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		Description

Twilight is about to have her hooves full.  Who is this newcomer on the edge of town?  AND WHY DOES STUFF KEEP BLOWING UP OVER THERE!?  What is with the strange shifting star patterns high above?  Join Twilight and friends as they discover that a whole new universe of alien life lies out among the stars.  They make new friends and acquire new power.  But there will be suffering also, for some things the universe holds are not for the faint of heart.
Because war..... war never changes..... no matter where you are.
If you like Halo AND MLP:FIM you may wanna keep reading
Events in this story take place after the events of Halo 4 Spartan Ops, but before Twilight becomes an Alicorn.
(please note, im juggling a few things, so this story may take me a while.  But i figured, what the hay?  how else can i spend those free hours in my week?)
Disclaimer:  I do not own MLP:FIM or Halo and this story is not an official continuation for either franchise.  The real owners are Hasbro, Bungie, Microsoft Studios, and 343 Industries.  Give them due credit for the characters, locations, and starships they created.
(Status Update 12/29/2014): Sequel status in doubt.  Although considering renaming the sequel based on the name of a song from the band Muse and the song itself (source of some inspiration)  I'll let you guys guess in the comments page below the sequel what song inspired me to give the sequel more time and basically, you know, give it a chance. :)
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		A Rough Start



Some ponies prefer to live normal lives, away from the unusual or the strange.  They like the peace and the quiet, where dark and deadly secrets dont stand out above.  But as usual, one mare and her friends..... are a whole different story entirely.  Plus, who is this mysterious new stallion that moved into town eight months ago?
==============================================================================
2558, Edge of Known Space
A highly experienced soldier in space, that's who he was.  But he was no machine.  Soldiers are people too, and this particular man was the definition of an honorable and respectable being.  His name is Captain Lasky, and this is his story of a strange new world that would welcome these ideals.... but not the enemies that follow them in.
"LT!! GET US THE HELL OUT OF HERE!" Lasky ordered.
"AYE SIR!" was the response of the Lieutenant that received the order.
As the metal planet beneath them gave way from its orbit, plummeting towards the local star, their ship, UNSC Infinity, shuddered violently as it accelerated away from the falling artificial world, narrowly escaping into Slipspace as the star went supernova.
A yellow holographic man in a pilot outfit, likeness of the ships AI known as Roland, appeared on the holotable. "Emergency jump complete Captain.  Injuries reported on multiple decks, but no major casualties," he said.
"This is Captain Lasky to all crew.  WE MADE IT!"
The bridge and the rest of the ship erupted with the sounds of cheers both of relief, and of victory.
"GOOD WORK EVERYONE!" Lasky yelled out in congratulations to his loyal, hard working crew.
Little did they know that they were being followed, nor were they aware of their next destination.
===========================================================================
Ponyville, Equestria
"Spike!  You, almost done organizing down there!?" a certain purple mare called down to her little dragon assistant from her balcony while she studies the night sky.
"A few more minutes and I will be." came the reply.
Twilight Sparkle, a studious unicorn mare with dark purple mane and tail and pink highlight in mane and tail, and purple coat, watched the night skies, studying the patterns of the stars.  Her passion for astronomy and magic were apparent not just by her actions though, but also by the mark on either of her flanks resembling a pink star surrounded by smaller white ones.
As Twilight observed the night sky, she could have sworn she saw a flash, and a shooting star originating from that flash.  "What the...."  She was interrupted by a loud boom and rumbling, followed by an object streaking upwards through the air, trailing smoke, right through her line of sight.  For a moment, she tried to follow the trail to its source until....
"aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa......" came the first part of the male pony screaming for his life, causing Twilight to look up from her telescope.
"WHAAAAH!" She cried out and ducked.
Apparently she ducked just in time too.... "AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHH" he flew over her head, into the library, and BOOM, crashed into the bookcases.
"Heeeeey, I just organized those!" cried an irritated baby dragon assistant, but he switched to concern right away, "Hey, are you okay......?"
Twilight looked down to see what was going on, completely missing the second flash and shooting star following the first....

			Author's Notes: 
Okay, lets get one thing clear, the OC in this story is a technology genius practically, just not so OP that he can take on a whole starship crew or platoon on his own.  Sure maybe he can kick a few Timberwolf packs around or maybe plow through five fireteams of Elites.... who knows, still gauging his strengths some.  The primary purpose is a wild scifi adventure, with a bit of romance along the way.  No he has not created starships or anything at this point but he has built some pretty cool tech.  No miracle works of that nature, i leave it to the Red vs Blue dudes and the guys crossing it over with MLP to create total OP situations.... Or Mass Effect, Reapers from Mass Effect are OP too... if you wanna know, yes, he is a super soldier of a sorts but you gotta read the next few chapters for extended details.  He is not as cool as a Spartan cause no one is.... well.... actually Leonard Church from RVB comes close.... and Commander Shepard from Mass Effect.... okay actually Rainbow Dash's awesomeness matches that of the Spartans to a tee, that i can admit LOL, HECK SHE COULD BE A PONY SPARTAN XD!
No there is very likely not gonna be any sexual content in this story so dont hold your breath.  DON'T ASK!  I'm not biting the hook so to speak.
((PS, for those of you who dont like pervs.... just be glad Tucker from RVB isnt here XD))
There are dangers involved in the stories of these characters, yes there is blood, yes there is crying and sorrow, but the reason i didnt check those off is cause they aren't primary so don't ask what i already provided an answer too.  Key elements are Sci Fi, Halo, MLP, Adventure, War, and Romance.  Don't like it? fine, find another fanfic.  Those of you who are respectful and willing to give this a shot however, please help yourselves.  Next chapter comin up in a bit.


	
		Rude Awakening



Ponyville, Equestria
Spike and Twilight had tended to the crashed stallion and put him in the spare bed, where they were now discussing the new development with an Orange coated mare with blonde mane, three apples as a cutiemark, and a southern accent.
"You think he'll be okay?" Spike asked.
Twilight let out a sigh as she answered "I hope so...."
The orange mare eyed the stallion warily however, especially eyeballing his Cutiemark: a hammer and anvil with a strange device in the middle that looked like an overly developed version of one of Pinkie Pie's cannons.... and it definitely wasn't a Party Cannon on his flank.
"Something wrong?" Twilight asked her friend
"Somethin' just don't sit with me right about this here fellow Twilight...." the orange mare responded.
"Applejack, what did you expect us to do?  Toss an injured and defenseless stallion onto the street?" Twilight laughs, "It's like you don't know me at all"
"You know that's not what ah meant sugarcube," the mare known as Applejack responded, "And I aint laughin neither.  Do you know who this stallion is?"
"What do you mean?" The unicorn queried.
"This feller is the newcomer that came in eight months ago.  He scare's everypony who goes near his garage with those wacky noises comin from inside his home on the northern edge of town," Applejack speculated.
"Okay we aren't gonna have a repeat of that misjudgement incident when we first spoke with Zecora now are we?" Twilight gave the farm mare a scolding look.
Applejack took a moment to look at the newcomer, then back at Twilight.  She answered with a hint of guilt, "No, ah s'ppose not,"  She regained her composure, "But that don't mean he don't give me the willies.... somethin' don't feel right.  If he gives you trouble, call us."
Twilight smiled and hugged her friend, "You know I will."
With another shared smile, Applejack took her leave, heading back to her home, and incidentally, her workplace too, since she worked the apple farm known as Sweet Apple Acres.
Twilight turned back to her mysterious guest and put an icepack just below his unicorn horn.  Only now did she take a moment to check over his features.  His black mane was short and unkempt, and tail was normal length but just as unkempt.  He had an army green coat of fur, and a cutiemark of a hammer and anvil with an odd contraption between the two... a contraption she could only assume to be a new kind of weapon based on logic and appearance of the object.  While that made her slightly uneasy, what happened next did even more so.
Spike belched out green flames and a letter.  He turned to his caretaker, "Uh Twilight.... the Princess sent us a letter."
=================================================================================
2558, unknown space, UNSC Infinity
"Sir, that second jump knocked out our FTL drive you know.  We're stranded till we get it up and running," the LT reported.
Lasky sighed and looked out the viewport at the seemingly habitable world below them. "Roland, can i get a reading on that planet?" he asked the ship's AI.
"Scan's reveal its atmosphere to be identical to that of Earth, almost frighteningly so.  However, I am picking up some odd readings down there, despite not detecting any technology of any kind, not even Forerunner," the AI responded as his hologram flickered to life on the holodisplay in the center of the bridge.
"What about settlements?" a woman in full body armor said as she strode onto the bridge.
"There are a few on the surface Commander Palmer, but i can't get a clear reading.  It's as if we.............." Roland was saying before he was cut off by another reading, "COVENANT BATTLEGROUP EXITING SLIPSPACE RIGHT BEHIND US!!!"
"HOW MANY!?" Lasky ordered.
"TOO MANY!!!" Roland yelled out, "We could take out most of em but odds of success are slim at best!"
"This is Lasky to all crew, this is not a drill!  Covenant battlefleet spotted directly to stern!  All hands, man your battle stations!  Deploy the frigates!" Lasky barked out orders like it was no tomorrow.... and it was likely there wouldn't be with these odds.
The ship shuddered for a few moments before several Strident-class UNSC Frigates came into view, deployed from Infinity's frigate docks.  One took a major hit from a Covie supercarrier and was gone in an instant.
"This day just keep getting better and better," Palmer mused.

			Author's Notes: 
Hope you guys enjoyed a little taste of action and warfare.  That's just a mere fraction of what's to come.  Hooooooey, the Elements of Harmony and the Princesses are in for one heck of a surprise.  Stay tuned for more action :D


	
		Frightening First Meetings



Ponyville, Equestria
Twilight read the letter from her teacher, Princess Celestia, one more time. 'My beloved student Twilight Sparkle, It has come to my attention that you are attending to a particular stallion in your library after an unfortunate accident brought him from his residence to you.  He is a military stallion from a secluded Equestrian Military force I had put together a few years back.  He volunteered for an experimental training program petitioned by the generals of this group as a young colt.  I reluctantly gave them permission as long as they only found willing volunteers.  This stallion in your home is the only soldier of his kind.  I should warn you.  He may be around your age, but his combat skill and talents currently outweigh your magical strength and abilities due to his upbringing.  He is protective of the innocent, but if he is in the state you say hes in, try not to jar him awake.  Do not let fear hinder you though, for his heart is pure and he will protect his home with his life.  I am entrusting you to watch over him, and guide him on the right path.  Show him this letter if you deem it necessary.  Take care my beloved student, I know you can do it.  Yours truly, Princess Celestia.'
As she finished reading and turned around, she nearly jumped out of her coat when she saw the stallion awake and staring at her with his crimson colored eyes.  A cautious expression played over his face, not sure if he should trust this mare.
"Uh... hehe..."  Twilight blushed a bit, kinda embarrassed that she let herself get frightened like that.  "Uh, hello.  My name is Twilight Sparkle.  I'm Princess Celestia's student and the caretaker of this library," she greeted.
"Right...." The stallion said as he continued to stare at her with those calculating eyes.  He was definitely intelligent, and now his strong build and muscles were pretty obvious.  Yet somewhere in those cold and calculating eyes, she detected a hint of sadness and regret.
"Uh....." she sounded somewhat uncertain as she handed him the letter.  He looked over it, quickly identifying a legitimate royal seal when he was done.
"So you want to know my name now?"  He looked back up at her, no longer cautious, but curious.
Twilight nodded.
"Gunnarmain Steelhoof, but you may call me Gunnar,"  He said, still sounding somewhat cold and emotionless.  He looked around curiously from his place on the guest room bed.
"Are you hungry Gunnar?"  Twilight asked him, "I could make you a midnight snack or something."
"No I'm... I'm fine.  I'd just like to stay with my thoughts for a while..." He said, the sadness in his eyes a little more obvious as he looked away.
"Okay, just call if you need us... we did the best we could but that fractured leg will take a while to heal.  Try not to move around too much okay?" she informed.
"I've dealt with worse.... but I'll.... keep that in mind.... thanks...." he said, still seeming distant and unsocial.
Twilight nods and trots downstairs, gently closing the door behind her.
"He awake yet?" Spike asked.
"Yeah." came the reply.
"What did he say?" the dragon queried.
"Not much." she sighed sadly as she sat at the table.
The baby dragon sat next to her. "Something wrong?" he asked, worried now about his friend and caretaker.
"His eyes....." she trialed off.
"What's wrong with 'em?"  the now curious dragon asked her.
"They seemed.... sad.... almost broken.... I feel like I should help him but.... I dont know how right now."  She replied.
"Twilight, you do realize that you're the Element of Magic right?  The key element in the Elements of Harmony.  You of all ponies could help him by being there as a friend.  Earn his trust, and don't betray it." the dragon consoled her, with surprisingly wise words.
Twilight couldn't help but chuckle. "Okay, oh wise one," she giggled, "I'll be upstairs if you need me, I'm going back to the balcony to watch the stars." She got up and went upstairs to do so.
"Have fun with that egghead," Spike joked.
"Ha ha, very funny," she mused as she trotted upstairs, rolling her eyes and giggling again.  She looked into the telescope again and searched the stars.  She watched for a few minutes before noticing an odd moving cluster of stars up there.  "huh?" She recoiled from the telescope, then looked again, trying to confirm what she was seeing.  It was no hallucination.  Something was going on up there, and she was pretty sure there was no book in Equestria that spoke of stars moving like that... almost like they were.... fighting.
===========================================================================================
2558, unknown planetary orbit, UNSC Infinity.
"SIR, ALL FRIGATES ARE DOWN!  WE'RE WITHOUT ESCORTS!" one officer piped.
"SHIELDS GONE, ENGINES FAILING!" another officer yelled out.
"DOCTOR GLASSMAN!" Lasky yelled into the com.
In the engine room, where the only Forerunner part of the ship linked to every other component, a scientist in a lab coat and a team of engineers bustled about, trying to keep things intact.  "Sorry Captain!" the scientist known as Doctor Glassman piped, "That's the best i can do!  Weapons are failing and the best we can manage is a controlled decent.  Only decent side is that there are only three hingehead cruisers left instead of the hundreds that came at us!"
"ALL HANDS, BRACE FOR IMPACT, WE'RE GOING DOWN!" Lasky yelled out.
=================================================================================
Ponyville, Equestria
Twilight observed as each of the moving stars blinked out of existence one by one until there were only four left, three started moving away, but the fourth, started to get larger.  Twilight watched in amazement as it came closer.  The flames of atmospheric breach enveloped the object, but as she stared, she grew wide-eyed.  It was no star, it was a structure.  It curved upwards and flew over Ponyville, moving beyond, passing high above Canterlot and Cloudsdale.  There was only one possible location it could be crashing: The Frozen North.  Judging by it's trajectory, it was gonna be winding up virtually close to the Crystal Empire.  She quickly resolved that it was time to pay the Crystal Empire a visit, and ran downstairs and out the door, intent on gathering her friends.

	
		A New Mission



Ponyville, Equestria
"Alright Twi, why have you got us up 't midnight to talk to you?" asked a tired Applejack as she sat at the table in Twilight's library.
"Yes darling, some of us need our beauty sleep," a white unicorn mare with purple mane and diamonds for a cutiemark stated.
"Rarity, I wouldn't interrupt your beauty sleep without a good reason, now can I ex...." the purple unicorn mare was responding to the white unicorn before she was interrupted by a bubbly pink earth mare with balloons for a cutiemark.
"OH OH OH OH, IS IT A SLUMBER PARTY!?!?" The bubbly mare asked excitedly.
"No Pinkie Pie..." Twilight responded, barely hiding her frustration.
"Yeah, Pinks.  I don't think Twilight would wake us up at midnight for a party of any kind."  A cyan pegasus mare with rainbow mane and tail, and cloud and rainbow lightning bolt for a cutiemark stated matter-of-factly.
"You have any guesses why she called us out Rainbow Dash?" a somewhat curious AND nervous yellow mare with pink mane and tail and butterflies for a cutiemark asked quietly.
Rainbow sighs, "Not a clue Fluttershy, not a clue......"
"Rainbow, Fluttershy, please, this is serious.  Did any of you see that object that flew over town so high up?"  Twilight asked.
"Now that you mention it, I was on my way home when that happened.... was kinda loud too.  I've never seen anything that fast."
"Nothing at all?"
"Nope."
Twilight let out a sigh.
"I saw it too actually.... Did you see it Fluttershy dear?"  Rarity stated, then asked when she saw the curious mare get a little nervous at the mention of the object.
"I only heard a loud rumbling and saw it flying away...." she said, apparently having been frightened by the object.
"It looked like some artificial structure though my telescope...." Twilight thought out loud.
"A flying, falling building?  No way..... actually, that would explain its size.... and why I saw a huge flash when it disappeared over the horizon to the north too...." Rainbow pondered.
"Twilight and Rainbow Dash are correct," everyone looked up to see that the one who said it was a particular green stallion up at the top of the steps.
"What are you doing up Gunnar?" Twilight asked, bewildered, "Did you recover that quickly?"
"It's uh... kinda to be expected that I recover quickly since I was trained rather harshly since I was a colt...." Gunnar replied sheepishly.
"Whoa whoa whoa, trained for what since you were a colt?"  Dash asked suspiciously.
"To be a soldier of course.  You might say I'm a type of supersoldier... but I wasn't altered physically in any way except for being made stronger from all the exercises."
"You were trained to be a soldier from that young an age?" Rainbow asked, bewildered herself now.
Gunnar shrugs nonchalantly, "Yeah pretty much."
"Prove it"
The girls all looked at the rainbow maned pegasus kinda nervously when she said that.
"Excuse me?  Are you sure that's a good idea?" Gunnar asked with a raised eyebrow.
"Yeah, prove it." the competitive pony smirked.
"Alright, come at me and try to hit me in the best way you deem fit."
Rainbow didnt hesitate coming at him, reeling back a hoof to hit his face, but just as she did, Gunnar snapped into action, grabbing her hoof and her left wing and throwing her against the bookshelf, causing some of the works of literature to fall to the floor.  Then he quickly approached and pinned her down, holding a hoof to her throat, not letting her move, but not choking her either.  All of this happening in a mere two seconds.  The girls all audibly gasped at the sudden move, expecting the worst, but after a few seconds, Gunnar simply let her go.
"Satisfied with the proof?" Gunnar asked as if nothing happened.
"Uh... y-yeah... um... remind me never to try that again," Rainbow said sheepishly.
Gunnar used his magic to put the fallen books back, then offered a hoof to help Rainbow up, which she took, letting him pull her upright.
"Okay, now THAT gave me the willies right there," Applejack admitted.
"I assure you I had no intention to harm her, only prove something as she had requested in the manner she had accepted," Gunnar mused, "Now as for the falling object in question, I believe I can enlighten you.  If it is a symmetrical structure, then it is likely a ship."
"Huh!?" the girls said simultaneously in confusion.
"A symmetrically shaped object falling from space having a large size and the effects you all described can only explain that it is a ship from another world," Gunnar explained, "Though it may not necessarily need to be symmetrical to be a ship, if it had symmetry, it would likely be an artificial construct, in this case, a ship capable of traveling the stars."
"Now that you mention it, it was rather symmetrical," Twilight realized,
"Then the most logical assumption would be that it's a space faring vessel...." Gunnar trailed off for a moment, "But that could lead to problems if there are sentients from another world arriving in Equestria.   Two possibilities existed before now: either we are alone in the universe, or we are not.  Either scenario would frighten a pony if it was given enough thought.  My point is, if we are getting visitors from another world, is it necessarily a good thing, or should we assume the worst?"
The girls all looked at each other with worry and no small amount of fear in their eyes now.
"Do we know where it went?" Gunnar asked curiously.
"I tracked it and watched it fall somewhere near the Crystal Empire... I'm pretty sure it missed the city entirely though,"  Twilight pondered.
The military stallion pondered for a moment.
"Any ideas?" Twilight asked.
"We could inform Princess Celestia for starters, which I recommend you do right away.  Then we will either be investigating, or watching and waiting," Gunnar concluded.
Twilight nodded and went to wake up Spike for a moment, sending every detail of what was seen and discussed to the Princess.  A few minutes later, and a fiery belch was heard before Twilight came down with the response and showed it to Gunnar.
"It would seem she wants us to investigate and is sending the Elements.... a peculiar decision," Gunnar mused as he read through the letter, "And it would seem that she wants me to accompany you since i have recovered and have training and materials that could be used in the investigation...." He hesitated with a worried look in his eye, "And possibly in your defense."
With that, a bright flash filled the room, causing everypony to look away from the table for a moment to shield their eyes, then they looked back to see the chest containing the Elements of Harmony.
"I guess that's that....," Gunnar stated with a surprised expression, "I suggest everypony get some rest, then meet back here in the morning.... but I'll leave the decision to you girls."
"What do you think girls?" Twilight asked them.
"I could do for another adventure" Dash chuckled.
"I s-suppose we should...." Fluttershy quietly stated.
"Would hate to ruin my mane or hooficure, but it would seem that this is more important," Rarity sighed, then looked up with a look of determination, "I'll accompany you."
"WEEEEEE, ADVENTUREEEEEEE!!!!" Pinkie mused loudly and happily.
"Shoot Twilight, we'll always be there for you sugarcube," Applejack smiled, "I guess we're all goin.  Have to say, I'm starting to like this Gunnar feller.  That was smart of him."
"Haha, yeah, I think you found yourself a keeper there Twilight," Dash smirked jokingly.
"WAIT WHAT!?" Twilight and Gunnar said simultaneously, both blushing intensely.
Rainbow snickered.
"I didn't find that funny Rainbow, and I'm pretty sure Twilight didn't either," Gunnar scolded.
"Okay okay, sheesh, I was only joking," Rainbow rolled her eyes.
"Back on topic, so we'll see you girls here tomorrow morning then?" the military stallion queried.
The girls all nodded.
"Alright, then I guess its settled.  We set out for the Frozen North and locate the crash site tomorrow.  See you all in the morning,"  Gunnar smiled and trotted back upstairs with a friendly wave, before closing the door and heading to bed.
"See you tomorrow girls" Twilight waved as the others filed out, saying their goodnights for the evening.
As they all headed home to sleep till morn, they missed a subtle bright purple streak in the sky, unlike any of the stars, as it flew through some distant clouds, creating a very subtle flash of lightning and thunder in the distance as it went.
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		The Journey Begins



The six mares followed Gunnar towards the northern edge of town, wondering why they weren't heading towards the train station.
"Uh, Gunn... Where are we going?" Dash asked curiously.
"My workshop is near Sweet Apple Acres.  In the letter, the princess said that I should provide guidance and protection.  Therefore, I am acquiring the tools that will enable me to do so, and acquiring a faster means of transportation for our group," Gunnar explained, showing off his intellect with his way of speaking once again.
"And I called you an egghead... he's like another you," Dash whispers to Twilight, smirking.
Twilight sighed and kept walking, moving a little faster to catch up to Gunnar.  "So what exactly is this transport you'll be taking us there in?" she asked curiously,
"My cutiemark may tell you where it came from in the first place," Gunnar chuckled.
"Wait you built whatever you're taking us there in?" Twilight was bewildered.
"My cutiemark may suggest I build only futuristic weapons, but I actually build multiple futuristic technologies.  High speed aircraft among them," the stallion explained.
"Whoa whoa whoa.... I don't exactly trust anything to fly me anywhere except my own wings,"  Dash stated promptly upon hearing Gunnar, not liking the idea of an aircraft.
"I assure you, its completely safe, tested it myself in every possible way.  It's also the quickest way to get there so please don't be judgmental about it," Gunnar stated plainly as they arrived, "We're here.  Now you mares wait out here while I go get my equipment ready."  He opens the door to go inside and sees the mares nod an affirmative to him before he closes it behind him.
They waited in silence, wondering how these events were gonna turn out.  Each mare had a plethora of questions in mind.  Most questions scared them right away whenever they came to mind.  They almost didn't notice when Gunnar came back out... except... he looked different.  He was wearing a full suit of teched out armor with saddlebags and an odd looking object across his back that apparently resembled the item displayed in his cutiemark.  A helmet with tinted visor was visible inside the saddlebags.
"What's with the getup?"  Rainbow wondered out loud.
"This is my combat equipment.  You can't expect me to protect you from a technologically advanced enemy without something to supplement my abilities and allow me to keep the fight going till I turn out victorious.... am I right?"  Gunnar explained.
"That was a mouthful," Rainbow laughed, then became serious, "But, to answer your question, no I guess not."
"There you go then," Gunnar finished before turning to lead them to one of the larger garages next to his primary workshop.
"He could have made it a bit more fashionable at least," Rarity whispered to Twilight, who could only roll her eyes and smile.
Gunnar pulled the handle of the garage door and lifted to reveal a large VTOL transport jet, with swept back wings, T shape tail, and four engines thrusters, two on top of the wings, two on the bottom.  "This is the Phoenix Class Fast Response Troop Transport," Gunnar mused.
"Okay... I have to admit it.   THAT IS PRETTY SWEET!" Rainbow yelled out, entertained by the awesomeness of the craft.
=====================================================================================
2558, unknown star system, Covenant Assault Carrier Shadow of Remorse.
An elite with a large build, even for his species, stepped onto the bridge of his vessel.  The creature, called Tanar R'aagamee, watched the holodisplay on the bridge as it showed him the downed human vessel known as the Infinity.  The equivalent of a grin played across Tanar's four-mandibled features, as he remembered the words of the Didact's Hand: "Toy with them if you will, I care not.  Show them no mercy and no remorse.  Eliminate all who stand against you."
Tanar's rather sinister chuckle could be heard from beyond the bridge.
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		First Contact



Lasky looked out the bridge view-port of his downed vessel, eying the snowy terrain before him.  The ship was largely intact, damage had been focused on the engines and some weapons systems but the shields came back online just in time to save them from a deadly crash.  The last covenant ships had vanished once it was apparent that the Infinity was going down.  Lasky continued to ponder these things until....
"Sir, I'm getting an incoming signature on sensors,"  Roland warned, "Aircraft, unarmed, roughly the size of a Pelican."
Lasky turned to Roland, snapped out of his thoughts and ordered, "Display it on the holotable."
Roland complied and gave them a 3D image of the approaching craft.  It seemed to be a VTOL capable aircraft with four thruster engines, two on top of the wings, two underneath.  The speed readout indicated Mach 5 as the object's current velocity.  He looked out the viewport, which was facing south due to how the ship turned that way while it skidded across the snow covered surface.  Out there, above the snow and the trail left by the crashed vessel, he could make out the glint of metal as the unidentified aircraft approached.
"Have Commander Palmer and Fireteam Majestic meet me outside..." Lasky ordered as he stepped of the bridge.
Roland nodded compliance to the commanding officer and sent the data to the corresponding soldiers.
==========================================================================
Gunnar pulled on a lever to throttle down the craft, slowly coming to a halt before the hulking metal mass before them and descending for a landing.  Twilight and her friends, no longer ill or discomforted by the ride if they were, stared in awe at the massive superstructure.  It was surprisingly largely intact, indicating that whoever built it was extremely advanced.  The way it had survived such an impact declared the strength of the metal surface dominating most of the structure.  The Phoenix Dropship touched down and Gunnar turned off the engines before turning to check on his passengers.
"Everypony okay?" he asked.
They all nodded silently, still awed by the massive machine.  Gunnar chuckled as he donned his helmet and slung his weapon, then opened the hatch in the back of the transport, stepping outside.  The girls, quickly donned their winter garb and followed him out.
"Eyes pealed, we don't know what's out here," Gunnar warned as he drew his weapon and swept the area.
The wind blew lightly, but the falling snow still hindered their vision just a bit.  No fog thankfully.  Despite this, everypony felt a growing sense of unease.
Gunnar suddenly heard a faint sound in the snow behind them and held up a hoof for everypony to stop.  He turned and went behind the group of girls, sweeping his weapon from side to side, not seeing the faint shimmer pass him by and go right for the group.  The form decloaked to reveal a massive figure with double hinged legs and four mandibles for jaws in gleaming armor.  It snapped out and grabbed Twilight by the throat, lifting her up into the air and soliciting a cry of pain from her along with frightened screams from the others.
Gunnar wasted no time turning to see what it was, pausing for only a fraction of a second, not believing his eyes.  He held up his weapon and fired off three beams of superheated light and gas, causing a field of energy around the creature to shimmer brightly before dissipating.  This enraged the creature, causing it to throw Twilight into the group and lunge at Gunnar, drawing and activating a two pronged energy weapon.
The stallion rolled, dodging, and raised his weapon again, his blue visor gleaming with a certain malice towards this hostile alien.  The beam fired and went through the creature's skull, dropping it.  His satisfaction was short lived when he was hit hard in the side by another decloaking figure, and sent flying.  He hit the hull of the Phoenix Dropship with a loud grunt of pain before falling to the ground.  There was a dent in the hull where he hit too.  Gunnar wasted no time.  He recovered fast and lunged forward, targeting the beast only to be dodged and have a searing hot blade penetrate his armor and graze his back.  He cried out in pain and rolled, resulting in worried gasps from the others.  He recovered quick and rolled to his hooves before charging again, this time lighting up his horn to make a magic strike.  The resulting explosion sent the unawares alien into the air, dropping its weapon which became inert, the energy blades vanishing.  Before Gunnar could do anything to finish it off however, a white streak came from above and traveled through the creature's skull, spattering purple blood on the snow and killing it.
Everyone turned to see the source, a humanoid figure holding a long weapon, still aiming at the elite, was on top of the massive superstructure that had crashed here, barely visible due to distance.
Identifying the newcomer as a friendly, Gunnar deemed it safe to run to Twilight's side and check her condition.  She was unconscious and slightly bruised, but otherwise unharmed and alive, allowing him a sigh of relief.  He provided some basic medical assistance to ease any pain for her and eventually revived her.  She looked up at him, vision blurred for a moment before her eyes focused and saw him standing above her, applying some final treatment to the bruises so that they wouldn't worsen.
"W-what happened...?" she wondered out loud.
Gunnar responded by taking his helmet off, frowning sadly at her, and pointing a hoof at the alien corpses.
"I...I think I'm gonna be sick..." she said, sounding like she would after seeing the dead aliens.
"At least they can't hurt you anymore" Gunnar responded, giving her a small smile and placing a reassuring armored hoof on her shoulder.  She couldn't help smiling back at him before looking around and seeing different kinds of humanoids approaching them.
"Who are they?" she asked.
"I hope they're friendly...." Fluttershy added, trembling from the short but bloody ordeal.
"We are," the one in the middle without armor but with a military uniform said in perfect basic English, which caused the girls to gasp and Gunnar to raise his brow in surprise.  "Forgive me.  I'm as surprised as you are to find that we both speak the same language... wonder what could explain that though....  Anyways, I'm Captain Thomas Lasky of the UNSC Infinity.  Who are you?"
Gunnar helped Twilight up before stepping forward with her to respond.
"I'm Twilight Sparkle," she said before pointing to the others as she said their names, "This is Gunnarmain Steelhoof, Fluttershy, Rarity, Applejack, Rainbow Dash, and Pinkie Pie."
"Howdy," AJ greeted with a more relaxed smile.
"H-hello there..." Fluttershy greeted, shyly, but more surely now.
"HI THERE!" The bubbling Pinkie Pie said, now enthusiastic about the prospect of new friends.
"How do you do?" Rarity greeted, just managing to maintain a ladylike composure despite the bloody incident minutes ago.
"Sup," Dash said, then pointed at one of the armored figures in the group, one with gray armor and a thin blue visor that looked familiar, "Hey, aren't you the one who got that last alien?"
"Yup," the figure said in a female voice before removing her helmet and looking at Dash.  "The name's Commander Sarah Palmer."
"How did you do that anyway?"
"This thing ain't just for show.  It's a sniper rifle," Palmer explained as she hoisted the weapon, "suppose to let me kill the badguys from afar."
"Yeah the killing part doesn't really agree with me..."
"Me neither....." Fluttershy admitted timidly.
"Unfortunately....." Gunnar frowned sadly and regretfully, "It's sometimes a necessary evil if you wish to protect the innocent...."
This caused everyone to look at him.  Twilight was giving him a sad and worried look along with Lasky and his entourage.  The other ponies became just a bit more wary of the stallion with that.
"How do you....?" Dash started.  She was interrupted however by the sound of another igniting energy blade.
All the ponies turned and stared at the newly arrived alien in fear.  Lasky and his group seemed determined not to let their new acquaintances come to any harm.  The large creature started to advance as four more decloaked behind it.
"THAT'S OUR CUE TEAM MAJESTIC!" one of the beings in blue armor yelled, and the whole blue armored team sprung into action.
The one who yelled ignited his own energy blade and clashed with the lead alien,  They locked blades for just one moment before the blue armored figure pushed hard as he spun, attempting to swipe at the enemy while breaking the lock.  It worked as far as breaking the lock, and it caused the alien to trip over his form when the blue one wound up crouching as part of the maneuver and missing with the blade. The blue figure wasted no time, standing and going for the downward's swipe, but the alien was fast.  It blocked the move and rolled out of the way, only to get reengaged in combat by the blue figure.  It tried to go for his throat in a rage induced downswing only to have its sword hand cut off and then be impaled by the blue figure's energy blade.  The sizzling sounds accompanied a rather nasty smell of burnt blood and flesh.  He pulled the blade out and the alien fell, dead.
One of the other blue armored team had instantly decapitated another with a sniper rifle of their own.  Another had cloaked and managed to get behind the remaining three distracted aliens while the air filled with bullets and plasma.  The ponies were immediately ushered into cover by Gunnar, who did the same, taking a defensive posture to protect them.  The cloaked figure decloaked and stabbed one of the aliens in the back of the throat with a small metal blade, causing the other two to turn and face him with anger in their eyes.  Before they could advance though, they were dropped, shields flaring and popping in an instant in a flurry of bullets before they themselves were torn up by the hail of hot lead.
"Stand down Majestic, threat neutralized," The one with the energy blade said as he put the weapon away.
"Who.... the buck.... are you guys....?" Gunnar asked warily while the girls comforted a frightened Fluttershy.  Twilight trotted up next to him, having to hear this.
"We're humans.  United Nations Space Command is the faction we hail from," Lasky explained, "Those aliens you just witnessed us take down are part of a hostile faction that have been attacking our kind for decades.  There are many species in that faction but the ones you saw are known as Elites, or Sangheili.  This group they're in is called the Covenant.... they waged war against us before, starting a genocidal campaign that nearly destroyed humanity simply because they thought their gods deemed it fit to do so."
"That's pretty stupid of them," Gunnar grimaced, "How did that turn out?"
"Humanity came out on top... barelly.  But only because there was ancient alien technology found all over the galaxy that influenced the outcome and even led to a civil war amongst the Covenant," Palmer explained, "This alien technology belonged to the Forerunners, the Covenant's supposed gods."
"And here when I thought religions couldn't get any stranger, one drives multiple alien races to commit genocide...." Twilight muttered.
"Tell me about it.... I'd rather stick to the beliefs of our nation thank you," Gunnar replied.
"Glad somepony agrees," Twilight smirked.
"Anyways, who are those blue armored guys, and how did they dispatch the Elites so fast?" Gunnar asked, directing the question at Lasky.
"These guys are Spartans, supersoldiers of the UNSC.  You're looking at Fireteam Majestic right now," Lasky said, giving them the details afterward.
"What in the world.... how do you get away with this sort of thing?" Twilight asked in disgust, "The first Spartan Programs sound like outright crimes, kidnapping children and altering them like that!"
"The scientist who brought about its success and led the program was arrested as a war criminal actually," Lasky said, thinking back on the events involving Doctor Halsey, but he didnt share details considering how sensitive the information was.
"Whatever, it was still wrong," Twilight muttered, "Should have at least let them volunteer for that program like Gunnar volunteered for his early age training...."
"He's a supersoldier?" Lasky asked, bewildered.
"Of sorts," the stallion replied, "I just have special lightweight armor and weapons, with enhanced training.  I don't think I would have stayed if I heard about augmentations.... even I have to admit, that was cruel."
"Lasky," Palmer started, "These sentients are more peaceful than most, as far as I can tell, the only real military strength they have is set in the hundreds if not less.  Maybe we should change subjects.... Or introduce them to the Spartan IV's, at least we did that project right. It was mostly a volunteer based program anyway."
"Not a bad idea actually.... but sir.... they're talking ponies.... Isn't this a little odd?" the Majestic leader asked.
"A little, but they're the first sentient beings who haven't attacked humanity outright.  Diplomacy seems to be the course to take now," Lasky explained.
"What about the three hingehead ships still in the system?" Palmer asked.
"Get the Infinity up and running first, then we'll deal with those vessels.  The covies don't get mercy on this one.  They already attacked one of these creatures and they aren't getting away with any more homicidal or genocidal campaigns.  Is that clear?" Lasky detailed.
"Yes sir!" Palmer yelled with a salute before running back to the ship.
"Majestic, helmets off, there are no threats here," Lasky ordered.
"Sir I..." Majestic leader started.
"Paul DeMarco, I gave you a direct order, please follow it," Lasky looked at him.
"Yes sir, you heard him Majestic, helmets off," DeMarco said to his team, and they all obeyed the order.
Twilight and the others were genuinely surprised to see that they too were full on humans with obvious mixtures of regular emotions on their faces.  These Spartans still had a regular semblance of sentience, it was pretty obvious.
"Well this is my team," Paul pointed to each one as he named them, "To my left are Tedra Grant and Carlo Hoya, and to my right are Anthony Madsen, and Gabriel Thorne."
"Anyone else find it weird that we're talking to a bunch of candy colored horses?" Madsen chuckled.
"First contact Madsen, any case of that is weird," Hoya stated.
"Uh... we're ponies, not horses," Twilight told them matter-of-factly.
"I for one think you're very interesting ponies at that," Grant complimented with a small smile.
"We'll you should never judge a book by it's cover, but I have to agree with you there Grant.  They seem like a friendly bunch," Thorne started, "So, Twilight was it?  Do you know anywhere we could get some supplies or start diplomatic relations by any chance?"
"Well, nearby is the Crystal Empire, but I'm not sure they'd like to see strange humans in their city, even if I was accompanying them," Twilight started, "My brother Shining Armor and sister-in-law Cadence are in charge over there so there could be a chance.  As for diplomacy, I'll need to notify Princess Celestia before that starts up.  She's the monarch of this land, and my teacher."
"Monarch?  Last monarchy's on our homeworld didn't end well because of corruption and distrust," Lasky mused.
"Celestia is a fair ruler, she isn't distrustful and she's certainly not a tyrant.  She's ruled here for many millenia," Twilight explained to them.
This caught the humans off guard.
"Are you saying shes been ruling here for thousands of years?" Lasky asked, bewildered.
"Mhmm," was Twilight's only response as she smiled and nodded.
"Celestia is an Alicorn," Gunnar started to explain, "And the most powerful one at that.  Alicorns are practically immortal.  Don't get me wrong, she wouldn't be in a seat of power anymore if she wasn't the fair and kindhearted leader we say she is.  Her subjects adore her, and for good reason."
Twilight couldn't help but smile at Gunnar's complimentary speech about her beloved teacher.
"Well, then it seems diplomatic relations and an alliance would be in her interest," Lasky began to explain, "We can offer protection too, and wouldn't be corrupt about it for that matter.  The humans have taken the Forerunner's place as caretakers of the galaxy practically so.... well, most of us would feel it to be our duty to defend your kind once news of the discovery got out.  I'll just have to talk to my superiors in fleet command.  First though... we have a bit of a problem.  We engaged and destroyed most of a massive Covenant battlegroup before we were forced to make a crash landing.  As far as we know, there are three Covenant ships left, a corvette, a battlecruiser, and a supercarrier.  You may want to notify Princess Celestia of the threat they pose.  The sooner talks start, the sooner we can get repairs to our ship done and assess the threat."
"I can agree with that," Gunnar smiled and nodded, "Glad to meet a new and friendly species."
"Likewise," Lasky said with a smile, offering a hand.  Gunnar shook hooves/hands with Lasky and they nodded to each other.
Twilight smiled.  She found herself becoming fascinated by the humans and the UNSC.  She also found herself becoming more and more impressed with Gunnar.
"Despite being a soldier, hes diplomatic, shows kindness, and he cares about the safety of his charges.  I don't know what it is.... but.... He's alot like me in alot of ways.  I want to get to know him better," Twilight thought silently to herself with a small smile.  There was something else she felt too.  She didn't know what it was and it was so small she almost didn't notice, but it was there, and it made her question herself to some degree.
The entire group standing in the snow started socializing, her friends wanting to know more about the Spartans of Majestic team.  Fluttershy seemed to get along very well with Thorne, who showed a strong sense of kindness and understanding underneath all that armor and training.  These Spartans definitely weren't among the UNSC's mistakes, but rather, a welcome force of security and of peace that had immense strength and yet showed extreme compassion towards each other and the innocent.  These impressions made Twilight smile even more, then she went to join Gunnar in a conversation with Lasky, and a tour of the Infinity that the others followed in.
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		Hidden Tensions and Emotions



Human Calendar 2558, orbit above unidentified planet, Covenant Carrier Shadow of Remorse
Tanar R'aagamee let out a ferocious roar as he punched the wall of the bridge, leaving a dent, before turning to the subordinates that had returned unsuccessful.
"I told you to prevent the humans from meeting the local population.  I told you to ensure they were isolated so we could destroy them.  I told you to do the job or never return," Tanar growled, "SO WHY ARE YOU HERE AND THE JOB IS NOT DONE!"
"Communications were being interfered with, and we needed to get the news to you.  The locals have some advanced tech of their own.  A 'pony' quickly dispatched two of our most formidable brothers with almost no human assistance.  He wore strange armor and carried unusual energy based weaponry," the Zealot explained to his superior.
Tanar calmed himself, suddenly pleased with the intel.
"Hmmm, I supposed I should commend you then.  This news brings a new and formidable opponent to light and provides me with needed intelligence.  Perhaps you are not a failure after all Ragas my son," he commended the Zealot.
"I would not have returned with anything less father," Ragas bowed respectfully.
"I suspected you wouldn't.  You are proving more and more to be worthy of service under the Didact's Hand," Tanar mused, "Jul will be most pleased."
"Thank you father.  If I may, I wish to return to the surface to exact my revenge on this demon pony," Ragas stated, requesting his next mission.
"In due time my son, in due time.  For now, we shall watch, wait, and listen," Tanar stated rather deviously, "Watch for weaknesses, study our foes, and then strike when we are certain they have no way to counter us.  For the glory of the Didact, for the glory of the gods!"
The bridge erupted in roars and cheers of approval.  Tanar let the equivalent of a satisfied and devious grin cross his features.
===================================================================================
Ponyville, Equestria
It had been two days since first contact with the Humans, two days since they had survived a first encounter with a genocidal alien species.... two days since he had saved her life.  Twilight was bustling about in library, organizing the books while her mind wandered.  Twilight had sent a letter to Celestia, detailing their first encounter to the letter, the genocidal Sangheili, the galactic protectors known as the UNSC, the meeting with Captain Lasky, Commander Palmer, and Spartan Fireteam Majestic, and even the details about how the Spartans first came into being which apparently wasn't top secret anymore since it appeared to be common knowledge amongst humans.
She had finished her work and yet her mind was still racing.  She still wondered about the Humans, the Covenant, how her friends were taking these new developments... and back to the stallion that had saved her from certain death.  She decided to go talk to him and thank him just then... it felt right, she wanted his friendship after what he did for her and her friends.  He opened the way for a peaceful diplomatic relationship between humans and ponykind, and protected her and her friends at the risk of his own life.
"Spike, I'm going out," she suddenly said, "Could you watch the library while I'm gone?"
"You can count on me Twilight," Spike saluted and smiled before the mare left.
She arrived at the front door of Gunnar's workshop a few minutes later and knocked, no answer.  She knocked again, still no answer.  Then she picked up on noises from the nearby garage where Gunnar had pulled out his Phoenix Dropship.  He must be fixing it.  She went up to the garage and knocked on the door.  She heard the clattering of a metal tool dropping and hoofsteps approaching, then Gunnar opened the garage door.
"Oh, hello there Twilight.  What brings you here?" Gunnar tilted his head curiously as he asked this.
"I um...." she started nervously, but why was she so nervous, this should be easy to say thank you, "I uh... wanted to thank you... for protecting me and my friends two days ago.  I-If you hadn't intervened... I probably would be..." She trailed off, not wanting to say the last word.
"You don't have to thank me," Gunnar said, "It was my duty and honor to assist and protect."  The serious expression appeared on his face, but there was that flicker of sadness again from when she first met him.
"I.... still feel I should thank you.  You did us a huge favor with that... I wouldn't be alive if it wasn't for you," Twilight started again, "I hope I can call you a friend."
Gunnar smiled at that, feelings overwhelming him that he hadn't felt in a long time.  Not since he had met his brother in bond, Oakleaf, and that ranger stallion's marefriend, Mystic.  Twilight picked up on his smile and smiled back, but then felt a strange sense of sorrow when Gunnar suddenly frowned sadly and looked at the ground.  Memories of the friend, the brother he never had, that had moved away to start a new life with Mystic.  He almost never saw them anymore he was too busy.
"What's wrong?" Twilight asked him, concerned for the soldier stallion.
"It's just... I'm happy to call you a friend Twilight...," he started explaining, "It brought back memories of somepony I miss, somepony I call a brother.... I... almost never see him anymore.... I miss him...." The stallion sat down and a tear of regret fell from his eyes.
Twilight felt a sudden and unexpected emotion that shook her very soul.  Too see this stallion that had saved her life and seemed so strong, suddenly start to break down broke her heart.  He was a soldier... but he was still a pony like her.
"Thank you for coming though.... I'm glad to have a friend I can talk to again...," Gunnar said to her, the now misty eyed stallion giving her a weak smile.
That sad smile did her in.  She couldn't take it.  A soldier, not able to see his brother anymore because of his profession forcing their separation?  It was ludicrous.  Gunnar had a permanent station here in Ponyville that prevented him from leaving the city without an assignment or shore leave.  It had become painfully obvious how rare the shore leaves were.  She embraced him in a tight hug, trying to comfort him.  He was caught of guard by that.
"W-wha....?" Gunnar started.
"You aren't alone anymore Gunnar.  You at least have my friendship now," Twilight said gently, trying to calm and comfort the sad soldier as she let him go and smiled at him, "Come on, I know of a way to cheer you up.  Your station doesn't prevent you from enjoying the town right?"
He shook his head and said, "No I can explore the town and experience a few luxuries.  My superiors deemed it fit to allow that much."
"Then come on," Twilight said with a smile, obviously determined to help him feel better, "We're going to Sugarcube Corner.  Pinkie always has a treat available that could cheer you right up."
The stallion nodded and walked alongside her as they started for Sugarcube Corner, making sure to close the garage before they left.
"Thank you Twilight," He smiled at her as they walked, "This means alot to me."
"You don't need to thank me Gunnar," she smiled back, "That's what friends are for."
They continue towards Sugarcube Corner, smiles on their faces, and feeling happy about the new-found friendship.
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Ponyville, Equestria; Sugarcube Corner
Pinkie was busying herself doing one of the many things she loved best, baking.  The smell of fresh cupcakes permeated the air as she put the icing on them.  She turned her head towards the front door when she heard it open.
"Hi Twilight!" the bubbling pink mare greeted her friend as she saw her enter.  Then Gunnar came in, his fragile state suddenly obvious to her as soon as he walked in.  "What's wrong with Gunny?" She asked curiously.
"He's... kinda sad right now..." Twilight looked at Gunnar with a sad look on her face before coming over to Pinkie and whispering, "I was hoping you could help me cheer him up, offer friendship like I did.  He needs real friends right now."
"Well why didn't you say so!  I know what will turn that frownie upsidedownie!" Pinkie bounced happily as she exclaimed that.
"What's that?" Twilight asked, suspecting the answer.
"A NEW FRIENDS CELEBRATION PARTY!!!" Pinkie exclaimed.
Twilight chuckled and rolled her eyes as she said, "Of course."
Gunnar perked up a bit, at the enthusiastic mare's suggestion and couldn't help smiling at her bubbly demeanor.  Twilight sure knew how to pick good friends it seemed.
"So whadya think Gunny, huh huh huh?" Pinkie asked, almost superhyper now.
"I supposed it couldn't hurt," Gunnar chuckled.  "What do you have in mind?"
"You let me worry about that.  We'll have it right here at Sugarcube Corner," the pink party mare said, "Oh I almost forgot."  She went to grab one of the fresh made cupcakes and gave it to the stallion.  "A little something to help you smile," the mare said, "and say thank you too."
Gunnar smiled and gratefully took the cupcake before saying, "Thank you Pinkie Pie."  He couldn't help laughing a bit since she was bouncing almost hyperactively back to the kitchen.
"You're welcome Gunny," she said as she got back to baking. "I'll let you two know when the party is ready," she said as she gave a cupcake to Twilight.
"Thanks Pinkie," Twilight giggled.
Gunnar suddenly felt a strange emotion at the sound of Twilight's giggling.... but he couldn't place it.
"You're welcome," Pinkie said as they started to leave, "See you guys later!" she waved bye to them.
"Bye Pinkie.  We'll go tell the others about the party too," Twilight promised.
"Okay!"
The door closed and Twilight and Gunnar were on their way, headed towards Sweet Apple Acres first.
"I guess you really wanna go through with this party idea then?" the stallion asked.
"Of course," Twilight replied with a smile, "I think it would do you some good to hang out with some real friends.  This party is a great opportunity for you and I'd be more than happy to help see it through.  You're a new friend and deserve the best we can give as such."
"Deserve may not be the right word...." Gunnar said sadly, trailing off for a moment, "But.... thank you.  It means alot."  He gave her a small and gentle smile.  The sadness and regret was still there in his eyes, but something new was forming in them as well, something the stallion hadn't felt for a long time: hope.
"You're welcome," she said, returning the smile as they arrived at the Acres.  Applejack was already in the fields, hard at work applebuckin' and harvesting the latest crop.
"Hi Applejack," Twilight said as they approached the hard working earth mare.
Applejack paused to see who was saying hello and looked to see one of her best friends accompanied by their protector from two days ago.  This made her smile and take a break to greet them and talk with them.
"Hey there Twi, what brings you and Gunnar here?" the orange mare greeted.
"We wanted to invite you to a party Pinkie Pie is hosting for Gunnar here," Twilight explained, "He needs friendship right now, and I'd like to give him just that.  He's more than earned my trust, that's for sure."
"That's mighty kind of you Twilight.  Of course I'll come along," AJ said with a bright smile, "Sugarcube Corner then?"
"Yup," Twilight said with that giggle of hers again, causing Gunnar to experience that feeling once more.
"See you there then.  Bye guys," she said as she waved goodbye to Twilight and Gunnar, seeing that they were leaving now.
"See you later AJ, and thank you," Twilight said before they were on their way again.
It wasn't long before they arrived beneath a house made of clouds.  Gunnar stared curiously at the cloud house for a moment.
"Rainbow Dash, you up there?" Twilight called up.
"Yeah, be right down!" came the response before the rainbow maned mare flew down to meet them, landing right in front of them.  "Hi Twilight, hi Gunnar.  What's up?" she greeted.
Twilight explained to her about the party Pinkie decided to host for Gunnar, explaining that it was time he had some true friends he could turn to when he needed them.
"You kidding me?  Of course I'll come!" Rainbow exclaimed enthusiastically, "After that awesome display, taking those alien monsters down and protecting us, I want to say thanks, and this is a great way to do it!"
"You're awesome Rainbow.  So I'll see you at Sugarcube Corner?" Twilight asked.
"Yup, I'll finish up and head straight there."
"Okay Rainbow.  We'll see you then,"  Twilight said before starting to lead Gunnar away, headed to Fluttershy's cottage.  Rainbow flew back up to her cloud house to finish her exercises before heading out for the party.
"She's not upset that I beat her down at the library like that?" Gunnar asked nervously.
"No.  It's more likely that you impressed her.  She's a competitive and athletic mare.  She can take hits but its hard to take her down the way you did," Twilight explained.
"Competitive and athletic huh?  I can remember a few troops from Headquarters who'd like her alot then," Gunnar joked.
Twilight laughed with him as they arrived at the cottage, then knocked on the door.  Fluttershy answered, but when she saw Gunnar, she cowered slightly.
"Hi there Fluttershy," Twilight greeted, "You okay?"
"Y-yes..." the shy pegasus answered timidly.
"Fluttershy?" Gunnar spoke up, noticing how she was acting after seeing him, "I understand if you're afraid of me... I wouldn't blame you.  I'm a solder... a trained killer... I've done things I could never forgive myself for.... I said it's a necessary evil.... but it doesn't mean I like it.  I'm sorry if I frightened you."  He looked down at the ground, his expression one of sorrow and regret once again.
Fluttershy perked up a bit, hearing his sincerity and seeing his pain.  She suddenly felt the urge to hug him and try to help him feel better.  She smiled at him and answered, "There's nothing to forgive.  You saved Twilight, so I should instead be saying thank you."
Gunnar looked at the shy mare in wide eyed surprise, then couldn't help smiling.  "Thank you Fluttershy.  That means alot," he said.
"Pinkie is hosting a party to welcome him as a friend.  He needs friendship right now so I think we should give it to him,"  Twilight explained.
"I'll be there," the yellow pegasus replied, "And thanks again Gunnar, for saving us.  I'll go get ready.  Do I go to Sugarcube Corner then?"
"That's what I'm led to believe," Gunnar said with a smile.
"Okay then, I'll see you two later then"
"Thanks Fluttershy, we'll see you later," Twilight said as she hugged her friend.  Then Fluttershy gently closed the door and Twi and Gunnar were on their way again.
"Last stop is Carousel Boutique to see Rarity," Twilight explained to the soldier stallion.
"Shes the fashion loving unicorn right?" Gunnar asked.
"Yeah, you could say she has a 'passion for fashion' actually."
They laughed together at the silly little rhyme as they arrived.
Twilight knocked on the door and they hear somepony say, "Be down in a minuuuuute," saying the last word in a singsong way.  A few moments later, they heard hoofsteps and the door opened to reveal the white unicorn mare Rarity.
"Twilight, to what do I owe this pleasure?" Rarity smiled and hugged her friend.
Twilight held the hug for a few more moments before letting go as she responded, "Pinkie is hosting a party to welcome Gunnar as our new friend and thank him for saving us when we were investigating the Infinity crash."
"Oh how delightful!" Rarity beamed, "I'd love to attend, especially if it's for a stallion as honorable as you Gunnar.  I'm sure you've heard this several times by now but thank you for saving Twilight.  I owe you more than thanks for that."
"heh, it was no problem, really.  I was doing my job and protecting a friend after all," he replied sheepishly and modestly as he rubbed the back of his head.
"Oh pish posh, heroics like that deserve high praise.  You have my admiration and friendship without a doubt.  I'll be sure to make you a nice outfit to match your career as well," she mused.
"Oh you don't have to do that, It's quite alright," Gunnar tried to turn her offer down politely.
"Nonsense, I won't take no for an answer.  I'll have it ready for you in an hour or two before the party, free of charge," Rarity insisted.
"Well I....," he began to protest, but he saw that she just wasn't gonna let him go unrewarded for his actions and thought better of it.  "Okay.  Thank you Rarity.  That's very generous of you."
"You're very welcome dear, and please to tell me honestly what you think of it once you've tried it on."
"Will do, and... thank you... you, Twilight, and the others are very kindhearted and honorable indeed."
Twilight and Rarity both smiled at his compliment, causing him to blush a bit and look away nervously.
"We should probably get going Rarity, thanks for your time," Twilight hugged the white unicorn once more before turning to leave.
"Think nothing of it dear.  I'm your friend and I'm here if you need me.  What are friends for after all?" Rarity said with a smile, "Take care!"
"We will," Gunnar and Twilight said simultaneously as they left, the synchronization causing them to blush and fall into a nervous silence.
After a couple minutes as they headed towards the Library, Gunnar cleared his throat to speak, still nervous though.
"Uh... T-Twilight, I wanna say thanks again... for all of this.  It's been too long since I felt hope like this... It means so much to me," he said without looking up, feeling kinda bad that hes getting all this good treatment because of a defensive kill.  Twilight saw this and couldn't help frowning.
"Hey, don't feel bad.  You saved my life and those of my friends.  We owe you everything.  Don't feel bad about what you did to protect us.  It had to be done, I realize that.  I may not like how it had to be done... but I'm very grateful that you took up the courage and initiative to do it.  Not many other ponies can say the same for themselves," she explained, trying to console him, "It takes alot of strength and courage to face a danger like that too.  You risked your life and even took a hit, trying to protect me.  It's the least I could do."
He sighed, then smiled and nodded at her words, sincere appreciation obvious in his eyes.
She then looked at the mark on the stallion's back where the energy sword had barely cut into his skin beneath his coat.  She frowned.  "Does it hurt....?" she asked, somewhat knowing the answer.
"Unbearably so...." the stallion said as it became obvious that there was suppressed pain in his expression as well.  She didn't know why she hadn't seen that in his expression before now.
"Did you get it treated?"
"Yeah... but there wasn't much pain relief in that treatment..."
Twilight thought for a moment before looking at him.  "I could try to ease the pain for you.  I have some skill in medical magic among other magic types."
"I... a-are you sure?"
She nodded.
He sighed, giving in, the look in her eye just not letting him say no. "Okay... when we get to the Library... you can try..."
They moved in silence until they arrived.  When Twilight closed the door she turned to see him looking at her, waiting. "You ready?"
He nodded.
"Okay, hold still."
Her horn glowed a violet color as she started trying to alleviate his pain.  The mark on his back started glowing the same color and Gunnar cringed some, the pain intensifying for a moment.  Then the pain started to lessen till it was bearable, allowing him to let out a sigh of relief.  Twilight stopped the spell after a moment and breathed heavily, the use of that magic having taken alot of energy out of her.  She received a worried expression from Gunnar, but smiled at him all the same.  He smiled back, knowing she would be fine, then did something unexpected.  He pulled her into a close hug.
"Thank you," he whispered.
Twilight smiled and hugged back.  "You're welcome Gunnar."
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		Party Turned Hellstorm



Canterlot, Equestria; Royal Palace, Celestia's Bedroom Balcony.
The regal princess Celestia thought back on recent developments.  She had recieved news from her star pupil and metaphorical daughter Twilight Sparkle two days ago of Lasky and his crew and the encounter with the Elites.  The Elites threatening her people disturbed her.  But the potential of an extraterrestrial ally in the UNSC brought hope to her heart.  In the letter she had recieved then, Twilight had given vivid details of those horrifying moments when that Elite had its bone crushing grip around her neck.  Reading that part had made Celestia experience shivers down her spine.  When Twilight had detailed how Gunnar had saved her life, the princess felt overwhelming relief and made a note to express her extreme gratitude to the soldier stallion, despite the fact that he had no choice but to kill the enemy, which was not common at the moment for any Equestrian soldier.  What gave Celestia pause however was when Twilight expressed that she was experiencing confusing feelings and emotions around the stallion.  What could Twilight be referring too that was so confusing to the young Element.  Celestia had some idea what it meant, and a sudden warm feeling filled her heart, accompanied by pride in her student.  Something was happening that would make the young student and Defender of Equestria even stronger than ever.
As her sister Luna finished putting the last of the stars in the night sky, a sudden distant blue flash caught her attention.  It wasn't long before smoke started rising from where the flash had occurred  It had come from Ponyville.
==================================================================================
Ponyville, Equestria; Sugarcube Corner
Ten minutes before Celestia sees the flash
Gunnar was enjoying the party with his newfound friends, having the time of his life.  He had danced and conversed, ate treats and even received the gift Rarity had promised: a forest green uniform with a matching beret to wear on his head.  She added a few touches of her own like solid gold buttons.  It was a perfect military uniform.  He had thanked the fashion mare with a hug and a few sincere words of appreciation.  He was outside now, looking up at the stars with a joyful smile on his face.  He was feeling more joy than he had ever felt and it was because he had enough friends to make his life so much more worth living.  Twilight stepped outside to join him.
"How are you feeling?" she asked.
"Happier than I've ever felt before.  I've never had so many friends, much less a party like this.  It's good to have ponies who care about me in my life...." he began to reply, "ponies i can care about in return.  My life is more worth living than it has ever been before.  I'm sitting out here thinking about how thankful i am for these blessings... and its all thanks to you Twilight."  He looked at her with a sincere and grateful smile that made her blush a bit, and she blushed even more when he hugged her.  "Thank you so much.... for everything," he whispered before letting go.
"Y-you're welcome," Twilight said, surprised, but extremely happy about what she had done for him.  She couldn't begin to imagine how much this must really mean to him, and how she had played such a major role in it only made her feel even better.  She had done right.  She knew Celestia would be proud of her, and more importantly, she knew she had gained a valuable friend.  She smiled and leaned against him as they watched the night sky.
"Rainbow, look," Fluttershy whispered to her oldest friend, pointing out the front door at Gunnar and Twilight.
Even the cocky, competitive athlete couldn't help but smile at that sight.
It had been only five minute before a glowing blue glob caught Gunnar's eye as it flew towards them.  His mind went into overdrive and he realized what was about to happen only seconds before it was too late.  He grabbed Twilight and pulled her inside, falling on the floor with her and kicking the door shut just as the glob landed right where they were.  The explosion came a few short seconds later, small puffs of plasma and smoke seeping through the cracks around the door and scorching the outside of the walls and the door itself.  All the girls turned their attention to Twilight, Gunnar, and the door they had heard the loud explosion on the other side of.
"BUCK!!!" Gunnar yelled out, "Pinkie is there a back way out!?"
The pink mare quickly nodded.
"Alright i need everypony t..." he started to stay before he heard a loud bang on the door and panicked screams of ponies out in the village.  He quickly pulled Twilight to her hooves and led everypony towards the back.  But before they could get out of sight, the door came off its hinges to reveal an angry elite in crimson/orange armor, wielding the all too familiar two pronged energy blade.  "Everypony behind me," Gunnar said with calm determination in his voice and expression as he stepped forward to face this enemy.  Without his armor though... it was likely he would die.  But at least he could slow it down.  He charged out, unleashing two bolts of concussive magic force at the elite, the first knocking the blade from the creature's hand, the second making it stagger.  He headbutted it, making it stagger more but only for a second.  It came too and lay down a downward punch on Gunnar's head that forced the stallion into the ground harshly.
"GUNNAR!!!" Twilight cried out, worry dominating her features.
The elite picked him up before he could recover and tossed him into a nearby table, breaking the furniture and injuring the stallion further.  This elite was after him alone.  The elite picked up the fallen energy sword and the mares watched in horror as the elite got ready for the downswing to end Gunnar's life.  It didn't expect him to recover quickly enough to use his hind legs and kick the creature off.  He rolled over, stood up, and bucked the alien in the face, knocking it down and sending the energy sword clattering away.  Gunnar was angry now and approached the Elite.  Using magic to keep it down with concussive blasts.  "You come in here, throwing an explosive at me and my friends, kicking down the door, trying to kill me and scaring my friends, AND YOU EXPECT ME TO LET YOU GET AWAY WITH IT THAT EASILY!?!?" The stallion yelled.  The response was a large alien foot to the face that send Gunnar into the wall and knocked him unconscious.
"LEAVE HIM ALONE!!!" Twilight cried out, fearful determination on her face.
Before the elite could deliver the downswing after picking up his energy sword.  An unseen force stopped the blade short of Gunnar's neck.  It saw a purple aura around the blade and handle of the weapon, and then looked to see the same aura around Twilight's horn.  The mare was had fear in her expression sure, but there was no small amount of anger either.  She threw the elite clear across the room with her magic and slammed it on the wall.  Causing it to stagger.  Gunnar lost all signs of consciousness after that, causing the fear in the others' hearts to double.
Just then, a brilliant flash of white light blinded everyone, including the elite, for a second.  Standing there in the middle of the room, where the flash had occured, was none other than the land's beloved Princess Celestia, staring at the Elite with a menacing look of distaste.
"You have threatened my subjects for the last time.  I have informed the UNSC Infinity of your activities here.  Did you think we were unaware of your little ploy?"  She seethed as she held the elite too the wall Twilight had slammed him against earlier, using her more powerful alicorn magic.
The Elite let out an evil guttural chuckle.  "To ally yourselves with the human's is to invite the doom of your race," It said in practiced but imperfect English, "I am Ragas, servant of the Sangheili house R'aggamee, servant of the Didact's hand, and herald of the Gods.  I am Covenant Zealot.  You are nothing."
Celestia only smirked, "Empty words for a being part of a doomed faction.  The humans already have you beaten and yet you fight on for a lost cause in the name of false gods."
"BLASPHEMY!  You shall perish a HERITIC'S DEATH!!!"
"You fail to understand.  Your terror attack on this village is being repelled as we speak.  We are aware of the weak state of your forces.  Lasky told us everything.  You are the "Heritics" for believing in false prophecies and using them as a means to justify the murder of innocents.  Now you will pay for your crimes."
With that, Celestia threw him out through the front wall of the building.  Ragas tried to move after he landed in the street, but he couldn't.  Celestia was in the air, outside the gingerbread house style sweets shop and glaring down at the menacing elite.  All around him, Ragas saw Pelican Dropships leaving behind Scorpion Tanks and Warthogs with compliments of Marines and ODST's.  One Pelican in particular caught his eye when he saw Spartans in blue armor step out of it.  They walked over and put binders on the elite's wrists with Celestia's aid, then knocked the elite out to reduce his ability to resist to nil.
"Thank you for coming Fireteam Majestic.  I'm glad to see my message got through." Celestia said.
"We are too your highness.  This particular elite is a troublesome splitjaw that needs to be put in his place along with his superiors.  I guess we can both call this a double win.  Criminal elite caught, and the enemy advance blocked," DeMarco chuckled.
"Indeed."  Celestia watched as the UNSC soldiers pushed the Covenant back into Everfree Forest.
"They have a compound in that forest according to the sensors on Infinity.  Roland ran a sensor sweep soon as your message arrived and Lasky read it out loud.  Still not used to magic based letter deliveries but, it was helpful all the same."
"What will you do with this one?"
"Put him behind bars in Infinity's brig and interrogate the splitjaw bastard.  Lasky also wants to speak with you."  With that, DeMarco put down a small device and when it activated, a lit up holographic image of Lasky appeared, looking at the Princess.
"Captain Lasky, a pleasure."
"The pleasure is mine Princess Celestia," the captain said with a respectful bow, "Unfortunately, the pleasantries are gonna have to wait.  We've managed to push the Covenant back into the Everfree Forest but they will be back.  I've ordered Broadsword Fighter squadrons to make scouting runs but I'm not letting them drop explosive ordinance without your permission.  I'd rather not risk a forest fire.  The enemy forces are currently scattered and will probably fall back to regroup over the next couple weeks.  We've picked up a growing compound in there so we're gonna have to ask for some help.  Is Gunnar in good enough shape to accompany Majestic for an op?"
"I'm afraid not.  The Elite Ragas injured him severely before I arrived.  But he gave the creature quite the thrashing before going down.  He should be fine in about a week though as far as i could tell... im not sure."
"We can postpone the op till then.  This needs to be a joint operation for a good number of reasons, primarily to scare the covenant and hopefully make them think twice about attacking two allied forces.  Make sense?"
"Perfect sense."
"Glad you agree," the captain said with a smile, "We'll await word for when Gunnar is combat ready.  I'll have my troops patrol the borders of the Everfree in the meantime.  I probably don't have to suggest this, but you should probably get to comforting your subjects now that this is in the open.  We don't want a panic."
"Understood on all counts.  I'll keep you informed.  Be careful Captain.  It seems the Covenant are growing bold."
"I'll keep that in mind.  Thanks Princess.  We'll send forces to provide security for Canterlot as well.  Nothing major, just a couple other spartan fireteams.  I don't want to start an occupation here."
"I understand completely Thomas, and thank you for your help.  I'll notify my subjects right away."
Lasky bowed his head in respect and gave a salute before his hologram disappeared.
"We've been assigned to your command Princess," DeMarco informed her, "Awaiting orders."
"Would you be so kind as to watch over the Elements of Harmony and their keepers then?" Celestia asked, gesturing to the Six mares standing outside and gawking at the power of the UNSC's military strength.  They were extra surprised when a Mantis walker trundled by, unleashing a volley of explosive rockets into one of the alien vehicles near Everfree's border.
"Yes ma'am.  We'll protect them as long as necessary." DeMarco bowed his head, then smirked, "We'll be sure to give the splitjaws your regards if they come knocking."
"I would expect nothing less of soldiers of your caliber." Celestia smiled, "You have my thanks, and my blessing."
She turned to Twilight and her friends. "Twilight, given recent events and the circumstances... I'm placing Gunnarmain under your care," she informed her pupil, "Can i count on you to keep him in good health?"
At first Twilight was shocked, but then she smiled and nodded, responding by saying, "Yes Princess.... and... thank you..." A soft smile graced her features before she looked at Fireteam Majestic, then at her friends.  Each nodded to her in turn, her friends' determined expressions apparent since they weren't wearing helmets.  But, she knew Majestic was just as determined as she and her friends were.  Then remembrance dawned on her, Gunnar was still critically injured and unconscious inside the shop.  Without a seconds thought she bolted back inside and galloped over to Gunnar.  The sight of how broken he looked broke her heart.  He was battered and bruised, his coat and mane were messed up, and there was blood coming from his nose and a cut on his head.  He was barely breathing.  She knew what she had to do though.  Her horn glowed with the familiar violet aura and soon the same aura surrounded Gunnar.  His cut healed, his nose stopped bleeding, most of his bruises were gone... while the pain and injuries were partly healed, she couldn't help him all the way in one go without exhausting herself, but she did not care.  She didn't know what pushed her but she pressed on, all bruises vanished and finally, Gunnar was breathing normally again.
Twilight broke the spell just in time to keep herself from passing out.  Her breathing was ragged and heavy now.  But the sight of Gunnar's pain mostly alleviated warmed her heart and made her smile, despite her near exhaustion.  Majestic and her friends were at the door, watching.
"Why would she exhaust herself like that for him...?" Rarity wondered quietly whispering to the others.
"It's not obvious by now.... she feels something for him," Rainbow whispered back.
"If so.... she has good reason too by now.... he's done nothing but protect her and us at the risk of his own life despite all odds.  I can think of nopony better for her," Rarity whispered.
The other's nodded in agreement.  Majestic looked at each other after nodding in agreement to Rarity's statement, then nodded to each other.  It was time to get outside and help mop up the last of the Covenant.  They stepped out.  Soon after, gunshots and plasma discharges were heard at sporadic intervals as they located and cleared out any hiding Covies that may remain in the city.
Twilight payed no heed to any of it.  She willed herself to pick Gunnar up on her back and carry him home, back to the Library.  She noticed a broken leg on him so she was careful not to irritate that wound.  The girls followed her without a word or moment's hesitation.
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		Aftermath and Revelations



Celestia was outside giving a speech to the subjects of Ponyville, apologizing for the initial secrecy of the situation, and giving every detail.  The human's were victims of the Covenant's merciless assault.  Forced to make a controlled crash landing in Equestria.  The details included stated that the Human's were victims of a genocidal campaign that nearly wiped them out as well, also at the hands of the Covenant.  The Human's had vowed to provide every bit of assistance that they could to wipe out the forces that threatened Equestria's citizens with genocide.  After today's display, the ponies of Ponyville were humbled by how it seemed the humans easily could repel the Covenant in a number of ways.  The panic level died down almost instantly as the the entire truth came out, given by the most trusted and beloved ruler in Equestrian history.  Peace returned to the city almost overnight.  The human's actions had ensured that there were NO casualties whatsoever among the civilian population in the city.  And that was that.  As quickly as it had began, unbelievably enough, the battle was over.  The Covenant was overwhelmed by Spartans, Scorpion Tanks, and what seemed to be a superior air force for the UNSC at the moment.  And with the orientation and overall range of the Infinity's Mac Guns, the Covenant would be foolish to put a ship in low orbit anywhere near any of the cities south of Infinity's location.  For now, it was a stalemate.
Come the third morning since the battle, Twilight was up early and pacing.  Her thoughts ran wild now.
What are these feelings I have when I'm around him?
Come on. Is it not obvious?
But how, so quickly, so soon after i met him
You met him before when he first moved to town, just briefly.  You were kinda quick to judge back then.
How could i have been so foolish?
The past is the past.  What matter's is the now. Think about it, how did these feelings begin to emerge.
I saw an unbelievable amount of honor and kindness in his heart.  I felt pity when i saw the sadness in his eyes.  He saved the lives of me and my friends two times now at the risk of his own.  Nearly died the second time just to keep that monster away from me and my friends.  He has an unbelievable sense of duty.
Now list the flaws.
He always blames himself for a lot of things.  He has a past that haunts him and makes him less social.  I'm not really sure if he'll forgive himself for losing to that beast back at the shop.
But does the good outweigh the bad?
Yes....
Does he want to be your friend?
Yes.
Do you believe there is a chance he may even have feelings for you?
Maybe.
Do you love him?
She paused for what seemed like an eternity as soon as that question popped up in her mind... she pondered it for the longest time, weighing, wondering, analyzing... but when it came down two it...
I... I do love him....
She sat down as this revelation threw her mind into overload and she clenched her eyes shut.
How could he love me back though?  I'm just a simple scholarly unicorn.
You're the Element of Magic for one thing.  You were the catalyst that brought friendship to him when just in time to keep him from breaking.  You were the one that made it possible for him to be happy again.  You gave him hope.  You eased his pain..... YOU SAVED HIS LIFE!
That sealed it.  That removed a lot of doubt from her mind.  Her eyes opened as realization dawned on her.  Somehow, they matched, Gunnar and her.  Her thoughts were cut off though.  She heard a cry of pain from the guest room.  Her heart raced as she realized who's voice it was: Gunnar.
====================================================================================
He writhed in his sleep as the nightmare played in his mind again and again.  In the snow, had he failed... Twilight's neck would have been snapped or she would have been eviscerated by an energy sword.  In the shop, the battle played out again and again as he saw himself tossed around by Ragas.  He experienced his death at the Elite's hands again and again, slow, agonizing death.  Then he saw it turn on her... the mare who saved him from a life of doubt and emptiness... and kill her...
His eyes snapped open as he let open a pained scream and shot up into a sitting position.  He breathed heavily as his mind raced a thousand miles a second.
Get yourself together Gunnar, it was a nightmare.
It was a bucking horrid one.
Were any of the nightmares you've had any better?
ACTUALLY, BUCK YEAH THEY WERE, THEY DIDN'T INVOLVE THOSE THINGS TILL NOW!
Point taken.
But why the fear, why fear for her, was it the emotions running through him?
Think about it.  You've seen other ponies deal with emotions like these.  What else could it be?
But....
Don't deny it, she's special to you.
Y-yes.....
There you go, and how is she so special?
When i was alone.... she appeared.... an angel in the darkness lighting the way....
And?
She showed me friendship when I had almost none left, save my distant brother in bond and his marefriend.  I almost never get to see them anymore though.
Your orders, your station, your base of operations are here in Ponyville.  You didn't have a choice.
I know....
But now look, you've gotten into one wild adventure.  Plus, now there is a mare trying to save your sanity and give you the hope you lost all those years ago and more.  Of course you have feelings for her.
Are you implying that....?
Yes, that's what I'm implying, what else could it be?  You saved her life twice, have an incredible sense of honor and duty.  Also, look at yourself.  Do you see yourself as one to let her or any other innocent pony get hurt?
No....
You see?  You faced odds nopony else would have to protect them.  Risked your life.  Enough doubt, of course she sees you as more than a friend by now.
So soon?
Successful relationships have gotten started faster.
You have a point there.
And she went out of her way to give you friendship, then risked herself to keep that Elite from slicing your throat with that energy blade before you passed out.  You know you saw that before you lost consciousness.
I... *sigh* yeah i did.
And these feelings you get around her are now stronger for it no doubt, hence your specific fear for her well being.
And?
And my point is that you love her.
......
Don't give me that silence, you know you do, stop denying it.
Hey i don't want her to get hurt in a relationship with me, I'm a soldier, my duty is to protect the entirety of Ponykind and our allies.
Geez, listen to your bucking self.  You say that as if soldiers and sentient beings are two different things.  You aren't a machine.  Those Spartans aren't, they show emotions and respond to social stimuli normally.  You are a sentient being just like them because you respond in a similar manner.  Soldiers ARE sentient.  To deny that is to deny you ever existed.
I lost my existence as a colt...
Then why do you still have emotions?
.....
Nothing to deny it?
.....
You're a living breathing stallion with emotions like everypony else.  So don't give me that nonexistence crap.
But I....
NO BUTS!!! Stop denying it.  You're a living being, you've started loving a mare who cares about you.  Start acting like the soldier you are and toughen up.  NOTHING IS SUPPOSED TO STOP YOU!  Not even doubt.
I suppose....
No, YOU KNOW!  so shut the buck up and act like a living being, not some stuck up, emotionless ass.  Save being a hardass for when you're protecting yourself and others from the badguys.
I....
Well?
Okay.
Now when you find the moment, you tell her the truth.
Alright.
His mind came to that final resolution in less than ten seconds, working on overdrive.  Buck he was even starting to wonder if maybe the trainer's back at boot camp augmented his brain without him knowing.  His thought's were interrupted when a worried Twilight burst through the guest room door.
"GUNNAR!" she cried, "Are you okay!? I heard you cry out!"
"I-I'm fine," he muttered, "Just a nightmare."
You gonna bucking tell her or what?
She trotted over, placed a hoof under his chin and lifted his gaze to meet hers.  Her eyes were full of worry and concern.
"Twilight...." He couldn't take his gaze from her.  It was like she had him locked in place and was studying him.  But her horn wasn't even glowing!
She saw the conflict and uncertainty in his eyes.  Her worry for him only heightened by this.  She wanted to do something to comfort him... she also wanted to tell him how she felt... but she couldn't find the words.  As the sorrow and uncertainty in his eyes grew stronger, it clicked.  She pulled him into a firm hug and started finding words to comfort him.
"Gunnar... I won't pretend to know what you're going through.... but i want you to know that i care.  I'm here for you, no matter what.  When you need to talk to somepony or just need comfort.... I'll do the best i can," she was almost pouring her heart out... almost.
Her words were enough, he had no doubts... he knew now was the time to say it.
He broke the hug but kept his hooves on her shoulders as he looked into her eyes.
"Twilight... In the very short time I've known you... You've been nothing less than the kindest and most understanding pony I've met.  When i needed a friend and felt alone.... you came along to make things better.  You were the catalyst that brought hope back to me," He started to say.  Twilight blushed and looked away, but Gunnar gently placed a hoof under her chin and guided her gaze back.  He gave her a smile.  "Not only that... I saw what you did back at Sugarcube Corner.... before i lost consciousness... I saw the Elite about to kill me... I saw my life flash before my eyes... I felt death about to pull me away from the world... but it never happened.  I opened my eyes.... I saw you saving my life like i had saved yours."
Twilight couldn't believe here ears.  She didn't know how, but she somehow knew what he was building up to.  She just didn't know whether or not to believe it yet.... Then it came.
"I guess what I'm trying to say is.... I love you Twilight."
BOOM, all her doubts exploded out of existence and the remains were washed away by overwhelming feelings of relief, joy...., and love.  She wrapped her forelegs around his neck and kissed him.
Gunnar's eyes shot wide open.
Told ya, you stubborn soldier.  Is your conscience ever wrong?
He looked at her in surprise when she pulled away.  Both of them were blushing intensely and neither knew what to say for a while.
Then he asked her a question that was still killing him, causing doubt to try and gnaw its way back in.  "You... you share my feelings?"
Her response blew that doubt out of existence.
"Gunnar... you have an unbelievable sense of honor and duty.... you saved my life and those of my friends TWICE.  You valued my friendship and gave me your trust.  I'm pretty sure you were gambling with your emotions there when you did."
He blushed and looked a little guilty.  He knew she was right.
"I know there are ponies out there who have to gamble like that all the time.... I won't hold it against you if that's what you're thinking.  But you gave me your trust, became friends with me and the others... and now... here you are... admitting that you love me... and the truth is..." she looked into his eyes, "I love you too."
That did it... that blew everything away, all doubt, all fear, all of the hopelessness that had dominated the majority of his life.  All of it whisked away with those four words.... those four simple words.
The fear, the sorrow, the hopelessness in his eyes just vanished right in front of her.  He smiled at her and was on the verge of joyful tears even.  Then, he kissed her, and she kissed back.  They both wished that moment could last forever.  Their bond became permanent.
Downstairs, Spike heard a rattling in the chest containing the Element's.  He opened it to see what was up just in time to see Twilight's tiara unleash a wave of powerful energy.  He looked upstairs, knowing it was tied to her.... then it clicked.... and he smiled.
=========================================================================
Canterlot, Equestria; Canterlot Palace, Celestia's Bedroom Balcony.
Luna, Princess of the Night, was sitting there with her sister when she perked up, sensing a powerful surge of magic.
Celestia noticed this and looked at her younger sister.  "You feel it too?" she asked.
Luna nodded. "It felt like a powerful wave of harmonious energy.... w-what could it mean?" Luna wondered.
Celestia gave her a smile and said, "I think I know," before looking towards Ponyville, just in time to see a bright Violet light dissipate down there.
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		Newfound Love and a Newfound Power



Not ten minutes ago, Twilight experienced something she thought she never would.  She felt the wonderful emotions hit her like a tidal wave.  She felt more alive than ever before.  Ten minutes ago, she felt her world change forever in an amazing way.  That one kiss, that one moment between her and the one she loved, made her feel a strength she could not comprehend.  And it continued to invigorate her even as she finished replacing the cast for Gunnar's broken leg.
He smiled at her, not needing to say anything.  His expression said it all.  Gunnar loved her, nothing would change that.
She hugged him, holding him close, nuzzling into his neck.  She never wanted to let go.
Their attention was drawn when a bright flash of white light overpowered everything downstairs and the light shined through the door.  Then they heard the voice of Spike speaking before another familiar and regal voice replied.  Only one alicorn had a voice like that: Celestia.
Twilight helped Gunnar stand up and keep pressure off his broken leg.  They went downstairs together to see not only Celestia, but Luna as well downstairs.
"Hello my beloved student," Celestia said with a smile and an almost motherly giggle.
"Celestia?  Luna?  Wha... What brings you here?" Twilight asked curiously.
"I figured you knew," Luna said with a giggle of her own.
"Huh?" both Twilight and Gunnar wondered out loud.
"It would seem your Element of Harmony gave your feelings away," Celestia said with a knowing smile on her face.
"Your tiara let out a huge flash of energy while you were up there," Spike added.
"My sister and I felt the magical forces from Canterlot," Luna said.
Twilight gently sat Gunnar down on the steps before opening the Element case.  When she did, she saw the crystal star of her tiara glowing with a new power she had never seen before.
"It would seem something supplemented its power," Celestia said before looking to Gunnar.
"Wait, are you implying I did that?" the soldier stallion asked, bewildered.
"If so, it appears there were unforeseen benefits of having my student watch over you," the Princess of the Sun stated.
"How?" both Gunnar and Twilight asked at the same time.
"It powered your brother and your sister-in-law's ability to end a Changeling assault," Luna said with another giggle.
Twilight and Gunnar both blushed when they realized what she was saying.
Spike laughed, "WOW, IT IS TRUE!!!"
The two only blushed brighter.
"We know you love each other at this point, and it would seem that those feelings are very real.  Your Element has grown more powerful as a result Twilight Sparkle," Celestia said.
"Whoa...." Gunnar said, now bewildered.  But then he looked at Twilight after a moment of pondering, and he gave her a warm smile.  She saw this and smiled back at him.
Celestia saw this exchange and it only confirmed her rather joyful suspicions.  Things were only gonna get better after this and she knew it.... as long as they managed to repel the threat of the Covenant of course.
================================================================
five hours later
"Sugarcube, what's this about?  What are the Princesses here for?" Applejack asked her purple friend Twilight.
All her friends and Fireteam Majestic were gathered in the Library now.  Princess Celestia, Princess Luna, Twilight Sparkle, Gunnar, and Spike stood next to the chest containing the Elements.
"You should tell them," Celestia said to Gunnar and Twilight, "It's yours to tell."  She smiled and and gave a nod of encouragement to the two.  Luna did the same.
Twilight sighed nervously, blushing intensely, just as much as Gunnar was.
Rainbow and Fluttershy smiled, immediately knowing they were right about those two.
"Um... well... I guess i should show you first..."  Twilight said, and she slowly and reluctantly pulled her tiara out of the element chest to show them what it was doing.  The girls all gasped in wonderment and amazement.  Fireteam Majestic watched and listened curiously.
"Whoa, what happened?" Dash asked out loud, wondering what she was seeing.
"The Elements of Harmony are more powerful now," Twilight said simply.
"How?" Rarity asked.
"Well... Gunnar and I are... well... we...," she was reluctant to say it, but sighed and strengthened her resolve, needing to be honest and upfront with her friends.  "I love him," she said simply as she looked back at them.
"HAHAAAA, YES, I KNEW IT!!!!" Dash yelled out.
"I kinda knew too," Fluttershy giggled.
"How?" Gunnar and Twilight asked in sync YET AGAIN!
"The signs were there.  Despite how short a time it had been, I was certain this was the case when i looked out the door of Sugarcube Corner at you two... you know... a few minutes before that.... THING... attacked us," Rainbow said, "Fluttershy here was the one who pointed it out to me."
Fluttershy simply nodded to confirm this.
"It was... that obvious huh?" Twilight asked, blushing intensely and smiling kinda sheepishly.  Gunnar was just blushing and looking at the ground, avoiding anypony's gaze.
"You weren't exactly all ninja pony about it you two," Dash giggled.  This earned some chuckles from the members of Majestic.
"I, for one, am happy for you two," Thorne said, being the first of his spartan team to speak up.
"Who wouldn't be?" Tedra Grant chuckled.
Twilight couldn't help but smile, although her blush intensified.  She also noticed Gunnar smiling too.
"You know, i have to wonder... could this somehow be a sign that we're gonna be a major part in stopping those ugly aliens called the Covenant?" Dash pondered out loud, surprising everyone being that she was the one who theorized it out loud first.  "What?" she asked when she saw they were all looking at her in total shock and surprise save Majestic and the Princesses.
"She is right," Luna spoke up, "This could be a potential sign of your future involvement in the interstellar conflict that has reached our shores."
"Which is why i must add urgency to your current orders Majestic," Celestia added.
The five Spartans nodded an affirmative to her and said, "Yes Ma'am," in unison.
"What are their orders exactly?" Twilight asked the Princesses out of curiosity.
"To protect the Elements of Harmony and their bearers at all costs," Celestia said with a more serious tone.
"If there's one thing I know about those Covie bastards," Hoya said, "It's that they are some mean and smart motherfuckers.  They will likely learn about you and come looking for a fight."
The ponies all looked at each other with concern.
"Listen, if by chance that this magic stuff is real and their love for each other adds to the power of these Elements," DeMarco said as he gestured to Twilight and Gunnar, "Those Covies are gonna find out, and soon.  We need to be ready.  I'm calling in support from the Infinity."  With that he went outside to use his coms and call in some vehicles and support.
Thorne stepped forward and knelt before the two ponies in love.  "Not only am I happy for you two, but I'm going to provide whatever protection I can to you," he promised them before standing up to address Princess Celestia.  "Ma'am, i respectfully request that I be specifically assigned to protect these two," he stated, making his request crystal clear.
"Then that is your assignment Spartan Gabriel Thorne," Celestia said with a smile and a respectful nod, "I'll be sure to inform your superiors of this noble act."
"Thank you ma'am.  Although it isn't necessary, I am grateful for it all the same."
"I appreciate that," Celestia said with a warm smile before addressing everypony just as DeMarco returned. "I'm afraid my sister and I must take our leave now.  Ensure each other's safety, trust one another, and hold on to hope.  Farewell for now my little ponies.  Farewell for now Fireteam Majestic."  With a brilliant flash of light, she and Luna were gone.
"Weeeelllll, I'd throw a party for you and Twilight but.....," Pinkie pointed to Gunnar's broken leg after she started talking, "Not sure you'd want to with that."
"I'm okay with it," Gunnar said with a smile, "Just won't be doing any fast dancing." He blushed and chuckled.
"What about a slow dance?" Twilight asked him, blushing again, causing him to blush as well, but he smiled at her all the same.
"Yeah, I'd like that," he said before nuzzling her cheek.
"Heh heh, well would ya look at that.  Ahm proud of you Twilight, and mighty happy for the both of you," Applejack said with a sincere expression of pride and joy overtaking her features.  The other ponies and the Spartans all nodded in agreement, indicating that AJ spoke for all of them.  Even Spike hugged Twilight and expressed his happiness for them.
Rainbow looked at the chest containing the Elements.  "You think we could be able to stop this conflict with that power you two created?" she asked.
Twilight and Gunnar looked at each other before nodding an affirmative to the question.
"I hope you're right.  I'm not able to practice for joining the Wonderbolts as much with all this 'restricted airspace' stuff going on."
This caused some chuckling from everyone and everypony in the room.
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		A Night to Remember (Detour Chapter)



Pinkie Pie had already booked the club, set up the party, and sent out the invitations.  The location chosen was Vinyl Scratch's Club in Ponyville.  Vinyl Scratch is a master of the Dubstep musical arts.  Pinkie made double sure that Vinyl would play some slow songs during the party.  She wanted Gunnar to have just as good a time as Twilight and the others, even with his broken leg and all.
Soon, everypony had arrived and the party was underway.  Even Fireteam Majestic attended, and not just to keep their charges safe, but to enjoy themselves as well.  Applejack brought some hard apple cider, family recipe, to liven up the mood and lighten the load of anxiety stemming from the impending operation in the Everfree Forest.
Fast Dubstep music was blaring and Twilight was enjoying some time with her friends at the moment.  Gunnar was in a nearby booth, conversing with the Spartans.
"Out of curiosity more than anything," DeMarco started to ask, "Why did you volunteer for an experimental training program at such a young age Gunnar?"
"I....," He paused, the question bringing back memories... but he pushed aside his hesitance to answer, wanting to be honest with his team for the coming op.  "I'm an orphan," he said plainly, "My parents up and left one day and..... never came back.  I saw a poster detailing that the military were looking for young and able bodies to put to work.  They didn't put the real details of course.  They gave me those when I got there and gave me the option to stay and train, or leave.  Being an orphan with nowhere else to go, but wanting to make a difference, I stayed."
"Noble from the first years of life despite the hardship," Thorne responded, "I admire that about you."
"Thanks Gabriel," Gunnar said with a genuine smile gracing his features.
It was nice to have beings he could call friend and relate to in some degree, even if they were from another world entirely.  The Spartans of Majestic were quickly becoming close friends.  He knew they would have his back in the coming ops, and he would have theirs.
"I'll bet you're wondering what that weapon was that I had back at the Infinity," Gunnar chuckled.
A few of the Spartans nodded as they all chuckled with him.
"On top of being a soldier, my talent is developing and building futuristic technologies.  That weapon you saw was the one that gave me my cutie mark," Gunnar explained, "I named it the Phalanx Plasma DMR.  It fires plasma beams and functions as the weapon of a marksman or markspony.  I had a particular natural ability for archery and later, accurate use of rifles."
"Heck of an upbringing.  Did you design that dropship you came in too?" Hoya asked,
"The Phoenix?  Yeah."
"And here I thought you ponies would be more docile," Madsen chuckled, "no offense."
"None taken.  For the most part, its true, we are mostly docile.  But, there are those of us who aren't afraid to fight for what's right."
"That's part of the reason Lasky and Celestia are carrying out a certain project," Hoya stated.
"What project is that?"
"They're replicating UNSC firearms for use by the bulk of Equestria's military, some vehicles too." Grant explained.
"Sound's like both sides are determined then," Gunnar mused, "The Covenant won't be able to take us down without a serious fight.  How long until Infinity is in the air again?"
"Three months," DeMarco stated sadly, "I'm not sure that's soon enough though.  The Covenant are keeping their distance though since our weapons systems are largely intact.  They don't want to taste defeat from a downed human ship."  He laughed at the last sentence along with everyone and everypony else in the conversation.
"You human's are alright in my book if you ask me," Gunnar stated with a genuine level of respect, "The Covenant had no right to attack your race the way they did."
"All of humanity would like you for saying that," Hoya laughed.
Gunnar smiled and chuckled.
"I think we'll leave the details of the op for tomorrow," DeMarco said to his squad and to Gunnar, "We were gonna explain the plan of action to you today Gunnar but, I've decided to let you enjoy today.  This is a party for you AND Twilight after all."  He chuckled at the last sentence.
"Can you blame him?" Madsen started a joke, "Mare's love the soldier stallions, ladies love the Spartans."
They all laughed heartily at that one.  Twilight looked over and saw Gunnar laughing with the Spartans, identifying with them, he was in his element now.  He had friends, both pony and human, and he was enjoying everyone's and everypony's company.  It warmed her heart to see him so happy.  A couple of the Spartans and Gunnar saw her and waved her over, smiles on their faces.  She happily obliged.  Coming over and sitting next to Gunnar.
"Hey Twilight, enjoying the party?" Gunnar asked with a smile.
"I am.  Are you?" She answered, then asked the stallion.
Gunnar nodded with a genuine joyful smile on his face.  She couldn't help leaning against him and nuzzling into his neck.  He held her close.
"That right there is what I like to see," Grant said ecstatically, "It's a sight like that that tells me that soldiers like us are doing our jobs right, because we're keeping evil at bay so things like this can happen."
"I definitely agree with that," Thorne chuckled.
The two ponies blushed in response, but smiled all the same.
"You know, I'm pretty confident that we'll kick some Covenant ass in the coming op.  They'll never see us coming," Hoya mused with a confident grin.
"I'll drink to that," DeMarco stated.
It wasn't long before a slow song came on.  Twilight and Gunnar excused themselves and headed to the dance floor.  The Spartans could only smile at the sight of the happy couple dancing out there.
"We gonna be keeping an extra close eye on them and making sure they come to no harm?" Thorne asked, already knowing the answer.
"Definitely," the other members of his team answered almost instantly.  He knew they would.  He leaned back, relaxed, and smiled.  There was no way they could fail now with all the recent developments turning the tables in their favor.
"You Spartans enjoying yerselves?" Applejack asked as she came up with a tray with five mugs of hard apple cider.
"I think I speak for the whole team when i say we are," Grant answered with a genuine smile.  The rest of the team nodded an affirmative, confirming her claim.
AJ smiled and served them some drinks as she spoke, "We'll I brought ya'll some drinks to help ya enjoy yerselves more.  Consider it a 'thank ya' for the protection and extra companionship from me and mah friends."
The Spartans thanked her for the kind gesture and gratefully took up their drinks.
"I propose a toast," Thorne said suddenly, which drew the attention of the team and Applejack, "To new friends, new love, and victory to the forces of freedom and justice."
"Here here," the other Spartans said in unison, and they all drank from their mugs.  Applejack smiled at the sight.  No words needed to be said.  New bonds of friendship were rapidly forming.  The Elements of Harmony had become more powerful.  The UNSC and Equestria were quickly becoming tightly bound allies.  Victory against the Covenant was a certainty at the moment.  Nothing could go wrong now.  But, it was still too early to tell just how certain it really was.  The outcome of the upcoming op would tell them.
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		Taking the Fight to The Covenant



Four days later, Gunnar trotted along towards a pair of dual propeller vehicles with turbines beneath each.  Majestic was already set up for the op and waiting for him in the vehicles.  He recognized them as UH-144 Falcons from one of the equipment and vehicle oriented lessons the Spartans had given him with the help of holoprojectors and other display equipment in the UNSC forward base.  The southern edge of town was bustling with activity all around the forward base.  In the past week, human technicians had integrated some tech into Gunnar's armor, including coms, an advanced HUD, and a personal shield generator.  Gunnar welcomed each of these upgrades, except for the shields since they made handling even weapons built for hooves a little more difficult.  He quickly adapted during some training on a makeshift UNSC firing range, using his personal Plasma DMR the whole time.  He stuck to the weapon, but also accepted a gift from the Spartans, an M6S Magnum modified to fit his hooves.  Gunnar was more than grateful for it.  The last modification to his armor was a Hardlight Shield that he could trigger with his mind thanks to neural linkup technology.  Whenever he activated it, a barrier of solid light formed in front of him, which would protect him from attacks that could come from enemies in front of him.  It also provided him another way to batter enemies simply by galloping at them and using it as a battering ram, as he discovered when using it against training turrets that were trying to get him with practice rounds.  Not only did he avoid or block every practice round, he battered the turrets with his shield.
He looked to his right to see a group of curious ponies and fillies watching technicians work on the engine of a Scorpion Tank.  He smiled when he saw three of those techs offer them drinks and chairs, not only letting them stay and watch, but offering means to be comfortable as they did so.  The ponies were more than grateful.
He looked at the camp's HQ structure.  He knew Twilight and her friends would be in there, along with Celestia and Luna.  They would be watching the op through cameras mounted on his helmet and those of the Spartans.  That reminded him to turn it on.  Thorne offered a hand to help Gunnar into the lead Falcon, which he took gratefully with his hoof to be pulled aboard.
"Welcome aboard... 'Spartan' Gunnar," DeMarco said, calling him Spartan as a sign of respect.  The soldier stallion smiled behind his helmet visor and saluted before shaking Majestic leads hand.  He would gladly take orders from him.
He felt the floor of the Falcon shift as both vehicles lifted into the air and started towards Everfree Forest and the Covenant forward base camp.
============================================================
Twilight and her friends stood with the Princesses around a holographic display table that was split too show two holographic displays,  One was of a large Covenant structure.  Celestia was impressed with the architecture the Covies used.  It saddened her that it was being used to wage war against her subjects and the humans and had to be destroyed.
The complex had a large central Citadel structure surrounded by smaller buildings, among them were two resource structures and a shield generator in the back, along with a barracks and vehicle depot up front, the Gravity Lift pad in front of the Citadel door was unlit and the base wasn't directly connected to a Covenant vessel.  There were hovering weapons emplacements in the front and back.  The front two, she identified immediately as the Fuel Rod turrets that had been described to her, the ones in the back were the heavy Needler Turrets for Anti Air.
The other half of the display showed two UH-144 Falcons moving towards the objective at rapid speed in the night.  She noticed her student Twilight eying that half of the display with intense worry dominating her expression.  She was concerned for the stallion she loved, hoping, praying that he would return safely.  Celestia frowned sadly.  It almost shattered her heart to see Twilight like this, but she knew it was for a very valid reason.
"This is Eagle One," a pilot said over the comms, "We're as close as we can get.  Dropping the team off here."
"Copy Eagle One," one of the technicians around the ponies replied, "Drop your payload and remain on station, say confirm."
"Confirmed Eagle Actual, Eagle One out."
The holodisplay was dominated now by the covenant structure and the surrounding area as the Falcons dropped off their passengers: five Spartans and a heavily equipped Stallion Soldier.  The screens above brightened as the priority of the individual team members' visuals increased.
"Eagle Actual, this is Eagle One, boots and hooves are on the ground.  Falling back to a safe distance and remaining on station."
"Confirmed Eagle One, Eagle Actual out."
"Eagle Actual, this is Majestic Lead," DeMarco's voice reported through the comms, "We're on the ground and moving towards the objective.  ETA, 15 mikes.  Engaging night vision."
The screens above turned green as all team members turned on their night vission and the forest terrain ahead of them became much easier to see and navigate.
"Copy that Majestic, remember to protect your VIP and all come home safe, Eagle Actual out."
Twilight kept a keen eye on the screen with Gunnar's name on it.  The motion tracker, his heart rate, ammunition supply, and essential vital signs were all displayed off to the right side.
"Majestic, split up, Thorne, take Gunnar and head east, Madsen, go west with Grant.  Hoya, you're with me."
Six blips appeared on the north side of the holo display, splitting into three pairs, two heading to the west treeline, two headed to the east treeline, and two continuing straight forward towards the north treeline, attempting to surround the base.
Celestia recognized Wraith Tanks and Ghosts from when she was briefed on UNSC and known Covenant Tech patrolling the base.  Her heart sank some, seeing the two Wraiths on patrol, and knowing they could easily eliminate all six members of the team if they weren't careful.  Each Wraith was flanked by two ghosts on each side as they patrolled along the treeline around the base.
Twilight was noticeably disturbed by the sight of the Wraiths and Ghosts as well.  Even her friends and Luna shifted uncomfortably.
"Eagle Actual, Majestic lead, this is Gunnar," the stallion's voice whispered over comms, "We're in position and awaiting orders."
"Eagle Actual, Majestic lead, this is Grant," the Scottish/Irish woman whispered over comms as well, "In position, awaiting orders."
"Eagle Actual, this is Majestic lead," DeMarco spoke up, "Majestic is in position, awaiting your go."
"Op is a go Majestic, good luck.  Eagle Actual out," the technician replied.
"Copy that Eagle Actual, teams two and three, take out those Wraith patrols soon as they pass you, then advance.  Hoya and I will disable the Fuel Rod Turrets."
Soon after, each patrol passed by the teams on the east and west at the same time.  Thorne and Grant sprang from the treeline and immediately boarded and grenade planted their individual Wraith Tanks in the exhaust vents before jumping off to a safe distance onto one ghost each.  Kicking out and killing the occupants everyone and everypony recognized now as Grunts before taking control.  Madsen and Gunnar hit the Grunt occupants of the last two hostile ghosts, silencing the last of the hostile vehicle patrols.  At the same time, Hoya had used a SPNKr Rocket Launcher to disable the fuel rod turrets, allowing DeMarco to sprint 500 meters unhindered and finish them off up close.
The whole scenario unfolded in a matter of 30 seconds and now Covenant Infantry were running out of the Barracks, Citadel, and Vehicle Depot.  The base was alerted, now came the fight.
"Gunnar, Madsen, pop some of those hingeheads!" DeMarco yelled into the comms.
The Stallion and the marksman Spartan complied, easily popping the Elites 'shields with their weapons and dropping some of them with headshots.  DeMarco engaged his liberated Type-1 Energy Sword and clashed with what looked like the base's leader in a rage.  It was an Elite General, obvious from the armor the creature was wearing.
Hoya hopped from the treeline and engaged in close combat with other combatants using his shotgun, quickly dispatching a number of Grunts and what everyone and everypony recognized as Jackals from either briefings or experience.  He even blew the head off an Elite that tried and failed to impale him with an energy sword.
Thorne and Grant used their captured Ghosts to bombard the enemy forces with rapid plasma fire, careful not to hit their teammates.  They got in a few splatter kills too, treating groups of Grunts and Jackals like bowling pins.
Gunnar popped the Elite General in the head a few times, drawing its attention long enough to allow DeMarco to eviscerate the beast with his energy blade.
"Good hit Gunnar!" DeMarco yelled.
Then everyone and everypony saw something that made half the ponies in the forward base panic a bit.  Two pairs of Hunters emerged from the base and targeted the Ghost's with fuel rod beam weapons.  The Spartans in the two ghosts saw the incoming threat and jumped from the ghosts an landed on their feet before the fuel rods blew up the vehicles.  One Hunter engaged DeMarco in close quarters combat, swinging its massive shield and trying to crush the Spartan, failing to hit the nimble target.
Too Twilight's horror, the last Hunter had spotted Gunnar and was getting closer on his screen.
"MY POSITION IS COMPROMISED, I GOTTA MOVE!!!" a panicked Gunnar yelled as he saw the incoming hulking creature, taking vain pot shots at the armored behemoth.
"Hang on Gunnar, I'm coming!" Thorne called.
The Spartan fought his way through Elite, Grunt, and Jackal as he tried to make his way over to Gunnar, who was now barely dodging rage fueled melee attacks from the Hunter.  The creature tried to crush the stallion under its shield, failing to do so as the stallion rolled out of the way.  He dodged again as it swung the fuel rod cannon at him.  He tried to put some shots into the creature's 'skull' but the armor blocked the impacts.  He was almost crushed by the retaliation, but dodged just in time, but just as he stood up, just before Thorne got there, the Hunter swung its shield around hard and it collided with Gunnar, sending the now unconscious stallion colliding with a tree.  The vital signs display on Gunnar's screen spiked then showed gradually dropping vitals.
Twilight watched in horror, tears streaming as the Hunter came forward, about to crush the stallion's skull.  That's when Thorne arrived, tackling the creature with adrenaline fueled and augmented strength and pushing it.
"GET AWAY FROM MY FRIEND YOU BASTARD!" everypony and everyone heard the now enraged Spartan yell at the creature.  The Hunter identified the immediate threat as Thorne and visibly prepared for melee combat.  The other Spartans had dropped one of the other Hunters but were busy with the last two in front of the base.  That left only Thorne to dispatch this Hunter.  He smirked, liking these odds.  He would make this creature pay for hurting his friend.
The Hunter lunged, and the Spartan launched himself into the air, activating active camoflauge and becoming invisible as he flipped through the air and landed behind the Hunter.  The creature turned to try and spot him, but didn't see a faint shimmer pass it by and get behind it.  Then the sound of a Shotgun rang out as Thorne decloaked.  The Hunter dropped when the hot lead embedded itself in its back.  He fired one more time to make sure it stayed dead, then when he was certain, he ran to Gunnar's side.
Twilight saw on Thorne's screen, the condition of the stallion she loved and couldn't look anymore.  She turned away and sobbed.  Her friends approached and tried to comfort her.  Luna and Celestia could only watch, heartbroken by the sight.
"This is Thorne!  Gunnar is alive but we need a Medevac NOW!" the Spartan yelled.
Thorne, this is Eagle One!  I'm en route!"
The Falcon quickly appeared and landed next to them, dodging some shots from the heavy needler turrets in the back of the base, showing the pilot's insane skill.  Thorne grabbed a trama kit from the bulkhead as he pulled the stallion aboard and immediate got to work.  He applied biofoam to Gunnar's wounds and set the damaged bones.  He didn't see the Hunter coming up behind him.
"LOOK OUT SIR!" Eagle One's pilot cried out too late.  The Hunter swung its shield and sent the Spartan flying.  It had broken off from the fight with the other Spartans and charged him with Hoya and DeMarco in hot pursuit.  Just as Thorne lost consciousness, the other two Spartan's dispatched this last remaining Hunter with extreme prejudice.
"Majestic Lead, Eagle Actual, this is Grant!  Charges are set and the base is ready to blow!"
The last two Spartans ran out of the Citadel and past the two dead Hunters laying in front of the base.  Quickly reaching the group around Eagle One.  Hoya and DeMarco were tending to Thorne and Gunnar.  Eagle Two flew in low and fast and landed nearby.  The Spartan's put the wounded Thorne and Gunnar aboard Eagle One's Falcon and DeMarco went with them.  Everyone else boarded Eagle Two's Falcon, and they took off, flying away from the base fast and low.  When they reached a safe distance, DeMarco hit a detonator and orange and blue explosions rocked the Covenant base before it went up in a massive plasma explosion, obliterated.
"Eagle Actual, this is Eagle One.  Mission is complete, two wounded but stabilized.  Have medbay ready.  We're comin' home."
"Copy Eagle One, paramedics are standing by to revive the wounded, confirmed zero friendlies KIA.  We'll be standing by, Eagle Actual out."
Twilight felt a shimmer of hope when she heard that Gunnar could recover.  It was faint.... but it was there.  Celestia put a hoof on her shoulder and gave her a reassuring smile.  Twilight felt a little more confident that he would be okay.  She galloped outside, intent on meeting up with the Falcons as they landed.
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Twilight galloped up as the Falcons landed and DeMarco stepped down.  Paramedics were quick to put Gunnar and Thorne on stretchers.  The Spartan was awake but Gunnar was still out cold.  He was alive though, and breathing thanks to Thorne's actions to save and treat Gunnar.
"Hey Twilight," Thorne said a bit weakly when she trotted up, "I kept Majestic's promise."  He cringed from the pain, but he smiled weakly at her afterward.
"We all saw, me, my friends, and the Princesses...," she said before hugging Thorne, "Thank you for saving him."
"You're welcome,"  Thorne said with a smile, gently hugging back before laying back in the stretcher and being carried away.  Twilight quickly caught up to Gunnar's stretcher as the paramedics carried him to the medical tent.  He still looked like a bloodied mess.  The shield had crushed part of his armor and caused the fragments to create a large gash in his side.  His helmet lay next to him with a cracked visor and the damage that caused was apparent by the bleeding on Gunnar's head.  Thorne had pulled out the armor fragments, set the broken bones, and applied biofoam to the gash to stabilize him just in time.  The sight still broke her heart though.
"You're welcome to accompany into the tent miss," one of the paramedics said, seeing her face as he helped carry Gunnar in.  She nodded and followed.
========================================================
Canterlot, Equestria; Canterlot Palace, Celestia's Bedroom.
Inside her room, Celestia was speaking to Lasky through the holo comms device the UNSC had given her.
"I heard what happened in the op,"  Lasky said solemnly, "I hope Gunnar is okay."
"He's injured, but will recover eventually," Celestia informed him.  The Infinity Captain's face became a bit less solemn, gaining hope from those words.
"We'll I'm glad he's alive.  We'll postpone further operations till everyone and everypony is recovered."
"I'm afraid I won't be letting Gunnar accompany any humans on missions for some time until hes recovered and had some training in dealing with Hunters effectively," Celestia said rather sternly.
"I understand.  I'll have Majestic bring him up to speed once he's fully recovered.  However I'm extremely reluctant to send him in anymore all the same, with or without training.  I'd like to fend off the Covenant without any casualties to you or your subjects."
"He will still insist on operating in the field afterward.  Many ponies still are.  The training your Spartans and soldiers have been giving our military seems to be paying off.  I received word of an incursion near Canterlot.  Ponies and Spartans easily fended them off without casualties," Celestia informed.
"Well that makes me feel somewhat better... hold up... I think I'm getting word of this incursion now myself."
"If you'd like time to review the details, I won't hold you up any longer.  Before you go though, I'd recommend commending Fireteam Majestic for their bravery and self sacrifice to defend my subject in the heat of battle.  Thorne nearly lost his life to keep the Hunters from finishing Gunnar off.  His squadmates then saved him."
"I'll be giving them medals after that ordeal without a doubt, I can promise that.  Thank you for your time Princess," Lasky bowed respectfully before saluting and cutting the transmission.
Celestia let out a solemn sigh.
"You are troubled sister.  I can see it in your eyes,"  Luna stated, "What bothers you?  We have tasted victory this day."
"But at what cost?" Celestia replied in a solemn tone as she turned to her younger sister, "Lives were nearly lost pushing the Covenant back in that mission.  How much longer before we see starships from both the UNSC and the Covenant battling it out above our homeland?"
"If that time comes, we must hold to hope and fight as hard as we can," Luna said with a serious and determined tone, "I for one refuse to let those Covenant aliens come here and destroy our fair home without fighting back.  The same should apply to you sister."
"You're right LuLu.... We will fight for justice against these aliens and we will repel them," Celestia said, using her sister's childhood nickname in the process.  She looked up from the ground at her sister with an expression of newfound hope and determination.  "I know we can win this."
"That's the spirit Tia!" Luna exclaimed with a joyful, hopeful tone and hugged her elder sister.
Celestia smiled and hugged back, enjoying the family moment with her beloved sister.  She looked out beyond the balcony of her bedroom in Canterlot Palace.  She felt she could press on once more and defend her subjects no matter what the Covenant threw at them.  She knew she could do it.  With her beloved sister, her student, and her loyal soldiers at her side, she knew Equestria could make a stand and fight alongside the UNSC to fend off the Covenant, no matter what.
=================================================================
UNSC Forward Base, Ponyville, Equestria; Infirmary Tent, two days after operation
Human Calandar date: 2558
Twilight sat next to Gunnar's bed.  The curtain was closed to offer some semblance of privacy while she kept him company.  He was still unconscious, but healing.  A cast was on the same leg that broke last time.  Other than that, the human doctors had done surprisingly well, quickly identifying and repairing damaged organs and sealing up any remaining wounds.  He had lost alot of blood despite how quickly and efficiently they had worked.  He still looked rather screwed up with his messed up mane and coat and the scars still on his side and back.  It broke her heart to see him like this.  She couldn't help crying now.  The only thing that gave her hope right now was the fact that he was breathing normally again.  Despite that, she kept sobbing.
"Twi.... you okay?" Applejack asked with concern as she stepped in slowly.
"N-no...." was her only reply.
"Well the mission was successful, Gunnar is recoverin' well, and the alliance between pony and human get stronger by the minute.  So why are you cryin' Sugarcube?"
The purple mare looked at Gunnar and cried a little harder through her response. "H-He's still in alot of emotional pain, he looks like he's been to hell and back, and now he's laying here unconscious and injured... and suffering.  It's breaking my heart to see him like this,,,,"  She broke down, leaning on the bed and burying her face in her hooves, tears streaming uncontrolled now.
"Twilight...." AJ sounded almost hopeless as she said the suffering mare's name.  All she could do was gently hug her friend and try to comfort her.  She looked at Gunnar and couldn't help feeling he heart sink as well.  He was almost the picture of death...
A human medic accompanied by a an earth pony mare who could only be one of the local nurses came in and checked Gunnar's condition again, recording the data before the left again.
It was only then that the stallion stirred, finally after two days of waiting, he moved a bit.  Twilight perked up, picking up on the movement.  Could he be waking up?
He nearly died out there, he nearly died protecting me and my friends, he keeps risking putting his life on the line.
What do you expect, he's a solder, and a tough one at that if he's moving so soon after a hit like that.
It's my fault... thoughts of me must have distracted him or something... or maybe i should have been there... I...
How can you blame yourself?  There was nothing you could do out there.  You aren't a soldier.
But he was distracted...
Soldiers are trained to clear their minds before missions and focus on the task at hand.  If he was thinking about you at all out there, it was during the seconds before he lost consciousness.  He'll probably be beating himself up over nearly getting himself killed when he wakes up, you know how he is.
But....
No buts.  You need to strengthen your resolve and BE THERE for him every step of the way as he recovers and even after he has, you stick to his side no matter what.
What do I do though?
That's up to you.
......
Well?
I'm training to fight after this.
Okay no that's too far.
It's my choice and I want to fight at his side no matter what!
You'll only slow him down.
Not if I fight hard and stay strong I wont!
What of your friends?  What of Celestia?
They'll understand.
They'll try to stop you.
I'll make them understand then.
But...
NO BUTS!  I'M DOING THIS AS SOON AS HE'S RECOVERED AND THAT'S THAT!
You're sure about this?
Positive.  I won't be standing by and watching some screen while he risks his life anymore.  I'm gonna fight by his side and help him repel this threat.
The UNSC may not be fond of letting a marked VIP enter the field.
Gunnar is a marked VIP!
Just one, what about two?
I'll make them understand that I'm not letting him go out there without me anymore!
If that's your decision....
It is.
When will you tell him?
After he's recovered.  This is... kinda big news.
You sure that's smart?
It's the best way I can think of.
Then start preparing, you're gonna have alot of training ahead after he's recovered.
No kidding....
Her mind was made up now.  Twilight had decided.  She would join the military so she could fight at Gunnar's side.  AJ looked at her friend when she stopped crying, wondering what the mare was thinking.
"AJ..." she said all of a sudden.
"Yeah Twi?" the farm mare asked, curious what her friend was about to say.
"I've made a decision."
"And what's that sugarcube?"
Twilight sighed, hesitating for a moment, but no longer. "I'm going to train up... He's not going out there without me anymore."
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UNSC Forward Base, Ponyville, Equestria; Infirmary Tent
Human Calandar date: 2558
"YOU'RE GONNA WHAT!?!?" Applejack started with enough volume to make her purple friend cringe.
"I'm joining the armed forces.  I won't let him go out there without help again,"  Twilight answered, the determination in her voice apparent.
"He has them Spartans out there to help him!"
"You see how that turned out right in front of you!  How long before something happens and they can't save him from dying!?"
"And you're gonna put your life on the line to make sure he stays alive!?"
"YES!!"
Applejack stopped, seeing the harsh seriousness in Twilight's angry, violet eyes.
"I refuse to let him go out there without me anymore.  I need to do this.  I couldn't live with myself if he died out there and I knew I could make a difference if I stopped being a coward and went out to fight by his side!  I WON'T LET THIS HAPPEN TO HIM AGAIN!!!"
"But.... you'll die out there.... what about us, your friends?"
"I know you and the others care Applejack.... but I just can't sit by watching him risk his life through a distant screen," she replied solemnly.
"What if Celestia doesn't approve?"
"I'll make her understand!"
"You're real set on this ain't ya Twi?"
"I am."
"Well.... If you need support, you always have your friends here in Ponyville.  You can always count on us Twi."
The unicorn mare smiled softly at her friend now. "Thank you AJ."  She hugged her friend for a moment.  "Let's go tell the others."
================================
Half an hour later
Ponyville, Equestria; outside the UNSC Forward Base.
"SHE'S DOING WHAT!?!?" Celestia yelled out.
"SHE CAN'T DO THAT!!" Rainbow Dash piped out.
"You could die out there!" Fluttershy whimpered.
"You couldn't possibly let her do this Applejack!" Rarity piped up.
Pinkie and Spike were bewildered, and the former whimpered a bit, worried for her friend.
"She has to.  Had you been there when she told me, ya'll would have agreed with me," Applejack replied to them all.
Twilight stood next to her, a determined look in her eye.
"This is too drastic and sudden of a decision to be certain," Celestia stated seriously.
"Oh I'm very certain about this.  I'm not letting those aliens lay another grubby finger on Gunnar if it's the LAST THING I DO!" Twilight blurted out angrily.  All her friends looked at her, bewildered.
"B-but... what about us...?  You can't leave your friends behind...." Pinkie whimpered.
"Pinkie, this is a hard decision for me... but I feel it in my heart that this is the right thing to do..." Twilight admitted more calmly now.
"Are you certain of this my student?" Celestia asked worriedly.
Twilight paused for a moment, closing her eyes and turning her head towards the ground, letting out a sigh and thinking out her answer carefully.  She then looked up with an even stronger determination in her eyes.  "I'm very certain of this.  I can't sit by and let him die out there knowing I could have gone out and done something to help.  Plus... I love him... and I can't let him fight these battle alone.  He's been alone almost all his life.  All he had left till we came along was his distant friend, who was like a brother to him.  Gunnar almost never sees him anymore.  He's fought most of his battles feeling alone and expendable.  Not any more!"
"You're set on this course then?  We can't turn you away?" Celestia asked.
Twilight shook her head.  "This is the best way."
"Then you have my support Twilight," Celestia said, reluctantly, but now somehow certain her student was making the right decision.  "Follow your heart and fight hard.  I know you can do it."  the Princess now had a determined, yet reassuring soft smile on her face.
Twilight's friends all nodded in agreement.
"I'm going too," Rainbow piped up suddenly.
"A-are you sure?" Twilight asked, suddenly surprised by Rainbow's outburst.
"No friend of mine is going to war without my help."
Twilight smiled. "Thank you Rainbow."
"Ahm comin too!" AJ said suddenly, "I know Big Macintosh can watch the family while ahm gone."
"Huh!?" Twilight blurted, surprised by this.
"I ain't scared of no alien menace anymore.  It's time we gave 'em a what for.  It's time for payback."
Fluttershy, Rarity, and Pinkie stared at their friends in bewilderment, but soon smiled.
"We aren't fighters... but we'll do our best to support the war effort from here, hideous as war is," Rarity piped up.
"I have some skill with healing, maybe I can become a nurse at the base here." Fluttershy said gently.
"I'll see about keeping events going at Vinyl's club.  What better way for off duty soldiers to wind down between missions than to PAAAARTAY!!!" Pinkie Pie exclaimed, now enthusiastically.
Twilight had thankful tears of joy in her eyes.  "Th-thank you girls.  I couldn't ask for better friends," she said.  They group hugged.
Celestia smiled gently at the six friends, the six bearers of the Elements of Harmony had strengthened their resolve and their bonds of friendship.  The Covenant wanted to eliminate the UNSC and their allies.  They have another thing coming.  Celestia was even more certain that human and pony would both come out on top now.
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Ponyville, Equestria; Twilight's Library, Two months post military op.
Gunnar screamed out again as the dreams returned, more vivid and dark than ever.  He experienced his death and the death of the mare he loved again and again and again.  Covenant were always the culprits, weather they glassed them with an excavation beam, annihilated them with fuel rods and plasma grenades, shot them up with needlers and plasma rifles, or impaled them with energy swords.  It was the same outcome each time.  His heart and resolve became more shattered with each image.  Fear overtook him.... suddenly he saw Twilight yelling at him
"WAKE UP! WAKE UP GUNNAR!" She yelled.
His eyes shot open and he saw the roof of Twilight's guest room above him.  He looked around and saw the mare he loved sitting there, tears and worry in her eyes.
"Thank Celestia you're awake.... y-you wouldn't stop screaming...." She sobbed.
The stallion frowned at the sight of her tears and sorrow.... the pain HE was causing her.... He grabbed her and pulled her into a close hug.
"I'm sorry Twilight.... I'm so sorry," he started sobbing too, "I'm sorry I keep scaring you... I know I'm no where near perfect.... you deserve better."
"No... you're perfect to me.... I just hate seeing you suffer.  It breaks my heart...." she sniffled as she admitted.
"Twilight... I..." He couldn't find words to respond... he just wanted her to be comforted, to see her smile again.  He just continued to hold her, crying with her... wishing this conflict would finally end.
Eventually the fell asleep in each others' embrace, the tears ran dry and they were tired.  They found solace and comfort in each others' presence and slept in peace.  No more nightmares haunted either of them that night.
============================================================================
Next Morning
Gunnar slowly woke up to find Twilight sleeping in the bed with him, nuzzling into his neck, slumbering peacefully.  He blushed at first, but then remembered why the fell asleep, why they were so tired.  All that crying and worrying and emotional suffering had exhausted them.  He smiled at the now peacefully sleeping mare, glad to see she wasn't suffering the whole time.  He looked back to how she had asked for training along with AJ and Dash, from the military commanders at the base.  The news of that reaching him from their mouths to his ears once he woke up had frightened him, made him worry... but somehow gave him a semblance of hope.  
Everypony was starting to step up to fight of this terrible threat that was the Covenant.  News reached Equestria that Covenant ships had been spotted above the Gryphon Kingdom, Saddle Arabia, and several other distant locations.  They would need all the help they could get to fight off those splitjaw aliens.  The fact that Twilight and her friends had been assigned to him once their flash training was complete made him feel better too.  He was able to pitch in to protect them.  The short two months of training had been rigorous.  The methods used were meant mainly for ODST's and Spartans.  It nearly broke them a few times too.  But they pressed on, cause they knew they had to fight.  They knew what was at stake, and they would pitch in to the best of their abilities.
Twilight stirred in her sleep as sunlight crept through the windows and landed on her face.  She opened her eyes to see Gunnar smiling at her.  She blushed a bit... but then she remembered why they had simply fallen asleep there, how tired they were after letting all their pained tears out.  She frowned for a moment but when she did, Gunnar nuzzled her cheek and had her smiling softly again.  They didn't need to say anything.  They both know that no matter what, they still had each other.  She wasn't about to let the Covenant rip that away.
===============================================================
Canterlot, Equestria; Canterlot Palace, Celestia's Room
Once again, Celestia was speaking with Captain Lasky through the holo comm.  He had good news and bad news for her.
"Lasky, it's good to see you again," She said when he appeared.
"I'm sorry Princess but this isn't for a leisurely chat today.  I have some good news, and then some grim news," He explained.
"Very well, please tell me."
"The good news is that we managed to contact our superiors back home two weeks ago.  The UNSC has deemed fit to send us reinforcements, which are on the way now and will arrive next week."
"You did this without informing me first... but the sound of reinforcements is welcoming.  You knew i would like the sound of that didn't you?"
"Hah, guess I know you too well now," the Captain joked.
"What about the bad news?"
"We detected a large Covenant battle group, or rather, a UNSC patrol a few lightyears away did.  The force consisted of fifty ships including several CCS Battlecruisers and a Supercarrier.  Based on what we know about the speed of Covenant ships in Slipspace, we estimate that they'll arrive only hours after our reinforcements get into position.  The odds look bad too.  I sent word since they outnumber us by thirty ships, but further reinforcements will not be able to get here until AFTER the Covies get here.  Fortunately, they're close enough that we can hold the line and catch the enemy off guard on a second front."
"So.... we could win the battle... or we could lose and the reinforcements would find...."
"Your planet being glassed."
Celestia's heart sank and she shuddered, not for fear of her life, but fear for those of her sister and her subjects.
"Hang on I got some news," Lasky said before he turned away to talk to someone not being displayed on the holoprojector.  "Thank you Roland."  He turned back to Celestia with a huge grin on his face.
"What are you smiling about?" Celestia was surprised now.
"The Infinity will be in working order within the hour.  Expect to see our ship lifting off above the Frozen North soon."
This replaced the fear with hope again.  She had seen the footage, she knew how powerful Infinity was.  To crash through a CCS Battlecruiser and destroy it without getting a scratch was an amazing feat.  She smirked with satisfaction, knowing the Covenant were gonna get it.
"There's a catch ma'am."
That got her attention.
"We don't have life support right now, so we can't leave the atmosphere.  The Covies don't know that right now though so if they see our ship flying around in atmosphere, they may think twice about attacking and hold back.  We can't be certain of that though.  These hingeheads are often fanatical.  The only exception to that expectation in their race is house Vadamee and the other supporting houses of the Sangheili.  They're publicly known as allies to the UNSC, as I'm sure i told you before."
"Would it be possible to call them and request assistance?"
"We could give 'em a call but.... I'm not expecting reinforcements from them since they're still rebuilding.  Still, it's worth a shot.  I'll see what I can do.  Sangheilios is rather close so if they heed our call, we could bolster our numbers before the enemy gets here."
"See that it gets done then please, the more strength we have, the better."
"I'll get to it right away." He bowed respectfully and saluted her, which was becoming his custom farewell for her whenever a call or conversation of this nature ended between them.
She sighed, hoping Twilight was okay, Gunnar too, and her friends.... but she knew Majestic would watch over them.  They had proven to be extremely loyal to humanity's new allies time and again in the past two and a half months.  She hoped they could hold out.  For the sake of the humans (and possibly friendly elites) that would be coming to protect them, and for the sake of her subjects.
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Ponyville, Equestria; Twilight's Library
It has been two days now and the last of Gunnar's injuries are finally healed.  Spartan Thorne had gotten the news and is now at the Library training Gunnar in combating the same creatures that led to his injuries: Hunters.
Twilight payed attention, also needing this training since she would be going into the field with Gunnar.  Spike watched intently throughout the session until Thorne concluded it.
"Remember, agility and reflex are key components to the tactics that allow you to drop a Hunter.  Always shoot for the back where the exposed portion is whenever you can.  Don't go for a headshot, it will just bounce off the helmet," the Spartan finished.
Twilight and Gunnar nodded before thanking their Spartan friend.  Twilight gave the large supersoldier a gentle, friendly hug to put emphasis on how thankful she and Gunnar were for this.
"I'm glad I could help," Thorne mused happily, "I'm still assigned to protect you two specifically and we have free time, so I'm up for whatever you two wanna do."
"A stop by the club sounds nice.  I hope the Apple Family has been keeping the hard apple cider in supply.  I could use a drink to be honest," Gunnar admitted.
"Yeah, I think we could all use some time to relax before we're sent out on some crazy op," Twilight giggled, "Besides, I want to spend more time hanging out with Gunnar."  She nuzzled into his neck as she said that, prompting him to wrap a foreleg around her shoulders and hold her close.  Thorne smiled at the sight.
"Come on you two," the Spartan chuckled, "Let's go hit the club."
=================================================================
Half an hour later
Ponyville, Equestria; Vinyl Scratch's Club.
Spartan Thorne and his two close pony friends Twilight and Gunnar stepped into the club and quickly found a booth.  The bass blared as heavy Dubstep fired up the crowd.  UNSC and Equestrian soldiers off duty were enjoying their time, and no small number of civilians were out among the crowd.  Thorne smiled, glad to see fellow soldiers and workers letting off steam and chilling with their own friends while they could.
"Sup guys!" a white mare with purple tinted lenses in her goggles trotted up to them, "You here for the performance?"
"Uh.. sure I guess," Thorne answered.
"Eh something tells me you're actually surprised to hear about it.  No worries though.  Name's Vinyl scratch by the way."
"You're the club owner?" Gunnar asked, surprised to be meeting her.
"Sure am.  My show starts in a few minutes so you guys just kick back.  I'll send a waiter over soon as I spot one so you can get drinks more quickly."
"Thanks Vinyl," Twilight giggled before leaning against Gunnar.
Vinyl spotted this and grinned.  She didn't say anything though, not wanting to make them uncomfortable.  She waved bye and headed off to the backstage area in the back of the building, making sure to redirect a waiter their way as she did.
Thorne ordered some hard apple cider for the himself and the others and the waiter went to fill their orders.
"So now what?" Gunnar asked.
"Now we kick back, relax, and enjoy the show," Thorne answered.
It wasn't long before the drinks were brought over, and shortly after, Vinyl's Dubstep performance began.  The crowd on the dance floor was goin' nuts, bustin' moves, and all out having fun.  Gunnar had an idea as he watched them and turned to Twilight.
"You wanna dance?" the stallion asked her with a grin on his face.
"Sure," she giggles in response and they head off to the dance floor to join the fun.
Thorne watched them go, keeping an eye on them so as to make sure he can keep up with his assignment, but smiling, enjoying the sight of his friends having a good time.  He wished it had been a bit more like this when he and Majestic were battling Forerunner machines and fanatical Covies on the Forerunner Shield World Requiem.
=================================================================
Frozen North, Equestria; UNSC Infinity.
"We ready to launch?"  Lasky asked his crew after all simulations and tests had been run.
"Ready sir," the LT responded.
"Good to go," another officer reported.
"All stations report ready Captain," Roland said as he appeared on the holodisplay in the center of the Bridge.
At that, Lasky turned to his guest.  The powerful white Alicorn that ruled Equestria.
"You ready to witness our ship in motion?"  Lasky asked with a grin.
Celestia nodded, answering without saying a word.
"Roland, fire off the engines, and have Doctor Glassman run scans as the launch occurs.  We want to make sure everything goes right," The captain ordered.
"Aye Captain."
Moment's later, Infinity shuddered.  Metal groaned for a moment as the ship lifted off the ground, then they were rising higher and higher, till they were just beneath the highest clouds.  Celestia watched in awe as the massive ship moved with ease, maneuvering and now heading towards Canterlot at maximum speed.
"SIR, COVENANT CONTACT TO STERN, CORVETTE, CLOSING FAST!" the sensor station officer called out.
"Good call.  Alright turn 180 degrees to port and face the target.  Order MAC Cannon Fire Control to prep a round for the uninvited guest."
"Aye sir."
The ship lurched slightly as it began turning.
"Covenant contact is turning to flee, looks like they picked up that we aren't helpless anymore.  They realized that after some of their weapons hit our rear shields."
"Didn't even feel the ship shudder from the impact though," Celestia said.
"That's the beauty of massive ships and shield tech," Lasky said, "Bring us around people, this contact isn't escaping us!"
The Infinity finished swinging around and the Covenant Corvette came into view.
"Target aligned sir."
"FIRE PRIMARY WEAPON!"
"Firing."
The ship shuddered more violently and a loud boom was heard, muffled by the thick armor, as a white streak shout out of the Infinity's bow and impacted the target.  The Covenant Ship split in half in an instant, exploding violently as the UNSC once again made a non-verbal declaration of superiority over the Covenant.  The bridge erupted into cheers.  It was good to be back in the fight.  Celestia smiled as the tide turned further in humanity's and ponykind's favor.  She still disapproved of killing, but knew it was necessary to protect her allies and her subjects.  The joy still outweighed the sorrow as she witnessed the enemy ship crumble as it crashed into the mountains and fell under a short bombardment from Infinity to ensure no survivors.  The Covenant ship was no more, and no longer a threat to Equestria.  One less enemy asset to worry about.
Lasky was smiling too.  The Infinity was once again ready for war.

			Author's Notes: 
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DeMarco: We goin to war again?
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		Stalemate Shattered



Orbit above world, named Equinia; Joint Operations Fleet
A fleet of vessels of all kinds were now in orbit around the world Fleetcom had recently dubbed Equinia.  Below the fleet in their geosynchronus orbit was the country of Equestria.  As Lasky had hopped, the first to arrive were the Arbiter's forces led by his flagship, the CAS Class Assault Carrier, Shadow of Intent.  Soon after, after a little bit of confusion that had resulted in no casualties, the first human reinforcements had arrived.  Bringing the total of allied ships in orbit to thirty five.  The human fleet contained two Mako-class Corvettes.  There were also five UNSC Frigates of varying classes including two Paris-class Heavy Frigates, one Strident-class Heavy Frigate, a Charon-class Light Frigate, and one Stalwart-class Light Frigate.  Two Gorgon-class Heavy Destroyer's also accompanied the fleet along with five Halcyon-class Light Cruisers, five Marathon-class Heavy Cruisers, and the Valiant-class Super Heavy Cruiser, UNSC Herald of Justice acting as the flagship.  The UNSC orbital fleet around Equinia came to a total of twenty ships, excluding the presence of the Infinity until she has life support again and can leave atmosphere once more.
The Arbiter, or Thel Vadamee, accompanied by Shipmaster R'tas Vadamee on the flagship called Shadow of Intent, led fourteen other vessels.  Among this fleet was a CSO-class Supercarrier. There were also two DDS-class Carriers, two CRS-class Light Cruisers, three CCS-class Battlecruisers, and five CPV-class Heavy Destroyers.  Finally, there was one experimental Covenant Supercruiser, unclassified and three times the size of a CCS-class Battlecruiser.  The only other time in recorded history that this ship was seen was in the Fall of Reach during the Human-Covenant war where the vessel acted as a secondary flagship in the Fleet of Particular Justice.  Fifteen ships total had arrived with the Arbiter's forces, bringing allied numbers and firepower to nearly equal that of the enemy.
The enemy fleet arrived soon after just at the time predicted by UNSC intelligence, only hours after UNSC forces arrived.  The enemy fleet consisted of three CAS-class Assault Carriers, a CSO-class Supercarrier, an Experimental Covenant Supercruiser, fifteen CRS-class Light Cruisers, ten CCS-class Battlecruisers, and twenty CPV-class Heavy Destroyers.
The only thing that stopped them was the fact that their allies holding in the atmosphere of Equinia had all been destroyed by Infinity before they could arrive, all but one: the Covenant CAS-class Assault Carrier Shadow of Remorse, captained by Tanar R'aggamee.  This brought the enemy ship count to a total of fifty one.
For the next few days, a stalemate ensued, neither side firing at each other.  But as soon as the Covenant ships detected further UNSC reinforcements coming up behind them at the edge of their sensors, chaos ensued.  The stalemate broke, fighters launched, and ships started lighting each other up as MAC rounds, Shiva Nukes, Archer Missiles, Plasma Torpedoes, and Particle Beams tore through the space between the two fleets.  Human ships had fortunately had shield technology implemented into them after the Human-Covenant war, a gift from House Vadamee.  This permitted them to last longer and fight harder against the opposing Covenant fleet alongside their Elite Allies.
Eventually, the Shadow of Intent and the Shadow of Remorse were squaring off and pounding at each other, retreating when shields were about to go down and returning to the fray only to continue the stalemate battle after shields recharged.
Weapons systems on all friendly ships worked overtime to keep the pressure on the Covies.  Shields flared with impacts and fighters engaged in dogfights between the two fleets.  The only thing keeping the humans from firing on their elite allies were the transmitted IFF signatures and the marine green starship paint that covered Arbiter's smaller vessels, fighters, and dropships.  It was enough to keep the confusion out of the way and keep the enemy at bay.  But things were starting to look grim when both of the UNSC Corvettes and one of the Paris-class Heavy Frigates gave out and exploded violently.  If something wasn't done soon, they wouldn't survive the remaining twenty four hours before the reinforcements arrived or Infinity could brake atmo and join the fray.
===========================================================
UNSC Infinity, hovering several miles above Canterlot, Equestria.
Two hours into the battle.
"Thank you for coming everyone, please have a seat," Lasky said as Majestic, Gunnar, Twilight, AJ, Dash, and several other Spartans and ODST's entered the briefing room aboard the Infinity.  They all sat as instructed.  Celestia stood off to the side at the front of the room and Palmer and Lasky were providing the briefing with assistance from Roland.  D77H-TCI Pelican Dropships had brought most of the soldiers being briefed aboard from outside, the rest had already been waiting in the Spartan Ops Deck of Infinity when they were called up.  Dash in particular hadn't enjoyed the ride on the dropships but... she kept from complaining... barely.
"As you all know by now, the UNSC sent reinforcements led by the Super Heavy Cruiser, Herald of Justice.  Shortly before that, the Arbiter, leader of a Sangheili faction allied to the UNSC, sent ships to aid us in this dire situation, despite the diplomatic repercussions it could have, Thel and his right hand man, Shipmaster R'tas are up in orbit aboard the CAS-class Assault Carrier, Shadow of Intent, their flagship, leading the Sangheili friendlies in the battle against hostile Covenant forces.  We have twenty four hours until reinforcements arrive.  This op is to ensure we can hold our ground until they do," Lasky explained it all in full detail.  "Roland, please bring up the diagram."
A diagram of Covenant Experimental Supercruiser came up.
"Thanks to the kind contributions of Thel Vadamee and his house," Roland began, "We have gained access to a diagram of the Experimental Supercruiser the Covenant built years ago.  There is one on each side of the battle above, but numbers are quickly becoming the deciding factor here so we can't waste time.  You will all be boarding the enemy vessel and planting remote detonated Havok Nuke Warheads at each of these points."  Three areas were highlighted on the ship diagram.  "These are the primary reactors that power the ship and destroying them would cripple the vessel or even break it in half.  Intel is sketchy so we don't know what you will be up against or even the name of the vessel."
"Spartans, you will be accompanied by four VIP's from the Equestrian Military, who will assist you in this op.  Fireteam Majestic, you are assigned to keep them alive, no matter the cost as they go for their target reactor at the center of the ship," Palmer began explaining, "I will be accompanying you on this op to take operational command.  We will be out of contact with allied command for this op."
"The means of getting aboard are simple.  The Arbiter and his forces ran a covert op two days ago and managed to acquire several enemy assets for themselves, including several Type-52 'Phantom' Troop Carriers.  These Carriers still transmit a hostile IFF signature and the enemy is currently unaware that we have possession of them.  Thel has allowed us to use these for the operation and will be awaiting you in hangar bay 12 after briefing," Lasky explained, "We have used covert means to get the data about their IFF signatures to all friendly units.  These Phantoms are now considered friendly by all vessels in orbit, both allied and hostile.  Several Spec Ops Elites from Thel's fleet will accompany you on this mission, piloting the Phantoms and transmitting the covertly captured landing codes that came with these dropships."
"Once we land in this hangar bay," Palmer began as she pointed to a section on the port side of the vessel's diagram, "we will clear the area, and establish a perimeter, "Ensure your suits are sealed and the oxygen reserves are full.  We may need them in the event the enemy vents atmosphere from the hangar.  We will take measure to prevent such an event but it could still happen.  Full oxygen supply should last around two hours for everyone once activated.  Once the perimeter is established, Majestic and two teams of ODST's will accompany the Equestrian VIP's to rig the central reactor.  Fireteam Crimson will take two more teams of ODST's and some friendly Spec Ops Elites to hit the stern reactor.  The majority of the remaining friendly Sangheili will accompany two teams of ODST's to hit the reactor towards the bow of the ship.  Everyone will sync the high yield receivers on the explosives to my detonator and I'll trigger the blast as soon as we're clear of the ship.  This op must be executed to the letter, quick and clean.  Watch each other's backs and keep the enemy at a distance, and we'll all come home safe.  Operation Back Breaker is a go in twenty, DISMISSED!!!"
The room cleared out.  There were no questions, no objections, and no statements.  Everyone and everypony knew what to do.  They had their training and their experiences, some more than others.  It was time to take the fight into space, right to the heart of the enemy fleet.  Gunnar looked at Twilight and the others.  She, Applejack, Rainbow Dash, and the Spartans of Majestic Team all nodded to him, confident they could do this.  He was in command of their team now.  It was up to him to put the enemy in their place at the central reactor of that ship, and it was up to him to keep his team alive as he did it.  He nodded back to them, determined not to let them down.  They put on their helmets, got their gear ready in the armory, and headed to hangar bay 12.
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The floor of the Phantom troop bay shuddered beneath Gunnar's hooves as the group of craft broke atmosphere, heading for the enemy Supercruiser.  He looked around.  He was on the lead Phantom with Palmer, Majestic, Twilight, Dash, and AJ.  They were all clad in full body armor and ready for a fight.  Twilight, Dash, and AJ had armor similar to Gunnar's since he had allowed the UNSC to replicate and adjust the armor for their use.  A few customization inputs from the individual users made each one unique as well.  
Each of the mares were equipped with plasma weaponry based on the technology of Gunnar's Phalanx Plasma DMR that was built to their specific preferences along with other modified weaponry from the UNSC and Covenant.  Twilight chose to have her own Phalanx Plasma DMR, and a modified Covenant Type-25 Directed Energy Plasma Pistol, courtesy of Thel's weapon techs.  Dash preferred being able to switch between full auto and burst fire at will so Gunnar developed the Rictor-48 Plasma Assault Rifle for her, she also chose a modified UNSC M45D Tactical Shotgun.  AJ was more close quarters and she wanted a shotgun based off of Gunnar's weapons tech, so he used the model of the M45D to help create the M45P Plasma Tactical Shotgun with the UNSC's weapons technicians aboard the Infinity.  It would more than suffice according to the tests.  She also chose a modified UNSC M363 Remote Projectile Detonator as her secondary weapon.  Everyone and everypony was equipped with a set of three UNSC M9 High-Explosive Dual-Purpose Grenades, and three Covenant Type-1 Antipersonnel Grenades each.
They all had energy shields emitted from their armor and were all more than ready for combat.
"Thirty seconds to landing, get ready!" a Spec Ops Sangheili Pilot called back in practiced English.
Every single soldier in the room checked weapons status and armor functionality.  Gunnar made sure to check the Hardlight Shield he had.  Twilight had been given Active Camo so she tested that real quick.  Dash had been given the Agility Enhancement Module that would allow her to run or fly faster for longer periods of time so she made sure that was working.  AJ had been given Armor Lock as her armor ability, which permitted her to lock down her armor and overcharge her shields.  They were almost practically Spartan Ponies now.  Three of them just lacked the extensive years of training and had to settle for the mere two months training sessions.  They would follow Gunnar's lead and example though, without question.  Their bonds of friendship and trust in one-another made sure of that.
"We're ready to follow you Gunnar," DeMarco said to the stallion.
Gunnar nodded to him and ten seconds later, the doors opened to reveal the Covenant hangar bay and all hell broke loose.
"TOUCHDOWN, HIT IT WARRIORS!!!" the pilot yelled back, and the soldiers in the trooper bay obliged, raining hell on the enemy as they jumped and landed beneath their dropship.  There were Jiralhanae among the enemy of all things now.  Gunnar and the others recognized them from the briefings.
"Guess they decided to get along with the Covenant again!" Gunnar yelled as he and the others took cover behind crates and other nonexplosive containers.
"So it would seem!" Hoya laughed before moving from cover real quick to pop one of the Brutes in the head with his shotgun, dropping the beastly alien. "They still bleed the same!"
"Let's make 'em bleed then!" DeMarco yelled out before breaking cover and laying down fire that put the enemy behind cover of their own.  
The rest of the squad followed suit and opened fire, making sure the hostile units stayed down.  AJ and Grant tossed out a pair of UNSC Frag Grenades that both landed among the enemy.  The resulting explosion obliterated the immediate threat.
"More hostiles! ELEVEN O'CLOCK!" Palmer called out before turning and laying down fire with her dual wielded M6 Magnums.  Three Grunts dropped under the fire and the two Brutes, three enemy Elites, and four Jackals took cover.
"AJ, hit 'em with the detonator!" Gunnar ordered.
The armored mare complied, drawing the weapon, firing off a round that stuck to the wall next to the door the enemy was clustered around, and set it off.  The enemy was blown to meaty bits.
"Good hit!" Gunnar congratulated.  "All clear!"
"All clear!" another soldier yelled.
"All clear!" and ODST piped up.
Their Phantoms fell still and the soldiers all gathered after making sure the hangar really was clear, ensuring the enemy couldn't vent atmosphere from it along the way.
"Alright, Fireteams Alpha, Bravo, and Charlie, take your ODST charges and set up a perimeter!" Palmer ordered.
The three Spartan Fireteams complied Immediately.
"Everyone... and everypony... else, you have your objectives.  Let's move out!" the Commander finished.
They all set out.
===================================================================
Ten minutes later, halfway to the objective, Gunnar and team.
"Ten minutes and no contacts... ah don't like it....," AJ admitted quietly as she kept sweeping back and forth with her plasma shotgun.
"You think any of us feel different?" Madsen joked, just as quietly.
"Keep it down guys, stay focused," Gunnar whispered.  He suddenly heard a clattering up ahead and held up a hoof.  They all stopped.
"What is it?" DeMarco asked.
Gunnar listened for a brief moment and heard a familiar clunking sound.  "Hunters..." the stallion groaned quietly before giving an order, "Everyone to cover now."
Cover was in surprisingly high supply thanks to the architecture of the hallway.  They all took positions right away, moving out of sight till the hulking forms of two hunters started to pass them, moving perpendicular to their path and down the other hallway at the crossroad.  When Gunnar heard a door open and close and the clunking fall silent, he motioned for them to move forward.
"How come we haven't seen more patrols than this?" Twilight asked.
"Maybe it's a skeleton crew?" Thorne suggested.
"I'm not taking that chance.  Stay alert at all times and assume they have a full crew," Gunnar whispered.
It was a few minutes before they came to a large chamber that appeared to be a cargo bay.  As they advanced, slow and cautious, a set of blue plasma bolts whizzed passed, narrowly missing Gunnar's head, and DeMarco grabbed the stallion to pull him out of harm's way.
"CONTACT RIGHT!!!" Madsen called as he turned to face the enemy to their right and opened fire, taking cover as he did so while forcing the enemy to do the same.
"HUNTER ON THE LEFT!!!"
"AH GOT HIM!" AJ yelled as she pulled her sticky detonator out and hit the hunter, sticking its head before setting the explosive off.  The Hunter was forced by the harsh blast to turn and expose its back, which Gunnar, Twilight, and Thorne exploited with a barrage of plasma and bullets.  The hulking creature dropped, killed by the hail of death.
"GOOD KILL!" Thorne yelled before moving to engage the enemy on the right.
A Brute went berserk when Madsen sniped the one next to it between the eyes, spattering blood and brain matter over the first.  The berserk Brute charged, but was unable to resist the sheer number of bullets and plasma rounds hitting it.  It dropped dead before Gunnar pulled a plasma grenade and got ready to throw at the remaining enemies.
"GRENADE OUT!" he yelled as he loosed the now active blue explosive at the enemy.  The explosion finished off all but two of the grunts, who tried to flee only for one to take a headshot from Twilight and the other to take a headshot from Dash when she hit it in burst fire mode.
"All clear, hostiles eliminated," DeMarco stated as he lowered his weapon, keeping his eye on the fallen enemy position for a little longer.
The rest of the trek was uneventful but extremely uncomfortable because of constant fear of a hostile jumping out from the shadows.  They then reached the door to the generator room and stacked evenly on either side of the door.
"BREECH!" Gunnar yelled as he hit the controls to the door and opened it, and they filed in, sweeping weapons around.
Twilight was the third to step in before she cried out in pain, taking a hit to the back right thigh from a Type-50 Sniper Beam Rifle System wielded by a Jackal Sniper on a balcony a floor above them.  Gunnar instantly retaliated by getting the creature with a headshot from his plasma DMR before the team was forced to cover by a sudden barrage of plasma and needles from hostile forces.
"SOLDIER DOWN!!!!" He called, his voice cracking slightly, before he broke cover and took some more vengeful shots at the enemy, downing a series of five grunts and three jackals with headshots.  
The rest of the team broke cover with him and opened fire.  A Brute jumped from the balcony above them and landed just in front of their cover, wielding what could only be recognized as a Ceremonial Chieftain's Gravity Hammer.  It went down before it could trigger its overshields when it was hit by two shotguns simultaneously in a hail of hot lead and plasma thanks to AJ and Hoya.
DeMarco and Thorne both took cover when they started taking hits, their shields nearly dropping before they took said cover.
"THEY JUST KEEP COMING!" Grant cried out.
"DeMarco Thorne, move to take cover on the left flank, Dash and Grant, you take right!  We'll cover you, GO!" Gunnar yelled, barking orders like no tomorrow.
He broke cover with Hoya, Madsen, and Applejack to lay down covering fire, forcing most of the enemy to take cover themselves and allowing the team to follow their orders.  Now they had angles on the enemy and quickly dispatched them with carefully aimed headshots and bursts of automatic fire.  Soon only Majestic and their allies were left standing.
"Hoya, Grant, get on that bomb!" Gunnar yelled, prompting DeMarco to toss them the Havok Warhead.  They got straight to work.
Gunnar and Thorne went straight to Twilight, who was groaning in pain now, and bleeding out.
"Hurry, don't you have any biofoam!?" Gunnar cried out, now starting to panic, scared for Twilight's very life.
"Right here." Thorne said calmly as he pulled a canister of the medical implement from a hardcase on his armor.
He quickly applied it, the brief but agonizing stinging sensation it created causing her to cry out in pain.  Then the numbing agents in the biofoam went to work, getting rid of the pain and the foam stopped the bleeding.  She passed out though, the pain having been too much for her.  Gunnar checked her vitals frantically, and let out a sigh of relief when he found she was still breathing normally and her heart rate and pulse were back down to normal too.
"Thanks Thorne... I... I was frightened there for a minute..." Gunnar admitted.
"Hey don't mention it.  We're a team, and besides, what are friends for?" the Spartan IV replied, trying to cheer Gunnar up.
"You're a real friend you know that?"
"I try my best."
The two of them shared a moment to laugh before Gunnar hoisted Twilight up on his back.
"We ready to go!?" the stallion called out.
"Bomb's planted and hidden!" Grant called as she jogged over, the rest of the team following suit, "Ready to go."
"Will Twilight be okay?" Dash asked, the worry in her voice obvious.
"She'll be fine thanks to Thorne and the biofoam he had," Gunnar answered, causing both AJ and Dash to sigh with relief.
"We aren't out of the shit yet," DeMarco reminded them, "We need to get back to the hangar."
"Alright then.  LET'S MOVE TEAM!" Gunnar ordered, and they started making their way back.
Dash and Thorne took point, Hoya and AJ covered rear, and DeMarco, Grant, and Madsen covered the sides while keeping Gunnar and Twilight safe so they could reach the Phantoms and Twilight's needed medical support.
The journey was mostly uneventful except for the Hunter that had nearly crushed Dash.  Her agility enhancing armor ability along with her reflexes caused the creature to miss though, and it was promptly dropped dead when Thorne filled its back with bullets.
They reached the hangar.  The other teams were waiting for them.
"Welcome back," Palmer said, the smile on her face given away by the tone of her voice.  "Glad to see everyone and everypony back safe and sound... more or less.  Everyone aboard the Phantoms!  Buckle up cause this one is gonna be bumpy!"
They all boarded the Phantoms and the ships shot out of the hangar, this time dodging fire from plasma turrets on the enemy supercruiser's hull.  One of the escaping phantoms, full of ODST's and friendly Spec Ops Elites, took a hit and started trailing smoke.  But otherwise, it was fine.
When they reached the minimum safe distance, Palmer hit the detonator...
===================================================================
Infinity Bridge, above Canterlot, Equestria
Celestia was looking at the footage being transmitted by the ships in the friendly fleet.  She witnessed small specs flying from the enemy ship that had to be the escaping teams in their Phantoms.  Moments later, she, Lasky, and the whole crew witnessed the ship blow up from the inside in a spectacular display of destructive power.  The enemy Supercruiser was no more.  The bridge erupted in cheers as the enemy vessel crumbled under the immense amount of unleashed power.
"This is Gunnar to Infinity control, how copy?" the stallion's voice appeared.
"This is Infinity control, Lasky here, go ahead Gunnar," Lasky spoke into the comms to respond.
"Mission was successful, enemy apparently had a near skeleton crew but the security detail was still extreme enough.  Twilight took a hit and nearly bled out.  She's unconscious, but alive.  Requesting medical teams be standing by in hangar bay twelve when we arrive."
Celestia frowned, hearing that her beloved student had been injured in such a manner made her heart sink.  But to know that Twilight was still alive allowed her to hold to hope.  She let out a relieved sigh.  Some of the crew seemed to follow suit.
"Copy that Gunnar,"  Lasky responded as he sent a signal to medbay to send a team down, "Come on home."
"Roger that, Gunnar out."
The transmission ended.  Lasky let out a sigh of relief.  He had feared a much more horrible result.  He was glad to be wrong.
"I think those soldiers deserve a reward for the risk they took and the bravery they displayed," Celestia said to him.
"I couldn't agree more... when this is over, I'll give them damn medals.  For now.... I'll let them have shore leave back in Ponyville."
"That seems to be the best course."
They stood in silence as they watched the battle in space take a turn for the better through the holodisplay.  The enemy was now retreating to the nearby moon, and soon they were gone, retreating into Slipspace.
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UNSC Infinity, Bridge, Several miles above Canterlot, Equestria.
"Captain Lasky.  Incoming report from Doctor Glassman in engineering," Roland reported as his hologram appeared on the holoterminal.
"Patch him through," Lasky ordered.
"Sir."
==============================================================
UNSC Infinity, Engineering, Several miles above Canterlot, Equestria.
"Doctor Glassman, you have something to report?" Lasky's voice asked over the comms
"Yes Captain," he replied, "I think you'll be glad to hear this one."
"Lay it on me."
"While repairing life support, me and my crew managed to upgrade it and several other systems ranging from electronic warfare suite firmware updates to weapons system's software updates."
"So Infinity's combat effectiveness on her own is better than it was before the crash then?"
"Essentially, yes.  Plus, I think, based on analysis of the enemy ships and the readings we got on them during the battle, I've identified the real flagship."
"Send me the data, I'll look it over ASAP."
"Roger that," Glassman replied as he sent the data up.
"Got the data Doc, and excellent work."
"Thanks Captain.  I'll keep you posted."
"Roger that, Lasky out."
The transmission ended.
=============================================================
UNSC Infinity, Infirmary, Several miles above Canterlot, Equestria
Gunnar sat next to Twilight's bed in medbay.  He frowned sadly as he waited for her to wake up.  He felt horrible.
I... wasn't ready to command...
Yes you were, otherwise they wouldn't have picked you.
I failed.
No you didn't.
Twilight is injured because I didn't think ahead in that one critical moment.... I'm not ready for this!
Hey, mistakes happen, especially when you're commanding a team in battle.  It was likely to happen to someone or somepony.  She'll forgive you.
No she won't.... shes hurt because I failed.
You completed the mission.  Captain Lasky entrusted you with the command of one of his best Spartan Fireteams.
And yet I still couldn't keep her out of harm's way....
He was so busy battling his conscience that he hadn't noticed her stirring, waking up.  He was looking at the ground, sobbing and feeling like a failure.
Twilight woke up fully and the first thing she noticed was a terrible pain in her leg.  She bit back the urge to gasp or cry out when the pain first hit.  Then she heard the sobbing stallion and looked at him.
"G-Gunnar...?" She asked, her voice raspy and her throat dry.
The sound of her voice snapped him out of his internal conflict and he looked up at her, surprised that she was already awake.  He felt a mixture of relief and regret now... relief in the fact that she was still alive... but still regretting that she had wound up in the Infirmary in the first place.  He felt he could get them all back unharmed, especially her.  He saw anything less as a failure on his part.  He was in command, and he was responsible for those in his command.... and still he failed her.
"I-I'm sorry Twilight...." He said.
"For what...?"
"For failing you...."
"H-how did you fail me?"
"I was in command.... It was my responsibility to get you all back safe and unharmed while completing the mission....  If i had been more cautious you wouldn't have been injured like that...."
"It's my understanding that this sort of thing happens in the battlefield."
"No... anything less than getting you all home safe and unharmed is a failure on my part."
"But I'm fine... I'm alive... hurting... but alive."
"Do you have any idea just how close to dying you came!?" Gunnar cried out, voice cracking.
Twilight fell silent there.
"If that Jackal had any better aim, you would be dead right now!  I wasn't cautious, and it nearly cost your life!" he yelled, crying now.  "I could have lost you...." He sobbed, turning his head away and unable to forgive himself.
"Gunnar.... It's not your fault.... and worse things have happened.  I'm still alive thanks to you.  I saw that creature about to fire the kill shot when you took it down.  If it wasn't for you... I really would be dead," she said, trying to console him, "That's the third time you kept me alive in the face of death.... I owe you everything."
Gunnar looked up at her in surprise.  He hadn't seen the Jackal about to take the kill shot at all.  All he saw was a sudden change in primary targets when he felt an instant need for vengeance the moment the Jackal shot her leg.  He gave no thought to the fact that it was about to pull the trigger again.  He just killed it with a sudden, but brief, bloodlust.
She saw the truth in his eyes, the regret, the lingering thoughts of bloodthirsty vengeance.... he couldn't hide it.  He was terrible at hiding it... at least from her.  She wanted to do something to alleviate the guilt, to help him see that he had done the right thing, did the best he could do, saved her, and completed the mission..... but she could think of nothing else to say.
She suddenly felt another wave of pain coming from her leg as it throbbed.  This one was stronger, and it made her noticeably cringe, sucking the air in between clenched teeth as she tried to resist it.  Gunnar noticed this and was right there at her side in an instant.  He checked over her leg.... the bandages were soaked in blood.  She was lucky that the Beam Rifle bolt hadn't shattered her bone completely, but the mere heat of the beam had still caused the bone to crack.  Apparently the bleeding had started again... maybe when she was tossing and turning in her sleep.
"DOC!!" Gunnar called out, and a medic was there in seconds.
The military stallion felt the fear and concern seeping into his heart again as he pointed at the bloodied bandages around Twilight's leg.  The medic wasted no time getting to work.  It was a few minutes later when the bleeding was finally stopped and fresh bandages and painkillers had been applied.  Gunnar had visibly felt relieved after seeing Twilight relax, the pain no longer causing her to suffer, and the bleeding having been stopped.  Though, significant blood loss over the past few hours combined with the fatigue of adrenaline fueled combat had left her visibly weaker.  Seeing this only made the fear and worry return to Gunnar, his heart nearly shattering under the stress.
"That's the best I can do.  The bandage's are extra thick and packed so they should act as a cast for her too now," the medic explained.
"Th-thank you....," the soldier stallion said slowly, looking down at the floor and feeling the grief of failure hit him again.
The medic saw his sorrow. "Hey, buddy, listen.  I've seen leaders of all kinds come in here and act the way you are now.  They felt like failures for a number of reasons.  I can already see yours considering who you're here to see.  Point is, it isn't your fault," he said, trying to be supportive, "The fault belongs to the enemy.  You did your job, completed the mission, and got your charges home ALIVE!  That's more than can be said for a lot of soldiers that are put in charge.  It would have been a goddamn miracle if you had brought every single one of 'em back without a scratch.  So cheer up.  You deserve a medal for how you did.  Captain Lasky was definitely right to trust you."
To hear an experienced military medic say this to him... in such a way.  It alleviated alot of the pain in his heart... just not all of it.  Gunnar still managed a weak smile and looked at the human medic, giving him a thankful nod.  The medic smiled and saluted in return without another word, then left to continue carrying out his duties.
"He's more wise than he looks," Twilight managed to say with a small giggle before turning to Gunnar with a gentle smile, "and he's right.  You did great."  She pulled him into a hug.  "I'm proud of you Gunnar."
That shattered all of his doubt.  His guilt was little more than an insignificant speck in the back of his mind now.  He closed his eyes, smiled, and hugged back, holding the mare he loved close.  He was happy again.
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		An Uneasy Silence



Ponyville, Equestria; two weeks after Operation Back Breaker.
It had been at least a week since he and Twilight were flown back to the Library.  A week prior to that, Majestic Team, AJ, and Dash had returned and life was more or less back to normal.  It had been two weeks now since the remaining Covie forces retreated into Slipspace, two weeks since they vanished without a trace.  Gunnar knew they were out there though, watching, waiting, gathering their allies and waiting for the opportune moment to strike.
A few hours after Operation Back Breaker ended successfully, further UNSC reinforcements had arrived and set up a defensive screen around the planet.  Fifty Paris-class Heavy Frigates, Twenty Halcyon-class Light Cruisers, Twenty Marathon-class Heavy Cruisers, and seventy five Mako-class Corvettes had significantly bolstered Equinia's defense.  However, even then, it wouldn't be enough without help from Infinity.  Fortunately, they had just that.  The UNSC had also seen fit to refresh Infinity's frigate docks with ten new Strident-class Heavy Frigates.  Despite that, patrols were starting to disappear without a trace again.  Radar ghost signatures were appearing as close as the moon.  The Covies were prodding, once again searching for a weakness.  They wouldn't let the UNSC and their allies claim victory that easily.  Gunnar and his friends continued to receive situation updates from Lasky and Celestia.  While they did have time to relax, they were constantly making sure to be ready to jump into the action at a moment's notice.
It was midnight now, and Gunnar couldn't sleep at all.  What if the Covies returned in even greater numbers?  What support could they be bringing in?  Interrogation of Ragas had revealed the identity of the Elite and Flagship that led the Covies in their operations.  The first of which was that terror attack on Ponyville months ago that Ragas saw as an opportunity at revenge on Gunnar.  The Zealot still held ill will towards the soldier stallion for defeating those first two elites in the Frozen North as if he were a Spartan.  As for the identity of the ship and Elite that had been leading the enemy thus far, the name Tanar R'aggamee appeared in the interrogations along with the name of a heavily modified CAS-class Assault Carrier that Doctor Glassman became interested in during the battle.  The ship's name was Shadow of Remorse.  The very name of the vessel sounded ominous enough to send shiver's down Gunnar's spine.  Would they be ready if Tanar returned with his leader Jul Mdama in tow?  Would they be ready even if he didn't and simply came back with a more massive fleet?  The stallion had no idea and it was playing hell with his mind.  And, on top of all that, even though Twilight was upstairs in her bed, fast asleep, she was still recovering from the injury she sustained during Operation Back Breaker.
Can we really fight off this menace?  The Covenant seems to be regaining its former strength.
The UNSC has the upper hand on the bastards.  Now the Covies are showing increased interest in your homeworld.  With the UNSC opening up a war front here, do you really expect the Covies to have a chance at winning?
I do actually.  Those hingeheads are unpredictable.  The only ones I trust are the ones following the Arbiter.  I haven't met the alien yet but somehow, I feel I could trust Thel when it came down to it.
Well he's a close friend and ally of the UNSC.  He helped fend off the enemy despite the odds.  Of course you can trust him.
Okay well that gives me some level of peace.  But I still doubt our position here.
That's a natural response.  It's normal for a soldier to consider every outcome in war.  Hope for the best, plan for the worst, right?
I suppose so, but that doesn't really ease the burden of doubt.
You have your friends backing you up all the way.  Don't give up on hope.  What would Twilight think of you if you backed out now?
.......
If you care about her, you'll continue to fight for her home, YOUR HOME.  You're a team now, don't let that fall to pieces, don't let the Covies take that away.
O-okay....
That wasn't very convincing.
Alright, alright, I'll keep fighting on.
There you go.  Be stubborn where you need to, drop the stubbornness where you don't.  Stick to your guns.
His mind was set again... he had no idea how he kept regaining his composure and determination.... but he was glad he did.  He would keep fighting on, for their sake.... for Twilight's sake.  He pulled a novel from one of the shelves and sat at the table to relax and read.  Daring Do... Rainbow Dash was crazy for this series.  This would suffice to put his mind at ease.  It actually did for about an hour and a half before his mind became a torrent of questions and doubts once more.  He set the book down, trying to clear his mind.  He then turned his gaze to the chest containing the Elements of Harmony.  He looked through the glass of the lid at the Elements.  They were still glowing the same way they started to when... when he and Twilight confessed their feelings for one another.  They still had their newfound strength, their trump card against the enemy.  He smiled at the thought of how love and friendship could vanquish almost ANY evil.  It set his mind at ease once more.
Twilight stirred upstairs, audibly groaning in pain in her sleep.  Gunnar's natural concern for her had him heading upstairs to check on her right away.  He quickly found supply of pain killer syringes that the medic from Infinity had given him before heading upstairs.  He was absolutely sure she needed it when he set eyes on her and was quick to administer it.  A couple minutes later, and she relaxed, the pain gone once more.  He decided to lay down in the bed with her to keep her warm and give her a stronger sense of security.  She snuggled up to him on instinct.  He smiled, knowing she would be fine, and he would be there for her every step of the way.  He eventually fell asleep next to her and the rest of the night was spent in peaceful slumber.
============================================================
UNSC Infinity, Bridge, geosynchronus orbit high above Equestria.
Lasky read each report in detail.  Strange disappearances, sketchy intel, and freakish radar readings led Lasky to only one conclusion: the Covenant were utilizing covert operation strategies to weaken the Equinia's defenses.  This Tanar character was a smart one.
He's toying with us.
In the past two weeks alone, Spartans, ODST's, and Security Personnel had captured, detained, and killed at least twenty of the Covenant's covert operatives.  There were plenty more out there though, and it had Lasky and his crew all on edge.  The tension in the air of the bridge was almost tangible.
He had sent word to Celestia of every detail, including his suspicions.  The letter he got in return put him even further on edge.  The Spartans and Equestrian Soldiers had captured or killed at least seventeen Covenant covert operatives on the planetary surface as well.  Whoever this Tanar was, he was an expert in covert operations, sabotage, and terror tactics.  Lasky had dealt with his type before, but experience didn't put him at ease in the slightest.  It only put him even more on edge.  There was something about Tanar's flagship as well.  The energy signature it had been emitting during the battle had everyone and everypony on edge and more puzzled than ever.  Doctor Glassman was still hard at work, trying to determine what the energy signature even implied.
"Sir, another report coming in, closer to Ponyville this time," Roland spoke up, the tension obvious even in the AI's voice, "They're catching on."
"Increase counter-infiltration defenses around the town," Lasky ordered, "We can't let ANYTHING through there."  As if he couldn't stress that enough.  If the Covies got through to the Elements of Harmony, it was game-set-match, and the UNSC would suffer defeat again.  This was one defeat he would stop at nothing to prevent.  "Send word to Fireteam Majestic that I'm sending them some help, and make sure they stay alert."
"Aye Captain," Roland complied before vanishing from the holoterminal.
"Commander Palmer?" Lasky summoned her from her trance.  She came from her dark corner in the back of the bridge and stepped forward. "I want you to take your best Spartans and head to the surface to back up Majestic.  I can't stress enough that the Covies cannot be allowed to get through."
"I'll have Crimson patrol the Everfree and take Alpha and Beta teams to help me provide more direct assistance to Majestic," she replied, the tension obvious in her serious tone as well.
"Thanks.  Good luck Sarah."
"You too Tom.  Don't let those bastards get a single ship through."
"You know I won't," Lasky said, letting out a small chuckle as he did.
Palmer gave him a small smile and nod before grabbing her helmet and heading out.  It took about a half hour before Lasky heard the report of two Pelicans loaded with Spartans and Sarah Palmer leaving the hangar bay.  He watched as they made their way to the surface and silently wished them luck.  They would need it.  These Covie operatives were no joke.... they were experienced sons of hingehead bitches.  The Captain couldn't help but feel the familiar tendrils of doubt prodding at his mental defenses.  It was now a game of cat and mouse, but the question remained: Who was the hunter, and who was the hunted?
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		Of Love, Friendship, and Inspiration



Ponyville, Equestria; en route to UNSC Forward Base.
Gunnar and Twilight trotted along at a leisure pace under the midday sun, followed closely by their assigned protector and good friend Gabriel Thorne.  They were on their way to take a Pelican to the Infinity.  Now that the mighty ship was orbiting high above in the vacuum of space, Twilight had expressed an interest in seeing what it was like aboard the ship, in space among the stars, where combat wasn't a factor.  Gunnar spoke with Thorne about it who in turn spoke with his superiors.  A reluctant Captain Lasky signed the permission form that would allow her aboard.  Tensions were still high... but maybe some time in a safe location and enjoying some peace would help them.  Twilight's friends and the rest of Majestic would be accompanying them to the ship.  Lasky had reserved one of the several observation decks for them and allowed the relocation of some recreational materials to the room, such as books, basic games, and some other luxuries to keep them comfortable.  He only allowed it cause he thought they all deserved some peace and relaxation after everything that had happened so far.
Gunnar looked up to see the form of the mighty Infinity orbiting high above in the sky in all her majestic glory.  Somehow, the sight brought him a sense of peace and tranquility.
"You know," the stallion said softly, "Somehow... in some way, its a heartwarming and beautiful sight."
Twilight stopped to see what he was looking at.  Her eyes rested on Infinity and she felt compelled to nod agreement to his statement.  "It is, isn't it?"
"It's one of the most inspiring sights I ever laid eyes on," Thorne admitted once he figured out that they were speaking of Infinity, "I'm proud to call her home."
"It must be amazing when, traveling through the stars in times of peace," Gunnar mused, wondering at the thought.
"It is.  I often find myself on an observation deck whenever we aren't getting ready for combat.  I could stare at the stars and nebulas, or the strange lights of Slipspace for hours."
"I can't wait to see it," Twilight said, thinking it must be a wondrous thing to behold.
They continued on in a more peaceful silence, minds now at ease.  A few minute later, the saw the rest of Majestic Team and Twilight's friends waiting for them at the Pelican.  They all smiled at the three when they arrived.
"How's it goin' Thorne?" Hoya asked as he brohugged his brother in arms.
"You know me, I'm always gettin' into some form of trouble or another," Thorne joked, resulting in some chuckles from the group.
"Come on guys," Grant said as she started to walk aboard the Pelican, "We have much to show you while you're on Infinity."
Everyone and everypony nodded to each other, smiles on their faces and minds more at ease as they all boarded the Pelican.  Grant activated a screen next to the hatch that led to the cockpit and activated the forward camera feed so they could see Infinity the way it was meant to be seen.  The ramp retracted and the rear hatch closed.
"Eagle Actual, this is Raptor Four Niner requesting takeoff clearance," they heard the pilot say into the radio.
"Copy that Raptor Four Niner, takeoff clearance granted.  Fly safe.  Eagle Actual out," came the response from the Forward Base's flight control center.
The Pelican lurched slightly as it lifted off the ground and accelerated upwards.  The ride was a little bumpy as they left the atmosphere, but when they broke atmosphere and the shaking stopped, they all looked at the screen.  There she was, Infinity, the most inspiring sight humanity ever developed, and the catalyst for so many victories that solidified humanity's place as Caretakers of the Galaxy.  They were the giants now.  It set Twilight's mind at ease to know that this mighty race was set on defending the innocent, and it inspired her to fight on when she looked at the size and beauty of the vessel.  It reminded her that they weren't alone in this fight, and had powerful allies backing ponykind up all the way through.
"Infinity Actual, this is Raptor Four Niner, requesting clearance to land"
"Roger that Raptor Four Niner, you're cleared for landing in hangar bay A1.  Welcome home."
The screen was dominated by the sight of soldiers, flight crew, and what she recognized as some of the strange yet beautiful creatures that were described to her as Huragok, otherwise known as Engineers.  The floating, living supercomputers busied themselves with helping their human friends keep up with repairs on a number of vehicles and equipment.  Some even helped oversee Marines, ODST's, and Spartans as they carried out some basic exercises with their squads.
One Engineer showed interest in the new arrivals and hovered over.  It whistled and chirped at the group, almost in greeting.
"Wow...." Twilight said, near breathless.
She watched as Gunnar slowly and cautiously approached, making sure to be gentle with his movements.  The Engineer, displaying the usual timidness of their race, was somewhat reluctant to let him close, but gave in seeing that he had no intention to harm it.  Gunnar gently ran a hoof across its head and down its neck a couple times.
"They seem like such gentle creatures.... It pains me to know they were enslaved by the Covenant in the past," Gunnar said with a solemn tone in his voice.
"I'm glad we liberated them," Thorne spoke up, "They've proven to be very helpful and are great friends for alot of the crew.  Some of the crew even started learning their sign language so they could communicate with them better.  These creatures even helped us create translation programs that allow us to communicate with them. Without the need for sign language.  I'll be sure to get you a datapad with such a program on it."
"Thanks Gabriel," Twilight giggled before coming up next to Gunnar to interact.
"They are pretty awesome," Rainbow Dash admitted.
"To think the Covenant would so cruel as to even consider enslaving them.  It's just wrong," Fluttershy added.
"They do smell rather strange, though I must agree with both of you," Rarity chimed in.
"Yeah, we're with the Engineers on a way to mask the odor," DeMarco explained, "They seem rather eager about it too, since they appear eager to get along with us."
"I don't mind the smell," Applejack chuckled, "I'm to busy admirin' their personality and abilities."
"Do they like parties!?" Pinkie suddenly chirped.
The group chuckled at her question and the Engineer that was interacting with Gunnar and Twilight looked at her curiously before turning back to Gunnar and Twilight.  It nuzzled Gunnar affectionately, letting out a soft cooing sound.  Gunnar couldn't help chuckling.  Twilight giggled and smiled at the heartwarming sight.
Thorne requested a datapad from one of the technicians, who promptly gave him the one he was using before going to find another.  The Spartan activated the translation program on it before giving it to Twilight, who nodded in appreciation.
"Just so you know, it appears Engineers get their names based on their aerial buoyancy at during their first stages of life.  His name may sound weird at first but you can come up with a nickname for him if you like.  None of them seem to mind it and respond well to it in fact.  They take it as a sign of friendship in some cases," Thorne explained.
"I'll keep that in mind," the mare giggled, "Thanks Gabriel."
"No problem."
Twilight turned to the Engineer, who was still interacting with Gunnar.  She held up the datapad to show Gunnar and the Engineer, making sure to tell Gunnar that its a translator.
The creature recognized it and let out a few chirps and whistles.  Twilight read the text: Hello, my name is Leaks Patched.
"Leaks Patched... hmmmm," Twilight was already considering a nickname, then it hit her. "How does the nickname Patchy sound?"
The creature cooed as it nuzzled her cheek affectionately, casing her to giggle.
Translation: Perfection achieved friend.
The translation the datapad gave wasn't needed though, cause she understood the nonverbal gesture just fine.  Gunnar smiled, the sight warming his heart.  He then saw Lasky approaching them.  The Captain was smiling at them, the sight obviously warming his heart as well.
"I see you all are befriending more of my crew," Thomas mused with a small chuckle.
"So it would seem Captain," Gunnar returned the smile of Infinity's commanding officer. "I'm glad you could bring us aboard."
"I'm glad you could join us.  I was reluctant at first since I was concerned about how safe the journey would be.  Glad to see my concerns were null and void.  Welcome aboard the Infinity ponies.  Celestia is already waiting for you at your observation deck.  I must ask that you not leave the deck to explore without an escort.  I'll assign Fireteam Majestic for that duty, so it shouldn't be a problem."
Gunnar nodded, understanding completely.  "Lead the way Captain."
Lasky nodded and started to lead the way.  When Patchy began to follow, he stopped and looked at the creature curiously.  Gunnar saw this and began to explain.
"It seems this Engineer has taken a liking to us sir.  Twilight here gave him the nickname Patchy.  He considers us friends now," he informed.
Lasky smiled at this.  "Not a problem," he said, "I have no problems with Patchy accompanying us.  I'm sure Celestia would be very interested in meeting an Engineer anyways.  Hear that little guy?  You get to make yet another friend."
Patchy chirped happily in response, then the group was on their way, conversing and socializing with one another.  Gunnar once again found him thinking about how wonderful it is to just relax and hang out with friends.  His mind wandered a bit as he considered all the wonderful things that had happened since his fluke accident at his workshop landed him at Twilight's Library, and the UNSC had arrived.  He found himself looking at Twilight, who was closely followed by their new Huragok friend Patchy.  He smiled at the sight.  If it wasn't for that mare that he loved, he would not have experienced all these wonderful new friendships.  He found himself thanking Celestia for these blessings as the group headed towards the Port Observation Deck.
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Twilight was looking around at the activity in the observation deck.  Lasky and his crew had set up a sparing ring, some gaming tables, luxury seating, and more for everyone and everypony to enjoy.  Celestia and Lasky were more towards the bow of the ship in the room, chatting about future diplomatic endeavors and enjoying some tea that Pinkie had decided to make.  Speaking of Pinkie Pie, she had decided to go help the ship's chef at the bar.  They provided drinks and Pinkie taught the chef a few special ways to make tasty treats.  Twilight couldn't help giggling at that.  Hoya and DeMarco were at the bar, chatting it up with Pinkie and her new friend, enjoying small drinks and treats along the way.  Rainbow was sparing and chatting with Grant and AJ and Rarity were at the luxury seats sitting around a coffee table with Madsen, who was sharing stories of Majestic's adventures at Requiem, or at least the ones he could disclose without getting in trouble.  Fluttershy was smiling and enjoying the view of the starscape outside the ship at her own spot on the deck.
Twilight smiled to herself, glad to see all her friends enjoying themselves.  She turned back towards the starscape herself, admiring the amazing beauty of the cosmos.  Gunnar trotted up next to her and smiled.
"Enjoying the view?" he asked gently.
"I am," she replied quietly as she leaned against him.
He wrapped a foreleg around her shoulders and held her close, enjoying the view with her.  No further words needed to be said.  They were happy in each others' presence, neither wanting to let the other go.  They loved each other, and that was that.
Thorne smiled at them from his place at the game tables.  Patchy was hanging out with the Spartan when he noticed the Spartan's gaze shift.  He followed said gaze to look upon the happy couple.  The creature recognized it right away, having seen similar interactions among some of the crew.  But still, none were quite like this.  Patchy cooed happily a the sight, the six eyes on his head each portraying a happy mood.  Thorne chuckled at the creature before turning back to their game: simple original chess.
"Your turn buddy," Thorne said, getting the creatures attention, and the game continued.
Every once in a while, members of Infinity's crew would come in to join the festivities.  Lasky had no problems with it.  He welcomed the other crew that came in.  Most crew members could only stay long enough to socialize for a short few minutes or simply say hi and welcome the visitors before they had to return to their duties.  Other crew were able to stay and socialize for longer periods of time,  Placing bets at the sparing ring, creating a small competition at the game tables, or sharing stories at the bar or lounge chairs.  Some even came to simply enjoy the view of the stars in the company of the visitors and fellow crew members.  Even some Spartans came up from S-deck to say hello and give congratulations to Majestic on jobs well done.  Those that came to stay left unneeded gear, weapons, and armor in the lockers in the back of the room, just like Majestic, Gunnar, Twilight, AJ, and Dash had done.
For half an hour, joy and festivity dominated the atmosphere in the room.  But that was soon shattered as the klaxon started blaring.
"ALL HANDS, COVENANT INFILTRATORS ABOARD, THEY HAVE FREED RAGAS AND SEVERAL OTHER PRISONERS, INITIATING SHIPWIDE LOCKDOWN!" a security officer reported over the intercoms, "THIS IS NOT A DRILL!  ALL SECURITY PERSONNEL, TO ACTION STATIONS!"
The occupants of the room all looked at each other nervously as blast shields closed over the viewports, blotting out their view of the stars and darkening the room.  Red emergency lights activated seconds later and cast a gentle crimson colored light over the occupants.  The festive atmosphere was now obliterated and replaced by an air of fear and anxiety.
Twilight looked at Gunnar nervously.  He stared back into her eyes and placed a hoof on her shoulder, trying to reassure her.  Then he turned to the other occupants.
"All combat capable personnel, get your gear!" the stallion called out, "Everyone and everypony else, get to cover away from the door!  Sorry Captain, sorry Princess, but I have to ask you to take cover."
As Majestic, AJ, Dash, and the Marines and ODST's that happened to be in the room got their gear from the lockers, Gunnar turned to Twilight.  "You need to take cover too."
"No, I'll fight by your side."
"But you're still recovering."
"I've recovered enough.  Don't worry about me Gunnar, everything will be alright," she reassured him.  She gave him a gentle kiss on the cheek.  "I'll be right there, at your side the whole time.  Don't worry."  She went to get her gear.
"I'm fighting too," Lasky said, "I've never backed down from a fight and I'm not gonna start now."  he turned to one of the ODSTs across the room. "TROOPER, MY SHOTGUN!"  The soldier complied and collected the weapon before tossing it over to his Captain.  The man pumped the shotgun once, chambering a round, then got to work helping prepare for possible hostile attacks.
The combatants flipped up the tables and chairs and even pulled some military grade cover from one of the compartments located all over the ship, deploying it to cover the door.  Twilight took cover next to Gunnar, making sure he knew she also meant what she said literally.  Thorne took cover with them, and surprisingly to the ponies, so did Patchy.
The non-combatants took cover further back, staying away from the fight.  Celestia had offered to participate in the fight but the Captain shot down the offer, judging it to be wiser that she stay back and at least protect the non-combatants from a more direct position.
As the humans and ponies finished setting up the cover, they heard a loud BANG on the door.
"SHUT THE BLAST DOORS!" Lasky yelled, and one of the ODST's went to the control panel and activated a second layer of more heavy duty doors.
Every combatant in the room took up arms and positions after that.  They watched, listened, and waited.  An uneasy feeling of anxiety, fear, and suspense kept every occupant of the room on edge.
BANG, they heard it again, BANG, and again, BANG, and again.... and then it stopped.
For a moment, it seemed quiet, as if the intruders had moved along.  But then came the muffled beeping sounds getting faster and higher in pitch coming from the other side of the door.  Gunnar figured it out first and acted right away.
"EVERYBODY GET DOWN!!!!" hey yelled out, and just as everyone did so, the door exploded in a wave of shrapnel, pressure, plasma, and heat.
The next instant, there were plasma bolts coming at the combatants.  One of the lightly armed and armored technicians in the room went down in an instant.  But as the smoke cleared, the humans and ponies returned fire.  Gunnar popped a Spec Ops Grunt in the head and the little menace went down in a spray of blue fluid.  AJ, Hoya, and Lasky wasted no time, and started peppering the enemy with bursts from their shotgun grade weaponry.  A couple ODST's tossed out some grenades that took out some more Grunts and a few Spec Ops Elite Minors.  The firefight continued as the two sides traded fire.  Gunnar and Twilight took the lead in kill score as they popped enemy after enemy with their Phalanx Plasma DMRs.
"THEY JUST KEEP COMING!" Madsen yelled.
"QUIT WHINING, KEEP SHOOTING!" DeMarco yelled back and he downed another pair of Grunts.
Rainbow kept firing bursts from her Plasma AR, downing even more enemies in the seemingly endless flow of hostiles.  The combatants could also see UNSC personnel far down the hall, trying to get to them.  But then witnessed a horrifying sight.  A massive Zealot decloaked behind them and eviscerated each one, one by one with his energy sword, not even showing mercy to the now frightened female Marine.
"FOCUS FIRE ON THE ZEALOT!!!  FOCUS FIRE!!!" DeMarco yelled frantically over the cascade of bullets, but no one seemed to hear him.
Gunnar made eye contact with the Zealot and recognized him right then and there: Ragas.
The Elite let out an earsplitting roar of rage and vengeance and charged.  Twilight saw him and swung her weapon around, but she wasn't fast enough.  The elite tackled Gunnar and had him by the throat as he slammed the stallion against the covered viewport.
"GET AWAY FROM HIM!!!!" Twilight yelled as she shot the Elite in the back several times.  The creature decided to throw the now unconscious Gunnar aside like a ragdoll and turned on Twilight, who was still firing at him, trying to pop the creature's powerful shields and get a kill shot.  She failed to dodge the energy sword as the creature swept it at her legs.... but a field of energy prevented the blade from making contact with her armor or flesh.  Ragas roared in rage before realizing that there was a Huragok in the room.  Patchy glared at the Elite and let out a harsh, grainy, whistle that made him sound angry.  No translation needed, he wouldn't let Ragas harm his new friends without a fight.  The elite tried to charge Patchy but Twilight used her magic to hit the Elite with an adrenaline fueled concussive blast, sending the elite flying into the nearby bulkhead.  Just as the elite managed to shake himself out of the daze that cause, Twilight hit him again with the Plasma DMR with three headshots.  The first two shots were all that remained to pop his shields.... then Twilight scored a kill on the deadliest Elite on the ship.
The others in the room had finished off the other covies in time to see those last moments.  They were all staring at her with mixtures of fear, awe, and pride.  She stood there for a moment, breathing heavily... before the adrenaline wore off and the pain in her leg returned.  She couldn't scream in pain, she couldn't gasp, she couldn't even keep standing.  Fatigue overtook her and her vision went black.  She collapsed.
"TWILIGHT!" Dash cried as she flew over just in time to catch her unconscious friend.
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		Every Soldier Says, "War is a Bitch"



Twilight started to have feeling return to her.  She slowly started being able to feel her limbs again.... then came the pain of overexertion and the pain of her injured leg.  Dear Celestia, it hurt like HELL!!!  She slowly opened her eyes as consciousness returned to her.  For a moment, her vision was blurred.  She was extremely confused... but as her vision cleared.... the confusion vanished.  Patchy, Thorne, and the medic that had tended to her last time were standing above her.
"She's coming too," the medic said as her vision returned.
"Oh thank goodness," Applejack was heard saying.  She was probably somewhere in front of the bed, out of Twilight's immediate line of sight.
Twilight put a hoof to her head as she felt the migraine hit her like a tidal wave.  "Uuugh.... w-what happened...?"
"You had a major adrenaline spike and overexerted yourself.  Not to mention you agitated your old wound.  The bone is a little more cracked now.  You should count yourself lucky," the medic said, "exertion like that should have killed you."
"We were all worried," Thorne admitted, accompanied by a nod from an agreeing Patchy.
Twilight looked past the foot of the bed to see her five best friends smiling at her and sighing with relief.  But.... somepony was missing.  She looked around a moment, then it hit her.
"W-where's Gunnar.....?" she asked, afraid of the answer.
Thorne sighed.  "Some things can't be replaced Twilight....."
Her heart sank.  Tears instantly broke through and started to fall.  It couldn't be true.  She felt her whole being fill with despair and sorrow as she processed this......
H-he's.... gone....?
HE CAN'T BE GONE, HE JUST CAN'T!
She almost didn't hear the door open.  When she looked, she couldn't believe her eyes.  There, standing there, battered, but alive, was the stallion she loved.  Gunnar was alive.
"Fortunately... some don't have to be," Thorne finished with a smile.
"Hey Twilight," Gunnar said, smiling at her has limped over.
"G-Gunnar....?  I-Is it really you...?"
"In the flesh," the stallion chuckled.
Her tears went from ones of sorrow and pain, to ones of confusion, but no small amount of joy.    She grabbed him and pulled him into a close hug, letting the tears flow.  She let out all her cooped up negative emotions and found unbelievable comfort in his embrace when he wrapped his forelegs around her, hugging back.
"It's okay Twilight.  I'm here.  Just let it all out."
Twilight continued sobbing into his chest, never wanting to let go of him ever again.
"Well wouldya look at that," Applejack stated gently to the others, a smile and tears of joy in her eyes as well.
The Spartans of Fireteam Majestic couldn't hide their smiles either, even if they wanted too.
Pinkie's response to the moment was.... well.... typical loud crying with waterfall of tears then.... "HEY, You know what this calls for!?"
"Horseapples, here it comes," Dash said with a grin and a roll of her eyes.
"A PARTYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYY!" Pinkie answered for them with an ecstatically loud voice and high jump.
Gunnar and Twilight could only look at her and laugh along with everyone and everypony else in the room.
"Heh, you sure that's a good idea in their current condition Pinks?" Madsen asked with a chuckle.
"Eh, you're right.  We'll let 'em rest first.  You know how it is right?" the bubbly pink mare started sayin, "Besides, what was it you said Hoya?"
"War is a bitch" the Spartan answered with a smirk.
"Yeah that," she let out a goofy giggle and snort.
"All the more reason to let them rest," Thorne said, agreeing with what Pinkie was getting at.
The others nodded their agreement, even Patchy did with a small whistle.
Twilight leaned into Gunnar's embrace, nuzzling into his neck and smiling, happy that they were both alive and that their friends were at their side.
===========================================================
Shadow of Remorse, Bridge, outer edge of the system.
Tanar punched the bulkhead, denting it harshly as he let out an enraged and pained roar.
Word had reached him that the infiltration and assassination had failed at the hands... or hooves... of his very targets.  On top of that, his loyal son was dead.
A lust for vengeance overtook him and his eyes gleamed with a new malice towards his foes.... this was now personal........
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		Forced Midflight Detour



Ponyville, Equestria; two weeks after failed Covenant op and Death of Ragas.
Twilight was in her library now, reading from a datapad Thorne had taught her how to use.  She was studying the First Human-Covenant War in greater detail, wanting to familiarize herself with the human race.  She was on an article detailing an ODST's account on his experience with a squad called the "Bullfrogs" during the Fall of Reach.  Her heart sank each time she saw the Covenant excavation beams firing in the footage.  Yesterday, she had read up on the Battle for Arcadia.  She had been particularly intrigued by the disappearance of the starship Spirit of Fire after the battle.  She would have to delve into the history articles further to discover its fate no doubt.... if its fate had ever been discovered that is.  There was also a particular Spartan II in the history articles that kept being brought up on several occasions.  This Master Chief Petty Officer, Sierra-117 was obviously a war hero.  After a few more minutes of reading, she powered the datapad off and set it aside on the table.  Her thoughts drifted once more.
She let her mind wander until she came upon one topic that always dominated her mind whenever it came up.  That topic was the stallion who she fell in love with.  She sighed sadly then... remembering that she had been invited to a diplomatic summit in Manehattan.  She didn't know how long she would be gone, and she didn't even know if Gunnar had been invited.  The thought of separation bothered her to some degree.  She remembered that Gunnar had gone to his old workshop on the north side of town just then.  She wanted to see him again sooner than later, wanted to be in his presence, in his embrace.  She felt safer with him nowadays.  She sometimes laughed inwardly at how fast they had fallen for each other, but she was happy about it all the same.  With all the thoughts in her mind pointing to him, she resolved to go see what he was up to at the workshop.  She wanted to be in his presence more than anything right now.
An hour later, she set out from her library.  Her thoughts continued to drift to him as she walked, but she didn't mind it one bit.  After all, he was the one she was going to see.  She arrived at the workshop and once again heard noises coming from the Phoenix Dropship's garage.  She could only assume that Gunnar was in there, so naturally, that's the door she knocked on.  His familiar voice called out, "Just a minute!" as he bustled about in there.  She barely stifled a laugh when she heard what she could only assume to be an open toolbox hit the floor and Gunnar started letting out a flurry of curses in response to the unruly equipment.  Another minute of bustling about and the door opened to reveal his smiling face.
"Hey Twilight," he greeted, then he blushed a bit, rubbing the back of his head sheepishly, "Uh... hehe... if you heard any of that fiasco a minute ago, I'm sorry about that."
"It's alright," Twilight replied gently, "I wanted to come and see you.  I... haven't seen you in a few days and I was kinda, you know... starting to miss you."  She was blushing a bright shade of red now, rubbing the back of her head nervously.
Gunnar smiled and kissed her cheek before he spoke.  "I'm glad you did," he admitted, "I have something I want to show you in fact.  First I have to explain a bit though."
"Um... okay..."
"Well, you know the diplomatic summit going on in Manehattan right?"
"Yeah, I remember telling you I had been invited too."
"Well, I figured I'd surprise you.  Not only am I invited too, buuuuut," he paused as he opened the garage door all the way to reveal an improved Phoenix Dropship, "I decided to take you there myself."
She looked over it, amazed by the improvements.  The armor looked thicker, the jet turbines seemed to have been replaced, all four of them, by the same type of engines used in the UNSC's F-41 Exoatmospheric Broadsword Fighter, which, while slightly bulkier, were obviously much faster.  There were also three large cannons arranged in a row under the nose of the Phoenix that were obviously based off of Gunnar's plasma weapon tech.  On top of the new engines, armor, and guns, it had a new paint finish: Steel black dominated its color scheme with an intricate design based off the shape of an actual Phoenix painted in brilliant crimson red.  The design was mirrored on both sides of the craft.
"Say hello to the Phoenix Class Quick Response Combat Transport," Gunnar stated proudly.
"I-It's amazing....  How did you do it in such a short amount of time?"
"Well, since I'm a soldier unicorn with a knack for futuretech, I kinda figured that would be obvious," he joked.
They couldn't help both laughing for a moment before Twilight's gaze locked with his.  After a moment they blushed intensely, but slowly leaned towards each other and kissed.  Twilight once again found herself wishing the moment would never end, but sadly it had to for the time being.  They gently broke the kiss after a minute or two and simply smiled at each other.
"This is the best surprise I've gotten in a long while," Twilight giggled after a moment, "I was really hoping I could go with you to the summit."  She blushed again.  "I would have missed you while I was gone if you weren't coming."
"W-well uh... you still would have had your other friends with you right?"
She nodded. "Yeah but.... I'll admit... I've gotten used to being with you... now I'm finding it harder and harder to pull myself away.  I love you Gunnar.  I couldn't imagine life without you now."
Gunnar was surprised.  She was pouring her heart out now, admitting that she was finding it harder to be separated from him with each passing day.  He had no idea what to say... but he did know what to do.  He pulled her into a close embrace, wordlessly expressing that he felt the exact same way.
Twilight smiled and wrapped her forelegs around him, hugging back gently and leaning into his embrace.  She knew she would be safe with him, no matter what.
===============================================================
The next morning.
Twilight made sure to grab everything she needed.  She grabbed her datapad too.  She was to go and meet Gunnar outside the UNSC Forward Base where he would have the Phoenix Dropship ready for takeoff.
"Spike, you promise to stay out of trouble while I'm gone?" she turned and asked her little baby dragon.
"I promise Twilight, no trouble from me," he replied.
Satisfied, she gave Spike a quick hug and she was on her way.  She had informed Celestia yesterday about a change in plans regarding her means of travel.  Celestia saw no problem with it so she allowed it.  Her friends still elected to board the designated Pelican Lasky had sent for them yesterday though so It would just be her and Gunnar.  Her friends were probably enjoying themselves in Manehattan by now as long as their Pelican wasn't waylaid by one of the pockets of Covenant resistance still remaining planetside.  Speaking of the Covies, they had gotten less bold lately as far as covert operations went and now they were just performing all out raids, trying to pick the UNSC's defenses apart.  Two stealthed Covenant Corvettes still managed to make it planetside and disappear though, despite the large number of UNSC patrols in the system.  Her thoughts were soon interrupted though when she heard Gunnar's voice.
"Hey Twilight, you ready to go?" he called as he waved to her.
She smiled and galloped over to meet him.  "Definitely ready."  She quickly kissed his cheek before climbing aboard the Phoenix Dropship.  The stallion smiled and blushed a bit before climbing aboard himself and closing the boarding ramp.  Twilight was already buckled up in the co-pilot seat.  Gunnar took up his place in the pilot seat and put on the headset after making sure his and Twilight's armor were secure in the cargo compartment.
"This is Phoenix One to Eagle Actual, requesting clearance for takeoff, over"
"Hold up Phoenix One, we have a bit of a situation here."
Gunnar and Twilight looked at each other after hearing that over their individual headsets.  They listened in, only hearing one part of the conversation.
"Well are you sure?  Have you double checked the radar array?  No.... No i don't think it's a problem.  It's probably just another phantom signature or something.  A glitch then.  Of course not, the Covenant haven't been operating in the area for two weeks now.  Alright... alright thank you sir.  Copy that, Eagle out.
Twilight and Gunnar looked at each other again, feeling a mutual sense of unease now.
"Sorry about that Phoenix One, you are cleared for takeoff now.  Fly safe."
"Uh... roger that Eagle Actual, Phoenix One out."  He cut the transmission and piloted the dropship off the ground before pushing the throttle and setting a course for Manehattan.
"What was that about?" Twilight asked nervously.
"Buck if I know..... but now I'm rather spooked.....," Gunnar admitted, seeming just as uneasy as she was.
"You think we should be worried?"
"I really don't know."
"He seemed a little distant when the Covenant came up, at least as far as I could tell with how he spoke."
"Yeah... I noticed it too.... I find myself hoping the others are okay..."
"You and me both.... If the Covenant got to them...."  She was cut off by a sudden beeping coming from a console among the flight controls.  "What's that?"
Gunnar checked the screen real quick and his face scrunched up, muttering, "well speak of the devil..."
"Gunnar?"
"We got three unidentified bogeys on our six, closing fast."
"WHAT!?"
Gunnar flipped a switch to check rear camera footage.  When he zoomed in... his fears were confirmed.  Two Type-26 Ground Support 'Banshee' Aircraft and a single Type-31 Exoatmospheric Multirole 'Seraph' Starfighter were closing in fast..... and they weren't sporting the colors of Arbiter's forces.
"Twilight, buckle up.  This could turn ugly," Gunnar warned.
She checked her seatbelts real quick and held on for dear life when Gunnar veered left, performing a perfect barrel roll turn.  The Covenant craft turned to follow and accelerated, and as if that wasn't convincing enough, the Seraph fired a barrage of plasma at them.  Gunnar had no doubts, these guys were out to kill.
"HANG ON TIGHT!"
He veered upwards into a right corkscrew, flipping their trajectory and causing the enemy craft to rocket past them.  The Covie vehicles turned to pursue as Gunnar piloted the dropship toward's Ghastly Gorge at maximum speed.
"This is Gunnar of Phoenix One broadcasting on an emergency channel!  We have Covenant aircraft in hot pursuit.  Trying to shake them in Ghastly Gorge."
"Phoenix One, this is Eagle Actual, what are you still doing in the airspace?"
"DIDN'T YOU HEAR ME!? I GOT COVENANT ON MY TAIL!!!!"
"Shit, I knew that wasn't a false contact.  Idiot's in the watchtowers taking a nap or something?  Alright hang in there Gunnar, deploying Broadswords!"
"MAKE IT QUICK, I GOT A PRIORITY VIP ABOARD! TWILIGHT SPARKLE!"
"You picked a hell of a day to pilot didn't you?  Alright, we're double timing it, just stay alive!!"
"Roger that Eagle Actual, Phoenix One out,"
In those short thirty seconds of communication, the Seraph had come into firing range again and started firing.
"BUCK!!!" Gunnar cursed loudly.
"LOOK OUT!!!" Twilight cried.
Gunnar barrel rolled, then corkscrewed left down into Ghastly Gorge.  He saw the thick brambles ahead and pulled the trigger, activating the plasma guns on the nose and firing three hundred plasma rounds a second each, tearing up the brambles.  He barrel rolled again as he flew through what was left, knocking debris loose with the hardened wingtips of his craft and in the way of their pursuers.  The Seraph was unscathed as the garbage bounced off its shields, and one of the Banshee's dodged.  The second Banshee wasn't so lucky when a large boulder came loose ahead of it and fell right in its path.  One down, two to go.  The Gunship shuddered then, taking a hit from the Seraph.
"THEY GOT US!!" Twilight cried out.
"Don't worry, the shields absorbed it!"
"Shields?"
"UNSC aided upgrade."
"You're just full of surprises aren't you?" she joked
"Damn straight."
He punched the throttle forward, causing the wings to fold back some as the aircraft accelerated.  The Seraph easily matched speeds.
"Come on you bastards, come get me," Gunnar muttered as he saw the wind tunnel ahead.  
He pushed the throttle to its limit and easily blasted through the tunnel in a matter of seconds.  To his disappointment, so did the Seraph and the remaining Banshee.
"DAMN!" he cursed.
"Gunnar!  UP AHEAD, QUARRAY EELS!!!" Twilight called.
"Ooooh shit!  This is gonna get MESSY!!!"
He quickly throttled down and started dodging back and forth between the attacking giant eels.  The last one nearly clipped his wing as he managed to get clear.  The Seraph blasted and killed a few of them while dodging the rest.  The last Banshee, however, exploded when one of the massive eels rammed it with its head.
"Two down," Gunnar said with a smirk.
"What about the big one!?"
"One thing at a time," Gunnar responded.
The Phantom fired a more sustained barrage this time.  Gunnar managed to dodge most of its fire but the Phoenix's shields still flared and popped, allowing one of the engines to take a hit and start trailing fire and smoke.
"OKAY, NOW WE'RE IN TROUBLE!!!" Gunnar cried, trying not to panic.
"Here I was hoping we'd get some normal alone time for once," Twilight whined.
"Things never go our way do they?"
"So it would seem!"
Gunnar managed a laugh as his voice cracked before saying, "You may wanna brace yourself."
She did as Gunnar opened fire on the cliff face up ahead, starting a rock slide.
"Say goodnight Covenant bitch!"
He just barely managed to veer up at the right moment, narrowly avoiding the first bits of the rockslide and the top edge of the rock face.  The Seraph got buried when it wound up hit by the bulk of it.
"Last one down," Gunnar sighed with relief.
"For a minute, I thought he had us th......" Twilight began to say but was cut off when the Phoenix shuddered and an alarm started going off.
"No no no no NO NOOOO!!!" Gunnar yelled out, "The fire spread to a second engine and took it out of commission, we're going down!  BRACE YOURSELF!!!!"
"Oh please Celestia NO!!!!"
Gunnar began trying to throttle down and keep the nose of the aircraft up.  A moment later, they crashed, skidding across the ground and leaving a deep gash in the earth.  The aircraft went for at least half a mile or more before it finally stopped moving, crippled, broken, and unable to fly.  The detour they were forced to take wound up putting them on the edge of the San Palomino Desert.  While the Phoenix managed to, surprisingly, stay intact enough for Gunnar and Twilight to survive the landing, it would not be able to fly ever again unless it was picked up and taken back to the garage with heavy lift equipment.
"Well... that could have been worse.... right...?" Gunnar asked with a shaky voice, but Twilight didn't respond.  "Twilight?"
She was clinging to her chair and clenching her eyes shut, muttering in absolute fear.
"Hey Twilight, come on snap out of it, you're ok," he tried to reassure her after unbuckling his safety harness and going to her side.  "Come on, let go, you're okay, you're alive."  He unbuckled her safety harness and wrapped his forelegs around her, trying to comfort her.
Twilight was crying and muttering in fear, trying to get a hold of herself, but failing miserably.
"Twilight, please calm down.  You're safe now.  You're okay."
He held her close, continuing to comfort her for what felt like forever, but had actually been somewhere around fifteen minutes.  She finally loosened her grip on the chair and let go of it only to wrap her forelegs around Gunnar, refusing to open her eyes and sobbing now.  Gunnar stroked her mane gently, making every attempt to calm her.  She clung to him for dear life, not wanting to let go of this source of security and comfort.  She eventually stopped crying, but she didn't let go, even as the sun went down, clinging to him till she fell asleep.  Three hours of sheer terror.... He should have just gotten on the Pelican with her.... Instead he brought her out here.....
No, I can't think like that!  We both wanted to fly together on the Phoenix.  My intentions were pure... just our luck was rotten... soon as I finish setting up sleeping bags for us and activate the distress beacon, we can both sleep till morning.
He resolved to be strong for her and immediately hoisted her up on his back, where she cuddled into the back of his neck and got comfortable while he used his magic to pull out and set up the sleeping bags.  He triggered the distress beacon real quick then lay down with her.  She refused to let go, just snuggling into him as she slept.  He didn't mind.  As long as she felt safe and comfortable, he was happy.  He held her close and soon fell asleep himself.  The rest of the night was spent in peace.
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		Difficult News and Old Enemies Revealed



Manehattan, Equestria, UNSC Fortress Iota
Rainbow Dash sat with her friends at entrance gate to the UNSC's recently established Fort Iota.  They were waiting with four member's of Fireteam Majestic, who had been sent to escort her and her friends, along with Gunnar and Twilight.  The fifth member, Majestic's leader DeMarco was inside the base after being called up to acquire a datapad containing details and a short briefing of a potential rescue op.  Gunnar and Twilight had never arrived.....
Rainbow's mind was dominated by worry as she waited for the news from DeMarco.  Her friends, both pony and Spartan, were visibly just as anxious.    They almost jumped, even the Spartans, when the gate opened to let DeMarco out.
"BOSS!" Hoya yelled out, "What's the verdict?"
DeMarco let out a sigh before responding.  "Their craft has been spotted crashed down south of Ghastly Gorge.  Details are sketchy but it seems Gunnar, who was piloting at the time, was trying to use the Gorge as a means to shake off Covenant aircraft."
"Fuck...." Madsen muttered under his breath.
"Broadsword overflights and satellites confirm that there is indeed Covenant vehicle wreckage down there.  Investigation teams found the wreckage of two Banshees a little bit after they arrived, and about an hour later, located the wreckage of a Seraph buried under the rubble of a rockslide at the south end of the Gorge.  I suspect Gunnar tried some uncanny methods to knock the Covies off their tail.  Most UNSC pilots wouldn't have the guts to try something like high speed evasion in a Gorge.  The were also the fragments from what we now know was the engine of a non-Covenant craft, obviously Gunnar's Dropship....." he paused, knowing they wouldn't like the next part, but he mustered the courage to tell his friends the grim news, "The markings on the fragments indicate without a doubt that Covenant heavy plasma weaponry scored a hit on the friendly craft.  There is wreckage and smoke to the south confirming that they went down, but there is some kind of interference preventing us from getting a clear reading in the area.  We can't even pick up an IFF tag.  Hours later, we picked up unusual energy signatures popping up sporadically around the crash site as if they stirred up some kind of hornets nest.  Majestic.... you and I would recognized these signatures."
"We've seen these signatures before sir," Grant asked.
DeMarco nodded. "On Requiem."
"Prometheans!" Thorne realized.
"FUCK!!!!" Hoya exclaimed.
"No briefing was necessary, they gave all the details on these datapads," Paul said as he gave the datapads to the squad, "You know the music Majestic, its time for a rescue op."
"I'm coming too!" Rainbow piped up.
"You sure as heck ain't goin' without me neither," AJ spoke up.
"I had a feeling you'd wanna come," Paul smirked, and he tossed them individual briefing datapads.  "Study up, you need to know the enemy and the mission.  WHEELS UP IN THIRTY PONIES AND SPARTANS!!!!"
They went off to prepare.  DeMarco stayed behind a moment and looked to Rarity, Fluttershy, and Pinkie.  "You three have been asked to hunker down in the fort here.  It's clear now that the Covies are going to put up a real fight if the Didact's Hand is sending Prometheans.  They likely have a larger, more replenished fleet now too.  Hunker down, get safe, we'll be back soon."
The three ponies nodded in response, not sure what to say in their nervous and fearful state.  DeMarco pointed them to a saferoom inside the main structure before heading to the Pelican to await his squad.  Minutes later, the full squad had arrived, including Rainbow and AJ in their full armor, which had been sent to the Fort in case they needed it.  They boarded the Pelican, determined to rescue their stranded friends before it was too late.  The Pelican left ten minutes ahead of schedule.
====================================================
Northernmost edge of the San Palomino Desert, Equestria, Phoenix crash site.
Gunnar awoke with a start when he heard an alarm in the cockpit start going off.  Sensors had survived the crash and something was tripping them.  He got up, trying not to disturb Twilight.  When she detected the loss of self security as he got up, she too awoke.
"G-Gunnar?  What's going on?" Twilight asked with curious yet troubled look on her face after fully waking up.
Gunnar looked at the radar to check the position of the disturbance.  He discovered that it was coming from the mesa about two kilometers south of the crash.  He looked out cracked viewport to see what it was.  Out there, in the distance, on the edge of the mesa facing the crash, was a large, somewhat disproportionate humanoid figure.  It pointed at the crash before dissipating into a field of energy that shrunk, then blinked out of existence.  He caught on just as it vanished.  He knew what it was from the briefings with Majestic.
"Promethean Knights," he finally answered.
Twilight groaned in frustration, "Can't anything ever be easy for us?"
"War is never easy...."
"I suppose so...."
"Hey, if we survive this and get out of this conflict, we'll settle down okay?" Gunnar promised reassuringly.
"I.... o-okay.... I'd like that," Twilight said with a smile, albeit a nervous smile with what they were likely about to be fighting, but a smile all the same.  She felt somewhat reassured with what he said and felt a higher resolve to fight harder in order to get just what he promised: a peaceful life with the one she loved.
Gunnar grabbed his armor and donned it in less than two minutes.  He put on his helmet, which activated with the interaction.  The HUD in the visor blinked into existence, initializing and coming online, then linked with his Phalanx Plasma DMR when he picked the weapon up.  He would be ready for those Promethean bastards.
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		Eerie and Dark With a Touch of Uncertainty



San Palomino Desert, Equestria; Phoenix Dropship Crash Site.
Night had fallen over the desert again as Gunnar and Twilight watched and waited.  On occasion, the radio would unleash words through the static as UNSC and Equestrian forces communicated over long distances.  For hours they waited, becoming more weary with each uneasy second as they both watched through the night.  Gunnar would sometimes try to get in contact with the outside world through the radio, but all he ever got in response was static.  The transmitter was likely damaged in the crash and now inoperable.  The stallion eventually turned the radio down so that they could have some semblance of peace.  It didn't do much to help the mood.
Ears twitched whenever the two heard unfamiliar noises in the distance.  Inhuman and unponylike electronic screeching in the distance, strange computerized chattering sounds, and even the occasional glimpse of the gleaming chrome silver of Promethean armor in the distance had them constantly on edge.  They were toying with the two ponies, using their nerves like trinkets used to entertain kids, or so the two in the crashed transport would sometimes think whenever they forgot that they were dealing with machines..... highly intelligent and extremely deadly machines at that.
Eventually, one of them decided to break the silence.
"D-do you think we'll ever get out of here....?" Twilight couldn't help asking.
"Look we either get rescued or we leave this crash site.  I'm not gonna stick around to wait for some freak robot to turn us into gory puddles.  We're gonna get out of here.... one way or another," Gunnar replied, trying to sound confident.  He was failing though.  Not only did he sound tired, but he sounded nervous and on edge.  The Covies' new friends seemed to favor scare tactics right now and it was really starting to get under his skin.  Twilight saw the fear in his eyes.  She knew that the stallion recognized all too well just how dangerous the Prometheans were.  The texts and footage UNSC personnel, mainly Fireteam Majestic, had shown them were already enough to unnerve the both of them.  This was downright traumatizing and they weren't even under attack yet.
Gunnar had the fortunate and uncanny ability to maintain his composure though, remaining alert and staying prepared.  He had experienced years of training and had alot of experience when it came to the theaters of war.  Twilight on the other hand.... she was starting to lose her cool and visibly becoming more fearful and unnerved by the second.  She had only had about two months of training and a single op worth of combat experience to show for it, an op that nearly cost her life.
A few minutes later, the poor mare started really losing it.  Tears started streaming.
"Gunnar, I... I can't take it anymore.  I can't do this..... what if they get in here.... what if they get us?" she said through sobs.
Gunnar was quick to respond when he saw the genuine fear in her eyes jump to an exponentially higher level of intensity.  He came over and wrapped his forelegs around her, gently shushing and whispering to her.  "Hey don't worry.  We'll get out of this.  Just hang in there Twilight.  I won't let anything happen to you, I promise."
"B-but.... what about you?" she asked between sobs, "I don't want to lose you Gunnar.  We've had too many close calls now... how much longer before our luck runs out?"
"Don't you worry yourself about that.  Thinking like that never got anypony anywhere good.  It certainly won't help you now.  You need to be strong Twilight, if not for yourself then for me.  I need you to keep a level head so we can both get out of this alive.  I just need to think of a way to get us out of this."
"It's.... easier said than done but... o-okay... I'll try."
"That's all I can ask of you Twilight.  I know this is hard for you.  We'll get out of here alive... somehow."
She felt somewhat comforted by his words, but the fear of her death and the death of her loved one, still haunted her mind.  While they were both wearing their armor they had yet to put on their helmets so Twilight was able to find comfort in the feeling of his mane and coat against her cheek when she nuzzled into his neck.  Gunnar held her close, continuing to comfort her, even as he turned his head towards the viewport to see the familiar energy anomaly of a teleporting Promethean Knight vanishing right in front of the crashed dropship, just meters from the nose.  He resolved that he would do WHATEVER IT TAKES to protect the mare he loved from those demon machines and get her the buck outta that desert.
=============================================================
Equestria, just leaving Ghastly Gorge Airspace, Majestic Team's Rescue Pelican.
"Alright folks, we're ten mikes from the objective site at our current velocity.  Check weapons and gear and be ready for dropoff!" the co-pilot called back as the pilot engaged weapons systems in case they were needed during their time in the AO, including the ten minutes left to reach the drop zone.
It proved to be useless in the long run, cause as soon as DeMarco looked out through the cockpit canopy to get a general idea of where they were, he nearly panicked when he saw three familiar beams of bright orange energy from what unmistakably were Z-510 Directed Energy Focus Turrets.
"SHIT!!! EVERYONE GET DOWN!!!" the Spartan yelled.
Soon as everybody and everypony hit the deck and a mere second had passed, the Pelican lurched left as the combined energy of three turrets blasted the port side wing and engines clean off.
"MAYDAY, MAYDAY, MAYDAY, THIS IS FOXTROT TWO-NINER, WE TOOK A MAJOR HIT FROM CONFIRMED FORERUNNER ENERGY WEAPONS!!! WE'RE GOING DOWN!!!" the pilot yelled into the radios.  Two seconds later, there was a loud boom and the screeching and groaning of stressed metal as the bird hit dirt UPSIDE DOWN.  AJ and Dash wound up being thrown into what used to be the roof of the troop bay and blacked out.  Madsen was just as unlucky as the two ponies.  Then the forward momentum stopped, and the Pelican fell motionless.
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Um... n-nevermind...


	
		Time to Wing It



San Palomino Desert, Equestria, Phoenix Dropship Crash Site
"MAYDAY, MAYDAY, MAYDAY, THIS IS FOXTROT TWO-NINER, WE TOOK A MAJOR HIT FROM CONFIRMED FORERUNNER ENERGY WEAPONS!!! WE'RE GOING DOWN!!!" was the dominating thing Gunnar and Twilight heard from the radio in that moment, unable to respond since only the receiver was working.  Gunnar had checked their helmets and armor too.  Twilight's Active Camo and radio were damaged too heavily for field repair to be sufficient.  Gunnar's helmet radio, Hardlight Shield Module, and M6S were all beyond repair.  Twilight was lucky to still have both her weapons.  Gunnar had just barely managed to get his Plasma DMR back in working order.  Things were looking bleak.
The mention of Forerunner tech used in the unit's mayday could only mean one thing: a downed rescue team, especially since the receiver also allowed them to determine range and strength of incoming transmissions.  There was no way it was anything else.
"Hey.... l-look at the radar!" Twilight piped up suddenly.
Gunnar looked to see a flickering signature labeled 'Foxtrot-29' on the radar, north of their position, just before the IFF transponder on the friendly craft went dark and the blip disappeared five klicks away. "Buck...." he cursed under his breath.
"Now what do we do?" Twilight asked, voice shaky and fearful.
"I....I don't know...." Gunnar admitted solemnly.  He had never faced Prometheans before.  He didn't know how to fight them or what precautions to take when crash landed in the middle of Promethean controlled territory.  He knew they wanted them to come out in the open, he knew they would be easy targets if they did, and he knew the Promethean were toying with them.  He checked their supplies: still a week's supply of emergency rations and water left.  At least he was smart about preparation.
"We have a week of supplies left..... if we stay put, maybe they'll get a rescue to us in the next four days.  After that.... we move out okay?" he said, sounding a bit unsure about his own plan, yet knowing it was their best bet.
"O-okay...." Twilight responded after a moment's hesitation, accepting the plan after determining it was the best choice.  "Gunnar....?"
"Yeah?"
"I-I'm scared...." she admitted
He sighed. "I know... I am too...." he admitted as well.  He went over to her and held her close.  He knew that these may be their last days together if help didn't get to them soon.
==============================================================
Two hours later, five klicks to destination.
"Uuuugh...." Dash groaned as she awakened, her vision returning to her.  As her armor detected her returning to consciousness, the HUD in her helmet booted up, reinitializing and configuring itself before the display returned to normal.
"Hey she's coming to," a familiar voice called.
"Ah knew she was a tough mare," another familiar, southern accent chuckled.
"AJ? Thorne?" the rainbow maned mare asked, not really in the form of full sentences and still trying to get her bearings.
"Easy Dash, yeah it's us.  Take it easy, nice and slow.  You took a hard hit back there," Thorne replied, urging her to slow down.
"I'll rest when my friends are safe or when I'm dead," she said, trying to get up quickly.
"OH NO YA DON'T!" AJ yelled, holding Rainbow down, "You're wing is broken and you have a concussion.  Thorne is still workin' on yer wing so just hold still."
Now Dash felt the shifting of the damaged wing as Thorne worked on getting a cast on it.  "GAAAAH!!!!" she cried as the pain hit her like a freakin' bus.
"Will you give her the anesthetic already!?" Thorne yelled at AJ.
"Oh, raght, sorry."
Rainbow felt a needle in flesh and something enter her bloodstream.  Then the pain in her wing numbed to a bearable level.
"Th-thanks...." she managed to say through ragged breaths.
"Don't mention it sugarcube."
"W-where are the others?"
"DeMarco and Madsen went ahead to scout out the situation.  Hoya and Grant are still here to help us fight off any attackers," Gabriel explained, "We set up camp next to the Pelican.... course I'm sure you know what condition that thing is in.  We'll have to radio for evac once we find Gunnar and Twilight."
"Ngh, buck..."
"Watch yer volume out here Sugarcube.  Them Promethean robots are all over the place," AJ warned.
"Thanks for the heads up," Dash growled, "Couldn't have told me that before I cried out, or better buckin' yet, applied the anesthetic sooner?"
"Raght... sorry sugarcube... ah was just surprised to see you wakin' up so soon it kinda gave me pause," AJ apologized sheepishly.
"Am I the only one who payed attention during those two months of hard core training?" Dash complained.
"I'm pretty sure both you and Twi did better than ah could when it came to the more academawutsit parts."
"Academic."
"Whatever, at least ah still passed that."
"Surprise surprise...."
"Shut it, the both of you," Thorne hissed through his teeth, "Do you want those Prometheans to come at us?"
"They should have done that already by now," another voice said as two Spartans, DeMarco and Madsen, approached.  "They know we're here and have shown multiple signs of that.  My guess is they have too few numbers to take on our fireteam and they know it," DeMarco finished.
"Same can't be said for Twilight and Gunnar though.  They're prodding and searching for the best opportunity to get a quick kill on them," Madsen jumped in.
"Where are they?" Thorne asked.
"Still inside their crashed ship" Paul DeMarco answered.
"So if they come out, they're as good as dead," Thorne deduced.
"That's the gist of it, yeah," Madsen said, "so we need to act fast.  They've been playing the waiting game for a few days now and those two have no experience with Prometheans.  They may come out of hiding to make a break for it."
"Have you tried to contact them?" Applejack piped up.
"Yeah but they didn't respond.  Radios must be down," Paul replied.
"Ah horseapples...."
"I've already got a plan laid out," DeMarco explained, "There's a ridge overlooking the crash site behind the downed vehicle, and a wide one too.  Positioning three units on that ridge to provide overwatch while we approach would give us the advantage of full field coverage.  The rest of us could approach virtually unhindered to make the rescue."
"Would we stay down there and dig some trenches or something for cover or would we bring them back here?" Thorne asked.
"We're waiting for cover of darkness.  I didn't see any with those "Promethean Vision" modules on their heads and I'm pretty sure I marked every single one of them," Madsen explained, "DeMarco's idea.  After that we bring them back here.  Five klicks to travel though."
"That's alot of ground to cover with two potentially wounded VIP's on our back in HOSTILE TERRITORY!" Thorne yelled.
"You suggesting we stay in the red zone!?" DeMarco yelled back.
"Red zone?" Thorne's attitude dramatically changed.
"The area around their crash site is where the thickest Promethean presence is.  We need to get in, grab the VIP's, and get out," DeMarco explained, "We could handle the virtually small numbers out here if they attacked us right now, but out there, we couldn't withstand constant attack before evac arrived, not with the risk of the VIP's taking a hit and going down.  Not to mention the fact we have two VIPs with us who volunteered to join the op for the sake of their friends.  I still don't believe the brass allowed that."
"HEY! As long as I can fight, I'm not giving up until my friends are safe!" Dash piped up.
"Same here!" AJ yelled, "Nobody and nopony can tell us to stay away and NOT defend our friends and expect us to comply.  I made that perfectly clear to yer 'brass' before we left."
"That explains that...." Thorne muttered.
"Alright, fair enough.  You care about your team and we understand... but we still have to protect all of you and this doesn't make it any easier for us," DeMarco admitted.
"We can easily take care of ourselves and contribute to this op Paul.  You did see that first hand during Operation Back Breaker way back when," AJ retorted.
"She has a point," Madsen admitted.
DeMarco sighed and took a moment before reluctantly nodding and giving in.  "Alright, but you do what I say, when I say it.  We can't jeopardize this mission."
"Ah understand," AJ said with a nod as she helped Dash to her hooves and gave the pegasus her weapons.
"Also, Dash," Paul started, getting her attention.
"Yeah?" she turned her head to look at him
"Don't try to fly till that wing is completely healed.  Even if you get the impulse to do so during the mission, you HAVE to resist or the pain will start up again for you.  I can't guarantee your safety if you get incapacitated like that."
"I'll do my best."
"That's all I can ask.  Now get some rest.  We leave at 2100 hours so that gives you about five hours to rest."
The two ponies and the more weary members of the team dozed off after nodding to show they understood.
==========================================================
Thirty Minutes to Rescue Attempt
Gunnar and Twilight could hear them.  The Prometheans were right outside, chattering and buzzing, communicating amongst each other.  They could hear the ones that Gunnar recognized as Crawlers crawling along the hull, their claws taping as the clasped on with each step.  Twilight was shivering in fear, holding her eyes closed as she tried to find some sense of comfort and security in Gunnar's embrace.  He held her with one foreleg while holding her Plasma Pistol with another, aiming at the back hatch, expecting the Prometheans to break through any second.  After about twenty-eight minutes, they started to hear banging on the bulkhead.  The evil machinations were trying to get in.
Twilight cried out upon hearing the first bang and held onto Gunnar more tightly.
At least I get to spend my last moments with him....
For one short moment that felt like an eternity, the looked into each others eyes, they kissed each other for another moment.  She stopped crying and they looked towards the hatch, finally accepting their fate.  If they were going down, at least they'd go down together.  She picked up her Plasma DMR and shakily took aim, waiting for the enemy to get through.
===========================================================
Dash and Grant had stayed on the ridge to provide protection to Madsen, who was providing sniper overwatch with his 99-S5 Anti-Material Sniper Rifle System.  Everyone and everypony else moved across the open ground cautiously, engaging night vision as they did.
"Boss, I spotted a group of shinies trying to break through the rear hatch of the downed craft" Madsen whispered over the mike, "Best if you hurry."
"Copy that Madsen, good eye," DeMarco whispered back before signalling to advance faster.
They soon came into range of the hostile alien machinations and saw just how hard those things were trying to get into the crashed aircraft.  It was easily recognizable as Gunnar's Phoenix Dropship, minus the banged up look from the crash, it still looked virtually intact.  Gunnar and Twilight were likely still alive in there, but they wouldn't be for long if those Promethean Knights managed to yank open the rear hatch.  They were starting to succeed.
"Madsen, you got eyes on the shiny knocking on the door?" DeMarco asked.
"Got him in my sights sir."
"On my signal, take him out."
"Ten four."
"Alright team, pick your targets and on my signal, we drop as many tangos we can in the first volley.  Hoya, AJ, sneak around left and right flanks and wait for my signal, pick long range weapons, that means your sticky detonator AJ."
The two of them nodded and headed out, staying quiet and out of sight in the dark of the night.
"Thorne, you're with me.  We'll take the middle."
Thorne nodded and they closed in.  Within two minutes of spotting the tangos, they were all in position.
"Fire on my mark..... MARK!"
The staccato of gunfire, the pounding of a sniper rifle ringing off multiple times, and an explosion rang through the air all within a mere ten seconds.
===========================================================
Outside, Gunnar suddenly heard a series of sounds other than banging.  The electronic roars and cries of the Prometheans rang loud and clear even if muffled by the hull of the downed ship.  Amongst all that, Gunnar could hear the clear staccato of gunfire and the distant ringing of a sniper rifle, finished with an explosion.  Ten seconds after it had started, it had ended.
Gunnar and Twilight looked at each other for a moment before they heard the metal of the boarding ramp groaning and screeching as it was pulled open and they turned back, aiming their weapons.  Soon, three pairs of human hands in blue armor appeared, and a moment later, the ramp was down, showing a bunch of dead robot pieces and a quartet of floating glowing orbs surrounding three familiar armored humans and a pony in full armor.
"Well howdy there Twi, you miss us?" the pony said in a familiar southern accent.
"APPLEJACK!!!" Twilight bounded forward and grabbed her friend in a tight hug, crying tears of joy and relief to see her friend again.
"Buck, it's good to see you guys again!" Gunnar yelled, the relief in his voice more than apparent. "Toilet in here is backed up, anyone here got a plunger?" the stallion tried to joke.  This resulted in some laughs from the three Spartans and the two other ponies.
"Nice to see you again too Gunnar, but we aren't out of this shitstorm yet," Thorne said, his joyful tone turning to a serious one, "It's time to get out of here."
"You don't have to tell us twice," Twilight piped up, "Let's get out of here."
"Hey where are the others?" Gunnar asked suddenly.
"Madsen is providing sniper cover while Dash and Grant watch his back," DeMarco explained.
"Then what are we waiting for!?  Let's rejoin them and get the buck outta here!!"
They reunited team nodded to each other and headed out.  Hoya and AJ watched the rear while DeMarco and Thorne took point, trying to keep the weary ponies they just rescued outta harm's way.
"Sir you got more tangos incoming!" Madsen suddenly called over the comms.  All but Gunnar and Twilight heard him, but they informed the two to make sure they got the message.
Three sniper shots rang out and the glowing orange fluid of downed Promethean Crawlers could be seen at a distance off to the retreating group's left.  They kept moving for a few more seconds before a Promethean Knight armed with what looked like a Scattershot teleported in above them and tried to land with a downswing on Gunnar's head, only to be blasted out of the air by a AJ with a plasma shotgun before it could, disintegrating as it flew the other way.  The green stallion nodded to her in thanks and they kept moving.  
DeMarco suddenly heard a familiar energized discharge that he recognized as a Binary Rifle firing off.  He stopped the group just in time to avoid getting hit in the head by the one-shot-kill light projectile.
"MADSEN!!!"
"I GOT HIM!!!"
Three more sniper shots rang out as the white streaks in the air traveled and downed a knight and a crawler on the mesa back south.  The enemy Binary Rifle wielders were no more.
The group reached Madsen and the others, who stood up and started following them to the evac zone.
"THIS IS MAJESTIC LEAD DEMARCO ON THE EMERGENCY BAND, ANY AIRCRAFT ON STATION IN THE VICINITY OF THE PHOENIX CRASH RESPOND!!!"
"This is Pelican Alpha nine-nine-one, reading you loud and clear Majestic.  Infinity actual lost contact with your Pelican and sent us.  Where are we needed?"
"IF YOU'RE PACKING HEAVY ORDINANCE, NOW'S THE TIME TO USE IT PILOT!! DANGER CLOSE, I REPEAT, DANGER CLOSE!!! WE GOT PURSUERS ON TO OUR SOUTH LESS THAN HALF A KLICK OUT AND CLOSING!"
"Ten Four Majestic, find yourself a hole and dig in, fire mission will be packing high explosive rocket ordinance, ETA thirty seconds."
"EVERYONE GET DOWN, WE GOT FRIENDLY AIR COMIN' IN FAST AND LOW AND THEY'RE TEARING THOSE SHINY ASSHOLES A NEW ONE IN FIFTEEN SECONDS!"
The whole group hit the deck and just seconds later, a Pelican flew over at max speed unleashing a volley of rockets towards the enemy behind them.  The thunderous roar and the orange light of the explosions was enough to get Majestic team cheering.
"YEEEEEAAAAHHHHH!" DeMarco roared
"TAKE THAT PROMETHEAN MOTHERFUCKERS!!!" Madsen yelled.
"WHAT NOW BITCHES, WHAT NOW!?" Hoya roared out.
The ponies were cheering too, but not exactly unleashing a torrent of curses and insults towards the enemy.  All the same, the relief that washed over them was a more than welcome feeling.
"Alpha nine-nine-one," DeMarco began, "THAT WAS SOME DAMN FINE SHOOTING!"
There was laughter on the other end before the actual response came in the form of a joke.  "Mind telling that to my superiors?  My promotion is long overdue."
"Just get your ass down here and take us home man," DeMarco laughed.
"Roger that DeMarco, and welcome aboard."
The Pelican landed and the group came aboard.
"Hey what happened to the turrets that shot us down on the way here?" DeMarco asked the pilot curiously.
"Saw an armored UNSC Scorpion patrol as i was flyin' through.  I assume the three smoking mesas there are where the turrets that shot you down were."
Paul looked out the viewport and smirked.  "Remind me to give my thanks to the boys and girls in the armor corp."
"I'll put it in a memo," the pilot laughed as he flew them home.
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Ponyville, Equestria; Twilight's Library
Twilight thought back on the past twenty four hours.  In twenty four hours, she and the stallion she loved had been rescued by their friends, the diplomatic summit in Manehattan had been canceled, and Celestia had sent her some extremely harsh news.
Gunnar was being called back to duty, and this time, Twilight was being asked to stay behind for her own safety, along with Rainbow Dash and Applejack.  In just twenty four hours, the Covenant had grown exponentially more dangerous.  Infinity and the 'Human/Vadam Joint Operations Armada', as the leaders of the friendly military groups had come to call it, were now bogged down in orbit with wave after wave of Covenant assaults.  On top of that, with every wave, another Covie ship got by.  There was now a small group of Covenant Corvettes and a Destroyer in extremely low orbit above the planetary north magnetic pole, and the majority of the Covenant forces had all friendly vessels pinned down, all but one: Infinity.  Along with the Covenant's activity, their Promethean allies had grown more bold by the minute.  Appleloosa was now under threat from the machines and the UNSC could only spare enough troops for a small garrison: one hundred troops and a pair of M808 'Scorpion' MBTs.  The Prometheans were growing bolder though and soon that wouldn't be enough.
With everything that was going on, plus Gunnar being recalled to active duty AND Twilight and her friends being forced to stay put in Ponyville due to their VIP status and high risk conflict, the mare's mind was in absolute chaos.  Gunnar was upstairs, in the guest room, prepping his armor and equipment.  Spike was at her side, trying to help her cope.  The UNSC, Equestrians, and Sangheili House Vadam were caught in the vice.  Now the leaders were taking cover in what was once the UNSC's forward operating base in Ponyville.  Said base was now a Joint Operations Fortress.  Twilight and her friends were being called to the Fortress along with Gunnar.  They would be watching him and Majestic perform a new op that the brass had quickly cooked up in order to counter the Covenant infiltrators and maybe even deal with the Prometheans in the process.  
However, something about it all had Twilight more on edge than ever.  She was afraid, and not for her own life.  She had this unnerving feeling that the op could go any number of ways, very few of them good.  When they had received word of the op and the diplomatic summit's cancellation on the Pelican, the feeling had started.
Since when do things ever go well when there is an escalation like this?
Never, and you remember what happened at your brother's wedding.
It was true, Twilight remembered in full detail.  Security had been escalated exponentially in Canterlot during that period of time.  That should have been her first clue that something was way off, that something terrible would happen.  Something terrible did happen that day, when the Changelings attacked and Cadence had been revealed to have been kidnapped and replaced by the queen of the shape shifters herself: Chrysalis.  Now security was escalating again, and this time, there were genocidal Covenant squatters involved.  Twenty four hours and everything had gone from good, to bad, to worse.
I'm afraid.... what will happen if we lose?
Twilight teared up.
What will happen to Gunnar........?
The fear dominated her now.  She worried about her friends, her teacher.... and her love.  Then something else came to mind.
He's a strong stallion.  He was trained to be a soldier practically from the start.  Plus, he's got Fireteam Majestic at his back, one of the UNSC's finest Spartan teams.  It won't matter who is in command in the field at the time either, whether it's Gunnar or DeMarco.  They'll come out on top.
Twilight felt a small bit of relief at those thoughts.  Gunnar and Paul had decided that the Spartan fireteam leader would take field command of their squad for this op, and Twilight trusted Paul to take care of his whole team, Gunnar included.
There's still the matter of those robots, the Prometheans.  Will he be able to handle them?
Twilight felt the fear strengthen again, taking hold of her once more.
He has Majestic with him, and they've dealt with the Prometheans before.  Gunnar will come home safe.... he has to....
Plus he's had years of training compared to you, Dash, or AJ.  He could easily adapt to this new enemy, like he was born to do.  He will come out on top.
I suppose....
The UNSC trusted him enough to allow Celestia's request to make him leader of your squad during Operation Back Breaker.  He obviously knows what he's doing if the UNSC would allow that, even if it was for the sake of 'good diplomacy' at the time.  He's a years in the making fighter, you're just a two month trainee.  Up against the Prometheans, all you would do is get in the way.
I can't argue with that logic....
You better have the Elements on hoof.  You may need them before this is over.
I'll need Gunnar too.....
No argument there.....
Despite everything that had just ran through her mind.... despite the knowledge that Gunnar was an excellent fighter, Twilight couldn't shake the feeling that something was gonna go wrong.... that something bad would happen.  She prayed that she was wrong.  Still the tears came.
"Twilight....?" Spike tried to get her attention... in vain though.
"Spike, maybe it's better if you let me talk to her before I go," Gunnar said as he started coming down the stairs.
Twilight turned her head upon hearing his voice.  She saw the stallion she loved.... question was, would she ever see his face again?  Spike had shrugged and nodded before turning to leave, figuring Gunnar was right, and had missed when Twilight ran up to the soldier stallion and threw her forelegs around him.  She broke down in tears.
"Twilight.... hey, hey," Gunnar started gently as he placed a hoof on her cheek, getting her to look at him.  He gave her a reassuring smile.  "I won't be gone long.  I promise you, I will do my absolute best to come back to you.  I'll be sure to give those Covies and shinies plenty of trouble for keeping me away from you too."
"B-but.... what if you don't come back?"
"If that does happen..." The stallion sighed sadly, trying to find the right words for a moment.  "If that happens.... you need to promise me that you won't grieve for too long.... that you won't give up."
"I can't do that!!!"
"You can, you have too!  I'm a soldier... It's possible I may not come back at all."
Twilight broke down in tears again.
"Hey, Twilight, listen.... you need to promise me.... This is for my sake as much as it is for yours.  If I don't come back.... you have to promise me you won't give up.  You need to keep going... to live a happy life."
The mare sighed and took a moment before looking up at him.  The sorrow in her eyes was heart-wrenching for him.  He hated doing this to her.  Moments like these made him hate himself for becoming a soldier in the first place.... because it was causing the mare he loved to suffer.   What happened next filled him with a strong sense of melancholy.
"I....I promise.... but you better try as hard as you can to come back...."
"I promise you, I'll try as hard as i can."
"I know you will," she said sadly, "I'm just so scared."
"I get that you're scared, and I would be lying if I said I wasn't.... but you need to stay strong."  He had gently placed a hoof under her chin and lifted her gaze to meet his as he said this.  "They may not be allowing you to fight at my side physically for this.... but you'll always be there in my heart, right there in spirit."  He smiled warmly at her as he said those words.
They shared the next few minutes in each other's embrace, neither wanting to let go of the other, but they both knew that, for now, they would need to endure this time apart.
There was a knocking at the door before Thorne stepped in.
"I'm sorry to interrupt you two," Thorne began, "but.... it's time for us to go Gunnar.  Briefing starts in ten mikes.
Gunnar looked at the Spartan and gave him a nod before reluctantly letting go of Twilight.
"I'll be back."
"You better be."
"Hey," Gunnar chuckled lightly, "It's me you're talkin' to, not some grunt."
Twilight felt a melancholy smile grace her features before seeing the stallion leave with Spartan Thorne.  This next string of ops would be the hardest to endure.... and she couldn't participate physically because of those damned Prometheans.  All she could do is watch from a hybrid fortress.... and it tore her apart.  They were soon out of sight.... and she never felt more alone.
=====================================================
Joint Operations Fortress, Ponyville, Equestria; Briefing Room A-5
"Thank you for coming," a UNSC officer said, the decor on his uniform screamed ONI, "Take a seat."
The Spartans of Fireteam Majestic and Gunnar took their seats.  Behind them was a group of five ODST's in highly customized armor.
"As you may already know from the quick spread of news," the ONI spook began, "there is currently a small force of Covenant in an extremely low orbit above the north magnetic pole of the planet."  He pulled up a display showing the latest images from recon flights and seismic scans, creating a highly detailed map of the operations area.  "This is the area beneath the Covenant starship cluster."
"Quick question," Madsen piped up, "Why can't our boys in orbit take these vessels down?"
"Our boys, save the Infinity, are bogged down side by side with the Arbiter's forces, trying to hold back a Covie onslaught.  The Infinity will be providing local support distracting the enemy vessels while you sneak in," the ONI spook explained, "You're probably wondering why Infinity doesn't blow them up outright.  I'll explain why not.  It is obvious that this group is a vanguard force, intended to set up a foothold for when their friends in orbit break through.  Infinity is the only ship capable of destroying them in record time, and the only one that can destroy them on her own.  But, she's holding back in favor of an intel gathering op.  That's right, you're going in to hack computers and interrogate splitjaws, whichever you prefer.  The flagship of this group is identified to be the RPV-class Light Destroyer among the group.  This ship is currently linked to the surface via a gravity lift.  Your infiltration will involve stealthy insertion into the area, followed by infiltration of the ground base where the bottom end of the grav lift is located.  You will then use this lift to infiltrate the ship directly.  The ODST's behind you have experience with hijacking Covie dropships, which is the chosen means of exfil for this op.  Defend them with your lives till you reach the ship, then your teams will split up, one for the hijack, one for intel gathering.  Majestic, including their new Equestrian team member, will move to gather intel from the bridge.  If you can capture living members of the ship's command structure, great.  If not, the computers are your targets.  The ODSTs will go for the hangar to make the hijack.  That's pretty much the gist of the mission."
"What intel are we after?" DeMarco asked.
"ID of the Covie Commander's in charge of the current attacking force, ID of their flagships if possible, locations of their resource bases and supply routes, and any details on their invasion plans.  The more you get, the higher our advantage.  Make sure to cut of the ship's outward communications till you're sure they can't call for help or alert the main fleet, then find a way to access the information.  I don't care how it's done, just get it done.  Here's a datapad with everything you need to access and manipulate Covie computer tech."  The agent hands DeMarco the aforementioned datapad, which the Spartan team leader proceeded to inspect.
"How are these ODST's so experienced in hijacking Covenant craft?" Hoya asked curiously.
"You remember New Mombasa during the Human/Covenant war and their invasion of Earth?" the ONI agent asked in response.
"Yeah.... wait a minute.... NO WAY!"
"Yes way.  Gunnery Sergeant Buck, is your team ready?"
"Ready as ever pal," the lead ODST spoke up, "We are green, and we are very, VERY mean."
"Good, your Pelican's are waiting on the airfield, pad twelve.  Operation Sly Serpent is a go.  Good luck everyone.  You leave in thirty, dismissed."
The soldiers all stood and filed out.  Without a single word, they made their way to the Pelicans, but not before going to the armory to pick up their gear, which the techs had outfitted for subzero temperature ops.  Even Gunnar's armor had a slightly increased bulk to it.  He looked to see one of the ODSTs adjusting what looked like a silenced M7S Caseless SMG while they were in the armory, with what looked like a thicker variant of standardized ODST armor, all pitch black with a blue visor.  The call sign that appeared in Gunnar's helmet visor when he looked at the ODST was 'Rookie'.  He was looking at this ODST now on the Pelican as they waited for takeoff.  When Rookie noticed the stallion's gaze on him, he gave the Equestrian soldier a silent nod before looking back out the hatch.  The last to board were DeMarco and Buck.  The hatch closed, and they were away.

			Author's Notes: 
Say WUUUUUT!  Halo 3 ODST references :D  BUCK AND TEAM ARE IN THE FIELD AGAIN YA'LL!  Let's face it, I don't know what happens to the team after the interrogation of the Virgil Huragok.  This seemed like a great opportunity to bring them back in an epic way.  Will Gunnar and Twilight be reunited?  Will the op be a success or will it be botched?  Will Buck and DeMarco be able to get along and share command of the mission?  Stay tuned to find out yall!  PEACE!!!


	
		Shrowded in Darkness



Joint Operations Fortress, Ponyville, Equestria; Operations Center
Twilight cantered up and took her place next to her mentor, Celestia, before the viewscreens and holotable.  For now, the holotable and screens were blank, but it had been several hours since the Pelicans left.  By now they were approaching their objective.  The displays would come online soon.  Behind her, her friends cantered up to take positions around the displays.  Applejack, Rainbow Dash, and Fluttershy were to her left, and to her right, on the other side of Celestia, were Rarity and Pinkie Pie.  Spike had elected to stay home and watch the library at Twilight's request.  The mare now waited, nervously, restlessly, for the displays to come online, and it showed.
"Something troubles you my student?" Celestia asked her.
"I...," Twilight was trying to find the words, having stopped shifting uncomfortably to look at her mentor.  She looked down at the floor and sighed, "I...I miss Gunnar.... I find myself hoping he'll be okay.  Something about this op worries me...."
"I understand.... pain of a similar sort plagued me for a time long ago...."
"I won't ask you to go into detail... I'm sure its a hard topic."
"Thank you."  Celestia turned back to the displays for a moment, then sighed.  "I won't lie, I too feel a strong sense of unease.  This operation could mean the difference between life and death for millions."
"I know...." the young student sighed sadly, seeing the truth in those words.  She had heard the details of the op.  It wasn't a black op, it was simple intel gathering at one of the most dangerous places on the planet right now.
"Alright people, op is live!" a tech nearby called out.
The screens flickered to life, one by one, each showing the visuals of each member of the team, and the holodisplay giving a mostly-accurate map of the area of operations.
"This is Pelican Manta two-two-seven, Eagle Actual, on approach to drop zone.  Cloaking systems are up and holding steady."
The two Pelican's for this op had been given a stealth suite to use for avoiding detection, allowing for radar jamming, invisibility to most sensors, and virtually silent running engines.  However, the craft still lacked actual active camouflage.  As for the designation of 'Eagle' for the base, it had held steady for the base's entire existence, even after it was converted to a fortress.  The fort was dubbed 'Eagle Fortress' as a result.
"Roger Manta two-two-seven, mission is a go, I repeat, mission is a go."
"Ten four Eagle Actual.  Making my approach."
The camera feeds of the squad members in the Pelican's troop bay shifted as the Pelican changed course, heading for the dropzone.
======================================================================
Equinia Northern Magnetic Pole, Operation Sly Serpent
Gunnar waited for what felt like an eternity for those last few seconds to end and the hatch to open.  He looked to each and every member of the team, first the Spartans of Fireteam Majestic, than the ODSTs of Buck's squad.  First there was Buck himself, leader and hardcore fighter.  There was Romeo, the sniper expert.  Mickey, the explosives specialist and pilot, was next to him.  Then there was Dutch, a supposed close combat specialist and another hardcore fighter.  Finally, the ODST that had nodded to him, Rookie, remained.  This particular ODST appeared to be the strong silent type who knew his way around according to his squad.  He had no clear specialization, which led Gunnar to believe that this one could be a Spartan if he wanted to be.  Gunnar was pretty sure that he was only going to be getting callsigns out of them for now, so he just focused on the op.
The thoughts were interrupted.  The Pelican lurched as it landed and the hatch opened to reveal a secluded ice canyon, very narrow and out of sight from the Covies and shines.  They had landed on an outcropping that jutted out into a deeper canyon.
"Alright people and pony, we're here.  Disembark quickly.  I was lucky to get you this close but it looks like you'll be hiking for the next three klicks," the pilot called back, "Watch each other's backs in there, and good luck."
The team disembarked quick like they were told and the Pelican left.  The stealth insertion worked.  Now all that was left was getting to the objective, and soon.
"This is Paul DeMarco. Come in Eagle Actual," the Spartan said into his comms.
"We read you DeMarco, what's your status?"
"Boots on the ground, we're green to go."
"Roger that Paul, watch your backs in there, Eagle Actual out."
Paul turned off the helmet radio and turned to the team.  "Alright everyone, time to get moving.  Safety's off.  Follow my lead.  Try not to alert any Covie or shiny patrols eh?"
"No promises," Dutch joked in a low voice.
"Very funny," Paul mused, "Let's move out."
The team entered the narrow canyon without another word.  Moving with absolute silence, minus the slight shifting sounds of their armor, which were drowned out by the sound of the harsh arctic winds.
Gunnar's thoughts raced for a while, realizing they wouldn't hit any enemy contacts soon.  His thoughts always drifted back to one mare: Twilight.  He had made a promise, one he intended to keep.
"I'll be home soon Twilight," he muttered beneath his helmet before his confidence returned.  He drew his weapon and took point.  Unbeknownst to him... his mic was still transmitting back to HQ.
======================================================
Eagle Fortress, Ponyville, Equestria; Operations Center
The Ops Center fell silent as they watched the stallion take the lead on the screens.  He obviously hadn't realized his mic was still on... but that wasn't the actual cause of the curious silence.
"I'll be home soon Twilight," they heard him say only a moment before.
Twilight was blushing intensely, but the sincerity and determination in his voice removed all doubt.  He would try his hardest to come home to her.  He was determined to return home.  She felt eyes on her.  She looked around but there were no looks of contempt, only smiles and curious expressions from every pony and human in the room, even a few Elites from Thel Vadam's forces.  She relaxed when she saw her teacher smiling down at her.  One Elite stepped forward, wearing strange, silver colored armor that none of the other Elites she had seen had been wearing.  His four-mandibled face prevented him from giving a smile, but his eyes fixed that for him. Curiosity and interest were obvious behind those smiling alien eyes.  She never thought she'd see that in the eyes of an Elite that was looking upon her.  Up until now, the only looks she saw on the faces of the elites that looked at her were looks of contempt and hate.  The ones in this room showed no such negativity, especially not the one before her.
"Greetings young one," the Sangheili said with a calm smile as he crouched down in a more squat position to be more level with her, arms resting on the uppermost joints of his legs.  "I am led to assume based on previous briefings that you are the one known as Twilight Sparkle.  Is this correct?"
Twilight looked up to her mentor, curious, but cautious.  She smiled and let her guard down when Celestia gave her a smile and nodded, then turned back to the Elite.
"Y-yes.... that's my name."
"I am Thel Vadamee," the Sangheili said, holding out a hand.
Twilight was shocked for a moment, but then lifted a hoof to shake his hand after it passed.  She was talking to the leader of the House Vadam, the UNSC's Elite allies.  What was he doing here?  The answer came pretty quick, as if the Elite knew some would wonder why he was here to observe an op like this.
"I am here to observe the operation, plain and simple.  I am curious as to how the humans work to complete such objectives.  They have yet to disappoint, and are proving themselves more and more to be very worthy allies through their military and diplomatic skill.  Naturally, I wanted to see more of how they work, and see if I could incorporate some of their tactics and techniques into the training of the Sangheili under my command, so I left my trusted second-in-command, Shipmaster R'tas Vadamee, to lead my forces in the battle above.  I am more diplomat than he, and we both know it, so he was happy to oblige.  Now I find myself intrigued by the behavior of the Equestrian working with the Humans on this mission."
Twilight was impressed with the detailed explanation and the initiative the Arbiter took, and now intrigued by the Elite's piqued curiosity, albeit a little embarrassed as to the reason for said curiosity.  Her face showed her flustered state so the Elite backed up a bit and gave her time to get her thoughts together.
"The reason for that is... he's apparently determined to come home...  He and I are... in a relationship..." she finally explained.
"So the 'Twilight' he is referring too is you?" Thel asked.
She nodded, still blushing intensely, but smiling at how that was the truth.
"Well then, if things get difficult out there, I'll be putting in more effort to get support to them," Arbiter stated, coming to a conclusion.  Any ally of House Vadam and the UNSC is more than worthy of his help.  His recently reestablished honor demanded that he put forth the maximum possible effort to protect the leaders, soldiers, and citizens of Vadam and their allies, especially if it involved protecting a powerful bond.  He looked up to see Celestia smiling at him and nodding in thanks.  Thel returned the gesture, pride in his choice welling up within him.  His words an actions had strengthened the bonds of friendship between his people and theirs, therefore adding to the strength of House Vadam and the UNSC.  He was following in the footsteps of his old comrade, Master Chief, in a way by acting to protect the innocent and protect the peace, no matter the risk.  He smiled inwardly at the thought before turning his attention back to Twilight, who happened to be smiling up at him.
"Thank you," she said simply and gratefully, "It means alot."
"Thanks is not necessary.  My honor demands that I provide aid to those House Vadam can consider friends and allies at this point.  I intend to uphold that honor, and in doing so, follow in the footsteps of an old human friend."
Twilight smiled at this and nodded respectfully.  His words gave her a new found respect for House Vadam.  Their original self-seclusion that Lasky had spoken of was obviously diminishing, and they were slowly but surely becoming more open to honorable alliances and friendships with other races and factions.
There was a sense of peace and relief in the air radiating from each and every occupant in the ops center.  Soon everyone and everypony were back to it.  They watched the op as it happened, hoping and praying for the best.
==================================================================
North magnetic pole of Equinia, two klicks from grav lift objective.
The team moved forward rapidly.  Having so far encountered no resistance, and picked up the pace, they were making great time.  But, soon they started hearing the familiar electronic chattering of Promethean Crawlers, and had to slow down.
"Shit... we aren't halfway there yet..." Dutch whispered.
"Calm down.  They haven't spotted us yet," Thorne responded quietly.
"We need to keep moving," Gunnar reminded them, "Paul, need orders."
"Keep on point Gunnar.  If you see anything, hold up your hoof and let us know and we'll take cover.  We can try to avoid patrols this way," Paul explained in response.
"Alright, let's keep moving then, and keep weapons up guys," Gunnar stated.
"Ten four on that," Romeo muttered.
For about half an hour and half a kilometer, the team moved cautiously.  Every once in a while, Gunnar would hold up a hoof and the team would hide themselves the best they could against the walls of the slim canyon they were in.  They moved through a web of canyons, avoiding grunt and drone patrols easily.  But soon they got to a more wide open area where the only cover were huge chunks of ice scattered everywhere, few of them providing cover from aircraft.  They pressed on despite that.  Another quarter klick without incident... but then... after reaching another web of slim canyons and having to take cover.  Dutch's weapon clattered against the ice wall.  To their great misfortune, there was a Promethean Crawler approaching them now.
They muted their helmet speakers, confining them to comms.
Gunnar waited for orders until....
"Gunnar, you need to stay out of sight as it passes you.  Don't make any sudden moves until it's passed you, once it does, you jump it and silence it before the shiny can sound the alarm," DeMarco explained quietly.
Gunnar clicked a green acknowledgement light in silent confirmation.  He waited.  It felt like an eternity.  But then, it entered his peripheral vision, stalking forward and sniffing around like a canine.  It didn't look up at him though, and continued to slowly move forward until.
Gunnar pounced on it, trying to bring the butt of his DMR down on its head to silence it immediately.  Much to his dismay, the AI controlled unit moved its head out of the way and dodged, then let out a loud screech.
"FUCK!!!" Hoya yelled out.
Gunnar reached down, wrapped his hooves around the creatures head, and twisted its neck HARD!!.  The electronic crack of breaking metal and circuitry signaled the Crawler's demise.  He stood up and could hear the canyon waking up.  He was shaking with fear now.
"Don't beat yourself up Gunnar, this shit happens," DeMarco said suddenly, "Right now we need to get moving.  If we can get away from here fast enough, we won't have to worry about pursuers, just an alert enemy force.  Then we can get to the grav lift."
"Alright..." Gunnar said with a shaky breath, "Let's go."
He picked up his weapon, not wanting to be chased by swarms of Prometheans, and the team moved out quick.  They got out of sight just in time it seems, cause soon they heard the electronic roar of a Promethean Knight somewhere behind them and then heard it barking orders in an alien language.
"Don't worry, they didn't see us," Thorne said through the comms, "We're good to keep going."
Gunnar kept moving, letting DeMarco take point this time.  He was shaken now, mind racing as he ran.  He knew he would be hard pressed to take down just one Promethean Knight.  He wasn't sure he could handle more than that.  He pressed on though.  His team taking cover each time a patrol came through.  As luck would have it, their ordeal focused more hostiles on the area where they tripped the alarm.  As they got further away, patrols became less frequent for a while.
Then they were half a klick from the grav lift, and hell's gate opened up before them.
"Damnit.... how are we supposed to get passed that undetected?" Buck whispered frantically.
Thorne was more calm than the others as he looked around.  Then he saw their window and put his hand on his favored cloaking device.  There, standing above the ice walls of the canyons far off on the right side, he could make out the top of a methane refinery.  "A distraction."
DeMarco followed his gaze and smirked at what he was looking at.  "Do it Thorne.  We'll know when to go."
"Wish me luck guys," Thorne said before vanishing.
============================================================
Eagle Fortress, Ponyville. Equestria; Operations Center.
Twilight and the others watched intently as the group moved.  When they had set off an alarm, Twilight's heart started beating mile a second.  When they got clear of the more alert danger zone, she was calm again... somewhat.  Anxiety still gnawed away at her, constantly worrying that the stallion she loved was way in over his head.  He had orders though, and neither she nor him could circumvent them, much to her chagrin.
Half the people and ponies in the room couldn't help smirking though when Thorne had his bright idea, even Twilight.  Several of the ops center's occupants watched Thorne's camera feed intently, but despite this, Twilight's gaze was locked on Gunnar's camera feed.  She was horrified at his strength and at the cold brutality he had used against the Crawler, but she was also horrified that it almost cost him the element of surprise, and maybe even his life, with that unponylike screech it had unleashed.  However, relief had overwhelmed her when he had shown that creature no mercy, shook himself of all doubt, and moved on with the team just in time to avoid investigators.  The snowstorm quickly covered their tracks too, even in the narrow network of canyons.  It was more than enough to keep them out of trouble.  The fog helped ease her worries a bit too, but also gave her an uneasy feeling that something would pop out of that thick soupy fog to attack and kill a member of the team, maybe even Gunnar.... the thought sent shivers down her spine.
The whole room watched intently, waiting for the explosions.  Waiting for hell itself to break loose.  It was the most terrifying wait of Twilight's life thus far.
======================================================================
Equinia north magnetic pole, half a klick from grav lift objective
The team had been waiting for Thorne to get back for about ten, maybe fifteen, minutes now.  Gunnar watched intently, not wanting any more surprises in the thickening fog and falling arctic night.  The weather had intensified in the ten minutes they had been waiting, blotting out the sun even as half of it lay buried beneath the horizon.  Arctic night had fallen early this year.  Soon, his ears perked up at the sound of crunching snow, his keen pony hearing picking up the disturbance.  He looked around frantically before....
"You guys miss me?" Thorne said, making the team jump as he reappeared.
"Don't... DO that Thorne," Hoya whispered loudly into the mic, "I almost shot ya."
"Figured I should come back and watch the fireworks with you guys," the stealthy Spartan said as he produced a detonator, causing the members of the team to smirk.
DeMarco nodded.  "Do it."
Thorne depressed the button, and all hell broke loose out there.  The refinery went up in blue and orange fire as C-12 sent it sky high, causing most of the occupants in the area in front of them to jump up and head out to investigate the explosion.
"That's our window.  Come on guys.  I estimate five minutes before they start returning.  Stealth eliminate the few remaining hostiles along the way but keep moving as fast as you can," DeMarco explained to them.
Green acknowledgement lights lit up all the way down the edge of his HUD.  He smirked.
"GO!"
The team bounded out.  Gunnar made sure to knife the two grunts he passed as they went to sleep, silencing them forever.  DeMarco and Buck knocked a hostile Elite in the head with the butts of their guns at the same time, causing it to grunt in pain, but become unable to make a sound due to one impact hitting its throat.  It's shields had broken, so Buck finished it off with his silenced M6S Magnum giving one shot to the Elites head.  It fell dead silently.
============================================================
Eagle Fortress, Ponyville, Equestria; Operations Center
The room watched in a mixture of horror and fascination as the team moved quick and quiet across the vast expanse between them and the gravity lift, quietly silencing any hostile they see along the way with extreme efficiency.  Twilight was horrified by the sudden brutal display put out by the team, her friends too.  Celestia bowed her head solemnly, forcing herself to accept this necessary evil.  Twilight felt her heart enter internal conflict as she watched Gunnar dispatch hostile after hostile, with a silent and brutal efficiency that he hadn't displayed during Operation Back Breaker.
This is the stallion you fell in love with?
Of course!  He's got a noble heart and he cares about me and my friends.  He loves me too.
He's a killing machine, a brutally efficient killing machine.  He was trained since he was a colt to kill.
It's a necessary evil.  One that has to be performed to protect ponykind.
It's monstrous.
It's needed.
But look at him.... he's tearing them apart without so much as a sound and not a single show of emotion.  It's like it doesn't hurt him at all.
It hurts him that he has to do this.  He made that clear to me on a number of occasions.  And he has to refrain from showing emotion on the field, lest it cause him to make a fatal misstep.  He showed emotion after landing, he showed emotion after narrowly avoiding detection.  Brief moments where it wouldn't be fatal.  I know he cares about me, I know he wants this conflict to end, and I know he wants to stop killing.
You think so?
I KNOW SO!
But what if.....
Her thoughts were cut off suddenly when the screens turned to static and the room went dark.  The lights went out, leaving only the sunlight shining through the windows.
"We're offline!"
"Get emergency generators back up!  We need to...."
They were cut off when a hologram of a menacing looking Elite appeared on the holotable.
"YOU ARE, ALL OF YOU, VERMIN!" he yelled, "Do you truly believe that your mindless pet warriors can overcome us?  I expected better.  You are all heretics, for your very existence threatens the will of the GODS!!"
"You have much gall coming out and saying such words," Celestia spoke up, "You are the heretic.  You follow false gods and use your religion as justification for homicide and genocide."
"Brother you must look inside yourself to see that the gods are not real," Arbiter yelled, "The true heretics follow those false beliefs.  Do you not remember the San'Shyuum betrayal!?"
The other Elite chuckled evilly, causing Fluttershy to curl up in a ball behind her mane and tail and shudder in fear.  "I am Tanar R'aagamee.  Have you forgotten Arbiter?  The betrayal of a leader does not mark the falsehood of the gods.  It simply means we had leaders that became corrupt in the end.  I am the instrument of a new prophet, one of Sangheili blood, one you know as Jul Mdama.  He is the hand of the Didact himself!  You may believe the gods are false now, but that does not change the meaning of your mark.  IT IS STILL A MARK OF SHAME THEL, one you can only redeem by joining our cause."
"I see it as a mark of honor and leadership now.  I will not betray my allies.  I will not follow those lies, NEVER AGAIN!  We will defeat you, House Vadam, the Humans, and the Equestrians.  WE WILL BE YOUR DOWNFALL TANAR!  You have become a fountain of lies and deceit.  WE WILL END YOU!"
"Empty threats from an old heratic.  I will see you burn for your blasphemies, you and all who follow you.  And as for you!"  He pointed at Twilight.
"ME!?" Twilight cried, fear starting to seep into her veins
"I will see you suffer a thousand hells for your transgressions!  YOUR MURDER OF MY SON RAGAS WILL NOT GO UNPUNISHED!!!  You and your friends will all be tortured before this is over including that one blasphemer unicorn soldier.  What was his name, GUNNAR?"
"I'LL KILL YOU IF YOU TOUCH HIM!!!!" Twilight roared at the hostile Elite leader.  Celestia and the others in the room couldn't help but stare at her in absolute shock at her words and sudden rage.
Tanar did little more than laugh.  "I would like to see you try little heretic.  THE GREAT JOURNEY IS AT HAND!!!!  And you are all hopeless to stop it!"
Tanar vanished from the holotable at that.  Thel's now overflowing rage caused him to react by slamming his fist on the edge of the holotable, denting the metal, and roar in rage at the empty space that had held Tanar's hologram.
"Thel, calm yourself.  It is no good letting rage blind you and drive you," Celestia warned.
Hearing her powerful and regal voice give that warning gave him pause.  For a moment, he looked down and closed his eyes, taking a deep breath to calm himself.  He was heeding the truth in her words.  After a moment, he looked up at her and nodded his appreciation.  "Thank you Princess, the wisdom is appreciated."
"No thanks is required," she said, much to the surprise of the other ponies in the room, "I am more than willing to assist a friend and ally.  This is one of those times."
"It is appreciated all the same," Thel said with a respectful bow to the alicorn before turning to the rest of the room, "Brothers of House Vadam and the UNSC, we must reestablish our connection to our soldiers in the field.  Technicians, make your way to the generators and transmitters.  Cut through the jamming so we can continue our fight against Tanar's lies."
Multiple personnel, Human, Sangheili, and Pony, all dispersed to carry out these orders.  Thel turned to the group of VIP's but felt his heart sink at the sight of Twilight on the ground, sobbing.  He let his head hang, staring at the ground in contemplation of what to say.  Celestia too, was at a loss.  Her student's sudden outburst when Tanar had threatened Gunnar was uncharacteristic of her.... but it was warranted.  Her friends were the first to realize it and were the first at her side, trying to comfort her.  Thel then found the words he needed to say.
"Tanar is little more than lies and deceit.  He may be a dangerous foe.  But, to strike out at well protected members of our leaderships would be an act of desperation.  I intend to lead a group of Spec Ops units, both of UNSC and of House Vadam, to eliminate this foe once and for all.  His threats are empty, but he will pay for his actions thus far, and for his venomous words."  With his words said, Thel marched from the room, intent on completing this new mission, whether it was suicidal or not.  He stopped when Celestia spoke up.
"Thel, I'll send some of my most adept guards and spellcasters with you.  Make sure to give them armor and train them how to use it, and weapons that match their current training should they need them.  They can add to your stealth and firepower in the field.  I wish you luck," she said all in the matter of a few seconds.
It was enough to allow Arbiter to give a small, Sangheili version of a smile.  He nodded his thanks, and left the room.
Twilight felt some comfort from the Arbiter's words... but it wasn't enough to alleviate her fears or stop her crying.  Her friends continued trying to support her.  Celestia placed a comforting hoof on her shoulder.  It wasn't enough.  Despite all the support she was getting, Twilight felt more distressed than ever before, wishing she could get out there to fight at Gunnar's side once more... but at the moment... no one knew where he and his team were... nor did they know if he and the team were still alive....  She felt devastated, helpless, and tiny in the harsh grasp of the unforgiving universe... and all she could do... was cry.
============================================================
Equinia north magnetic pole, inside the Covenant Destroyer.
Thorne looked around the large chamber now.  It seemed empty and devoid of life, save for his fellow soldiers.  He was confused more than anything.  He had gone up the lift ready for a fight, but none was apparently needed.  Still, he stayed on alert.
"Where is everyone?" Dutch asked, confused.
"You think they all ran away and hid from our badass strength?" Hoya chuckled.
"Not likely," Buck replied.
"Well it looks like nobody's home," Madsen commented.
"No Covenant, well I guess there really is no one home," Mickey whined, "Here I was hopin' to shoot something."
They all swung their weapons around towards the beeping that followed the smooth sound of Covenant starship hatches sliding open.  There, on the other side of the threshold, was a Promethean knight flanked by three hulking Zealots on each side.
"NO COVENANT, YOU HAD TO OPEN YOUR MOUTH!" Buck snapped at Mickey.
Gunnar recoiled in fear, the memories of those few nights trapped with Twilight and surrounded by the demon machines known as Prometheans all flooding back to him at the sight of the Promethean Knight.
"Shit... I think Gunnar's incapacitated guys!" Thorne called as he kept his weapon on the enemy, tension growing quickly.
"That crash gettin' to him?" Grant asked, also keeping her weapon trained on the enemy.
"I think so," Thorne replied.  He heard an elite chuckle deviously when the creature noticed the cowering pony, and his gaze fell on that elite, his weapon trained on that specific hostile as he slowly stepped to the side to put him directly between Gunnar and the enemy.  It was a stalemate at the moment as each side waited for the other to make a move.  "Squad lead?"
"Yeah Thorne?" Paul answered.
"Think you can cover me while I get Gunnar back in fighting shape?"
"Consider it done," the Spartan leader chuckled before turning a serious expression towards the enemy, "MAJESTIC, ENGAGE!!!" Chaos ensued.
Thorne ran over to Gunnar as the other Spartans and the ODST's rushed between them and the enemy and began engaging in close quarters combat.  He heard two shotgun blasts already drop one of the Elites and smirked.
"Gunnar, come on buddy stay with me.  Snap out of it.  You gotta keep fighting if we're gonna get through this."
Gunnar looked at him, seeming not to hear his words.  Then he saw the Promethean Knight teleport behind Thorne and went wide eyed.  He barely managed to yell "LOOK OUT!!!" just in time.  Thorne was quick, very quick, he roundhouse kicked the robotic hostile in the face, dropping its shields to about half strength.  Thorne then grabbed the Promethean Knight, hopped on its back. ripped of its weapon: a Scattershot, and plunged the end into the creatures back before pulling the trigger of the weapon.  The Promethean Knight went down in seconds.  Gunnar watched, half terrified, half amazed at how the experienced Spartan handled that.  Thorne then approached him.
"Gunnar, if I can do that, you can damn well pick up your gun and start shooting some squatters.  GET TO IT!!!"
Gunnar felt his confidence start to return after that display and those words.  After a brief moment, he nodded to Thorne and drew his plasma DMR.  He took aim, saw Buck down an Elite's shield as it was about to deliver a downswing on the ODST with it's Energy Sword, and he took the shot, getting a headshot on the Elite and scoring the kill before it could get Buck.
"Nice shot kid!" Buck called before going to help his comrades.
"Glad you're back in the game," Thorne laughed.
Gunnar let out a sheepish chuckle.  "Heh, so am I.  Thanks Thorne.  Now come on, let's finish these bastards off."
"Right behind ya," Thorne said with a smirk as he drew his MA37 Assault Rifle.
The two dove into the fray.
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		Fighting the Cold Grip of Despair



Equinia north magnetic pole, Inside Covenant Destroyer.
Gunnar galloped through the halls of the hostile ship alongside Spartan Fireteam Majestic.  Their goal was clear, get to the bridge, interrogate leaders, and download data.  Every bit of intel helped.  Buck and his ODST squad had separated from the group at the grav lift bay.  The ODST's were making their way to the hangar to acquire a Phantom, just as planned.  He looked back at an earlier moment before they left the grav lift bay just then, remembering the distressing news the team had received.
(Fifteen Minutes Earlier, Grav lift bay)
"Eagle Actual, this is DeMarco, do you read?"
Only static was heard, no response.
"Eagle Actual, this is DeMarco.  Come in Eagle Actual."
Static was heard again, but still no words.
"Fuck...." the Spartan fireteam leader cursed under his breath.
"What is it Paul," Gunnar asked.
"I'm getting nothing but static when I try to contact Eagle Fortress back at Ponyville....."
"W-what....?" Gunnar was visibly distressed now.
"I heard this static before.... Covenant jamming.  If the Fortress is still active, they'll cut through the interference."
"I hope so," the soldier stallion muttered under his breath.  He knew Twilight was at the fort.  He knew she and her friends were supposed to be watching the op.  He resolved to press on though.  If the fate of the fort was to be revealed to him, they would either have to cut through the interference first, or he would have to finish the mission and then fly back there.
"Infinity Actual, this is DeMarco."
"This is Infinity Actual, go ahead Paul," replied the voice of Lasky.
"We've lost radio contact with Eagle Fortress, can you get a read on their condition?"
"Ten four on that.  We've lost radio contact as well but visuals from satellites, UAVs, and manned flights all confirm that Eagle Fortress is untouched.  It's likely just a Covie scare tactic.  We'll keep our eyes and ears open though, don't worry about it."
"Roger that Infinity, DeMarco out."
Gunnar, having heard the whole conversation, felt his spirits lift a bit.  Twilight was okay for now, but he wanted to make certain.  So it was time to press on.
(Present Time, en route to Covenant Destroyer bridge)
Gunnar still felt his heart rate remain elevated, despite the hopeful news.  Aerial reconnaissance confirming Eagle Fort as seemingly remaining untouched still didn't rule out possible infiltration.  He pressed on though.  The only way to get back was completing the mission, so that's exactly what he intended to do.  After evading a few patrols and dispatching a few others, they made it to the doors of the bridge virtually without significant incident.
"Ya'll ready?" DeMarco asked as they stacked up evenly on either side of the door.
"Born ready," Grant replied.
Hoya pumped his shotgun and nodded.  He was ready
"Let's pop some Covie and shiny heads," Madsen said with a smirk.
"Just point me at 'em," Thorne said.
"Let's get this over with so we can get back home," Gunnar replied, more anxiously than confidently.
The team picked up on his anxiety.
"Gunnar, make sure to suppress that when we're in there," Thorne told the stallion.
"Suppress what?"
"We can all hear the anxiety in your voice.  Letting that emotion dominate your mind in combat is a surefire way to get yourself killed."
Gunnar took a deep breath and relaxed himself after processing this information.  He let his mind enter a state of ease, allowing himself to be on alert and ready for anything.  "Alright, I'm good to go.  Thanks guys."
The Spartans nodded to him then focused on the door.  DeMarco spoke up.
"Alright, on my mark," he said as he held up three fingers.  He silently counted down and as he made a fist, he yelled, "MARK!" as he slammed his fist on the door control, causing it to open.  DeMarco and Thorne, first in the two lines, tossed in live grenades to disorient and kill.  It worked.  The explosion killed two Sangheili guards and a trio of Promethean Crawlers.
"GO GO GO!!!" DeMarco yelled as they filed in, firing their weapons with precision accuracy to down all enemies but the ones in the center of the room, the supposed leaders.  Hoya tossed a flashbang grenade to stun and disorient the supposed ship leaders.  The explosive went off, causing ears to ring and heads to hurt.  Soon their precision accuracy, speed, and overall skill, payed off, and the room was clear.
Hoya disabled the communications and started the hack while DeMarco marched up to the Elite that was obviously the Shipmaster here, and grabbed the alien by the throat.  "Alright hingehead, START TALKING!  The codes to the local Battlenet, local plans, everything, STARTING NOW!"
The elite only chuckled, "You make the mistake of thinking I'll betray my leaders when you ask."
"Wrong answer!" Paul headbutted the elite, causing the creature to grunt in pain, "I'M NOT ASKING, I'M DEMANDING!!"
"I will not talk heretic."
"Maybe this will change your tone."  Paul bashed the big-mouthed shipmaster across the face with the butt of his rifle, causing the audible crack of impact, and a wet snap indicating that one of the Sangheili prisoner's mandibles had broken.
The Elite only laughed, "Is that the best you have human?  For a Spartan, you're rather weak."
"You know, part of my training involves the invasion of minds through magic," Gunnar bluffed, but he still smirked, "Perhaps you'd like to experience that kind of pain instead?"
The elite visibly tensed, not knowing the full capabilities of a unicorn's magic, only that they could use it.  "You wouldn't."
"I would.  Start talking or I do it," the stallion growled.  DeMarco called the bluff, but saw the elite snapping under the stress, causing him to smirk.
"Alright, I'll tell you how you will meet your demise.  The Forerunners aren't the only ones who could successfully and safely contain Flood Specimens," the hingehead chuckled darkly.
"What are you saying?" DeMarco growled, lifting the elite by the throat.
"Tanar, our local Fleetmaster, has several sealed pods containing specimens of the parasite called the Flood.  Once his ship breaches the atmosphere, you will all perish.  He will then turn the surface of this world to glass and claim his victory in the name of the gods."
"Thank you for your time," DeMarco growled before breaking the Elite's shields with a hard punch to the gut.  He then dropped the Elite and pulled a pistol, firing into the shieldless and stunned alien's skull.  "You're free to go."
Gunnar killed the other Elites before turning to DeMarco.  "I really hope he was bluffing about that."  Gunnar had seen the footage.  He knew what the parasitic alien life forms were capable of... to have that unleashed on the world.... Gunnar felt the fear start to overtake him, but he fought it down.
"I'm afraid not," Hoya started.  He held up the datapad he was using to hack the enemy computers and Battlenet for data.  Sure enough, in the inventory of one of the enemy ships, were contained Flood specimens.
"Fuck...." DeMarco swore, "We need to warn the fleet."
Static burst from their helmet radios and suddenly they heard the familiar voice of the Eagle Fortress communications tech.  "This is Eagle Actual to Majestic lead.  You read me DeMarco?"
"We're here, no casualties, intel gathered."
"Thank goodness.  We were afraid we lost you."
"Our condition is the least of our worries Eagle.  We've got urgent news, patch in the Infinity."
"Patching them in now."
"This is Lasky," the Infinity captain's voice was heard over the comms, "Glad to hear communications are back up."
"Sorry Captain but your relief is about to be short lived.  We have confirmation that the Covenant's local Fleetmaster, Tanar, is in possession of several sealed pods containing Flood specimens, ready to be unleashed on the planet once his ship reaches the inner atmosphere."
There was a moment of silence.
"Say again Majestic, did you say Flood?" Lasky demanded after a moment.
"I'm afraid so sir.  We're sending the data now."  Paul transmitted the video recording of the interrogation and the data retrieved from the hack.
There was an eerie silence before Lasky spoke again.
"God help us all....."
"Sir, we need orders," Paul piped up.
"Your orders remain the same DeMarco.  Exfil and get the hell away from there so Infinity can eliminate the enemy vanguard force," Lasky replied, "Then get your asses back to Eagle ASAP."'
"Ten four Captain.  Exfiltrating now, Majestic out."  DeMarco cut the comms before turning to the team, "Alright everyone, you know the music.  LET'S MOVE!!!"
They charged from the bridge, headed for the hangar, intel in hand.  Gunnar felt tears running down his face.  He was more afraid than ever now.  Should the Flood be unleashed.... his friends, his comrades,.... the mare he loved.... all of it would be taken away from him.  He nearly stumbled, but kept going.
================================================================
Eagle Fortress, Ponyville, Equestria; Operations Center
After the techs had transmitted the data to the fleet's highest authority commanders and to Thel and R'tas, the room fell into an eerie and grim silence.
Twilight felt her heart racing a mile a minute and her mind moving even faster.  Fear had overtaken her.  Her friends were equally as disturbed.  They had all seen the footage.... what the Flood could do.... the parasitic alien's endless and insatiable hunger for sentient life.  Celestia's expression was solemn and dark.  If those creatures were unleashed.... she would have to let R'tas, Thel, and Lasky unleash their weapons and glass the regions the Flood landed on, lest the creatures broke loose and annihilated life as they knew it.
A hologram appeared on the holotable then, in the form of the Arbiter.
"I have the data you sent....." the Sangheili stated solemnly as Lasky's hologram appeared next to his, the human Captain transmitting from Infinity, "It seems my objective has changed.  The Flood are all contained on Tanar's flagship thankfully.  We can try our best to eliminate the pods but.... if they launch.... and just one gets passed our armada.... We will have to glass continent's to prevent the spread of the creature."
"I understand...." Celestia replied solemnly.
"Princess.... this is a difficult decision.... are you sure?" Lasky asked.
"I am.... the parasite can't be allowed to spread."
"Then we'll back the Arbiter up should it come to that.... I'll inform the pilots to keep their eyes out but.... I'm sorry Celestia.... Things look grim," the human Captain stated sadly.  His voice had cracked too.... he obviously felt large amounts of fear as a result of this news.
Suddenly, a third hologram appeared that surprised everyone and everypony in the conversation.  An armored stallion, minus the helmet.
"I won't let that happen," Gunnar said, a mixture of anger and determination in his voice now, where fear had been before.  "Paul, Buck, and I have made a decision," the stallion said as the Spartan and the ODST appeared on either side of him.
"Gunnar...?" Twilight spoke up, breathless and uncertain.
"Hey Twilight," Gunnar responded with a small, loving smile, "You holding up alright?"
"I-I've been better," she replied honestly.  "You don't have to do this though... Please... don't go up there."
"I wish I could say I have a choice Twilight," Gunnar stated sadly, "But, if we don't go up there... If we don't make certain... I... I don't want to think about what will happen if just one pod gets down to the surface... I can't let that happen, not to my friends, not to my comrades, and definitely not to you."
"Gunnar...."
"Are you certain of this soldier?  You and you're team?" Lasky asked the stallion.
"We discussed it thoroughly.  We're coming up there.  Have fighters ready to cover us cause we're goin' in guns blazing," Gunnar answered, Buck and Paul nodding in agreement behind him.
"My squad is ready to fight," Buck affirmed, "We're seeing this through to the end."
"DAMN RIGHT WE ARE!" the voice of Mickey called up from the background, receiving cheers of approval from his squadmates in response.
"We're going too," DeMarco added, "Majestic doesn't give up till the fight is done."  This earned cheers of approval from his squad in the background.
"We can't ask you to do this," Celestia spoke up.
"Indeed.  This mission could be near suicidal," Thel added.
"We aren't looking for a request.  We're seeing this through to the end," Gunnar replied sternly.
"Then you have our support," Lasky responded.
"And ours," Celestia added.
Arbiter nodded his approval.  "You show a great deal of honor and courage Gunnar.  You have the support of House Vadam."
Gunnar smiled in response.  "Thank you," he said, "all of you."
"Gunnar wait," Twilight piped up.
The stallion looked at her through the holofeed.  "Yeah Twilight?"
"I love you," she said, "Be careful okay?"
"I'll do my utmost," Gunnar replied with a smile and a nod.  "I love you too Twilight.  Stay safe."  He grinned and added, "Have the coffee ready for when we get home eh?"
Twilight let out a weak laugh.  "Make sure you get home safely to enjoy it."
"You know I'll do my best," he promised with a warm smile.  "Hey Pinkie?"
"Yeah?" the bubbly pink mare bounced forward.
"Have a party ready for when we get back huh?" He laughed.
"Okie Dokie Lokie."
Gunnar smiled before looking at the others.  "Take care of each other girls.  Hold to hope.  We'll fight hard," Gunnar's expression changed to one of solid determination, "and we WILL win."
The girls saluted him.  He returned the salute, along with Buck and Paul, and their holograms vanished.
"We'll provide close fighter escort to them," Lasky said before saluting them, "Take care and fight hard everyone.  Good luck to us all.  INFINITY, PREPARE TO ENGAGE THE ENEMY!"  His hologram vanished.
"Honor to you all.  May we be blessed with victory in the face of this darkness," Thel said, "R'tas, are you there?"
Another Elite, with a missing mandible and the stance of a grizzled veteran, appeared.  "I'm here brother."
"Focus fire on the enemy flagship, Shadow of Remorse, until their shields break.  Make sure the shield stays down until Gunnar's team is aboard with us.  Glory to House Vadam, glory to our allies!"
"At your command Arbiter.  ALL FLEET ELEMENTS, TARGET THE SHADOW OF REMORSE!  TEAR THEIR SHIELDS ASUNDER!" and with that R'tas vanished from the display, and Thel right after.
After a moment of the silence that enveloped the room soon after... Twilight's knees buckled under the emotional stress, once again breaking down in tears.  Her friends helped her up and escorted her from the room, trying to comfort her as they left.  Celestia watched them leave before turning to the technician.  "Get me Lasky."
"Yes ma'am," the tech answered in compliance.  Shortly after, Lasky reappeared on the holodisplay.
"Something you need Princess?"
Celestia smirked, her idea playing out in her mind.  "As a matter of fact I do.  I have a need for your ship's primary weapon.  Let's make Tanar R'aagamee tremble in fear."
Lasky let a grin play across his features.  "What do you have in mind?"
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		When the Dead Walk



Equinia, exiting upper atmosphere, en route to Assault Carrier Shadow of Remorse
Gunnar felt the deck of the Phantom troop bay shift beneath him as the craft breached the atmosphere and entered a combat zone, but this did little to deter his thoughts.  Only half an hour ago, the stallion soldier had done his utmost to banish most, if not all, of the fear from his mind.  The thought of the Flood reaching the planetary surface and threatening to overcome all that he held dear left little room for him to let fear and doubt overcome him.  He knew he had to fight to defend the planet, his home, his friends, and Twilight.  Now he was observing the space battle through a vidlink in his helmet HUD.  It was absolute chaos.  Broken ships, both Covenant and UNSC, floated about, some seemingly snapped in half, others looking like mutilated metal husks, and all of it accompanied by debris, large and small.  The remaining ships were all mixed together in a chaotic skirmish.  Then, there was their objective, being engaged by Thel's flagship Shadow of Intent: The Shadow of Remorse, colloquially known by the forces who knew its dark secret as "Flood City."
"ALRIGHT GUYS!" Mickey called back through the din of rumbling bulkheads, "THIRTY SECONDS TO THE TARGET!  HOSTILE SHIP'S SHIELDS JUST POPPED!  GET READY GUYS!  THEL AND HIS BOYS ARE TIED UP IN THE HANGAR SO IT'S ABOUT TO GET LOUD!"
"AS IF IT WASN'T LOUD ENOUGH!" Hoya remarked, causing some nervous laughter from all but Buck, DeMarco, and Gunnar.
"HARDIE HAR HAR SPARTAN!  TEN SECONDS, BE READY!  FIGHTER ESCORTS JUST LIT UP A COZY SPOT FOR US TO LAND!"  Mickey yelled out.
"DID THEY HIT ANY FRIENDLIES!?" DeMarco piped up
"NO, THEY HIT THE LEFT SIDE OF THE HANGAR! THEL AND HIS BOYS ARE PINNED DOWN ON THE FAR RIGHT BY..... WHAT THE FUCK ARE THOSE THINGS MAN!?"
"PROBABLY FLOOD THAT BROKE LOOSE!  BE READY!"
"FUCK, THIS IS GONNA SUCK!"
The Phantom lurched as it came to a sudden halt in the hangar.  Soon as the troop bay doors opened, they were greeted by loud, monstrous screeching and a severely deformed Elite jumping up to meet them.  It's skin was a pale green and it looked like its whole body had been rearranged into some kind of walking weapon, giving the semblance of the most vile zombie ever seen.
"KILL IT! KILL IT!" Dutch cried.  
Hoya gladly complied by instantly bringing his shotgun to bear and blasting a hole in the Flood infected Elite's chest, eliminating it from the game.
"Remember to aim for the bulbous part of their chests!" DeMarco called.
"HOW THE FUCK DO YOU TELL THAT APART FROM THE REST OF THEIR BODIES!?" Romeo yelled interrogatively.
"SHOOT FOR THE PART THAT LOOKS LIKE THE FUCKED UP MUSHROOM THINGS CRAWLING AROUND THEM!" Buck yelled before bringing his Assault Rifle to bear and blasting two more in the mentioned spot that were charging towards their Phantom.  "If you can, destroy the bodies so they can't get back up!"
"THAT'S DAMNED DISGUSTING MAN!" Mickey called back.
"That's how you kill these things according to the footage!" Gunnar yelled as he aimed his Plasma DMR and shot three more of what he recalled being listed as Flood Combat Forms in the vids.
He looked down to suddenly see and Elite dual wielding Type-1 Energy Swords and slicing up flood all around him, wearing a familiar silver colored armor set.
"He's got the right idea!" Gunnar yelled.
"Let's get down there and help," DeMarco called, "Buck, you and your team stay with the Phantom and remain on station!  Steer clear of the Flood!  You don't have shields like the rest of us!"
"I'd argue with you in most cases, and I'm not in favor of being infected by those things.  I'm still arguing the case though!" Buck replied.
Rookie stepped forward though, taking aim and blasting a few more Flood forms.
"Rookie! WHAT ARE YOU DOING!?" Buck demanded.
"What do you think!  Living up to his rep and goin' with ya!" Romeo laughed halfheartedly as he shot up two more Flood forms that were trying to jump up at them.
"Not a chance in hell!" DeMarco yelled at them, "Both of you stay put with your squad.  I'm not risking more lives.  Gunnar, you're staying too!"
"THE BUCK I AM!" the stallion barked back, "I'M COMING!  IF ANYONE IS GONNA KILL TANAR, IT'S GONNA BE ME!!  This is personal now!"
DeMarco sighed at that.  He knew he wouldn't turn the stallion back from this one just based on his tone of voice.  He also knew just how personal it was for the soldier pony so he reluctantly relented.  "Fine, but you stay close to the team at all times!"
"Until we reach Tanar, I'm all for that, but once I see the bastard that threatened my home and my friends, you're gonna have to keep up!"
"I guess that's the best I'll get!" DeMarco half laughed.
In response, Gunnar activated his hardlight shield unit and charged, using it like an effective battering ram as he busted through a trio of flood combat forms to join Thel in the fray.  He then drew his Plasma DMR and had the Elite's back.  They cleared the hangar in minutes with the help and fire support from the Phantom and its occupants.  Thel's remaining Spec Ops Elites were hunkered down at the other end of the hangar during the whole fight, firing off plasma weaponry at the hostile parasites until the fighting ended as well.
"Alright, that was a gutsy move, and the fact that you're still alive is proof enough for me," DeMarco said after leaping down from the Phantom.  "Buck, my order stands, stay with your team in the Phantom and get clear of the hangar.  We'll need a ride out of here and you're it!"
"Alright, fine," the ODST Gunnery Sergeant reluctantly complied, "We'll babysit your limo."
"Good man," DeMarco laughed as he watched the rest of Majestic jump down to join the attack force.
"Thel, you mind telling me how these things got loose?" Gunnar asked suddenly.
The Elite acknowledged with a nod and began to explain.  "We prevented the pods from being able to launch by jamming the launch tube doors.  We also had our fighters push some debris in from the battle however they saw fit, clogging the launch tubes up further, the crafty pilot jockeys.  But we did this all remotely.  Tanar opened the pods from the bridge before retreating to the core room and locking the area down."
"Buck.... so we need to lift the lockdown to get to him AND destroy the ship."
"It is worse than that I'm afraid.  Tanar is trying to direct the ship to make a collision course with the planetary surface from where he is.  It's possible, but it will take time.  Unfortunately, he's had plenty of it thus far.  We need to get in there, kill him, and destroy the ship before it can hit the planet's surface."
"Will there be any consequences if we wind up blowing it up in atmosphere?" Thorne asked.
"Plasma discharge from the explosion will annihilate the Flood on board this ship, and dispersal pods have yet to form on the hull.  The ship's infection is in an early stage.  As long as we keep it from coming too close to the surface, we should succeed," Thel explained.
"Well you don't have to tell me twice," Gunnar said coldly, "Let's get going.  I want to snap that bastard's neck myself."  He drew his weapon again and took point right away, causing Thel, the Spec Ops Elites, and Majestic to all look at each other in mixtures of confusion and concern before following.
"Try not to let this go to your head Gunnar," Thorne said, walking up beside the stallion as they entered the corridors.
"I'm well beyond forgiving him," Gunnar snapped back, "He sent his own son to try and kill me for one thing.  He has tried numerous times to kill Twilight and her friends.  He's been the cause for alot of pain and suffering for all of us.  It ends TODAY!"
"I've got your back then." Thorne said as he drew his weapon and became more alert, essentially taking point with the stallion.
The team crept forward, occasionally shotgunning a flood form on the way.
============================================================
Eagle Fortress, Ponyville, Equestria: Operations Center
Celestia stood, listening and watching the horror unfolding on the screens before her.  Her student Twilight had left with her friends a while ago and Celestia was glad for it.  The poor mare didn't need to be seeing this right now.
"This is UNSC North Star to all ships!  We've sustained heavy damage and need backup!"
"UNSC Andraste V, all hands abandon ship, all hands abandon ship!"
"This is Delta Two, we just lost the squad leader!  WHERE'S OUR BACKUP!  WE'RE GETTING SLAUGHTERED OUT H....."
As static dominated the fighter pilot's transmission, his fate became clear.  Celestia's heart filled with sorrow and fear as she listened to the cacophony of distress coming over the comms.  Where was the Infinity?
Her prayers were soon answered.
"This is Captain Thomas Lasky of the UNSC Infinity.  All friendly ships, rally around us.  Let's teach these bastards who they're messing with.  Roland, light those Covie suckers up!"
The video suddenly shifted to the Infinity as the massive vessel could be seen leaving the atmosphere once more.  Her main guns fired and ripped a hostile CCS Class Battle Cruiser in half.  An unfortunate Covie Corvette was caught in the blast too.  The Infinity then caught an unlucky hostile CRS Class Light Cruiser and smashed through it as if she were an indestructible battering ram.  The show of power resulted in cheers erupting throughout the Ops Center.
Celestia smirks, seeing the tide start to turn.  Her relief was short lived however.
"All units, incoming emergency transmission!" one of the techs in the center yelled
"This is Gunnery Sergeant Buck to all allied forces.  Flood pod launches were stopped, but Flood hostiles have broken loose on the enemy flagship.  The enemy Fleetmaster Tanar is attempting to put his ship on a collision course with the planetary surface.  We have friendlies aboard attempting to ensure Tanar is eliminated and destroy the ship from the inside for a thorough purge of the Flood!  Need fleet elements to surround the Shadow of Remorse and block her path!"
"Shit..." one of the technicians in the Ops Center was heard muttering.
"This is R'tas, the best we can do is predict it's impact zone once it start's moving and position to glass the area it lands in"
"Lasky here, most of our fleet is bogged down, destroyed, or being forced to fall back.  We have no ship's that can reach you in time.  R'tas, much as I hate saying it, as soon as you know where that ship is gonna hit, you get in position and start glassing soon as it touches down."
"Is this absolutely necessary!?" one of the other UNSC ship captain's cried.
"It's either a half a million civies or the whole damn planet if the Remorse lands!  You know what's on that ship!" another captain yelled.
"Fuck..."
"Let us pray this precaution is unneeded in the end..." R'tas said solemnly, "All Vadam fleet elements, fall back to the planetary atmosphere and monitor the Remorse.  As soon as it starts moving, I want a prediction of it's trajectory."
"They... they can't do that..." a familiar voice said from behind Celestia.
The alicorn turned to see Twilight and her friends staring in disbelief at the displays, disbelieving of what they were hearing.
Celestia sighed, thinking about the situation and what to say to her student.  In the end, if the Remorse landed and the Flood started pouring out, glassing the area would be the only other option.  It really would be a decision between a few hundred thousand lives.... or the whole of Equinia.  She knew she could only tell Twilight the truth now.... so that's what she decided upon.
"I assume you know about the flood and what would happen if they reached the surface?" Celestia began.
Twilight and her friends nodded.
"Then you understand that there is no choice if the ship lands.  If the flood make it to the surface, the only options would be to glass the landing zone, or watch the world die around us.... and die with it."
Twilight couldn't believe her ears.  She leaves for only a few minutes, and comes back to hear this hopelessness.  Would she ever get rest from this apparent despair?  
NO!  I refuse to let this be the end!  There's another option!  
Twilight's expression became one of determination.  "I know another way to stop that ship."
Celestia looked at her student in surprise.  "How do you....?"  Then it hit her.  She turned to one of the techs.  "Can you get Lasky for me?"
The tech nodded and triggered the holoterminal comms.  "All yours Princess."
"This is Princess Celestia!  Lasky, are you there!?"
"I'm here Princess," Lasky replied as he appeared on the holoterminal, "What's the matter?"

"We have an idea.  Can you divert a Pelican and a Frigate?" the Princess requested with a smirk on her face.
"What's the plan?"
Celestia simply gestured to the six mares behind her.  Lasky looked back and forth between the Princess and the mares, trying to figure out what the suddenly cryptic alicorn was saying.  Then it hit him, and he grinned.

"Diverting a Frigate and a Pelican to your command now.  I'll send them into the atmosphere to await your orders.  Good luck everyone.  Lasky out."  With that, the Captain saluted and vanished from the holoterminal.
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		Preventing Apocalypse



Flood Infested Shadow of Remorse, orbit above Equinia
Gunnar and the team continued to advance.  He and Thorne remained on point with Spec Ops Elites helping cover the sides with Hoya and Grant.  Thel helped DeMarco and Madsen cover the rear.  For the past half hour, they had been moving towards the core.  Every once in a while, they had encountered swarms of the alien parasite in the corridors or in some of the larger rooms of the ship.  The alien's would attack, only to have their swarming numbers betray them by making it easier for Gunnar, Majestic, Thel, and the friendly Spec Ops Elites to mow 'em down.
It wasn't long before they reached a locked and shielded blast door.
"According to the schematics, the core room should be right through here," Hoya informed.
"These doors are not standard.  Tanar upgraded this vessel significantly before coming here," Thel deduced, "Only way through is to hack the systems."
"I'm already on it."  Hoya produced the hacking datapad from the intel op at the north magnetic pole of the planet and got to work, using wireless uplinks to gain access to the systems.  "This could take some time.  Cover me."
Thel nodded and took his Spec Ops Elites to take up positions at the nearby intersection a few meters back down the hall.  DeMarco and Gunnar stayed with Hoya while the rest of Majestic went to take up positions with Thel and his elites.  Five minutes passed without much incident, but the beastly screeches and roars of the Flood had them constantly on edge.
Suddenly there was a muffled boom and the ship shuddered violently, knocking some of the team off balance for a moment.
"What the buck was that?" Gunnar wondered aloud after the shuddering ended.
DeMarco keyed his comms.  "Buck, what's going on out there!?"
"Buck here!  You aren't gonna like the answer to that Paul!"
"I don't give a damn, I need answers!"
"The Remorse's engines just detonated suddenly.  The ship's caught in the gravity well and is now in freefall!  We're bringing the Phantom into the hangar!  We won't be able to keep up much longer from out here!"
"Copy that Buck, watch your backs."
"We won't let some parasite get to us!  Don't worry!  Buck out!"
"This is DeMarco to UNSC Infinity!  Captain Lasky, did you get that!?"
"Loud and clear Spartan!  R'tas already has a reading on how long you have!  If you don't take that ship out in the next twenty three minutes, he's gonna start glassing!"
"We'll be done in ten!"
"I hope you do!  Lasky out!"
"Buck it all...." Gunnar muttered.
"Tanar must not be able to pilot the ship from in there!  He must have elected to take out the orbital stabilizers and engines!"  Arbiter called back.
"It won't matter!  We're in!" Hoya announced.  The shield's on the door flared out of existence and the heavy duty hatch slid open smoothly.
"Let's move team!" Gunnar yelled as he took point again.  They took their original formation and continued on.
=============================================================
UNSC Paris-class Heavy Frigate Silver Lining, in atmosphere above Equestria.
Twilight sat on the bridge of the ship next to a familiar alien face in the frigate's armory.  Lasky had deemed fit to send the Huragok, Patchy, to help them prepare.  Currently, the engineer was using Twilight's armor to replicate three sets for Fluttershy, Rarity, and Pinkie.
"Ugh... you expect me to wear that?" Rarity asked in mild disgust.
"Would you rather suffocate in the thin air while we're standing out there?" Dash asked her seriously.
"B-b-but, why us?" Fluttershy stuttered.
Twilight answered by pulling a familiar sight out of her saddlebags, having collected the items before the Pelican brought them to the Silver Lining.  She had brought the Elements of Harmony.
"What good will that do?" Dash wondered aloud.
A human armory officer deemed fit to step forth.  "Apparently you haven't heard.  The Shadow of Remorse is in freefall.  The whole fleet knows it," he explained.
"What!?!?" the girls all cried out in unison.... all except Twilight.
"The trajectory and landing zone have already been predicted.  We're on an intercept course."
"And what in tarnation are we supposed to do about it!?" AJ asked in bewilderment.
"I had a feeling this would happen..." Twilight said, causing all eyes to turn to her,  "That's why we're up here.  When the Silver Lining is in position, we need to have the armor ready."  
She said all this as she showed Patchy the Elements, who wore them, and how they wore them.  In response, the engineer quickly modified each mare's armor, putting slots with magnetic clamps in the individual armor sets to allow each Element to be worn securely over the armor.
"Wait.... so we're going out there.... on top of the ship!?" Rainbow asked, even more baffled.
Twilight sighed.  "Yes.... I know it's risky.... and I'm afraid of what could happen....  but if that ship gets too close, the fate of Equestria, of the planet, will rest on our shoulders.  We cannot let that ship land, even if it is crashing."
"Well.... when you put it that way.... I guess we really don't have a choice...." Rainbow muttered.
"The risk is worth the reward if you ask me," Applejack piped up, "I want to see my family safe from this disaster."
"I would not wish such a harsh fate as... Flood infection... on anypony," Rarity stated, "I'll go too."
Patchy went over to comfort a frightened Fluttershy as Twilight turned to her.  "What about you Fluttershy?"
"I.... I don't know...." the yellow pegasus replied timidly.
"Fluttershy, think of your animal friends, think of us, and think of our home," Twilight tried to encourage her, "If we don't do this.... they could be destroyed...."
"I suppose now is a bad time to say that the projected crash site is the Everfree Forest...." the armory tech spoke up, "But she's right.  If that ship gets through and lands, R'tas will have no choice.  Ponyville will be in the area that they glass."
Fluttershy let out an audible gasp when she heard this.
"How do you know all this?" Twilight asked the tech.
"It was publicly announced over all friendly comm frequencies.  You probably didn't hear because you weren't listening to a comms device.  Still, we're hoping to slow it down as much as possible.  That would give us maybe five minutes extra before the Remorse hit the surface.  That isn't much though... and we only have about ten more minutes before it comes within our range.  If the boarding team fails...."
Twilight sighed sadly.  "I know."
Fluttershy shivered in fear for a few more moments before Patchy cooed and nuzzled her cheek.  She found encouragement and comfort in the gesture.  It was just enough to finish breaking through the wall of fear.  She stood, smiled at Patchy, then looked at her friends with a determined smile.
"Feeling better Fluttershy?" Rainbow asked her with a smile of her own.
"Yes, let's do this.  No one hurts my friends or threatens my home.  I'm ready."
"What are we waiting for then?  Let's go!" Pinkie chimed in.
=================================================================
Aboard Flood Infested Shadow of Remorse. in a Deteriorating Orbit above Equinia.
Gunnar and team were now caught in a three way battle in one of the larger rooms on the ship.  The core and Tanar were only one room away.  An energy shield had deployed in the doorway, blocking their advance.  Now they were in a three way firefight between them, Tanar's specialist defenders, and the Flood.
"HOW THE HELL ARE WE GONNA GET IN THERE IN TIME!?" DeMarco remarked loudly as his rifle gave a loud report when he shot down another Flood infected elite.
"WE GOTTA TRY!" Gunnar yelled, "I'M NOT LEAVING TILL I'M CERTAIN TANAR CAN'T THREATEN US ANYMORE!"
"Bold words for a doomed heretic!" Tanar yelled at him through the shield.
"SHUT UP COWARD, I'LL BE GETTING AT YOU REAL SOON!"
"You dare call me a COWARD!?!?"
"YEAH SPLITLIP, THAT'S EXACTLY WHAT I SAID!"
Gunnar and his team were still fighting on as the elite leader seethed with anger behind the shield to their six when the comms crackled to life.
"DeMarco, it's Lasky, you and your team need to pull out NOW!!!"
"Sir, we're in the middle of something!  Mission isn't done!"
"Mission's changed!  Get your asses out of there or in the next three minutes, you'll be torn apart with the rest of that ship by the Elements!"
"Fuck!" Hoya bellowed before busting three more Flood with his shotgun.
DeMarco deadpanned, "We don't know if that will work sir.  We're staying put until we're certain we can't complete the mission.  You need every bit of assurance that this mission will be completed."
Seeing that his enemies were distracted by combat and other means, Tanar took his chance.  He would take his vengance on Gunnar, then escape this mess and return with a larger fleet next time.... if Jul Mdama saw fit to let him continue.  He turned off the shield, quickly and quietly stepped out, then grabbed Gunnar's throat and pulled him in, tossing him across the saferoom as he reactivated the shield.
An audible choking sound was heard as it happened, causing Thorne and DeMarco to turn.  The shield went up as they saw the stallion get tossed further into Tanar's saferoom and slam into the bulkhead.
"GUNNAR!!!" The two Spartans called out worriedly as they witnessed their friend take the hit.  They cursed themselves for not being able to do anything about it.
"Gunnar, GET UP!" Thorne yelled at the stallion as if giving him an urgent order.
The stallion heard him and looked to see an angered Tanar marching quickly towards him with a drawn Energy Sword.  He triggered his hardlight shield just as the downswing came, causing the blade to bounce back.  Gunnar took the opportunity to use the shield as a bulldozer blade, pushing the elite away from him before taking a combat stance.
"I'm fine!" the stallion yelled, "Follow orders guys, get off the ship!"  He and a now cautious and combat ready Tanar circled each other.
"We won't leave you!" Thorne yelled, slamming his fist on the shield.
"I'm not asking, I'm ordering!  The Elements are far more powerful than ever before now.  They will tear this ship apart!  Do NOT be here when they do!"
"WHAT ABOUT YOU!?"
"I'm gonna make sure this bastard doesn't escape alive," Gunnar answered with a grin, causing the Fleetmaster to snarl at him.
"Make your friends take the coward's way out?" Tanar remarked, now chuckling sinisterly.
"No.  I'm saving them," the stallion answered, "because of the fact that they're my friends."
Tanar snarled, looking about ready to attack again.
"Guys, get out of here!" Gunnar yelled, "And tell Twilight to make it count!"
"NO! We'll find another way man!" Thorne's voice cracked.
"THERE IS NO OTHER WAY!  Get out of here!  Watch each other's backs!"
DeMarco put a hand on Thorne's shoulder.  The others had finished off the last Flood attackers in the area along with Tanar's defenders and were watching.
"Take care guys.  It was an honor to serve with you.  I'm glad to call you my friends.  Tell Twilight... I love her."
Tanar waited for the stallion to make a move as they circled each other.  His dark heart caused him to sneer disgustedly at the stallion's words to his comrades.
"We'll remember you Gunnar," Thorne said, reluctantly accepting the order now.
"Fight hard 'Spartan'," DeMarco said to Gunnar, his respect for the stallion obvious in his voice. "Majestic, fall back!"
Thel looked at the two combatants on the other side of the shield.  He gave Gunnar a respectful nod before turning and leading his remaining Spec Ops Elites away with Majestic.
The tired stallion soldier mustered his remaining strength and stopped circling Tanar as the elite leader stopped moving.  The next moment seemed to last an eternity.  Each stared down the other, resolving that they would give no quarter.  Gunnar tossed aside his Plasma DMR.... then they charged each other, Hardlight Shield colliding with Energy Sword with a vicious, angry flash of light.
===============================================================
High above Equestrian airspace, Frigate Silver Lining, on top of the bow hull.
Twilight listened in through her helmet radio for news reguarding Gunnar and his team as the Shadow of Remorse came closer.  In about a minute, she and her friends would be lighting it up with the power of the Elements.  She prayed that it would be enough.  Her mind drifted to the stallion she loved again.  She hoped he would survive.  Just then the comms crackled to life when two Phantoms shot out of the Remorse's hangar.
"This is Paul DeMarco of Fireteam Majestic... team is away," the Spartan said with a solemn tone of voice.
Twilight new that tone... and realized what it could mean... but she refused to believe it, not yet, not without solid proof.  Her determination and resolve returned.
"Alright girls!  It's now or never!" She called back to her friends.
"We're with ya Twi," Applejack assured her, her other friends nodding in agreement.
The unicorn smiled before she looked inward.  She closed her eyes and focused her magic.  The others did the same, looking inward and finding the power within each of them.  Twilight's tiara started to glow a bright shade of violet.  Polychromatic energies flowed from the other Element's to the tiara.  Their eyes opened and brilliant white light shined from them through the depolarized visors of their helmets.  The energy intensified, and for one moment, time seemed to slow down.
The energy fired from the tiara in a whirlwind of multicolored firepower, catching the Remorse in the waves of energy.  For a moment, the ship simply held still, slowed to a stop by the powerful forces.  The shield glowed brighter and brighter until they broke with a loud bang.  Metal groaned as the stress on the ship's bulkhead increased.  Flood poured from the hangars and hull breaches, trying to escape to the surface to consume.  The energy tore them asunder, disintegrating each and every form of the evil creatures, not a single spore escaping.  The hull started to warp as the energy from the Elements intensified to a level never seen before.  Twilight smiled, feeling the harmonious energy rush through her.  The happy memories of her life flooded to her, her discovery of the Elements with her newfound friends, the marriage of her brother to Cadence, the rediscovery and restoration of the Crystal Empire, and every little adventure in between... plus the memory of that one moment, when everything seemed perfect, that first kiss.  The Elements, fueled by all the true powers of friendship and love, intensified their output one hundred fold.  Suddenly the warping of the hull turned to tearing as piece after piece was torn away from the vessel and sent back into orbit.  The metal groaned and screeched under the stress of the firepower hitting it.  It wouldn't be long now.
================================================================
Aboard the Flood Infested Shadow of Remorse, VIP safe room, two minutes to Zero Hour.
Gunnar and Tanar dealt blow after blow to each other.  They dodged, and blocked blow after blow.  Gunnar used his magic to turn shards of broken bulkhead metal into weapons.  Tanar batted the large chunks away, the small ones only making his shields flare, before charging at Gunnar and going for a leap and downward stab.  Gunnar rammed him out of the air using his hardlight shield again.  The Fleetmaster hit the bulkhead wall and fell to the floor on his knees.  He panted heavily, but saw the stress taking its toll on the stallion as well.  They were evenly matched.
"Why.... do you continue to fight?" The Elite asked, bewildered, "Fighting for heretics and blasphemers.  Do you not see the dishonor in it?"
"The only dishonor I see right now is in the being in front of me," Gunnar replied, causing the elite to growl with contempt, "You use false religions and gods to justify genocide, and hide behind a plague to do the dirty work for you.  You're lower than dirt Tanar.  I'll see you die like the beast you are."
Tanar roared in rage, charging at Gunnar and this time, breaking through the shield, but not before having his sword sent flying away with the angle at which it had hit that shield.  He held Gunnar against the wall by the throat.
"You will die a heretic's death!  I'LL SEE YOU BURN!!!" the Fleetmaster roared.
"You won't get the chance," Gunnar managed to choke out with a harsh laugh.
"WHY DO YOU DO THIS!?"
"Because I have something worth fighting for, something I care about.  Something that's real," Gunnar leered as he stared at a metal shard that was stuck between the elite's chest armor."
"And what, pray tell, is that?"
Gunnar smiled.  "My home, my friends...." He mustered all his strength and bucked the metal shard as hard as he could, breaking what was left of Tanar's shields and embedding it in his flesh.  Causing the elite to stagger back and roar in pain, dropping Gunnar, who barely managed to land on his hooves.  After a moment of coughing, he looked up and stared at the elite. ".....and the one I love."
The Elite felt the ship shudder a moment.  Tanar looked up at Gunnar, then at his wound.  It was a losing battle.  He looked at the one escape pod in the safe room.  He bolted for it.
"OH NO YOU DON'T!" Gunnar roared, following Tanar closely, scooping up his Plasma DMR as he went.  
Just as the elite punched the controls to shut the door and launch the pod, Gunnar dove through and tackled Tanar.  The Plasma DMR skidded just out of reach as the pod launched.  They grappled and wrestled with all their strength for a few seconds before pod lurched, propelled by a force they could not see through the windowless hull of the small pod.  Gunnar went for the DMR as it floated past him in the shifting g-forces, but was grabbed by the back left hoof and tossed into the bulkhead.  Tanar proceeded to start pummeling Gunnar with his fists.
"GET! OFF!" Gunnar roared as he bucked the Elite's face, causing the him to tumble to the other side of the pod.  
Gunnar tried to go for his Plasma DMR again but was again pinned to the wall.  He kicked hard as he could for all it was worth... but Tanar was ready for that this time.  Gunnar eyed the DMR, waiting for it to float by.
"You fight for your compatriots, but they are heretics ALL OF THEM!" Tanar growled, "First I will kill you, then I will hunt them all down and give them all the slow and painful deaths they deserve one by one."
Gunnar caught the DMR.
"What say you to that heretic?" the Fleetmaster sneered.
"I say," Gunnar choked, "You can burn in hell motherfucker."  He shoved the tip of the Plasma DMR between Tanar's mandibles and squeezed the trigger.  
The Fleetmaster, without his shields and already injured, was killed instantly. T he design of the pod allowed it to stabilize before then as it fell.  Gunnar coughed and gagged as he dropped to the floor of the now stabilized but falling pod, DMR clattering next to him.  He looked up after a moment.  he saw Tanar caught under the control panel, dead with a hole in his head.  He looked up at the controls and the seat in front of it.  He wasted no time.  He crawled over to the seat, hoisted himself up into it, and looked at the display, which showed the ground fast approaching.  He grabbed what he hoped was a flight control stick on the panel and pulled hard.  The pod's angle changed before.....
Gunnar blacked out at the sound of screeching and groaning metal and then the splash sound of a water impact as the pod came to a sudden jarring halt.....
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		Victory Has a Cost... Most of the Time



UNSC Paris-class Heavy Frigate Silver Lining; Aftermath
Twilight and her friends watched as the last of the polychromatic energy they threw at the ship dissipated.  No Flood, nor hostile Covenant, had escaped the rending of the ship, the cascade of power, or the detonation of the reactor core.  Almost every piece of the ship had been shot back into orbit.  They heard cheering over their helmet comms.
"YEEEAAAAAH THEY DID IT!!!!"
"COVENANT FORCES ARE IN RETREAT!!!"
"WE DID IT WE WON!!!!!"
"DID YOU SEE THAT!?  DID YOU SEE THAT!?"
"WHAT THEN, WHAT THEN MOTHERFUCKIN' COVIES!!!!"
"VICTORYYYYYYYYY!!!!"
"WE DID IT!!!" Fluttershy yelled out in joy, "WE WON!!!"
"AWWWWW YEAH!!!" Rainbow cheered.
Applejack was hootin' and hollerin' like the cowpony she was.
Pinkie was bouncing around screaming "YAY!" over and over again.
Rarity was laughing happily.
Victory felt soooooo good, and Twilight couldn't help joining in the cheering for a few minutes before a thought crossed her mind.
"Wait.... w-what about Gunnar....?"
========================================================
Silver Lining Bridge, twenty minutes later.
Twilight and her friends stood around a holodisplay in the bridge alongside side the Silver Lining's captain, a man named Jackson.  Patchy was in a corner off towards the back of the bridge, watching curiously and happily.  Celestia, R'tas, and Lasky were all smiling on the holodisplay, offering congratulations to the girls and the brave crew that flew them in at the risk of being plowed over by the significantly larger ship that used to be the Shadow of Remorse.
"That was some of the greatest courage and power I have ever seen in all my life," R'tas chuckled.
"Jackson, what do you recommend we do for these girls?" Lasky asked the younger captain.
"Give them freaking medals!" the man replied with a boisterous laugh.
"You should all be proud of your actions today my little ponies," Celestia said with a genuine expression of pride and joy on her face, "You've saved us all.  Twilight, you and your friends performed admirably.  I'm so proud of you my faithful student."
Twilight managed a large smile when she heard that.
A couple minutes of conversation later, they were interrupted by two more holograms: Thel Vadamee, and a helmetless Paul DeMarco.  Paul looked solemn.
"Soldier, why the long face?  We won!" Jackson chuckled.
"Not all of us...." Thel replied solemnly.
The smiles vanished.  Twilight felt her heart drop again.  Something was very wrong.  What she heard next shattered her.
"We didn't all make it off the ship...." DeMarco tried to continue... but... he couldn't.
"Gunnar.... stayed behind...." Thel finished for him.
"He fell off the grid... and out of contact... soon as we cleared the hangar..." DeMarco started, his voice cracking.  He explained what had happened, what Gunnar had said.  Each detail from Tanar grabbing him, to the reluctant departure of Majestic, Thel, and the allied Sangheili that were with them.
When he was done explaining, there was a moment of silence and disbelief..... followed by tears....  Twilight broke down, sobbing uncontrollably.  She wailed from the pain in her heart.  Everyone and everypony else in the conversation felt sorrow overcome them.  Celestia shed tears at seeing her metaphorical daughter in so much pain.  Her friends tried to comfort her.  Patchy hovered over from the corner he was hidden in and also tried to provide comfort.  The creature let out a sad whistle.
"Excuse me a moment... m-my crew has picked something up," Lasky said reluctantly and solemnly before stepping away.  He stopped a moment to take a look back at the crying mare and sighed sadly, the sight devastating him.  He vanished as he went to talk to his crew about their discovery.
Twilight's tears soon ran dry and she just lay there on the ground, seeming hopeless and broken.  Everyone stood or sat in silence.
"I'm.... so sorry Twi...." AJ tried to comfort her, voice cracking.
Patchy nuzzled the mare's cheek, trying to help her cheer up.... but there were some things.... Huragok just couldn't fix.
Suddenly Lasky reappeared, looking frantic.  "YOU GUYS WILL NOT BELIEVE THIS!!!"
Celestia looked at him, gauging the man's sudden change in mood.  "What do you mean?"
"My crew.... THEY PICKED UP GUNNAR'S IFF TRANSPONDER!"
Twilight's eyes shot open and she let out a small gasp.  A glimmer of hope.
===============================================================
En route to beacon coordinates.
Two Pelicans and Two Phantoms flew in a vee formation as they headed towards Gunnar's supposed location at the Equestrian southern coast.  Twilight's mind was racing as she prayed Gunnar would be alive.
"Sure hope he's okay," AJ whispered to the other friends in the troop bay of their Pelican.  Rarity, Rainbow Dash, Pinkie Pie, Fluttershy, and Patchy all nodded in agreement to that.
===============================================================
Pod crash site.
Gunnar felt weak as he tried to crawl from the pod.  He fell into the shallow water after crawling from the hatch, letting out a pained grunt as he landed.  He looked around.  He had gotten lucky.  The pod had crash landed at an empty beach, heading towards the ocean.  The only thing that kept him from landing in the water was the large rock formation jutting up from the shallow water.  The pod had run directly into them and got wedged between a rock pillar, and the largest stone in the formation.
Gunnar rolled onto his back and stared up at the sky.  He smiled as he watched the clouds and the seagulls.  He managed to unlatch his helmet and pull it off.  He tossed the unwanted armor garment towards the sand and shallower water.  He inhaled deeply, but cringed in pain when he found that hard.... he must have broken a rib or something.  But, he didn't care.  He won, and Tanar would never threaten the others again.
He saw blackness begin to enshroud his vision as fatigue took him.  He could have sworn he heard the engines of Pelicans and Phantoms before he fell out of the consciousness.
===============================================================
Twilight waited anxiously for the rear hatch to open as the Pelican touched down.  What was only seconds before the hatch opened, felt like hours to her.  But, when the hatch touched the ground, she darted out.  Behind her, her friends stepped out of her Pelican.  Celestia, Lasky, Palmer, and a medical team stepped out of the other.  Buck's team, Majestic, Thel, and a few friendly elites hopped down from one Phantom, the ODSTs and Spec Ops Elites setting up a perimeter after landing.  Then there was R'tas and a pair of friendly Honor Gaurd elites who hopped down from the last Phantom.
It didn't take long.  Soon one of them found something.
"HEY! OVER HERE! I FOUND HIM!" Thorne called from the other side of a solid rock outcropping.
The leaders and friends all ran over, or hopped in Pinkie's case and hovered in Patchy's.
Twilight was the first to arrive at the scene in just a few seconds.  Thorne was kneeling down next too a prone green stallion.  His helmet was off a little ways north, and a Covenant escape pod lay broken and wedged between the rocks behind them.
"He's alive!" Thorne exclaimed.
Twilight was quick to get to Gunnar's side.  Sure enough, he was still breathing, albeit in a labored way.  He had a weak pulse but it was there.  He could live through this after all.
"Hey, guess who's dead in this pod," Buck called down from the broken escape craft, as he had come to investigate too.
"Who?" several people and ponies asked simultaneously.
"Tanar R'aagamee," Buck answered with a grin.
Several of them looked at Gunnar in shock and bewilderment, others with respect and pride, all of them with relief.  Patchy then floated up to them and looked over Gunnar.  The creature let out a sorrowful whistle, saddened to see one of his newest friends in such a state, but got to work.  Twilight was amazed at how quickly the creature could seal up Gunnar's wounds almost seamlessly.
"Engineers have some amazing attributes," Thorne chuckled when he saw Twilight's bewildered expression.
When Patchy was done a few minutes later, Gunnar's breathing had improved.  His pulse was better too.  He would be okay.  The leader of the medical team laughed.
"Shown up by an Engineer again," he chuckled, causing the rest of his team to laugh too.
Celestia smiled before looking to R'tas, Thel, and Lasky.  "Let's give them some room hmm?"
The other three leaders nodded in agreement and the four of them stepped away to have a conversation in the shade of one of the landed Pelicans.
"Hey, ah think he's wakin' up," Applejack whispered.
Sure enough, Gunnar's eyes slowly opened.  He took a moment to let his vision focus then saw Twilight, Thorne, and Patchy above him.  He smiled weakly, but warmly at them.
"H-hey guys..." he greeted.
"G-Gunnar...?" Twilight was breathless.
He smiled warmly at her.  "Hey Twilight.... d-did ya miss me?" he chuckled a bit.
"You have no idea," Twilight let out a small laugh, a huge smile and tears of joy on her face.
Gunnar put a gentle hoof on her shoulder.  In response, she held him up and hugged him tightly.
Thorne and Patchy looked at each other and gave their own individual versions of a grin, smiling about the exchange happening in front of them.
Gunnar hugged Twilight back for the longest time before looking at others.  He smiled and chuckled.  "Hey guys."
"Howdy Gunn," AJ chuckled.
"How ya doin' you stubborn soldier?" Hoya laughed.
"Told ya that pony was tough as nails!" Madsen exclaimed.
"You gave us quite a scare there dear Gunnar.  Thank goodness you're okay," Rarity stated with a smile plastered on her face.
"You must be the most AWESOME stallion alive, you know that?" Rainbow exclaimed with a grin.
"Heh, thanks guys," Gunnar replied with a small blush and sheepish grin.
Thorne placed a hand on the soldier stallion's shoulder and smiled. "Glad to have you back buddy."
DeMarco stepped forward.  He smiled at Gunnar and saluted him.  "Welcome back Spartan."
The other Spartans gave him salutes of their own, even Palmer.  Gunnery Sergeant Buck saluted too.
Gunnar smiled and gave him the best salute he could in his fatigued condition.  "Thanks Paul."
"Hey! You know what this calls for!?" Pinkie exclaimed, "A PARTYYYYY!!!!"
Everyone in started laughing.  Gunnar smiled and chuckled.  It was a great time to be alive now, even if there was the slight stink of singed, dead elite coming from the nearby pod.

			Author's Notes: 
VICTORY IS SOOOOO SWEEEEEEEET!!!! HAHAHA!!!
Rainbow: BUCK YEAH!!! EAT IT TANAR!!!
HAHA, cool your jets Dash.  Fight's over.
Rainbow: haha, right, sorry bout that.
Eh, no worries. *laughs*


	
		Hearth's Warming Eve (Epilogue)



1.5 Earth Years later, UNSC presence established on Equinia, Human civilian immigrant count: 1.56 million
Twilight's Library, Ponyville, Equestria.
Gunnar was looking at photos, thinking back to some fond memories.  He first looked at one particular photo that always touched his heart and made him smile.  Majestic was out of their armor, in civilian outfits, posing for a picture with him, Twilight, Rainbow, AJ, Fluttershy, Rarity, Pinkie, Spike, and Patchy.  That was during the party Pinkie had thrown three weeks after the fighting stopped and the Covenant retreated from the system for good.
There was another photo of him, standing on stage with Celestia, Luna, Captain Thomas Lasky, Commander Sarah Palmer, Thel Vadamee, and R'tas Vadamee.  He missed the last for beings on that list.  They had become amazing friends.  In that same picture, Gunnar was standing in front holding a medal.  That same medal sat in a case next to the photo at this moment.  It was the UNSC's Colonial Cross.  He would cherish that gift for the rest of his days.
The last picture he looked at was his favorite.  Him and Twilight with a little foal: their son.  That picture had been taken on the wedding day six months ago.  It saddened him that Lasky, Majestic, and their other human friends couldn't attend that memorable ceremony.  But, they were there in heart and memory at least.  Somewhere off in the galaxy, the crew of the Infinity was at it again, fighting off evil so peace and harmony could endure.  Gunnar smiled as he studied the picture further.  He saw his right hoof stallion and best colt Oakleaf and his marefriend Mystic in the picture.  He saw Spike getting in trouble off in the background, which made him laugh.  He saw Celestia and Luna smiling in the background too.  There was Shining Armor and Cadence smiling proudly too.  Plus, off to the right, a little off behind the newlyweds, was the one crew member of Infinity that had stayed behind because he could not leave the new friends he had made behind: Patchy.
"Taking a stroll down memory lane?" a certain mare said with a gentle giggle as she trotted up from somewhere behind him and leaned against him.
He wrapped his foreleg around Twilight's shoulders and held her close, smiling.  He kissed her cheek before answering.  "Yeah.  That's exactly what I'm doing," he chuckled.
She looked at him and frowned a bit.  "You miss them sometimes don't you?" she asked, referring to their human and sangheili friends.
Gunnar let out a small sigh and nodded.
"Well they'll always be around," she said as she rested a hoof on his chest where his heart is, "In here."  She smiled warmly at him.
Gunnar smiled back at her before kissing her.  They held the kiss for a couple minutes before slowly separating and smiling at each other.
"Come on, let's go back and join the others.  Hearth's Warming Eve is best spent with the whole family," she giggled.
Gunnar nodded happily and they returned to the main room.  Pinkie and the whole Cake family was there managing the deserts, except for the little foals.  Those two were hanging out with Twilight's and Gunnar's son.  Patchy was watching over the littluns, playing with them and making them laugh.  Fluttershy and Rarity were chatting about different things off to the right.  Rainbow was dancing to the music and having a good time.  AJ had brought her family: her brother Big Macintosh, her little sister Applebloom, and of course, Granny Smith.  They were chatting with Shining Armor and Cadence.  Twilight was especially glad that Celestia and Luna could make it this year.  They were chatting about royal duties and what not here and there no doubt, but they were still smiling and having a good time.  Applebloom had also brought her friends Scootaloo and Rarity's little sister, Sweetie Belle.  The three of them were commonly known as the Cutie Mark Crusaders.  They were having fun playing games.  
Twilight called everypony together for a photo.  They got together.  The camera clicked.  There they all were, in the photo, one big happy family, their bond forged stronger than steel.
==================================================================
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=blW40AVWXrE

			Author's Notes: 
Happy ending and an awesome vid at the end.  GOTTA LOVE IT!!!
Thanks for sticking around and reading folks.  It's been a blast.  Laters yall.
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