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No date or time…yet 
Aboard Yielding Righteousness  
 

Three Spartans sat in the temple of the Yielding Righteousness, the Preeminent 
flagship. The Arbiter sat with them, humbly guiding them through a meditation practice 
that he had learnt as a young child. The three had been in a trance for the last hour, and he 
was shocked by their intense focus and affinity towards the practice. 

He himself had been sitting cross-legged with both hands palm up on his lap, and 
chanted quietly several sounds that were made millennia ago for the purpose of finding 
oneself. Although he had never found much use for it, he felt it might have been 
beneficial for these great warriors, now struggling without war. 

Time seemed to pass immensely fast, contradictory to how normal meditation 
occurred. Normally, the process itself felt slow, either because of the lack of ability or 
sharpening of the senses, both of which were only a trickery of the mind. However, time 
dissipated in this case, and it was a pleasant surprise. 

They all sat with their eyes closed when suddenly the temple doors were thrown 
open. The ancient style doors hit the walls they were attached to and a Sangheili minor 
ran through them. He quickly fell to his knees and bowed to the Arbiter, who stood up 
quickly and was immediately battle ready. “Report.” 

“Covenant vessels have entered the region and will be within firing range soon. 
We are greatly outnumbered, and your presence on the bridge is requested by the 
captain.” 

A grave look appeared on the Arbiter’s face, and he didn’t need any time to think 
of it. “Very well, I am on my way.” He turned to the Spartans and saw that they too were 
out of their meditative state and prepared for action. “Please, accompany me to the 
bridge.” 

“Of course,” said the Master Chief. He spoke for the Spartans, who obediently 
followed his orders. As their leader, it was only natural to do so, although it never ceased 
to amaze the Arbiter how alike these Spartans were with his own Sangheili brethren. 

The bridge was not far, and they took an elevator directly to it. The doors slid 
open and the captain stood from his command seat, and the Arbiter nodded and sat in it. 
“How many are there?” 

The Sangheili at the helm continued typing commands into his console as he 
answered the Arbiter. “Registering twenty Covenant vessels…five capital ships, ten 
heavy cruisers and five light cruisers.” Their numbers are trice that of our own. 
“Scanners show that they are all at optimal efficiency and prepared to engage as soon as 
they reach firing range.” 

“And our vessels?” 
“We are greatly outnumbered, but our vessels are also in perfect condition.” 
“Power slipspace drives and prepare for jump. This battle cannot be won.” 
“Sir,” the tactical officer standing behind him said, “there is a dampening field 

surrounding the area, which is cutting our ability to jump into slipspace.” 
“What is the source?” 
“Scanners indicate that it stems from the Covenant vessels.” 
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“Understood.” The Arbiter crossed his arms. “Activate all weapons generators 
and prepare to fire all volleys as soon as the enemy is within range.” The Arbiter turned 
the seat towards his captain and the Spartans. “Suggestions?” 
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The Arbiter turned towards the Spartans again, but was still lacking the words to 
say what he wished to express. “Forgive me, my human is not so good.” 

John could feel Linda and James laughing, and sent a text message to both their 
suit’s, which he was able to type through the neural lace that connected him to his armor 
suit. They both stopped moving instantly, although it was barely noticeable before. Either 
way, he could not have his Spartans laughing at possibly the most powerful figure in the 
galaxy. 

“I wish to express my great appreciation to you and your computer for the help 
you have given us. Without it, we would surely be gone now, and our cause as well. 
Although I came to your world to request your assistance in our struggle against the 
Covenant, I now know that we can defeat them without compromise. When we chant our 
victory, it will be the Humans that we praise, and perhaps then all the Preeminent will 
open their arms to the addition of Humankind.” 

Looking about, John was amazed at how such a small victory, so infitessimal 
compared to other battles that he’d been part of, had such a large influence on the fate of 
the galaxy. But for the first time, he was glad what the outcome would be. The last thing 
he wanted his Spartans to be was like Hannibal of the Greeks?!?!?!, who won every battle 
but lost the war. “We are glad to have helped.” 

“No, we are indebted to you. So much so that we’ve decided to unfold the secrets 
to our technology to you, which I have faith will be used for good.” The Arbiter barked 
something that John’s suit translated to mean ‘engineer’, and he saw some of the small 
beings enter the room, holding small pieces of equipment in several of their arms. There 
were three of them, and each one came and attached itself to each Spartan. They climbed 
onto the back hatch of their armor and opened it, something that required two human 
technicians to accomplish. They put the equipment in and left it as was, then closed the 
hatch and got off of the Spartans. “There, it is done. Your shields should be at least twice 
as strong and your armor will be able to camouflage itself. Please, try it.” 

The Spartans looked at each other questioningly, all thinking the same thing: How 
do I turn it on? Then they all suddenly activated, and all three disappeared out of sight. 
“Very good Spartans. The equipment is capable of working in conjunction with your 
armor, so you can take it back without carrying it and you may use it until then. Which 
brings me to your return. 

As I’ve said, you have given exemplary assistance, and I could not ask any more 
from you. Your world needs you, and I no longer need to take you from it. We are 
heading back now.” 

“Thank you, Arbiter,” John said. He and the Spartans wanted to go back to Earth, 
to help rebuild it. And with the additional technology that the Arbiter had just given 
them, they might be able to rebuild Earth better than before, make it great, magnificent 
even. It was a start to a great reconstruction. 

****** 
Lying down in the small quarters, John slept, something that he still hadn’t caught 

up on. The ship they traveled in was in Slipspace, heading back to Earth. Static suddenly 
came through John’s internal speakers, and it woke him up. He sat up and ran a 
diagnostic of his Mjolnir armor to make sure it wasn’t malfunctioning, but found no 
problem. Then the static turned into a signal. 
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“We…attack…send…possible…repeat…Coral…help…” The static returned, and 
then disappeared only a few moments later. John was fully awake now and jumped off 
the cot and ran out of his quarters. He saw James and Linda outside also, and they’d 
probably heard the signal. 

“Can you read it still?” John asked. They both shook their heads, and John hit a 
console on the wall. “Get me the Arbiter.” They waited a few seconds and the Arbiter’s 
voice came through the intercom. 

“What can I do for you?” 
“We need to turn the ship around. I just received a distress signal from the planet 

Coral. They are under attack. We have to turn around and help them.” 
There was a pause, and John held his breath. “Fine, we will help them. If you 

could supply coordinates to this Coral, then we will be on our way.” 
“Understood. Cortana will send the coordinates. Cortana?” 
“Mhmm…”John couldn’t believe Cortana’s attitude, and had enough of it. 
“Cortana, what is this? Ever since we got back to Earth you’ve been like this. 

Doesn’t this matter to you? We’re trying to save lives and your stuck in your own little 
world.” 

“Yeah,” she said, but had a distance in her voice, “I’m just really busy, trying to 
figure everything out.” 

“Do it later. We have more important things right now. Get those coordinates to 
the Arbiter ASAP.” 

“Yes sir! Aye aye sir!” She said it in such a way that John could only get more 
upset. He had never seen her like this, and had no idea how to deal with it. Normally he 
found Cortana to be an invaluable asset at all times, but lately she had been more of a 
disturbance than useful. He wouldn’t have it. 

“I will send for you when we reach the planet,” the Arbiter said through the 
intercom. “Arbiter out.” 

****** 
The Spartans reached the landing bay and got in the first Phantom they saw. 

There wasn’t any time to spare. They had reached the System that Coral was in, which 
had been left alone by the Covenant. Contact had been cut off ever since the Covenant 
attacked Earth though, and there was little contact before then. The intel was sketchy at 
best, but the signal returned, and was on all frequencies. It was a repeating message, 
which he was able to determine just by the original transmission. 

“James, Linda, our mission is simple: We find the survivors, get them out of 
there, and get back here. We don’t have time to waste, and there’s no point for us to 
waste time. The Covenant had some reason for attacking us, especially here, where 
military presence is limited. So find the survivors and they’ll tell us what’s going on.” 

Two acknowledgement signal’s showed on his HUD and they got into the 
Phantom through its gravity-lift, which pulled them into the interior of the Phantom. It 
was much roomier than the older dropships that the Covenant used, which were meant 
mainly as troop transports. It was Y shaped and carried two loads on each wing, but the 
Phantom was a level above that one. It carried three plasma batteries instead of one and 
could hold triple the occupancy.  

However, the extra room was not necessary for this incursion. The Spartans were 
going in alone; they couldn’t risk having a firefight with other humans over Covenant 
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soldier helping them. They didn’t expect any trouble when they hit groundside, and their 
mission was not meant to extend longer than a few hours. 

Once the Arbiter destroyed the attacking Covenant vessels, then they would wait 
for the Spartans to return with whomever was on the surface. John told the Arbiter that 
there may be thousands, if not millions of survivors on the surface, but there was no way 
to tell until they got down there. Communications systems were severed except for the 
signal they were receiving, which was only transmitting. It couldn’t accept any signals. 

Their Phantom took off and left the Unyielding Righteousness’s landing bay and 
hit the atmosphere. The atmosphere made the bottom of the Phantom glow red and shake 
hard, but everyone was strapped in tight. They’d hit ground soon. 

****** 
“Lock onto both vessels and fire with all forward batteries. Shield status.” The 

Arbiter sat in his command seat and held onto both armrests gently. This battle would be 
won easily enough. Their own firepower could win against a fleet twice their size, and 
the ship amount was even. Both fleets had three vessels, although the Arbiter’s easily 
overpowered the Covenant.  

He knew they stood no chance, and was at ease. “Shields are at 47%” 
“Excellent. Turn us about and fire with all rear batteries. That should rid of the 

Covenant presence in this sector.” 
“Sir, they are retreating.” 
This is becoming interesting. “Have you managed to understand the suppressing 

field matrix that was used on us in our previous battle?” 
“I believe so,” the helmsman exclaimed. “I will activate the program of it that I’ve 

created.” Slipspace ruptures opened in the distance and the two remaining Covenant 
vessels were halfway through them when the field was activated. The Slipspace ruptures 
suddenly shifted, and started to warp. 

“Magnify that image.” The viewport filled with the image of the vessel going into 
the Slipspace hole, but the white light was fading away on the edges and grew in the 
center, where the vessel was heading towards. Then the light dispersed with explosive 
force, sending a shockwave that shattered the Covenant vessels and left nothing of them. 
The shockwave reached the Unyielding Righteousness, but the shields dampened it. 
“Report.” 

“No damage. All stations report fully operational. The Covenant vessels have 
been completely destroyed sir.” 

“Interesting. What an immense weapon that we have here.” 
****** 

“Drop us off at that cliff there. We are only a few kilometers from our target.” 
The signal was strong enough to pinpoint and they found it, in what was believed to be a 
deserted area of the planet. It was pure desert; no life of any kind, scorching temperature, 
and far from any colonized portions of the planet. John walked over to a console and 
activated his suit’s transfer system, and sent Cortana to it. He expected an argument, but 
didn’t hear anything. She didn’t even notice. He couldn’t have her jeopardize the mission, 
so she wasn’t going. John stood with James and Linda in the grav-lift circle within the 
Phantom and were ready to be dropped to the surface. 

The landing below them opened and the grav-lift slowly lowered them until they 
were on the ground. John opened a channel to the pilot and said, “Keep this frequency 



SB/ HALO: The Ark/ 6 

open. I’ll contact you when we need transport.” Without replying, the pilot shifted his 
Phantom to ‘nod’, the nose bouncing up and down, then flew off. He couldn’t help but 
wonder if they all had such skill with flying the vehicles. 

“Spartans, move out. Weapons away and head towards the signal. Follow my lead 
and keep radio silence to a minimal. The Covenant may have landed and we may be 
running into a trap.” 

Both gave thumbs up and John turned around. They were only three kilometers 
away; a quick five minute run. The outside temperature read only 20° Centigrade, which 
was too cold for this region. Something was happening and John didn’t know what. 

They continued on and the temperature kept dropping. By the time they were 200 
meters away from the signal, the temperature had dropped another 7 degrees. John saw a 
ledge and crouched down, then walk to it slowly. James and Linda followed, and both 
kept their heads down. John looked over the ledge and saw at least one hundred workers, 
and they seemed to be digging something up. They were not all archeologists though; he 
saw several ONI agents and scientists, many of which were now huddling around fires 
instead of working. It was late in the day, but still should not have become this cold for 
another few hours, at the very least. 

Then he saw what they were uncovering: a large, grey structure that looked 
familiar. So familiar, but he couldn’t place it immediately. That’s when he felt a gun to 
his back and stopped suddenly. “Well well, look what we have here.” 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



SB/ HALO: The Ark/ 7 

Coral 
Sector 39284/Excavation site 
 

Jim had been keeping guard over the excavation site for over three hours now, 
and was more than tired of it. He and at least twenty other soldiers were to make sure that 
nobody got near it. Nobody. Not civilians, archeologists, nobody, with or without proper 
clearance. Then again, this excavation was less than ordinary. 

For starters, he and his two Spartans had been sent to defend it. From what, he 
wasn’t sure about, but he could see why they wanted some serious protection for it. The 
artifact they had been digging up was very large, like a building. There was no way to tell 
how big it really was until it was taken out of the dirt, but he wasn’t sure about it. He had 
a strange feeling about the entire project. 

The Office of Naval Intelligence had their goons all over the place, although that 
wasn’t strange at all. In fact, he would have been worried if they weren’t around; they 
had their hands in everything. He couldn’t understand why they were being so helpful 
though. They did keep to themselves most of the time, but when working with the 
hundreds of archeologists, they proved themselves over and over again to be exquisitely 
resourceful.  

The last week had been quiet. There was no word on the war front, and their 
communication with Hampshire, the capital city on Coral, only thirty clicks north of their 
position. They had been receiving transmissions on their public radio signals, but only 
music and talk radio was on…no news. When he thought about it, it made no sense why 
they wouldn’t talk about it, but he didn’t question them. The people of Coral were not 
prepared or ready to take on any Covenant threat that may come about, and they needed 
to escape from that reality. 

“Hey,” shouted one of the workers. Jim turned around and saw a team of hard-
hats trying to move a large boulder out of the way. “Can you give us a hand?” There were 
at least five men there trying to move it, and from the size of the rock, he could tell they 
needed help. 

He walked down and they all looked at him, both strangely and in awe. From far 
away he looked like a green blob, but up close he, as well as the rest of the Spartans, 
looked like a sharp, sleek, massive killing machine. Jim could tell they didn’t want to 
offend him and tried not to stare, but it wasn’t easy. He got up behind the rock and felt it 
briefly. “Where to you want it?” 

“Just over to the left,” one of the hard-hats said. He was wearing a white helmet 
while the rest wore orange…the team head. Funny, Jim thought, he’s staring the most. 

“Stand clear.” 
“Don’t you need a hand?” Jim hesitated, not wanting to sound too rash or 

sarcastic. He knew how much the stone weighed, and his armor could easily lift it. It 
wasn’t made of any composite that could prevent him from lifting it…it was just a 
normal rock. 

“No. Stand clear.” They quickly moved away, at least five meters back before Jim 
pushed slightly on it. The rock was not very heavy at all, although he knew exactly how 
to lift it. It was all in the legs. These men didn’t look like the normal heavy-movers type. 
They probably could have moved it if they knew how, but it didn’t make a difference. He 
needed a break from staring at nothing for three hours. 
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“Hey, thanks a lot,” one of the workers said, impressed. Jim just nodded and went 
back to his post when he heard another call. He looked over and saw another group 
having trouble where they were. Maybe he’d be busy after all. 

****** 
The ONI spooks had been watching the Spartans in disgust for over an hour 

already, and had already told them numerous times to get back to their stations. It was 
obvious that nothing was going to happen, and that this planet was going to be left alone. 
So Jim saw no reason they couldn’t help out with the excavation. If anything, the 
Covenant would reach Coral eventually, so all he had to do was make sure that they 
finished before eventually came. 

Both Cass and Jen were very happy with the new arrangements. Spartans -024 
and -149, respectively, had been bored out of their minds before he’d ordered them to 
lend a hand. They were much more talkative with the natives, although they were 
women; he couldn’t expect less. Not that he had anything against women, but he knew 
their reasoning was…different. 

“Sir, heavy lifting on your six,” Jen joked. Jennifer was always the party-girl of 
the Spartan team, although they never had any real party’s. She wasn’t wild in the sense 
that she didn’t care about what she did; she knew the consequences to every action she 
made and thought ahead accordingly. Outrageous things she’d done weren’t so crazy 
after a brief explanation on why she did them. Though she didn’t lie, she had a way of 
making sense of everything. 

Jim turned around and saw Cass get there before he had a chance to think about it. 
She’d always been nimble. Not necessarily fast, but quick. She had the fastest hands on 
the team. They’d practiced quick-draws on each other after receiving their Mjolnir armor 
with live rounds, using the shields to intercept the bullets, and she almost never lost, 
regardless of which hand she used. It was strange though, because she didn’t have the 
dexterity some of the other Spartans had, but what she lacked in dexterity she made up in 
the draw. 

“Uh oh. Trouble.” Jim looked over his shoulder and saw Jen talking with the head 
ONI officer, a Geoffrey Wilson, and he didn’t look happy. Jim walked over to the two 
and stopped the conversation dead in its tracks. 

“Is there a problem, Mister Wilson?” 
“That’s Commander Wilson, and yes there is a problem. Now two. I’d like to be 

referred to by my rank, no mister.” 
“I’m sorry, but that is not possible. The mission clearly states that you are to 

remain in civilian garb and identity, and naming you by your rank is a clear violation of 
command orders.” 

“Well, I’ve been here too long then. Now look, I want to get off this rock just as 
much as you do, but your orders are simple: keep watch over the perimeter and make sure 
that no trespassers come by, and stay alert for any Covenant that may enter the system. Is 
that so much to ask for?” 

“No sir.” 
“Good.” He smiled and started to turn away, but Jim cut him off. 
“But if we are to get off Coral in the near future, helping the expedition would 

further our chances of leaving earlier. There are seventeen marines stationed around the 
perimeter, each one in radio contact with all the others, and the three of us. Our armor 
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systems have already been modified to scan for any anomalies in space, which would 
detect any Slipspace ruptures and let us know if any Covenant or human presence entered 
the system. So us standing around would really just be for show.” 

“Now look here son, I’m following my orders and I expect you to follow yours, 
so you—” 

 “Do you want to get off Coral?” 
Wilson stopped for a moment and stuttered. “Well, yes, but that’s hardly the—” 
“Then let us do what we’re doing and we’ll finish faster. We don’t have to be 

bored, all these people finish faster, and you get out of here sooner. We’re going to do it 
with or without you. The only difference is what you put in your report.” 

Jim just turned away and went back to helping out the workers when Jen opened a 
suit-to-suit dialogue. “That was very good. Very dramatic. I liked how you just walked 
away and let him think about it.” 

“Hopefully he see’s it my way. Regardless, let’s get back to work. I really don’t 
like being stuck here either, and really want to get back to—” 

A small blip on his HUD flickered on and off, and he opened the file. It showed a 
Slipspace rupture 10,000 kilometers from the planet. He stopped dead in his tracks and 
sent the same signal to Jen and Cass, and opened the standard UNSC frequency. “This is 
Spartan -018, contacting any UNSC forces in the vicinity. Do you copy, over.” 

He expected static to flush over the comm. signal, but there was nothing. Nothing 
at all. His eyes widened when he realized what was going on. “We need to evacuate. 
Now.” 

****** 
He couldn’t believe it. There wasn’t a single transport on the entire planet. Jim 

was astonished by it, and even shocked that it was possible. Covenant forces were 
inbound, and he had no idea how many of them there were or what they were going to do 
to the planet. All he knew was that if they didn’t find a way off the planet when the 
Covenant glassed it, then they would all be in trouble. 

Thankfully, the ONI spooks had a plan in case such an event took place, albeit it 
wasn’t the greatest plan he’d ever heard. They had a tarmac that could cover the entire 
excavation site, and from space and high atmosphere it looked just like the surrounding 
ground. It was made to be an optical illusion, and also was painted with a thick layer of 
lead to block any scanners from going through it. 

It was also useful in case the Covenant did decide to glass the planet, because it 
sealed onto the ground and kept all the air in. He calculated that from the amount of 
people on the site, there would be enough air for two, maybe three days. That was more 
than enough time for a UNSC expedition to search for survivors, although he wasn’t sure 
whether that would happen or not. Coral was very close to Earth, only a few jumps away, 
and if the UNSC felt they were too close they would probably bring all forces back to 
Earth.  

He did have a plan, in case such happened; when a planet is glassed, they don’t go 
over every meter of the planet. They only fire at it until enough of the ground and air and 
atmosphere has burnt away that it would not be suitable for life any longer. Once that 
happened, he and his Spartans could leave the site and get Hampshire. If there was any 
working equipment, it would be possible to construct a transmitter and send a signal to 
Earth. 
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But at the moment he was busy with the frantic crowd inside the site. They were 
going crazy, and the military personnel and ONI officers did all they could to calm them 
down. Jim would have lent a hand, but he was prepping the tarmac and had to finish it 
fast, before the Covenant started their orbital bombardment.  

He secured the last latch and jumped down, landing in front of Jen and Cass. 
“Base secure sir,” Cass said, a step ahead of Jen. 

“Excellent now all we need to do is—” The ground shook, and hard. Worse than 
any earthquake they could have experience. Everything was thrown, even the Spartans. 
“Stay down and cover your heads!” The only thing that could have caused the shaking 
was the orbital bombardment. It must have been close by. 

The ground shook harder, and harder. Harder than before, and Jim was amazed 
that the tarmac stayed on. Then they could hear the lasers, cutting away at the ground. It 
was growing louder, and his heart stopped. He didn’t breathe. Nobody did. They only 
listened to the sound of the laser as it got louder and louder, closer and closer. 

For a full minute, everything stopped. The minute felt like an eternity passing by, 
then another and another. Then the sound dampened slightly, and it slowly got quieter. 
The entire site team took a unified sigh of relief…it was a close call. 

****** 
All of Hampshire was destroyed. There was nothing left, nothing at all. The 

Spartans split up and searched the ruins for anything they could use to make the 
transmitter, but Jim highly doubted they would find anything. They only had forty-five 
minutes to search, then they had to head back; their Mjolnir armor couldn’t hold too 
much air, and the additional tanks they attached to their suits were already spent. 

Nothing was left. Buildings were nothing but rubble, scorched bodies littered the 
streets. Every piece of metal had been melted away, and if the atmosphere hadn’t been 
obliterated he was sure that the outside temperature would be hot enough to keep the 
metal still in liquid form. 

“There’s nothing here sir,” Cass said. “The entire city had to have been over 300° 
centigrade. Nothing useful is left.” 

“Except for the Covenant fleet.” Jen looked up at the sky and pointed her sniper 
rifle out into space. It was a weird view, the sky completely black except for the system’s 
star, which would have burnt them if not for their armor. “They’re still in the system, but 
they’re leaving. If we wait until they leave, maybe we can use our own suit’s to send out 
the signal.” 

“It won’t be nearly powerful enough to reach Earth, but it would alert anyone in 
the system. That’s the best we can hope for right now. Cass is right; we’re wasting our 
time here. Head back to base, we’ll figure out what to do there.” 

****** 
The entire site crew, except for the Spartans and a few ONI officers, had been told 

to sleep to conserve airtime or were sedated. They had been asleep for two days, and the 
Spartan’s signal had been sent out for the last two days with no response. They were out 
of options, but had managed to add another day of air for everyone. 

It was only a matter of time until they either all died from asphyxiation or were 
rescued, so they played the waiting game. Or until the Covenant came back to finish their 
job, as several younger ONI officers continued to say. The Spartans had been playing 
cards with them and managed to get a grasp on the game known as Poker rather quickly. 
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They bet with the military rations they had, and other things available, like shovels, 
books, anything they could find. The Spartans found the most, so they started out with the 
most, which made it even since they’d never played before. 

Wilson considered himself to be on a professional level with the game, although 
the other officers said that was a bluff, even though they had been losing to him from the 
start. But now Jen was winning, and had almost everything. Cass was knocked out very 
quickly, and it was only Wilson, Jen, and Jim. Jim had a straight draw and was waiting 
for the last card to be shown. 

He knew the probability of anyone else winning this hand were slim to none, and 
Wilson was sweating. He’d bet half of his earnings on this hand and there was still one 
card to go. Jim knew he didn’t have anything, and knew his chances for the straight were 
high. Jen was keeping to herself though, keeping her bets to a minimum and playing 
cautiously. 

“All in.” Jim saw the look of confusion on Wilson’s face when he said those 
words, and Wilson looked at the cards on the table and in his hand. 

“Fine. I call.” 
“I go all in also.” The two men looked at Jen, who had been quiet the entire game. 

“What? You guys are doing it, why can’t I?” Wilson chuckled, thinking she had just won 
from beginners luck. If she went all in, then he had to as well. 

“Alright, have it your way. I call.” He put his two cards on the table. “Three 
kings. 

“Straight draw,” Jim said, as he placed his jack-ace on the table, and Wilson 
looked back at the cards on the table: a six, ten, king, and an eight. The two of them were 
so engrossed in their own hands that they didn’t notice Jen in the game at all, and simply 
skipped her.  

One of the officers flipped the next card and put it face down on top of two others, 
then put the last one on. “A queen of hearts.” 

“Damnit!” Wilson shot up from his seat and walked away quickly, making a full 
circle. He came back and put both hands on the table. “How did you know?!” 

“Just statistics. I knew that there was a high chance I’d get the hand.” He started 
taking his earnings when Jen coughed loudly, getting their attention. They looked over to 
her and saw her hand, face up on the table.  

“Straight flush.” She had a seven and a nine, both diamonds, just like the six, ten 
and eight. “I guess that makes me win.” She looked up to both of them, and only received 
blank faces. 

Jim’s HUD suddenly started blinking again, and he read more Slipspace ruptures. 
He and the Spartans stood up fast, kicking their chairs out of the way. “What is it,” 
Wilson asked. 

“We’ve got company.” 
****** 

The three of them scouted the perimeter of the tarmac, but were not happy with 
what they found. Covenant ships were back, and heading closer to the surface. No doubt 
they had a fix on the signal Jim had been sending out. He left it on, knowing there was no 
way to evacuate the inhabitants of the tarmac, and if the Covenant came, there would be 
no stopping them. 
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He had a crazy idea suddenly, and jumped up. High. He jumped twenty feet in the 
air with little effort. “Hey, do you think we could jump out of this planet’s gravitational 
pull?” Both Cass and Jen looked at him and turned their heads questioningly. They 
thought about it for a moment. 

“Well,” Jen said, “if we could, then we may be able to take over one of the 
Covenant ships. We may be able to help out. But if we can’t and we try, the fall will kill 
us. With no air to slow us down, we’ll just keep accelerating until we hit the ground.” 

“We’re dead if we don’t do anything anyways. So make sure that this is the best 
jump of your lives. Ready?” They all looked at each other, all nodding. “Okay, one, two 
thr—” 

They just bent their knees and pushed off when they could see Covenant ships 
firing at each other. The Spartans flew through the air, only a fraction of the speed they 
intended to. When they landed, they all just stared. “Maybe we should wait to see what 
happens first,” Cass said. 

After a few minutes, they stopped firing at each other. One was a burning blue 
fireball and the other wasn’t moving at all. Then Jen turned abruptly and looked through 
her sniper scope. “We’ve got company.” 

“Good. Let them come to us. We’ll catch them off guard. Hide in those cliffs,” he 
said, pointing east of their position, where they spotted the Covenant. It wouldn’t be long 
till they reached them, and Jim could figure out what the hell was going on. 
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Covenant High Council 
Age of Destruction 
 

“Order! There will be order in this council!” The head of the Council, the Prophet 
of Hope, slammed a metal ball on a resonance speaker, sending shockwaves out through 
the chamber, causing all to fall silent. “Serious matters are at hand. We must deal with 
them diligently and quickly, before the heretics can overcome us. 

The first of which is simple; we must understand their use of our weapons with 
greater power and destructive force. They have defeated fleets thrice their size with it, 
and such cannot go unpunished. Capture one of their vessels and find how it works.” 
Murmurs flowed through the crowd, but only for a moment. When Hope’s eyes turned 
back to the crowd, they fell silent immediately. 

“We have detailed intelligence reports that tell of Tartarus’ failure, as well as 
Diretrus. These failures by the Jiralhanae is intolerable, to say the least. Tartarus was 
picked because of his great strength, and Diretrus was picked for his faith and wisdom, 
both by us Prophets. We seem to make poor choices with these candidates, and the 
Jiralhanae must elect one of their own. This is their final chance for redemption, because 
of their choice fails them, they can no longer be part of the high council.” 

A group of Jiralhanae sitting under the council members jumped out of their seats 
and thrashed about, growling and hissing. Hope smashed the metal ball on the speaker 
once again but the Jiralhanae refused to be seated. Then one more stood up and looked at 
the two who made the ruckus, and they sat immediately. Hope looked curiously at that 
one. 

“A daring plan has been formed by the council to eliminate the threat of the 
heretics, and swiftly. Even with their superior firepower. Most of their homeworlds 
remain unguarded, simply from the expectation that no one can attack them. In their 
arrogance lies they’re fate…attack fleets are standing by to destroy the home planets of 
the Unngoy, Lekgolo, and Sangheili. We will strike the Unngoy first, as their numbers 
are great and the heretic’s loss from the destruction of that planet would be an incredible 
loss. For now, that is all there is to discuss. The Jiralhanae are to produce a representative 
within ten standard hours.” 

Smashing the ball once more, Hope stepped down and returned to the council, and 
the audience was quickly ushered out of the room. “Who was the Jiralhanae who silenced 
the others,” he asked. 

“We don’t know, but emissaries have been sent to investigate already. We will 
provide you with whatever information found.” 

****** 
Packritrus strolled down the street softly, not paying attention to the great 

commotion all about. Ever since the council had their session, searching for the next 
Jiralhanae representative drove all to maddening street brawls and fighting amongst the 
ranks. He shook his head and kept walking. 

He was too old to participate in such foolery. He was already old enough to be 
forced out of the military and returned home, but he wanted to stay in. His tactical and 
strategic mind gave him a clear advantage over any fight, either over thousands of foot 
soldiers, battleships, or even himself against a much younger and stronger foe. But such 
fights for a place of power were not necessary. 
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Packritrus did not need more power than he already had, and although his 
responsibilities were great, he never failed in following them. He was always able to plan 
ahead and judge what would happen under whichever circumstances. The only time his 
plan did not flow perfectly was on the second Halo ring, where the Demon had managed 
to ruin them inadvertently. Regardless, his orders were fulfilled in that mission, yet all of 
his warriors were killed. 

And now, he didn’t have to worry about those humans. Not until they destroyed 
the heretics. 

A Yamne flew up to him and landed in front of Packritrus, handing him an 
electronic letter. He noticed it was sealed with the seal of good hope, that of the Prophet 
of Hope. Taken aback for a moment, he didn’t notice the Yamne salute and fly away, and 
he activated the message. 

A small holographic image appeared in the air, displaying the Prophet of Hope 
surrounded by his council. “We request your presence at the discussion of the next 
Jiralhanae to be appointed.” The message died quickly and left Packritrus in confusion. 
Why did they not just send the Yamne to inform me that my presence was required? He 
shook his head again and turned around, heading back to the council chambers. 

****** 
“The campaign against the heretics,” Hope said, pacing back in fourth in front of 

five Jiralhanae, “requires a strong leader, intelligent strategic action, powerful weapons 
and the will to win. We have these things, save one. Can any of you say what it is?” He 
looked over the Jiralhanae, four of whom looked at each other and back to him, unable to 
answer. The fifth simply looked ahead. 

“A leader for the Jiralhanae is needed, which is why you are all here. Yes, I trust 
that you can follow my orders directly, but it is important the voice of the Prophet’s is not 
stressed to the point where it can no longer be used. If such happens, then no amount of 
orders given will be capable of returning it.” Blank faces among the Jiralhanae made 
Hope sigh.  

“Fine. We will begin the tests. You,” pointing to the first one, “what have you 
accomplished? What makes you think you can be appointed as the right hand to the 
Prophets?” 

He stepped forward, saluted briefly and said, “My name is—” 
“I remind you, your name was not asked for. Answer the questions asked.” 
“I have been in hundreds of battles, each one victories. Never have I lost. No 

Jiralhanae is stronger than I am. This makes me the perfect candidate.” 
“I see. Very well, moving along. What about you?” 
The second one stepped forward. “This one is weak! I have never lost or been 

hurt. I cannot feel pain. I have defeated thousands of warriors with my bare hands, more 
than this one’s entire clan.” 

“Yes…alright. And I’m assuming that each of you are great warriors, yes?” They 
all nodded their heads. This is pointless. Perhaps one of you would be willing to indulge 
me and describe the strategy you would have for our forces attacking the heretics in a 
space battle, with us outnumbering them four-to-one.” 

The Jiralhanae stared at hope with blank faces once again, except for the fifth. He 
looked down, and Hope was sure he was smiling. He walked over to him. “Is there 
something funny?” 
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“Not at all eminence.” 
“Then perhaps you would like to answer?” 
“No, my answer is weak and inexcusable. It does not deserve your audience,” he 

said, bowing. Intriguing.  
“Stand and give your answer.” 
“Yes, my liege. In such a battle, because of their superior firepower, getting close 

to them is unwise. Using brute force will not fare well for our forces. However, if we 
keep our distance from their guns, then we will still be able to fire and reach them.” 

“Oh? Tell me more about this.” 
“Of course. As long as our distance is kept, we will be able to take out their craft 

one by one in little time or effort. At the same time, we could use our dispersion field to 
ensure that they cannot escape, and destroy them all. And boarding parties they may send 
would be useless at such a range because as soon as they reached us, their fleet would 
have already been destroyed.” 

“Very good. In fact, that is the best strategy I have heard to this day, even from 
our own tacticians. I’ll see that it gets put to use.” He looked at the other four Jiralhanae. 
“Leave. You are not the ones.” Hope heard several grunt’s and grumbles, but took no 
notice of them. “Congratulations…” 

“Packritrus, my lord.” 
“Yes, congratulations Packritrus. You are now in direct command of hundreds of 

thousands of troops and vessels, and will lead our most glorious campaign against the 
heretics. Do you understand?” 

“Absolutely. I will follow your orders to the letter.” 
“Not only that, but you will serve as my advisor.” 
The council member stood quickly, one of them coming down a few steps. “He 

cannot advise you! He is not of the council; he has no standing here except as your voice 
to the Covenant!” 

Hope turned around. “Sorrow, do you have a better suggestion for the battle I 
described?” 

“Well, that’s not fair to ask, I haven’t had time—” 
“My choice stands. He is my advisor as well. And you will not question it again. 

You may advise against his thoughts if you wish, and I’ll even encourage it so that 
decisions can be made most prominently, but I will not hear any more than that.” He 
turned to Packritrus, who still kneeled, his head down. “Rise. Rise and take the reigns. A 
great time awaits us all.” 
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The door opened slowly. Packritrus entered cautiously, making sure no to disturb 
the calm and serenity of the holy temple, but more importantly those who inhabited it. 
The Prophet of Hope stood in his hovering chair, staring at a holographic display of the 
Writ of Truth. 

He took a few steps in when the door closed abruptly, making a noise. Packritrus’ 
shoulders jumped slightly, not startled, but rather upset that Hope would get offended. 
Hope turned quickly to him, and Packritrus made his face impassive. “Is there something 
I can do for you?” 

Packritrus felt a wave of relief. “Noble Prophet, I came to inform you that the first 
of the targets will attack on your command.” 

Hope smiled and sat in his chair, then edged near Packritrus. “Rise, your praise is 
not necessary. It is I who should praise you. The deed you have done is unmistakable. 
The Unngoy planet will fall today. It is only unfortunate that their main reproduction 
colony is not on their planet.” 

“I fear that was unavoidable, my liege. Ever since the reproduction plant on High 
Charity was eliminated, they have kept it aboard one of their vessels, or at least out of our 
sight.” 

Hope looked at Packritrus questioningly. “On one of their vessels? What gave you 
that impression?” He looked down to the Jiralhanae, who turned away, making sure not 
to stare Hope in the eyes. A generous gesture, Hope thought, but useless. Regardless, he 
knew this was more than a habit, it made his subordinates careful to know who was in 
command, something that could not be taken lightly. 

“If they kept it on a planet, then it could be easily attacked and destroyed. 
However, if on a ship, each new Unngoy could be raised, trained, and sent to wherever he 
is needed with little need for transport. It may not be a ship, per se, but rather a station or 
planetoid. Since the only planetoid in existence was High Charity, and several stations 
have been made, it would be the wisest choice to place it on one of them.” 

Very intelligent. “Excellent! It is truly a time to rejoice. If what you speak is true, 
then the matter of locating it will only be a matter of deduction. Quickly, go and find 
which is not under our control and bring me the results.” 

“It is already done, Excellency.” Hope’s eyes widened briefly and Packritrus 
caught a glimpse, but turned away as though he saw nothing. Hope hadn’t noticed 
though, his concentration focused on the increased pace events were taking place. “There 
are two.” He showed a small reader, and Hope clenched it with his thin fingers. 

Hope’s slender hands moved the small tablet to arms length as he read it, and 
Packritrus could not help but wonder whether the Prophet’s vision was impaired. Though 
there were corrective surgeries that were readily available, one whose status was so 
highly could not be seen weak. The Prophet’s eyes darted to Packritrus, catching him 
before he could turn away, but spoke nothing of it. 

Packritrus knew that look already, of no concern, of no care. The information 
could easily be used against Hope, although they both knew it would never be used 
against him in any way. “Our forces are currently scattered throughout many quadrants, 
and I fear that sending more will only thin our resources. That shall not be done. 
However, we will strike it in time. Send a reconnaissance team to investigate, find out 
which of these two hosts our target.” Packritrus nodded solemnly. “Status of the fleet 
prepared to engage.” 



SB/ HALO: The Ark/ 17 

“They are standing by, Excellency, awaiting your command.”  
“Very well.” They left the temple and entered the command hall, where tactical 

displays floated in the air. Each one showed a different holographic image, each of the 
fleet. Packritrus swiftly moved to one console as Hope came to the center of the room, 
where he could see each image clearly. “Order them to attack.” 

Each hologram changed drastically, from a static picture of non-moving ships to a 
battle between nearly a hundred vessels. Most of them were under Hope’s command, 
although his input in the battle would be unnecessary. The odds against the heretics were 
too great to pose any real threat. Even with their advanced weapons the battle was over 
shortly, one of the shortest Hope had ever witnessed.  

When the last of the heretic ships were destroyed, Hope turned to Packritrus and 
said, “Order every vessel to burn the planet. They know that we’ve stricken, and will 
send an assault fleet twice the size of ours. Make sure they only find the dead planet. 
Leave nothing alive.” 

Hope pivoted his chair as Packritrus bowed and exited the room. Left alone, 
Packritrus sent the last signal to the fleet, and watched the destruction. It was devastating 
and magnificent, but he could not determine which kept him in awe. 

****** 
Reports flooded the Supreme Commander’s console, each one retelling the great 

destruction of the Unngoy home planet. He was in shock that such a deed would be done 
by the Covenant. He knew that they were scoundrels and deserved to be wiped clean of 
the galaxy, but this savagery would not stand. Their dishonor only made him more 
inclined to finish them off. 

“Sir,” a communication came through from the bridge, “the Arbiter is on a secure 
frequency.” 

“Put it through to my console.” The Arbiter’s holographic image appeared in front 
of the Commander, forcing him back slightly. A habit already, the presence of anyone in 
the holocron forced him into his seat, regardless of his communicant. “Arbiter, you’ve 
heard?” The Arbiter did not respond, but the Commander could see instantly in his eyes 
that he had heard. “What are your orders?” 

“There is no doubt that any fleet we send will not arrive in time. The reports 
clearly show the size of the Covenant fleet, and their disregard for honor tells us of their 
intent. Send the closest vessels to defend our homeworld, and that of the Lekgolo. It is 
doubtful that their forces will be able to take those planets with anything more than a 
skeleton fleet as with Zok. Calculate the number of ships necessary to defend from a 
force twice the size that attacked Zok. Send any ships; it doesn’t matter where they come 
from.” 

The look in the Arbiter’s eyes was unnerving. Never had he seen such a grimace, 
yet the Commander understood it clearly. “Understood Arbiter.” The hologram faded and 
thoughts of Zok penetrated the Arbiter’s focus. He had only been there once, to return the 
greatest Unngoy warrior he had ever seen to its home. Though an ugly planet, the natives 
lived humbly and peacefully, and its absence was a loss to all. He had already seen 
several disheartened Unngoy walked, one of them hysterical. The other’s tried to calm 
him as they saw the Arbiter, but it was of no use. He did not blame the poor creature. 

Zok was dead, and soon the Covenant would attack his own home planet and that 
of the Lekgolo. It caused great difficulties, mainly because the focus of his battle against 
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the Covenant was forced to change tactics drastically. He could no longer use every ship 
to his disposal and send them off to battle. Now they needed to keep a certain amount to 
defend their planets, something that had been unnecessary for generations. 

Curse those dishonorable fools, he thought to himself as he stood and paced. Even 
with our advanced weaponry, they still outnumber us. Their lack of honor gives me no 
choice but to send valuable forces away from the front. But his thoughts were more 
disturbed by the influence the destruction put on the Unngoy, who were generally weak 
of heart.  

The picture of Kokoz, the greatest of the Unngoy, forced him out of the room. 
The hallway was cluttered with sobbing Unngoy, and he knew of no way to give them 
hope. Nothing like this has ever happened in the history of the Covenant, and it was 
unbearable for many. Several Sangheili walked past and saw the lesser Unngoy, and 
lowered their heads in respect. It was a sad day indeed. 

“Stop crying! It do no good!” The inhabitants of the hallway turned towards the 
voice, only to see an Unngoy in its place. Several of the Sangheili looked past him to see 
where the voice originated, but the Arbiter saw in the lesser one’ eyes where the strength 
came from. “No time to whine. No time to complain. Time to do!” 

The Sangheili were taken aback, average officers who had never seen an Unngoy 
that they couldn’t consider a laughable warrior. The other Unngoy stood quickly as 
though being ordered, but the Arbiter continued along his path until he was out of their 
sight. 

“Zok gone, but we here. We repay stupid Prophets and fight them, more than 
before. We make them fear Unngoy.” 

“But we weak,” one of the other’s said. “We no fight like them. They stronger.” 
“They no stronger. We stronger, and smarter. We fight, and they lose. But we 

don’t fight, then they win without attack.” The Arbiter knew what was happening in the 
room without looking. The Unngoy looked at each other, unsure of themselves, and the 
Sangheili watched the speaker in awe. Then the sound of clattering feet, that only of an 
Unngoy, resonated louder to the Arbiter and it turned the corner and faced him. Looking 
up, the Arbiter could not help but think of it as a child until he looked in its eyes, and saw 
the cold fire burn. 

“You spoke well.” The Unngoy gave no response. “Perhaps you will speak to all 
of your brothers.” 

“No. They no need me. Me old and weak.” 
“On the contrary, you just impressed three Sangheili, a feat few Unngoy have 

ever done.” Only two had been in the walkway that he saw, and immediately understood 
what the Arbiter meant, and nodded subtly. “You show great promise, as you did at the 
great battle. Be the liaison for the Unngoy.” A look of surprise showed on the Unngoy’s 
face, but it did not jump up in surprise, a great feat for one of its race.  

The Arbiter knelt down to be on its level. “I can order the Unngoy and they will 
obey, or you can ask them and they will do. Orders can only do so much. But if you 
reason with them, give them reason to follow their orders, then they will do them with 
such zeal that none has seen before. Then they will become unstoppable.” 

Thinking hard, the Unngoy scratched himself. “Do it not for yourself, not for your 
Unngoy, but for the Preeminent. So we may dispose of the Covenant once and for all. 
Kokoz, with the energy sword, you will lead to victory.” 
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Checking his belt, the energy sword dangled loosely, a present from the Arbiter 
for his acts of bravery and duty. No Unngoy had ever received such an honor, but Kokoz 
was no ordinary Unngoy, a fact they both knew well. “I be liaison,” Kokoz said as he 
looked at the energy sword, then back at the Arbiter. “If me get personal food nipple. 

****** 
Johnson woke up and saw he was on an examining table. It was incredibly flat, 

hurting his back. He was strapped down tight, and couldn’t move at all. Even his fingers. 
They must have drugged me, he thought. 

Computer monitors lit up to his left, but he couldn’t make out what they 
displayed. His peripheral vision did not allow him to. A door opened, closest to his right 
leg, and closed quietly. “Sergeant Johnson, so glad to have you with us. It’s nice to know 
that you’ve finally woken up, and that the drugs are still working. The voice was new to 
Johnson, a man’s, but it was raspy and nonfriendly. It now came from his left, and some 
of the light from the monitors were obscured by the man’s presence. 

“You don’t know me, and chances are that you never will. Regardless, I can’t 
have you speak to me as ‘you’ or something simple and boring like that. So I’ll give you 
a chance to give me a name.” 

“Bladjfg” That didn’t come out exactly as I wanted, he thought.  
“I guess the drug is still having its better effects on you, although the speech 

impediment won’t last for much longer. Maybe a few minutes. Although I’m not stupid, I 
know what you were trying to say. Shame on you for such vulgarities Sergeant. I’m your 
friend; I’m trying to help you here.” 

“Sphgup phee psbllk psbbub.” Maybe you’ll understand that too. 
“Don’t worry Sergeant, I won’t tell anyone you wish you were a princess.” The 

straps were tugged at violently, and the man turned around, but the only light source was 
from the monitors behind the man, which easily concealed his face to Johnson. 
“Regardless, you won’t break free of those locks. They’re made to hold down an elephant 
or two, and I highly doubt that with your increased strength you’ll be able to break them.” 

He kept his face still, not allowing his captor to see the surprise he had. Only a 
few people knew of the strange effects on his body from the Flood encounter back on the 
first halo ring. “Don’t worry Johnson, your secret is safe with me. The only problem with 
it is that it will make your life not too fun if you don’t cooperate, as we feel you will 
undoubtedly do. Which brings us back to my job.” 

The man walked around to Johnson’s right and touched the wall, which was only 
two meters from his examining table. Then he knocked on it gently, and Johnson 
recognized the sound; solid titanium-A. It was the hardest substance that could be easily 
manufactured, and was the hull of every UNSC space vessel for the last decade. “You 
know what this is, don’t you? That means you can probably guess how important this 
project is to me and my colleagues.” 

So you’re not working alone. “And if you even thought I was working alone, then 
perhaps your intelligence is in need of little examination because it hasn’t improved. Still 
just a marine sergeant? Do I need any more proof?” 

But Johnson sat still. Nothing he could do would make any difference, so he 
decided not to give this bastard anything. “My job is twofold, to find whether you will 
cooperate and can be trusted, and to find the exact reason for your biological changes. 
This is not because of anything against you, Sergeant, it is for the good of humanity.” 
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Johnson managed to lift his head slightly and looked over to the man. 
“Bull…shit.” 

“Very good Sergeant, able to speak so soon. I’m sure it was very difficult to say 
that, even though the drug should have kept you asleep for at least another hour, and not 
speaking for another after that.” The man turned to the door and opened it when Johnson 
lifted his head once more. “Oh, I almost forgot. You can call me Sal. 
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“Arbiter, reports from Zok are in. The entire planet has been annihilated. No life 
remains, the atmosphere burnt before the main bombardment was done, and—” 

“I will read the reports myself.” He gave a dark look to the red-armored Sangheili 
who gave him the report. The warrior bowed slightly, but the Arbiter saw some dismay in 
his face. It was understandable. But reading the in-depth report of how the home planet of 
one of his own was obliterated is something he did not take lightly, and reading it would 
be more than sufficient. And even that he doubted. 

Terminated. Ruins. Destruction. The words in the main report startled him. It was 
not the first report of planetary bombardment he had read, but before it came from only 
Human worlds. These words were never used. Pacified, resuscitated, blessed, 
cleansed…but as he pondered it, he was reminded that they were simply words, both 
expressing the same thing, regardless of their dichotomy. It was a painful understanding. 

It was not long until he came upon reports of the Unngoy performance. Though a 
large portion of them had performed poorer, there was a small percentage with an 
increase in vigor and vitality. Undoubtedly Kokoz’ work, and the Arbiter silently gave 
praise for it. 

When he finished, there was only one last panel, indicating the fleet movements. 
Fifty heavy cruisers and corvettes had been taken from the main assault fleet and split 
between the home worlds of the Lekgolo and the Sangheili. At the moment, it was all that 
could be spared, and more would arrive within the next few days. There was little else he 
could do. 

His best tactical officers were on board several of those starships, and he wanted 
to be there himself, although more pressing matters were at hand. Readings from the 
reports at Zok made the Arbiter suspicious of the Covenant strategies. They were more 
focused, more straightforward than what was normally expected from a Prophet. Though 
they were intelligent, their minds tended to stray from the objective, which made the 
Sangheili so useful to them early in the Covenant. 

Something was amiss, and he knew it. The Kig-yar and Yamne were not nearly 
intelligent enough to be able to devise such tactics, and the Jiralhanae were not known for 
their intelligence, although he knew they were not just stupid creatures. Generally. 

That only left the Drinol, who were too large and cumbersome to even fit onto a 
Covenant vessel, let alone command a fleet. Their intelligence was that of a newborn 
Unngoy; nonexistent. 

But the idea of the Drinol stuck with the Arbiter. Their home planet was not far 
from his current position, and although they were no real threat to anyone, they could 
easily cause mass destruction on the ground. And the planet had always been under the 
guard of the Sangheili. 

He tapped the communications panel on his desk, which opened a direct link to 
the bridge. “Inform me when the Covenant fleet arrives at either of the home worlds. I 
have a special mission.” 

****** 
The space outside was too quiet. The calm before the storm, Captain Esis ’Jusotee 

repeated to himself. He was in charge of the fleet protecting his home planet, Sangheili 
Prime. Though it was not the busiest or even most useful of planets colonized over the 
centuries, it was still the home of every Sangheili, born there or not. 
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Spiritually, every Sangheili not of the military was required to visit yearly, and 
under no circumstances could withhold the honor. Nor would any, due to the severe 
implications on their status in their communities, as well as their families. Regardless, the 
event did not require much, but was revered to be the one thing that every Sangheili who 
has not sworn to fight must do. 

The planet itself had no special features of any kind. It was not beautiful in any 
way compared to other worlds, nor did it have any material value greater than any other 
world. Yet it was the fact that their species could be born, evolve, and grow from the 
humble planet that made it as great as it was. 

Rumor spread that after the battle at the Ark information was given out pertaining 
their species origin, and that the planet had little to do with their evolution, but mention 
of such things was punishable as a treasonous act, and therefore with death. Esis knew 
the truth, and was held by oath and honor not to mention it to anyone. 

He pushed those thoughts aside and returned to the conditions outside. Still quiet, 
and it was almost uncanny. The attack was expected much sooner, and the later it arrived 
the less likely the Covenant would be victorious, as reinforcements were already on their 
way. But a feeling of anticipation still stirred within him, unlike what was normally felt 
before a battle… 

Bulbs of white light emanated from beyond the rim of the planetary defenses, and 
Esis edged off of his seat. “How many ships?” 

“Scanners indicate a fleet of forty-five heavy cruisers and corvettes, all heading 
directly for the planet.” 

“Excellent. Prepare the fleet to engage. Order two vessels to stay behind to keep 
the planet safe from any who would dare attack it. Release all fighters; they will not 
engage until the enemy goes through the mine field.” 

The bridge crew sent his commands throughout the fleet, and each captain 
followed them precisely. “Do not engage the enemy. I will be instructing the fleet from 
this position. Have the viewport show the visuals from every fifth vessel. Keep all 
batteries prepared to fire, and direct all available power to weapons and engines.” 

His crew saw what was coming, and although they would not participate in the 
battle unless it required their assistance, they were used to it. There was much honor to be 
gained by maintaining the battle from afar, as well as fighting in it. They trusted their 
captain and his judgment without question. 

Pictures of the oncoming enemy appeared in front of him. They flew in standard 
formation, doing nothing out of context to what he had expected of the Covenant. Very 
little intelligence in their tactics, ever since the separation. 

Suddenly the enemy fleet broke out of formation, spreading out to all angles. 
What are they doing, Esis thought. Their attack was hopelessly reckless, more than he 
expected from even the Prophets. He watched them open fire on his vessels and ordered 
the attack. “Captain, they cannot fire. Their vessels are still out of range.” 

His eyes widened for a moment as one of the displays died, then another. The 
attack was not reckless at all. He had thought them fools and was now made one himself. 
“Disperse the fleet. Our weapons are more than a match for them, but they attack from 
far. Cover territory, and do not give them any.” 

“Reports of oncoming fighters show hundreds of attackers. Recommend our 
fighter squadrons to open fire.” 
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“Negative. Order our fighters to engage their capital ships, to lure them close so 
our cannons can hit them. And have the vessels attacked by their fighters open fire on 
them, they will be destroyed easily.”  

Esis could see the ploy from the opposition. Attack with the fighters to distract his 
fleet while the capital ships could make sweeping runs that allowed them to attack his 
fleet from a distance while being safe themselves. Doing so could in turn force his forces 
into a tighter position, making them easier targets.  

Two new displays from other ships appeared on the viewport, one showing the 
destruction of a Covenant vessel, the other of tens of Covenant Seraph fighters being 
annihilated quickly from a single blast. The other displays showed only tracking, his 
forces nearing the attackers. 

“Show me the placement of all vessels in the battle.” A grid was superimposed on 
the viewport behind the displays. It showed his forces scattering, and the Covenant fleet 
seemingly fleeing the battle in an attempt to avoid their more superior firepower. Yet he 
only counted thirty vessels, which was too few. That many could not have been destroyed 
yet. “Where are the remaining Covenant vessels?” 

At first, there was no response. His officers scrutinized the displays and their 
keypads but could not find an answer. “Shut the displays and replace it with a three-
dimensional representation of the battle, from the planets perspective.” It was done 
instantly, and he was surprised for the second time. 

Warning lights flickered throughout the bridge. Esis sat back into his chair, and 
was in awe. “Captain, incoming fire. What are your orders?” 

Looking once more at the viewport, he squeezed the armrests of his command 
seat. “Full power to shields. Leave the power in the weapons, but we must protect the 
planet. None may pass.” 

“But captain, there are multiple enemy vessels!” 
“Do not yell at me! I know what we face, and our options are limited as long as 

we care to hold the advantage. Our only chance is to allow our forces to wipe out the 
remainder of their fleet and then force the other’s above us away. Until then, hold 
position. The planet cannot be compromised!” 

****** 
Holding his head with a fist, the Arbiter could not help but be disappointed. The 

home world was being attacked and his fleet was not strong enough to battle the 
attackers. He had already sent messages to the reinforcements, but they could not receive 
or send messages in Slipspace. There was no way to know whether they would arrive on 
time. 

Taking a deep breath, he knew something needed to be done. He trusted ’Jusotee, 
who had saved his life once before on the second Halo ring, but matters were worsening. 
“Patch me through to ’Jusotee.” 

A holographic image of the captain appeared in front of the Arbiter, and although 
he hadn’t looked at to him, he knew the link was open. “I’ll give you my eyes, Arbiter.” 
The room immediately showed everything that ’Jusotee’s viewport displayed. “Their 
range is deadly, and although we are destroying the larger portion of their fleet, the 
vessels remaining in defense of the planet cannot reach their attackers.” 

The holographic image shook, and the Arbiter saw it was more than just ’Jusotee. 
He saw the numbers: the three vessels defending the planet were all in grave danger, all 
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with failing shield systems but ready to fire. “You must jump out of the system. The rest 
of the fleet will take care of the enemy. Your ships are too badly damaged to do any 
good.” 

“Negative Arbiter. The defense of the planet is necessary, even if our lives are 
extinguished while doing so.” 

Looking at the display again, his decision was unchanged. “Jump now captain.” 
“No, Arbiter, I will not sacrifice the honor of my crew for the lives of our 

people.” He could see the contempt in ’Jusotee’s eyes, and felt it. It burned the Arbiter to 
see his warriors like this. 

“You will jump to these coordinates now.” The Arbiter sat closer to the hologram. 
“Disobey my orders at your own discretion,” he whispered. 

“Jump at the coordinates the Arbiter has sent.” The link was closed by ’Jusotee, 
and the last look he gave made the Arbiter question his loyalty. It was something he 
could not concern himself with now, as his planet would be fired upon soon if 
reinforcements did not arrive. 

****** 
“Good morning Johnson, how are you doing today? What, it’s Monday morning! 

Why so glum?” 
Johnson twisted his head slowly towards his captor, but didn’t say anything. 
“I bet you must be hungry. And thirsty too.” There was a table in the room now, a 

steel table with nothing on it. Johnson suddenly noticed he was no longer lying on an 
observation table, but was in a chair. His hands and legs were locked to it. 

Sal put a briefcase on the table and opened it. He pulled out a water bottle and a 
small cup, and poured it full of water. He then walked over to Johnson with the cup and 
made him drink it. “Now now, not too fast. You’re not used to the lack of water, and 
you’ll just make it harder on yourself by drinking too much too fast.” 

He coughed out some of the water, but continued drinking, slower. Then Sal took 
the cup away and walked around the table. Johnson looked around and noticed the room 
had changed a lot. There were no computer monitors anywhere, no observation table, and 
one light that sat above them. 

“So how are you feeling today?” 
“How long was I out?” 
“Oh, not too long. But that’s not the point. How are you feeling today? Much 

better, I hope.” 
“Shove it,” Johnson grunted. 
“If I were you, I’d cooperate. It’s not doing anyone any favors by doing 

otherwise. I hope you know that. Cooperation is key. You’ll find that if you don’t, there 
will be consequences.” 

Johnson’s stomach twisted and turned. His face contorted rapidly. “You poisoned 
me,” he managed to sputter before throwing up over himself. 

“It had to be done. You forced it upon yourself. If there is to be cooperation, it has 
to go both ways. I expect more from you.” Johnson started to lose his grip of reality as 
the room started to turn. “I think that was enough for today. We’ll talk more next 
session.” 

Shaking his head, Johnson blacked out only moments after the light turned off and 
the door closed. 
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 ’Jusatee was furious. He couldn’t believe the Arbiter would force him to abandon 
his post. Hundreds of thousands could be killed before the rest of his fleet could come to 
the rescue of the defenseless home world. His anger blocked out all outside contact, and 
he could not hear his bridge crew giving information. 

“Captain, we’re leaving Slipspace. Captain!” ’Jusatee looked up and forgot his 
rage momentarily only to be startled by the display. It showed their vessel and the two 
other who exited with his back in the battle. They had only been gone a minute, but now 
they were right on top of the enemy. 

“Fire all batteries!” The ship opened fire and tore through one of the five 
Covenant vessels. The intense beam of plasma burnt through its shield and ate away at 
the hull, and after a moment left nothing but a smoldering wreckage. ’Jusatee now smiled 
and was determined to finish the battle, and quickly.  

The four remaining Covenant vessels seemed perplexed, as they did not 
immediately return fire. One more was shot down quickly, and the others scattered. They 
each went in separate directions while his own ships’ batteries cooled for one more strike. 
Suddenly brilliant white light forced ’Jusatee to turn away from the view screen, but he 
managed to keep one eye open, watching. 

“Captain, they’re going into Slipspace.” 
“Let them go. They are no threat to us now.” 
“They cannot escape! They just attacked Sangheili Prime. They deserve to die!” 
“Don’t worry; they will pay dearly soon enough.” But ’Jusatee’s thoughts strayed 

back to the Arbiter. A feeling of guilt and embarrassment filled ’Jusatee’s being, and he 
immediately regretted his anger and response to the Arbiter’s orders. The Covenant 
vessels jumped out of the system, but those still fighting the rest of his fleet were stuck 
fighting the Preeminent forces. “Report.” 

“We’ve lost fifteen vessels, and four report heavy damage. The rest all have 
minor damage.” 

“What of the surface.” The view screen immediately showed the planet. 
“The reports are difficult to understand, they are very disorganized and 

scattered…but it seems that there was minimal damage to the surface.” 
’Jusatee took a deep breath. His main concern was the planet and those on it. It 

had been long before his birth than civilian populations were attacked, with the exception 
of the Humans. It was utterly barbaric, and he could not imagine how the Covenant could 
stoop to such a low. They will pay dearly for this, he thought. 

Several ships broke off their formation after the battle, and ’Jusatee questioned 
their motive. “We were ordered to these coordinates—” and a list of numbers floated 
through the display, “—on a special mission for the Arbiter.” ’Jusatee let them go, and 
noticed that they had a vessel in tow. 

****** 
The temple was quiet, and allowed the Arbiter’s mind incredible singularity. At 

that moment, he did not feel himself on the ground, or his breath. Only the universe itself. 
He had been in that position for an unknown amount of time, which he lost track of 
easily. The doors opened behind him and his eyes shot open. 

His command room was cluttered with damage reports, combat training 
regiments, troop transports…all of which required his immediate attention. The amount 
of work that he had increased dramatically since the battle of the Ark. Before, the Arbiter 
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led his troops into battle, just as he had done when he was a fleet Commander. His new 
position required many decisions, which he did not mind, but it was… 

“Stressful.” The Arbiter shook his head and got to reading. When he finished, one 
blinked into existence on the main terminal, displaying the results of the battle at 
Sangheili Prime. A smile flickered across his face as he saw that they had been 
victorious, and that his plan had worked. He knew that more attacks would ensue, but he 
was sending the bulk of his force now to defend his planets, each fleet strategically 
placed at certain planets based on their importance. 

Soon the Covenant would catch on to what was happening, and send massive 
fleets at remote planets. He knew that he could catch them off guard by doing so, but the 
loss of life from the decoy ships was too great. There would be no death for such a cause. 
He would not give them that chance. 

But reports continued to come in. He could not possibly sift through them all, as 
importance in the Covenant always revolved around a certain area, the great journey. But 
now, every report was seen as important as the next, only because they all had to do with 
the war effort. It was almost unbearable for the Arbiter, and he knew that he could not 
properly make use of his abilities if all his time was spent with reports. 

Toggling the computer, the Arbiter assigned warriors to read the reports in his 
stead and simply inform him of their importance. His subordinates would be able to 
handle minor details.  

The Arbiter leaned back into his seat and thought. What of the Humans? They 
will surely require assistance with rebuilding, or perhaps not. They seem to have an 
affinity towards such things. Then an idea struck him. They’re computer intelligence’s 
are much better suited then our own, and could help tremendously.  

A trip to Earth was a welcome idea, and the Arbiter wrote out his plans. There 
was much work to be done. 

****** 
The hall of Prophets was empty except for Hope, who was quite upset. It seemed 

as though he had been wrong, just as his predecessor was. The trouble was that there was 
no easy way to deal with the problem. He saw Packritrus do well, and although the 
opposition had pulled a maneuver that was ineffable, that was no excuse for failure.  

The council will not be pleased, he thought. Though in charge of the council, their 
unanimous decision still overruled him in every case. Nor was he sure that they’re 
decision would be wrong, though the decision itself was not the matter at hand. 

Packritrus entered the room, but Hope could not see what he felt. There was an 
expressionless face on his assistant, his commander. But Hope knew that Packritrus 
would regret nothing. He never asked to be put in his position, but simply went along 
with Hope’s decision, which may have been considered an order. “Your report, 
Packritrus.” 

“Our fleet has been destroyed, with only four ships able to escape. Though the 
mission was too much for the heretics, they seemed to have help. They showed no 
promise to winning the engagement, yet did regardless of their weakness. The tactical 
strength they had, however, was something we have never seen. I feel as though perhaps 
the battle was worth the loss to learn this knowledge, and am prepared for any 
punishment for my failure.” 
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He knelt down, head lowered. Hope turned gently and saw the other’s in the 
council. They moved almost fluidly, although one twitched slightly, making the light 
reflection skew slightly. The camouflage was not perfect, but if the lords could use it in 
their fashion, so would the Covenant. “That is all Packritrus. You may go.” 

The Jiralhanae stood and turned, leaving the room. As the doors closed behind 
him, Hope turned to the others, whose camouflage deactivated slowly. “Was that 
necessary? Was a recording not sufficient?” 

“No, it would not have been sufficient. We have learned much from this. He must 
stay in his position.” 

A few others turned to him and nodded, but the majority was shocked. “How can 
you say that,” one said hastily. “He could not bring us to victory, like every other of their 
race. Their incompetence is like that of the Sangheili before they became heretics.” 

Arguing ensued between them, but Hope didn’t listen. He knew exactly where it 
would lead, right where he wanted it. Sighing, he excused himself and left. 

Packritrus waited for him outside of the chambers, and the noise of the council 
members resonated outside until the doors closed. “You knew they were there?” 

“I know only what you wish for me, my lord.” 
Hope smiled. “Walk with me.” 
Through the corridors of the great vessel, the many triumph’s it had could be felt 

in the air, on the walls, and in its personnel. The times had changed though, and once 
renamed, Hope’s Glory was no longer a battle ship, but the flagship of the entire 
Covenant. It would take an enormous time to create a new capital as great as High 
Charity, and he would see to it personally. But it would only drain his finite resources to 
do so. 

“You have a contingency plan, do you not?” 
“Yes.” 
“And what are they?” 
“The heretics know that we will only continue to attack their planets, so this 

pursuit cannot be taken. They know that their ships are much more advanced, at least in 
regards to weaponry, and can win any battles against a force three times their size. The 
battle of Sangheili Prime proved that wrong, as a force only twice as large combated well 
against it. However, as long as they hold this advantage, the war will be paved in the 
blood of our own.” 

“That I see clearly, more than I’d like. But what of this formula for victory?” 
Packritrus sighed. “There are many Sangheili in custody, most of who were 

captured while inside our ships during the heretical split. Many of which were children, 
training to be warriors. I plan on using them to lure the enemy close, close enough to 
board their ships and take their advantage.” 

“Is that all? Do not feel downplayed, but more decent ideas have been brought 
forward.” 

“No, it is not, though I do not wish to bore you with details.” 
“The subject interests me, as does any regarding in this Covenant. I will hear all.” 

****** 
The door opened, and Johnson woke up from the sound. He was on the ground 

now, no chair in sight. Several men walked in, one of which he recognized immediately, 
even though he was weary and dizzy from the drugs. 
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“Good afternoon Sergeant. Had a nice nap? I hope you did, as it was only a few 
minutes.” 

Minutes, he thought. It felt like days, maybe a week. He was hungry and thirsty, 
and almost didn’t reply because of his parched throat. “What now,” he cracked. 

“Oh, nothing really. You thought we poisoned you last time, which was only a 
few minutes ago, but that’s only part true. The substance we gave you is poisonous, but 
not really harmful. But the point is that we didn’t give it to you to poison you, but to help 
study you.” 

“Study…” 
“That’s right. What, you haven’t figured it out by now?” Sal chuckled as the other 

two men in the room held onto Johnson, making sure he didn’t move. Sal pulled out a 
syringe and flicked it twice. “This is the last injection, and then you’ll be ready. And 
please, when you’re out put some thought into it. There’s no fun when you don’t know 
what is happening.” 

Johnson suddenly felt the syringe pulled out of his arm, even though he never 
noticed it going in. They left the room, but he was still awake. Why do they have me 
here, he asked himself. There was nothing he had that anyone could want. He looked at 
his arm which got the injection and saw the bleeding stopped and that there wasn’t even a 
puncture to be seen. He still felt exactly where it was and rubbed a finger across it. 

Oh no. They know. But how could they...Johnson’s body went limp and he fell 
over. 
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Coral 
Sector 39284/Excavation site 

 
 
John looked stayed still for a moment, unsure whether he heard correctly. It 

wasn’t what was said, but rather who said it. The voice was distant, probably from the 
lack of atmosphere, but he still recognized it. “Jim?” 

“Reporting as ordered, Master Chief!” John turned around and saw three 
Spartans, all of whom he recognized immediately. They saluted to him, and he returned 
it. So did James and Linda. 

It had been so long since any word from the Spartans who were sent off to defend 
Coral came. Most of it was from Cassandra, one of the ex-Spartans who didn’t make it 
through the augmentation. Every Spartan was given intense physical treatment before 
they could handle the MJOLNIR armor to increase their strength, though many didn’t 
make it. Some died in the process, though many more were left injured. Though they 
could no longer fight, they were all bright minds, and many of them were the backbone to 
the UNSC. 

Of course, any information she gathered was purely speculation, since the entire 
Coral operation was dubbed ‘nonexistent’. It didn’t make a difference though, because 
John knew her word was true, even if she wasn’t sure. A few others still kept in touch 
with him as well, though after Earth had been attacked, he heard little from them. It was 
very possible that they were killed, though determining so was still very unlikely. It 
would still take much time to conclude announcing the dead. 

“Are there any survivors?” 
“Affirmative, under that tarmac,” he said, pointing to the strange looking hill John 

spotted earlier. “We know that they’ve got enough air for a few more hours, and there’s 
only one way in or out. There’s at least 150 people down there, and evacuating them with 
no atmosphere won’t be easy.” 

He was right. With the limited time and no atmosphere, they’d have to be very 
careful with getting people out safely. John opened a channel to the Phantom that 
dropped him off. “How many can you hold?” 

Jumbled words came through his suit’s speakers until his translating program 
started up. “Twenty five.” 

“Get two more dropships down to my position and bring airtanks.” 
“Airtanks?” 
“Yes, the one’s that your Elite’s use in space.” 
“Oh, I see.” The channel closed and John looked up to his team. “Help’s on the 

way. Where’s the airlock?” 
They went down to it, and it was not pretty. The makeshift airlock was three 

layers of heavy sealed plastic, each one re-closable and airtight. It didn’t look very 
steady, but it would have to do. The first of the Phantom’s came and instinctively Jim, 
Jennifer and Sarah raised their weapons. John quickly explained to them about it and they 
began their evacuation. 

It took about forty-five minutes to do, with only one break so that the Spartans 
could refill their airtanks. There were no incidents or problems of any kind. When 
everyone was safely aboard the Preeminent cruiser, John told everyone what they had 
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missed. The current truce with the Preeminent, the war with the Covenant, and Earth. He 
didn’t tell them everything because there was no need to worry them. Only what they 
needed to know.  

Most of them were grateful that the war was over, in a manner of speaking. Earth 
and humanity were safe from the Covenant, and there would finally be a chance to just 
live. Something most of the evacuees hadn’t done for most of their lives. 

Others were upset at the Preeminent as well as the Covenant, and it was 
understandable. John made sure they would not cause problems aboard, and reminded 
them that they were alive only because of the help the Preeminent were giving.  

Once he had finished, most people returned to how they were before, just talking. 
They were kept in one of the hangars, which was completely empty except for them. It 
was the only place large enough to fit the group comfortably, the Arbiter told him. 

There was only one thing puzzling John, and that was apparently on everyone 
else’s mind as well: the artifact. It was dug up completely, and sitting in the same hangar, 
off in the corner. Nobody was quite sure what it did, though the archeologists had been 
over ever square centimeter of it twice already. It hadn’t done anything either, which he 
was glad for at the moment, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t stay quiet. So long as they 
could get back to Earth safely and without incident, where proper work could be done on 
it. 

He heard Jim’s story. It wasn’t anything special, just a lot of routine work at an 
excavation site. When he described what happened with the Covenant attack ships, John 
knew it was the same ones they encountered when they arrived at Coral. 

When they asked him about their own battles, John was hesitant. Not because of 
the people around, because he could communicate through their suit’s without incident. 
He also knew he could trust his Spartans explicitly. He wasn’t sure how they would take 
missing the biggest battle mankind had ever witnessed. 

After he was through, the three looked at each other and shrugged, and pat John 
on the back. “We may have missed the party, but at least you won. We won. That’s 
what’s important.” He gave a sigh of relief as they discussed old times. 

When they arrived at Earth, there wasn’t a big fuss. John knew that the Arbiter 
was very busy fighting his war and didn’t want to take away from that, and that military 
regulations would take much time to go through. He told the Arbiter to drop them off at 
the outskirts of New Mombasa, which was being rebuilt, and they’d go the rest of the 
way. 

On the ground, he suddenly realized they wouldn’t be able to take the artifact with 
them. It was too large, and even the six Spartans would be unable to carry it. It wasn’t a 
big deal though, as nobody would run off with it. They walked towards the city, only to 
find it barren. 

Though the city was destroyed, there had been major renovations in the past 
week, and the population was up in the tens of thousands again. Water and electricity ran 
through the city, the streets had been mostly cleared of debris, and those that weren’t had 
crew’s cleaning them day and night. 

But now it was empty. No one in site. The crowd behind John started talking to 
each other, whispering. They were unsure, unaware. Most of them had no military 
experience, and most of them were unarmed. John opened a channel to the Arbiter’s 
vessel, but there was only static. They’d left the system. 
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John signaled the others to scatter around the crowd. He had Jim find whoever 
had any military experience and gave them a weapon if there was one readily available. 
The ONI officers took the rear and the Spartans took point. There shouldn’t be anything 
wrong, but there was, and it was too risky to leave all those people stranded in the 
wilderness. At least in the city they might find shelter. 

It was completely desolate. The wind rustled by slightly, but John’s suit read it to 
be thirty kph bursts. He looked back at the large group and saw them struggling, but 
alright. They kept moving until they were halfway into the heart of the city. There was a 
giant bulb of white light surrounding it. No one knew what it was, so they headed 
towards it. John had Cortana scan for anything they could use, but she’d been so quiet 
lately, so inside herself. He couldn’t rely on her unless he was forced to, and he was 
getting to that point. 

They walked across several streets and took a detour through another because the 
straight way was blocked off by a fallen building. When they got back on the original 
street, they could see the light hitting the ground. He immediately thought to investigate, 
but reminded himself that the 150 people with him could be in danger. But he felt that 
bringing them would be the best choice, and had no reason for it. He walked towards it 
and the rest followed, and an ONI officer ran to the front and stopped him. “We should 
get these people to safety.” The officer said it loud enough for the people to hear, or at 
least those in front. The word would spread like wildfire. 

There was no reasoning behind his feeling, but he knew to trust it. It had saved 
him and his Spartans numerous times, more than he’d been able to count. It never had 
any reason though; it was something just to be trusted. There was no explanation to give 
to the officer, and with the people now scared, there could be problems. “There isn’t 
sufficient cover for them and at the moment they are safest right here, with us.” 

“Master Chief, there is cover everywhere! Every building around can be used to 
keep them safe. Hell, you can go investigate on your own or with all the Spartans if you 
want while we stay here with the civilians. But you can’t take them with you.” 

Everything he said was true, and yet it was wrong. John was having a tough time 
coming up with a reasonable excuse, and wasn’t getting any help from Cortana. He knew 
that she was an invaluable asset at times like these, where quick wit and bullshit were 
what he needed. She wasn’t helping. 

And every second he didn’t answer was another second for fear to spread through 
the civilians. It would be too late before he could do anything. “Fine, take them to that 
building there,” he said. It was a large structure and looked stable, and he knew that the 
ONI officers weren’t stupid. They would keep them safe. “Spartans, form up!” 

The Spartans ran to the light, now not slowed by the larger group, and got there a 
few moments later. It looked like a shield of some sort, but when he touched it his hand 
slipped through. Perplexed for a moment, Linda tried as well and walked right through. 
Nothing. 

Then they heard a scream, one that was made John, Linda and James practically 
jump out of their armor. Jen noticed and raised her gun. The others followed suit. John 
suddenly understood why he wanted to take the crowd with him. “Jim, get everyone here 
now!” 
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Jim looked over at John for a moment, then ran off. He didn’t know anything 
about the Flood or the situation, but John was dead serious. “How could there be Flood?” 
James asked. 

Nobody had an answer. John gestured for them to spread out and cover as much 
ground as possible. Then they heard more screams. Hundreds of them. All like the Flood. 
There was no doubt in his mind. Then he heard people yelling to his left. Where Jim was. 

John made a mad rush to Jim’s position and the others followed. The sound of 
weapons fire resonated off the buildings and gave life to the dead city. He turned the 
corner and saw Flood attacked the crowd. Opening fire, John downed three before they 
could get into the crowd and killed another one that was biting into a person. “Linda, get 
these people into the field!” She grabbed a few people and the others followed quickly. 

Everyone else opened fire on the Flood. They were everywhere, more than any of 
them imagined. Several jumped out of building windows and added to the collection of 
them. James threw a grenade and fired first, and the rest followed suit. The Flood 
dropped quickly, but their great numbers kept them closing in. John ordered the retreat, 
and they ran back to the field, only to find Linda struggling to fight off several combat 
forms. 

Jim flung himself into the scene and kept them busy long enough for Linda to 
clean them out. The people started running into the field, but more were being picked off 
by random combat forms that jumped into the crowd. The huge group of Flood behind 
them was too close now, and John ran back and started throwing people into the energy 
field. The others did what they could, but it was little help. 

Flood forms slashed at the Spartans and forced them into the energy field so that 
their shields could be repaired. More people were being taken, as the Flood were 
grabbing them and running. John was stuck in a conflict to get them back or help the 
people still running in, and picked the latter. 

Sniper fire rang out from inside the field, and a Combat form hit the ground hard. 
More fire came from within the field and the Flood dropped quickly. John ran over and 
grabbed an older man and carried him back. The last of the people were inside, and the 
Flood couldn’t get in. 

One Combat form hit the field, but merely scrapped against it. Bullets ricocheted 
off the field when another fired a gun from a dead ONI officer at it. Breathing hard, John 
couldn’t believe what was happening. Again. 
 


