landing their packs in the human city. I knew they would do this.”


“Was that their price?” Rojka said. “If you’d stood by my side, we could have had all that we wanted from the humans.”


“Yet you negotiate with the creatures that destroyed our own homeworld!” Thars shouted. “Or do you not remember Glyke? Have you forgotten the strong rivers and thundering winds of the world that we were born to? And all the Sangheili who burned with it? The humans will give us nothing that we cannot take! But you? We all know you would let them leash you, and that your human master walks the halls of your ship.”


As Rojka had watched the human ships burn, he had kept thinking of ways to work with the envoy to keep war from obliterating yet another world. There had been so much death already. And Glyke . . .


He pushed that from his mind and squeezed his fist tight to speak. “You did not destroy the human fleet—you dealt it a blow that gave us a solid ground with which to negotiate.”


“An act you would never have had the courage to begin.”


“But many of those ships in the attack fled to regroup,” Rojka continued. “That is how the humans fight. You cannot swat a cloud of flies and declare them dead. They are still hiding out in the system, waiting for their best chance to strike back. A bargain with the humans would have—”


“Left us bowed before an inferior species. The humans here on this world will know our strength. When I am done, they will even cease to call it their home.”


Rojka forced himself not to howl with rage. What strength did the Sangheili have left here after fighting each other and destroying so many of their own ships? Thars had made them weak. And now he had invited another enemy into the fray. “Thars. The Jiralhanae will betray you.”




“After they take care of the humans for us?” Thars said. “Then they will have served their purpose. I will come from behind and slit their throats, one by one. And then I will occupy the city such that when the human military arrives, I will explain that their colonists needed protection from the Jiralhanae. I will not have to beg them for anything—they will be indebted to me.”


Rojka digested that. The plan, though overly complex, did have merit. “I must admit that you are cunning, like the humans.”


The satisfied look on Thars’s face faded. “While you played steward to a dusty, mothballed fleet around Sanghelios, I watched Glyke burn with my own eyes. Our homeworld, cousin, brought to utter and complete ruin even after the war with the humans had come to an end. A cowardly assassination by cowardly creatures. Do not compare me to the vermin. I will have Rakoi as payment. Tell me only if you want your name to be added to your clan’s battle poem. Or if I should merely bury it in the rubble I shall make of your family, along with the keep you have built on the desert’s edge.”


“History will never hear that Rojka ‘Kasaan surrendered.”


“Then I will make sure you die ignobly.”


“You will fail.” Rojka cut the communications link. He looked around his control bridge. “Prepare for boarding.”


* * *


Governor Ellis Gass held on to the side of the door as the scarred old Warthog hopped a curb and plunged down into a parking bay under the Wulandari Building, where the Surakan Stock Exchange had its offices. The Exchange had been shut down for the last month. Since then, no one had rung the old brass ship’s bell that had flown through slipspace all the way



from Luna to be mounted in the pit’s ceremonial balcony.


She wondered if anyone had removed the bell to store it away for safety.


“Stay down, Governor!” her driver shouted.


Behind them, a Jiralhanae Prowler burned on the street, riddled with holes from the extraordinarily loud and heavy machine gun mounted just centimeters over Ellis’s head. The sledlike Prowler had been rushing to block them when the militia volunteer manning the Warthog’s main gun opened fire. And then her driver had just rammed the alien vehicle before Ellis realized what was happening. Thankfully, the Prowler had sustained enough damage from the Warthog’s mounted weapon that a broadside collision was enough to finish it off.


She brushed dust and dirt from her suit as the Warthog rattled down one more level of the parking bay. It stopped in front of a large, gray concrete wall. The words EXECUTIVE PARKING had been sprayed on the wall in red stenciled letters.


On the street outside, the sound of something flying between the buildings shook the floor.


Distant explosions thudded. From the direction of the residential districts, Ellis realized.


“Authorization?” the driver loudly asked. He was now talking to Militia Volunteer Command-and-Control on one of the Warthog’s comm units. He’d asked Ellis something already. She’d been distracted. Still in shock.


Ellis struggled to remember the code, to tell the driver, but couldn’t. She clambered out of the Warthog and then unceremoniously threw up all over the ground. She hung on to one of the tire’s deep treads, her fingers digging into the mud and grit there as she heaved.


The gunner, barely eighteen, was lying strangely against the



side of the bed-mounted weapon. He hadn’t said anything since the driver had hurtled them into the dark safety here. Ellis looked into the boy’s glassy eyes. Dead. There was a charred black hole in his chest that she could see straight through.


“Oh, no,” Ellis whispered, raising her hand.


The driver was done talking to Command-and-Control and scrambled to the back of the Warthog. “Dizzy!” He was an older man with graying hair, calm and pragmatic in the middle of what felt like a mad dash to get here. But now he wiped his eyes as he grabbed the gunner in a hug around the shoulders. “You Brute bastards . . .”


A loud engine roar echoed through the bay’s caverns, bouncing off the walls and startling Ellis.


The driver pulled Dizzy’s body down, set it on the ground, and then took his place at the heavy mounted gun, spinning it quickly around to face the incoming vehicle.


It was another Warthog roaring up to them. The driver relaxed.


Lamar Edwards, her vice-governor, dropped out of the arriving vehicle. “Ellis, are you okay?” he asked.


She staggered forward and grabbed his shoulder, utterly relieved to see him. “Lamar, I . . . I can’t remember the codes to get us down,” Ellis said, her voice cracking.


“It’s okay,” he muttered, but not unkindly. Then he said to the driver, “Call in that the governor and vice-governor are coming down. Authorization whiskey-papa-tango-five-nine-eight-six-four.”


“Yes, sir,” the driver said, climbing back into the front of the Warthog.


Ellis and Lamar stood in silence for a second. The dead gunner was called Dizzy, but she had no idea who the driver was. Yet they’d both saved her life. Her bodyguards had rushed her out and handed her over to the militia volunteers during the initial bombing. No time for names or introductions.




Yesterday she’d been planning to attend a potentially historic summit between the Sangheili leadership, her administration, and the Unified Earth Government’s own envoy. Now she was in the middle of a war.


Lamar looked over at the body. “I don’t know my driver’s name,” Ellis said in a low voice.


“The SMV didn’t have time to get name patches on some of the new uniforms,” he replied.


SMV—Surakan Militia Volunteers. She hadn’t focused much on the SMV, considering she’d inherited it when she took office. With the Covenant a thing of the past and the UNSC fighting off in the distance, it shouldn’t have been needed. As far as Ellis had been concerned, the war was over.


The parking garage floor jolted and began to descend into the ground. Lamar didn’t stumble but easily moved with the disruption. As he would. The EXECUTIVE PARKING stencils rose slowly as they moved down into the earth. Slabs of concrete, stained with tire marks and fluid leaks, swung closed into place over her head with a clang. Lights flickered on around them as they rumbled down the massive elevator shaft.


“This is a mess, Lamar,” Ellis said. She looked down at the scars on the brown, weathered backs of his hands, then back up at his green eyes and the military-short haircut he preferred. Lamar had been an ODST in the UNSC Marine Corps—what they had referred to as a Helljumper. He never talked about what he’d done back in the war, but he’d agreed to run with her for office. She’d needed to prove to the Carrow refugees that her administration had the expertise to keep them all safe. She’d resented that necessity at the time. But now she’d never been happier to see the man. “I mean, I was working on high-volume pump design improvements and infrastructure logistics when I



ran for office. Now I’m making decisions that leave people dead.”


Lamar gave her a look. She’d known this wouldn’t be easy when they left the relative comforts of the UEG refugee reserve created for them on Mars and returned to rebuild Suraka. “We all took the risk to come back here,” he said.


“Too big a risk. We should never have trusted the Sangheili. We should’ve known our peoples couldn’t coexist, that they’d want this whole world for themselves.” History would judge her poorly. All that money going toward keeping a security fleet in orbit; Ellis had thought reducing it would help pay for the civil engineering projects Suraka desperately needed. Five years ago, they’d returned to Carrow and started rebuilding. But Ellis had always felt they could address the neighboring Sangheili settlement after Suraka had been fully restored from the damage it had suffered during the war. After all, they were separated by the vast, lifeless Uldt desert: why would the Sangheili ever cross it?


“A lot of people believed in you. They still do.” Almost a million, all refugees from early Carrow and other colonies still uninhabitable due to the Covenant’s thirty years of unhindered destruction, had come to Suraka in various stages over the last five years. So many hopes and dreams were embedded in this small, ruined city. Suraka had been suddenly evacuated when the Covenant continued their rampage through the Outer Colonies in 2531. It had lain fallow for twenty-two years, ignored by all. And now it was unbelievably the center of a new conflict, five years into rebuilding.


Ellis wiped her cheek with a shaking palm. “People trusting me may have made the gravest mistake, Lamar.”


“You have to dream of a future. Or all the hard decisions we’ll need to make next, they won’t be for anything. And it has to be for something.”


Lamar should have been governor, Ellis thought. She would



have been better off remaining a civil engineer or project manager.


“No one could have stopped the Sangheili from attacking the city,” Lamar said.


“We could have worked harder to stop people from settling outside of Suraka. Those smaller settlements out in the Uldt. They spooked the Sangheili.” A large brown line passed by. They were now ten stories down, Ellis estimated. Halfway there. She thought the pistons sounded a bit under-oiled. “I could have built those people better oases. They wouldn’t listen. All they had to do was wait.”


“It’s hard to tell people who have lost everything to keep living in temporary housing,” Lamar said. “Hard to tell them that the independence we promised them would take time.”


“I should have been firmer.” Ellis wrapped her arms around herself. A couple hundred thousand Sangheili versus a million humans, and growing. The Sangheili in their sprawled-out keeps and holdings. Feudal, fortified, and strategic.


“You didn’t provoke the Sangheili into this,” Lamar said. “You can’t own that.”


Ellis had woken up today to the sound of explosions. The ground thudding. Arms grabbing her, hustling her into a Pelican to get her clear of the new governor’s house on the edge of Suraka. An SMV commander gave her a hurried briefing as the Pelican barreled inward toward the city. Human ships with slipspace ability in orbit and on the ground had been obliterated by Sangheili destroyers. She’d been planning to fly out tomorrow to meet the UEG envoy and the kaidon—Rojka ‘Kasaan, leader of the Sangheili here on Carrow—on one of those ships.


Utterly stunned, Ellis learned that communications back to Earth had been targeted and taken out in seconds, before anyone in Suraka had even realized what was happening. The ferocity of the Sangheili attack was overwhelming. In a matter of seconds,



Carrow was completely cut off, isolated, and vulnerable.


Then, according to some very confusing reports, the Sangheili seemed to have turned on each other just as viciously as they had struck Suraka. The SMV had ordered any surviving ships to flee and hide, as those on the ground scrambled to secure the city against further attack.


Ellis had hoped for a lull here as the Sangheili fought among themselves. Instead, out of nowhere, the Jiralhanae had dropped from orbit to land in Suraka, wreaking havoc on a scale she had only read about in fiction. They plowed through everything that crossed their path, and left few survivors.


Right here in her city.


And then there was the matter of her son.


“Lamar . . . Jeff’s in the militia. I haven’t heard from him. I’ve been asking everyone since I was picked up. No one has anything to tell me.”


“I’ll ask around when we get inside,” Lamar said softly. Then added, “I didn’t know he joined.”


“I didn’t want to advertise it. He always thought it would come to this. He didn’t think making concessions to aliens that were never supposed to even be here—who drove us off Carrow to begin with—was right, or tenable for that matter. I didn’t want my opponents using him against me. I let him sign up under his father’s name.”


Her husband, Senj, had died three years ago. Jeff shared his father’s opinion of all things alien. Neither of them had easily forgotten their time as refugees, so he’d joined the militia. Senj would have been proud.


Spending so much time on the rebuilding efforts, Ellis had barely seen Jeff in the last year. She tried hard to remember the last thing she’d said to him, but it wouldn’t come back to her right now. That should have bothered her more than it did at



the moment, but she felt unmoored, numb, and fuzzy.


The elevator ground to a slow halt in front of large hangar doors. Ellis might not have been a soldier, but she was an engineer. She’d been a part of building these backups during the previous administration, in the first four years since returning to Suraka. They’d drilled down deep into the rock below the city and hollowed out impregnable spaces to shield the citizenry and militia—on the remote chance that anything like this would ever happen. Many of these underground facilities were interconnected with heavily fortified armories at strategic intervals.


Ellis had protested the investment of resources and time but had served the previous governor well, getting everything done in record time and under budget so that they could move to bigger and (so she had thought) better projects for Suraka’s second age. It was because of these defenses that she’d run against her predecessor on a platform of reorientation: expanding Suraka to take in even more people than it could currently hold.


She might be out of her element at the moment, but she was still home under her own city. I’m the one who built this underworld, she thought. That gave her strength and let her summon a measure of focus now that imminent danger had been removed.


And from here, she would rebuild Suraka again.


“It’s time to start fighting back,” Ellis said. “We’ve lost a lot of people with the first wave of Brutes. But it’s going to be tough for anything to reach us down here. We’ll need to regroup.”


“No other choice,” Lamar said.


The fortified doors at the bottom of the shaft opened, revealing the large storage facilities and bays filled with militia activity.


“Carrow is our world,” Ellis said. “We won’t let them take it from us.”











CHAPTER 3





Unwavering Discipline’s shields flickered under the latest barrage of plasma and then dissipated as its systems finally gave out. Rojka sat in his command chair, following the chain of breakdowns throughout the ship on his diagnostic sensors. Some instinctive part of him wanted to shout at the crew to start working on repairs. But that was a foolish act, dragging out just a little more time before the inevitable.


“Dropships and boarding craft are almost here,” Daga reported to Rojka.


Soon dozens, possibly hundreds, of Sangheili would come boiling through holes punched in the hull. Thars might even have the Unggoy aboard his ship, which he would use in a suicidal first wave to soften up Rojka’s fighters.


That was the real reason Rojka didn’t want any of his crew trying to fix the shields or keep Unwavering Discipline’s engines running for maneuvers. The moment those craft surrounded the hull, Rojka would note their locations and move his crew to create killing avenues and choke points for the incoming boarders.


Thars was going to pay a tremendous price for this vessel.




“This fight will be remembered for generations,” Daga announced.


Certainly Thars would never forget it. Rojka let a wave of satisfaction pass over him. “If Thars dares set foot anywhere on this ship, he will die.”


To perish facing one’s enemy was all that a true Sangheili could ask for.


Daga turned away from a projection console. “The weapons master needs a moment of your attention, Fleetmaster.”


“What is it?” Rojka asked. The timing was distracting. He broke away from staring at the boarding craft falling toward the hull.


“He says the human envoy demanded ordnance.” Daga sounded surprised and somewhat impressed. So was Rojka. He pulled at his own weapons harness and mulled that over for a moment.


“The envoy is merely a negotiator. Can a human like that even use our weapons?” Rojka asked. “Are they trained?”


Daga cocked his head. “When I fought on the world they called Reach, the civilians usually fled before us without fighting, or perished well before I arrived. I had assumed not.”


Rojka checked the lines of boarding craft on the hull’s visual sensors again. Their large, armor-cracking maws loomed larger. Not long now. He checked his thigh for his energy sword. It was there. Ready to soak in the blood of his enemies.


“Human or Sangheili, it should be any creature’s right to die in face-to-face combat,” Rojka said. “Let her keep what she has taken. The envoy will perhaps enjoy a good death by our side. Where does she make her stand?”


Daga conferred with the ship’s limited battlenet array. “The envoy is now deep in the storage holds. I have a designation . . .”


Rojka was thunderstruck. He stood up and shouted, “She makes no stand and plans no fight!”




Daga recoiled at the sudden outburst. “Fleetmaster?”


“She makes a fool of me!” Rojka hissed. “Disregards my direct orders!”


The understanding then dawned on Daga. He looked around and lowered his voice. “She is trying to release the Demon Three? But they are guarded by warriors you trust.”


“Which is why she has armed herself.” Rojka stalked toward an exit.


“We are abandoning the command bridge?” Daga said, alarmed. “What of Thars?”


“After what the Demon Three have done, would you die well knowing that they might at last manage to escape?”


Daga still wasn’t convinced. “There are the guards.”


“The envoy has deceived us. I should never have taken her aboard.”


“We were not strong enough to defy the human government,” Daga said. “We had to negotiate. We had to make certain the allies of Thel ‘Vadam did not view our presence here as a threat.”


Daga was right, of course. But Thars had nonetheless used the presence of the human envoy on Unwavering Discipline to claim that Rojka was nothing but an Earth puppet. Even among Rojka’s crew, there were many Sangheili who had little love for the humans.


Now the envoy was attempting to release the Spartans. It was, for Rojka, the killing cut to his patience with having her aboard his ship. “I doubt the envoy ever came aboard to build peace alone. I think she also came here precisely to free the Demon Three. This was always her mission. Send one of your best warriors with me. We need to find and stop her.”


* * *




Two of Rojka’s senior warriors guarded the doors to a hangar deep on the lower decks of the Unwavering Discipline, plasma rifles tight up next to the armored harnesses. Either one of them could rip Melody apart faster than she could sneeze.


They looked up as she hurried toward them. “Quick!” Melody shouted. “A boarding team has breached the hull behind me!”


The plasma grenade she’d just stuck on the wall further up the corridor should go off any second—


The explosion—in the compressed air pressure of the ship—roared in her ears with an intensity she had not expected. The guards hesitated for a second, and Melody wondered if she had found the only two Sangheili on the ship not interested in proving their worth as fighters.


“There are Unggoy in the breach!” Melody shouted.


The promise of an easy foe proved to be too much of a draw. The two guards ran up the gently curved corridor toward the destruction.


Melody waited a moment, then, once they were out of sight, shot the door lock with the plasma pistol.


Nothing.


“Damn it.”


Melted metal from the control pad she’d shot dripped slowly toward the floor.


“The human lies! There are no Unggoy here!” shouted one of the guards from the distance.


Melody dropped her second plasma grenade up against the crack in the doors. No time to get clear. She fired up the Kig-Yar point defense shield and huddled behind it.


The blast from the grenade knocked her clear back against the other wall. Quickly recovering, Melody turned the shield off and scrabbled toward the small hole she’d created with the grenade.


Glowing hot edges seared her back and sides as she wriggled



into the dark cavern of a room just as the two furious guards reached the door.


Melody held the deactivated Kig-Yar gauntlet against the hole and turned it on. The edges spat solid energy against the floor and forced the shield up into the soft, heated metal, where they fused together, effectively blocking the only way into the room. The frustrated guards kicked and pulled at it, but the energy shield remained firmly wedged in place.


In the dim light of the hangar, she could just make out the three hulking cryo-chambers stacked against the wall by the door.


She hit the light panel. The rest of the room revealed itself to be an entire storage bay crammed with spare parts. Half-stripped Spirit dropships with disturbingly rib-like skeletons gleamed in the harsh light, their engines ripped out. Cut-up Banshees and Vampire fighters were held down by metallic straps. Rows and rows of rounded buckets with Sangheili script denoted dirty salvage for every imaginable kind of ex-Covenant craft.


She’d known the Sangheili fleets were ghosts of their former selves and that Rojka had limped his own fleet to Carrow on chewing gum and spit. This confirmed it. The proud fleetmaster had never shown her this particular area when touring her around his vessel.


Melody turned back to the cryo-chambers.


With the lights on, she could now see that each of them indeed contained a Spartan.


They looked like statues in there, she thought. Statues roughly two meters tall and wearing half a ton of armor. Just waiting. They didn’t know it, but the Spartan trio had been sealed up for almost six years while drifting deep in former Covenant space.


Adriana-111, the muscle behind the three. A deadly sniper and a chaotic influence on the group. She was not one for protocol, and



she had little patience for leadership. But she had proven herself against tremendous odds repeatedly, according to the files Melody had read.


Michael-120. The technical expert who could fly, shoot, or hack pretty much anything after watching it being used. Known for jury-rigging deadly weapons out of spare parts. And breaking through any security thrown his way. He was also their pilot.


And Jai-006, their leader. ONI records indicated that without Jai, the team would simply not hold. It was his will that drove them forward. Kept them focused. An indomitable fighter, even among other Spartans.


This was Gray Team.


Now they stood in front of her, frozen in place.


Melody tapped out codes on the chamber readouts and started cycling them awake. She was doing this faster than was safe, but they didn’t have much time.


She took a closer look at their armor now that she had a spare moment. This was the first time she’d seen Spartans up this close. It was one thing to see vid or images and quite another to stare up at the massive bulk right in front of your fingertips. Living history, she thought, with no small amount of awe. But she frowned as she leaned forward.


This team was battered to hell. Deep furrows left by plasma fire scarred almost every element of the Mjolnir armor. Large, irregular dents in their chest plates caught the shadows. Jai-006’s slightly crooked helmet had a visor at the top that had curled downward from some incredible impact.


Melody couldn’t see anything behind the silvered faceplate. Just her own tired face looked back at her, curiously warped by the curve.


“Come on,” she whispered, checking the readouts.




“Envoy!” shouted a familiar, guttural voice from the other side of the doors. Rojka, projecting the kind of anger that was universal.


Melody glanced at the readouts one last time. She took a deep breath and walked over to the doors. “Yes, Fleetmaster Rojka?”


“You wake the dead.”


“They offer you a chance to fight back against your cousin.”


“No, they do not! The Demon Three must pay for their sins!” Rojka replied. “What you are doing is unacceptable. But . . . I shall grant you one opportunity. Know that you will join in their fate if you do not turn this shield off so we can enter.”


“I’m sorry, Rojka,” Melody said. “I can’t do that.”


“I was indeed foolish to let you aboard my ship. Tell me, was it ever your true intent to negotiate peace between my people and the humans, or was this all just an opportunity to liberate the Demon Three?”


“I wanted peace,” she said.


Yes, her primary job was to restore peace between humans and the Sangheili, but ONI had recruited her discreetly to pass on any recon about Gray Team’s condition while she was aboard the Sangheili ship and, if possible, negotiate a release. As part of their normal function, the UNSC had also trained Melody and her staff to use Covenant technology and weapons.


Even more enigmatic, during her ONI sessions Melody had received extra training from one Commander Ivrin Yarick on how to rapidly cycle a cryo-chamber without irreparably damaging its contents. Just in case, he’d noted.


Just in case what? she’d asked. It’s not like I can smuggle three Spartans out of a ship full of Sangheili. That can’t be my real mission . . . can it?


Yarick had looked at her, his expression inscrutable. It’s just in case, he repeated. We told you what’s down on that planet.



We’re covering every conceivable eventuality.


Maybe the Spartans will smuggle you out of the ship, he said with a grim seriousness.


Now the bottom chunk of the door leading into the hangar blew apart. The Kig-Yar shield flew forward and smacked Melody’s legs. She pitched face-forward to the floor, slamming her cheek. Her vision blurred as she lay there and tried to get her thinking straight again.


“Grant me entrance!” Rojka shouted from what now seemed like a long distance away, his entrance blocked by the partially sealed door. There were other angry words. Focusing on Sangheili language with her head spinning this fast took too much effort.


An energy sword burst through the door. It sizzled and spat, cutting down slowly as the Sangheili on the other side strained to shove the shaped plasma through solid metal. Melody could see thick, alien feet through the hole in the bottom.
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