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LESSONS LEARNED








MATT FORBECK


This story begins on March 29, 2554, more than one year after the end of the Covenant War (Halo 3)—a thirty-year struggle for humanity’s survival waged across its embattled colonies—and the subsequent activation of the SPARTAN-IV program, which would eventually undergird the United Nations Space Command’s fledgling Spartan branch (Halo: Initiation).


Tom wasn’t anywhere near the rec room when the explosion went off, but he felt the blast thrum through the superstructure of the space station just as the artificial gravity failed. He looked up from his desk in the drill instructors’ office, where he’d just been going over the performance of the new class of Spartan-IVs, and spotted Lucy already heading for the door. She effortlessly yanked herself across her desk and vaulted forward, flying through the open air.


“Guess you heard it too,” Tom said.


Spartan Lucy-B091 flashed a thumbs-up sign at him without looking back. Then the sirens kicked in, blaring throughout the station and flashing red lights along the ceilings. She threw open the door and raced down the hallway beyond.


Tom-B292 followed her as best he could. They’d gone through countless hours in zero-G, both in training and in combat, but they’d usually been wearing Mjolnir armor while doing so. Being without it at the moment made him feel naked.


They weren’t even halfway down the corridor when Tom felt the telltale pop in his ears that signified massive explosive decompression from somewhere in the station. The air began to haul Tom and Lucy forward, hard. She managed to snag a grip on a door handle as she went past it, but Tom couldn’t find purchase.


Lucy swung her free arm out, and Tom instinctively grabbed it. With any regular person, he’d worry that the weight of his enhanced frame would haul their arm out of its socket, but Lucy had been equally augmented. They’d already saved each other’s lives more times than he cared to count.


She still screamed with the effort.


Tom found a foothold on a nearby doorway, which relieved much of the strain. An instant later, the door at the end of the hallway slammed shut, sealing it off from whatever catastrophe had suddenly decompressed the station.


Lucy released Tom, and they started down the corridor again. When they reached the door, they couldn’t get it to budge. All they could see through the porthole was an intersection that had been sealed off on all four sides.


“Doors won’t release until we repressurize,” Tom said. “What the hell happened?”


Lucy pointed back toward their office area. The door there still stood open. Maybe it had failed. Maybe the AI that helped run the station had decided it didn’t have to cut off access throughout the entire ship; just seal away the affected area. Either way, even if they couldn’t go forward, they could go back.


Lucy kicked off hard, and Tom scrambled to catch up with her once more. “What’s the hurry?” he asked.


She was staring out the viewport, as if hunting for something. “Figuring it out,” she said.


Lucy had lost her voice for seven years at one point—a souvenir of being one of the only two survivors (along with Tom) of Operation: TORPEDO, a battle with the Covenant that had all but wiped out the entire Beta Company of Spartan-IIIs. They’d lost 298 of their brothers and sisters to that horrible meat grinder that day. She’d recovered, but only because Lucy had wanted to scream at Dr. Catherine Halsey—the founder of the SPARTAN-II program—while trying to tear her head off.


Over those years, Lucy and Tom had developed their own kind of sign language based on the signals Spartans used to communicate during a comms blackout on the battlefield. Even though she’d regained her voice, he still often fell back on that old habit, but Tom loved the fact that he didn’t have to guess at her intent any longer. Not during something dangerous like this.


He kicked over to his desk and hit the comm there. “Control!” he said. “What the hell just happened?”


In the time it took for someone to respond, Tom’s mind blazed through the worst options. Had an insurgent ship from a nearby colony world discovered this top-secret training ground and decided to attack? Had a vessel under the control of some resurgent fragment of the long-shattered Covenant stumbled upon them while sweeping through this remote system?


“Had a rupture in the rec room,” Captain Chu’s voice said, still steely despite the man’s rising panic. “Bad one. Commander Musa was questioning someone about the homicide—”


“Homicide? What—”


“Tom!”


He spun about to see Lucy stabbing her finger at something outside the station. Still floating in the zero-G, he kicked closer to get a better look at it.


Two men struggled with each other out there, exposed to raw space but too intent on murder to worry about it. One of them was a blond-haired Spartan recruit Tom remembered hollering at just a few days ago. Schein, he thought.


The other was Spartan Jun-A266. Like Tom and Lucy, Jun had been part of the SPARTAN-III’s Beta Company, but he’d been pulled out by Command for another mission prior to Operation: TORPEDO.


Neither was wearing a protective suit.


Jun broke free from Schein’s desperate grip and planted both feet on the recruit’s chest. Then he kicked off as hard as he could, sending Schein somersaulting deeper into the vacuum. The recoil shoved Jun back toward the station.


“Shit.” Tom could barely believe what he’d just seen.


Either way, Schein was dead for sure. Jun was one of the toughest people Tom had ever met, much less worked with. Still, even he would be dead in a matter of moments.


Lucy grabbed Tom’s hand and pushed back toward the corridor. At the junction with the first doorway, she turned to the right and smacked her hand against a door set into the wall. It slid aside, exposing an airlock.


“This is insane,” he said to Lucy as they entered. “It can’t possibly work.”


She shrugged as she popped open a panel and reached for the emergency tether. “Not even going to try?”


Tom groaned as he took the free end of the tether from her and began to tie it around his waist. He didn’t answer—she already knew what he would say.


Tom peered through the porthole in the outer door as Lucy shut the interior one. He spotted Jun still tumbling toward them, moving like he was caught in slow motion. Without any friction in space, the Spartan would reach the station soon, but from the angle he was moving, it looked to Tom like he might sail straight past it.


Tom looped his arm through a handle near the door, hooking his elbow around it. “Blow it,” he said. Then he expelled all the air in his lungs and braced himself as best he could.


Lucy smacked a button somewhere behind him, and the air blasted out of the lock. His ears painfully popped, and Tom felt like he was being dragged into a deep, dark ocean determined to freeze-dry him in a flash. His lungs collapsed, and he fought against the urge to try to breathe.


Tom had performed exercises like this before—just like every Spartan had—but always under controlled circumstances. He’d only had to expose himself to raw vacuum for up to ten seconds at a time, and even then he’d hated every instant of it. With his augmented body, Tom could survive in space like this for up to a minute.


Now that the air had evacuated from the lock, he had to move fast. This was going to hurt, he knew, but failure meant that Jun would have it infinitely worse.


Tom pulled himself to the open doorway, then crawled out of the hatch and braced his legs against the edges of it. He tried to calculate Jun’s vector of approach, correcting for Jun’s current speed. Realizing he was running out of time, Tom made his best guess and launched himself into open space, the tether spilling out behind him.


As Tom sailed through the station’s shadow and emerged into the light from the distant sun, he knew he’d made a critical mistake. Jun hadn’t been moving as fast as he’d thought.


Without anything to grab onto, Tom immediately overshot Jun’s path. He flailed his arms as he went, hoping to find some purchase on the lost Spartan, but Tom never made contact.


Had he any breath in his lungs, Tom would have cursed everything he could: Jun, Schein, whatever had blown them into space, but most of all his own miscalculation. He had guessed wrong, and now the best he could hope for was that the error would only cost one life.


Tom came to the end of the tether long before anticipated and felt it bite hard into his middle. Still mentally cursing, he grabbed the now-taut line behind him and turned himself around to look back along it.


There he saw Lucy framed in the airlock’s hatch. She was the one who had stopped him short, anchoring the tether on something inside the airlock. Now she was hauling on it hard, both reeling him in and trying to change the angle of his return as she did.


Tom looked off to his left and saw Jun coming his way. He couldn’t tell if the man had spotted him yet, but from the way Jun kept flailing about, he seemed to still be conscious.


He couldn’t have much more time left, Tom knew. Even a Spartan’s jumped-up circulatory system had to give out at some point. Despite ONI’s propaganda to the contrary, Spartans could die, and Tom had witnessed this happen more often than just about anyone else.


Tom saw he wouldn’t reach Jun in time, and he started hauling himself back down the tether too, hoping to speed Lucy’s efforts. It still wouldn’t be enough.


But the bald-headed Spartan managed to get his arm tangled in the line. At that point, the man must have finally blacked out, as he stopped struggling entirely.


Tom yanked himself down the tether even faster, hand over hand, praying that he wouldn’t dislodge Jun from his precarious position. When he reached the Spartan, Tom looped his arms around Jun’s waist and held tight.


No more movement from Jun.


With his hands full, Tom couldn’t pull himself toward the station, but Lucy kept at it. All Tom had to do was hold on to Jun and hope she managed to bring them home before either one of them passed out too.


Tom’s vision had already started to tunnel down, and the blackness around the edges drew tighter with every second. He wished he’d had time to grab an air tank or, better yet, slip into his armor, but that sort of delay would have doomed Jun for sure.


He just hoped their rash decision hadn’t doomed them all. He wanted to shout at her to hurry, but he’d already deflated his lungs—and the sound couldn’t have traveled through empty space anyhow. He could see her face clearly now, though, as she gave it her all.


Just as Tom’s vision had narrowed so far that it felt like he was staring down twinned rifle scopes, he bumped into the side of the station. It almost jarred Jun loose from his grip, but Tom managed to hold on. He shoved the man through the hatch before him, and Lucy guided his unconscious body inside.


Then Tom’s vision went black.
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Tom woke up in the station’s sickbay, aching all over. He had tubes snaking into his arm and an oxygen mask over his face. He’d never felt so dried out and sunburnt in his entire life, as if he’d been sprawled unconscious on a tropical beach for a week.


He tried to speak, but all that came out was a rasping croak. A comforting hand pressed onto his arm, and he turned his head to see Commander Musa sitting there in his wheelchair, giving him a proud smile.


“You’re lucky to be alive,” the commander said.


Tom arched his eyebrows in a question, and the commander nodded. “You managed to save Jun. That was one hell of a trick you pulled out there, Spartan.”


Tom licked his dry lips and tried again. He felt like someone had poured sand down his throat. “Lucy?”


“She’s fine too. Recovering in the next bay over. You two made the best out of the worst day the SPARTAN-IV program has had in a long time.”


Tom closed his eyes and sighed. “What happened?”


“You’ll get a full debriefing soon enough, once you’re recovered. By that time, we’ll know more about it too. The investigation is still ongoing.”


Tom opened his eyes and gave the commander a shrug that said, “And so …?”


Musa frowned. “There was a murder in the training grounds earlier today. Someone killed one of our trainees—a young man named Hideo Wakahisa, from Newsaka—and tore out his translocator.”


Tom winced at the news. That little device was implanted up under the jaw. Tearing it out would involve removing most of a Spartan’s throat.


“Our investigation took us through a short list of suspects that led us to a new Spartan trainee named Rudolf Schein. While Spartan Jun, Captain O’Day, and I were questioning Schein, he realized we had cornered him, and he attacked. That explosion?”


Tom nodded.


“That was a grenade Schein activated. It injured several people and killed Captain O’Day.”


Tom groaned. He’d not known O’Day for long, but he’d respected her skills as a drill instructor. To think that one of her own trainees had betrayed her boggled the mind.


“The same explosion weakened the windows in the rec room, which gave way during the subsequent struggle between Schein and Spartan Jun. An exo team has already recovered Schein’s body. If not for the actions of you and Spartan Lucy, they would have been hunting for Jun’s body as well.”


Tom shook his head in disgust at Schein’s betrayal. How could a Spartan turn on another Spartan? It didn’t seem possible.


Commander Musa put a hand on Tom’s shoulder. “It’s been a hard day for all of us. Rest well, Spartan. You earned it.”
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“I get it,” Lucy said.


They were back in their offices after a few days of healing, ready to return to work. Commander Musa had suspended training for the rest of the week, but the cycle was about to start up again in the morning.


“What do you mean?” Tom said, confused. “What’s there to get? Schein was a traitor. That’s all there is to it.”


Lucy gave him a helpless shrug. “The Spartans changed.”


Tom stared at her, still confused. “Are you saying the Spartans are responsible for what he did?”


He and Lucy had always had a special rapport, right from the moment they’d met during their training as part of the SPARTAN-III Beta Company. They’d both been six years old at the time. Orphans whose home planets had been glassed by the Covenant.


That had been enough for them to bond with each other—and everyone else in Beta Company. Their shared hatred of the Covenant had created the anvil on which they were forged into Spartans. That special relationship ramped up even further when the rest of Beta Company was wiped out during Operation: TORPEDO. From that day on, Tom and Lucy had been inseparable. They were always assigned to the same duties, whether it was training the SPARTAN-III Gamma Company recruits on Onyx or, more recently, joining Blue Team to recover an ancient AI on the hostile colony of Gao. After that, they’d left their work with Blue Team for their current posts: training the new Spartan-IVs.


But now, for the first time in a long time, Tom wasn’t sure what Lucy meant.


She shook her head at him. “We don’t just fight Covies anymore.”


With that, Tom recognized what Lucy was going on about. The war was over, but that didn’t mean the threats to humankind all went away. “Yeah, sure, some of them are theoretically our pals now, but the bulk of the Covenant fractured into a hundred smaller threats, each with their own bones to pick—and weapons to pick them with.”


Lucy frowned at that. “But now we fight humans too.”


Tom dismissed that concern with a wave of his hand. “The Spartans were originally created to fight the Insurrectionists. Once the war was over, those ungrateful traitors didn’t even wait five minutes before they started attacking the UNSC again.”


Lucy pointed at herself. “I didn’t sign on to shoot people.”


Tom leaned forward in his chair. “That’s not why I joined either. But I also don’t want to see everything we worked so hard to preserve get torn to pieces. Besides, there’s no such thing as an old-Spartans’ home, is there?”


“Not yet,” Commander Musa said as he rolled into the room in his wheelchair. Jun came in right behind him and snapped a quick salute at Tom and Lucy. They responded by leaping to their feet and returning the gesture.


“At ease,” Musa said before continuing his statement. “We may not have an old-Spartans’ home yet, but that’s because even the oldest Spartans aren’t quite of retirement age. I may have washed out of that original class, but I’m only in my forties myself. Not quite ready to dodder off and have someone wipe up my drool for me.”


Tom and Lucy sat back down at their desks, and Jun found himself an empty chair. He’d long ago thanked the two Spartans for going to such extremes to save him, which was more than Tom had expected. He didn’t save lives to be a hero; he did it because it was what he’d trained to do.


“That’s not what I meant to imply, sir,” said Tom. “It’s just that … despite our best efforts, most Spartans don’t have much of a life expectancy.”


“Fair enough,” Musa said. “But that’s what happens when you’re the best humanity has to offer. We send you out to deal with its deadliest threats.”


“That’s what we signed up for, sir.” Tom glanced at Lucy and Jun, who both nodded in agreement. “All of us.”


Musa smiled at him. “That said, it’s one of my greatest dreams to one day have Spartans retire from duty—voluntarily. That’s why I have people like you spend so much time and effort training our recruits to be the best. It’s not enough to have a Spartan’s strength and speed if you don’t have the mind and heart.”


“I think that was easier to accomplish with the earlier generations, sir,” Jun said. “When you start with six-year-olds, you catch them before they’ve developed any poor habits. With the Spartan-IVs, we’re using military veterans drawn from the UNSC’s best fighting forces. They may already be well-trained soldiers, but that doesn’t mean they’re cut out to become Spartans.”


Musa grunted at this. “Granted, we’ve just had a glaring example of that with Schein, but he’s clearly the exception rather than the rule.”


“How many exceptions can we tolerate, sir?” Jun said.


“Are you suggesting we return to kidnapping children from their beds?” Musa said. “We don’t have as many angry orphans to go around as we once did.”


Tom cringed inwardly at this. Jun, Lucy, and he had all lost their families to the Covenant as young kids, and as dedicated as they were to the Spartans, none of them had any desire to have that fate befall anyone else.


“Fortunately, we no longer have the need for that,” Musa said. “With the advent of the SPARTAN-IV program, we should be able to have a good supply of candidates for the future—and enough people to train them, even if there’s risk involved.”


Tom glanced at Lucy. She could only shrug, just as mystified as he was. Tom asked Musa the question he knew had to be on Lucy’s mind too. “Where does that leave us, sir?”


Musa pursed his lips and steepled his fingers before them. “Given the spectacular rescue you two mounted earlier, I think it might be time to get you back into the field. You’re too valuable to keep here doing jobs other people can manage. There’s one particular post that’s been asking for me to supply them with some help, and you two are uniquely well suited to the task.”


Tom leaned forward, and Lucy did the same. Jun, on the other hand, sat back to watch, having clearly heard this all before.


“Before I explain your new post, I should mention that it’s going to involve working with a different kind of population than you’re used to, one that includes a large number of civilians and our allies.”


That last bit piqued Tom’s curiosity. “Allies, sir?”


Musa flashed a solemn smile. “Our alien allies.”


“What?” Lucy shot to her feet in surprise, and Tom found himself joining her out of sheer instinct.


Musa glared at them both, and Tom stepped forward to defuse the situation. “I think what Spartan Lucy means to say, sir, is—”


Musa put up a hand. “I understand strong feelings about the Covenant, but you both need to update your attitudes. The Arbiter’s people are no longer our enemies, and we need them.”


“Sir, with all due respect,” Tom said, “they were shooting at us not that long ago.”


“We were shooting at them too. A lot. Especially the Spartans,” Musa said. “We’re asking just as much understanding of them as they are of us. And don’t forget, it was the Arbiter who helped us finally win the war.”


Tom glanced at Lucy. She shot him a resigned look and spread her hands wide, palms up.


“What’s the post?” Tom asked, still in disbelief. “I can’t imagine too many colonies would be happy to house humans and aliens alongside each other.”


“Actually, the location already has many humans and aliens working in concert,” Musa said. “They’re going to be expanding fast over the next few years, though, and security is going to be a primary concern.”


“I expect so,” Tom said.


“Not just because of living conditions,” Musa said. “The site itself could prove to be a magnet for trouble.”


Lucy had crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes at Musa. If she thought Musa was holding something back, Tom felt inclined to agree with her.


“So what are we talking about here?” Tom asked. “A brand-new colony? A hidden ONI space station?”


“ONI doesn’t like to reveal the locations of any of its secrets,” Jun said. “Not even to our allies. Not if they can help it.”


Musa shook his head. “The Swords of Sanghelios wouldn’t be comfortable at an ONI site either, no matter how well we vetted it for them. And for security reasons, we certainly couldn’t let them wander about it freely.”


Tom didn’t want to get sidetracked. “So where are we heading, sir?”


“You and Lucy know it well,” Musa replied. “You’ve already spent a good deal of time there training other Spartans.”


“Onyx,” Lucy said in a hushed tone. “He means Onyx.”


Tom felt his heart skip a beat or three. “Onyx doesn’t exist anymore. Not the planet, at least.”


“The shield world,” Lucy said. “The sphere.”


“Exactly.” Musa said. “We have a small town’s worth of researchers already there, exploring the greatest Forerunner structure in the entire galaxy—at least that we’ve found to date. They need help. More to the point, they need protection.”


“ONI Research Facility Trevelyan.” Tom rubbed his jaw as he thought of Kurt-051—the former commander of the SPARTAN-III training facility on Onyx, where he and Lucy had helped train Gamma Company.


The last time he’d spoken with Kurt, the man had knocked him cold and thrown him through a teleportation portal to save his life, then ordered Lucy to follow after him. After that—with the rest of Blue Team safely away—he’d detonated a pair of nuclear warheads to destroy an entire army of Covenant soldiers trying to wipe them out.


Tom and Lucy had been the last to see him alive. They hadn’t been back to the area since they’d escaped the shield world about a year ago, but they’d heard about the facility being named in Kurt’s honor.


“It’s gotten somewhat bigger than just ONIRF Trevelyan by now,” Musa said.


“So, you need us to protect the researchers inside a place the size of a solar system,” Tom said.


“We’re talking a surface area of more than half a billion Earths,” Musa said. “It’s going to take more time than anyone alive today has left to explore it, even with a thousand people there dedicated solely to that task.”


Jun nodded in agreement. “Not to mention the four planets now inside the sphere too. When the shield world expanded from slipspace, it enveloped the system’s existing inner planets.”


Tom frowned. “You really think it’s a safe-enough place to risk having civilians in residence?”


Musa nodded. “Onyx has stood there without trouble for countless years. I don’t think it’s in danger of imploding anytime soon.”


“It was caught in a slipspace bubble only twenty-three centimeters across for most of that time. That’s the kind of change that could cause all sorts of strange things to happen inside there.”


“They’re probably hoping it does. That might help speed up the research immensely. Besides, whether it’s dangerous or not is beside the point. The secrets to be pried out of that place could be invaluable. Do you have any idea how many researchers have already volunteered to move into the sphere?”


“It’s in the thousands,” Jun said. “Many more are on the way, just as soon as ONI can vet them.”


Musa continued. “And do you think all those researchers, who decided to dedicate themselves to plumbing the mysteries of the most massive Forerunner installation ever discovered, moved there by themselves? You know how big the place is. They’re not there on yearly fellowships. This is a lifetime commitment for every one of them. They brought their families with them.”


“They’ve even had a few babies born there,” Jun said.


“Whether you like it or not, there’s already a city of sorts inside Onyx, one that features human families working, learning, and living alongside aliens. The only question is whether or not you want to be involved with protecting it.


“Because you’re absolutely right. The researchers are sure to face dangers of all kinds, both from threats within their society and without. And rather than ship in entire brigades of marines tromping all over the place, it seems to me we’d be better off supplementing the limited number of forces already there with a few seasoned Spartans instead.


“This will be a very different posting for you. The people inside Onyx don’t need warriors. They need watchers. Protectors. And given the history you two have with Onyx and the way you performed on Gao, there’s no one better to manage it.”


Tom opened his mouth to reply, but no words came out. He couldn’t think of a single decent objection to the assignment. He’d been a Spartan nearly his whole life, and he could see just how valuable a pair of them would be at Onyx. This was a job that needed doing—alongside supposedly friendly aliens or not—and he and Lucy were the perfect personnel for it.


Musa tapped the surface of the table in front of him. “You don’t have to love the Sangheili, Spartans. But you’d better learn to live with them.”


[image: image]


Tom craned back his neck to stare at the interior of Onyx as the ship he and Lucy rode in emerged inside the Forerunner Dyson sphere. The gigantic world—worlds, really—arced away backward, in all dizzying directions at once. The surface of the sphere was so large that he had no hope of being able to take it all in—nothing more than the tiniest fraction of it.


Visually, he couldn’t see everything at once. There was no vantage point inside the sphere where anyone could manage that.


Was Onyx even the correct thing to call the sphere? It had sprung from inside the original planet of that name, but the planet was gone now and the sphere was several orders of magnitude larger. Still, the two places were part and parcel with each other, weren’t they?


For some reason, although it might be technically wrong, calling the sphere Onyx felt right, although Tom knew he had no say in the matter. Such decisions were made far above his pay grade.


From the outside, the place—call it what you will—looked like nothing at all. The material that made up the exterior of the Dyson sphere was a dark brown, and it seemed to absorb any light that wasn’t shined directly against it. From a distance, it was invisible to the human eye. As you got up close, it didn’t resemble a sphere so much as a gigantic wall that soared off at dizzying angles. It made Tom feel like a flea falling toward an exercise ball.


Inside, though—once you got through the dense, protective shell that separated the habitable interior from the rest of the galaxy—it was gorgeous. The pilot of the transport took a long, languid turn around the area surrounding the entrance before heading to the landing strip, Tom staring out the viewport before him the entire time.


Even through the glass, the full-spectrum sunshine felt real and warm and—hard as Tom found it to believe—welcoming. That struck him as weird, given what happened to him and Lucy the last time they’d been inside the shield world: fighting for their lives, searching for a way out, and figuring on being trapped here until they were old and gray, if they even managed to survive. It hadn’t seemed nearly so inviting then.


Now, though, Tom had to admit that Onyx felt like a new frontier. A wild and unmapped land he and Lucy could explore alongside the researchers they were ordered to protect—a new set of skills for them to learn, and new responsibilities to master.


He discovered he was looking forward to it.


As the transport came in for a landing, Tom thought the location to be incredibly similar to the surface of any other lush, perfectly habitable world—with one massive exception. At the horizons, the features of the planet didn’t curve away out of sight but upward in every direction, almost indiscernible to Tom’s eyes. At some point, the haze of distance and the glare of the sun in the center of the sphere began to obscure the details, and they grew more indecipherable until they disappeared entirely into the bright blue sky.


The parts of Onyx that Tom could see, though, included large bodies of water, tall mountain ranges, areas covered with snow, and even lines and patches of blackness, spots where perhaps the Forerunners who’d built this place hadn’t quite finished the job. Each of those patches had to be the size of a continent, if not an entire planet … but he couldn’t manage to wrap his head around the idea. It was madness to contemplate it.


As Tom and Lucy emerged from the transport, they stopped for a moment to stand on the concrete landing strip. The air was crisp and clean, and it smelled of flowering plants and ocean salt and thriving life. As the transport’s engines cooled, Tom heard birds calling somewhere, and although he didn’t see a dark cloud in the sky, somewhere in the distance thunder rolled.


“More worlds than you could explore in a lifetime,” he said under his breath.


Lucy stood beside Tom on the landing strip, her eyelids closed and a faint smile creasing her lips as she basked in the warm breeze. After a moment, she opened her wide brown eyes, caught him watching her, and laughed.


“I guess we could get used to this,” Tom said with a shake of his head.


The rest of the passengers on the ship had continued on ahead of them. Maybe they’d been there before and had gotten used to the environment, but Tom had a hard time believing that anyone could ever lose the sense of awe such a construct inspired. To think there were these places scattered about the universe, placed there by the Forerunners untold eons ago. It made Tom feel both minuscule and very lucky at the same time.


Tom and Lucy strolled across the open yard toward a green-paneled building that, in stark contrast with the surrounding natural beauty, had been slapped together with UNSC standard-construction modules. As they entered the building, a man stepped forward and greeted them with a salute. “Welcome, Spartans, to your new home.”


“Chief Mendez!” Lucy yelped in surprise and delight, leaping at the man and enveloping him in a hug. Just as shocked as Lucy, Tom couldn’t help but join in when he recognized him too. Fortunately, Mendez ignored the terrific breach in protocol and returned the embrace.


He held both Spartans at arm’s length to get a better look at them. Neither Tom nor Lucy had seen him for an entire year, but Mendez didn’t seem to have aged at all. He had a bit more silver in his short-cropped hair and a few more lines on his weathered face, but that was it.


“We heard you’d retired,” Tom said.


“They’re not going to get rid of me that easily,” Mendez said with a soft laugh. “I actually did turn in my stripes, but retirement didn’t sit all that well with me.”


“I suppose being career military will do that to you,” said Tom. “I mean, after you’ve saved humanity a couple of times, it has to be hard to just go curl up on a beach somewhere, right?”


“Well, when I think of all the things we had to do to win the war …” Mendez turned away, not able to meet their eyes any longer. The smile faded from his face. “Let’s just say it’s nice to have an opportunity to do some unalloyed good.”


“That was Musa’s pitch to us too,” said Tom. “Helping directly instead of training others to do it.”


Mendez gave him an approving nod. “They say those who can’t do, teach. Time to get back to doing instead. I’m happy to have you two along for the ride.”


Tom shot Lucy a surprised look, which she returned. “You’re not just here for a visit?”


Mendez shook his head. “I’m in charge of security for the settlements. Everything that’s not directly under ONI, at least. You two will be working with me.”


Tom and Lucy snapped to attention and saluted Mendez. “Our apologies, Chief. We didn’t realize—”


Mendez returned the salute with a soft chuckle. “At ease. You’re fine. We’re in new territory here, all of us. The war’s in the past. We’re here to help these people push us forward. A new era of enlightenment awaits us, or so they tell me. All joking aside, if they manage to decode even a sliver of Forerunner tech here, just imagine what that could do for us all.”


Tom did his best to relax. “I suppose I hadn’t thought of it that way.”


Mendez clapped him on the shoulder. “Spartan … as strange as it may sound coming from me, I’ve found that sometimes you need to leave the gun in the holster and focus on the tools of progress instead.”


Lucy warily glanced around. “Some habits are hard to break.”


“I wouldn’t worry too much,” Mendez replied. “In all honesty, this should be a relatively cushy post for you both.”


“How do you figure that?” Tom asked.


Mendez gestured all around them. “Spartan, we’re inside the most secure facility in the galaxy. Not even a nuke could get through the exterior, and we have total control over the main access point.”


“What about internal threats?” Lucy said, her voice suddenly turning brittle as she took a step back.


At first Tom didn’t understand what was going on, and then he saw the female Sangheili entering the building from the opposite set of doors, heading straight toward them.


Mendez caught the look on their faces and immediately realized what the problem was. “Ah.” He stepped back to allow the Sangheili into their conversation as she arrived. “Allow me to introduce Kasha ‘Hilot. She’s my second-in-command of security at the Onyx United Research Project.”


Kasha held out a long, four-fingered hand, and Lucy stared at her delicate digits in surprise. After an awkward moment, Tom took Kasha’s hand in his own and gave it a solid shake. It felt warmer and softer than he would have guessed. Almost human. “It’s good to meet you,” he said as earnestly as he could manage.


Kasha gave Tom a cold nod of acknowledgment but continued to stare openly at Lucy. She flexed the two sets of paired mandibles that formed her jaw and then spoke. “I understand how you feel. I am still becoming used to the idea of this project as well.”


“I feel like I should be shooting you,” Lucy said. Her chin jutted out as she ground her teeth together.


Tom braced himself for the Sangheili’s response. She stood a full head taller than him. If she attacked, he’d hit her low and fast.


Kasha’s eyes widened as she bobbed her head on her long neck. “I have already chosen the spot on your neck where my blade belongs.”


Tom’s trigger finger itched for his sidearm. He was sure that if he went for it, though, Kasha would strike. But if he waited too long, he might never get the chance to fire it—Sangheili were blazingly fast, even from the enhanced perspective of a Spartan.


“Okay, then. Glad to see we’re all getting along just fine,” Mendez said with a forced laugh. No one else joined in.


Lucy and Kasha kept their eyes locked on each other for so long that even Tom became uncomfortable. He wanted nothing more than to draw his weapon. Every iota of his training—training that Mendez himself had drilled into his head—told him that was the right thing to do when faced with an enemy in a time of war.


But the war was over, and Kasha was no longer the enemy.


“You’ll have to forgive Lucy,” Tom finally said as he edged a shoulder between Kasha and Lucy. “We’ve never seen a female Sangheili before.”


While that was true enough, it wasn’t why Lucy had opened the conversation with Kasha via an implied threat. The woman was on edge. Maybe it was being back here inside Onyx for the first time since Kurt had died saving them. Maybe it was the fact that Kurt paid with his life to defend this place from her kind, and now the Sangheili were walking around on it like they owned it.


Hell, Tom felt a bit emotional himself. But he couldn’t let that potentially spoil what Mendez said the Sangheli were trying to help with here. If all the researchers from different species could learn to work together here inside Onyx, then he and Lucy could certainly keep calm and do their part too.


“I did not realize there were any female demons,” Kasha said evenly. “I meant … Spartans. On Sanghelios, we females consider it our sacred duty to raise our brood and run our keeps and our cities. We traditionally send our males off to war.”


“Are you not considered tough enough to handle the fighting?” Lucy said.


Kasha rasped through her mandibles, and Tom had to fight the urge to step back. “Fighting is easy. Anyone can wield a weapon. We take care of the complicated things. Families and business. It is much more difficult to build than to destroy.”


Lucy considered this for a moment. Then she gave a sharp nod and turned away. Kasha continued to stare at her until Mendez spoke up.


“You’ve both had a long trip,” he said to Tom and Lucy. “Let’s get you situated in your quarters at the school, and we can talk shop tomorrow.”


“If you’re not a warrior, then why are you working the security detail with Chief Mendez?” Tom asked Kasha as the four of them headed for the exits.


“Fighting is not the only skill necessary to secure a settlement,” the Sangheili said evenly.


“What is it, then?” Tom asked. “Vigilance?”


Kasha shook her long face from side to side. “Teamwork. Back on Sanghelios, it was my duty to manage the entire city-state of Hilot, with a dozen keeps under my purview, housing thousands of families. My mate, Gerdon, was kaidon of Hilot, and he rallied us behind the Arbiter during our civil war. He paid for that decision with his life.”


“I’m sorry,” Tom said, unsure of what else to add. To his surprise, he realized his words were far from empty. He actually did sympathize with Kasha over her loss.


“In the chaos, I took charge of Hilot until the shooting ended. At that point, I handed over the reins to Gerdon’s best friend, who became our new kaidon. I stayed on to advise Gerdon’s mate, Dinnat, but I did not stand in her way. My job was now hers.”


Even Lucy nodded to recognize the sacrifices Kasha had made for her people.


“I will tell you the most important lesson I learned in that time: only by acting in concert with others can you build an army. Only armies can defend worlds. A single warrior on his own is worthless.”


“Tell that to the Master Chief,” Mendez remarked. He motioned for Tom and Kasha to halt, and they did. “You two stay here and wait for the baggage. Lucy can help me hunt down our ride.”


“Forget where you parked?” Lucy asked.


Mendez snorted. “Let’s just say I think you could use an excuse to stretch your legs.”


Lucy rolled her eyes, but she didn’t argue. She fell right into step beside Mendez as he marched off toward a parking structure.


For a long moment, neither Tom nor Kasha said a word. Tom had never been much good at small talk, and he had no idea what he and a Sangheili could chat about in any case. Eventually, though, she broke the silence.


“I am sorry I upset your friend.”


“She’ll get over it.” Tom wasn’t clear if he was trying to reassure Kasha or himself about that. “Your speech is excellent.”


“Thank you. I have been studying it for some time.”


“Why did you take it up?” Tom was sure he’d never had the urge to learn how to speak Sangheili.


“Early on, it became clear to me that it would be a useful skill, no matter which way the war went.”


“Do you regret which way it went?” Tom frowned. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for that to come across as hostile.”


“I am not offended.” Kasha hesitated for a moment. “I do not regret it at all. I sometimes miss the old ways, but that does not comprise any true regret. I am pleased to no longer have my people serving the Prophets.”


Tom pondered that for a moment. Then something struck him as wrong. “Where are the rest of the Sangheili? I mean, shouldn’t there be more of you here?”


“There are many of us. Not as many as there are humans…. Most of us do not venture out to the spaceport unless there is a purpose, the arrival of a Sangheili transport. Instead, we do research in the field or remain in Paxopolis.” Kasha noticed the confused look on Tom’s face. “That is what we call the settlement that sprang up around the Onyx United Research Project. It means ‘City of Peace.’ ”


“How’s that working for you so far?”


Kasha swayed side to side. “It appears Chief Mendez was forced to requisition a few Spartans to aid us.”


“Well, hopefully we can smooth things out.”


“The Demon—your Master Chief—aside,” Kasha said as she glanced over Tom from head to toe, “can one truly create such heroes?”


“That’s what the SPARTAN program set out to do,” Tom said.


“And has it accomplished that goal?” Kasha asked.


Tom didn’t have enough experience with Sangheili—outside of shooting at them—to tell if she was being sincere or sarcastic, but he decided that, after the tension with Lucy, the least he could do was give her the benefit of the doubt.


He gave Kasha a noncommittal shrug and, as he opened his mouth to explain further, heard from behind him:


“You’re not talking shit about the Master Chief, are you?”


For an instant, Tom thought he was the one being addressed. He turned around to see a lantern-jawed human soldier staring right past him at Kasha, his eyes wide and angry. Tom recognized him as one of the other soldiers who’d come in on the transport with Lucy and him. They were supposed to be continuing on to someplace else—Tom forgot exactly where—but they had disembarked to stretch their legs.


“This is a private conversation,” Tom said, hoping the man would take the hint.


“Let the hinge-head speak for herself.”


For her part, Kasha didn’t flinch. She returned the soldier’s gaze. “I am here to learn as much as I am to teach.”


“So you’re just talking shit about Spartans in general, then?” The soldier looked to Tom. “Are you just going to stand there and take that?”


The rest of the soldiers who’d been on the transport stood huddled near the exit from the terminal, carefully ignoring their compatriot’s confrontation. They weren’t about to stop him. Tom only hoped they also wouldn’t jump in to help him should the conversation take a dark turn into violence.


“Come on.” The soldier took a step closer to Kasha. “Tell me. Were you one of the bastards who glassed our planets? How much blood do you have on those hands of yours?”


“I had nothing to do with the war,” Kasha said. “This is my first time away from Sanghelios.”


“But you were still part of the support system, weren’t you?” the man said, undeterred. His lower lip quivered as he spoke. “You made it possible for them to leave their homeworld, to slaughter so many people. To kill my friends.”


Part of Tom couldn’t help but sympathize with the soldier’s rage. He’d felt it himself for a long time. He’d lost his own parents—his whole birth world—to the Covenant that Kasha had once been a part of. That tragedy had fueled him to become a Spartan in the first place, and he’d struggled since to release himself from that anger. Still, he’d come here with Lucy to help keep the peace, to keep all the residents of Onyx safe. A brawl in the spaceport wasn’t going to make for a good start at that. He needed to put a stop to this, now.


Tom turned and put a hand on the man’s shoulder. “Stand down, soldier,” he said in a gentle tone. “The war’s over.”


“The hell it is.” He shrugged off Tom’s gesture and took another step toward Kasha.


She didn’t yield a centimeter.


“No, it’s not over,” the soldier said. He leaned closer to Kasha until the much-taller Sangheili had to look straight down at him to meet his upturned eyes. He stabbed a thick finger at her chest. “Not until we’ve wiped out every last one of these Covie bastards one by fu—”


Kasha caught the man’s finger in a clenched fist. “My condolences on your many losses.” She lowered her brow at him. “But I will not be held responsible for acts I did not commit.”


With a ferocious snarl, the soldier butted his head into Kasha’s chin. The blow knocked her reeling back on her haunches, and she let go of his hand. Freed, the man launched himself at her with a knife that had magically appeared in his hand.


Without thinking, Tom lashed out and grabbed the soldier by the wrist of his knife hand.


The man gaped at him in shock and frustration. “You kidding me?!” he shouted, punching at Tom with his free hand. “You should be helping me take her down!”


Tom turned into the blow and took it on his left shoulder. As hard as the soldier struck him, it wouldn’t leave much more than a bruise. Even without his Mjolnir armor, Tom’s biological augmentations made him more than a match.


Tom spotted the other soldiers now coming over, and he couldn’t be sure of their intentions. He knew he could take them all on as well, but he didn’t want to mark his return to Onyx by thrashing an entire squad of UNSC soldiers. He wasn’t even sure why he was fighting them.


His emotions about the wisdom of the Onyx United Research Project were as mixed as anyone’s, and most of them centered around the expectation that he’d be forced to work side by side with the aliens who’d been trying to annihilate humanity not that long ago. He’d only just met this Sangheili, and had no reason to leap to her defense like this.


But still, he knew a bully when he saw one.


Tom twisted the soldier’s arm until the man squealed in pain and the knife clattered to the floor. Enraged, the man hammered at Tom with his free fist, smashing him over and over.


Finally, Tom picked the man up off his feet and launched him at the other soldiers coming their way. “Catch!” he shouted.


As the soldiers moved to do just that, Tom turned and helped Kasha to her feet.


A gunshot rang out, and Tom spun around, putting himself between Kasha and this new threat.


The soldiers had all frozen in place, still cradling in their arms the one who had attacked the Sangheili. None of them had pulled a weapon.


Chief Mendez stood there with Lucy behind him, his smoking gun still pointing into the air. Civilian or not these days, and despite all of his peacetime talk, he didn’t walk around Onyx unarmed.


“This ends right now!” Mendez said as he lowered his weapon. He pointed at the soldiers. “You aren’t even stationed here. How long did it take you to figure out a way to make sure you’re never coming back?”


The soldiers set the man who’d gone after Kasha on his feet. “But, sir—!” the Sangheili’s attacker began.


Mendez wasn’t having any of it. “Don’t ‘but, sir’ me, soldier! You and the rest of your squad double-time back to your transport and sit there until it takes off again. Your shore-leave privileges have just been revoked. If you care to argue the point, I suggest you head over to Trevelyan HQ and introduce yourselves to Hugo Barton. But take it from me, you don’t want to know what ONI’s severance packages involve. They have only one, and it takes the ‘severance’ in that term to heart.”


The man gaped at Mendez in utter astonishment. If he’d actually been expecting a commendation for taking down a Sangheili in their midst, he was sorely disappointed. He looked to his friends for support, but they each took a step away instead. None of them wanted anything to do with him.


Mendez holstered his pistol and spoke to the soldiers in a calm, clear voice. “You got me?”


“Yes, sir!” the soldiers replied in unison, even the one who’d attacked Kasha. They spun on their heels as a unit and disappeared back into the spaceport.


The few other people in the area—who had been gawking at the incident until now—saw the look on Mendez’s face as he scanned for more trouble. They all embraced the wisdom of going right back to whatever it was they’d been doing.


“You have my gratitude, humans,” Kasha said to both Tom and Mendez. “Not for protecting me. That I could have managed myself.”


A true statement—in a fair fight, he would have put all his money on the Sangheili. But rather than harming the man, she’d shown tremendous restraint.


“What for, then?” Lucy asked, a curious look on her face.


“For teaching them a lesson. I have not been here long, but it comforts me to know that not every human inside Onyx wants to place my head on a spike over the gate of their keep—whether they act on that desire or not. That is a lesson much better taught to them, as well, by a fellow human.”


Tom, Lucy, and Mendez all nodded in agreement with that sentiment.


“So what’s going to happen now?” Tom motioned his head toward where the soldiers had vanished.


“Tomorrow I’m going to open a conversation with Barton about not lowering the standards we use to vet soldiers to be stationed here. I don’t care how many people we need to keep this operation in tip-top order—I don’t ever want to see a yahoo like him around here again.”


“Must be hard to find enough soldiers who don’t bear any ill will toward the Covenant,” Tom said. “I mean, this place is huge.”


“As professionals, I expect them to stow that ill will and treat our allies with respect. At the very least, I’ll make sure Barton stations any potential troublemakers in a remote sector where they don’t have to interact with our new pals. Ever.”


Tom glanced at Kasha. “You feel all right about that?”


The Sangheili shrugged. “I am not afraid of them.”


“What does scare you, then?” Lucy said.


“Wait until you see the rest of Onyx,” Kasha said.


Tom wasn’t sure the Sangheili was joking, but he couldn’t help cracking a smile about it anyway.
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This story takes place immediately following the mysterious and tragic events that transpired in Halo 5: Guardians on the glassed colony of Meridian—a world that had fallen after a series of unrelenting Covenant attacks that stretched from 2548 to 2551 (Halo 2: Anniversary era), shortly before the end of the war.


October 25, 2558


“Hello? Can anyone hear me? I’m at Meridian Station. Everyone’s dead. Governor Sloan isn’t here. I … please? Is there anyone left here but me?”


Static. And then silence. Evelyn’s hand fell to the console, palm pressed down hard in an attempt to remain steady. “Everyone’s gone. I’m alone here.”


Her legs crumpled, and this time she did not resist. She knelt on the dusty ground, even as a deafening blast enveloped the entire station.
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Darkness had already settled when Evelyn Collins limped from the remains of the Meridian Station comm tower in search of a place to bunk. The atmosphere of the glassed colony was still too choked with debris to allow much light through, and the lamps that girded the town against the night had been fried in the shock wave, along with everything else electronic. Fortunately, Evelyn had fumbled her way to an emergency kit and located a flare.


The flare lit in a hiss of sulfur, illuminating the still remains of the station. The squat buildings were intact, but it was as if large structures had been uprooted and scattered. Wreckage littered the ground. Pockets of fire burned in and around the station, illuminating small patches of the area’s remnants.


“Won’t be able to get through the doors to the inner station,” she murmured. The residential district had been under lockdown since the attack by those things—Sloan had called them Prometheans—had started.


Sloan. The events of the last twenty-four hours were murky, but one thing was clear: Sloan had abandoned them all. The AI running the colony had up and vanished mid-evacuation. Evelyn had been a fool to take a job run by an AI, but the prospect of cutting her homeworld out from glass had overridden any good sense.


“Medical.” There would be beds there, and food. As she took a step in its direction, pain shot up her leg, reminding her of the dangerous twist to her ankle.


The doors to the medical building were shut, but not sealed. She rolled them open to a cry of surprise inside. Just at the edge of the flare’s light, a woman stood, a hand shielding her eyes from the sudden brightness. “Doc Cale?”


“Get inside and shut that door. I have patients here.” Cale squinted in her direction. “Is that you, Collins?”


“It is.”


The door slammed as Evelyn slid it back in place. Cast in red from the flare, the room was chaotic. Lockers and crates full of medical equipment and other supplies had toppled over, scattering their contents; cots and chairs were overturned; screens normally bright with medical diagnostics shattered. Two additional figures were huddled on some righted cots. One of them stirred and rolled a blanket away from its face before throwing it back over with a loud curse—Marquez. She recognized his deceptively boyish features in the dim light.


“Put that out!” he barked. “You trying to blind us?”


“There any other source of light in here?” asked Evelyn.


“No,” Cale said, settling wearily on a cot.


“Then I’ll be finding some food and a place to settle before I put it out.”


“There’s the counter to my left and the cot to my right.”


Evelyn swept up an open pack of rations and settled on the empty cot before extinguishing the flare, letting darkness retake the room. She ate without light, navigating the cold food into her mouth on instinct.


Invisible in the blackness, the doctor’s cool voice asked, “Do you think anyone else is left?”


Evelyn paused and swallowed before responding. “Wish I could say yes, but I can’t.”


“I didn’t think so.”
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October 26, 2558


Evelyn woke after several fits and starts, and was relieved to see natural light finally pooling in through open doorways. Doc Cale must have opened them when surface temps had risen to a comfortable level. The physician glanced up at Evelyn from where she stood, taking inventory of pills.


“Morning. Hold on, I’m going to have a look at you.”


“How’d you guess?” The pain in Evelyn’s ankle was now only a dull ache, but she imagined that would change if she tried to walk on it.


“You haven’t seen your face, have you?” The doctor stared through strands of soft brown hair at her with an amused smile.


Evelyn was struck by a full memory of the previous day: hours of attacks from creatures with no respect for the laws of physics, followed by a massive alien thing exploding up from the ground, and ending with a shock wave that tore through everything still standing.


She sat up as the doctor settled before her.


“So what did this? And tell me if anything’s tender.”


Agony shot through Evelyn as Cale pressed into her ankle. “Ouch—uh, that. And my Mule crashed. I was coming back to pick up any stragglers and got shot from the sky for my trouble—ugh, yeah that was tender too.” Evelyn eyed the doctor’s probing. “You can tell what’s going on with just your fingers?”


“We learned these techniques in school. Rolling our eyes the whole time. But doctors have treated patients for thousands of years without diagnostic scanners. Not that I’m any good at it.” Cale straightened. “But I don’t need to be good to tell you that you sprained that ankle. I’m going to wrap you up and give you something for the pain.”


“So what’s wrong with them?” Evelyn jerked her head in the direction of the two sleeping men.


“A lot more than you. I’m keeping Phan fully sedated. Marquez here is just being lazy, but then again, he does have a nasty concussion and two broken legs.”


A snort issued from beneath a blanket. Marquez pulled it back and smiled in her direction. “Hey, Collins, right?”


“Yeah, that’s me.” It hit her that Marquez was one of the station’s techs. “Marquez, you gotten a chance to see why nothing’s working?”


Marquez gestured at his legs. “Not exactly running laps around the station, but from what I’ve seen, it’s all fried. Best guess is that pulse was something like an EMP.”


“So there’s not much hope anything’s still running?”


“There’s no way to know how far the blast traveled, but it was going fast and hard enough to hit all our facilities.”


Evelyn cursed. “So no way to communicate, no working vehicles. We’re stuck here.”


“For the time being. Someone’s gotta come, though, right?”


Evelyn began to feign agreement, but then she shook her head. “No. They truly don’t.”


It had a sobering effect. Marquez retreated back under his blanket, and the doctor worked on Evelyn in silence.
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Mid-morning, Evelyn and Doc Cale ventured out to take stock. Evelyn moved by virtue of a powerful cocktail of drugs, but she did not do so gracefully. She would have preferred to hide under a heavy blanket watching vid feeds on her personal terminal, but there was a survival situation to attend to.


The station looked no better by the light of day. The fires had all died out, but they left blackened buildings in their wake. The air was acrid, and the sky had a particular gray haze. A fallen comm tower split the research center in two. Equipment and personal effects littered the ground, abandoned in the evacuation. Evelyn paused and picked up a piece of torn sheet music stamped with boot marks. “The Old Refrain,” she murmured.


Doc Cale came up beside her and gazed at the sheet music. “Split up and look around,” said the doctor. “There should be a few caches of survivalist gear.”


Evelyn went first to inspect the doors of the inner station. They were stuck fast, and the manual security release would be on the inside. A pang of guilt hit her when she thought of the photo above her bunk of her mother, father, and sister, taken a year before the war took Meridian and all of the lives pictured.


A chunk of glass sat on the ground nearby. Evelyn picked it up, turning it in her hands. A prewar radio had been partially excavated from the silicate. She fiddled with an exposed dial, not really expecting anything to happen. First glassed and then scored by the same alien fire that had brought down the station: it was dead. She let it fall. A piece of the radio broke off and bounced away. Didn’t matter. No one was coming back for any of this.


“Collins.” The doctor called Evelyn over to where she had broken into a nearby supply room. Evelyn picked her way over slowly. As she approached, the doctor grinned and said, “Thank God this place is full of Luddites.”


Within heaps of broken tech was a box of emergency supplies. Among its contents were gas lanterns, a small gas stove, and other ancient gear meant for perhaps not this exact scenario but any scenario in which twenty-fifth-century—hell, even twentieth-century—technology could not be depended on.


“Way to go, Doc. There’s more rations here too.”


The doctor picked up a tech suit before letting it drop again. “And a whole lot of junk rendered useless by that thing. What the hell was it, anyway? You think it had something to do with those ‘Prometheans’? They all disappeared when it took off.”


“Don’t know.” A shiver traveled down Evelyn’s back. “Don’t think I want to.”
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October 27, 2558


“Hey, Doc, take a look at this.”


Evelyn watched as a telltale swollen gray mass on the horizon moved toward them. When heavy winds swept across a glassed colony, they gathered up tiny specks of razor-sharp debris that ravaged eyes, lungs, and other soft human tissue. During these glass storms, the colonists had bunkered down in the well-sealed interior of the station, as the debris could wreak havoc through even the smallest openings. They’d then run fans to clear the air, and Sloan had mandated masks until he was certain things had settled.


“Well, that’s not good,” replied Doc Cale.


No telling how long the storm would last, or when the air would be safe for breathing again. “We need to get the hell off this planet,” muttered Evelyn.


The doctor glanced sidelong at her. “While that’s true, at the moment we really need to focus on gathering as many supplies as we can and sealing medical.”


“Right,” said Evelyn. But she wasn’t so certain. They had a small window to catch any escape vessels that might still be nearby.


Evelyn limped back into medical. The doctor was on her heels, calling after her. “Collins?”


“Marquez!” Evelyn barked. “Up.”


The technician stirred, sitting up in bed. “What do you want?”


“There any chance we can slap together a transmitter?”


Marquez let out a long breath. “Umm … if we can find parts that aren’t completely busted, I might be able to put something basic together.”


The doctor shot Evelyn a frustrated glance. “What are you talking about? We need to focus on getting ready for that storm.”


“Uh, what storm?” Marquez glanced at the women.


Evelyn ignored them both and pressed forward. “Could anything have survived the blast?”


Doc Cale was clearly fuming. Marquez avoided the doctor’s gaze and said, “If it was really like an EMP, then it might’ve only fried things of a certain complexity. Disassembled parts could’ve made it through, yeah. But building something capable of getting a message offworld from scratch? That’s going to be tough.”


“Not too tough for a smart kid like you, though, right?”


He grinned. “Well, it could be the concussion talking…. I give it one in a thousand that we find exactly what I need … but if we do, yeah, I could put something together.”


Doc Cale released a sigh. “We don’t have time to chase those kinds of odds, Collins.”


Evelyn pulled the doctor in close. “This won’t be the only storm. There’ll be more, and even though we got supplies, those supplies won’t last. And Meridian’s got nothing to offer in the way of survival. There might still be ships close enough to help us, but not for long.”


“The company will come back soon. They had to suspect people might’ve been left behind.”


Doc Cale’s measured confidence grated on Evelyn’s nerves. “Doc, you ever experienced this kind of attack?”


“No.”


“Of course not. You were probably in some cozy school through most of the war. You saw it on the news, but till yesterday, you never lived it. Well, I have. I was here ten years ago when the Covenant attacked. You can’t ever trust that help’s coming when everyone’s running scared. Maybe just Meridian experienced this, and we’ll have the whole UNSC cleaning crew running out here to take care of us, but maybe it’s everywhere else too, and they’ve got problems way too big to come looking for ghosts. We gotta make sure they know we’re here, or we got no chance.”


Doc Cale looked struck. Finally, she said, “Fine. I guess I’ll scavenge what we need while you go on your little quest.”


“Fair enough. If I finish up quick, I promise I’ll give you a hand in whatever time we have left.”


The doctor pursed her lips. “Fine.”


[image: image]


The storm beat against the outside of the medical station, doing its damnedest to rend the extra layers of fortification the doctor had installed. Cale had hung sheets of heavy plastic and stuck them fast with sealant intended for space-bound vessels. She’d even covered the door, effectively sealing them in. It seemed to be working, but it also gave them the particular feeling of being entombed.


The room smelled of burning gas. Lanterns gave off cold, harsh light. There was soup to eat, warmed over the small stove, but Marquez left his untouched as he tinkered, straining in the wanting light.


Evelyn had scrounged spare parts from every nearby supply depot, not knowing whether something intended to fix a Mongoose might be able to serve Marquez’s needs if the ideal fixture was lacking. She’d hoped her search would be quick and that she’d be able to help Doc Cale, but the storm had been kicking up dangerous gusts when she’d hauled the last load inside, her lungs stinging from breathing inhospitable air.


The women watched Marquez work. After a short time, his hands began to shake, and he started dropping pieces as he tried to slot them into place.


Doc Cale took the tools right out of his hands. “You’ve done too much,” she lectured. Evelyn tried not to notice how he was weakening, or how the still-unconscious Phan’s breathing grew shallower by the hour.


“How’s it going?” Evelyn ventured to ask Marquez.


“I feel like a kid who just took apart a fridge and is trying to use it to build a slipspace drive. But other than that, pretty well.” Marquez’s eyes closed heavily, his breathing shallow.


Doc Cale pulled Evelyn to the other side of the room. “He shouldn’t be concentrating on anything at the moment. He needs to rest.” She paused. “This could kill him.”


Evelyn searched for the right words to respond to that, but came up wanting.


“Hey, I can hear you guys, you know. Starving will kill me too.” Marquez’s voice was weak but firm. “Also this storm, if your little patch job doesn’t hold. Lots of things could kill me.” He rolled himself onto his side and got back to work.


Doc Cale’s expression was unchanged. She stared at Evelyn, hoping she would agree and that together they’d tell Marquez to relax, to sleep, to just wait it out and see what fate gave them. Evelyn couldn’t do that. Resolute, she pulled away and returned to Marquez’s side.


“Let me know if you need anything.”


“Will do.”


The doctor turned from them to write in a notebook, stone silent, while Evelyn watched Marquez try to make something of the detritus. Outside, the storm howled.
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