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For Elliot Courant





HISTORIAN’S NOTE

This story takes place in October 2559, a year after the events of Halo 5: Guardians, as the AI Cortana retreats into the Domain, then resurrects a host of Forerunner Guardians and uses them to impose martial law on interstellar civilizations across the Orion Arm of the Milky Way Galaxy.




CHAPTER ONE

0217 hours, October 7, 2559 (military calendar)

UNSC Owl Insertion Craft Special Delivery

Insertion Run, Continent Eposz, Planet Reach

The situation monitor on the forward bulkhead remained in blackout mode, waiting for the Owl’s hull temperature to drop far enough to deploy the nose cameras. It didn’t matter. John-117 had inserted onto dozens of glassed worlds during his thirty-four-year combat career, and he knew what to expect: a blanket of silver-limned clouds hanging over vast sweeps of heat-fused ground. Mats of lichen and algae starting to take hold in scattered pockets of dust and mud. Black-bottomed ponds licking at mirror-smooth shores, spider-veined river systems draining into half-empty seas… and not much else.

The Covenant was gone now, save for a few holdout factions still clinging to their hatred of humanity or a lost hope of transcendence. But during the war, the aliens had rained monsoons of hot plasma down on hundreds of worlds, burning soil and melting bedrock, boiling oceans and filling the air with superheated vapor. Any creature that had escaped instant incineration had suffocated on superheated smoke, or seared away its feet fleeing over molten ground, or emerged from hiding to eventually starve while wandering barren expanses of ash-impregnated lechatelierite.

Nothing survived a Covenant plasma bombardment. John knew that.

But this was Reach, the closest thing to a home he and his fellow Spartan-IIs could remember, and he wanted to see for himself how it was faring these days.

He needed to.

Operation: WOLFE was supposed to be a simple mission, just a two-kilometer descent into the ruins of CASTLE Base to recover the assets Dr. Catherine Halsey needed to save galactic civilization, again, from a rogue AI.

Cortana.

Two years ago, Cortana had been John’s AI, residing in his Mjolnir armor, connected to his mind through a port in the back of his skull. And she—

Damn. It was happening again.

John could hardly think of Cortana’s name without finding himself in a battle against his own thoughts, replaying the entire incident in his mind and wondering what he might have done differently. It wasn’t a bad neural lace or hypnotic suggestion or anything like that—he was just…

He checked his heads-up display for the GO TIME.

ETA twenty-seven minutes. Enough of a window to get himself sorted and focused. John had known before their last battle together that Cortana was descending into the final stages of “rampancy”—a sort of inevitable AI schizophrenia—as her mind literally outgrew its neural matrix after seven years of existence. But with the fate of humanity hanging in the balance, he had allowed Cortana to infiltrate the control systems of a primordial enemy vessel, sacrificing herself so he could destroy a devastating weapon threatening Earth. And it had worked.

Until Cortana returned from the dead.

Things had really gone off the rails then, and John had made some decisions he regretted. Worse, he had dragged the rest of Blue Team into the mess along with him, going AWOL to uncover the mystery of Cortana’s rebirth and rescue her… from what? Herself?

Transformed by residing for a year in an ancient quantum information repository known as the Domain, Cortana had returned more intellectually capable than ever, with a host of long-hidden, massive “Guardians” at her disposal. She had wasted no time issuing an ultimatum to every world in the Orion arm of the galaxy: accept her rule and live in peace, or defy her and suffer the brutal consequences.

John’s second-in-command, Fred-104, called it peace-through-menace, but that was an understatement. The Guardians were so powerful they could neutralize entire worlds and knock fleets out of orbit, killing thousands—or even hundreds of thousands—when huge vessels crashed down on the towns and cities below. And Cortana had also corrupted an army of human AIs into aligning with and spying for her. Now interstellar civilization was sinking into a nightmarish surveillance state, with the situation worsening each day.

And John could not help feeling responsible. Had he ordered Cortana to stand down when her deterioration began to accelerate, she would never have been drawn into the Domain… but he would never have destroyed that Forerunner weapon.…

It was all just going in circles.

There had been no good choices, in any event—John knew that. He had done the best he could under such terrible circumstances… right up until he disobeyed orders and went AWOL, and had to be doggedly hunted down by his superiors and fellow Spartans. Someday there was going to be a reckoning for that decision. Just not now.

Now he had a job to do.

John checked the ETA. Twenty-five minutes. Still plenty of time. But during the previous day’s pre-drop threat sweep, the Special Delivery’s mothership—an Eclipse-class prowler named Bucephalus—had picked up some surface chatter suggesting there was a low-intensity conflict under way in the Arany Basin. It hadn’t been much, just a few transmissions as one group of humans warned another about an enemy patrol, followed a few minutes later by a trio of heat flares that could have been anything from plasma strikes to missile detonations. There had probably been more to the battle, of course, but the Bucephalus’s instruments weren’t sensitive enough to pick up small- and medium-arms fire from orbit. Just the artillery.

John and the other Spartan-IIs had grown to maturity on Reach, so he’d always paid special attention to any mention of it in the intelligence reports routed past him over the years. He knew that not much had happened on the planet since the Covenant plasma bombardment. A handful of salvagers—both human and alien—had started to visit Reach after the glass cooled, and two years ago, a small colony of rehab pioneers had set up somewhere on the continent of Eposz.

The Arany Basin was located on Eposz, so it seemed likely that the conflict involved the rehab pioneers somehow. But even that was not a certainty. The intelligence reports had grown extremely rare after Cortana issued her ultimatum, and the few John had seen did not refer to Reach. The fight could be between anybody—two salvage companies, the rehab pioneers and a salvage company, different rehab factions, or a hundred other possibilities.

All John knew for sure was that the conflict location was good news, because Blue Team had no intention of entering the Arany Basin. Sure, he would have liked to check on the pioneers and see how they were doing. Reach was the only home he could remember, and he would have liked some reassurance that it was in good hands.

But that wasn’t the mission.

“Two minutes.”

John let his gaze drop to the woman who had spoken, a steady-eyed crew chief in the jump seat beneath the situation monitor. Dressed in the black insertion suit of a marine special operations flight crew, Stella Mukai had a round face, Newsakan features, and a warm, no-nonsense manner that seemed equal parts den mother and drill sergeant. On her sleeve, she wore the flat black rocker and triple chevrons of a chief petty officer—a rank just two steps below John’s own rank of master chief petty officer.

The ETA in John’s heads-up display still read twenty-five minutes, so he asked, “Two minutes until what, Chief Mukai?”

Mukai pointed above her head, and John realized she had caught him staring at the blank situation monitor.

“Until the nose cameras deploy,” she said. “But you won’t see much at this time of night. With the cloud cover over Eposz, the surface glass is going to be about as reflective as a dust nebula.”

“What a shame,” Fred-104 said over his voicemitter. He was seated directly across the green-lit troop bay from John, secured in place by an oversize titanium-alloy crash harness designed especially for Spartans. “A state-of-the-art insertion craft like this, and nobody thinks to install an infrared enhancement package?”

Mukai’s brow shot up at the remark—every Owl had an infrared enhancement package—and she cast an admonishing glare in Fred’s direction. The Special Delivery was her baby, and nobody told a crew chief how to run her boat—not even a Spartan-II wearing four hundred kilos of GEN3 Mjolnir power armor.

Fred pretended not to notice Mukai’s reaction, tipping his helmet back so that the faceplate was angled up toward the monitor. It wasn’t a bad strategy, giving the crew chief a chance to cool off without backing down. Fred could be smart like that, patient but unyielding. It was one of the qualities that made him such an effective soldier—even if he still seemed a bit irritated by the UNSC’s response to some of Blue Team’s actions during the Cortana event.

Linda-058 sat next to Fred, her own faceplate directed slightly toward the deck. Her hands were resting on her thighs, palms up, and she seemed to be almost floating in her seat, her body upright and motionless as the Owl bounced and shuddered toward the surface of Reach. She was only about half present, John knew. Her attention was focused inward on a quiet mind, her external perceptions tickling over her like a moth’s feet. She liked to say that meditation was her best combat asset, the secret to making an impossible shot with the sky falling on top of her—or to lying motionless for days, waiting for the target to show itself. John didn’t know about that. He tended to fall asleep when he tried to still his thoughts, and he didn’t do motionless. But there was no arguing with the results. Linda was the best sniper in the United Nations Space Command.

The fourth member of Blue Team, Kelly-087, sat on John’s side of the troop bay, in the seat to his left. Her hands were grasping her shoulder restraints, and her dome-faced helmet was moving in time to the music he knew was blasting inside her headgear. Kelly had developed a sudden fondness for twentieth-century “rock” bands a year ago, after the Cortana event. John suspected the driving beats and rebellious lyrics were Kelly’s own version of meditation, a way to smother the extraneous thoughts and doubts that filled a soldier’s mind before an action began.

John’s stomach grew heavy as the Special Delivery decreased its angle of attack and began to decelerate. The nose cameras deployed and went active, and the situation monitor switched from blackout mode to a dark-as-night external view.

The ETA on John’s HUD dropped to twenty-three minutes. Mukai was still glaring at Fred, who was still pretending not to notice. Clearly he was in need of tactical support.

“Chief Mukai, it would be helpful to get a look at what’s happening down there,” John said. “I’d appreciate consideration of Spartan-104’s suggestion to use infrared enhancement.”

“That was a suggestion?” The crew chief continued to stare at Fred. “Funny. All I heard was a smartass lieutenant telling me how to run my bird.”

Fred finally dropped his gaze to Mukai. “Sorry, Chief. I’ll be clearer the next time I make such a request.”

Mukai nodded. “I’d appreciate that… sir.”

Special operations teams were tight-knit units where rank took a back seat to functionality and cohesion, so by acknowledging Fred’s commission, Mukai was tacitly accepting his truce offer. John felt proud of himself. If the Spartans ever ran out of enemies, maybe he could transfer to the Diplomatic Corps.

Negotiate peace treaties or something.

Mukai spoke into her headset, and the situation monitor blossomed with color. A blotchy blue field filled the screen, slowly drifting downward as the Special Delivery descended over the polar snowfields toward the green circle of Big Crater Bay. Ringing the southern edge of the bay was a wide indigo crescent where a mud beach separated the water from the endless orange sweep of the Eposz glasslands.

The glasslands still showed orange because lechatelierite cooled from the top down, its surface solidifying into a vitreous blanket that kept heat from radiating into the air. The ground beneath could stay molten for a year, and remain hot to the touch for a decade. And the beach existed because much of the liquid that had been vaporized during the Covenant’s plasma bombardment had not yet returned to the oceans. Most of the planet’s water continued to hang in the atmosphere in vast banks of fog and clouds, or to lie trapped on the glass in giant lakes and ash bogs.

A crimson dot flared into existence on the monitor, expanding rapidly against the indigo ring that surrounded Big Crater Bay. The hot spot was located on the northern boundary of the beach, about where the Babd Catha Ice Shelf had once ended. Reach still had plenty of geothermal activity, so the heat blossom could have been a geyser or volcano erupting just as the Special Delivery passed overhead.

Yeah, sure.

Kelly stopped rocking her helmet and turned her bulbous faceplate toward the monitor. “They are seeing this in the cockpit,” she said. “Right?”

Mukai craned her neck around to look up at the display.

“Count on it.” The dot swelled into a button-sized blur, then divided into five points and continued to expand. Mukai’s eyes widened, and she looked back to Kelly. “Trust me. They have buzzers.”

Rather than distract the pilots by asking for a report, John synced his HUD to the Special Delivery’s combat information system and saw the open-bottomed triangles of five airborne bandits. The configuration—a staggered polygon—had been favored by reconnaissance flights since the dawn of orbital combat. A MS31 designator code floated beneath each of the five symbols.

“They’re Seraphs,” John said. “All Morsam-pattern.”

“And that’s a good thing?” Fred asked.

One of the Covenant’s most durable space fighters, Seraphs could be found in the fleets of Covenant splinter groups ranging from Kig-Yar pirate bands to the Banished to the Servants of the Abiding Truth. They were a bit graceless and ungainly in atmospheric flight, but fast, energy-shielded, and heavily armed.

“Well,” Mukai said, “at least they’re not Phaetons.”

Fred looked toward her. “You’re a real ray of sunshine.”

Phaeton exoatmospheric fighters were Forerunner craft designed a thousand centuries before—and still technologically far beyond anything in the UNSC fleet. Produced from self-assembling blocks of smartmatter, they weren’t all that sturdy. But they were well-armed, with long-range mass cannons and self-guiding pulse missiles. They could even teleport short distances to evade enemy fire. But the most alarming thing? They were usually attached to one of Cortana’s Guardian Custodes. So, when Phaetons were in the area, fighting wasn’t an option. The only viable tactic was to retreat and hope for a safe escape.

The heat blossoms continued to expand on the situation monitor. The Spartans all hated this part of the mission—being helpless passengers at the mercy of someone else’s skill. But there was an art to flying Owls, and Major Van Houte was twice the pilot any of them were, with a long history of successful insertions under conditions far worse than these.

But there were still five Seraphs coming—and they were obviously aware of the Special Delivery’s presence.

“Relax, Spartans,” Mukai said. “Those Seraphs might know we’re here, but they don’t know where we are. There’s a difference.”

“Thanks,” Fred said. “Now I feel better.”

“As cool as a comet,” Kelly added. “I can’t even remember the last time an insertion went off as planned.”

John could. It had been nine years ago, at the height of the Covenant War, when they landed on the ice moon Umagena to capture the insurrectionist traitor Hector Nyeto. The target hadn’t been there, but the insertion had gone off without a hitch. And the fact that he could still remember it… well, John certainly couldn’t recall all of the insertions that had gone wrong since then.

He went back to waiting for the sound of cannon strikes.

The Special Delivery had left orbit over Reach’s northern pole, where the frigid temperatures just about guaranteed that there would be no inhabitants on the ground to notice the flame trail and hear the unavoidable sonic boom as the Owl dropped through the upper levels of the planet’s atmosphere. The insertion plan called for the craft to slow from hypersonic to supersonic velocity as it traveled south across the remnants of the Babd Catha Ice Shelf. As it crossed Big Crater Bay, it would slow from supersonic to subsonic, which would make it far more difficult to detect and locate. Unfortunately, the Seraphs had been lurking on the north side of the bay and had no doubt spotted the Owl while it was still above the ice shelf, traveling at hypersonic speed and generating a lot of noise and flame.

But the bay was coming up fast. John could already see it in the situation monitor, and the Seraphs would still have to climb fifteen kilometers before they reached interception altitude. By the time they did that, the Owl would be across the bay and traveling at subsonic velocity, and by then it would be a ghost in the dark.

Or so he hoped. The Owl was made to sneak, not fight. It carried six Argent V missiles internally and a retractable 370mm autocannon under the chin, and nothing else. It might be able to chase an infantry platoon out of a drop zone, but against shielded fighter-interceptors like Seraphs, its only defense was to avoid and evade.

The Seraph symbols on John’s HUD began to arc out in a starburst pattern, trying to array themselves in a broad circle so they could triangulate on the Special Delivery’s flame trail. It was a foolish maneuver. By the time they fixed a vector, the Owl would be much too far ahead to catch…

Unless the Seraphs weren’t trying to make the interception.

John studied the top of the situation monitor, looking for the thermal blooms of approaching craft. The blue blotches of the polar snowfields had been completely replaced by the green circle of Big Crater Bay and, along the top edge, the orange sweep of the Eposz glasslands. But there were no more heat blossoms—at least, not that the Special Delivery’s nose cameras could resolve.

The crisp voice of the Owl’s copilot, First Lieutenant Maks Chapov, sounded over the internal comm net. “Master Chief, how would you feel about losing the digging equipment?”

John glanced toward the rear of the troop cabin, where the team’s downsized excavation equipment sat secured to the deck. Positioned side by side and facing aft for speedy unloading, the two machines—a four-boom drilling jumbo and a two-kiloliter load-haul-dump wagon with a heavily loaded cargo shelf on the back—were barely four meters long and two meters wide. But they were powered by Toroidal Magnetic Confinement Device compact fusion reactors and equipped with heavy-duty hydrostatic transmissions, so they were as heavy as full-size armored personnel carriers. If it came down to dodging Seraph fire, the Special Delivery was going to have all the agility of a resupply pod.

“Why would I need to?” John replied.

“Major Van Houte doesn’t like the Seraph deployment,” Chapov said.

A hotshot flier who had transferred into the crew after a Phaeton mass cannon took out the Special Delivery’s last copilot, Maks Chapov had unusual skill and quick reflexes that were the perfect complement to Eznik Van Houte’s vast experience and bottomless bag of tricks. At least, that was how the captain of the UNSC Infinity, Thomas Lasky, had explained the pairing to John—though it seemed more likely that Lasky was just trying to leaven a young pilot’s aggression with the wisdom of an old veteran.

“They’re not trying to intercept us,” Chapov continued. “The major thinks they could be a tracking flight.”

“I think he could be right,” John said. “What’s that have to do with my excavation equipment?”

“If the tracking flight is vectoring in a wing of interceptors, I’ll need a light boat to get us out of here in one piece.”

“Any indication that’s what the enemy is doing?” John asked. “Or who they are?”

“There’s some long-range comm chatter,” Chapov said. “In Jiralhanae.”

“That’s not good,” Fred said.

Only two of the major Covenant splinter groups were dominated by Jiralhanae, a huge pseudo-ursine species that had supplied the Covenant with many of its most ferocious warriors. The first was an army of religious zealots known as the Keepers of the One Freedom. The second was a horde of mercenary raiders called simply the Banished. Both were bad news, and both employed Jiralhanae pack-attack tactics that made their fliers among the most feared enemies of UNSC fighter squadrons.

“Yeah, not good,” Chapov said. “And it gets worse. The tracking flight launched from the coordinates of SWORD Base.”

Fred groaned, Kelly let her chin drop, and even Linda broke her meditation long enough to look toward the situation monitor. The Keepers and the Banished were both obsessive salvagers of Forerunner artifacts, and years earlier a Forerunner vessel had been discovered buried under the ice near SWORD Base. The UNSC had attempted to destroy both the vessel and the surrounding installation when Reach fell, but the Covenant plasma bombardment had prevented anyone from actually confirming a successful demolition. So it was possible that enough of the vessel remained to explain the presence of ex-Covenant salvagers.

It just didn’t mesh with why the Jiralhanae had launched a tracking flight instead of an interception mission.

John continued to watch both the situation monitor and the combat information system synced to his HUD. Neither display showed a fighter cadre vectoring across Big Crater Bay at intercept velocity, but that didn’t mean they weren’t coming. Orbital combat control systems were not an option for stealth insertions, because a communications stream would reveal the insertion craft’s presence—and sometimes its exact location. So the Special Delivery was limited to its own instruments, which could only detect threats approaching from below the horizon.

John couldn’t recall the formula for determining the distance-to-horizon, and he didn’t need to. The question had barely occurred to him before his Mjolnir’s onboard computer, linked directly to his mind via a neural lace implanted at the base of his skull, calculated the answer and displayed the information on his HUD. Cortana used to do that—answer his question before he could ask it.
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Mach 5 was about as fast as an interceptor could fly and have any reasonable hope of reacting to a target’s evasive maneuvers, so there was no need to second-guess the parameters the onboard computer had chosen. Once an enemy craft appeared on the horizon, the Special Delivery would have two and a half minutes to react, and probably a lot longer than that, since chances were small that the two craft would be flying directly at each other. It wasn’t a lot of time, but it was still almost twice as long as the Spartans would need to unfix and dump the excavation machines.

Which made Chapov’s question a bit premature.

“Lieutenant Chapov,” John said. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“I don’t understand, Master Chief.”

“You were at the mission briefing,” John said. “You do recall that the assets we’re trying to retrieve are hidden in Dr. Halsey’s lab at the bottom of CASTLE Base?”

“I remember.”

“And you also remember that what’s above CASTLE Base right now is essentially a big rubble pit?”

A lieutenant was superior in rank to a master chief, so strictly speaking, John was being a bit insubordinate by interrogating Chapov this way. But respect was an earned commodity in any military unit, and that was especially true in special operations, where junior officers were expected to show senior enlisted personnel the deference they deserved. And after three decades on the front lines, leading Spartans against humanity’s most dangerous enemies, John had earned the right to speak to a young hotshot copilot any way he felt necessary.

Besides, CASTLE Base was located two kilometers underneath what was once Menachite Mountain, which had been reduced to a ten-kilometer-wide detritus field during the Covenant attack on Reach. So the success of the mission depended on making retrieval as simple as possible—and on the vault where the assets were stored still being intact, of course. But Dr. Halsey had promised John that the vault was strong enough to withstand the collapse of CASTLE Base, and she was rarely wrong.

Especially when she was risking the lives of her Spartans.

After a short pause, Chapov said, “I do, Master Chief.”

“Then why are you telling me to dump my excavation equipment?” John asked. “Do you expect Blue Team to dig out the entrance to CASTLE Base by hand?”

“I haven’t told you to dump the excavation machines.” Chapov’s tone was resolute and unintimidated. “Not yet.”

“Yet?” John said. He was aware of his mythical status in the UNSC, and he liked that Chapov was willing to stand up to him anyway. But that didn’t mean he was going to let the kid off easy. “Lieutenant, do you understand the stakes here? Dr. Halsey needs what’s in her lab to stop Cortana. Aborting this mission is not an option.”

“Which is why I’m asking you to think about the excavation equipment,” Chapov said. “If we get shot down, Blue Team won’t be digging out anything.”

John checked the combat information system in his HUD again. There weren’t any interceptors in view, and the tracking flight had fallen so far behind that it was barely on the display. But the Special Delivery had descended to ten thousand meters, which meant the distance-to-horizon was only 361 kilometers. An attacking Seraph could be close enough to open fire in a little less than two minutes.

Still plenty of time.

“Lieutenant Chapov, what aren’t you telling me?” John asked again. “And this time, don’t dodge the question.”

“There’s nothing to tell,” Chapov said. “We don’t like the way this feels. That’s all.”

“Glad to hear I’m not alone in that,” Kelly said. “If there’s a tracking flight, there are bound to be interceptors.”

“Exactly,” Chapov said. “We can’t see them yet, but with that chatter we heard earlier…”

“You’re worried about an interceptor flight coming up from Arany Basin,” John said. Located in the plains east of the Highland Mountains where Menachite Mountain and CASTLE Base were located, Arany Basin was a vast lowland adjacent to their planned flight path. “Because it isn’t that far off our course.”

“It’s a concern,” Van Houte said, joining in. Over the Owl’s internal comm net, his voice sounded raspy and almost brittle. “But we should be fine.”

“Should be? Or will be?” John didn’t know whether it would even be possible to dig out the entrance to CASTLE Base by hand, but Chapov was right about one thing—they would have no chance of success if they didn’t make it to the landing site.

“There are no guarantees, Master Chief,” Van Houte said. “You know that.”

“All too well,” John said. “But when someone asks me to think about an equipment dump, I’d like to know why.”

“My fault,” Van Houte said. “Lieutenant Chapov isn’t accustomed to a pilot who thinks out loud.”

“And?”

“And I said we could be in trouble if a flight of interceptors launches from the basin.”

John looked at the situation monitor again. Only a thin crescent of water remained, its green glow slowly dropping out of view as the Special Delivery approached the south side of Big Crater Bay. The insertion plan called for the Owl to slow to subsonic speed before it crossed the shoreline and started over land, but the combat information system indicated it was still traveling at almost Mach 5. Clearly Van Houte was modifying the insertion plan to stay ahead of the tracking flight.

But at that kind of velocity, the Owl would be generating so much friction heat and sonic energy that any Seraphs coming from the Arany Basin wouldn’t need to be vectored in. They would just be able to follow their own thermal detectors.

“We’ll need sixty seconds to unfix the equipment,” John said over the internal comm net. “And we can’t dump it at this velocity.”

“Have some faith, Master Chief,” Van Houte said. “I still have a trick or two left.”

John wasn’t sure he believed the major. But beneath the situation monitor, Chief Mukai was sitting in her jump seat with her head cocked, studying him with a bored expression that suggested she could not believe the legendary John-117 was worried about a few stray Seraphs. It was an act, of course, but he took her point. Eznik Van Houte had been flying insertion craft as long as John had been fighting the Covenant, and he would let them know when the time came to worry.

“Sorry, Major. Just apprising you.”

“No need to apologize,” Van Houte said. “I’d be nervous too if some crackerjack copilot started asking what equipment I could dump.”

“Sorry, sir.” Chapov sounded resentful, not apologetic. “I must have mistaken your muttering for a directive.”

“No worries, Lieutenant. You’ll learn soon…” Van Houte let the sentence trail off, and when he spoke again, it was in an indistinct mumble. “Well… didn’t expect…”

John felt his weight pushing against the crash harness as the Special Delivery changed course. On the situation monitor, the last green sliver of water slid off the bottom edge as Big Crater Bay passed completely out of view behind them, and the indigo crescent of its muddy southern beach began to creep down the right side of the display. The Owl was veering southeast, toward the Arany Basin. The combat information system showed it dropping through six thousand meters, but still traveling at Mach 5.

Van Houte wasn’t modifying the insertion plan—he was trashing it. John watched his HUD for some indication of the problem, but saw nothing. Of course, the Owl had descended to fifty-five hundred meters, which put its detection limit at…

He found himself waiting for his Mjolnir’s onboard computer to provide the answer. It was connected to his mind through the same neural lace that Cortana had used, but it was not nearly as efficient. That was only to be expected. After Cortana had corrupted so many smart AIs, the UNSC now avoided using them, substituting less capable “dumb” AIs whenever possible. And someone aboard the Infinity—probably Captain Lasky himself—didn’t want the Spartans taking even that much of a chance. Although their GEN3 operating systems were partitioned to prevent an AI—even a smart one—from interfering with the Mjolnir’s functionality, on this mission they carried only upgraded versions of the same onboard computers that had supported their Mark IV prototypes thirty years earlier.

A half second later, the answer appeared on John’s HUD.

He still expected to hear her voice as a part of it. No matter how efficient his computer was, it didn’t fill the void left by Cortana’s absence. That hadn’t changed, and John doubted it ever would.
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Depending on where the trouble was coming from, Blue Team would have only about a minute and a half to dump the excavation machines. But that didn’t much matter, because at Mach 5, the Owl would be ripped apart as soon as Chief Mukai dropped the rear loading hatch.

“Arm decoys,” Van Houte said.

“At this speed?” Chapov’s voice broke an octave high. “We’ll disintegrate the second we open—”

“When I need your opinion, Lieutenant, I’ll ask for it.” Van Houte delivered the rebuke so calmly that John wasn’t quite sure it was intended that way. “Arm the decoys, please. I’ll tell you when to open the doors.”

“Aye,” Chapov muttered. “Arming decoys.”

The indigo beach vanished from the situation monitor, yielding to the mottled orange sweep of the warmer lechatelierite. John saw no indication of an approaching threat, but his HUD showed their altitude continuing to drop rapidly. If Van Houte didn’t pull up soon, there was going to be a very large crater in the Eposz glasslands.

Knowing better than to distract the pilots midmaneuver, John looked to Mukai—and found her riding easy in her jump seat, smirking at Fred with her hands resting in her lap. Whatever Van Houte was doing, it wasn’t the first time.

Mukai noticed John watching her and smiled. She tugged at the straps of her crash harness, making sure the quick-release buckles were securely fastened, then waved a finger at all four Spartans.

“Make sure your harnesses are locked down,” she said. “It’s going to get rough.”

“Could we know why?” Kelly asked.

“Because it’s better than being shot down,” Mukai said. “Okay?”

“Seems reasonable,” Fred said. He bumped Linda’s shoulder. “You catch that?”

Linda remained steady as a mountain. “A quiet mind is an alert mind.”

“So that’s a yes,” Fred said. He looked across the troop bay toward John. “Any hints from the cockpit?”

To guard against overloading the avionics systems, only the team leader had the capability of syncing into the cockpit feeds. John checked his HUD and found the feed as uninformative as before—though he did note that the Owl’s detection limit had dropped to 260 kilometers.

“No idea.”

“Sorry to keep you in the dark for so long,” Van Houte said over the internal comm net. “We had maneuvers to plan.”

“If you’re still planning,” John said, “we can wait.”

“We’re used to waiting,” Fred added. “We’re infantry.”

“No need,” Van Houte said. “I can fill you in while Lieutenant Chapov disables the missile ignitions.”

“What?!” Chapov screeched the question.

“Disable the ignition systems on all six missiles,” Van Houte said. “Must I give you every order twice?”

“Of course not, sir. Disabling ignition systems on all six Argents.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Van Houte said. “Now, Master Chief?”

“Yes, sir?”

“You may have noticed that I’ve abandoned our insertion plan.”

“I had, Major,” John said. “I assume you have a good reason.”

“I’m afraid so. As we were crossing Big Crater Bay, I noticed some beyond-the-horizon launch flares.”

“Ah,” John said. “Given the tracking flight we picked up, weren’t we expecting that?”

“Not from the direction of New Miskolc, we weren’t,” Van Houte said. “They’d have been in visual range just about the time we reached our objective at Menachite Mountain.”

“That would’ve complicated things,” Fred remarked.

“Not that badly,” Van Houte said. “But there was a second set of launch flares.”

“Let me guess,” John said. “From Mohács?”

“Oddly not,” Van Houte said. “It was closer to the Szarvas Regeneration and Salvage Facility.”

“They’re trying to box us in, then?” Kelly asked, completely unfazed. “How are their chances?”

“That depends on how many launches I didn’t see,” Van Houte said. “So far, we have flights launching from the ruins of two UNSC sites—SWORD Base and the Szarvas salvage yards—and an urban center where I’m fairly sure there would have been some UNSC administrative facilities.”

John understood Van Houte’s concern. Reach had once been a vital support world to the UNSC, a supplier of vast amounts of war materiel and home to more bases than John could name. Given the low-intensity conflict in the Arany Basin, it was beginning to sound like there was an entire horde of raiders foraging the planet’s old UNSC installations.

That was hardly surprising, given the vast amounts of military hardware that had been abandoned during the Reach bombardment. But it did make John rethink the enemy’s likely identity. The Banished and the Keepers of the One Freedom loved to forage Forerunner sites, but neither group had much interest in UNSC technology—certainly not enough to launch a continental-scale salvage operation. Both organizations were predominately alien, and human equipment just wasn’t that valuable to them.

“What about the Highland Mountains?” John asked. The greatest concentration of bases was in that location, including the Reach Military Complex where the Spartans had been billeted during their training as children. “Especially around—”

“I would have mentioned CASTLE Base,” Van Houte said. “But that doesn’t mean anything. If I happened to be looking the other way, or they launched while we were still on the far side of the bay, or there was a ridge of mountains in just the right place—”

“Understood,” John said. “We could have a dozen flights coming straight at us and not know it.”

“Probably not a dozen,” Van Houte said. “But more than a few.”

John glanced across at Fred. He wasn’t about to abort, not when Dr. Halsey was counting on them to retrieve what she needed to end Cortana’s despotic reign. But if the alternative was getting shot down…

“Getting complicated fast.” Fred shrugged. “What else is new?”

“It won’t be complicated for long,” Van Houte said. “We’ll be fine once we disappear.”

John didn’t see the Special Delivery going sensor-invisible anytime soon. At their speed, even the Owl’s fused-carbon phenolic laminate skin could not shed heat fast enough to “disappear.” The craft would light up like a torch on even the most primitive thermal-imaging system.

The sound of alert buzzers came over the internal comm net.

“Finally.” The buzzers fell silent, and Van Houte’s voice dropped to a mutter. “They… long enough.”

John resisted the temptation to ask who had taken long enough and checked the combat information system on his HUD. He found a flight of Seraphs approaching from the direction of the Szarvas Regeneration and Salvage Facility. The display listed their range as 508 kilometers, well beyond the Owl’s detection limit—which he found puzzling, until he noticed the Seraphs’ altitude and realized they were still climbing in an effort to maximize their own detection ranges.

So the enemy didn’t have an orbital combat control system either. The Seraphs would be using their onboard sensor systems to hunt down the Special Delivery—which John might have found comforting, had the Owl not been dropping below 4,500 meters altitude at Mach 5, trailing a sonic wave that had to sound like an artillery barrage to anyone approaching from the right vector.

“You were beginning to worry me,” Van Houte whispered. “Now, where are the rest of you?”

“Sir?” Chapov asked. “Are you talking to me?”

“Are you piloting a Seraph, Lieutenant?”

“Of course not.”

“Then I’m not talking to you,” Van Houte said. “How are my missiles coming?”

“Disabling the ignition system on the sixth Argent now.”

“Good.” Van Houte’s voice lowered to a whisper again. “We’re going to be dropping them any—”

The alert buzzers sounded, and two more Seraph flights appeared on the combat information display on John’s HUD. The first was the tracking flight that had originally spotted them, now approaching from the direction of SWORD Base at Mach 10. The second was an entire squadron of ten additional Seraphs, approaching from New Miskolc at Mach 9. Both flights were diving down from altitudes of slightly less than 10,000 meters, being vectored in by the high-flying interceptors from Szarvas. They would need to decelerate soon or risk overshooting the Special Delivery.

“Lieutenant,” Van Houte said, “is that last missile ready yet?”

“N-negative.” Chapov sounded irritated. “I mistyped the override code.”

“Imagine that.” Van Houte chuckled. “Relax, son. We’re in no big hurry.”

It didn’t look that way to John. Now that the enemy had the Special Delivery in sensor range, all three flights were diving to attack altitude, and over the Owl’s internal comm net, he could hear proximity alarms sounding off in the cockpit.

He wondered how long it would be before the shooting started, and the answer appeared on his HUD.


ESTIMATED TIME TO INITIAL ENGAGEMENT: 83 SECONDS



It was almost the same as the minimum time to interception the computer had displayed the last time John checked. But with the combat information system providing vectors and locations for the enemy craft, the computer now had the data to refine its estimates. John just wished he knew why Van Houte sounded so damn calm with interception flights arriving from three directions.

The proximity alarms sounded again, and more Seraph designators appeared in John’s HUD, coming from the direction of Fenyot Basin. That kind of hurt—Fenyot Basin had been a favorite training site for the Spartans, and John didn’t like to think of a bunch of Jiralhanae raiders bashing around the hoodoo maze where he and his comrades used to play monthlong games of sniper elimination and stealth tag.

The alarms suddenly fell silent, and Van Houte said, “Prepare for vanishing maneuver.”

“Vanishing maneuver?” Linda had finally removed her hands from her thighs and was looking forward, toward the cockpit. “I have never heard of such a thing.”

“My own invention,” Van Houte said. “Insert like a fireball, vanish like a ghost. Chief Mukai will tell you what to do.”

“Man the firing ports?” Fred asked.

Van Houte broke out laughing. “Good one, Spartan.”

“Who’s joking?”

“You are,” Mukai said. She reached up to the collar of her black insertion suit and thumbed up the cooling system. “If we open the firing ports at this speed, those interceptors won’t need to shoot us down.”

As she spoke, the Special Delivery suddenly nosed up and slid into a wingover, then dropped back into its dive… facing backward. The Owl’s rear hatch, which had only a thin layer of ablative heat shielding, began to take the brunt of the air friction, and the interior of the troop bay shot up fifty degrees. The skinsuit inside John’s Mjolnir activated its cooling circuits, and he began to understand Van Houte’s plan.

Every planet in the galaxy was bombarded by a constant rain of meteors, sometimes large enough to become bolides and explode into a brilliant burst of light and fragments. If Van Houte could time his “vanishing maneuver” just right, he might be able to fool the Seraphs into believing they had been tracking such a fireball, then use the Owl’s stealth capabilities to slip away in a rain of decoys and unignited missiles as it dropped to subsonic speed.

“Prepare for deceleration.” Mukai pressed a valve on her lapel, and her pants ballooned as her suit began to squeeze her legs and hips to keep the blood from pooling in her lower extremities. “High-g protocol.”

John tightened his belly and legs, then watched in astonishment as the situation monitor overheated and sparked into blackness. Below it, Mukai’s face grew pink and sweaty, then quickly grew dry and red as her sweat evaporated. He looked aft, over the back ends of the excavation machines, and saw the Owl’s loading hatch paling from steel blue to ash gray. A circle in the middle started to glow white and expand.

“Major, you’re about to melt through—”

“Tell me something I don’t know, Master—”

The transmission ended in a blast of static; then John was thrown against the side of his harness as the Special Delivery fired its main engines and began to decelerate. John’s Mjolnir initiated automatic g-force protocols, using its hydrostatic gel layer to keep his blood in his torso and head.

The excavation machines strained against their mooring chains, the tremendous g-forces lifting them toward the rear hatch. The hoisting winches and haulage buckets stacked on the cargo platform on the back of the load-haul-dump wagon began to strain against the high-tensile net holding them in place. John checked the combat information display on his HUD and saw that the Owl was pulling twenty-one g’s in deceleration. A loud pop sounded from the forward bulkhead.

“Whoa!” Mukai’s outburst was answered by a metallic ping and a long sonorous peal, and she cried, “Cheap… Imberian… crap!”

She fell silent, and John found the soles of her boots bobbing up and down in front of him. She was still strapped into her crash harness, but three of the jump seat’s mounting brackets had failed, splitting along the fastener slots and pulling off the bulkhead bolts. Her arms were draped over the sides of the chair, limp and swinging in the green light, and it seemed apparent she had blacked out after her exclamation.

John’s HUD showed twenty-three g’s, and the Special Delivery’s engines were still firing. He and the other Spartans could handle another fifteen g’s before they had to worry about blacking out, but it was a wonder the pilots were still conscious.

The last mounting bracket on Mukai’s jump seat pulled away from the bulkhead, a long split opening between the fastener slots. In another breath, she was going to pull free and fly toward the back of the troop bay.

John extended an arm to catch her, as did Fred and Kelly, but when the flange finally failed, it was Linda who plucked Mukai out of the air and clamped her tight to her Mjolnir’s breastplate. Even with powered armor, Linda’s arms shook with the effort of keeping the chief from flying free.

Van Houte’s voice sounded over the Owl’s comm channel. “Launch… decoys.”

John checked the combat information display and saw that the Special Delivery had decelerated to Mach 2.5. Protocol dictated that decoy doors remained closed at anything above Mach 2, but he assumed Van Houte knew the Owl’s actual tolerances far better than he did.

At least he hoped so.

“Lieu… tenant?” Van Houte’s voice was strained, as it should have been. The combat information display showed the deceleration force hovering at twenty-five g’s. “Oh… hell. Launching.…”

The Special Delivery shook violently, and its nose began to slue back and forth as air pushed into the decoy bays and Van Houte fought to retain control. Two sharp clangs sounded aft. John looked back to see the rear section of the drilling jumbo lifting off the deck, a pair of broken D rings dangling from its mooring chains.

Midmaneuver or not, he had to warn the pilot.

“Major—”

“Dropping… missiles.”

The Special Delivery pitched and wobbled as a thousands-of-kilometers-per-hour wind entered the open missile bays from the wrong direction. The drilling jumbo slammed down on its rear tires, then began to buck wildly as the deck rose and fell beneath it.

“Cut thrust!” John shouted. “Cut—”

Van Houte killed the drives, but the Special Delivery’s nose had already come up again. The deck rose beneath the jumbo. The heavy machine slid aft and crashed into the loading hatch. The entire Owl shuddered, and the port safety bolts snapped free and ricocheted off Linda’s armor. A wedge of darkness appeared along the far edge of the loading hatch; then a shrill whistle filled the troop bay, and a two-thousand-kilometers-per-hour wind tried to rip the Spartans out of their crash harnesses.

Linda still gripped Mukai, clutching the chief to her breast like a baby.

Sirens and alarms blared inside John’s helmet, and the combat information system flashed so many warnings in his HUD that his faceplate looked like a lightning storm inside.

“What’s happening back there?!” Van Houte demanded. The craft banked to starboard, pushing the jumbo into the loading hatch even harder. “It feels like I’m flying a Warthog… with a flat tire!”

“Loose cargo.” John hit the emergency release on his crash harness. “Cease banking.”

“Not an option.” The Owl’s nose began to rise. “We need to come around and shed speed now.”

There was nothing but a hydraulic cylinder securing the port side of the loading hatch, and it was no match for the weight of the drilling jumbo. The cylinder began to extend, and the wedge of darkness continued to expand, and the hatch itself started to deform.

“Affirmative.” John pushed the crash harness up and out of the way. “Attempting to secure the cargo, but the loading hatch is already taking damage.”

“No choice,” Van Houte said. “We disappear now, or we have a squadron of Seraphs designating us as their destination.”

John stepped toward the runaway jumbo and found the rest of Blue Team following his lead. After three decades fighting side by side, it often seemed his fellow Spartans knew what he wanted before he opened his mouth to transmit it. He reached for a tie-down hook and found Kelly already holding the chain attached to it. On the other side of the vehicle, Fred had the tie-down hook, while Linda was securing a half-conscious Mukai in the crash harness Fred had just abandoned.

The Owl’s nose came up steeply, and even the sound-dampening traction soles on the bottoms of their sabatons were not enough to keep the heavy jumbo from dragging them aft. John’s HUD was now showing the Special Delivery’s speed in kilometers per hour instead of Machs, which meant the craft had dropped below the speed of sound on Reach. It was probably already flying in stealth mode.

John reset his feet and pulled hard against the heavy jumbo. Next to him, Kelly dropped to her rear and braced a foot against the cargo platform on the back of the load-haul-dump machine. She was spun sideways as the jumbo continued to push into the hatch, and the hatch continued to deform.

“Cease… climbing,” John said.

“Not an option,” Van Houte said. “We’ve got hills. Big hills.”

The safety bolts on the starboard side of the hatchway popped free and clattered off the LHD; then the wind slipped behind the hatch panel and tore it completely open, forcing the Owl’s tail down. The nose pitched upward almost vertically, and the jumbo shot toward the gaping hatch, its locked tires skidding down the slip-resistant deck as though gliding on ice.

“Let it go!” John released the drilling jumbo, then grabbed for the collar of Kelly’s armor and dived for the starboard side of the troop bay. “Secure yourselves!”

He hooked his arm through a crash harness and felt the Mjolnir’s force-multiplying circuits react, securing him and Kelly in place as the jumbo shot out through the hatch—then reached the end of its front tie-downs.

The back end of the machine rocked upward and hit the upper threshold of the hatchway, and that was the only thing that kept it from snapping the front chains and plummeting out of the Owl and into the night. John checked the motion tracker in his HUD and found Fred and Linda secure on the other side of the troop bay, with Mukai still tucked safely into Fred’s crash harness.

But the drilling jumbo was far from secure. It was now hanging halfway out the open hatch, still attached to the deck by its forward tie-down chains, rocking back and forth on its frame as the unrelenting wind tried to tear it free. Beneath it, the damaged hatch panel was catching the air, keeping the Owl pitched upward like a rocket plane climbing for orbit—except that it wasn’t climbing. The engines remained quiet, and any attempt to power them up would fill the troop bay with hot efflux.

John noted the altitude in his HUD. The Owl was at two thousand meters and dropping—which was pretty amazing, considering there were mountains to either side rising to twenty-five hundred meters. The only good news was that he didn’t see any Seraphs following them in—though that was probably only because the mountains were hiding their sensor signatures.

“Put us down,” John said. “No engines.”

“No engines, no problem,” said Chapov. The copilot had seemingly recovered from his blackout and was now flying the Owl. “But you have about ten seconds to get back into your crash harnesses.”

“And I wouldn’t be late,” Van Houte added. “Lieutenant Chapov may be a hotshot, but even he can’t work miracles.”

Kelly was drawing herself back into her seat. John did the same, then looked across the troop bay to see Fred and Linda already pulling their harnesses down. An Owl’s troop bay was designed to carry up to ten Spartans along each side, so there were plenty of empty spots, even with Mukai still in Fred’s original seat.

John’s harness locked into place with three seconds to spare.

“We’re ready.”

“Good,” Chapov said.

A deafening clang sounded from the Owl’s tail; then John saw the loading ramp fly up and launch the drilling jumbo forward. In the next instant, his seat bucked so hard he rose into his crash harness and felt the shoulder bars bend. The jumbo hit the end of its last mooring chains and decelerated rapidly as they broke, skidding forward across the nonslip deck and shattering the situation monitor hanging on the forward bulkhead—then tipping toward John’s side of the bay.

He thought the Special Delivery had gone into a side roll until he realized he was still sitting upright, that he was being thrown against the wall behind him, and he brought both hands up to prevent the jumbo from smashing him and Kelly. Somehow Chapov had landed the crippled Owl on its belly, and now it was plowing through the glass, level, fishtailing, and quickly decelerating.

“Brace yourselves!” Chapov warned.

John thought there must be a cliff or ravine coming. Instead, he heard a series of quarter-second hisses as Chapov used the attitude thrusters to bring the Owl under control, and then a single long whoooosh as the nose dropped and the craft finally slammed to a full stop.

For a moment no one spoke. John’s view across the bay was blocked by the drilling jumbo. He carefully pushed it back onto all four wheels, and heard Mukai give a small, startled cry as it crashed back to the deck. Thankfully, she was still alive and conscious again.

Then Chapov’s voice sounded over the intercom, relaxed, cocky, and unhurried.

“Ladies and gentlemen, on behalf of the pilot and crew of the Special Delivery, welcome to Reach. The time is 0241 military standard. I suggest you collect your weapons and equipment and exit the craft as quickly as possible. We have company on the way.”






CHAPTER TWO

0241 hours, October 7, 2559 (military calendar)

UNSC Owl Insertion Craft Special Delivery

Vadász Dombok, Continent Eposz, Planet Reach

It was so dark outside the Owl’s hatchway that even the fused-mode night-vision system in John’s Mjolnir helmet couldn’t gather enough light to provide an unmediated image. The terrain appeared inside his faceplate as a digitally rendered outline in green, with the illusion of volume provided by areas of shading and highlighting. The result was something like an impressionist painting, an interplay of light and shadow that suggested the Special Delivery had ended its flight on a long, broad terrace clinging to the side of a moderately steep ridge. Directly behind the Owl, framed by its loading hatch, lay a narrow, snaking furrow of scintillation that could only be its crash path. To the left hung a curving darkness that promised a bottomless abyss—but which might deliver nothing more than a shallow ravine.

Knowing there was still a fair amount of thermal radiation rising from the planet’s glassed ground, John had his onboard computer adjust the NVS input toward near-infrared. The image immediately grew crisper and more colorful, with the ground now represented by subtly fluctuating bands of orange and pink, the air in calm blue, and the clouds overhead a boiling mass of yellow and green. The crooked furrow of the Owl’s crash path resolved as a hot crimson trough filled with jagged shards of broken lechatelierite, stretching for a kilometer and a half behind them.

John leaned a little farther out of the hatchway and performed a quick scan of the sky, checking for inbound Seraphs and still wondering whether they belonged to the Banished or the Keepers—or maybe even to some new horde of Jiralhanae scavengers that he had not heard of. That was the trouble with this Pax Cortana. She was clamping down on interstellar civilization with an iron fist, and the harder she squeezed, the more insurgents she was going to have shooting out between her fingers.

When John saw no crimson halos blossoming above, he extended an arm behind him, pointing toward the weapons locker where his motion detector told him that the other Spartans were already gathering their weapons and equipment.

“Blue Team, adjust your NVS to near-infrared—you’ll be able to see better out here,” John said. “Linda, you’re overwatch. Make sure you have plenty of ammunition for the S5.”

“Always.”

Linda slipped past and sped down the ramp, a fully packed load-hauling harness slung over one shoulder. She carried a standard MA40 assault rifle—the most recent addition to the line, which featured the storied MA37—in one hand and a customized SRS99-S5 AM sniper rifle in the other. The sniper rifle had been manufactured to special tolerances for the Misriah Armory’s competitive shooting team, which made it less than ideal as a field weapon—its unique parts were hard to replace on a mission, where dirt and grime and hard shocks were impossible to avoid. But Linda treated the thing like a baby. She even had a name for it—Nornfang, in honor of the Norns of Norse mythology, who wove the fate of all things in the cosmos—and she claimed it increased her effective range by two hundred meters. So John had never questioned whether the trade-off was worthwhile. It had to be, or Linda wouldn’t be carrying it.

At the bottom of the ramp, she turned right and climbed out of the crash furrow, then started across the terrace toward the slope, her feet slipping every now and again where the dust lay just right on the glassy surface. The hill crest was about six hundred meters above her, a long ridgelike summit that was almost too close for sniper work, since it would be within range of some of the enemy’s common longarms.

John watched until she started to climb, so he would have some idea of where she was placing her sniper’s nest, then looked toward the front of the troop bay. Mukai was pulling equipment out of the forward lockers at a furious pace. Fred and Kelly were already geared up, their weapons affixed to the mounts on the back of their armor, their torsos and waists engirdled by slap-mount harnesses strung with hard-sided cargo pouches.

“Fred, you and Chief Mukai unload the excavation equipment and get ready to move out—fast.”

Fred’s LED flashed green on the team status bar inside John’s helmet; an instant later, Chapov’s voice sounded over the comm net.

“Don’t set the SDD yet.”

In the Special Delivery’s case, the self-destruct device was a fist-sized block of an explosive called octanitrocubane. It was a downgrade from the Fury tactical nukes that most stealth craft had carried during the Covenant War, when FLEETCOM hadn’t minded a little collateral damage if it meant destroying a nearby enemy vessel. But octanitrocubane was still powerful stuff. A small quantity would disintegrate the Owl so completely that even its nanoblack biopolymer coating would be unidentifiable.

“Affirmative,” John said. “Problem?”

“Nothing to worry about,” Van Houte said. His voice sounded strained. “I’ll handle the SDD from here. Just make sure you’re clear before those Seraphs find us.”

John was already starting down the loading ramp. “What about you and Lieutenant Chapov?”

“I’ll be fine,” Chapov said. “But Major Van Houte is—”

“Still in command of this bird,” Van Houte interrupted. “Evacuate and move out.”

“Don’t tempt me,” Chapov said.

“That’s an order, Lieutenant.”

“Sorry, sir,” Chapov said. “But I can’t obey that order until I confirm you haven’t suffered a traumatic head injury. Your judgment could be compromised.”

“Do I sound like I have a head injury?”

“Impossible to tell,” Chapov said. “We’ll have to extract you first.”

“Help is coming.” John was starting to like Chapov. The kid might be arrogant, but he was determined. “Kelly, join me up front.”

“I’ll bring your gear, shall I?”

“Affirmative.” If a flight of Seraphs showed up while they were still trying to extract the pilots, there wouldn’t be time to go back for anything. “Thanks.”

John stepped off the ramp and started forward. The Owl had made a hard landing rather than actually crashing, so its tail and wings were still attached. But it had broken through the vitreous ground crust and cut a trough through the sandy substratum, creating a waist-deep channel still glowing orange with thermal bleed-off.

He clambered over the wing and found the nose of the Special Delivery buried beneath a shelf of lechatelierite, with jagged plates of the glassy stuff leaning against the fuselage along both sides. That Chapov had somehow kept the craft from catching a wingtip as it plowed the long furrow was impressive—John doubted that he himself could have done it, even with his enhanced reflexes.

John tossed a few random pieces of lechatelierite aside, then dropped to his knees and peered into the darkness next to the Special Delivery. The nose was jammed tight into a cramped cavity between the vitreous crust and the sand-bed beneath. The cockpit area was so flooded with residual heat that all he saw was a red fog, and he could not get a clear image no matter how he tried to balance his night vision’s fused-mode technology.

He activated his external helmet lamps and crawled into the cavity. The Owl had a double-cockpit design, so the copilot’s seat was located above and behind the pilot’s, with a separate bubble canopy covering each. Both pilots had tried to raise their canopies so they could evacuate, but the shelf of lechatelierite had prevented the pilot’s from rising more than a few centimeters.

The copilot’s canopy had risen about half a meter because the cavity had been opened larger and higher over his cockpit. Chapov’s upper body was visible on the near side of the craft, his arms splayed against the side as he struggled to pull himself free.

As John approached, Chapov gave up and squinted into the light through his helmet’s transparent faceplate. “I tried for a belly landing,” he said. “But with all that weight hanging out of an open hatch—”

“No one’s complaining, Lieutenant.”

John rose to a crouch, pressing his shoulders against the cavity ceiling, and shined his light into the cockpit. Chapov’s flight suit was still partially inflated, bulging around his hips and preventing him from pulling free.

“Cover your face.”

“What?”

John rapped a knuckle against the aluminum oxynitride canopy. “This could shatter your faceplate when it breaks.”

John grabbed the bottom lip of the canopy with both hands, and Chapov buried his face in his arms and looked away. Transparent aluminum was actually a polycrystalline ceramic rather than a metal, and it did not bend in the slightest when John began to pull. So he braced his feet against the side of the Owl and tried harder. The force-multiplying circuits in his armor activated, and he felt the Mjolnir adding its power to his strength.

The hull dimpled beneath his boots, but the space between the canopy and the rim of the cockpit did not expand.

“Don’t be crazy,” Kelly said. She placed their gear on top of the Owl’s wing, then ducked under the lechatelierite beside him. “That stuff is designed to stop plasma cannon rounds. You can’t break it alone.”

“Now you tell me.” John shifted forward, folding himself nearly double in the cramped cavity, and waited as Kelly arranged herself next to him. “Say when.”

“When.”

They pulled together… and suddenly dropped into the sand as a crescent of canopy snapped off in their hands. Chapov immediately rolled onto his chest and slipped out of the copilot’s cockpit, then squatted at John’s feet, shining a wristlamp into the confined space next to Van Houte.

“You’ll never extract the major in the same way.” The eyes behind Chapov’s faceplate were gray-blue, the nose narrow, and the mouth wide with thin lips. “There’s no room to get in there, unless you start digging.”

“No time for digging,” Van Houte said over the comm. “Just let me know when you’re clear of the SDD blast radius.”

“No. We’ll find another way.” John rolled to his knees and peered over Chapov’s shoulder. There was maybe a head’s width of cavity between the Owl’s nose and a wall of sandstone bedrock, and the canopy was pressed tight against a meter-thick ceiling of lechatelierite. “Blue Four, sitrep?”

“I’m still climbing the ridge,” Linda said. “But I see no inbound Seraphs yet.”

“Let us know if that changes.”

Linda’s status light winked green, then Van Houte was on the comm again.

“Don’t you dare risk the mission to extract me,” he said. “It’s my mistake that put me here, and I’m happy to—”

“What mistake?” John asked. He sat back on his haunches, then looked back at Kelly and shook his helmet. Chapov was right: there was no time to dig a cavity large enough to extract the major. “We’re on the ground, alive and with our equipment intact.”

“I decelerated too hard,” Van Houte said. “That caused an equipment failure, endangering the craft and the mission.”

“You did what you had to.” As John spoke, Chapov dropped his chin—no doubt thinking of the deceleration tolerances Van Houte had exceeded. Ignoring him, John added, “And I don’t see any Seraphs strafing us.”

“Yet,” Van Houte said. “Move out. That’s an order, Master Chief.”

“Sorry, Major,” John said. “You got us to the ground, so it’s my mission now.”

He was referring to a long-established ONI protocol: once a mission reached the ground, command passed from the flight commander to the leader of the special forces team.

John pointed Chapov toward the rear of the Owl. “Join up with Fred and Chief Mukai. Maybe you can drive one of the excavation machines.”

“Of course,” Chapov said. He stepped close and switched off his comm mic, then spoke in a low voice through his helmet voicemitter. “But you do know the major exceeded g-tolerances, right? If he’d given the yoke to me earlier—”

“We’d have been splattered all over the glass,” John interrupted, also speaking only through his voicemitter. “You blacked out.”

“But I wouldn’t have, if we had stayed inside tolerances,” Chapov insisted. “The equipment wouldn’t have come loose either.”

“And we’d have had a dozen Seraphs chewing our tail. Instead, they’re still behind us searching for bolide debris.” John pointed again toward the back of the Owl. “The major made a good call. Go.”

Chapov hesitated, his narrowed eyes hinting at distress more than resentment. It was clear he had more to say, but now was hardly the time—and John wasn’t sure it ever would be. It was a bad idea to second-guess a seasoned superior.

“Now, Lieutenant.”

Chapov’s faceplate grew gray and opaque as he activated its night-vision mode. “Right away, Master Chief. Sorry.”

He spun on his heel and scrambled onto the Owl’s wing, and finally John understood. It hadn’t been Van Houte at the yoke when the maimed Owl came down—it had been his hotshot copilot, and Chapov felt like he had let the team down. Maybe he wasn’t quite thinking of it that way yet, but he eventually would. That was why he was trying to convince John that the hard landing hadn’t been his fault. Because, really, Chapov was trying to convince himself.

John switched back to the comm net. “And, Lieutenant?”

Chapov stopped on top of the wing, but didn’t turn around. “Yes, Master Chief?”

“This is nobody’s fault,” John said. “You made an incredible landing under the circumstances. Anybody else would have had us spread out across ten kilometers of glass.”

Chapov paused a moment, then said: “Maybe only five kilometers. Major Van Houte is a pretty decent pilot himself.”

The roar-scrape-crunch of steel ripping into glassy ground sounded somewhere beyond the Owl as Chapov hopped off the wing and started toward the loading ramp. John switched off his external lamps and watched through his NVS as Chief Mukai pushed the LHD’s excavation bucket into the wall of the crash furrow, using it to cut a ramp out of the trough. Fred was up on top of the lechatelierite, standing off to one side and waving her forward.

“Blue Two, is the drilling jumbo operational?”

Fred nodded without looking away from his work. “Affirmative. Are you thinking what I am?”

“Probably,” John said. “Have Lieutenant Chapov bring the jumbo forward. Blue Four?”

“Setting up on the ridge now,” Linda replied. “I have confirmed sixteen—now eighteen—bandits over the decoy impact zone. Nothing coming our way yet.”

“Good,” John said. “Can you identify the search pattern?”

“Expanding grid, I think,” Linda said. “Definitely systematic.”

“Acknowledged,” John said. Systematic suggested Keepers of the One Freedom—or at least not Banished. He knew from UNSC intel that the Banished tended to be more unpredictable and random in their approach, since they were led by a mob of chieftains competing to win the favor of a fierce Jiralhanae warlord named Atriox. The Keepers were more organized and rigid in their structure, with a strict chain of command and a religious doctrine dedicated to joining the ancient Forerunners in divine transcendence—akin to what drove the Covenant during the war. “That gives us some idea of what to expect—and how much time we have.”

“But there is a problem with your plan,” Linda said. “The terrain down there is as dark as a grave—until you activate your lamps.”

“Even under the glass?” John asked.

“It is just a pinpoint, like a star through fog,” Linda said. “I doubt the Seraphs can see it from so far away. But if you ignite the plasma drills—”

“They’ll shine us up like an emergency beacon,” Kelly finished. “So yeah, that won’t work.”

“You see?” Van Houte said. “You need to put the mission first, Master Chief.”

“I know that.”

The scraping sound stopped as the LHD finished the ramp and climbed out of the crash furrow. Mukai started up the slope toward the top of the ridge—then abruptly started toward the nose of the Owl.

“Cut a line a little in front of the cockpit.” She had attached her flip-down night-vision visor to her helmet. “It doesn’t need to be deep—just enough to give me some bite.”

“What are you thinking?” John asked.

“That you’re wasting time,” Mukai said. The LHD was already rolling past the Owl. “No offense.”

“None taken,” John said. He wasn’t sure whether the LHD could break up a meter-thick blanket of lechatelierite, but Mukai probably was. Like everyone on the mission, she had been cross-trained on the excavation equipment, and as a crew chief she would consider it a point of honor to learn the specifications of both machines by heart. “I should’ve known better than to ask.”

“It’s okay, Master Chief,” Mukai said. “You’ll learn.”

John chuckled at that.

“Blue Two,” he said, “you and Chapov collect the gelignite bins and find a route over that ridge. Blue Three, you’re still with me, on shotgun.”

A pair of status lights winked green. John and Kelly grabbed their gear off the wing and slapped their weapons and load-hauling harnesses onto their Mjolnir’s magnetic mounts, then climbed onto the Owl’s fuselage. By then, Mukai was thirty meters in front of the downed craft, swinging the LHD around in preparation for her rescue attempt. The vehicle was remarkably silent for such a powerful machine, its TMCD compact fusion reactor making no sound at all and its hydrostatic transmission humming quietly as it approached.

Kelly loaded her M45E tactical shotgun with plastic-saboted strike rounds, then led the way off the fuselage onto the smooth expanse of lechatelierite terrace. Here and there, the plasma-fused ground was covered by a thin layer of dried mud—the result of seven years of post-glassing dustfall—and walking on it was like crossing a silk-draped ice rink. They stopped four paces later, guessing that would be about a pace in front of the Owl’s nose, and faced away from the waiting LHD.

“Can we risk some helmet lamps?” Kelly asked. “I’d hate to shoot someone’s foot.”

“Blue Four?” John asked.

“You may as well,” Linda replied. “The bandit formations are starting to loosen up and expand their search grid.”

She did not need to explain her thinking. It wouldn’t be long before a pair of Seraphs overflew the landing site, and when that happened, there would be no hiding the Special Delivery from their thermal sensors. John activated his helmet lamps and shined them on the ground a couple of paces in front of Kelly, and she did the same.

John checked his motion tracker to be sure Fred and Chapov were safely outside Kelly’s ricochet arc and, not seeing their designators, assumed they were still inside the Owl’s troop bay, collecting the drilling jumbo and gelignite bins.

“Fire at will.”

“Take cover,” Kelly said. “Firing.”

She pulled the trigger, sending a flurry of eight-gauge slugs into the ground about a meter in front of the Owl’s nose. A curtain of dust and glass shards rose as high as their knees, but John could see the fire was proving even more effective than necessary. Capable of blowing a hole through a Warthog’s engine block, the steel rounds were punching a third of a meter down into the lechatelierite, creating an uneven, fracture-lined trench. As Mukai had suggested, it would give the teeth on the bottom side of the LHD’s two-kiloliter bucket plenty to bite.

Van Houte’s voice sounded over the comm net. “I’m starting to see cracks above me. Am I to take it that Chief Mukai’s crazy plan is working?”

“My plans are never crazy,” Mukai said. “You can set the SDD for fifteen minutes.”

“Belay that,” John said. “Can you link it to your comm unit?”

“I can,” Van Houte confirmed.

“Then do it. Let’s give them something to worry about when they start chasing us.”

“Always wise,” Van Houte said. “Just be sure you make a clean extraction. The comm option comes with an automatic deadman switch.”

Kelly stopped firing and reloaded. John took the opportunity to pace the length of the trench, then stepped to one end and motioned the LHD forward. Three steps was three meters, and the LHD’s bucket was only two meters wide.

“Does all that quiet time mean we’re clear to evacuate?” Fred asked.

“Do you have the gelignite?” John asked. “And the detonators?”

“You have to ask?” Fred replied. “Who leaves the fun stuff behind?”

“Then you’re clear.”

“And I suggest you hurry,” Linda said. “I make three bandits coming our way. I can’t tell if they’ve seen you yet, but I am sure they will.”

“That’s only to be expected,” Kelly said. She took her place at the other end of the trench and shined her helmet lamps into it. “Why wouldn’t a flight of Seraphs pass over at just the wrong moment?”

Fred and Chapov appeared on John’s motion tracker as they brought the drilling jumbo into the crash furrow and headed for the ramp Mukai had cut. Then the LHD’s bucket was dropping down between John and Kelly, and all his attention was on the bottom edge as it dug into the trench. The steel teeth bit deep, launching conchoidal shards into the air, but it wasn’t the way LHDs were designed to work.

LHDs were made to scoop up loose stone and haul it away, not tear it out of the living bedrock. But Mukai knew how to get the most out of any machine. She gunned the engine hard, pushing the vehicle forward until the front tires rose off the ground and spun in the dark air.

“Hit it again,” Mukai said. “It’s coming loose. I can feel—”

Kelly was already firing, planting the first rounds at John’s end of the trench and working her way back. His shields flashed as two slugs ricocheted into him and deflected into the night, but a web of finger-width cracks fanned back toward the Owl, and the LHD dropped onto its front tires again.

After that, the lechatelierite broke up almost instantly under Mukai’s assault, shattering into hundreds of chunks that the excavation machine scooped up and lifted out of the way. The resulting pit was not quite a meter deep, with a floor covered in glass nuggets ranging from the size of a fist to that of a flight helmet.

“You’re close,” Van Houte said from inside his cockpit. “I can see your lamps.”

“The bandits can too,” Linda said. “They’re dropping in for a strafing run, six o’clock on the Owl.”

“They’re coming up the valley?” Fred sounded almost happy about the prospect. “Relax—we’ve got this.”

“We do?” Chapov asked.

“How about I’ve got this,” Fred said. “You take cover under the jumbo.”

“The one with four bins of gelignite strapped to it?” Chapov asked. “That jumbo?”

“Affirmative.” John didn’t know what Fred had planned—and there wasn’t time to ask. “Chief Mukai, I’ll finish up. Dump that load of glass and get the LHD out of here.”

“On it.”

John jumped into the pit Mukai had excavated. “And when the Seraphs open fire—”

“On it.” Mukai had been Special Forces her entire career. She didn’t need John to tell her when to take cover.

Kelly jumped into the pit beside John, and they began to throw and kick glass chunks out of the way. When they finished, there were only a few centimeters of ash-clouded lechatelierite between them and the Owl, and Kelly began to fire strike rounds into it. The slugs penetrated and, robbed of most of their energy, bounced harmlessly off the pilot’s canopy.

“Be ready,” Fred commed. “Opening fire now.”

“You?”

“Them,” Fred said. “But no worries. I’m always ready.”

Plasma bolts began to streak down out of the darkness, filling the night with flashes of crimson heat, burning through the Owl’s fuselage armor, melting long furrows into the vitreous ground to both sides of the pit. John and Kelly dropped to their bellies and continued to dig, using their gauntlets to smash the last lechatelierite nubs away from the canopy so Van Houte could raise it and escape.

A bolt burned through the copilot’s broken canopy; then John’s shields flared and failed as two more glanced off him. Kelly rolled off the Owl and dropped into the narrow gap between its nose and the lechatelierite crust alongside it.

“You can open fire anytime now,” she commed. “Please do.”

“This is a mining machine,” Fred said. “Not an anti-aircraft turret.”

Finally realizing what Fred was planning to do, John rolled into the gap on his side of the Owl, then switched off his helmet lamps and peered under its wing, back along the fuselage. The drilling jumbo was a bright, fuzzy block of red in his NVS, with a small puddle of dim red—Chapov—lying between its tires. The Seraph flight was a stack of tiny yellow lunate shapes spitting crimson dashes of brilliance down at the Special Delivery, the lead craft’s fire already stitching across the glassy terrace beyond the Owl’s buried nose, the second craft’s fire just starting to burn strike scars into the sand behind it.

And Fred was an orange Mjolnir-shaped bulk standing on the operator’s platform at the rear of the jumbo, his helmet tipped back to watch the approaching Seraphs. The drill booms were fully extended and pointed at the sky, and his hands were on the controls, twisting and turning as he adjusted the positions of the emitter nozzles, trying to keep them arranged in a tight fan as he positioned them in front of the oncoming fighter craft.

It wasn’t the worst idea Fred had ever had.

Fred depressed the thumb switches on the ends of the two handgrips he was holding, and a pair of blue plasma beams shot skyward from the center drill heads. John’s view of what happened next was blocked by the Owl’s wing, but the strafing ended in a heartbeat. The heavens flashed gold and screamed with metal-drum thunder, and then there were flaming pieces of fighter craft falling all around.

Fred was already grabbing the second set of handgrips. He hit the thumb switches and sent another pair of plasma beams up into the darkness, this time from the drill heads on either end of the fan. The flashes were smaller this time, and spaced a few breaths apart, and a Seraph went spiraling toward the ridge missing a quarter of its hull and vanished in a sharp, glass-shaking clap.

The third Seraph arced away in the opposite direction, wobbling wildly as the pilot struggled to retain control after a wild evasion maneuver. John lost sight of it as it arced over the ravine, but as he climbed out of the narrow gap where he had taken cover, he heard the distant crunch of a hard landing.

“Nice timing, Blue Two,” John said. He checked his team’s status display and found all Spartan LEDs green. His Mjolnir wasn’t linked to the Special Delivery’s crew, so he couldn’t confirm their status automatically. “Condition jumbo?”

“A little chewed up, but mobile,” Fred replied. “Down one boom and lost part of a bin.”

“Part of a gelignite bin?” Chapov asked. Clearly he had come through the attack in one piece. “How are we not a crater in the sand?”

“Good question,” Fred said. In fact, the nitrocubane-enhanced gelignite that the UNSC used was one of the most stable explosives available, which was why it had been selected for this mission. It could be burned without detonating, so it didn’t seem all that surprising that it could take a plasma strike. “Now, get up here and drive this thing. I’ll scout a route on foot.”

“Chief Mukai, status you and LHD?” asked John.

“Both unharmed,” she reported. “So far.”

“Then get over the ridge as fast as you can,” he said. “Don’t wait for anything. Blue Four?”

“The enemy is maneuvering to approach from across the ravine,” Linda said. “That seems very cautious. Perhaps they think our plasma drill is a new kind of anti-aircraft weapon?”

So definitely not Banished. That faction would have come racing en masse, each Seraph trying to beat the others to the prize and steal the glory.

A clatter sounded behind John. He reactivated his helmet lamps and saw the pilot’s canopy rising as Eznik Van Houte climbed out of the cockpit. Like Chapov, the major wore a flight suit still bulging around his hips with retained high-g inflation pressure. His weathered face was not visible behind his gray faceplate, but John could picture his tired brown eyes and bushy gray mustache.

“Hold this.” Van Houte passed John a buckle-on survival belt packed with magazine pouches, ration packs, and a hydration flask, then reached into the cockpit and withdrew an old MA2B bullpup assault rifle dating from the days of the Insurrection. “And this.”

John checked one of the magazines and found it loaded with penetrators—.390 rounds with copper jackets around depleted uranium cores. The major was a man who believed in putting holes in what he hit.

Recalling that Chapov had been unable to retrieve his own survival belt when he evacuated, John gave the copilot’s canopy a gentle upward push. The electric motor engaged and, with no lechatelierite ceiling to cause resistance, finished lifting the canopy.

Kelly reached in from the other side and withdrew Chapov’s survival belt, along with an MA5B bullpup assault rifle. It was a solid choice for a pilot’s emergency weapon, short enough to fit into the cockpit scabbard but with decent range and a suppressor-adapted barrel that made it ideal for stealth fighting.

“Blue Three, catch up with the LHD,” John said over the comm. “Help Chief Mukai get over the hill. Major Van Houte, with me.”

Kelly’s status LED flashed green. Van Houte buckled on his survival belt, then took his MA2B and started back toward the access ramp Mukai had excavated earlier.

John extended an arm to block his way. “Sorry, Major, we’re in a hurry.” He lowered his arm to knee height, his elbow bent at ninety degrees. “Climb aboard.”

“You want to carry me?”

“Yes, sir,” John said. “Preferably conscious.”

Van Houte gave a short laugh, then stepped over John’s arm, sitting in the crook of his elbow. “But the mission comes first,” he said. “If I start to slow you down—”

“You won’t.”

John deactivated his helmet lamps and pulled Van Houte tight to his chest, then sprang out of the crash furrow onto the glassy terrace. He glanced back across the ravine and saw engine flares the size of fingertips approaching in a five-across line. Behind that line was another, and behind the second still another. He did not take the time to look for a fourth line or a fifth, because once you reached overkill, your tactics didn’t change.

John pulled two frag grenades off his load harness and depressed the priming switches, then waited as the first line of engine flares drew steadily closer. They were already in strafing range, but seemed to be more interested in reconnoitering the crash site than attacking it.

“Shouldn’t we be running by now?” Van Houte asked.

“We will be.”

John continued to wait, watching as the first line of Seraphs approached. In his NVS, they looked like big yellow disks with a stream of crimson efflux shooting out between their forked tails. Their plasma cannons remained cold and dark, a sign that, on this pass at least, they were intent on identifying the mysterious weapon that had destroyed two of their fellow craft rather than killing anyone on the ground.

And that was just fine with John.

He tossed the grenades into the crash furrow, about ten meters behind the downed Owl, and remained where he was.

“Now?”

“Not safe yet.”

“Safe?” Van Houte spoke the word as if he had never heard it before. “We’re Special—”

The grenades detonated, creating a cluster of blinding flashes that washed out the thermal elements of John’s night vision and left him staring at a white faceplate.

Linda’s voice came over the comm. “Move now, Blue Leader.” A green waypoint appeared in the white fog inside his faceplate. “The first rank is breaking formation.”

John sprinted across the glassy terrace. The washout drained from his faceplate, and he found himself starting up the yellow-orange slope toward the top of the ridge. Progress was slow. For every three steps up, he slid one step back, the soles of his sabatons slipping on the thin mud-cake that covered the smooth slope. The drilling jumbo was five hundred meters above him and to the right, just preparing to crest a low saddle in the ridge. The LHD was two hundred meters below it and even farther to the right, angling toward the same saddle from the opposite direction. Fred and Kelly were a short distance ahead of the two vehicles, using their Mjolnir’s superior fused-mode night vision to find the route.

Vehicles and Spartans alike were glowing crimson inside John’s faceplate—and they would be just as visible to the thermal sensors in the approaching Seraphs.

“We need diversions,” John commed. “Anything to keep the enemy from focusing on us.”

Three status LEDs winked green, and Linda’s S5 sniper rifle began to boom. John saw four muzzle flashes behind the waypoint in his HUD, perhaps fifty meters below the ridge crest, but did not look back to see if she had hit anything.

She had. The only question was whether four rounds of Linda’s special ammunition—titanium-jacketed high-velocity armor-piercing 14.5mm depleted uranium—would be powerful enough to punch through a Seraph’s energy shielding. John was betting that they would, but it really didn’t matter. What counted was that the enemy pilots would see their shields flickering and realize they were under attack. Then they would start to think about who was hitting them and with what, and that would give John and the rest of the team enough time to get over the ridge.

He took two more frag grenades off his load harness, depressing the primer switches and holding them in the same hand—then heard the screech of warping metal and looked over to see the large green sickle of half a Seraph hull lying thirty meters to his left. John started across the slope toward it.

“Wait.” Van Houte pointed up the slope toward the ridge. The light-gathering night-vision system in his pilot’s helmet was not as flexible as the dual-mode system in John’s Mjolnir, but it was good enough to indicate the top of the ridge. “We’re supposed to be going that way.”

“This won’t take long,” John said. “I just want to confirm something.”

Linda’s rifle began booming again, and he glanced over to see the second rank of Seraphs peeling off above the ravine. One of them was trailing hot fumes, and another was wobbling. Clearly, her special HVAP rounds were capable of piercing Seraph shields.

“Blue Leader,” Fred commed, “uphill.”

“Need a minute.”

“A minute?” Kelly asked. “Are you mad?”

John looked away from his footing long enough to see the third rank of Seraphs approaching. The crimson dots of their plasma cannons were already glowing bright along the front edges of their disks.

“Distract them.”

He tossed the grenades in his free hand down the slope and reached for two more. There was no chance of damaging a Seraph with frag grenades, of course, but they were good decoys. In the pitch dark below Reach’s heavy cloud cover, the multiple detonations would create hot spots that looked like ground-to-air missile launches to a thermal imaging system—and that would reduce his targeting priority to just about zero.

The grenades exploded; as expected, a line of plasma bolts streamed across the ravine toward their dwindling fireballs. John depressed the primer switches on the next two grenades. These were his last, but there was no sense saving ordnance when using it was the best way to avoid getting killed.

He heard another series of detonations—two, then two more—as Fred and Kelly tossed their own grenades, then glimpsed more streams of plasma converging on their fireballs.

No enemy fire was directed at him though, and he reached the Seraph debris he had noticed a few seconds earlier. It was slightly less than half a craft, a sliver shaped like a waning moon, about fifteen meters long. He could hear the self-mending hull squealing and sizzling as it struggled to close a breach that could never be repaired, and even his helmet filters could not keep out the acrid stench of burning fuel rod propellant and boiled Jiralhanae blood.
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