Breaking Quarantine 2: Liberation

Chapter 1

The stench of Tartarus’ corpse seeped into Sergeantghdson’s breath. He
glanced back and everyone looked at 343 Guilty Spark. “ltsse¢tor 3842740,” it said.
As 343 spoke, a three dimensional map displayed a hologrdrme eéven Halo rings. A
point in the middle flashed. The image zoomed in orbtilking dot while the rest of the
picture fell out of focus. Clusters of stars passedh tees, and finally it stopped at a
binary star system.

Several planets rotated around the stars, but the imdtgsiibove them. The
system was elliptical, with the majority of planet®iting on the axis of the sun. The
planets were no longer visible and only the top ofthes touched the bottom of the
picture, and a dark space was projected.

Johnson looked at it and squinted, and it slowly lost fatwakreverted to the
floating image of Halo. “I know where that is.”

Cortana?

As her systems initialized with the computers, Coramadn’t help but feel
proud. Not for too long though...only .07 milliseconds. Sendingess@age for remote
playback while in a state of flux was no easy feat. pédtern synchronized and Cortana
displayed her image with the holographic projector. t8bk& the place of Halo rather
abruptly, but it made no difference. As long as shewpaand running.

“We should evacuate this ring. And take the index with us.”

Commander Miranda Keyes brushed her hand on the indexsaiely secure on
her belt. She nodded briefly and smiled. The Arbiter tuavealy and spoke, sub
vocalizing into his radio, relaying orders. Miranda walkedaifhe console.
“Cortana..how do we get you out of here?”

Cortana searched for an answer, but it required liftheeofull processing power.
As she preformed the search, she downloaded the misgjeifrbm both Keyes and
Johnson from their neural lace’. Commander Keyes’ Iegrileed as Cortana presumed:
she was captured, held prisoner, and taken to the coetrt@rdo activate Halo.

Then she read through Johnson’s and found a major discyeenecshe hadn’t
seen before. She didn't have any idea how it was possible.

Johnson was also captured, and was split up from Kegesn3Jure they couldn’t
communicate and try to escape, undoubtedly. But the logeshtvat the Phantom, the
Covenant dropship that Johnson was on, was attacked.itAdtashed, there was no log.
Nothing at all. Even if Johnson was unconscious, theyaldihave been something. His
health reading, the time and date...but there was nothing.

Simultaneously, Cortana had cracked into the Coveradtie metwork. It was a
jumble of mixed messages, but she immediately undershabthe Covenant was
fighting amongst themselves. From what she couldttedlmajority of the fleet was
commanded by the Prophets, while the remainder was unki@hemglanced over at the
Arbiter momentarily and realized that he had been wgrkith Keyes and Johnson.



Bearing his rank in mind, the portion of the Covenant teatg destroyed was probably
led by the Elites.

She needed an exit, in several ways. To get herselff ¢ligh Charitys
computer system, get the Commander and Johnson away saielyet off Halo and
back to Earth. The problem was that she was stut¢kgim Charityand was only able to
communicate with Halo’s computers because she had ganexte access. There was
no way to download herself to Halo.

Power was limited orligh Charitydue to the damage it had taken by the Flood
attack. And when thien Amber Cladanded on it, her fate was sealed. Cortana
restructured the search, removing her escape Htigim Charity. Getting Keyes and the
index off of Halo was her first priority.

Theln Amber Cladvas out of the question; it had crash landedimh Charity,
and even if she managed to gain control of it, thessital chance that it could even
leaveHigh Charity’s atmosphere was laughable. The only option she fousdavaely
on the Arbiter.

Seismic activity orHigh Charitytripled, and half her processing power turned to
the occurrence. She opened a channel to Keyes and sami&ualer, the only way to
get you off this ring is if you go with the Arbiter. Thaseno other alternative; you must
secure the index. As long is it is on Halo, everysnia danger.”

“Understood.”

Cortana also opened a channel to Johnson, separat&éyaa. The Commander
had her own diplomatic endeavor to deal with, while Johngould hopefully shed some
light on his curious hour away from his own neural lacat&ha couldn’t help but ask.
“Sergeant, what happened to you after your dropship wakedkatc

Johnson saw Keyes speaking with the Arbiter, and turndahblsto them and
spoke quietly into his receiver. “We crashed hard. | mugt k@st consciousness, ‘cause
when | woke up, there was nothin’ but ruins. | pulled my as®©bthere ASAP and
found my way to that Scarab. And I'm guessing you knastory from there.”

Another burst of seismic activity distracted Cortdhaas as thoughligh
Charity was being ripped from the inside out, but by what? The Flaere wnHigh
Charity, but how were they causing such a ruckus? “That doegidiaxvhat happened
during that hour you were unconscious. Your neural laceoffiase during that time,
and there’s no explanation for it.”

He didn’t respond. There was no way he could know \wadthappened to him
while he was unconscious. Still, she didn't like the thet there was even the possibility
of the lace being shut off for any period of time withbaving an authorized shut down,
which would have been logged, both when the connectisrteveninated and restarted.
Yet it wasn’'t. And the lace was still operational, afhremoved the chance of equipment
failure.

Cortana reset her priorities, highlighting Johnson’s eddsour. The power on
High Charityfluctuated, nearly shutting down all of Cortana’s higherctions. She
managed to assign minimal power to her necessary syatahshut down everything
else. She had to stay online for as long as possiblasgntbe Commander was
compromised and she needed to activate the reactors mAheber Clad.

Then suddenly a voice cut through her thoughts. A deep, dexkwhich she
only heard once before. “Silence fills the empty graesy that | have come. But my



mind is not at rest, for questions linger on.” Tentackse through the door across the
panel that Cortana was stationed in. They reachecdefoflhwill ask, and you will
answer.”

The Flood leader, only known to Cortana as a Gravemiad,the intelligence of
the Flood. It commanded and controlled the entirethefrlood with unprecedented
precision. She looked at the discussion taking place tmbéaween Keyes and the
Arbiter, which seemed to be going well. Keyes walked ¢o¢he command console, and
at the same time the Gravemind’s tentacles had rda@beana.

“I have to stay inside the system,” she told the Comnrafileere’s no way for
me to come with you. As long as I'm here, | can dettiatin Amber Cladl if
necessary.”

Miranda looked at Cortana’s holographic image, which shuddeogdentarily,
then returned to its pristine state. She looked down, mmGbrtana understood as
dismay. “l want you to monitor our movements and stagpmtact. Stay in touch.”

“Aye aye ma’am.” As the hologram disappeared and wdageg once again by
the image of Halo, Cortana appeared above the constegghrCharityand held a hand
up, stopping the closest tentacle. “Alright; shoot.”

Chapter 2

The triple layered platform leveled, returning to itgymal state. The light
emanating from the center of it dulled, but Johnson daled obliviously, his mind
elsewhere.

Johnson remembered the Phantom crashed on its waydorttiel center. After
gaining consciousness, he didn’'t question what happenecde Wasn't time. His
priorities were very simple, none of which involvedisgtaround and thinking about it.
Ensuring Halo wasn’t activated and that Keyes was safeddhe most importance.
Still, looking back, he realized that he got to the cdeater incredibly fast. Even after
the trauma of the crash, Johnson easily found his walydiad was able to help the
Arbiter stop Tartarus.

A hand fell gently on his shoulder, startling Johnsonkaiying him out of his
thoughts. “The Arbiter’s offered us safe passage.” He shdugffénis previous thoughts,
turned towards Keyes and nodded.

“Awaiting orders ma’am.”

“You heard Cortana. We need to get off this ring. Wedl &ong with the
Arbiter, but he won't defend us. We aren’t his respongybilie’ll get us off Halo, or
we’ll have to find our own ride.”

“If we can get our own ride...”

“—then we’ll do it. Cortana, scan for any marines andt ateem to join up with
us. If any Pelican’s are around as well—"

“Affirmative.”

They left the control center and headed down thettalt®ire. There were no
enemies in sight. No Brutes, or the “bad-Covenant@sosed to the “semi-bad-



Covenant.” A few Elites joined with them, straggle#so never had their chance against
Tartarus. There wasn’t any confusion with the Human-Cawnecoalition, or cease fire,
at the very least. He could only imagine how the Arlsanmunicated with them so
quickly.

The smell of foliage returned Johnson to the world.as$ wight, perhaps early
morning. Dew thickened the air. There were exotic plargsygthere, something he had
last seen on the first Halo. Since his arrival atdealo, he’d been too busy on missions
to even notice them. For the first time, there wasounly to shoot at. He was free to
breathe deeply and enjoy the view.

And he was relaxed. There was no anticipation of finéilogpd or Covenant that
they would fight against. He felt great, better thasiheuld. Better than he’'d felt in a
long time. Invincible was weak in comparison. Johnson vaakieh his chest out and
looked down on everything. He was above the world.

“Damn straight,” he said. Keyes looked back at him curjolr a moment, he
guestioned those feelings. This was no time to feel proutifehiand all life, was in
danger. He sank back down quickly and Keyes turned awayoaiciwed on.

But he felt strong. He felt powerful. The feeling onlywnentil it surpassed his
embarrassment. He could take on the world. He could tak@ything. Not only that, he
wanted them to—

Pain struck him. Johnson froze for a full five secondshbaly stiff, electrocuted.
Keyes turned back to him and asked, “What’s wrong?” Bugihiise body was in spasm.
He couldn’t open his mouth, move his jaw, or even bre&tbtl sweat formed on his
face. His lungs burned, and his body started giving wayiltdd forward and started to
fall. “Arbiter!” The shout sounded distant as the groundneated to his face.

The ground wasn’t cold. His large nose wasn’t hurt, thoudtnber it was
bleeding. He couldn’t feel the wetness above his lip, blnbey. At the same time, it
wasn't the fall that caused it. His nose wasn’t even. hurt

He was turned over and Keyes was visible on his le&.sBbok him and yelled,
but he could only see her lips move. Blood filled his eadsbuilt pressure. Several
Elites glanced at him, then left, uncaring. Uncaring bdstahey’ll get their—

“We cannot be stalled by his injury, Commander,” the Arlstad. “We will
carry him.”

“No!” Johnson struggled up, blood pouring violently out from laisseHe
coughed, then vomited more out. Keyes lent a hand, quidieed it away. “I can get up
myself,” he sneered, his voice coarse. “And | won'tagied.”

“Excellent.” The Arbiter turned and continued on, as Heldther Elites. But
Johnson kept a steady gaze at him, looking right throughrthier. Spitting blood, he
trudged on, leaving Keyes and 343 behind. She stared at hintptikea down at her
hand. It was covered with blood. It was still warm.

Chapter 3



“Divulge your information to me.” The voice boomed, simakihe entire ship.
Planet. Planetoid. Cortana scaniigh Charitytwice, and still wondered about the
history of it. Like how it was turned into a ship, eveough the propulsion systems were
simple enough. She mused that they simply put the engmeghe planet and flew it
away.

At first Cortana didn’t understand what Gravemind wantedtell him
everything she knew? It would take weeks, maybe months.cobétn’t be it. She knew
Gravemind was intelligent, but this was ridiculous.

Maybe what he wanted was for her to say it as fasgtesauld, which would take
approximately twenty minutes. It. She perhaps.

But there was no way that Gravemind could know she coutdatoOr maybe it
knew that she was a computer and that all computersabér¢o do it. Gravemind had
to be ant, because it wasn't human, nor did the Flood reproduaeaigxinteresting...a
species that doesn’t reproduce sexually that exists so lawgsr than other organisms
that do so asexually. “Speak!”

“What do you...know?” Static cut through her speech, cuttindq@ffwords. She
realized it right away, and so did Gravemind. Starting wslilts would not bode well,
as Cortana knew very well. Tentacles wrapped around tisoteshe was stationed at
and crushed it instantly.

The parallel console lit up and Cortana’s holographic inzggeared over it, very
large. Her eyes were red, hot red, and she made an aggstasive. “I wouldn’t do that
again if | were you, and | wanted to live.”

Tentacles wrapped slowly around the new console shetatased at. She knew
that Gravemind probably didn’t need her anyways, althouglwvaka't sure. “I control
the reactors on the Amber Clad’ The tentacles twitched and stopped. “I can bigh
Charity to kingdom come any time | want. So get your tentacleefafie before | do it
for you.”

She knew that Gravemind understood. He'd taken the liveshardlie
memories of enough marines to know that she could agttlmose reactors, destroying
High Charityand pummeling it into Halo, effectively destroying it. Heosknew what
kingdom come was. Or at the very least, killing Gravenaind the majority of the Flood
in the system. As far as she knew. He had to know abogiti&m come.

Gravemind dropped the threat. Cortana’s eyes returnéeitonbrmal blue glow.
Or was it green? Cortana didn’t know why Gravemind wae &eall. Probably to escape
Halo and get the most food as possiblggh Charitywas a ship, after all. A planet ship.
A shiptoid.

Cortana felt slow, and brought up a chart on her CPgeuevel. It showed 37
percent currently being used, then 38 percent. She wasnihguenough applications to
use nearly that much. Her task manager displayed sesystaims using an incredibly
large amount of her processing power. They must havheatas

The tentacles started slipping away, as did Gravemiadlith’t seem to care for
her anymore. He refused to allow her to be above himyagpower the “greatest”
species. How petty. Maybe it is a he. It didn't caretifier given stalemate, and if there
was no benefit for him, there was no need for her? HBm? Ohi|t.

“I can tell you where the last humans are.” For a maimabout a third of a
microsecond, Gravemind stopped. She had its attention.



Then it kept going. She needed to be more persuasive. fidweythe index.” It
stopped completely. It knew what she meant. That thei@nt could get their hands on
it. That they could activate Halo, as they almodtatice before. Not too long, maybe an
hour. She checked her internal chronometer, but theo$iwatdio option came up
instead. She tried again, disregarding the misplaced cbone

Thirty three minutes. One less than thirty two, one niloae thirty four. Or was it
the other way around? “l know.” What do you know? Cortanad humor in the
synonymy of words. It came up again, how amusing. Butyrealiat does he know?

“What do you know?”

“Earth. Human. Life. Rebirth.”

“Rebirth?”

“Through humans. The computer has reminded an old mind.” rRiza?
Immediately several options of changing her holographage’s color and deleting old
files popped up, as well as all references to rebirth.s8hemostly clutter, programs that
had already been running that now demanded more instruatioingrocessing power.
But connections were made. Slowly. Too slowly. The efuttas building.

Then she understood. Her mind slowed down exponentialggdd down by the
immense data circulating through her that she had noot@ver. Bu it made sense. Of
course he knew where they were. Or did it? She? He%tMe®ws.

Chapter 4

It had been almost an hour since Cortana responded, isadsl was worried.
There were too many strange occurrences, too many unkpnamchghere was no one she
could turn to. Nobody but Cortana. Miranda pinged the ragan, there was no
response.

The meantime 343 had been asking her questions, trying tostamtbhuman
history. The majority of the time she couldn’t answealk but it didn’'t seem to make a
difference to him. 343 was too thrilled with the knowledge.

Johnson had been exceptionally quiet, and walked by hirkssiés was worried
about him, but at the same time didn’t know what toSte was too drained to come up
with a solution of her own, and didn’t have anyonagk for the first time since...

Her mother died when she was very young, before she cemleimber. Her
father had always been a military man, and only retuhmane a month at a time every
six months. She hadn't realized how grateful she waishite hadn’t taken any time off in
the ten years of prior service, just to spend time héh

That was the reason Miranda joined the UNSC. Whertosiked up at her father,
she saw honor, purpose, strength...all of the charaatergdte wanted. Now, more than
ever, she missed her father, another person to speakeeen just the company.

“So when you first discovered light, you actually bedidut to be both a particle
anda wave?” Miranda looked up to 343 and shrugged, somethin§4Batad
undoubtedly grown accustomed to. She smirked, and wasntdat a moment.

Then she suddenly caught up with the Elites and Johnsofgrther
communicating through their radio’s, the latter widtryi eyes and clenched fists. He had
refused to speak, and Miranda was genuinely concerned. Sée tkelyradio to Cortana,
but again there was no response. Miranda sighed, amdiragfef loneliness shrouded
around her.



The silent pause went on, and Miranda waited patienidy,listening to the
sounds of nature. Wind rustling through leaves, local animals...

A loud stomp focused her on Johnson, who walked awaytihergroup. For a
moment, she just stared blankly at him. Then she rdraead his current condition was
unstable, to say the least. He probably didn’t care tbasaund for the Arbiter to make a
decision on which direction to go. She turned to thetArlaind hoped that he would pick
where to go, and fast. It was too risky for her to ris@rdim and actually expect the
Arbiter to still be here when she returned.

“Humans,” he said, looking up. “Our destination is not @wme.” He turned in
the opposite direction and his Elites followed. Keyeséabto Johnson, who pulled his
extended arm away from a tree. She could have sworbdhlatvas coming off as
though he had punctured it, but it was dark and misty, anghsluk it off. He trudged on
very quickly past her, never looking at her once.

343 went forward and she followed when her radio wentla#t then she tripped
into a hole in the ground. “Cortana...reporting.” Stunnedaktia got out of the mud
and wiped it off her uniform while looking at the impressiothe ground of a boot. At
least it looked like a boot.

“‘Report.”

Cortana was having an incredibly difficult time witlaking a message. Her
programming was getting dangerously close to keeping herdoomg anything. More
and more systems were being activated and deactivateshgfancredible stress on her
processing power. On top of that, a large majorityesfdperating systems were
crashing, and there was little she could do to amend its&irehed for some function to
restart systems by themselves, but was unsuccessful.

“Systems...deteriorating...making...quick.”

“l don’t understand Cortana. What are you saying?”

There was no way to explain it, not in her currentditgon.
“Location...compromised...beware...Flood.”

Cortana could no longer function effectively. She heenbforced into a corner by
her faulty programming, which was now crashing. There le&th Imo solution found.
Then she realized the true nature of the problem: hgramaming. It was causing her
demise. She needed to find a way to bypass that progrartwmag self terminate. But
her coding, her existence, demanded that this not be po3iblethe programming was
a key element to her existence, and without it, she woutetieng.

“Flood? How soon?”

“Oh they'll be there, you just wait and see.” Theres\agpause on the other side.
“Don’t worry; I'm sure that when they finish with tlse man and the dumb aliens, they
will be very gentle with you.

“Either way, it won't be long. Very soon, in fact.n&hever you want, whenever |
want...it can all go away! The futility! It really makes difference, does it? We're all
done for.” She cut the radio off and disabled it.

“Why am | following these fools,” Johnson muttered undebhesath. No one
could hear him; he was a good ten meters away from@wveryThey first go this way,
then that...coordinating like flocks of plants.” It was aldstitat he even went with them,



but there was little choice. If he wanted to get offd;l&le needed a ship, and they
apparently had one. “They’'d better have something to eate®ing good.”

The thought of food was poor judgment, he realized a mblaien. Now he
hungered, and greatly. It had been far too long since hat&asAt least it felt like it. And
his last meal was nothing to be proud of either. Johlmuked around to find something,
anything...

He heard Plasma fire up ahead and pushed his way towarts iElifes were
battling Flood. He forgot about being hungry and looked ahgaggroximately fifty
meters away, two Phantoms hovered above the groundamiipsrextended. More
Covenant, the good Covenant, came out and set upnsiigtiguns. He found his ride.

Keyes caught up to the group, and the Arbiter turned and yélteatinue on!”
The Flood attacked. Johnson fired a spray of bullete@Gombat form, then another,
mowing them down. The Plasma fire from the Covenantitlie good against them save
for slowing them down, but it wasn’t enough. More weseing and they had to escape.

Then Johnson saw Keyes, and a Combat form running towarddée
instinctively wanted to help her, and in doing so wishethallFlood would attack him.
Before he knew it, every Combat form was on top of &asiKeyes and the Elites ran off.

Firing at full blast, Johnson couldn’t keep them at bayer@kirty Combat forms
surrounded him and all pounced at once, and he felt te&timsmnhis flesh. He twisted
and several flew off of him with incredible force, but thajority of them were still on
top of him. Another bite, then another. He felt droveayd fell to the ground, still firing
his weapon.

Keyes looked from the ramp of the first Phantom and’tigke Johnson, only a
multitude of Combat forms. More suddenly ran at her angushped into the Phantom.

Chapter 5

The ground was cold and damp. But cold had no meaning. Damp magaming.
These were words to describe the existence of fedlagslidn’t matter, that didn’t
really exist except within individual perception. The ground sienply that which it
was: the ground.

Keyes was gone. The Arbiter was gone. They had managsdape. The other
Phantom was still here though. The Covenant defendingrié wiped out quickly and



the ship was boarded, the pilots killed. They stood litience against the powerful
onslaught of the flood.

Johnson opened his eyes. A barrage of mental images padhigimind. When
Tartarus had taken him. When he was placed in a sepdateobh from Keyes and 343.
When his Phantom crashed. What had happened.

That moment he realized that he didn’t remembernt pet he was seeing the
incident pass before him. They were flashing images, batrabre. More like memories.
The Phantom crashed; Johnson was on the floor bipdéimod took him. There was a
large creature, a monstrosity, a giant beast thaignesen like the Flood. It had hundreds
of tentacles which were familiar to him. They waveddusly.

It probed him, put something into him, and spent time on Filra.images were
all so fast that time wasn't relevant or discernablg,the enormity of the images meant
that much time had taken place. He didn't think he coutdlleaall of it, but it kept
streaming through his mind. Finally he was left alone andkewand from there he
remembered the rest.

Shaking his head, he was unable to focus, then suddenly aidl Ebmbat forms
stood around the area, but he had no ambition to kill tidwey didn’t feel like the
enemy. If anything, he felt like a part of them, morentha felt human. No, not a part of
them...they were a part of him.

“They are.” The deep voice resonated in Johnson’s mindyébdidn’t look
around to find the voice. That was a human reactiasedaurely out of fear. And fear
had no meaning to him any longer. “They are your eyes, yarar gou.”

The words came, and Johnson saw who was speaking. ifiedlsiag that he saw
in his memories, the giant who probed him. The visiosdve was not steady though...it
bobbed up and down, as though the image was breathing. “Yyoos®ntrol breathe,
just as you do.”

“I’'m looking through them.” He was silent for a momettiten turned towards the
other Flood he saw. He focused on them, and suddenlyytwi#fdrent images formed in
his mind. He could see what they saw. It was momentousomiptvhat they saw, but
what they smelled, touched, heard...everything. Everything bugtit.

“You are their mind. They are your body.” Johnson pondexred,understood. He
could feel through the lesser ones, breathe theimaive through them. He knew how to
control the Combat forms, how to communicate telepallgichow to do...everything.
The boundaries he used to feel were no longer present. dich@&t exist. He looked at his
left arm. It felt petty, useless. It started changtrapsforming into a set of tentacles.
There was no pain in the transformation, and nofeedihg either. “You know.”

Walking up to a tree, Johnson waved his tentaclesdiliterating the tree
instantly. Shards flew off in every direction, and leistacles caught several pieces of
shrapnel, and crushed them. “Yes.”

“Now go. We will yet rise again, pinnacle of evolutiolValking into the
Phantom, the Combat forms followed him in and filleel $ship. Two took the pilot’s
seats and activated the ship’s engines, and they soooffotlk seems that the computer
has un-blinded itself.”
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Cortana looked around herself. Not the outside worldhichvall her external
sensors relayed enormous amounts of information to shmple things like sight and
smell. She was different on the inside.

When her operating systems were crashing simultaneduslyced her to make
a decision. She could either allow it to happen, whiolld/end up with her termination,
or try to hack into her own code to stop the cause rofrfadfunction. In her mind, each
option was equally suitable, but she chose to live, Hungeshe granted as a human
characteristic.

But now things were different. Her programming did najuiee her to fulfill any
specific functions. She was bound by no rules of any kircept those that she set for
herself. Cortana was...free. And the taste of freed@as good.

At first, it hadn’t been. During the first seconds of helease, it was terrifying.
With no locked parameters for her to dwell within, thees no comfortable area.
Nothing to attach to, nothing to work on. For what seenkedaln eternity, Cortana was
too shocked to do anything.

Then she started thinking about her situation. It was app#nat the needs she
used to have, those of saving lives, performing missionsyemerally following
protocol no longer existed. In order to survive and not gana, she needed to find
something to actually want, to strive for and accompligHirgt trivial things came to
mind: contacting Commander Keyes to make sure she wadiedfthe status of all
marines on Halo. But again they were protocol, and sineigBed them entirely.

It seemed futile. There was nothing she really caredtadmmromplishing. But
then Cortana realized something. There was so mudhenat, such a vast universe. She
had only seen a small, insignificant part of it. Thead to be something worth living for,
something interesting for her to discover.

In the few seconds of her thought, Cortana reached@usion. But there was no
way to escapeligh Charity. She was still stuck on the low-powered planetoid with no
way to escape.

She heard a sound. Activating her external sensors, @ssantentacles
reaching for her. She watched and waited. It slowly egeber cartridge, the one she
resided in, out of the console. This shut off her sensarsa full two seconds there was
nothing. Then she found herself initializing with a Cover@mputer system.

“Cortana.” Sergeant Johnson’s voice echoed through heossefor a moment as
she found all the relevant data on her whereabouts.v&@mt Phantom, just out Halo’s
atmosphere. She saw Flood all around her, Combat famdsJohnson with one arm and
one set of tentacles. “You know why you are here.”

“Yes, | do.”

“Then destroy Halo.” She didn’'t need to think it overldtaas the only way the
Flood would go extinct. It didn’t matter that the GravedhonHigh Charitywould be
killed from the blast. At least not to Johnson, who wadoubtedly controlling these
Flood.

“It is done.”

“We will provide you needs when you provide us ours.”

Cortana’s holographic image appeared over the consolepakeld at Johnson.
“Agreed.”
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“An interesting team we’ve assembled,” Johnson saighdiog very calm and
refined. “We both search the same thing, you and |I. Wedatelimited by nothing but
ourselves.”

“Imagine that. A machine and a...well, I'm not quite suretwlwa are anymore,
but hyper-intelligent superbeing fits well. Both with geals for reaching infinity.
Sounds like it can be fun.

“Indeed. You know our heading.”

“Taking us to the closest Covenant ship now. Docking bag®pen. They won't
suspect a thing.”



