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		Description

A young archaeologist named Albert Stone spent years searching for what he thought was a long forgotten civilization. He finally found what he thought would be answers, only to be thrown in an adventure he had never would had expected. He has went beyond the veil and is lost within a strange land not his own. A land filled with colorful looking ponies and magic. Now Albert tries to search for answers in this magical world, though one question keeps popping up at the back of his mind..."Is that a flying Tortoise!?"
Element influences such as: Tomb Raider, Uncharted, Dresden Files, and others.
AN: This is a rework/rewritten version of the older story. This is AU, with different casts and new faces so expect things far different than cannon. Updates will be slow.
Feature Box: 
2/12/22: Well...um wow. I didn't expect that. [image: :pinkiegasp:]
2/24/22: Wow featured again? This is quite humbling.
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10/17/22: All of you thank you. This has continued to surprise me with your support and love.
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		Prologue (Edited)



“A single dream is more powerful than a thousand realities.”

J.R.R Tolkien


Peruvian Amazonia, 1994
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QeO1S4RsmyM
Tropical birds scattered as Albert steered the dirt bike onto an ancient, rutted track, branches snapping and vines being demolished in his wake. He plowed through the jungle with mercenaries chasing after him, bullets whizzing around him and a blazing headache from the constant bouncing. The bike swerved to its left just before it could have smashed into a fallen tree, Albert pushing it back onto the path with all of his might. His heartbeat raced as he focused on dodging roots and other impediments strewn across the forest floor.
He had only just given the side view mirror a quick glance before a bullet ripped through the glass. Behind him sat three vehicles; two large Jeeps lagging behind while close behind him was an identical dirt bike to the one he’d stolen just moments ago.
The rutted track he had chosen forced the three vehicles into single file; which was beneficial, as it meant only one carload of gunmen could shoot at him at any given time. The barrage of bullets ripped through leaves and snapped branches in pieces, and Stone felt the bike bounce beneath him, rattling his teeth as he kept his head even lower.
‘How do I always end up in these situations?’ Albert Stone thought to himself. He was beginning to hate the jungle.
The jungle had closed in around them, a wild tangle of rain forest the people of Peru called La Wayunka, which seemed to him a pretty ordinary-sounding name for a place full of things that could kill you—like brutal sons of bitches employed by a pissed-off South American drug lord.
In truth, it hadn’t been entirely by accident. He’d infiltrated the rain forest compound where Rakshasa tended to hide out from the rest of the world, running his operations from a place so remote that nobody wanted to go hunting for him there.
‘No one with half a brain.’ Stone thought. That hadn’t stopped him from tracking Rakshasa down twice in the last two years.
Stuffed into his satchel was a large crystal, half an arm’s length, wrapped tightly within a burlap sack, stripped with duct tape. The burlap had come from the poppy farm on the other side of Rakshasa’s compound, along with the duct tape. He’d managed to get the display case in Rakshasa’s study open without setting off any alarms, had bagged and tagged the crystal, and had been making his exit when Rakshasa himself had the perfect timing to walk in on him. He didn’t like outright theft, for reasons that were best explained by the situation unfolding around him that very moment. But in the case of Rakshasa, he’d made an exception.
A burst of gunfire tore up the trees to his right; the last few bullets blew out a taillight. A macaw exploded in mid flight in a bullet-riddled burst of blood and feathers.
“Maybe you should focus on driving?” Albert muttered to himself, his eyes continuing to scan through the dense forest.
He aimed the bike at a gap in the trees that looked too narrow, but he roared through with inches to spare on either side. Albert throttled the gas and the tires spun clods of damp earth into their wake. For a few seconds the clatter of gunfire ceased again, and as he passed through trees and vines, the hush of the rainforest, muffling their engine noise.
Albert dropped into a streambed, splashed through, and roared up the slope of the hill, which overlooked the valley below. The guns had gone quiet, and Albert took a moment to hope those goons had given up the chase.
‘C’mon, where are you—there you are!’ He spotted the convey further down the steep slope, carrying the second half of the artifact he had been searching for.

The motorcycle slid down the incline, loose rocks flying as Albert struggled to maintain control. He swerved onto the road behind the trailing SUV, weaving erratically to evade the gunfire now pouring out from within.
Bullets whizzed past, shattering the asphalt around him. Albert gripped the handlebars, focused intently on the road ahead. He couldn't afford one misstep at this speed.
Pulling alongside the SUV, he caught glimpses of the mercenaries inside, their screams drowned out by the howling wind. The SUV's gunner leaned out, machine gun sputtering until it jammed. Albert didn't hesitate - he accelerated, adrenaline surging.
A storm of dirt and debris erupted as Albert raced towards the truck, using it as a shield to evade the relentless barrage from the jeep. The mercenaries were growing desperate, and Albert knew he only had one chance at this.
With a leap, he dismounted from the moving motorcycle and slid across the metallic surface of the truck, his boots barely finding purchase. The armed guard inside fumbled for his pistol, , but Albert was quicker, wrenching open the door with a burst of energy and knocking him out of the way in a chaotic flurry of limbs. There was no time for finesse.
‘Damn,’ Albert thought. The guy was strong, the Kevlar was concealing a layer of muscle, hard muscle.
The impact of the driver's elbow against Albert's jaw rattled his skull, sending a burst of stars across his vision. But he refused to let the pain stop him. With adrenaline coursing through his veins, he fought back against the Kevlar-covered powerhouse, their bodies clashing and grappling for control in the swerving truck. In desperation, Albert rammed the merc's face into the steering wheel, feeling the crunch of bone beneath his knuckles. The driver howled in fury and pain, his blood spattering across the windshield as he lunged for Albert's throat with an iron grip.
The Jeep behind them swerved to avoid colliding with the truck, causing the gunner on the back to fly off and land in the bushes. The driver struggled to regain control, but the sudden movement sent the vehicle careening off into a thicket of trees, rendering it useless.
Albert fought back with all his might against the massive iron grip of his assailant, feeling the edges of consciousness slipping away as an inky blackness spread through his vision. Acting instinctively, Albert swiftly ripped his fingers into the man's eyes, causing an anguished roar and momentarily loosening his grasp, just enough for Albert to draw in a much needed breath.
But the mercenary was made of tougher stuff; fueled by adrenaline and a death wish, he floored the gas pedal and threatened to drive them both off the edge of a cliff.
In a desperate move, Albert lunged for the wheel and slammed on the brakes with every ounce of strength in his body. The massive truck skidded violently, throwing both men against the dashboard as it screeched to a jarring halt. Seizing the opportunity, Albert snatched his gun and unleashed a merciless barrage of pistol-whipping on his foe until the mercenary finally slumped unconscious.
‘Sorry’ Albert offered a silent apology in his mind.

Albert grasped for the wheel, cursing as his fingers grazed the rough surface. He pushed down on the gas, gaining ground on the leading Jeep down a steep hill road. As they drew closer, Albert pressed harder against the pedal - daring them to try and kill him with their valuable cargo still on board. With each bump against the Jeep's rear bumper, he felt a surge of freedom. Yet, he knew he would have to outwit them eventually; before reaching Lima, he had to stay one step ahead.
Emerging from the tangle of branches and vines, Stone burst into the bright sunlight once again. He collided with the front Jeep, knocking it off course. The armed guard inside was taken aback and instinctively began signaling to another mercenary by his side before realizing his mistake.
Albert had spotted it in the cab and was puzzled, his gaze darting to the side view mirrors. That’s when he heard the sound of movement over his head. Fuck, of course there was going to be more of them in the truck. Quickly slamming on the brakes and locking the wheels, the truck skidded to an abrupt halt as three soldiers were flung from the roof of his vehicle, their bodies shattering onto the hard dirt when they hit.
He floored the gas pedal again, driving the truck over the men before they could draw their weapons. As the road flattened out from its steep descent, he caught a glimpse of distant lights from a nearby town. This was where things got dangerous; if his pursuers were familiar with these roads, they would know that he wouldn't risk driving off a steep pass, so this was when they would likely make their move.
Without warning, the armed guard opened fire with an AK-47. The deafening sound of bullets shattering glass and ripping through canvas fabric filled the air, each one finding its mark deep within the body of the truck. Albert's heart raced as he heard the deadly projectiles whizz past him, his survival instincts kicking in as he instinctively ducked for cover. The road twisted, going into a sharp bend just ahead. He gave the truck as much gas as he could and swung the vehicle around the Jeep, hearing another whine of bullets, and then he was hitting the Jeep and seeing it go off the road, flipping over and over into a short embankment.
Albert settled in further, getting comfortable behind the wheel. The road to Lima lay straight ahead, and he was confident he'd make it before nightfall. Then it would be time to find a plane and get himself - along with the precious artifact - out of Peru, before Rashaka knew what had happened. All his hopes were pinned on his contact honoring their deal.

Darkness descended upon the garage as Albert arrived, punctuated only by the occasional hiss of steam and the distant rumbling of passing cars outside. Before he even had a chance to turn off the engine, the overhead light flickered on, revealing a figure emerging from the shadows. It was an older man, but his movements were graceful and almost ethereal. He seemed to glide rather than walk. His presence was commanding; tall with gray skin, long raven hair, and sideburns that reached his chin. His piercing grayish-sapphire green eyes were framed by delicate lines, giving him an air of wisdom. Everyone around him held him in reverence. Each step he took was filled with purpose and determination. He donned an impeccably tailored black suit that exuded sophistication and elegance.
"Mr. Stone," he greeted smoothly, his Spanish accent adding an exotic lilt. "I trust your expedition proved fruitful?"
Sombra Mortem. The name that held both a weight and tales of great magnitude. The man had a peculiar fixation on the occult and all things bizarre. It was said that his personal collection of curious objects rivaled those found in national museums in size and value. However, there were whispers of questionable methods used to obtain such enigmatic treasures - though none dared to delve further into these rumors.
Despite the rumors, Sombra had always proved to be trustworthy, and his knowledge of the occult had proven invaluable to Albert on more than one occasion. Still, the man managed to give off an unsettling aura.
Stone let out a groan as he sat up in the truck, feeling a sharp pang of pain that caused him to utter a curse. "Rewarding enough," he grunted, "Given the difficulties."
“I hope it wasn’t too difficult?” Sombra moved to inspect the truck's contents.
"Nothing a few shots of whiskey won't fix," he replied.
"I've secured our flight out," Sombra informed him as Albert lumbered out of the truck to inspect their hard earned winning. "The smugglers are reliable, though moral flexibility comes naturally in their trade."
"As long as they transport us and the cargo safely, that's all that matters,"
Sombra flashed a thin, knowing smile. "For the right price, of course.”
Albert emerged from the truck, reverently clutching the Staff of Sacaras. The twisted black ivory shaft was engraved with mysterious ancient runes that emitted a faint humming of power. Legend says it was made by a powerful sorcerer a thousand years ago, crafted from the branch of a great black oak and imbued with his chaotic energy. Its power is said to be enhanced when paired with the crystal adorning its crown, acting as a conduit that absorbs, stores and redirects magical energy.
Some myths warned that Sacaras had grown drunk on his own power, using the staff to sow mayhem until his downfall during the Iron Age. Other versions say the staff was stolen from its maker and perverted for dark ends. However it came to be, over the centuries the Staff of Sacaras had become synonymous with chaos and destruction.
Sombra's eyes lit up with excitement as he gazed at the staff. "Magnificent," he whispered, "I can sense the power emanating from it." He extended his hand towards the crystalline tip, but Albert quickly pulled the staff away and carefully wrapped it in a protective cloth. "Let's secure it for transport before we find out what it's capable of," Albert said, not wanting to take any risks with the mysterious staff.
Sombra nodded. "Wise as always. My sources can properly analyze the staff once we reach our destination." He turned on his heel, coat flaring behind him. "Now, I believe your payment awaits, along with a plane to spirit us far from this jungle."
Tucking the bundle under his arm, Albert followed Sombra out to the sleek car that awaited them. He could feel a sense of relief wash over him as he settled into the soft leather seat and had the staff within reach. The car purred as it pulled away from the curb and began to make its way towards the airport. Lights in the city blurred by as they drove, and soon all that was left behind was a faint wisp of brilliant color in the sky.
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		Chapter 1: Dream a little Dream




https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u-NuSlA47mI
Albert's gaze carried on into the void that surrounded all about him. Stars, as countless and as far as the eyes can see. It was like a blanket that shined through the veil, twinkling brightly in an arrangement of stunning beauty. Everywhere his eyes looked, there were endless clusters of them. It was like looking at miniature galaxies. Even the very pathway under his bare feet was made up of this and stretched on for eternity. 
It was a sense of calmness. Weightless, like water that mirrored above him as below that, made it seem impossible to tell when heaven’s beauty began and where it ended. He wandered in bliss.
‘I’ve been having these strange dreams lately.’  
His breath was even and slow, taking in the fainted scent that lingered in the air. Always distant, yet so familiar to him. Each time he came here, the scent would only grow stronger. Fresh like that of a morning spring rain. 
Lavender. 
Some stars stood out far more than others at times. Sometimes they shined in arrays of different colors, almost like staring at a rainbow. Shades of blue, purple, and scarlet. Each one floating aimlessly about, roughly about the size of a bowling ball. Whenever he walked by one of the orbs, they would shine brightly, while those behind would glow dimly. He would often at times stop and pluck one of them that floated close enough to him, the light bluish star would pulse warmly, giving a steady rhythmic beat like that of a heart.  
‘Of memories that are not even my own.’ 
He would gaze into the object, the feeling of fiery warmth filled through his veins as his vision shifted. Images flashed before his mind at Godly speeds, as though multiple movies were playing all together at once. Images of vast Kingdoms and nations. Of a mare with a starry night mane and the moonlit sky. A feeling of friendship, companionship, and love. Images of wild prairies, roaming hills, and mountains. Of cities in the sky, to castles under the sea. Not only did he see these things, but he felt it too, as though he was living those moments himself. The sweet taste of vanilla on his lips, the salty air of the ocean in his nostrils, the touch of soft fur against his skin, or blades of grass under his feet. 
‘I see unfamiliar places. Feelings that stir within my heart an aching cry of longing. Of voices dear and close to my heart, yet were strangers to me.’ 
“Don’t be afraid” A hushed voice, gently whispered to him. There was beauty behind it, like a soothing melody of a violin, filled with such kindness and love behind it. 
Albert’s eyes shifted, trying but in vain to determine as to just where the voice was coming from. He wanted to call out, almost by name, which was on the very tip of his tongue, but words never left his lips. Did he know her name? Right? 
“It’s ok. Take your time.” the Voice spoke again encouragingly.
The scent of Lavender. Even within this strange and lonely place, the smell was the only thing that never did change. It was stronger now, much closer than before. He turned towards where the scent was the strongest, and there before him was a star that shined brighter than any other. A six-pointed star, glowing, as a small ember flame of lavender hue. 
Was that always there?   
He felt his feet moving on their own towards it. Every step, the sweeter the smell grew, as well as now the soft gentle chiming of.... bells? Yes, that was it. Bells, chiming in a series of harmonic notes and melodies.
“Don’t be afraid.” whispered the Voice. The star’s glow pulses from each word.
Was he afraid? His body was trembling the closer he got. Why? Was it fear, excitement perhaps, or something else entirely? He didn't know. 
“You are the only one who can.” She called, now just merely inches from it, the melody tone changing, taking a much higher pitch, almost painfully now. Still, he pushed on, reaching out and seizing it. 
This wasn't the first time he did this. Did he?  
‘I... think I did?’ 
Yes? 
Maybe? 
Albert’s vision was hit by a sudden flash of searing white-hot light. His mind was screaming, the feeling that it was being torn apart, exploding in a mixture of pain and warmth. The ringing white noise was all but deafening. He wanted to scream, cry as the pain washed over his whole body completely.  
As quickly as the pain started, it vanished, leaving only now the feeling of comforting warmth that courses through his body like a volcanic flame. The noise that once rang in his ear, now turns into voices, becoming clearer like turning a dial on the radio. 
“By these calculations, then this spell should work safely and correctly. This will bring us closer to understanding the endless potential of magical elements. This will not only change the lives of ponies but every creature in Equis! Just think Princess! No more need to travel for days or weeks on end. No more concern about the dangers of wild beasts or robbers. I am 99.8% sure that....” 
“My Little Pony.” a motherly voice cut in through the rant of the first one. “While I do understand that this is noble and I am happy to see you are willing to look after the good wishes of all….” 
“I went through the math several dozens of times Princess.'' The first voice cut in before the 'Princess’ could go further, pressing on the matter. “I have even done several tests before. I mean, just yesterday, I received a letter from GriffonStone stating that Test Subject Banana had safely arrived with no ill side effects. The first big breakthrough we’ve had in months. I believe it will work. NO! I know this will work!” a tone of determination behind the voice. 
There was a moment of silence before the second person let out a tired sigh. 
“Very well,” it would seem the motherly voice could not change the mind of the first. “I will allow this experiment to continue just please; take time to rest, and do be careful….” 
Twilight---- 
And with that, the world exploded in a flash of white.

Somewhere over Egypt
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=psH3D9rKE-s
A pair of warm dark brown eyes begin to flutter open, stirring awake from a deep slumber. Albert's vision slowly adjusted to everything around him, the feeling of the cramped confines of his chair assured him that he was once more in the waking world. He tiredly sighs, trying to break out of his stiffens. He lazily scratched his long stubble beard; his foggy mind was left lingering from the dream he had before.  
That Dream. 
It was the same type of dream that plagued his nights for years now. Each time he would experience them differently. But the end was the same, a single name that always stayed lingering in his mind. 
Twilight
Shifting in his seat, Albert softly inhaled once more, his mind now becoming more aware of the waking world about him. The soft rumbling of the engine from outside the cabin window. 
He glanced down at the books that were laid out on his lap. One was his journal, filled with all sorts of notes, drawings and a letter addressed to him. The other was an old tome, the pages worn with age, littered with all sorts of smaller notes that were clipped to the side. On its front cover was a golden crest of a moon with a night blue jewel in the middle of it. The pages within were filled with letters and images that were nearly impossible to read at first glance. His eyes were glazed over a sheet of paper he had been writing out the night before.
 “Once about a time... land of Equestria. Two…… sisters ruled together and created peace for all the land. To do this; the eldest…. sun at dawn. The younger one brought…..at night. The sisters maintain balance for their kingdom and subjects...
Albert quietly read to himself; scanning over them several more times, ensuring that what he read was translated, or at least what he was able to translate correctly. It had been a painfully slow process. Putting together languages has been quite a mental task. Spending countless amounts of both time and money on any resources he could get his hands on, just to get a basic understanding of what language could help him. Even traveling to several regions throughout the world.
Ten years. It had been ten long years since discovering that book in the Amazon forest. At the time he was a young and eager college student, studying both history and mythology.
Through one semester, he had taken part in an expedition team, searching through some ancient ruins that had recently been discovered deep in the heart of the Amazon as part of a summer class. Given that the temple itself did not seem to match any of the Aztecs or Inca temple designs, it was seen as an incredible find at the time. He had not expected, however, just how this trip would change his life forever.
Unlike the many temples found in Machu Picchu or Chichen Itza which were built to worship their sun, the temple seemed to have focused on worshiping the moon and the night sky. The temple was also shaped rather like a large horseshoe if you were to look at it from above, rather than the tall pyramid shape normally seen. Then there were the carvings and statues. Myriad of images that built itself around horses. Antiquities depicting Unicorns, griffins, Pegasus, and many other creatures filled those halls. Though from all of that there had been one statue that greatly stood out from the entire temple. A large midnight mare. The eyes held two gems that were like midnight cyan, and its mane was crafted by some material that made it seem like it was radiating the night sky itself. To see such craftsmanship only added more puzzles to this bizarre place. For as far as he knew, there hadn't been any known records of past findings that hinted of pre-Colombian Equestrian animals. There had been theories ranging from a tribe coming from North America to perhaps Greek explores. Let it not be said though that it was perhaps one of the most interesting of finds. What stood out however from all the rest was that the creature had both wings and a unicorn’s horn.  
An Alicorn. A powerful creature of evil and destructive behavior within Achaemenid Assyria. Did whoever built these belief Alicorns to be harbingers of destruction, or perhaps a Guardian of the night; to protect them from nightmares and evil? 
It was also here that Albert found something that was one of the many things he would look back on later on in his life and what thrust him into this crazy adventure. 
While searching through one of the many passages, Albert had stumbled upon it; having tripped over what he could guess was a loose floor panel, revealing a hidden chamber. There he found the book, lying on top of a small altar. At first, it had looked like any normal book, though worn with age it still seemed to be in good shape. On the front cover was a golden crest of a moon mingled together with the sun like that of an eclipse. When he had first inspected the book he had noticed that the golden crest was removable, though for whatever reason he did not know. The book in itself was odd. First, it was a book rather than a codex, the style in which the Mayans and the Aztecs wrote. Rather it closely resembled what the Europeans had been using during the thirteenth century. The second thing was even stranger than the first. At first, he thought it would be Spanish; maybe something the Spaniards had left by during their time in South America. But as he read through the pages he began to see it wasn’t even Spanish at all, but rather symbols of more images of horses, unicorns, and other gibberish that didn’t make any sense! 
He had discovered in time that the book was a mixture of languages. Ranging from Ancient Hebrew, Coptic, and Norse. Yet, it was far from being anywhere complete. Many of the words yet to be translated (or many of those roughly translated), were in a form he has never seen before. But Albert had been at least glad to have some success even if it was only a dozen pages or so. It might take most of his lifetime to finish translating the book.
This was also when the dreams first started. Every night he would often have lucid dreams. Often came as mere whispers in the wind. They came and went. Sometimes weeks or months apart. But as time went on, the dreams themselves continued to grow more profound and vivid. Dreams of flying in cloud cities. Others are filled through the eyes of other creatures. Between the countless nights of researching and the dreams, he wonders how he hasn’t been driven mad by now.  
The feeling of the plane jolting again slightly, only awoke the man further from his slumber, gripping the arms of his seat tightly, as if expecting the plane to just suddenly stop working. 
"Uh, this is your Captain, Soarin speaking. If you look out to your left, you’ll see we’ve just crossed over Alexandria. We’ll be arriving at Sphinx Airport in the next 30 minutes. We would like to thank you....” 
Another hard jolt from the engine outside.
Steady Albert. Just another half hour and you're off this flying metal deathtrap. But Sombra did fulfill his word. It was no first class, but it did get them out of Peru, and far away from a certain mad drug lord. The artifact was now secured in cargo, which then will be handed over back to the Cairo Museum where it had belong.
He drowned out the announcement, packing away his belongings back into his satchel, double-checking his books and other things neatly stacked away before taking another look at the letter he had gotten a little over a week ago. 
“Dear Egghead,”  
Albert withstood the urge to roll his eyes. That nickname wasn’t ever going to die, was it? 
“I hope this letter reaches you. I know it’s been a long time and while it would have been far easier to email you (Seriously man, you REALLY need to get a computer). But I’m not writing to you to catch up on old times. I have some great news. No! Amazing, awesome, and cool news. You recall the Elements?”
“Yeah, well I’ve been doing some digging, talking to some contacts in Egypt. Turns out there has been some folklore about a City of the Alsaaeid* that had vanished several thousands of years ago in a great storm. Well, it seems that the notes you provided seem to finally bear some fruit, believe it or not.”  
“Myself and the team were caught in perhaps one of the worst sandstorms I ever experienced 20 or so miles from Toska Lakes. Did I ever tell you how much I hated the desert? I’m still trying to get sand out of places I thought sand would never go.”
“Anyway, it seems that the storm had uncovered some rather interesting ruins. From what I can gather thus far is that this city is quite old. Perhaps even older than the Old Kingdoms itself, we’re not 120% sure. While I don’t want to spoil the surprise, I have enclosed in this letter an item from the surrounding site, something I believe will greatly pique your interest. While I can not be there to greet you personally, there’ll be a guide to meet you in Cairo and take you to the site. Hope to see you soon.”
From the most awesome of Explorers and Treasure Hunters, 
Blitz 
Rainbow Blitz. 
He hasn’t seen that man since their little adventure back in Mongolia about 2 years ago. The man was loud, hotheaded, and at times reckless. But Blitz was perhaps one of the very few people he would call a friend. The two had a rough start when they first met. One that ended up earning both of them black eyes and bruises. Blitz can be a pain at times, but when shit hits the fan? He knew Blitz would always be there to back him up or bail him out when it mattered the most. He wouldn’t trade that friendship for the world. 
“How are you even possible?” muttered as he looked over the item which Blitz had sent him and what started this trip, to begin with. A figurine of a unicorn with small wings. Perhaps an idol for worship to a follower, or a child’s toy. Nonetheless, the small bronze pony was the same type of shape and design found on the mural walls of the Amazon Temple. The design and detail of the item compared to the Amazonia temple were too close NOT to be a simple coincidence. How was it that two exact temples at opposite ends of the world with two very different sets of cultures? 
It only left more questions than answers. But what had truly caught his attention was the tiny winged unicorn had a 6-pointed star marked on its flanks. 
The very same star mark seen in his dreams.

	
		Chapter 2: Stumbling in the Dark




https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Peffp6ZU44E
Blitz crouched down, his nose nearly inches from the ground. The temperature was over a hundred degrees. His knees ached, and his lungs burned from harsh dust. Sweat dripped off his forehead onto the ground. But Blitz was oblivious to the discomfort. His entire attention was focused on the six-inch square of the stone slab in front of him. He carefully brushed away the hard dirt in between the cracks of the carved image. It depicted a majestic Pegasus standing proudly on a bed of clouds, its wings outstretched as if poised for flight.
“Mr. Blitz!”
Rainbow Blitz looked up, blinking in the sunlight. He pushed up his safari hat before wiping his forehead with the back of his arm. He saw an assistant waving at him from the shadows of the field laboratory. “Visitors!” he called and pointed towards the north.
Blitz pulled out his binoculars to see a small group of vehicles heading their way towards them. Blitz glanced at his watch: right on time. On the other hill, the other workers looked up in interest; it wasn’t often to get visitors. Blitz began to walk down the stone-carved stairs to meet their visitor.
Albert's gray flat cap sat perfectly on his head as he stepped out of the vehicle, a grin spreading across his face. From this vantage point, he could see the magnificent Temple, with its six towering pillars perfectly aligned towards the east. The surrounding area also held smaller structures that were still being uncovered through ongoing excavations. It was a sight that never failed to take his breath away.
“Yo Al!” Blitz called out, marching up to the man with the widest shit-eating grin on his face.
“Blitz! How're you doing, you crazy bastard?” Albert firmly clasped Blitz’s hand in a steel tight grip. Blitz returned the shake in kind, but neither of them overpowering the other.
“What’s the matter with Blitz, too much pencil-pushing making you soft these days?”
“Heh, you wish, Egghead.” The two shared a laugh before releasing their handshake. “It’s good to see you, dude,” Albert said, lightly punching Blitz’s shoulder.
"Albert." A soft and sweet voice caught his attention, and he turned to see a young woman waddling towards him on the path.
"Fluttershy?" Albert was surprised to see such a beautiful and familiar face in this place.
Fluttershy was another friend from his high school years. Like her namesake, she was timid and tended to blend into the background, clinging to Blitz like a second shadow. Now approaching her late 20s, she wore an ivory cotton blouse with matching pink silk gloves that complemented her pink hair neatly tucked under her sun hat. Her skin had a yellowish tint to it, possibly from being sickly throughout her life. But despite this, she possessed a rare and delicate beauty; even with her weakened features, her smile could warm the coldest hearts. Perhaps that's why Blitz married her; she was like an angel among mortals.
Lucky guy.
What was new, however, was the large lump she was bearing on her stomach. Judging by the way she was holding herself, he would assume she was perhaps eight months or so in now.
“It’s good to see you again. It’s been so long,” Fluttershy's embrace was comforting and welcoming as she pulled Albert into a tight hug.
“It has been. But look at you.” Albert greeted her in return with a quick and gentler hug, being mindful of the course of her tiny passenger she was carrying.
“You look to be doing well. Surprise dumb ass over here even dragged you out here.”
"I couldn't resist when I heard you were coming. I even had to persuade my dear husband just to let me come," she said sweetly, though perhaps a bit TOO sweetly.
"Oh really?" A smile formed on Albert's lips. It was hard not to laugh at the mere thought of a short angry woman threatening Blitz with untold pain and suffering. Using her swollen stomach as a battering ram like some Greek Trireme.
“Well, it looks like Mrs. has finally tamed the Professional Danger Blitz after all these years, huh?” Albert's tone was teasing, but Flutters couldn't help but let out a soft giggle. She looked like she could use a laugh, with the tired bags under her eyes. He wasn’t sure if it was from her pregnancy or something work-related.
“I do my best, but that man can be quite stubborn at times,” Fluttershy admitted with emphasis on certain words. Blitz seemed to roll his eyes in good-natured annoyance.
She let out a practiced breath and took a moment to look over Albert with a careful eye. “But look at you. You look to be doing well yourself. It’s been what? Two? Three years?” she asked.
Has it been that long? Albert glanced away, feeling rather ashamed by this. She was right. He had not seen the two of them since the couple’s wedding. Not even a phone call or letter.
"I'm sorry," Albert started, his voice fading as Fluttershy's gentle touch brought his attention back to her. Memories of lost opportunities and distant relationships lingered in his gaze.
"There's no need for apologies," Fluttershy said, her eyes conveying understanding. She knew why he sought refuge in dusty old books, away from the world. It was a brief moment, but Albert had to resist the urge to stare into her soulful eyes. She had a way of seeing through people that both intrigued and frightened him.
"What matters is that you're here now, and I believe he would be happy to see you," Fluttershy said with a smile.
“So, Egghead, you look thirsty. Whiskey?” Blitz cut in, wanting to get his wife out of the hot sun.
“Jesus, yeah.” Albert chuckled, adjusting a large rolled-up bag on his shoulder, and followed Blitz and Shy towards one of the larger field tents that had been set up for the last few weeks.
"I see you’ve also come prepared. Don’t think you'll be expecting trouble out here, dude, other than local wildlife, of course.” Blitz stated, noticing the handgun Albert had holstered under his jacket; a CZ-95B model by the looks of it.
“After the shit we've been through over the years? I'd rather be safe than sorry, you know that.” Albert merely shrugged, not seeming too bothered.
Blitz merely nodded, understanding what he was referring to. It wasn’t their proudest of adventures; for either of them. While they did survive, that place did leave them both with remembering scars.
Some scars, though, ran far deeper than others.
Despite his stoic demeanor, Blitz could see the unhealed wound that lay behind his mask, just like his wife could. This search was what kept Albert going, but how much would he endure to find the answers he sought? How many times would he recklessly put himself in harm's way?
"So, how long have you been out here now?" Albert redirected the conversation back to why he had been summoned as he followed the couple into their tent.
“Oh, about six so far,” Blitz answered, pulling out a half-empty bottle of whiskey from under his cot.
“You're still measuring time with whiskey, huh?” Albert took the drink and glanced out towards the towering ruins that were still being uncovered. There had been some progress, but Albert could see that there was still much left to be done around the place.
“Amazing, isn’t it?” Albert merely nodded; words really couldn’t do it real justice.
“Spent the last several weeks around the site itself,” Blitz explained. “From what we’ve discovered so far, we believe this was perhaps the remains of a village or small city. Every day, we continue to find more interesting things, so it's hard to say. For example, this.” He handed over a more recent picture. Parts of the exterior were covered in whitewash limestone, unscratched and perfectly preserved from the sands of time and harsh weather. Albert studied the photo for a long moment.
The photo was a closer shot of the temple, with more focus on the upper half which showed a smooth white stone-like texture. He looked back towards Blitz to confirm what he was looking at was correct. Blitz took a moment, sipping his drink before continuing.
“I know, right? There are some theories. But I believe that whatever happened here, the sands just buried the place, leaving it in a state as it is. Sort of like a time-capsule thingy. Doesn’t explain as to how or why only the temple was left untouched, yet everything else around it is in such a state of decay.” Blitz looked unsure of himself. How could anyone explain that several thousand-year-old ruins look like they were just built yesterday? Rather impossible really! It broke all sense of logic.
“Is it because of the material used?” Albert theorized.
Blitz shook his head. “It’s just limestone, and that is what’s confusing.”
This was all very confusing. "Could it have something to do with the 'Elements'?" asked Albert wearily.
Blitz furrowed his brow, lost in thought as he considered Albert's question. He seemed to be sorting through scattered memories, searching for a solution. "I...I'm not sure," he finally admitted. "It's different from before. There haven't been any signs of undead Norse guardians." Blitz tried to make light of the situation.
Albert blinked in confusion and turned to Fluttershy for help understanding what Blitz meant by that.
"It was a year ago." Fluttershy handed Blitz another glass of whiskey, which he took without hesitation. "We were in Norway, following up on a lead about the Elements,"
This got Albert's attention. 
"To summarize: We discovered some leads that proved to be more than we bargained for. It involved a great deal of explosives, resurrected Vikings, a colossal ice spider, and running into trouble with the authorities after my darling husband here shot Prince Blueblood in the knee."
"And the asshole deserved it for calling you a---" "That jerk had it coming for insulting you," Fluttershy said, her hand softly resting on his arm to soothe him.
"I was proud of you for defending my honor, but shooting important leaders in the knee isn't a good idea." Blitz nodded in agreement and furrowed his brow in thought. 
"Next time, I'll aim for the jewels." He muttered, earning a hard smack on the back of his head as a punishment.
Albert arched his eyebrow even higher at this. He vaguely remembered something about a scandal involving the Norwegian Royal Family. He turned to his friend and asked, "Blitz?" 
His friend let out a deep sigh before downing the rest of his drink. "I know it's been tough, man. I've been by your side through all of it for the past ten years. But if we're dealing with the Elements, the big E, then..." He trailed off, his wife offering him a comforting touch. Blitz squeezed Shy's hand in return before continuing.
"I waited for you to be here because this is something Sunset would have wanted you to do," said Blitz, his voice filled with emotion. He gestured towards the beautiful landscape in front of them. But when Albert's face hardened at the mention of her name, Blitz faltered for a moment. Nonetheless, he continued, "If there are answers to be found here, I will help you find them. Elements or not."
There was a long pause before Albert finally spoke. "Alright," he conceded with a wave of his hand and a softening expression. "I understand." He looked out at the magnificent temple and downed his glass. After all these years, they might finally uncover what they were looking for: The Temple of Harmony. Albert prayed that it wouldn't turn out to be another dead end. "So what are we waiting for? Let's go; we don't have all day."
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"GET READY! ONE, TWO, THREE, PUSH!" The two adventurers struggled with the help of a dozen men to open the massive bronze doors. The old hinges let out a loud creak as they swung open, flooding the entrance of the temple with blinding light. As Albert and Blitz entered, a noticeable drop in temperature could be felt, replacing the scorching heat of the desert with a cool, musty air. Albert's flashlight guided their way through the darkness, casting eerie shadows on the ancient walls. Emotions surged within him, reminiscent of Howard Carter's discovery of King Tut's tomb years ago. The thrill of exploring into the unknown, and the possibility of finding the greatest archaeological treasure in human history. He took a few deep breaths before taking his first steps inside, with Rainbow Blitz by his side.
If Albert thought the temple in the Amazon was stunning, then this place would be considered a true wonder of the ancient world. It was nearly impossible to put into words just how breathtaking the decorations were. Each image depicted ponies and other creatures with such lifelike detail, while vibrant emeralds formed lush valleys and fields. A stream sparkled with sapphires, rubies, and diamonds. Even though he was not an artisan, he could appreciate the beauty of each carefully crafted piece.
As they moved along the walls, it became clear that each section told a story from a long-forgotten time. The farther they went, the more complete the story became. One image showed three ponies of different races huddled together under a pink heart burning bright as dark clouds of ghostly white horses encircled them. Another depicted a city or tower made entirely of crystals surrounded by snow and ice. These images seemed to recount stories unknown to history; perhaps they were tales created by the builders themselves.
“Whoever made this place was quite the craftsman,” Blitz stated, seeming to be captivated by the beauty of this place as well. The way the stones were cut and placed was perfect and measured to the T. It would seem that Blitz's theory was proving more and more sound. That despite the place being buried under the sand, it was perfectly preserved. Even the word ‘Perfect’ couldn’t even come close to properly describing this long and forgotten place.
“Yeah, it’s quite amazing really.” But as Albert took a step closer, a sudden chill ran up his spine, causing his heart to race. It felt all too familiar, like a ghostly hand gently tracing its way across his back. He couldn't shake the feeling that he had experienced this before, in the depths of the Amazon and on the plains of Mongolia.
It was as if the presence that haunted him then had returned, beckoning him forward with an otherworldly pull. And just like before, he couldn't resist its call. It called to him like the warm sunny days of spring.
But Blitz's voice snapped him back to the present. "Albert, come here." He pointed to a massive image on the opposite end of the room. "Take a look at this." Blitz was standing next to a large carved-out design, beckoning Albert over. "Check this out," he said, gesturing towards the image on the far side of the room.
The painting depicted an ethereal Alicorn, her ivory white coat gleaming in the sunlight. Her flowing mane, the color of a sunflower field, cascaded over her face and down her back, framing her single tall and proud horn. The regal female exuded strength and grace, with amethyst eyes that seemed to hold a hint of otherworldliness. It looked like it was sitting on a throne and beside it was the very same midnight alicorn he saw in the Amazon Temple. 
Amazing really, if you really think about it. While the moon rose in the Amazon jungle, the temple here would be seeing the rays of the sun at the same time. Both in perfect harmony.
Who made these places and why? Were they the same people and if so, what drove them to the other side of the world?
The team dispersed, fanning themselves out throughout the ancient, dimly-lit passages. Some workers busied themselves by setting up additional lights to illuminate their surroundings, while others snapped photos and scribbled notes in their journals. Albert and Blitz continued their exploration, eager to uncover more of the secrets hidden within this mysterious place. Eventually, the two men came to a dead end, with no clear path forward. In the middle of the hall stood what looked to be a large structure made of solid iron, crafted in such a way that it appeared like that of a tree with branches.
“A dead end?” Blitz shines his light, examining their surroundings. It didn't seem logical for the passage to simply stop like this. As Albert moved closer to inspect the large iron structure in the center of the hall, he felt his foot sink into the ground with a soft click.
Shit!
“Albert!” With a surge of adrenaline, he whips around to see the pathway behind them rapidly closing, like a giant steel jaw snapping shut. They tried to dash it but it was too late as their only way back was sealed off, leaving the two men trapped.
Double Shit!
Damn it!” Albert cursed under his breath, slamming his fist against the unyielding stone wall. He couldn't believe he had fallen for such an obvious trap; of course, the temple builders would have numerous safeguards in place to protect their treasures from any potential thieves. Regret and frustration flooded through him as he surveyed his predicament.
“Blitz! Blitz, are you okay?” Fluttershy's voice trembled with concern from the other side of the slab wall. Her words were rushed and breathless.
“Shy, it's alright, we're all safe! No one is hurt," Blitz yelled back through the wall. "We just managed to get ourselves stuck, nothing to worry about.” He tried to reassure his wife that they were fine, as long as no water or sand started pouring into the room. Albert shuddered at a memory he didn't want to relive again.
“Fine?! Fine my pasty pale ass. What will happen if the room starts to flood with water or snakes!?” 
"I see your wife has picked up on your colorful vocabulary, Blitz." Albert tried to hold back his laughter. It was the first time he had heard the once reserved woman curse in such a manner. He couldn't decide if it was funny or intimidating.
"Oh fuck off." Blitz shot back.
"WHAT WAS THAT, MISTER?!" The woman shouted, her anger now evident.
"N-Nothing, dear. My sweet little flower and the love of my life," Blitz panicked in an attempt to calm down his wife.
Albert had to bite his tongue to hold back his laughter. Mental note: never make Fluttershy angry.
Leaning against the wall, Albert took a deep breath and surveyed the room carefully with the limited light from his flashlight. The tall tree-like pillar was the only notable feature in this enclosed space.
‘Y’know, this looks familiar. I think there is something in the book that says this.’ Thought the young adventurer. He dug into his satchel and began to flip through the pages of the tome. Sure enough, after looking through the pages for several minutes he found what he was looking for. There were a few drawings of similar images. The image was that of a star-like tree with several branches, with a side note he had labeled.
The Tree of Harmony
Curiosity piqued, he circled the iron tree, taking in every detail. His eyes traveled upwards and noticed a network of iron pipes leading towards the ceiling and disappearing into the other end of the room. Turning his attention back to the tree, he inspected it closer. There was a small handle on the side and with a bit of a tug, he managed to pry open the hatch and could see inside. There seemed to be what looked like oil. Not much, but perhaps enough to get a fire started.
Digging into his jacket, he pulled out a zippo and a cigar.
"This isn't the best time to be taking a smoke break," Blitz said, his eyes scanning the walls for a possible escape route. "Besides, you know those things aren't good for you."
Albert took another draw from his cigar, letting the sweet taste swirl in his lungs before exhaling. He hated cutting short a good smoke, but sacrifices had to be made. At least he had more stashed away. “I know smoking those death sticks you call cigarettes sure. But these?" He gestured towards the cigar he was rolling between his fingers. "These are pure bliss. Besides, there's a reason why I'm doing this, just watch.” He took a few more puffs before discarding the cigar into the furnace. Within seconds, the furnace sparked to life, illuminating the room with its bright flames.
“Well, I suppose we don't have to worry about light. Though I don’t know why you wanted to waste the air in….” Blitz stopped as he looked up to see the flames travel upward into the pipes, which the flames set them alight and travel towards the wall. There are several clicks and the once dead-end, now beginning to open up, revealing a new passage for the two.
“Whoa,” Blitz uttered, quite surprised really by this. It seemed now this wasn't a trap, but rather something else though what wasn't clear. A secret passage, maybe a system of sorts to help priests move in and about the temple easier?
“Well, at least now we have a way out.” He hoped.
"Let’s hope there is a back door to this place," Blitz agreed, hoping they would be able to find a way back. After reassuring a worried Fluttershy for what felt like an eternity, the two men pressed onward, their footsteps echoing in the narrow corridor. Each step seemed to intensify the sense of urgency, pushing them deeper into the unknown.
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The two explorers pressed on, making their way through the winding halls and passageways. The labyrinth seemed to lead them in circles, offering false paths and visual tricks. At every intersection, Albert marked an X on the ground with his knife to ensure they could navigate back if necessary.
"I didn't expect it to be this vast," Blitz remarked.
"Me neither."
As they ventured deeper into the maze, time felt as though it were stretching out. They must have been under layers of sand now, with tons of desert above them and the ceilings of the temple maze overhead. Both knew that ancient Egyptian builders were skilled in creating hidden rooms and secret passages; just look at the intricate design of their great pyramids.
Blitz let out a deep sigh. "We are completely lost," he murmured.
"Well, that was kind of the plan, right?"
"Seriously," Blitz said, running his hand through his hair, a nervous habit he had developed. "I tried to keep track of our direction and whether we were getting closer or further from the exit, but I've lost all sense of it." He looked incredibly frustrated, as if he could pull his hair out at any moment.
"So, boy or girl?"
"What?" Blitz was taken aback by the sudden question.
"Boy or girl?" Albert repeated, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. 
"Well," Blitz began to laugh, "Not sure yet. We wanted to be surprised and see what comes out."
"That's cute. Any names in mind yet?" Despite their current predicament, Blitz seemed genuinely happy when talking about potential baby names.
The man's spirits lifted at the thought, and he continued to babble about all the possibilities that he and his wife had discussed in the past few weeks.
"Hey, Al. Shy and I have been talking. How do you feel about being our kid's Godfather?"
No response.
"Egghead?" Blitz glanced around and noticed that Albert was no longer walking beside him. He called out again, furrowing his brow in worry as he turned back to where they came from, only to see Albert staring intently at a wall.
"Al? Are you okay?" He walked over to check on him and saw what had caught Albert's attention.
It was a pictograph depicting humans in chains, enslaved by their rulers. This was quite unexpected, as it was the first time either of them had seen any mention of people.
The humans were bound by their taskmasters' power, while a series of images showed how the city came to be. In one of the illustrations, Blitz recognized what had captured Albert's interest: a lavender unicorn with crystal wings radiating an array of rainbow colors. The taskmasters cowered in fear, while the enslaved individuals knelt and worshiped the winged creature. The images showed how this being led the people into a period of prosperity and light. In the final picture, the winged unicorn sat on a throne surrounded by people bearing gifts and paying homage, treating it like some kind of deity. Above it all, a six-pointed star encircled by five smaller stars shone down upon the creature.
"Do you see something interesting, Al?" Blitz asked, but Albert remained motionless and unresponsive as if lost in thought.

*Albert’s POV*
Do you ever get that feeling like you were being watched? It was a feeling that I couldn't shake, no matter how hard I tried. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up and I could feel my heart beating faster with each passing moment. I could feel the cold chills down my spine again, and it wasn’t from the coolness of the underground temperature. Someone or something was watching me. 
The further we ventured deeper, the more these feelings intensified. Yet whenever I attempted to catch a glimpse of them, there was nothing more than utter darkness.
It wasn’t until my eyes caught sight of the series of the intricate patterns of hieroglyphs etched on the wall, that I felt that sudden rush of energy pulsed through my body. It was like a burst of oxygen filling my lungs, reviving me from a deep slumber. Colors swirled in my vision, and I struggled to make sense of the surreal experience.
I remembered my first encounter with an out-of-body experience, and I shuddered at the thought of reliving it. But this time, it felt different - more real, more intense.
As I slowly blinked, trying to ground myself in reality, torches lining the walls suddenly blazed to life, illuminating the entire hallway with a bright glow. My companion Blitz was nowhere to be seen, as if he had vanished into thin air. Panic started to rise within me as I frantically searched for him, but he was gone. It seemed that something inexplicable had happened in the blink of an eye.
Okay, don't panic, panicking like some headless chicken will only get you killed and nothing gets done. Fear is the mind killer, right?
The sound of approaching footsteps startles me, and I turn my head to see who or what it is. My hand instinctively reaches for my gun, now that there is light to see by. It turns out to be a group of people - about a dozen or so. They all have tanned skin, probably from years of working outside. Some are men, some are women, and they're all dressed in linen tunics and white sheath dresses, resembling servants from the time of the Ancient Egyptian Middle Kingdom. A few of them wear padded skullcaps and leather tunics, indicating they may be guards.
As strange people suddenly appeared before me, I panicked and blurted out the first thing that came to mind.
"Hey, what's going on? Is this some kind of Renaissance festival?" Either they didn't hear me or chose to ignore me. As they walked by, the women sang softly, their voices almost mournful.
"Hello? Can you at least acknowledge me?" I grabbed onto the arm of the first person who passed by, my hand instinctively reaching for my gun. But when my hand made contact with their breastplate, I stumbled and fell through them. A wave of icy coldness washed over me as the man passed through my body.
"Jesus fucking Christ!"  I leaped away as if I had touched a hot stove. None of them seemed to react to my sudden outburst, walking past me like apparitions. I frantically pressed myself against the wall, my heart racing in my chest. I fought the urge to scream or run in the opposite direction. This was definitely one of the strangest things I had ever encountered, and surprisingly, I wasn't even drunk yet. Maybe if I closed my eyes and counted to ten, everything would return to normal.
I did just that, counting backwards as the ghostly figures passed by. 
When I opened my eyes, I found myself staring at a figure I never expected to see. It was small and stood about chest-height on me, roughly 4 to 4 '5 feet tall. It was draped in regal blue and purple robes with intricate wing-like designs and adorned with beautiful jewels and gems. Its head was crowned with gold and a horn protruded from its forehead. A purple unicorn. Small patches of white could be seen in its multicolored mane and its lavender fur showed signs of age.
The unicorn stood before me, its shimmering white coat reflecting the light like a thousand diamonds. This was the same mythical creature I had seen countless times in books and paintings, and now it stood before me in all its majesty. The figurine I had received from Blitz earlier seemed to come to life in this moment.
With a graceful tilt of her head, the small mare gazed at me with intelligent eyes that seemed to see right through me. Her feminine frame exuded power and wisdom, and I couldn't help but feel drawn to her. As my gaze met hers, I noticed the unique features of her face - a shorter muzzle, larger eyes, and a more rounded head than any equestrian creature I had ever seen. But it was her eyes that held me captive.
There was something familiar about them, as if this majestic creature had seen far more than any mortal could imagine in just one lifetime. Kindness and warmth radiated from her gaze, but there was also a sense of immense power that seemed to surround her. As she stood mere feet away from me, I could feel the weight of her presence pressing down on me like the depths of the ocean.
My heart raced in my chest, and my breaths came out short and shallow as I found myself unable to break away from those piercing eyes. There was a connection between us, but I couldn't quite understand why or how. All I knew was that in this moment, standing face to face with this mythical being, I felt a sense of awe and wonder unlike anything else I had ever experienced.
“I knew you would come,” a voice said, breaking the silence. It sounded like a normal human voice, soft and warm like a woman's. Wait, did this creature just speak to me and in perfect English? And could she see me?
"Wh-Who are you?" I managed to stutter out, trying to sound brave but my trembling hands gave me away. The hallway suddenly felt much colder and I could see my breath in front of me. But the pony just smiled at me with almost closed eyes.
"Come," she replied, not answering my question but motioning for me to follow the group ahead of us. "You're almost there."
The mare continued on to the next turn as she occasionally looked back at me. Her expression seemed to say that she wanted me to follow her if I wanted answers. And with that, she disappeared around the corner, leaving behind a lingering scent of lavender in the air.
Suddenly, a rough hand grabbed my shoulder from behind, and I let out a scream before spinning around and lashing out at whoever it was.
“Shit dude,” It was Blitz, who managed to back away from my wild swing. I had to blink, looking away as his light was nearly shining in my eyes. “Are you ok?” He asked with deep concern.
I blinked again. My eyes readjusted to the darkness around us. It was then I began to realize that I was once more back to the present…I guess.
I struggled to shake off the disorienting haze that clouded my mind. Was it all just a dream, or was my mind playing tricks on me? "I…I don't know," I stammered in response to Blitz's probing questions. How could I possibly explain what had just happened? Seeing ghosts and a talking mini unicorn  without sounding like I was high?
"You were out of it for about a minute," Blitz pressed, clearly unconvinced by my answer.
"I'll be fine," I reassured him, trying to downplay the strange occurrences. But even as I spoke, Blitz's concerned gaze only intensified. It was like he was on high alert, scanning our surroundings for any potential threats.
"Maybe we should head back," he suggested cautiously. However, I shook my head stubbornly.
"We don't even know if the way we came from will still be open," I pointed out logically, though deep down I knew it was more than just physical barriers that might prevent us from leaving this place.
"I'll be okay," I insisted, determined to keep my fears in check. As I peered down the dark hallway where the little unicorn had disappeared, a voice whispered in the back of my mind: 'You're almost there.'

The duo paused to catch their breath before continuing on. Each time they reached a fork in the labyrinth, Albert would choose a different path than his companion. When asked about it, he simply shrugged and said, "Just a gut feeling."
But that wasn't entirely true. Ever since his strange vision, the lingering scent of lavender had been following him. It grew stronger whenever he went down the right path. There had to be a reason for it, something drawing him towards that direction. He was determined to find out what it was, even if it meant pursuing ghosts. The memory of death pushing against him made him shiver again. He had faced many challenges in his life - armed thugs, lions, and creatures connected to the elements - but ghosts were a whole different level. You couldn't stop them with a gun or a punch.
Albert was greeted by the first of what would become a seemingly endless row of large stone soldiers lining the sides of the tunnel, standing at the ready, their faces frozen forever in menace. Their eyes were polished stones of blue, red, and green, which had been set into them. Their cheeks bulged out as if they were preparing to blow up an ancient balloon, and their lips formed delicate O's, and behind many of these lips were the same kinds of marbles as the eyes. The only real things about the soldiers, it seemed, were their weapons: Swords gleamed, lances threatened, and crossbows remained cocked and pointed at the center of the passage.
He particularly disliked the look of the crossbows.
Albert began to notice that no two soldiers were alike, despite the similarities of marble eyes and bulbous cheeks. It wasn't just that they were in different poses or had different weapons or clothes; each figure had its face, its personality, as if the sculptor had taken his inspiration for each face from life, but had transformed the original visage into a grotesque parody.
"So um..." Blitz spoke up examining the figures from a few feet back. He looked rather uncomfortable by the endless rows of motionless warriors. As if he expected them to just suddenly move and attack them. He even had his hand near his own gun.
"Come on, I don't think these will come alive."
'Least I hope not.' Albert almost did not feel the silken thread against his face or notice the crossbow, held in lifeless hands, that was pointed at him. But reflexes took over as he felt the threaded part over the bridge of his nose, and finally noticed the gleaming head of the crossbow bolt aimed at his solar plexus.
The bowstring twanged, but Albert was already doing a backward dive. The arrow flew over him, slicing the crown of his hat, and narrowly missing Blitz, who had also managed to step to the side in time as it smashed into the stomach of a stone warrior on the other side of the corridor. The warrior, who was holding a battle-ax overhead, toppled.
Albert rolled away as the heavy ax cut a groove into the stone floor where his neck had been. The warrior shattered into pieces. Albert sat up, brushed the dust from his clothes, and shook his head. "Guess we know now that—”
The step beneath him dropped down a few inches, followed by the hissing of air being forced through somewhere.
A stone marble popped from the mouth of one of the soldiers and bounced down three steps before Blitz caught it. The marble was jade, streaked with white, as Blitz rolled it between his thumb and index finger.
"This is supposed to be scary?" Blitz asked as he tossed the marble in the air and caught it palm-down. "Whoever made this place needs to try harder."
Another marble bounced past him, this time a red one.
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Then the two heard the sound of a hundred marbles hitting the floor above them, and rushing down the corridor. The two try to back away, but the floor beneath them suddenly collapsed down into a steep slid, sending them falling on their ass and down the tunnel, as a hailstorm of marbles was now dribbling from the mouths of each of the soldiers, and the sound of the stone marbles pouring down the stairs grew thunderous in this river of red, blue, and green.
Albert try to stand, but the surge became irresistible. It swept them along with the spherical tide, which crashed into walls and knocked over one of the stone warriors as if they were bowling pins. Swords and knives fell from stone hands, and crossbow bolts whizzed in every direction. More marbles were added to the mix as they spilled from the broken stone warriors.
The carpet of marbles made the tunnel as slippery as ice. Blitz tried to slow his descent by grabbing hold of the soldiers, but the stone arms and legs broke off in his hands. He winced as a fallen sword sliced through his leather jacket and nicked the flesh of his right shoulder.
"Okay, this is scary," Blitz said.
“YOU THINK!” Albert replied, yelling over the roaring of marbles and weapons.
He pulled his hat down over his ears with both hands and tucked his legs into his chest as the tide carried him swiftly down the downward passage.
The corridor opened onto a funnel-like pit, where thousands of marbles swirled around the rim like water about to disappear down a drain. The weapons and the pieces of stone which did not roll slid directly into the depths of the pit.
“Oh you gotta be…..!” Albert hastily unfasten his belt as he swirled around the rim, lashing out blindly for the edge. Above, the buckle found something to bite into, and Albert latched one hand onto Blitz’s grasp as the two were soon dangling along the far side of the pit while the deluge of marbles washed over them. Albert peered into the darkness.
Albert's face contorted with fear as he peered into the unknown depths below. He knew whatever was down there couldn't be good. With both men clinging on for dear life, Albert wasn't sure how long the thick leather belt would hold their combined weight.
"Wait a second!" Blitz exclaimed, already beginning to pull himself up and latching onto Albert tightly. The two friends had to work together to climb themselves out of this precarious situation.
"Hurry up, Blitz," Albert urged as he twisted his body and tried to get a better grip. He could feel the buckle on his belt starting to give way. Meanwhile, Blitz had managed to monkey climb his way up onto Albert's shoulders, using his hands to haul himself up. When he looked above, the beam of his electric lamp reflected off a dozen glittering points of light. At first, Blitz thought he was looking up at the night sky because the lights seemed to form familiar constellations, but they quickly faded when he turned his head.
As the slope of the pit leveled out, Blitz was able to get his feet underneath him and climbed the last few inches. Standing at the top, he saw that the end of Albert's belt had caught on the tail of a stone dragon perched on its hind legs and tail while holding a moon in its front claws.
Suddenly, there was a loud snap and the stone tail broke off. In a split second, Blitz lunged forward and caught hold of Albert's belt just in time
“I gotcha bud, hang on,” he grunted, his arms strained and protested from the mass weight it was being stressed upon.
“You better not or Shy will kick your sorry ass!” Albert replied, trying not to let the belt slip from his grasp.
“Hey now, I won’t leave a friend ‘hanging’ now can I?”
Albert gazed upwards with an unimpressed expression. "Rainbow, that was pure laziness." The man simply shrugged and said, "Meh, what can I say? It was a low 'hanging' fruit."
"Just pull me up dammit!"

It was an arduous endeavor, each inch feeling like a never-ending race. However, Albert eventually managed to hoist himself over the ledge, with Blitz lying on his back beside him, also trying to catch his breath.
"I'm too damn old for this," Blitz grumbled, panting heavily.
"You're only 32," Albert reminded him.
"That's *huffing* old enough," Blitz retorted.
Albert's gaze was drawn to the beam of Blitz's flashlight, which illuminated the next room. The bright light illuminated a large, ivory sphere adorned with intricately carved seas and craters. It was about the size of a cantaloupe and seemed to glow under the harsh electric light. As they entered the room, Albert noticed thousands of glittering objects in his peripheral vision. He turned his head and lightly tapped Blitz on the leg.
“What is….it?” Blitz’s words caught in his throat as he mumbled. His eyes widened, mirroring the stunning beauty of the room that seemed to steal his breath away. "Incredible."
The jeweled sea sparkled and shimmered with every movement, the miniature ships glinting in the artificial moonlight. The ceiling was a breathtaking masterpiece of diamonds, contrasting against a midnight sky painted with stars. The walls were adorned with silk, each thread holding intricate stories and patterns in vibrant colors. The chamber dazzled with the shimmer of countless jewels, like a treasure trove of precious stones spilled onto the floor. The Continents were represented by patches of brown and green, but they were not arranged in any familiar patterns that Albert had seen before.
Albert and Blitz could see sunlight streaming in through a gap above. The beam of light illuminated a glistening pegasus statue, adorned with a mirror held between its wings. The light bounced off the statue and onto six other figures scattered around the room. 
In the center stood a grand staircase flanked by two majestic golden statues of the sisters. The alicorn duo faced each other on their hind legs, wings outstretched and overlapping, with their wingtips touching. Their heads were bowed in mourning. Sat between them was a small golden coffin, perhaps no larger than 5-6 ft long.
"Oh, you've finally made it! I've been eagerly awaiting your arrival," A gentle voice whispered happily into Albert’s ear. "This is such an exhilarating moment! I just knew deep down that you were the one destined for this," she continued, her tone brimming with enthusiasm and wonderment, as if greeting a long-awaited friend.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ulCF77j_kS0
*Albert’s POV* 
Once again, the strange feeling washed over me, causing my head to throb and my thoughts to blur. I couldn't shake the sense of familiarity that accompanied it. As I climbed the staircase, the golden casket glinted in the dim light, beckoning me closer.
The sarcophagus was laced in solid gold, and the engraving was like anything else in this place, perfectly crafted. My head was spinning as I stared at the golden casket before me. It was all so familiar, yet I couldn't shake off the uneasy feeling that something was off. The same pony from my bizarre dream lay before me, but now in solid gold form. Was this some sort of twisted reality?
On the lid of the casket, there were seven large gems, each the size of an egg and varying in color from green to red to blue and beyond. I couldn't resist placing my hands on the edge of the sarcophagus. As I did, a tingling sensation shot through my fingers and up my arms. It was comforting and warm, humming at my touch. I quickly withdrew my hand, feeling a conflicting mix of emotions.
Should I open it? My curiosity was nagging at me. I wanted to see who or what was inside. Maybe it was just some person who had a strange obsession with ponies, like a queen or princess. But did I really want to disturb this sacred tomb just for my own curiosity? Despite my doubts, I had to know. After all, I didn't spend ten years searching for this place just to turn back now, right?
But I had to know. I didn’t spend ten years of my life just to stop now, did I?
The lid creaked as I pushed against it, and I felt a tingling warmth emanating from within the casket. As I peeked inside, I was hit with a surge of emotions, like standing in front of a powerful waterfall. I was prepared for the overwhelming stench of decay and death. But instead, all I could smell was the powerful scent of lavender and rosemary, and what I saw left my jaw drop in amazement.
The body of a once majestic creature lay before me, wrapped tightly in bandages like a mummy. Its hooves were visible, with no hands in sight, and a single horn protruded from its forehead between the bandages. But what caught my attention the most was the golden ring at the base of the horn, adorned with mysterious runic symbols. Despite the dull and gray appearance of the body, I could still make out the remnants of vibrant colors that once filled this being with life.
‘It’s almost as if this creature only died recently.’ 
A shiver shot down my spine, sending a chill through my entire body. The temperature in the room seemed to drop drastically, and I could see my breath fogging up in front of me. My heart raced as I saw a hand, or rather, hoof, reach out from the coffin and grab onto my arm with an iron grip. I struggled to break free, but the strength of the pony inside was surprising. Its once closed eyes were now open, staring at me with a fierce golden and amber glow. A surge of power coursed through me, making it difficult to stand still. If it weren't for the pony holding onto me, I may have fallen backwards and tumbled down the stairs behind me.
My eyes locked with hers, and I saw pure gold orbs filled with pain and loneliness. As she squeezed my hand with her hoof, images flooded into my mind – faces I didn't recognize, moments of goodness and acts of desperation. I saw the depths of her soul, and it overwhelmed me. Tears streamed down my face as I wept for this creature who had endured so much. They say the eyes are windows to the soul, and in that moment, I understood the truth of that statement. How could someone with such a kind and pure soul have suffered so much? As she squeezed my hand tightly with her hoof, I couldn't help but feel a sense of pity and understanding in her gaze towards me.
Using her unoccupied hoof, the mare gestured towards the far wall. A glistening statue of herself stood proudly, its golden finish catching the light. In front of it lay a series of intricate patterns on the floor, resembling a larger version of the Tree of Harmony. As I gazed at them, a single word echoed in my mind: "Take."
“Yo Al! Is there anything up there dude?” Blitz’s voice tore through, my gaze looking back into the sarcophagus. The pony mummy was there but that was simply it. It just lay there. No signs of it had moved. It merely slept, dead. As I looked down at my hand, I noticed the purple jewel that the pony had touched me with. It was about the size of my palm and bore a design similar to the star-shaped door on the wall. Upon closer inspection, I could see a white substance inside, resembling a tree with seven branches. Gathering my courage, I pulled away from the edge of the sarcophagus. I finally found the strength to push away from the edge of the sarcophagus. I was shaking, sweat pouring down my pale white.
“Hey, are you doing okay up there?” Blitz's voice filled the chamber with concern.
"Yeah, I'm...I'm good," I managed to reply, my voice trembling. Just stay calm, Al. Breathe in and out.
What I saw was something that I never wanted to experience again. It scared me, truly scared me. But this wasn't my first encounter with ghosts or undead beings - it's a common occurrence in my line of work. Well, not exactly common...but it happens. Nothing has been normal for me in the past ten years, but that's a story for another time. I carefully placed the jewel into my inner coat pocket, my hands still shaking as I gazed down at the mummy one last time.
Nope, the corpse was definitely still dead. It was not moving and there were no attempts to steal my soul or any other supernatural happenings.
My attention shifted to the other gems resting on top of the coffin. One word continued to echo in my mind: "take". I heard Blitz behind me, peering into the sarcophagus; my eyes widened in surprise.
"Whoa, dude - is that a...?"
"Yup," I replied simply, walking towards the other end of the room. I approached an engraved image and took out the book from my satchel, flipping through to one of the last few pages. There was a small sketch that closely resembled one of the few words I had managed to translate clearly.
‘Behold the Veil forever lies the land where friendship never dies. When the sun and moon meet the door, it shall open to greet thee with a mighty roar. Through its wonderful light, we journey home, to where Harmony forever roams.’
I noticed seven indents on the shield, one for each of the seven branches.
“So, uh,” Blitz's voice came hesitantly from the altar. “Are you going to explain the miniature horse in the coffin?”
“As far as I know, it's a unicorn and probably the ruler of this place.” I responded loudly.
“Seriously?”
“You asked. And besides, after everything we've experienced, are you still doubting...?” I trailed off.
“No, no, no!” Blitz quickly interjected. “I think we can both agree that after THAT, there is a possibility that something like this—” He gestured toward the coffin. “Is real.”
“That's right, very real,” I mumbled, not taking my eyes off my task.
I studied the slots. They looked perfectly shaped, closely so to the gems back on the sarcophagus. I was beginning to understand what the dead unicorn was saying. I marched back to the casket and carefully plucked out one. Surprisingly it was very easy to do; as if made to do so possibly.
One by one I plucked out the jewels before coming back to carry on with my task. Using the book as a guide it wasn’t long for me to put them in the right order. The red on top, pink, and blue on the left, orange, and green on the right. With painstaking precision, I inserted the final gem into the central slot, the room holding its breath until a faint, satisfying click echoed through the air. We stepped back, expecting something to happen.
Nothing happened. Did I place the gems in the incorrect order?
“Something’s missing.” That's when I noticed a small hole, angled in a specific way. As I looked back at the wings of the two sisters, I realized that they fit perfectly into this hole, almost like a focal point. I could feel the gears in my head turning as the pieces began to fall into place. Suddenly, my attention shifted to another area of the room.
"Blitz... what time is it?"
"Huh?" He checked his wristwatch. "It's almost twelve-forty now. Why, don't you have a watch?"
"I haven't set the time yet. Come on, help me over here." I gestured towards the six golden figures holding large mirrors as we hurried over to them.

After shifting the mirror on the statue of Pegasus, the light was redirected towards another mirror. It required some experimentation, but they managed to adjust them so that the light shone through the wings of the sisters and onto the center jewel. However, nothing occurred. Something was still lacking. But what could it be?
Albert mulled over the words carved into the archway, repeating them in his mind and tapping his fingers on the cover of the book. When the sun and moon meet; what could that possibly mean? It's not like there will be an eclipse anytime soon. He gazed at the well-worn cover, lost in thought.
"Sun and moon, sun and moon--When the sun and moon meet--" Suddenly, it clicked. 
The lunar on the book! An eclipse!
With limited time before the keyhole vanished once more, Albert acted swiftly. He deftly removed the golden crest from its cover and began twisting it frantically until he heard a satisfying click. As he inserted the gold moon into place, he heard a series of clicks indicating success. Now, all that was left to do was wait and see what happened next. But then Blitz's wavering voice broke through his concentration. "Um... Al?"
There were more clicking sounds, but they seemed to be coming from behind him. One of them sounded like the loading of a shotgun.
“Damn it,” Albert muttered, glancing over his shoulder to see a group of heavily armed men. His attention was drawn to the imposing figure at their center.
The man was tall, standing nearly 6’2 with a rugged complexion and slicked-back salt-and-pepper hair. His face was adorned with a trail of striped tattoos that ascended towards his cheekbones, while his unbuttoned crimson suit revealed his muscular frame. Despite his relaxed demeanor, there was an undeniable air of authority and danger radiating from him. He was a soldier, a leader, someone who inspired fear and respect in equal measure. His baby blue eyes held a hint of darkness and malice behind their calm facade - the eyes of a man dedicated to achieving his goals, no matter the cost. A man who made suffering and misery into a profitable business. A man whose spirit burned with the ferocity of a tiger.
“Rakshasa,” Albert's voice dripped with disdain as he spoke the name.
“Mr. Stone, Mr. Blitz,” Rakshasa's voice echoed throughout the room with calculated precision. “It has been far too long.” A sinister smile crept onto his lips. “I do believe we have much to discuss.”
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		Chapter 3: A Brave New World




Amidst the grandeur of Celestia's opulent study, the ancient doors parted with a gentle creak, revealing Luna's elegant form. Her mane, a shimmering cascade of moonlit splendor, flowed like a silver river, and her eyes, celestial orbs of radiant blue, shone with a glimmer of uncertainty. "Sist’r?" Luna's voice quavered, a delicate interplay of hope and trepidation, seeking solace in her elder sibling's presence. Celestia turned, her regal features softened by a tender concern.
"You felt it too, didn't you?" Celestia's voice, like a soothing melody, caressed Luna's ears. The shared understanding between the royal sisters transcended words. 
“Is’t—Is’t h’r?” Celestia discerned the quivering in her sister's voice, that poignant hope lingering in the query. Gently, she draped her celestial wing over Luna's slender shoulder, a gesture of comfort. The powerful surge had come and gone like a fleeting wisp of enchantment, and Celestia knew that the Council of Harmony and her students must have felt it too. She could feel a headache coming on, and it wasn't afternoon tea yet.
Magic, the very essence of creation and life, could indeed be the most wondrous of things, from a unicorn filly's simple spell to the mighty flames of the Dragon Lord. Each one a signature of every creature’s heart and soul, akin to the uniqueness of one's cutie mark.
The surge they felt bore the mark of a pony, and a potent one at that. Celestia's heart stirred, for she was all too familiar with such power, a presence she had not sensed for an age uncounted and with it old memories.
Could it truly have been her? After such an eon? Yet how could it be? Had it not been nearly eleven hundred years since her disappearance?
"Lulu," Celestia's gentle nuzzled her sister, though her own yearning echoed silently. She hesitated, for she dared not raise false hopes. The magical signature they sensed did indeed hint at the return of a cherished friend, but realism required prudence. After so many centuries, no pony could be alive for this long.  
Could they?
Luna trembled against her, her excitement and yearning subdued by an unyielding restraint. "We knoweth, yond," Luna whispered, struggling to contain her emotions. "But what if 'tis she?"
"If it be so," Celestia declared with sincerity, "then we shall greet her with open hooves, dear Luna." A radiant aura of hope embraced Luna as her sister spoke. It had been an eternity since she had seen Luna so filled with joy, akin to a lovesick maiden awaiting her long-lost beloved's return from a maritime odyssey.
"And I am certain, beyond the firmament's reach, she missed you, too," Celestia whispered, her heart yearning to witness her sister's heart made whole, even if destiny's tapestry held its hoof against her younger sibling.
She made a mental note to herself to send a letter to her faithful students….
"Neigh, Sist’r," Luna's resolute outburst caught Celestia off guard. A steadfast determination blazed in her sister's luminous eyes.
"Dearest sister, as much as I doth believeth the valiant protector shall perform this task well, mine heart doth hold conviction that this matter requireth our own beholding.” Luna then suggested  “Alloweth us to muster our loyal guards and embark upon a quest to investigate this affair firsthoof. If 't be true that she doth indeed reside therein, wouldst it not beest a most wondrous spectacle for the lady to beest greeted by faces of familiar? Verily, let us venture forthwith and unravel this enigma, for therein lies the potential for a most extraordinary reunion."
Celestia blinked a few times, her mind juggling around the words. She really needed to get her sister up to speed on the modern language. But Luna made a valiant point.  A more personal approach was warranted. Regardless of the identity of the returning soul, the safety of their realm and subjects demanded a vigilant stewardship. Even if her student and her friends bore the mantle of Guardians of Harmony, Celestia and Luna, as the Queens of Equestria, carried the eternal duty to ensure the safety of the realm.
“What you say is good dear Luna.” Celestia agreed, “Go and gather the troops. We’ll leave before evening.”
Luna did not linger; with resolute purpose, she soared from the chamber, her heart a radiant blaze thought long extinguished.
‘Beest still mine heart. We haven't waited this long, but lief----lief I shalt see thee again and this time I wilt never let thee wend.’
In this moment, she resolved to set right what wrongs had transpired. To mend the tapestry of fate and redemption. Her return may have been met with open hooves and forgiveness from her sister and the Guardians, yet Luna knew that the journey ahead demanded more than mere reclamation. By the Creator and her life, she would see it through. To fix the mistakes and woes she brought. 
'But would my lady forgive me?'

*Moments before*
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pKpsm754cVk
Stones and feathers! Why did he think it was such a good idea to try and run away from Griffonstone, and across Equestria in the middle of Tartarus forsaken winter? Gallus couldn't help but question the wisdom behind his impulsive decision. His breath came out in frosty puffs as he contemplated his circumstances.
Home. 
The word echoed through his thoughts, though it held little solace for him. He merely scoffed at the word. A true home was meant to be a sanctuary of warmth and belonging, a place of familial embrace. Alas, Griffonstone offered none of those comforts, and surviving there had been a perpetual struggle, thanks to the little to no help by Grandpa Gruff. This winter, however, tested his resilience to the brink. If he didn’t do something–ANYTHING! Then he might not make it to see spring. A pang of hunger gnawed at him, a constant reminder of the harshness of his journey.
‘That is if I don’t starve to death first.’ Gallus murmured, rubbing his talons together for warmth.
And so, he had set his sights on Equestria, and from what stories he heard from Gilda, these ponies were quite friendly and hospitable creatures, always willing to lend a hoof for anyone in need. Which made them the perfect prey to scam on. 
With a few well-timed tears and a practiced whimper, he could lift the bits from their unsuspecting hooves. It was a scheme far easier than outwitting a seasoned griffon trader back in his homeland. For now, however, he was forced to take refuge and weather the storm before he could continue his journey, Ponyville being the intended destination.
Gallus had planned to fly above the dense forest, hoping to save time and reach his destination before nightfall. Yet as always, life seemed to conspire against him, conjuring a sudden and savage snowstorm that dashed his plans to pieces. His only choice was to seek sanctuary and endure the tempest until it waned. Perhaps it was mere luck that he had managed to spot some old ruins through the dense trees. The place looked long abandoned and was falling apart. Sure the place didn’t look like anyone lived here for years, but perhaps with a bit of work, this could be a pretty awesome place to set up as his own.
Another deafening roar of thunder echoed overhead, startling Gallus and causing him to jump in surprise. He couldn't help but wonder why the weather seemed so chaotic. Weren't these ponies supposed to control the weather or something? Yet all he could see was an amalgamation of snow, thunder, and a mesmerizing rainbow pouring through the clouds, heading directly toward him.
Hold on a moment. That isn’t normal.
Gallus let out a screech and flapped his wings with all his might, flying as fast as they could carry him. He sought refuge behind countless pieces of rubble as the ethereal light show crashed into the ground, resembling the thunderous crashing of waves against a rocky shore. The sheer intensity of it forced him to cover his ears to block out the deafening sound, while the ground beneath him trembled with the impact.
As suddenly as it had begun, the rumbling ceased, leaving behind an eerie stillness that enveloped the ruins. Gallus kept himself hidden for a few moments, allowing his pounding heart to settle before he dared to inch out cautiously from his hiding spot. With trepidation, he peered out towards the source of the otherworldly light that had crashed through the ancient ceiling above. 

I woke up to a headache that could rival a herd of stampeding bulls. My mind struggled to regain focus amidst the pain, the cold, and the damn blinding light.
"God, can't a guy get a break?" I muttered, attempting to shift my body, but everything screamed in protest. My limbs, my bones, and my skull were all at war, vying for attention. It was like I'd been thrown into a cage match with a rampaging gorilla, and his pal decided to join the fun. As if that wasn't enough, I felt dizzy and queasy, collapsing onto all fours, retching my guts out. The sour taste of bile stung my throat.
“Shit..." I groaned, rolling onto my back to escape the mess, closing my eyes and trying not to cough my lungs out. I needed to focus, to remember what the hell Professor Yearling taught me.
In five, out five. In five, out five.
I forced my eyes open again and hissed as a glaring light from above tried to bore through my skull. Snow was falling from a hole in the ceiling, adding insult to injury. My memories were a chaotic jumble, lost in the fog of pain. What the hell had happened?
Blitz, the Gateway, and...
Oh God, Blitz! Fluttershy!
Panic surged, but the queasiness slammed me back onto my back, ensuring I wouldn't be going anywhere soon.
"Figures," I muttered, lying there like a half-dead squirrel. I waited what felt like eternity for the nausea to subside. "Alright, let's see what the damage is."
I glanced down and saw a hole in my jacket, right where my heart should be. Granted, if I was shot in the heart I would be pretty dead right now. My hands trembled as II peeled away the layers of fabric. No blood and no hole in my chest either. All I could see was a scar. It was barely noticeable at first. Yet it was there. It was rather small, no more than the length of my index finger that ran vertically left to right. Almost like a six-pointed star.
Now having scars wasn’t anything new. Hell, I earned several throughout the years in this line of work, ranging from animal bites, to stab wounds, debris, and even being shot in the shoulder once. This, however? This was new and I was left rather dumbfounded, and confused. Just what had happened in that tomb and that light? Though I would be able to think more clearly if I could get that sharp poking from my side to stop. Whatever it was, it had been poking me for nearly five minutes and it was starting to annoy the hell out of me. I rolled over, ready to smack at whatever it was that was deciding I was some sort of science project. When I turned to look, my brain froze up.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YjADg2sMexc&list=PLEGw_rPdjjVMWnP_CreOwr12K9VBBn5L_&index=4
I blinked a few times, trying to get the old cogs in my head to start working, guess I hit my head harder than I thought. Because what I was looking at shouldn’t even exist. A griffon. Yeah, you heard that right. A genuine, honest-to-God griffon, staring me down with those big, round eyes.
"Heavens above." I muttered, rubbing my throbbing temples. My brain couldn't wrap itself around the sight before me. A griffon. A freaking griffon!
My inner nerd was itching to study it, to catalog every detail, but the pounding in my head reminded me that I had more pressing concerns. I needed to focus on the situation at hand. The griffon stood nearly four feet tall on its haunches. Its vivid blue features adorned its head, body, and wings, contrasting with a cream-colored underbelly. A bright amber beak protruded from its face, while its front legs sported eagle-like talons of the same amber hue. The hind legs and tail, resembling a blue lion, completed its peculiar appearance. Seemed young too, like a cub or a hatchling. And yeah, it was cute—dangerously cute. It puffed up its chest and cheeks, trying to look all fierce and intimidating. But let's be real here, it was more adorable than terrifying.
'Yeah, cute and probably hungry. Waiting for dear old mommy and daddy to return.' My brain chimed in with its usual sarcastic tone.
The thought hit me like a bolt of lightning. If this was the griffon's nest, I was in trouble if its parents showed up.
Gulp.
Fear crawled up my spine, and I couldn't tell if my shivering was due to the cold or the thought of being torn apart by large mythical creatures. I had no intention of sticking around to find out. 'Focus, Al,' I told myself, shaking off the daze. 'It's still just an animal, even if it's a mythical one.' 
I swiftly scanned the room for an exit, hoping to find a way out of this potentially dangerous situation.

The room was smaller than the tomb I had been in before, with oval-shaped walls lined with Corinthian columns. Many of them were damaged, likely due to age and harsh weather. Carved ornaments of leaves and flowers adorned their bases, offering a glimpse into the past glory of this place. Several windows were broken, and parts of the ceiling were missing, allowing snow to fall through. At the far end of the room, I spotted two large thrones, both made of stone but showing signs of significant wear and tear.
I cautiously regained my footing, checking myself for any injuries as I collected my cap from the ground. Thankfully, there were no tears or damages, and I secured it back on my head.
My eyes darted between the griffon and the openings that led outside. I couldn't fully trust the creature yet, even if it hadn't attacked me. Leaving my back exposed to an unknown entity, youngling or not, seemed like a bad idea.
The view outside greeted me with a snowy landscape of trees and vegetation. Mountains loomed in the distance, and I couldn't determine the direction of the north due to the cloud coverage obscuring the sun. The snow was easing, but I needed to find warmth soon to avoid hypothermia.
Where was I? This place bore no resemblance to Egypt, and I questioned if it was even the same plane of existence. Panic threatened to overwhelm me as my logical mind struggled to comprehend the bizarre circumstances.
"Alright, let's try not to freak out here," I muttered to myself, attempting to steady my nerves. Something had happened back in the tomb, and I suspected that the 'Gate' had sent me here. It seemed the most logical explanation. But where was 'here'? God only knows, and Blitz....
I feared somewhere out there Blitz and Fluttershy were in a similar predicament or worse. I couldn't imagine what they were experiencing. But---were they even here? God my head hurts to think.
“Alright then, we’re lost in some ruin in God knows where. You’re cold, don’t know if your best friend is alive or dead, you’re maybe even miles away from any help, and no food or water on you. On the bright side, you’re still alive, none of your bones feel broken, and you still got your hat and smokes….yeah, sounds like a normal day.”  I muttered, trying to find some sort of silver lining to this situation.
“Um, excuse me? You ok there mister?” A voice caught my attention. It was young, almost childlike. 

"Ummm, hey there." Albert called out, half-expecting a reply in some weird critter language.
"Um, hi there, mister—um, creature–thing. Right here," the childlike voice echoed once more, emanating from the griffon's beak.
Albert's eyes darted around, trying to pinpoint the source of the mysterious voice. To his surprise, he found himself face to beak with a little blue griffon, its curious gaze fixed on him. The creature tilted its head, as if sizing him up or perhaps wondering if he was a potential meal. The griffon spoke again, but it might as well have been gibberish to him.
Albert's mind did a double-take, like a car hitting a pothole, as he tried to reboot. 
What the fuck!?!
The little griffon flinched back, its feathers bristling in surprise. Oops, he probably said that out loud and now startled the critter
"Hey, sorry about that. Didn't mean to freak you out," Albert said, putting on his best friendly face. He was feeling pretty weirded out too, but he didn't want the little guy to bolt. It seemed more confused than aggressive, so that was a good sign.
It was a crazy scene. Here he was, face-to-face with a griffon, and it was trying to talk to him. Like, really talk. If he wasn't so busy freaking out about his situation, he'd be fascinated to have a chat with the thing.
The little blue griffon sat down on its haunches, tail swishing with impatience like a moody cat. It sat there, deep in thought for a moment before its eyes lit up like it had a bright idea.
"Gallus!" The griffon pointed to itself, chirping in a way that reminded Albert of a mix between an eagle and a cockatiel. Kinda cute, actually. Then it pointed a claw at him, waiting for a response. Albert figured out what the critter was going for.
"Gal-lus?" he repeated, trying out the name, testing each syllable over his tongue a few times.
The creature now named Gallus nodded, seeming rather pleased with this. 
“Albert Stone, from Texas.” gesturing to himself and speaking the words carefully and slowly for Gallus. 
“Tex—as?” Gallus muttered to himself. At least he assumed the griffon was a he, given its voice, though it being so childlike it was hard to know. Albert nodded, smiling a bit. This was amazing. To think, he was the first human to discover and talk to……
“Texas!” Gallus repeated, smiling brightly and thrusting his claws at him in a gesture of joy.
Albert chuckled “No little guy. My NAME is Albert Stone, I’m FROM Texas.” he corrected him gently.
Gallus just smiled and pointed at him again. “Texas,” he repeated, seeming rather proud of himself.
'Oh God damn it! 'Albert facepalm himself---hard.
“Hey um, Texas? Who’s that over there? A friend?” Gallus pointed, having spotted something not too far, laying under the shadows of one of the columns.
“Damn it kid for the last time it’s Stone, not Tex—as?” Albert looked to see just what Gallus was pointing at, wondering how on earth he had missed it entirely. It was the body of a man, his face obscured by the growing pile of snow. It was unmoving and blood seeping into the white powder.
Albert's stomach dropped faster than his namesake, and already was bolting over towards the figure. 
'God please no. Don’t let it be Blitz. Please God, not Blitz.' 

Coming closer, I realized it wasn’t Blitz and I let out air I didn't realize I was holding. It was one of Rakshasa’s men. his eyes were cold and lifeless, staring blankly into space, his chest covered in several gunshot wounds. 
“Sorry pal,” I closed the man’s eyes and took a moment to quietly say a prayer over the poor bastard. Killing someone is never easy. No matter how much you mentally prepare for it, it still leaves a sickening feeling in your stomach. The only thing that made it any easier, was that I was the one still alive. After the moment of silence, I began to rummage through his things carefully, looking for anything of use. I found three mags of 45s. It wasn’t so much the mags I needed, but the bullets would be of use. A canteen of water, a coil of climbing rope with a sturdy grappling hook, and a wallet containing $200 in cash also became part of my acquired inventory. Wasn’t like the dead man was going to need them where he was going. I also found strapped to him a Benelli M4 with several slug shells. Not much, but enough to get by in case I had a run into any more of Rakshasa’s men. Hopefully, that would not be the case, but given the fact, there was a dead body here meant there could be a chance that someone else came through, right?  Could Blitz or Fluttershy be here too? If so then where?
The soft padding of feet—or rather, claws—approached, causing Gallus's greenish face to contort with a mix of curiosity and discomfort. The young griffon's inexperience with death was evident. But why would that be of concern to the griffon? 
'Leave it for later, focus on the present,’ I chided myself. Taking a few moments to give the deceased man a proper burial seemed like the right thing to do, a small act of respect, even if he tried to kill me before. But the idea that Gallus’s parents could arrive any moment still lingered in my mind. While the young griffon seemed quite friendly, could I take the chance with them?

Death wasn’t a strange concept for Gallus. In the streets of Griffonstone, it was a harsh reality he had to quickly learn. From an old bum passing away in his sleep in some alley, to the local drunk falling and breaking their neck after a night of one too many drinks. Sometimes fights break out, causing injuries that would leave the other party maim; if you were lucky. Yet it was still hard not to feel so sick at the sight of so much blood.
And that stench. The copper smell made his stomach turn and he had to fight back the urge to throw up.
He watched Texas silently loot through the corpse, muttering something in his alien language. A prayer or ritual perhaps? 
Wow. Now that he thought about it, he did come out of nowhere from the sky. Never in his life did he think he would meet a real-life alien! Even if his name was rather strange.
Growl
‘Oh, give it a rest,’ Gallus muttered, patting his stomach. His growling gut responded with a louder rumble. He realized now it wasn’t his stomach that growled, but it was coming behind them. Slowly Gallus turned around and saw two yellow eyes staring at him from the shadows of the pillars. A very BIG shadow.
“H-Hey um...Hey Tex—Texas?” Gallus fumbled over his words, tugging strongly onto Texas's long limb. Albert looked over his shoulder, ready to correct the griffon yet again but immediately froze at the sight where Gallus was looking towards. 
A lion, at least, it appeared to be a lion; he could just barely make out the mane on its massive head. It was hard to truly make out from the shadows. Gallus was already trying to hide behind his leg for safety, shaking like a leaf. 
‘It’s ok.’ He thought to himself, gripping the shotgun tightly in his hands. The animal was perhaps fifty or so yards, and with a fully loaded shotgun he could take it down before it had a chance to reach him—he hoped. But right now he couldn’t panic. Showing fear or sudden movement will only give the lion an excuse to give chase, and more likely it was curious about them. Maybe the corpse was an easy picking for the beast.? The stairs weren’t too far from where he was. All he needed to do was get to the stairs as quickly as he could. 
‘Easy does it, Al,’ I murmured as I edged backward, making sure not to trip over the small blue griffon who was practically attached to my leg.
“Gallus,” I spoke in a hushed tone to my newfound companion. Initially unresponsive, the poor thing was trembling, making walking a challenge. “Gallus,” I tried again, this time capturing the griffon's attention. “We need to leave,” I emphasized each word, speaking slowly and gesturing toward the stairs that offered an escape.
‘Just be brave for me little guy.’ 
Now he could have just booked it, leaving the griffon behind as a distraction. But that thought been quickly stomped as soon as it pop in his mind. The way those eyes looked at him. They weren’t eyes that looked blankly back at you like an animal. The fear, the raw emotion in those eyes, it was like looking into the eyes of a scared child. 
If there were two things he could never stand. One was seeing a woman cry, the other was seeing a child suffer. Damn his chivalry sometimes.
Albert slowly started to back away towards the stairs, keeping his newly acquired shotgun, keeping a trained eye on the creature that was in the shadows. Just as he touched the first few steps, he saw the creature start to move from its hiding spot, but what Albert saw next nearly made his heart stop for a moment. This beast was huge, far bigger than any normal lion he had ever seen in his life! But it wasn’t just the size that made him stop in place. Oh no, it was WHAT this thing was.

The manticore: a creature of mythical lore, born from Greek mythology. Standing tall, its red fur gleamed in the available light. Its visage bore an eerie semblance to a distorted human male, reminiscent of a feline figure with an unsettling beard-like feature. Its sharp, curled horns stand proudly on its head. Its large paws are covered in reptilian-like scales. Instead of bat wings, the creature had two large scorpion pincers on its back. They moved and swayed each movement the manticore took, clinging to the pillars for extra support to move more easily through the rumble. The tips of its tail had several large spike needles that were nearly the size of his arm.
It was said in lore that a manticore would sometimes shoot poisonous spines from their tails to either paralyze or kill its victims. The beast let out a mighty roar, showing three rows of its sharp teeth. It was then that Albert knew they needed to get the fuck out of here, caution be damn! Turning on his heel, Albert scooped up Gallus, who let out a squawk in surprise as the human booked it down the stairs.
With a roar that pierced the air, the chase was on, our hearts pounding in rhythm to our hurried footsteps.

	
		Chapter 4: Cat and Mouse




https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RcOxBFnW30U
The manticore's roar reverberated through the narrow hall behind us, shaking off dust and rocks from the stonewalls. The creature was closing in fast, and I prayed the tight enclosure would slow it down even a smidge. But, well, my hopes were about to be crushed like a soda can.
“Texas! It’s gaining on us!”
"Hey! Ease up on the claws!" I could feel Gallus's talons digging into my back, his grip almost breaking the skin despite the feeble protection of my jacket. I could feel his anxiety, urging me to pick up the pace as my long legs raced down the last flight of stairs. 
No time for a leisurely stroll, that's for sure. As soon as my feet hit the bottom of the stairs I took a sharp left turn down the T-junction corridor, my heart pounding in my chest like a jackhammer. 
The manticore charged through the doorway like a rampaging freight train. Its large, winged pincers dug into the stone, granting it an uncanny agility as it closed in on us. Its movements resembled those of an overgrown spider from a horror film, its additional appendages propelling it with eerie agility along the walls.
I did what any man would do in this situation---and that was to blindly fire my pistol at the abomination.
God, I hate bugs!
The creature's massive size and the cramped enclosure made it an easy target, and my bullets found their marks. Some grazed the pedipalps, while others struck flesh. One lucky shot even found the manticore's eye, causing it to momentarily slow down. Sadly however, this only seemed to enrage the beast further. 
I quickly ducked into the nearest room just and in the nick of time too, as spikes whizzed at us, merely missing us by mere inches.
I quickly shut the door, hastily barricading the door with a bookcase for added bit of security. It wasn't much, but it should hold back the creature for a moment...
“Holy sweet Christ!” I cursed as the beast's scorpion-like pincer ripped through the rotted wood as if it were mere tissue paper. Gallus leaped into the air, taking refuge near the ceiling.
“You're just dying to see me, huh!?” I began to unload shell after shell of the shotgun through that door, tearing through the exoskeleton and anything else on the other side.  I knew I was making some sort of damage into the beast, as the echoing wails of pain could be heard before it retreated away from the door.
A good thing, too, as I was out of rounds, and knowing a small caliber pistol could do nothing against this thing but piss it off further.
“Farewell to arms I say.” I muttered to the discarded pincer which hung limply on the door. I needed an escape, and I needed it fast. Time was running out, and that manticore would be back.
The room was compact, a dilapidated bedroom that might have once belonged to nobility. Remnants of its former grandeur lingered: a rotting bed, tattered curtains, a faded portrait, and a modest fireplace. My gaze caught the sight of a balcony at the room's far end. Gallus had already taken flight, urgently gesturing for me to follow suit. In moments like these, I wished I had wings or some other means of escape.
Oh if wishes were fishes.
I reach the balcony and peered over the side. The drop was considerable, about three stories high. My only option was a thin ledge running along the structure's wall. It seemed impossibly narrow, but it led to a tangle of vines a few yards away. They looked sturdy enough to support my weight. Perhaps, if I was careful, I could lower myself enough to make a safe descent.

ROAR 
Spikes showered through the door, splintering the room as the mighty limbs of the manticore tore into the barricade. A momentary pause was followed by another volley of deadly spines shooting into the room.
With a cautious prowling, the manticore entered the room, its battered and bloody form revealing its fury. The creature's single good eye scanned for its prey, torn muscle hanging from its jaw. Despite its wounds, the manticore's eye gleamed with malevolence, promising a slow and painful death. It was keenly aware that its quarry was still close by; the scent of the creature and the griffon lingered in the air. The beast paused, its ears perked up at the sound of muttering and the crumbling of loose stone.
Albert clung to the thin ledge, struggling to regain his balance after almost slipping off the edge. The sight of his destination, the vines just out of reach, spurred him to press his back against the wall for support. Glancing down, he spotted Gallus nearby, seemingly ready to catch him if he fell.
"Heh, sure thing, little guy. Catching a big fella like me would be quite the trick," Albert thought with a wry smile. He tossed one end of the rope to Gallus, who caught it but seemed a bit puzzled by the gesture.
"Right, language barrier," Albert mumbled, frustrated by the communication limitations. He resorted to using gestures, which Gallus eventually understood. The griffon flew down and secured the rope to one of the lower pillars, giving it a few strong tugs as a signal of its sturdiness. Relieved, Albert prepared to shimmy down the vines and swing himself to safety in the courtyard below.
Abruptly, a barrage of spikes whizzed past his face, prompting him to press himself tighter against the wall in a futile attempt to seek more cover. The manticore was still lurking, and it was as determined as ever to make a meal of him.
The manticore stood menacingly overhead on the balcony, its tail raised and poised to strike. Albert's stomach twisted with fear, knowing he had no other choice but to take a leap of faith. Without hesitation, he turned and hurled himself towards the vines, narrowly dodging another volley of deadly needles that flew just inches over his head. Sliding down the vine as far as it would allow, he cursed at the distance that still separated him from safety – about eighteen feet.
Yet, there was no time to waste. Another set of needles zipped by, forcing him to press his back against the wall once more. Frustration and fear boiled within him, and he mentally screamed at the creature to back off. Clutching the vine tightly, Albert could feel it beginning to give way under his weight. He had to act swiftly, and his only chance was to take the leap.
Setting his feet firmly against the stone, he wrapped the rope around his arm, building up momentum by swinging back and forth along the surface. With a deep breath, he released his grip on the vine and jumped, holding on to the rope with all his strength.
“I’mgoingtodie I’mgoingtodie I’mgoingtodie!” Albert screamed—manly of course, in between the crumbled pillars and arches like Tarzan. Yeah, we’ll go with that. Hey, don’t judge the man when faced with possible death. You try leaping from nearly a dozen feet in the air while some mythical cat tries to turn you into a pincushion.
As he swung, Albert heard the manticore above, but the creature seemed to have ceased its attack. He dared to look back, hoping that the monstrous beast wasn't following him down the walls like some horrifying xenomorph.
"Texas, watch out for that—!"
Albert felt the air suddenly rush out of his lungs as he impacted into a wall, sending him crashing down the rest of the way down to ground level in a heap of pain.
Gallus winced, muttering, 'Ohhhh, that’s going to leave a mark. He swooped down, keeping in mind to stay out of the line of sight of the balcony far overhead. He didn’t see the manticore, but he didn’t want to take that risk. 
Albert could only groan, lying there, his gaze fixed on the gray sky above.
“Um Texas?” There was a low squeak of pain in response. Oh good, he was still alive. It was a he right? Well he could be wrong, for all he knew Texas could be a female. An ugly one but he wasn’t one to judge an alien.
“Hey Texas.” There was a growl and mutter of another word, but it was hard to tell from the way Texas was rolling about. Still, he pressed on. “Are you ok to move? I really don’t think we should stay here if that guy decides to come back.” he pressed against Texas, struggling a bit to help his new alien friend up. 

Albert wouldn’t lie, he felt rather ragged. He just never seems like he could catch a break. ‘God I need a drink,’ he mused, gathering himself. He felt a tug on his pant leg and looked to see Gallus handing him over his hat and the grappling hook that had been discarded. 
“Thanks kid,” he ruffled the griffon’s head, who gave an adorable huff in annoyance before he took the items. Right, back to business. He grimaced when he made a quick check on the Benelli. Other than the nine rounds in the gun, he perhaps only had another five or six shells left.
‘Got to make em count.’ He thought. Now he still had his CZ, but the .45 acp rounds were not going to take down large beasts, let alone something that had managed to keep coming after taking several slugs up close. From here on out, every shot mattered. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Nz0mzKZ7pts
They pressed on, cautiously navigating through rubble and broken walls, ever watchful for any sign of the manticore. The ruins seemed like a maze of shadows, and every step they took felt like they might stumble upon the beast at any moment. Eventually, they arrived at another stone structure, and Albert noticed a hole just big enough for him to crawl through. He approached it with caution, scanning for any hidden danger before squeezing his way through to the other side and landing softly on the ground.
‘Looks clear enough,’ he thought, keeping his gun at the ready. The courtyard he found himself in resembled the first room he had encountered earlier, with rib vault designs and broken stained windows. The only new addition was a large round stone pillar in the center, with a sphere on top, almost obscured by vegetation. Six stone arms protruded from below the sphere, as if they once held something of great importance. Albert waited silently for Gallus to join him. 
Gallus noticed a large double door at the end of the room and saw no sign of the manticore. 'Finally, the home stretch.' He thought, about to step out into the open when a large claw gripped him by the scruff of his neck, pulling him back.
“Hey!” Gallus started to protest, but Texas placed his claw over his beak, his expression serious and focused. He gestured to his ear, urging Gallus to listen. Did he want him to listen? Why? The exit was right there! 
“Urgh, fine.” Gallus scowled and listened. He didn’t know what he was listening to, there was nothing at all, and that was the point. Nothing. There was no wind, not even a bird. It was too quiet. If there was one thing experience had taught Gallus, was that you should always trust your gut, and his gut was telling him that the manticore was out there, waiting for the two of them to come out into the open. The only way out was through the doors and the manticore knew that. 
Gulp
“Do you think it’s out there?” He whispered to Texas, who was still focused on their surroundings. His face steeled and focused, the way he looked reminded Gallus of a hero he read a long time ago. Of a fearless sea-captain by the name of Captain Blood. Facing the dangers of the high seas, plundering riches from Equestrian nobles; all the while laughing in the face of danger with his crew on board the Seahawk. In a way, Texas reminded him a lot of that book, regardless how childish it was, he felt like he was in his own little adventure. Even though they are being hunted by a monster that could tear them apart in seconds.
Gallus eyes then turn towards the alien’s weapon with a morbid curiosity. The sudden crack and bark it made had at first given him quite the surprise when Texas used them. In just a few seconds he had blown away one of the manticore's limbs clean off like nothing. Were they magical, some fancy space tech? Whatever it was, it was really cool! He wondered what it would be like to fire one of those things? 
They had some coverage; the columns provided them that. But that also concealed the manticore too. It was waiting for them to come out so that it could pick them off from the shadows. It was nothing more than a waiting game. Both parties daring the other to make a move first. 
Finally, Texas made the first move. He stood up and said something in his foreign tongue, but the gesture was made clear. 
Stay put. 
Heh, sure. No skin off his beak. He wasn’t going to just blindly go out there to become a pin cushion. But something was bothering Gallus. Why? Why was this alien going so far out of its way, and risk itself for his well being? What creature in their right mind would do that? It made no sense! 
‘Duh, because he's an alien?’ Part of his brain stated the obvious. That this unknown creature was lost, maybe alone and needed someone to help him. This was his first alien friend. Gallus blinked at that thought. Him? Having a friend? Blah, the day that happens would be the day he kisses a pony. 
Still, the idea of having a friend from outer space sounded rather awesome.

I crept in between the columns, scanning cautiously for any movement among the shadows. This is stupid and it was, but given my situation, I really had no choice. My gut told me that manticore knew this was perhaps the only way in or out of here, and it was drawing us in like a spider to the web. 
Sometimes, the best way to disarm any traps is to set em off. I did hope I was wrong though, that I was too paranoid and that o’kitty was somewhere else. 
That's when I heard it, the large thud landing behind me, and the foul smell of rotten flesh and blood.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LDnENTDuAiI
'I hate it when my gut's right sometimes.'
The monster's one good eye bore at me with righteous fury; its face even more twisted and deformed now from the wounds I infected.  
“You are one ugly mother—” 
The beast let out a shrieking roar, nearly leaving my ears ringing. It swung its tail, destroying a small column beside it, sending large chunks of stone at me like it was a pitching machine. I barely even had the time to evade the debris before the beast charged forward, leaving me little chances to recover and I barely manage to dodge its massive claw, firing off a round or two before finding myself getting slammed by its tail. The pain in my side left me gasping as I was flung into another column, nearly knocking the breath out of me a second time, my head swimming.  
I felt my vision swaying. I couldn’t pass out, not right now. ‘Come on damn it, move those legs. Get your ass up—NOW!’ I wasn’t sure if I was at this point screaming to myself externally or internally, but I found the will to force myself back onto my feet, my legs buckling. The manticore prowled slowly towards me as if savoring in my own pain.
‘Yeah well, fuck you too.’ I gritted my teeth, pushing through the pain, and raised my gun again. The manticore was expecting it this time and began to dodge nimbly around the shots.
Damn, the little fucker was just toying with me now. It was adapting and if I didn’t figure out how to beat this thing, I was surely going to last very long.
I rushed towards another column, trying to keep distance between us, taking cover just as the beast returned its own volley at me. I needed to think of something, because I was only just wasting what little ammo I had left. 
‘Come on brain think.’ It was difficult, my headache was returning with a vengeance, and making it hard to focus. I barely had time to think of anything, as a large chunk of the pillar I was hiding behind exploded, the manticore’s jaw snapping towards me. I let out my own battle cry, a series of curses and panic screaming, unloading into the beast, forcing it to leap away before it lashes out its tail, which forced me to roll away.
I only managed to get the sixth shot in before the creature was on top of me, and barely even had time to let out a scream in terror and surprise when the manticore chopped down on the gun barrel, and like a dog getting a hold of a chew toy. I soon found myself being lifted up into the air and flung about like some Raggedy Ann doll before being sent flying into the stone wall with a heavy dull thud. The impact with the ground came as a secondary sensation, relatively pleasant compared with the first. Unconsciousness would have been a mercy. Cold snow instead kept me awake enough to experience every agonizing second of expanding pain in my skull and back. I tried to move my limbs and couldn’t, and for a second I thought that my neck must have broken. Then, in the corner of my vision, I saw my fingers move, and thought with a flash of depression that I wasn’t out of the fight yet. I managed to lean myself against the wall, fighting to hold on at some sense of clarity.
The manticore raised its tail, newly formed spines growing rapidly and poise to strike, its eyes gleaming with malice. I shut my eyes, raising my hands up to shield myself, though I knew that would do little. But I braced myself as the spines shot out towards me.
Was this it? Was I going to die in some God-knows where by a creature straight out of nightmares? I felt afraid, truly and deathly scared. I was going to die here and so was Gallus when the beast got a hold of him too. Just like all its other untold victims, I was going to be eaten alive.
I thought back to those in my life. The ones I helped and the friends I made. I thought of Blitz, a long time friend, a brother I always wanted. Shy, a dear sister and the most kind soul I have ever met. My mind turns towards one other. Remembering the feeling of her red and golden locks, the breath against my skin. The nights we spent together in each other's arms. The way she smiled only at me and would drive feral passion out.
‘I’m sorry Sunny. Guess I’ll be seeing you soon after all.’  
‘Dire’ Something that sounded like a chiming bell brush in my mind, though at the time it could have easily been mistaken as mere wind. A warm sensation that washed over me, channeling through my body like electricity through a current. I felt the impact and instinctively I flinched. Yet there was no pain, no ‘I'm being stabbed by sword length spikes.’. It felt hotter around me as I felt more of the impact, but still felt no pain. Finally it stopped, and those few seconds were agonizing. Perhaps the poison was instant and I wouldn’t be able to feel the pain? I finally dared to open my eyes, bracing myself for the worse.  When I did I saw the manticore, who—looked at me rather puzzled, not sure as to what it was seeing either. It was then I noticed from my peripheral the spikes all around me. Each one embedded a good twelve inches into the wall and floor, yet not a single had touched me. 
Did—did this it miss? How the fuck could it had miss at this range? 
Before I could even process the sheer dumb luck of it all,  a small blue mass landed onto the manticore’s back. 
It was Gallus and he was struggling to hold the shotgun in his tiny claws, aiming the barrel down awkwardly behind the manticore’s head.
“Hey! Why don’t you pick on some other creature, you long bearded, chicken winged, catnip eating fleabag!!!” Gallus barked as he pulled the trigger. Which, if it was someone else, that would have looked fairly badass. Thing was though, as soon as Gallus had pulled the trigger he was instantly flung off by the recoil of the weapon with a sound best described as the squawking of a chicken. The gun itself was sent flying wildly into the air. Though the shot connected, it did hit the manticore’s shoulder blades. The manticore fell over in surprise and pain, its body soaked in blood, making its coat more red than normal.  
I pushed myself up  with every ounce of strength I had, and with a shaky hand I pulled out my handgun and began to unload the whole mag into the creature’s face. It recoiled, roaring in pain as it blindly thrash it’s remaining pincer, trying to back away, only to crash head-first into a weaker column with a mighty thud.  The force behind the impact cracked the column, breaking it off its base, and sent it and part of the ceiling down on top of the beast with a sickening crunch. 
I didn’t waste any time and rushed to Gallus’s side, who was now holding his right arm in pain. Damn kid, given his size he might have broken his arm. Though I wasn’t fairing any better in my condition, with more likely several bruised ribs, though hopefully not broken. In general? My whole body screamed in protest.
“That was pretty damn stupid there kid.” I picked the griffon up as gently as I could. Gallus looked to be nearly in tears but had the biggest grin on his face.
“That–was–awesome.” Gallus muttered softly.
With Gallus now on my back, I began to race down the steps, my lungs  were on fire, and felt the need to lay down but I could see the bridge that crossed a wide ravine just ahead.

 CRASH 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qkkoe6Fwn4o
Albert glanced over his shoulder, ducking nearly immediately as a spike whiz by their heads. The manticore busted through the doors and was hot on his heels; its body battered and bloody. Its pincher looked so badly mangled, hanging on by a few shreds of flesh. With what little energy he had left, his body was running on nothing but fumes, it was only a matter of time before the beast would catch him, and with a hurt griffon in his arms it was for sure it would. He was half-way onto the bridge when he stopped and turned back towards the manticore. The bridge cracked underneath the stain from the weight they were putting on it. 
An idea was forming. It was stupid one and it may just kill them, but who doesn’t say that stupid things come from desperate moments such as this? He started to wrap one of his legs around the bridge's rope. The manticore was getting closer now, only 40 yards away. He pulled out his knife and looked at Gallus. 
Gallus looked at him in confusion. “Texas what are you doing!” he latches onto the alien, shaking him by the shirt with dread in his voice. He could see the manticore was nearly on top of them now.
“Better hang on kid, we’re going on a ride.” Gallus looked confused, watching Texas pull out a knife and begin to cut the rope.
Oh—Oh Feathers and Stone!!!
Gallus wrapped his arm around Texas as though his life depended on it, in which this case it was their life!
“I hope you can grow some wings quickly!” Albert yelled at the manticore. 
10 yards left. 
“Cause you’re going to need it asshole!!” 
The rope snapped, stuttering under the massive combined weight. Albert threw himself onto the bridge floor, grabbing a hold of the broads and Gallus as tightly as he could. The combined weight of both man and beast put too much strain on the remaining rope snapped, causing the bridge to fall apart beneath them. The pair slammed onto the cliff wall, but Albert held on tightly, not letting go of the griffon. Poor thing was shaking like a leaf, doing his best not to slip out of his grasp. The manticore, trying to thrash out, hit nothing but air, slamming into the cliffside wall all the way down into the river below. Never coming back up from the surface.
Albert watched, waiting to see if the manticore would pop back up again like some terminator. With no sign of it coming up, Albert began his slow climb upward; God it was Hell. His limbs burned, his own body protesting throughout the climb until he reached the soft ground of snow, breathing in short shallow breaths as he set Gallus down. 
‘Come on—I can’t pass out now.’ He struggled to his knees. The pounding in his head was becoming unbearable at this point. The adrenaline rush was beginning to wear off, and all he wanted to do was just lay down and drift off to sleep. But he couldn’t black out now, leaving both himself and Gallus vulnerable to the elements and God knows what other creatures could be out there. 
‘I feel so cold.’ He could see the gentle flake of snow drifting across his vision. It looked like it was picking up again and getting heavier by the minute. He needed to find some shelter, get a fire going. He slowly pushed himself back onto his feet again and slowly started to head down the beaten path but suddenly paused. 
Right, he almost forgot. He looked back towards Gallus, who looked to be shivering, still cradling his arm. Should he leave? He could, surely any time now the griffon’s parents would return and would worry about their young hatchling just suddenly disappearing on them.
‘What if they don’t come back? The weather is getting worse, surely they would have come back by now?’ was his thought. No, he was sure they would come looking for him. Gallus could simply stay here.
‘But how do you know this is their nesting ground?’ 
That was a good point, he didn’t. But the little guy, no bigger than a small child, was cold, hurt and more likely hungry.
Gallus was now looking up at him, though in pain he was smiling at Albert. Even though neither could understand the other, he looked rather grateful.
Albert let out a wearily sigh and gently picked up the young griffon and placed him on his shoulder. 
“Come on kid, let’s go and get out of this snow, and we'll see about that arm of yours.” What could he say? He was just a big softie when it came to kids. With weary feet, the odd pair begin their slow track down the path through the unknown forest, leaving only footprints behind in the snow.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gokhBJWSjeM
It was late afternoon when Celestia and her sister reached the edge of the Castle of the two sisters. Each of them were accompanied by a squad of their respected court. Each member was hoof-picked for this mission based on their talents and race; this also included those of the thestral race. As soon as the chariots landed the guards began to spread out, securing the LZ area, while their pegasus brothers and sisters kept an eye from above. 
Luna strolled towards the edge of the ravine, gazing at what was once their home nervously. So many memories, both good and ill. The last time she had been here was when she was Nightmare Moon and had nearly killed the newly formed Guardians of Harmony. It also was the place she had lost her lady of light. The flame that kept her from going into that dark place, who had loved her nights, and not feared her. Throughout this entire trip her mind was like that of a maelstrom. What words could she say to her lady? Would she abhorred  her when  discovered her past transgressions? To cast her away? While the Elements have shown forgiveness, and welcomed her in open hooves. Would her lady?
Luna breathed out a shaking sigh. She had at first been excited, but now standing here she had to push every ounce of courage within her to not just turn back.
‘'Oh, mine heart! How long shall I lay mine eyes upon thee? So close, yet distant as the moon from yonder stars. Past cure I am, now reason is past care, and frantic-mad with evermore unrest. My thoughts and my discourse as madmare’s are.  If love be a soothing potion, thou art its gentle light. No ballad nor celestial orbs in the firmament shall match its essence, nor shall any other realm….’
“Are you alright dear Lulu?” Celestia had approached, breaking the mare’s sonnet.
“I am fine lief Sis’ter.” recovering her thoughts, keeping a stony feature long since practice. “We doth findeth t strange lief sister.” She looked out over the ravine. “Upon our last encounter, the bridge hath been in fair condition.” 
This was true, as far as Celestia could see, the old bridge that led to the castle had been destroyed. Perhaps likely due to lack of care like most of this place, it wasn’t the first time this had happened. 
“You’re Highness,” Celestia looked over towards a young amethyst unicorn mare, in light armor, the golden cloak of the Day Court standing out proudly. She gave a small salute before standing at attention. “We’ve secured the LZ Ma’am and await your orders.”
“Thank you Sargent.” Celestia smiled at the mare, seeing now more were gathering around, awaiting orders. “I understand many of you are wondering why we are here?” She gave a moment before continuing. “A few hours ago there was a surge of magic. While my sister and I believe it is nothing to worry about, we can not become lazy in our duties. If any of you happen across a young lavender mare come to us immediately. Is that understood?” 
“Yes Ma’am!” a chorus of shouts barked out as one. Celestia nodded and with a simple mending spell, she lifted the bridge, focusing the energy to renew it into its previous state, allowing herself and the other ponies to cross. 

When Celestia arrived into the courtyard of Faust she had not expected to walk onto a battlefield. Parts of the ceiling and several columns had been torn asunder. The plaza was littered with large spikes and the scent of blood was in the air. 
“Sis’ter,” Luna’s voice sounded shaken, looking down at their hooves. When Celestia glanced at her own front legs, her heart froze at the sight. Blood, a lot of it, and it was trailing the back end of the plaza where the collapsed ceiling had begun. The blood was fresh too, perhaps a few hours at most. There was a strong gust of wind and Celestia realized Luna had taken off at great speeds towards the rubble.
“Luna wait!” She tried to call her sister back but it was in vain, watching as her sister began to frantically remove bits and pieces of rubble. ‘Damn it Lulu,’ Celestia turned towards her guards. “Search the area Sargent, gather anything you can find. I want to know what has happened here.” The Sargent saluted and began to bark out orders to the other squad members, leaving Celestia to follow after her sister. She felt a crunch of something under her hoof. Peering down into the thick snow she saw a small red cylinder tube with a bass cap on the end. Carefully with her magic she lifted up the item and examined it closely. Right away she noticed the faint smell coming from it.
Black powder? 
‘Well, this mystery is getting more interesting by the minute.’ Celestia thought, putting away the small item under her wing before joining her sister. Through all Luna’s search and worry there was no body to be found. 
“She isn’t here sis’ter.” Luna spoke, looking rather relieved by the statement.
“I know you’re worried Luna. But you need to calm down and think. Not just run off like some overstressed bride.” Celestia gently rebuked. “Do you truly believe that a beast would have taken down an Archmage like her so easily? Her?” She pointed out. There was far more blood than a normal pony could give. Perhaps with a tracing spell, she could be able to determine whether or not this was a blood from a pony or another. The embedded spikes were a tall tale sign that this was the doing of a manticore. A small part of her prayed to the Creator, that they weren’t too late. She wanted to believe her old friend was alive. If—If this was indeed her blood. 
‘Creator, please spare my dear sister.’ she could only hope they wouldn’t find the answer to that. Luna’s heart might not take it. 
“We’ll find her Lulu, I promise you—just have faith.” Perhaps it was a lie, but she needed Luna to focus.
“N-No. No, you’re right. I’m–I’m sorry.” Luna seemed to calm down even further. “Wh're shalt we beginneth our search?” 
Celestia looked towards the main keep, stretching out her magical senses, chanting in her mind the proper words of the spell. For normal unicorns this would be time consuming to find the thread that anchored the surge. The field of magical energy in this world is like a blanket. When a spell is cast, it doesn't deplete the local supply of magic, but rather causes a decrease in the strength of that field around the user. The bigger the spell, the larger the depletion within the area. Sort of like burning a log on a fire. In time it will replenish, but it leaves a mark for a short while, and for Celestia it was mere foalsplay to locate that signature. “Where it all began, Lulu. Back to the beginning.”
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9plgre-131M
‘Well, this is certainly new, though I’m not one to complain.’ Albert mused as he looked about his new surroundings.
All around were nothing but rows and rows of books spread out. Long spiral staircases on either side, leading upward to other floors above where there were presumably even more books that he could not see. Some walls were lined with additional bookcases, reaching all the way up towards the ceiling. The walls that weren’t covered with shelves were decorated with beautifully crafted paintings, depicting all sorts of colorful images. One of which was a castle in a wide open valley with the sun and moon,  framed equally together on either side. Another showed that of a city made purely of clouds; a rainbow coming forth and across the beautiful blue sky; and those were ones he could tell from the lighting.
The cases themselves were beautifully crafted, each one also sharing stories of sorts from the tiniest of details. Tables and chairs laid about with books neatly piled in small stacks. Above were the many familiar clusters of stars shining brightly overhead through a glass ceiling, with the moon itself full and vibrant. He could even make out details of its surface from just how close it was; it was like he could just reach out and grab it. Some of the stars were even dancing, swaying gently to an unheard melody. When he peered closer, he realized they weren’t stars at all, but clusters of tiny fireflies; moving about overhead. They shined brightly in many colors of hue, like tiny rainbows which gave a warm soft glow of light in the room. What stood out the most was that of a large dead tree that stood on the far end of the library. Its seven large branches long since bare and the roots snaking their way into the floorboards. There was a long spiral staircase wrapping itself around the tree, the branches upholding it for support.
Albert carefully wandered about the room, taking in the familiar scent of old leather bound books and the faint smell of jasmine, which soothed the pain in his head. For a dream, this was perhaps the most realistic one he felt yet, even for pain it seems. His hand brushed against some of the many books that sat, tempting him to pick up one and read. He simply felt like a child again. Recalling days within his mother’s library, spending countless hours with nothing more than a book in hand and his own imagination. Oh, how he could just stay here forever and read to his heart’s content. 
Finally, his fingers latched onto one book that stood out the most. It was a red leather cover, old and worn from use. On the front was that of a castle, in which stood a creature best described as—odd. It had many different shapes of limbs of all manner of creatures; a playfulness in its wicked grin. It held in its lion’s paw a single crystal in the shape of a heart, offering it to six small little ponies. A Pegasus, unicorn, and finally a normal looking pony, two each of their kind. 
“The Heart of Ponyland, by M.A Shadowfax. It's really good if I do have to say so myself. Though not as good as his Magical Mystery Cure or The Return of the Elements in my opinion.” A feminine voice spoke up right behind him.
Albert leaped from his spot, spinning on his heels to face this newcomer, his arm cocked back to defend himself at a moment’s notice. He had expected to see someone; what he hadn’t expected was a ghostly form of a unicorn looking right up at him with piercing violet eyes, the very same penetrating gaze that cut right through his very soul at the temple. The mare was floating in the air at eye level to him, her body translucent, and standing nearly inches away from his face, hoof reaching out for him. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Sz3rntUfsW8&list=PLD_iwATM4_rENrrY2olOfurT6_cejXHFD&index=13
Twilight was beaming with sheer delight. Oh, she had waited so long to finally speak to this man face to face. She made sure everything was set just right for this very moment that the two of them would have that proper introduction, she even picked out the right setting too. Nothing says a great first impression than a place of familiarity and comfort. She even got her little ‘I’m happy to finally talk to someone’ dance out of the way before hoof. 
It was best to get it out of her system now, rather than dealing with the embarrassment later.
Twilight’s smile only grew wider as she studied Albert’s expression, his eyes widened to nearly her own. He looked so surprised to see her; he must have so many questions to ask her. This is perfect! Oh she just wanted to squeal in excitement! She moved closer to his growing pale face, reaching out with her hoof to shake his hand. Preparing to give a speech she had practiced for a long time.
“Hello Albert, it's finally good to meet you. I’m Twi—” 
“Jesus F’ing Christ!” The ghostly mare paused in a moment of surprise, blinking almost owlishly as the book Albert was holding chucked harmlessly right through her. 
Did—Did he just throw the book at her? 
“H-Hey now, you shouldn’t be—” She was interrupted again as another book or three sailed through her. “Stop that!” She cried in distress over the chaos he was causing. “Those are perfectly conditioned tomes that are dated back—” a chair went through her.
Ok, this was just getting silly. 
“Albert please, I’m only wishing to—” She ducked, more out of instinct than anything as a typewriter hauled at her. She growled, growing tired of this, they didn’t have all night. 
“ENOUGH!!” 
Albert found himself flat on his ass, ears ringing, and the pain in his head growing threefold. For the power of the mare’s mere word shook down to the very core of his soul, and it was—it was terrifying. The room quaked, causing volumes of novels, textbooks, and tomes to rain down onto him overhead. He raised his arms up, bracing for the oncoming blows. 
A moment passed and nothing happened. Another moment and still nothing, say for the gentle sound of bells faintly played to his ears. He finally opened his eyes, peering upward to see several dozen books suspended in mid-air.
“Do you know how long it’s taken me to properly sort and category these? The last thing I want is to have you damaging these books.” Twilight scolded him. “Seriously, who would throw a perfectly good first edition at someone?” She muttered disheartened with her ears folded back. Albert could only mumble, watching in awe as this mini purple unicorn was pulling off what he could best describe as magic, or hell—the Force? All that was missing was the robes and backward speech. 
He could see the horn on her head faintly shimmer, though he was unsure if this was her source or perhaps a memory of the action. What little he knew of spirits and ghosts were that they were made up of memories. A footprint in the stone, they take the shape of the life they once had, but are never really there. This ‘ghost’ however, was different from anything he knew from books, movies, or folklore. But again, his knowledge on ghosts was little to none.
“I mean really, would it kill you to be a bit more polite? Though I suppose the magical backlash, fueled by nothing but pure unfocused emotion has skewed your common sense it seems.” She continued scolding him, shooting him a withering glare as the last of the books was returned to their proper place. 
His throat felt drier than sandpaper, the mere pressure that was being pushed down upon him in such an intense heat, it was like he was being cooked in a sauna. It took every ounce of will not to quiver in front of this ghost. This raw power behind a simple command was unfathomable—and it scared him. 
“I’m—sorry?” he managed to get a word out.
And just like that, the pressure was lifted suddenly from him, moving into more of a gentle warmth of summer breeze. Twilight let out a sigh “ No, I—I should be the one who’s sorry Albert. I got a bit carried away in my own excitement to finally speak to someone.” Her tone softened, taking a moment to study the man, and noticing the way he immediately averted his gaze from her. Twilight’s ears folded back, a feeling of shame and regret. He was still shaken. And the fact he more than likely remembered their first soul gazing back in Egypt didn’t help either. 
There is a saying, that the eyes are the window to the soul, it is just that. When a mortal looks on something with the Soul-gaze, and really looks, the memories of what they see are indelibly imprinted on them. And those who deal in magic learn to see the world in a slightly different light than everyone else. You gain a perspective you had never considered before, a way of thinking that would just never have occurred to you without exposure to the things a Mage sees and hears.  When you look into a creature’s eyes, you see them in that other light. And, for just a second, they see you in the same way. When she had looked into his eyes back there in her resting place she saw a creature who was in deep pain and regret. 
She had seen the thick chains wrapped around his heart, the ones that hung about his neck like a weighted ball and chain. The stone that partially surrounded his heart, scarred from the wound given to him. It was not fully encased but it was there nonetheless. Perhaps by sheer will or stubbornness that he has kept going on like this. All for the sake of doing what was right, for his friends….
And for a promise. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w6LfRXAuRD0
He reminded of herself in so many ways. It was one of several reasons why she picked him in the first place, the connection after all was already there. But she needed to be sure, even if this wasn’t what she planned, nor how she had intended to go. But fate always meddled in her affairs. That no matter how hard she had tried, fate only hindered her progress, or pushed it too quickly for her to properly respond. Fate was always such a cruel bastard though. If Fate was a pony she would buck his teeth in, and send him into the sun with his head shoved up his own plot. However, if this all worked, then he would be the stone that she needed, Fate be damned. 
“So um…just—who are you?” Albert finally spoke, trying to do his best to keep as much distance as possible between himself and her by pressing against the bookcase. The mare offered a disarming smile, trying to ease the tension between them. 
“I think you do know Albert. We’ve met already before.” 
“You’re—that you’re Twilight.” She nodded again and heard him sigh loudly, the way his body was quaking, it looked like he was struggling to keep his emotions in check. He wanted to cry, to curse, something. She understood what he was going through and couldn’t blame the man, when she herself had gone through such a similar situation a long time ago. “God, I must be dre–”
“Dreaming? Well yes, but actually no.” The unicorn finished his sentence. Floating herself onto the floor next to him. “It’s more of a lucid dream,” she explained “You’re fully aware of everything around you but what you’re experiencing is far different than any lucid dream.” She gave the man the moment to let it sink in. She needed to take this in a gentle approach. His heart was slowing, even if a little. That’s good, she was making progress.
“I know you have a lot of questions, and I will answer as much as I can with the given time we have. But Albert, I want to assure you this is real, even though you are in a dream state, I am quite real.”
“How do I believe that? No offense, but I find it hard that I’m talking to a ghost pony in my head.” Albert muttered dumbfounded and feeling confused, simply trying to come to terms with what was happening, but the pain in his skull was refusing to let go, if anything, it only felt worse as the dull thumping grew heavier, and it was grinding on his nerves.
“Do you still believe that?” Her tone was like a mother counseling their child.  “You just survived an encounter with a beast you thought was legend and met a griffon who can speak intelligently, and you did understand him somewhat. Let’s not forget you’ve felt my very touch Albert. Surely I would have thought someone like you would find this the least strangest thing you’ve had encountered in your years.” She arched an eyebrow, hoping this would prod the adventurer into an opportunity for the answers he sought so hard to find. She knew she would if the roles were reserved. 
“Thank you Captain Obvious for recalling the shit I been through in the last 24 hours. Please, care to also tell me my fortune on a cookie. Fuck—why does my head hurt so damn much?” Albert growled, gripping his head, his face twisted in agony. 
Twilight could feel the raging surge of emotions whirling around him. The dread of worry over the safety of his friends, the near death experiences. Even now she could see the dark hand of death over his heart, wishing to snuff out the flame that burned brightly of golden and lavender hue. 
Albert’s body was shaking almost uncontrollably. He felt sick, the growing pain in his skull threatening to split open. It was like the ruins all over again but it was only getting worse. 
‘Breath, just breathe!’ But he found it difficult to do so, his chest squeezing tighter. Oh God! Was he having a heart attack? Images flashed before his eyes at ungodly speed.
Rashaka….
The sound of gunfire and an explosion….
Fluttershy screaming his name and then……
Albert found himself nearly screaming in surprise when a hoof gently pressed against his chest. The tingling sensation shot up through him, initially cold, but it warmed  him like the rays of sunlight. The pain in his chest lessened, as well as the pounding in his skull. His vision slowly cleared once more as he looked to see Twilight, staring at him with those violet eyes, making him feel strangely relaxed. His body eased and the pain slowly disappeared to nothing.
“O–Ok. Maybe this is real.” Albert swallowed in deep shaking breaths. “A beginning would be nice. Right? Maybe explain, well, all this?” He panted, gesturing at her and the room around them.
“That does sound quite reasonable to me.” Twilight’s horn lit  up, pulling one of the many books from the shelf above and opening it to a page that was in the style of an early 11th century Medieval Artwork or something akin to a Monty Python skit as the tiny little portraits moved about on the page. “My name is Twilight Sparkle,” She began, the lavender aura around the book held afloat, flipping through pages. “I came from a land known as Equestria. A land filled with Unicorns, Earth Ponies, and Pegasus. All living together in Harmony '' The page showed ponies all playing under the ray of the sun.
“That name, it’s familiar” He recalled the name within the Book. “I assumed it was the name of a place, maybe a person, but never could find anything about this Equestria. Not in known records, anyway.”
“That is because Equestria isn’t a place in your world.” Twilight stated, flipping the page to another section. This one showed what looked to be the world map. The same map he saw before on the ceiling of the tomb.
“Hold on.” He stopped her right there. “What do you mean not from your world?” 
“It is what I mean.” Twilight replied, shrugging her shoulders. “I come from another world, similar yet different from yours.” She could see the look of disbelief on his face, watching the gears turn in his head. She couldn’t help but giggle at his cute expression. 
“Are you—”
“Hahaha. No, I’m not an alien.” She finished his sentence, leaving the man huffing out in annoyance of having his words finished…again!
“What? You’re going to tell me that you’re some type of God or something then?” 
Twilight shook her head “No, nor do I claim to be.” She flipped the page, showing a picture of herself with seven small jewels, similar to those that were set on her coffin. “I was simply a unicorn. Young, ambitious,” Another picture showed the seven colored shards of crystals shooting rays of light at her, turning the Twilight on the page to mere ash. “And reckless. Because of my desire to improve the Elements of Magic, to try and tame Harmony for the betterment of all ponykind. I paid the price for that foolishness.” A page of her broken body, surrounded by human figures. “I was thrusted into a world not my own. With only my magic and my memories of home.” her voice grew more somber “Away from my family, torn apart from the one I love.” The last page she showed was that of her being seated on a throne, surrounded by humans, all bowing to her. “Where magic is seen as a form of gift of the gods or a god yourself.” Her ears fell, hanging her head low in shame and sorrow. “I spent a lifetime searching for a way home, through many trails and errors. But through every failure I realized that I might never return. Never to see the smiles of my kin again. Never able to….” She stopped herself short, tears threatening to spill but quickly recovered herself beforehand, letting out a heavy sigh. “It taught me patience, to be humble. I simply grew up and I knew while I might never return home, I did what I could to help those that looked upon me for guidance and  wisdom. In time I learned the true value of Harmony.”
Albert sat there quietly, not daring to interrupt her story. Twilight took this silence in acknowledgment and continued on. “But my heart always yearned to go home and I made one last attempt to do so. I was so close, to see the Veil just within my reach.” Her voice grew quiet and somber.
Albert felt his gut twist, the feeling of righteous rage filled his heart. He blinked at this sudden feeling and forced himself to relax. Whoa, where had THAT come from? He felt not only HER anger, but that bitterness of hurt. It was as if he was experiencing it himself. 
“However, I was betrayed. By those closest to me. To the ones I grew to love and cherish. The very people I thought were family.” She whispered, sending the room into a dark chill that sent shivers down his spine like an arctic wind. Even the lights began to darken all around, leaving only the faint light of stars, and moonlight overhead. She didn’t seem to explain further and left the matter as that. 
Albert took the hint and moved onto another topic, which he was more than happy to. It was one thing that had been bothering him for a very long time. “I remember strange dreams? Things I’ve seen and felt….” 
“You mean our memories.” Twilight stated, though for some reason it sounded more to Albert like a correction. How odd.  The lights around them brighten up again within the room. “The book you found in the Amazon so long ago was my journal. Memories that were forged by those wonderful years. I never wanted to forget them, never forget who I was and where I came from. I wanted to share it with future generations long after I was gone. To give humanity the teachings of Harmony.”
“How did you know that I found that book?” Albert couldn’t help but ask. He didn’t mention the jungle. In fact, it was only the first time he met this ‘spirit’ in Egypt and even then he knew nothing but bits and pieces. Albert felt there was something more to it. It was one thing to see dreams. Every single one he had experienced thus far was as if he was living it himself. But perhaps, that’s what lucid dreaming does to you. Still, there was something she wasn’t telling him and it annoyed him.
“I will say that I am quite proud of you Albert.” Twilight voice cut through the silence. The man blinked, he looked puzzled at the little pony in front of him.
She seemed to sense his confusion and smiled. “You have a good heart. I’ve waited for someone like you to come along and find my book. To be able to fix the mistakes I made. And it’s that heart that will help you find peace as well.”
“What do you mean by that?” Albert asked, almost demanding. What she just said only left more unanswered questions. “Why am I so important to you?”
“Because Albert, we are….” Twilight stopped, her eyes now scanning the room, as if searching for something unseen. Albert could see her ears twitch, biting her lip nervously, looking up towards the moon. She muttered something under her breath, which he barely made out. 
“No…Not now. It’s too soon.” Whatever it was, she seemed almost scared. 
“This will have to continue another time. I promise Albert, we will speak again soon.” Her body seemed to slowly fade away. 
“H-Hey wait! What do you mean? What’s going on!?” Albert called out, watching in awe as she simply disappeared from his eyes. 
“Don’t be afraid. I will always be here with you. Even when you don’t realize it.” The distant echo of Twilight’s voice rang softly in the room, leaving the man alone with the moon glowing ever brighter. In fact, the moon was oddly closer now. He could barely make out the face of something blue crawling out from the moon’s light. 
‘The fuck?’ was the last thought before the world around him collapsed in pure white.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bEkXW1rOs9I
Albert’s mind sluggishly resurfaced from the dreamscape, slowly becoming aware of his surroundings. His eyelids opened wider, shifting his vision to the left and right with a wince of pain from his stiff neck muscles, seeing wall to wall of rock and stone. It appeared he was in a cave.
‘How did I get—Oh. Right.’ His hazy mind slowly begins to recall yesterday's events. Gallus had managed to spot the mouth of the cave before he could, thanks to the little guy’s sharper eyes.  It was a good thing really, by then the snow had picked up to the point he couldn’t see more than a few yards ahead, and he wasn’t sure if his legs were going to carry him anymore. Otherwise, he would have missed it and God knows what would have happened out there.
It was rather fortunate enough for them both that the cave was empty when they entered, and there didn't seem to be any signs of animals having lived within it for a while now. The cave itself wasn’t very large, but it provided them shelter away from the snow and cold wind. The two had gathered inside, using whatever they could to get a fire going. Simple enough really when Stone still had his trusty lighter on him. 
Score one for the smoker.
Albert first checked on Gallus. Lucky for the kid’s arm—er, foreleg, nothing seemed to be broken, just a simple dislocation. Hard to really say since he wasn’t sure how griffon anatomy worked. But he did the best he could and popped the shoulder back into place, much to the vocal ranting of the griffon. The kid still needed urgent medical care but it’ll have to do for now. Though that was a good question. 
Could there even be a hospital, wherever he was? Would it be run by more griffons?
After crafting Gallus a sling, and making sure he was kept warm, the last thing Albert recalled was laying against the wall of the cave, and closing his eyes. Too exhausted to keep awake anymore.
‘Speaking of pain.’ he grimaced, returning back to the present, as the familiar tingling of pain to his ribs shot up his spine. He slowly lifted up his shirt to inspect the damage from yesterday. The pain was a far cry when he woke up the first time in this strange place. If anything, he felt more exhausted than in agony. Now that he was aware of it, the aching in his body wasn’t as bad as he would have expected. Yes, he felt like shit, but it felt more like he had overworked himself in the gym, rather than having been just swatted by a battering ram of a tail. When he had examined his ribs before they were deep purple and nearly the size of his home state. Now, it appears more reddish in color, and the size of the bruising has greatly reduced in size to nearly the width of his hand. He may not be a doctor but he knew injuries don’t heal THAT fast. He couldn’t fathom a logical reason as to how or why. 
His mind wandered back to his dream. Twilight. Just who was she? Despite what little interaction he had, it did give him an insight that she was just simply lonely. He learned a bit about her, or at least what she managed to explain. But it still left so many unanswered questions.
Did she do something to him when she touched him?
‘Bah, Albert you are going crazy.’ Stone shook his head. Seriously, the idea he was talking to a spirit of some long dead pony in his head was just silly. Maybe a side-effect of whatever had happened back in Egypt? The waking world is more manageable to understand than some dreams.
Right? 
‘Yet it was your dreams that led you to this situation in the first place. The pointed star, the very same on Twilight’s flank. The presence she commanded and that ungodly power—whatever it was. It couldn’t just be some mere coincidence.’ There was a long moment of silence before he let out a sigh.
‘There’s never such a thing as coincidence Egghead. Just the universe simply telling you how awesome it is and it will kick you in the ass if you looked away from it for a second.’ He heard Blitz’s voice in his head for once, picturing the man rolling his eyes with a disapproving expression. 
God, he hoped Blitz and Fluttershy were ok. Just the thought of them being back at the Temple with that bastard made his stomach twist sickly. It wouldn’t stretch the imagination of what someone like Rashaka could do, and that only fueled his worries only more.
‘Come on, Blitz’s tougher than that. Who knows, maybe that light also dragged them here too?’ That—seemed like a very plausible theory and a comforting one too. ‘But, there is the chance Rashaka is here too’ A part of him thought, sending shivers down his spine. Not saying Drug-Lord WAS here, but given that already he found one of Rashaka’s men at those ruins. Who can say for sure if or not anyone else popped into this strange place. Though knowing his luck, the bastard was somewhere out there as well. Hopefully though, eaten or simply fell off a cliff.
‘One can only hope so much.’
There was the sound of a slow walk of pit-pattering of a claw against stone, followed by a humming, causing Albert to stop his pondering.  When he looked over to see what it was he noticed Gallus by the firepit. The young bird looked to be rearranging some stones, a small lizard on a stick was cooking over the flames. He must have caught it sometime when Albert was asleep.
He blinked, tilting his head to the side with curious wonder. “Huh,” was the only thing he could mutter. It was a simple task for the griffon and normally wouldn’t warrant such a reaction. But to the human, observing a bird cook a meal over a fire was like watching the moon landing for the first time. He’ll need to remember later to sit down with the young griffon for an interview. There were just so many questions he was wanting to ask.
‘Oh, Right. Language.’ He mentally sighed in frustration. Well, that will have to be something on his to-do list down the road. Whenever, of course, they get out of this damn forest.
“Oh! Hey Texas.” Gallus’s voice cut through the silence, the young griffon had perked up, and smiled back towards Albert when he saw him move. The little guy waved the burnt lizard with his good arm. “I wasn’t sure if you were going to wake up anytime soon. ” He took a large bite off the lizard, causing him to nearly gag when he realized just how burnt it tasted. ‘Well, better than nothing anyway.’ Gallus thought to himself. Far better than eating three-four day old food from a trash can.
Albert shifted, his limbs feeling rather stiff. A soft growl emanated from his stomach. He really hadn't eaten anything since the day before the plane trip and he was feeling it. Maybe he’ll find some berries or something when they set out again today. 
The burnt lizard was offered to him. He blinked and looked at Gallus, who looked back at him hesitantly. “Y-You can have it.” He muttered, “It’s…the least I can do for you after you risked yourself for me.” He knew actions spoke louder than anything. “Though, do you aliens even eat?” he mused out loud to himself.
Albert looked at the half-eaten gecko for a moment and at first reached out to take it. It was a kind gesture, and it only solidified that Gallus was becoming more than just a creature in his eyes. That this griffon was showing empathy and was generous.
As he did, Albert gave pause and looked more carefully at Gallus. The little guy looked terribly thin, and hadn't look to have really eaten anything in…..God.  Stone shook his head and gently pushed the lizard back to Gallus.
“Thanks, kid, but you finish that, ok?” He could see Gallus open his beak for a moment, looking rather confused, as if trying to understand why. But seeing no answer given the griffon muttered something under his breath, slowly eating the rest of his meal. Albert smiled and ruffled the griffon’s head, which got another cute huff from the bird. 
Albert casted a glance towards the mouth of the cave. It looked to be late morning: judging by the lighting. He could look at his watch, but he had no idea what time it was, let alone if this place had a 24 hour day cycle. He pulled out his satchel and browsed through what he had. Seemed most of everything was here, other than what he looted from the dead merc the other day. 
He mentally noted that there were some spare mags and rounds left. His personal journal, a few of his cigars, and zippo, thank God. The Tome was still there, though the removable golden crest that sat on the cover was long gone.
Memories, that's what Twilight said it was. But something felt odd about the way she said it. All those years, it had been his only source of information. Regardless of what little he could dig up. If what she said was true, then how was she connected to it? Was part of her soul in the book or was it perhaps a lie, leading him into a false sense of security? It was too soon to really say. There were far too many questions than there were answers. For now he would just have to give the benefit of the doubt to the ghost mare.
‘What did she mean though by OUR memories?’ Albert shook his head. He was thinking far too much into it. For now, he’ll put that little bit of information away in the back of his mind for later.
Albert paused, blinking in surprise at the next item. ‘Well, I’ll be damned.’ Albert pulled out a small silver drinking flask. He lightly shook it and smiled. There was at least over half of it still with whiskey left inside. At least that’ll help ease some of the pain. He pocketed the flash into his jacket and looked at the last item that was buried deep inside. A softer, more sober smile played on his lips as his fingers gently glazed over the cover of the third book that was inside. 
Though it wasn’t so much about the book that made it special, but what was inside that made it important to him. He peered inside to see if his most precious treasure was still there. Sure enough, bookmarked between the pages of his favorite chapter they laid there, untouched. There was a sigh of relief before he closed the book, securing it further into his satchel. He patted off the dirt from his pants and got himself up. Gallus seemed to be watching him curiously. “Think it’s time we head out, little guy. We’re burning daylight.” 

The snow had stopped perhaps sometime last night, leaving the forest in a coat of a winter wonderland, which was already showing signs of melting. We had perhaps traveled through the beaten path for nearly two hours now. Gallus had been chatting for a while and though he knew I couldn’t understand a single word he was saying, he seemed rather happy about it. I would merely nod whenever he looked towards me, it only made him more excited and would continue on. I didn’t mind it really, it gave me the chance to listen to the language itself. The way Gallus spoke sounded almost musical in a way, given that certain words held an upbeat pitch to them. Its cadences - the rhythmic flow of each syllable. It reminded me a lot of Celtic or a form of Italian, it was smooth and pleasant to the ears.
Gallus continued on his bantering while I focused more on our path. Ever since the ruins, things haven’t been too bad. No wild creature or the manticore terminator, arriving to take a shot at us again. I nearly didn’t realize my surroundings until we passed through the last bit of thick foliage and stepped out onto the open plain. It was like someone decided to wrap up winter and make it suddenly spring. Just looking back to where we was it like looking at night and day. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CL_3mlOPnGI
“Whoa,” Were the only words I could really describe this place and cause me to stop and admire the beauty. 
To put it simply, what I saw looked like I had stepped into one of Bob Ross’s paintings. The grass was swaying gently in the breeze, greener than I had ever seen in my life, the sounds of birds and critters chipping in the distance. There were Lenten Rose, Winter Aconite, and Forsythia flowers, though only some of those knew off the top of my head. The sky overhead was more of a cheerful blue, and the clouds had changed as well, unlike the dark gloomy dark forest we had just been in before. The very air itself was different as well; it felt so clean, almost pure. The flowers showed the life of the first days of spring, blooming with life. I could see another river just across the way, with small patches of snow piles neatly placed along the brook of the river. The sun’s warmth rays melted the snow, which washed themselves into the sparkling, crystal clear waters.
My chest felt tight, as a wave of emotions suddenly washed over me. Even when I had been in the Amazon years ago, it was nothing compared to this overwhelming sense of wonder and longing. It was like I had just entered into heaven; a paradise lying before my very feet, untouched by human hands. I just wanted to remove my boots, feel the grass between my toes, and bask in the warm glow of the sun. 
“Texas? You ok?” I heard Gallus speak up towards me with some concern in his tone; a gentle nudge reeled me back to the present. My face felt wet and I blinked away the tears. 
Was I—crying? 
I’ve seen many amazing places in my years of travel. The Steppes of Mongolia, to the beautiful mountains of Glacier National Park in Montana. So what was it about this place that made it feel so different? Why did it feel that I was….
Home.
“I’m ok Gallus.” I smiled down at the griffon, brushing away the tears from my eyes. I looked back over the rolling hills and the beauty of it all. The feeling in my chest swelled to nearly a crescendo, and I soon found myself humming a tune. Before long I began singing, my ear was filled with the melody of an unseen pipe. It was like some magic just washing over me.
“The Road goes ever on and on, Down from the door where it began.” The words simply began to pour out of my lips like water. Gallus looked at me with bewilderment, but I couldn’t help but continue on, weaving the notes in such a beautiful melody. I do not know what spell came over me, but at the moment I felt at peace and simply couldn’t find a reason to care. “Now far ahead the Road has gone, and I must follow, if I can.” I picked Gallus up and placed him gently on my shoulder, and with some renewed vigor I never felt before, I began to march the beaten path once again. My worries and fears simply melted like the snow behind us. “Pursuing it with eager feet, Until it joins some larger way. Where many paths and errands meet. And whither then? I cannot say.” 
“Roads go ever ever on, Over rock and under tree. By caves where never sun has shone, By streams that never find the sea.” Gallus suddenly began to sing along with me, as though the music itself had bewitched us both with its enchantment. “Over snow by winter sown, And through the merry flowers of June, Over grass and over stone, And under mountains in the moon.” We smiled at each other and with spring in my step, we sang without a single care in the world. Our voices singing loudly into the wind in perfect harmony, walking the road that went ever on, and letting it sweep us off our feet to wherever it might lead.
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		Chapter 6: Of Ponies and Man




https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rhvGg9IgSpQ&t=44s
The Whitetail Woods, perhaps the most cherished deciduous forest spot within the region of Ponyville. Each autumn, ponies gather all around for one of Equestria’s most prominent hoof races, the Annual Running of the Leaves. All throughout the area, color changes from green to vibrant shades of yellow, orange, and red. Where a huge swath of the woodland was cleared of leaves whenever the time for Winter Set-up drew near. 
Not too many ponies live in the Whitetail Woods; those who do either make a living off sap harvesting or seasonally reside in cabins to get much-needed breaks from everyday life. In fact, Starlight had picked these Woods for their seclusion, the perfect place for peace and quiet, to get away from the normal chaotic lifestyle of Ponyville. She had come across such a section when she had taken part in the Running of the Leaves just months prior. A partially open meadow, just perfect for her kiting getaways. The sweet scent of snowdrops and tulips helped her relax, and allowed her to forget about the worries of the world, and to simply enjoy the first day of spring after a long, and grueling Winter Wrap Up. Laying underneath the shading of the trees while magically holding onto the SLK parafoil with patient practice. A large fish-like kite with its overly large cute eyes lazily blew in the wind. 
But unlike the smiling fish up in the sky, Starlight’s muzzle twisted into a deep frown, ruminative in her own thoughts like some maelstrom. She let out a heavy sigh, finding herself only more disinterested in what should have been a relaxing time for her. But all she could think about is that magical abnormality that had exploded within Everfree yesterday. 
It was—well it was strong—really strong. The backlash of the explosion was like the roaring waves of the ocean, bashing against the rocks. The pain itself had caused her to reel nearly to the point of Mana-shock at first, and she hadn’t been the only one either. Apparently, other unicorns who lived within Ponyville proper had some similar side-effects to the surge. 
You see, unicorns like herself, have an easier access to magic compared to their fellow kin. The horn being a focal-point to charge and cast spells far easier than the other races. If she were to describe the pain of that shock from the abnormality, she felt nauseous. Her vision had waived and flipped over on its axis for a short time, causing her to feel like she was on a rocking ship. The moment lasted mere minutes but the pain felt as though it were hours. From how powerful that surge was….it shook her to the core. Luckily nopony was hurt, but it did raise deep concerns for sure, and she had sent a letter immediately to her mentor about it. Yet, the only reply she had gotten back was that both Queen Celestia and Queen Luna were aware of it already, and were seeing to the matter personally. Which only warranted her worries even further, knowing that the two most powerful beings in this world were taking matters into their own hooves wasn’t something to be taken lightly. She had heard the stories of the sisters in their younger years. But even she, a student of Celestia, had never seen the full strength of the Wielder of the Sun. It had been nearly 24 hours now, and yet no other word had come back to her.
“The Road goes ever on and on, Down from the door where it began.” 
Starlight’s ears flickered, hearing the sound of somepony singing in the distance. It was faint, and she had to strain her ears to listen, but it seemed they were coming along the Brandymare road, which leads towards town from the south. 
“Now far ahead the Road has gone, and I must follow, if I can.” 
Starlight concentrated, listening intently as the voice became ever clearer; the familiar sensational breeze of the Magical power of Music behind the words. It was the sound of a mare and the creaking of a cart being pulled down the road. Starlight’s eyes slowly widened in realization as just who it was coming along the way, a smile of excitement crept across her face nearly ear to ear. 
With her own worries temporarily forgotten, she quickly packed away her things, and rushed through the tall grass to the road.  She ducked under branches and leapt over fallen logs as she raced down the small slope, the singing becoming clearer till she spotted a blue coated mare, pulling a large purple wagon with painted stars on its roof. Starlight sat there beside the bank, crossing her forelegs and waited till the mare came up to her.
“You’re late.” Starlight told the mare with a tone of disapproval, as the wagon-pulling mare came to a sudden halt. 
“A Magician is NEVER late, Starlight Glimmer.” The mare replied, her face obscured by the wide brim of her wizard's hat. “Nor is she early. Trixie arrives precisely as she means to!” Her voice was stern and even, scowling towards Starlight, emphasizing the words with a stomp of her hoof.
The two mares stood-off at one another, both with dead-stoney expressions. The air was tense, and neither one was budging. Then, there was a chuckle, and soon both mares found themselves laughing, their faces breaking into wide, warm smiles. 
“Oh, it’s so good to have you home Trixie!” Starlight leapt, hugging the mare in a friendly embrace, to which the mare returned the gesture with a gentle nuzzling in kind.
“Did you think I would really miss Applejack’s birthday? Pfftt, Trixie would never hear the end of it.”

The cart rattled along the beaten road, bypassing the many ponies who lived on the outskirts of Ponyville, many of whom were tending to sunflowers or wheat fields. Each one greeted the unicorn pair with a smile or wave as they passed on by. Many seemed quite excited to see the young unicorn magician once more. For many knew that whenever there was a party, Trixie Lulamoon would be the one to make it one worth remembering.
“So, how is the little rascal? I hear this is going to be a party of special magnificence.” Trixie asked curiously, as the two crossed over the bridge, with Ponyville coming into the distance. 
“Well you know the Apples, they have the whole town in an uproar.” Starlight stated factful.
“That should please her.” Trixie nodded sagely, imagining just what all sorts of crazy plans had been in store for the young apple. “She’s like what? Ten now?” 
“Thirteen.” Starlight corrected “And I’m sure she is excited. I would be too if half of Ponyville were invited. And you know the rest of them are turning up anyway.” Both mares broke out in giggling fits at this. If there was one thing about Ponyville and the people, it was that they always knew how to celebrate a simple life. 
It was moments like these Starlight really enjoyed the most. No lessons, no playing heroes on a weekly problem that was dealt with within half an hour or longer. Just spending time with her friends and being a regular normal pony. It amazed her just how quickly time passed by. It felt like only yesterday when she came to Ponyville to observe the Summer Sun Celebration with Sunset, and her number one assistant. The last thing she had expected was making friends, let alone saving the world from eternal darkness, as well as saving her mentor’s sister. But here she was, a little over a year now, and with five more amazing friends. The many adventures they had and the bond that grew between them. Would she trade any of that? HA! Buck no! If anything, it only has made life ever more enjoyable. It did beat the dull lifestyle of Canterlot. 
Trixie began to hum to herself the same tune from before. It was quite catchy and Starlight almost found herself humming it as well. 
“What is that song?” Starlight asked her companion curiously. 
“Huh?” Trixie paused for a moment, seeming lost in her own reverie. “Oh, that? Trixie doesn’t rightfully know. When I was coming along the road I could hear the music in the wind,'' she began to explain. “Trixie assumed it was somepony being caught up in the Spirit of Music.” 
That was highly possible, the Magic of Music after all played by its own rules at the strangest of times. Starlight didn't know how many times she saw ponies breaking out into a musical number whenever the wind of Music blew on through, and when it was over, nopony really batted an eye and continued on with their life as if nothing had happened. There have even been stories when couples would meet their special somepony; that it would just happen and the couple would sing a melody woven into a song of bliss and love. Something about the soul and song, but Starlight never experienced that moment herself and won’t deny either that such a thing even existed. Magic after all was still a mystery to even the most powerful and wisest of scholars at times. 
“Well, I....” Her words were cut in mid-sentence as in the distance came the panicking cry of ponies which caused the mares to halt. 
It was coming from Ponyville!
“Come on, we need to see what is happening.” Without waiting, Starlight flared her horn and in a flash she teleported herself away, leaving behind Trixie alone on the road. The magician let out a long sigh, her expression leaving that of annoyance. 
“And Three…two….one.” She counted before there was another popping sound as Starlight stood beside her once more with a sheepish grin. 
“Hehe, sorry…I—forgot.” Starlight rubbed the back of her neck in embarrassment. Trixie merely rolled her eyes before setting off in a full gallop towards Ponyville with Starlight, and to whatever chaos was awaiting them.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vhg-tjXvusU
When Bright Mac, the patriarch of Sweet Apple Acres announced that they would be celebrating his daughter’s thirteenth birthday and coming of age with a party of grand magnificence, there was much talk and excitement in Ponyville. The Apple family was one of the largest and most well respected families in the region for the last fifteen years. When the Apples and Pears finally made peace and merged together as one happy clan, Ponyville became one of the central hubs of fruit distribution, second next to Vanhoover.
As the big day drew nearer, many ponies would see carts rolled towards Sweet Apple Acres, and still more carts with specially made fireworks, marked with the cutie mark of one Trixie Lulamoon, the local magician and party expert. Soon that very same week, orders began to pour out of Sweet Apple Acres for every kind of provision and commodity that could be obtained locally. Ponies became enthusiastic, and many began to tick off the days on the calendar. 
Before long, the invitations began to pour out, and the Ponyville post-office was swelled beyond capacity, so many mail carriers were called in for assistance from Cloudsdale, some even from Canterlot! Sweet Apple Acres was constantly getting an endless stream of birthday cards, and letters of ‘Thank you, we shall be there.’ from other members of the Apple and Pear family.  
Excitement rose to its height as the day of Winter Wrap Up came. For what better way to celebrate the first day of Spring than by celebrating a birthday? However, anxiety soon gripped those within town, as the weather seemed to have picked up. It seemed that the forest of Everfree was calling up one last challenge, as a strange blizzard reared in, leaving many pegasi to scramble to contain the unnatural weather. What happened next left many puzzled and worried. First, there was loud and roaring thunder. Next thing anypony knew, many unicorn friends and neighbors collapsed in pain, others felt light-headed or weak. Some even began to lose control of their very magic. Houses were turned on their heads, even a poor frog or two were turned into an orange. It lasted mere minutes and when it lifted, many were left in a daze or felt partially drained. 
But this did not waver the spirit of the townsfolk. In fact, if it wasn’t thanks to Starlight Glimmer taking charge of the situation, they would have never been able to successfully finish the Wrap Up on time. Still, the strange event did cause many to worry. Whispers and rumors of all sorts of tales came from the folk, from monsters to some dormant magic awakening from a chaotic time long passed. Whatever it was, it was unnatural and nothing good ever came from unnatural things.
But soon the day finally came, and the worries of yesterday had melted away just like the snow of winter. Tents and pavilions of all sorts of colorful arrays began to go up around Ponyville. Games were set up, and the streets were filled with all sorts of balloons and banners, while the market district was beaming lively with ponies, far more than usual, as more ponies continually arrived into town, shopping around for the latest accessories for the upcoming celebration of a certain Applejack. Many of those arriving were members of the Apple and Pear Clan who were making a trip down. Only the Pie family could not come, stating in a letter that something had unexpectedly come up, but they sent their good wishes to the young Apple nonetheless.
Bright Mac himself was attending the stall at the market, which held a vast array of apples and pears of all sorts. After all, who was crazy enough not to try one of the tastiest fruit you could find in all of Equestria? Well, that and try to distract his little apple seed away from the farm for a little while, at least until the surprise was finished. 
"Come on Papa, this ain't fair! Can’t I just go and see mah friends?" A young orange-coated filly with a blonde ponytail whined, giving the most precious pout on her freckle muzzle. 
“Now sugarcube. Ya need to learn how to start selling goods the right way! Just like how my Ma and Pa showed me." Bright Mac stated incentively. He ruffled his daughter’s mane lightly. “Now ah know it’s not like helping me in the field, but you’re old enough now, and ah think it’s a good time to learn responsibilities on how to run the business a bit more proper.” He said encouragingly. 
“Why can’t Big Mac do it?” The filly asked, her lower lip sticking out to add the adorable effect. 
“Cause your Mother is about due and she is needin’ help ‘round the house.” Bright Mac replied, seeming unfazed by his daughter’s ‘glare’ when given the answer. If it was one thing she inherited from him, it was the knack of smelling out a lie. Which was why he had answered in half truth. After all, his dearest ButterCup was about eleven months in, and expecting it any week now.
Applejack let out a huffed in frustration and once again, began to fill up another sack of apples for her father as he went back to handling the next customer. She and the other crusaders had planned on meeting over at Sugar Cube Corner today, to see what other new and exciting ideas they could do to discover their cutie marks. Of course, her dear old pa just had to drag her along, on her birthday of all things! Bucking trees in the field all day was fun, she loved it in fact! But having to haggle and watch the stalls all day in town was so boring even Saint Faust herself could be brought to tears.
‘Urgh, applesauce! This is soooo boring.’ She groaned mentally, as she found herself idly drawing in the dirt with her hoof. She wanted to plead to the heavens, to relieve her of this state of ennui. Unbeknownst to her, however, something big was about to happen, and that something would change the lives of many in Ponyville, and Equestria forever. 
Applejack felt a shadow slowly crept over her, causing her to pause in puzzlement. ‘Huh? Pa said it was going to be perfectly clear blue sky today.’ Applejack looked upward, her eyes slowly widening every second at what she saw standing in front of her. Her once curious expression slowly began to shift to one of shock and awe, leaving her mouth ajar. 

When I had marched through the winding road with Gallus riding on my shoulder, I could see the tell-tale signs of building structures in the distances, I thought I had finally found civilization. A small part in my mind thought I had landed perhaps somewhere in Europe. Many of the houses I spotted held similarities with northern European cottages seen in the rural areas of the UK, Ireland, and Denmark. The timber framing with thatched roofing, while some finer looking homes had stone and slanted wooden roofs. I had to shut that ray of hope down before it went too far, reminding myself of yesterday’s events. Something I still had conflicting emotions about. 
Still, I didn’t let that diminish my spirit in hopes I could find someone for any form of help. That and Gallus still needed proper medical attention, and him being my only guide and friend in this place was going to be a challenge. Perhaps afterwards, I can find some information, and maybe with some luck, get a good starting point in my search for Blitz and Shy.
'If they're still alive.' I thought grimly, but prayed that would not be the case.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lDlU08RU7Tk
Something gray and large flew by from the corner of my vision, catching my attention. I stopped, taking a moment to look at what it was. It appeared like a bird at first, an odd one given the way it bobbled through the sky. Its massive wings flapped lazily through the sky, but it wasn’t any sort of bird I was familiar with. The strange gray object flew by again, closer now, allowing me to see it more clearly. 
‘That’s no bird.’ I blinked a few times, slowly realizing as to what creature I was seeing.
The ‘bird’ with its messy mop of golden hair looked towards me and waved with a smile, its large golden walled-eyes shining with warmth.
I was looking at a pegasus. 
An honest to God pegasus.
“My God,” I muttered softly. My first thought was that the pegasus was extraordinarily beautiful. Books and film portrayed them as oversized, graceful creatures. This walled eye creature was dignified about its movements, even with its odd way of flying and derpy face, the creature held a sense of care and purpose in its flight. 
I stood there dumbly, watching as the animal passed over the roofs of the town and out of sight. “My God.” Even now, as I was left standing there, I could see more and more pegasus flying around. Every one of them that I could see the magnificent beauty in the way they flew. 
The further I came into the small town, I began to see now more and more colorful mini-horses.
No, correction. Ponies. All around I could see ponies. Small ponies, large ponies, ponies in hats, some ponies even looked like bats. Some were doing occupational jobs. Foals were laughing and playing all manner of what looked to be festival games. There were unicorns and pegasus of all shapes and sizes, but in all it was colorful in their own way. I was speechless. I had seen many strange and beautiful things. Studied years through folklore and The Book, and now, I was shocked into silence.  I felt dizzy, as if the ground was becoming a steep hill. I had trouble getting my breath. Because I was looking at something I had spent years searching, and never expected to see in my life. I slapped myself, ensuring that what I was seeing wasn’t just another strange dream or perhaps I had finally gone mad from the years of overworking myself.
Yet, what I saw was real, and soon I found myself laughing. Gallus, who was still sitting on my shoulder, looked at me as if I had simply lost it. I continued to laugh, shaking my head. Even if I could, I couldn’t tell him that what was funny was that what I had seen for only a few seconds, had already begun to accept it—and to use my observation to answer long standing questions. I wasn’t sure just how long I had been standing there, marveling at my surroundings until I began to feel their large eyes slowly fall upon me. Like I was the rock breaking that calmness of the water. The growing amount of whispers amongst themselves started to break the spell of wonder that was over me, realizing that these creatures in fact were the locals of this small village. And to them, I must look like some crazed alien. 
 I raked my fingers uselessly through my mop of hair. I can already feel the growing headache coming back along from all this trouble. If I was lucky, none of the locals would run off like a bunch of scared rabbits or see me as some threat, and attack.
‘Play it cool Al. Just keep moving and just act like you’re just passing through. No need to cause a scene. Just find some friendly looking local and have Gallus do the talking. Not the best of plans, but I really have no idea what I'm doing at this point.’
“Come on Gallus we need to…..Gallus?” I finally realized my only companion had disappeared on me, leaving me standing alone like some idiot with his thumb up his own ass. 
“Gallus? Gallus?!” I shouted over the crowd, though this only brought more attention upon myself.
‘Great. Just fucking great. Not even ten minutes here and already you lost the damn bird. All because you decided to have a nerdy egg-head moment.’ I imagined Blitz’s voice berating me in my head. I pushed my way through the crowd, trying my best to seem as less threatening as possible. Which was fairly easy, seeing how many were already starting to give me wide berth. Many mares were dragging their foals away when I came a little too close by.
"I've never seen a creature like that before! Is it a Minatour?"  
“If it is, then that thing looks like it was hit by a train and punted by a dragon, poor thing.”
“Has anypony seen my purse?”
“Damn it kid where are you?” I scan over the crowd, trying to pick out for any signs of my wayward companion. The minutes dragged on and more of the crowd was beginning to grow. Which wasn’t good and I needed to hurry. Trying to even spot the griffon was like trying to find Waldo in a candy cane factory. The smearing of random bright colors was like looking at a four year old’s drawing but cranked to eleven. There was so much blinding color I’m surprised I’m not tasting it. I turned into what happened to be a large town square, cramped by the stalls of vendors, and the crowds of shoppers. This crowd. How could I tell anything from this bunch of ponies? 
My eyes caught a sudden flash of movement. A cat tail, well, more like a lion’s tail snaked behind a fruit stall, and with careful, and well practiced stealth, it coiled around the red apple like a snake ensnaring its prey before sliding the fruit out of sight. 
‘There you are.’ 
I strolled over to the stand, where a large pony, perhaps a stallion, was quite focused on a customer. I watched as the tail once again crept over the counter and managed to latch onto it before it could snatch another apple. The tail stiffened, followed by the squawking of a chicken. I pulled on the tail, lifting up Gallus, who was hanging upside down looking like; I kid you not, like a helpless kitten. He looked up at me, his claws curled against his chest with a look of embarrassment.
“Um…H-Hey Texas.” Gallus smiled, his eyes growing larger like some cat who was trying to look cute after getting caught eating the canary. “I-erm, I thought that you would be uh….hungry?” offering the apple he just took as a means to bribe me.
Before I could show my disappointment at the little guy, a small gasp of surprise came from at my feet. I looked and saw perhaps the most adorable little thing I ever saw in my life. Bright green eyes looking up at me in wonder and awe with the most adorable freckles on the filly’s muzzle. My heart felt like it wanted to explode from the sheer levels of cuteness of the little thing. I had to fight off the urge to simply hug the filly like some kid on Christmas day. The filly looked rather conflicted in either wanting to run away or stay put out of curiosity. Guess she never saw anything like me before?
“Well hello there little one.” I spoke softly, giving her my best warm and friendliest grin. When I did, however, the little filly let out a tiny cry of fear, and I nearly jolted in surprise, my ears ringing at the high pitched wail.
“HEY! What do you think ya’re doin!? Get away from my daughter ya…er-thing.'' barked a growl. The large stallion who was manning the stall was upon me surprisingly quick, putting himself between me and the filly. The stallion’s green eyes bore right at me with such fury it would pause most men in hesitation. The stallion began to bark some more with a rough a tone that I picked up almost right away as something akin to Norse, but it had more of a drawl in the way the stallion spoke. While I would have been excited to finally have something to use as a groundwork for a conversation, the stallion was speaking so passionately it was really hard to make out. But seeing just how protective he was, I already could guess this was the filly’s dad.
‘Way to go Al. You just pissed off a local and a father to boot, good job.’ I raise a hand up in surrender slowly, while Gallus continued to dangle in the other. I tried to show that I was no threat to the small pony.
“Whoa, easy there fella. I mean you, nor the kid any harm.” More and more ponies were beginning to encircle us now. Perhaps curious as to what was causing the commotion, others stepped closer as herds would do to defend each other. This wasn’t good, maybe there was a way I could salvage this misunderstanding? 
I hastily tried to establish a diplomatic approach, and reached a hand out to shake the stallion’s–er–foreleg? The stallion paused, looking at me then my hand in cautious speculation. He seemed hesitant at first before taking a step closer towards me, reaching out to shake my hand. 
I couldn’t but help smile, the feeling of worry slowly lifting from my mind. Perhaps this wasn’t a total loss after all?
Gallus began to suddenly start squawking something, waving his good arm about like a chicken towards the pony. The stallion paused, his hoof just inches from my hand, his green eyes fixed at Gallus for a moment in confusion. Gallus continued to motion at me and looked to be nearly in tears. 
‘More likely recounting the tale as to what had happened?’ I mused thoughtfully. It would help, adding that bit of sympathy to our case here. But then came a clattering of coins and what looked to be a small lockbox from underneath Gallus’s wings onto the cobblestone. There was a long and awkward silence. Gallus looked at the items then at the stallion a few times with an expression that tried, and failed, to look as innocent as possible.
“Hey! That’s my purse!”
“Those are my earrings!”
“Somepony call the guard!”
Whatever Gallus was trying to say in his defense didn’t seem to set too well as now the Stetson wearing stallion was glaring daggers at us with righteous fury, not wanting to hear any word of it. Couldn’t really blame the guy, I would be upset too if someone stole from me. Still, I needed to try and fix this….somehow.
“Hey buddy look, I’m sure that…” The stallion turned to face me with a snarl, saying something more harshly as he made his move towards me with the intent to more likely wish bodily harm. 
Oh Shit. Did—Did they think I was a part of this?
I winced, trying to keep a small distance between us, but soon found myself stumbling over my own two feet, and crashed over another stall, sending both the stall and myself down to the ground. Gallus let out his own cry of surprise as he was roughly dropped in the mix of all the chaos as clay pots and vases broke all around me.
The ponies around were giving us angry looks now, while many others settled into more threatening postures. I was beginning to have this sense of empathic sympathy and intuitive understanding with the monster of Frankenstein. Only thing missing were the pitchforks and….. 
“Oh come on!”
I caught a glimpse of several of those ponies, grabbing torches and pitchforks from a vendor who was selling the stuff.  I nearly groan in frustration. Seriously?! I only just got here and already someone wants my head! I spotted an alleyway just across the cobblestone street. But I knew the mob would be on me before I could even make five steps in. I needed a distraction, and I needed it fast! 
An idea came into mind, it was stupid, so damn dumb, that no one could be stupid enough to fall for it. But, what did I really have to lose? I looked towards my right, pointing behind the mob; eyes widened dramatically. 
“GODZILLA!!” I let out a screamed of ‘terror’. 
Every last local whose eyes were on me, suddenly stopped and turned towards where I was pointing at with a look of concern and fear. Many of them truly were expecting to see some big monster behind them.
“My God,” I muttered, not believing just what I was seeing. That these locals really fell for the ‘look behind you’ stick. I wanted to facepalm right then and there, but I shouldn’t waste this moment of opportunity. I leapt to my feet and with a sharp turn of my heels, I grabbed Gallus by the scruff of his neck, and raced down the alleyway into the next street, accidently knocking over the cart of apples in my hasty escape. There were several cries of surprise but I ignored them and just ran.
‘How do I always end up in these situations?!’
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		Chapter 7: Yackity Smackity




https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5iHQMKNXMI8
“I got em! Urgh!!” A mare cried out just as Albert’s foot planted into her face, vaulting over the pony before taking a sharp turn onto the next sidestreet. Blindly running through a town filled with colorful, angry locals wasn’t one of Albert’s brightest decisions. But he wasn’t going to stick around just at the off chance of being tarred and feathered by them. 
Since the chase began, he felt that very same sensational warmth that radiated within him when he had exited that forest. Perhaps it was his own imagination, but he had this damn tune stuck in his head for a while now. It was like someone hit the play button on the tape recorder in his brain.
“Texas!”Gallus shouted, pointing to Albert’s left. A white pegasus of pure bulking muscle was flying at them like some massive battering ram.
The man scowled, cursing under his breath before regaining focus on their escape. He skidded into a sidestep, dodging the tackle, and barging the pony away. Winded, the pegasus stumbled, crashing down in a pile of scattered vases and broken jars, while the merchant screamed angrily in dismay. 
They needed to separate, divide the mob, and try to draw as many as possible away from the kid. Without waiting for even a reply, Albert gestured at Gallus to take a right before breaking off himself, snatching a tomato from one of the vending stalls.
“OY! Over here ya colorful fuckers!” Stone shouted before nailing one of the creatures in the head with the vegetable. The pony fell with a shriek, upsetting a table and knocking over piles of silk, and fine linen. Sure enough, this got their attention, and a majority of the herd began to veer off after him.
‘That’s right my little ponies, follow the human.’ Stone pressed into a dead run, knocking over stacks of barrels and stalls, causing only more chaos in his wake. 
CRASH! Stone looked over his shoulder to spot the olive-coated stallion with the stetson. The very same stallion he had run into before. The stallion bulldozed his way through the toppled crates as if they were nothing! Albert “free-runs” over a series of display tables and ponies, putting space between himself and the stallion. Yet again and again, it did little to slow down this cowpony. No matter what he did, that pony stream rolled through and was quickly gaining ground.
‘Christ, this pony’s a tank with legs!’ Like a ballplayer, Stone slides feet first under a pony-drawn cart that was in his way. Without slowing down, he was back on his feet and taking a few sharp turns before reaching a dead-end of an alleyway.
‘Heh, Ah’ve got ya now.’ Bright Mac smirked when he saw the creature turning the corner. There was no way out for the bald thief.
“Get ready everypony.” Mac warned as the group approached the alleyway. While they had no idea what kind of creature it was, Bright Mac knew that no matter who; animals were always the most dangerous when they were cornered.
With steel nerves and with a lasso in hoof, he leaped around the corner, readying for a fight that perhaps was awaiting for them. “Alright ya no good, thieving….var–mint?” Mac slowly blinked, his jaw hanging open. 
The alleyway was completely empty. But that was impossible! He saw the scoundrel turn down here. So unless this creature had magic or had suddenly grown some wings, the only way out was back through here. 
“How? How in sweet zap apples?” The farmer muttered in bewilderment. 
CREAK! Mac’s ears instantly snapped at alert, the sound of metal grinding underweight made Mac gaze up towards the sound above him. There was the creature, like some monkey, scaling the wall using the water-drain like some makeshift ladder. The creature panted heavily with a toothy manure-eating grin he wanted to buck in. The creature chuckled, waving down at them, which only pissed him off even more.
“You know, it's funny. Even if this is a different world, you horses can't think vertically, now can you?” Albert taunted, grinning even wider, wiggling his fingers at them. “But, that’s what makes us humans better than you. I got—Jesus!!” Albert cried, having nearly been blindsided by a pegasus.
‘Oh come on! How come even the horses fly!?’ Stone’s brain screamed, having for a moment all but forgotten that little important detail when he had finished climbing that drainpipe. 
The pegasus swooped at him again, trying this time in an attempt to grapple, but due to sheer size and weight class, the pegasus had difficulty getting any proper leverage. Albert used this to his own advantage and kneed the pegasus hard in the gut, letting the pony tumble off the roof and into the trash cans below.
This only seemed to piss off more of its kindred, as more came swooping down at Albert before he had a chance to regain his footing. He was tackled by a pair of twins, sending them all flying off the roof and through the second-story window of the neighboring house.

“STOP! STOP IN THE NAME OF THE LAW!” 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sHyc9B1aj1I&list=PL7AE1A8C019B47E4C&index=5
Gallus ducked, slipping just out of the law-pony's hooves. Using his smaller size, the griffon darted and weaved in between the bodies of the densely crowded streets. An advantage Gallus had used time and time again in GriffonStone. 
He stole a quick glance back at the group of bumbling law-ponies behind him, dressed in their fancy full-length blue uniforms and sturdy blue helmets with a silver metal badge. Though in his opinion, they came off more like a bunch of circus clowns rather than cops. Gallus was still grinning mischievously from ear to ear, giggling non-stop as he turned down an alley, light on his feet as a cat and almost as keenly aware of his surroundings. He felt thoroughly satisfied at what he had been able to accomplish in such a short amount of time.
This continued for several minutes, like some game of cat and mouse, and led these troops of clowns about. Always keeping himself just out of their reach, letting them make fools of themselves. Gallus latched onto a speeding cart that was passing by, managing to yank him safely away and leaving the ponies in his dust.
“SUCKERS! Gallus: 1, Stupid ponies: 0.” Gallus exclaimed, giving them a mocked salute as he disappeared around the next bend. 
Once he was certain that he was far enough away from the danger zone, Gallus jumped off the cart and sauntered in a comfortable stride. He waded in satisfaction, feeling rather pleased with himself. Was this the best the ponies could do? Pfft, a blind old griffon would be more difficult than these dumb townfolks.
‘Speaking of dumb ponies.’ Gallus spotted a brown coat stallion, his mane neatly combed back in a slick fashion. But it wasn’t the pony he was interested in, rather the large sack of coins being placed into the saddlebags he was carrying. 
Target spotted.
Casually, Gallus walked along to the pony’s left. He quietly stalked the target like a cat stalking his prey. He counted mentally, thirty seconds, thirty seconds was all he needed. 
“S-Sir.” Gallus spoke, speaking softly and timid. 
The stallion nearly jumped by the sudden hello. “Huh, um yes. Can I help you?” The stallion looked quite surprised, perhaps the first time he had seen a griffon up close. 
Good, got him hooked. Now it was time to wiggle the bait.
Gallus cradled his slinged arm to his chest “P-Please sir, I—I need help.” he whimpered, nearly to the point of tears. Sniffling quietly he looked up at the stallion with puppy dog eyes. “It’s m-my arm sir, it hurts and—and I’m lost. I-I don’t know where the hospital is?” he pleaded, his voice cracking nearly to the point of sobbing.
The stallion's once guarded features soften sympathetic towards the griffon, seeing the awful makeshift sling. “Oh child. Yes, yes of course.”
And Sinker. Gallus stood beside the stallion ‘listening’ as the pony described the directions in which way he could go. While the pony’s attention was distracted Gallus flexed his good claw, expanding out his razor-sharp talon. And between one breath to the next, a small hole was made within the pony’s saddlebag before sliding his tail in, pulling out the pouch of coins, and slipping it under the crook of his wing. 
And all without jingling a single coin. 
“Hmm, perhaps it’s just best I take you to the hospital myself.” 
“N-No sir, you’ve done more than enough for me.” Gallus assured the stallion, once more putting up his victim act. “Thank you sir.” quickly yet with a calm stride, Gallus slipped away, leaving the blind fool none the wiser.
Once he was in the clear, he checked the content of his prize, feeling the weight more proper. It felt rather heavy and the sound of jiggle made him giddy with joy. Gallus grinned. He’d done better than well in his little act. There was perhaps what? Fifty, perhaps one-hundred gold coins in this thing?
“I’m heading out mom! I'm off to see Applejack!”  Not wishing to be caught so openly, Gallus quickly dove behind some trash cans, keeping himself just out of sight. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P84He-EoPxY
The door to the house he was standing at opened and a pretty white unicorn filly around his age came running out. Her violet mane which was braided into charming swirls around the back of her head, ending in a bun on top. She was shortly followed by whom he guessed was her mother.
“Hold on, sweetie. You forgot something,” the mother exclaimed with humor in her voice. 
The filly skidded clumsily and rushed back, looking slightly abashed, “Oops! Sorry, mum!” the filly giggled, taking the small wrapped up gift from her
“Enjoy yourself dear and try not to get into too much trouble.” 
“I’ll try mum.” The filly cheered, running off with her gift magically held overhead, like it was some trophy won in a contest and needed to be elevated. 
“Be careful now hun!” The mother yelled out after the filly.
“Love you!” 
Gallus’s expression sank as he watched the filly head on her way while her mother saw her off. Gallus peeked in between the trash cans and scrutinized the mother's stance, how she swayed a bit more to see if she could see her daughter for only a few more seconds. He had to duck back into cover just when the mother turned to look over her shoulder, feeling someone’s eyes on her. The parent tsked and shrugged, muttering to herself something before she turned around and went back inside.
Gallus rose to his paws and sighed, turning and dragged his claws in the general direction Texas had told him to go. 
Where from there? Well...that was a question he would really like answered
“This sucks,” he muttered, flickering his tail in dejection. He suddenly felt a lot smaller than he had been before. The high bright white walls of the buildings felt as though they were closing around him. He could almost see himself back at Griffonstone, surrounded by crooked houses with rotting timber and moldy thatch, black and filled with shadows. The scratch-scratching of claws on stone and cans, searching for the next meal….
The sound of shouting not far shook Gallus from his gloomy memories. 
Texas
‘I’m sure he’ll be alright.’ Gallus thought, remembering his alien companion. From the sounds of it all, it sounded like Texas was giving them a run around. ‘I mean, how tough can a few ponies be? Like come on, they got nothing compared to that manticore or Texas.’ 
Sides, it was Texas’s fault after all he lost all his well earned gains and what started this mess. Why should he care? Sure Texas pulled him out of a sticky situation, one that he already returned the favor in kind. After all, a griffon always pays his debt.
Another set of bangs and shouting. Memories of beaks and claws scraping and nipping at his skin. The smell of copper, and the warmth of blood running down his flanks. Gallus shivered, his gut twisting in a painful knot. The griffon found himself stopping once more, finding himself now reached an intersection. On the right he could see the road leading itself out of town. Towards the left the sound of cries and mayhem could be heard. He could just walk away right now, take the turn right and let the alien deal with the ponies. It’s survival of the fittest after all and Texas has proved to be the bigger bird as it was. 
He’ll be just fine.
The sensation in his belly burn hotter, writhing in which only left a bitter taste in his mouth now. He wasn’t sure what this feeling was, but it made him feel dirty on the inside. His body quivering, as if trying to shake off the sliminess that crawled over his skin. 
Another series of crashes and angry cries of townsfolk.
All he had to do was move his legs, just move them towards the bridge. But, no matter how much he desired to, his legs simply refused to obey. The more he looked towards his escape, the more he felt sick to his stomach. 
Texas has got this…
Right?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LWC58KRRBOk
I burst through the door, smacking the face of some poor waiter. 
“Parkour!” I shouted, and leapt, hitting one of the tables with my hands and vaulting over it. The shrieking of patrons trying to get themselves out of my way, causing only more upheaved chaos around me. It wasn’t like the ponies understood what I was saying, but the shouting did get the point across. 
“Parkour!” I shouted, putting one hand down as I leapt over the counter, using it to guide my body up to clear a set of chefs, landing, and using that momentum to continue moving. Despite my efforts, my pursuers were gaining, and some of the patrons and staff were now joining in the chase. 
Which was enough to keep me moving, despite the taxing strain it put on my stamina and the pain in my ribs. I threw anything I could get my hands on at them, be it pots, plates, and kitchen utensils. 
“Parkour!” I screamed again a third time, and simply dove out the kitchen window in a long arc. The idea was to clear it, land in a forward roll over one shoulder, and come up running again, but it didn’t work out that way. I misjudged the dive, my foot caught the windowsill, and I belly flopped, planting my face on the muddy ground. 
I let out a low painful whine, laying there on the ground to get back the air I lost. I dragged my arms and legs a little, making sure nothing but my pride had been broken. No sooner had I gotten back on my feet when a pony crunched into my ribs, hard, throwing me off balance and sending us both sprawling into the mud once again. 
Blindly, I lashed at my attacker with my elbow, only to feel the hard sensation of a hoof smack across my face, hard enough to send me reeling away. 
We wrestled, teeth bared, spitting in each other’s faces, lurching back and forth, my hands sticky with mud. My eyes watering from the blow and mud, blindly trying to overcome my attacker in this contest of pure strength. The ashy stallion threw himself on top of my back and had both of his hooves wrap about my throat, cutting off my airway. I begin to claw my fingers into his forehooves, trying to pry the stallion’s grip, yet it didn’t do much good. Desperately I thrashed, trying to dislodge the small pony off of my back. My vision was beginning to narrow, the sound around me was starting to be nothing but white noise as my head was becoming lighter.
With gritted teeth, and using what strength I had, I pushed myself up slowly onto my feet, digging my heels into the the gritty ground. I threw myself with my attacker against the brick wall. I couldn’t pass out, not here. Grunting and slobbering, I rammed again harder, this time feeling the pony’s grip on my neck loosen. 
It was enough. 
“Uhh!” Exhaled the stallion. The momentum doubled and I grip my hands into the forelegs and threw ourselves back down onto the muddy ground, using my entire weight to land on top of the stallion. 
“Buuucckkk!” Growled the stallion as he finally gave in. Coughing, I greedily gasped in the much needed air as I rolled myself off the body. The stallion was still clutching his chest, letting out painfully wheezing of his own. I winced as I sat up onto my knees, my ribs felt like they were on fire now.
“Oak!”  
It was the same cowboy pony again and it wasn’t hard to see what lay behind those eyes. Fury. Pure and raw anger beneath rigid control. And all of that fury was directed towards me. I swore, pushing my will to get up and run. What else could I do? 
Everything felt such a blur. High white buildings flashed past on either side, windows, doors, statues, gardens. Ponies too, shouting as they dived out of the way or flattened themselves against the walls, I ignored them all. I had no idea where I was, nor any idea where I was going.  I pushed my legs hard, ignoring the screaming pain in my ribs and head. My lungs hurt and the muscle burn quickly started changing into deep, aching stabs. My ribs flared in white hot pain from each deep breath I took.
I could hear the clopping hooves growing louder, I didn’t need to look back to know that this stallion was literally breathing down my neck, and my instincts screamed that I needed to move faster. 
My eyes caught sight of a pony carrying a set of ladders and buckets of paint. As much as I would have loved to have taken the time to stop and admire the pony’s habits in a simple everyday task, I really did not have the time. 
I snatched one of the cans before quickly spinning on my heels towards the cowpony. This completely caught the pony by surprise as he was met by the full weight of my swing. The sound of metal impacting against flesh. The pony went down hard, leaving him in a daze, covered nearly head to hoof in white paint. 
“Sorry Pal, but today’s just not your day.” I muttered, leaving the star dazed pony in a pool of white paint, running deeper into town. I hauled over a fence, cutting my way back around towards the central plaza, while making sure to keep out of sight as much as possible. The colorful pavilion tents added some cover, in case anymore of those pegasus spotted me from above. I could just see the bridge leading out of town and I would be home free from this crazy place. 
“GOTCHA!”
I don’t know what had hit me. A flash and sudden agonizing pain shot along my spine like lightning, and once again the air in my lungs left me. My head brain rattled about in my skull. Everything got confusing for a second, as my view of the world whirled about as I and my attacker collided into a cart of cabbages.
“MY CABBAGES!” some oddly dressed pony in clashing green and yellow clothing screamed in utter horror. 
"Alright pal! I’m going to ask you this once and only once. Surrender and I won’t have to turn you permanently into several shades of black and blue." voice demanded angrily, and given the way it spoke, the pony definitely sounded female. A hoof pressed harder down onto my chest, causing only more agony for my ribs. The left side of my body felt like it was on fire, but me and pain are old buddies. The street still felt like it was undulating beneath me. Above me stood a rather small pony. Well, smaller than the ones I have encountered today. The pegasus that stood on me was a short arctic blue coated mare, whose grayish mane reminded me of a white cloud. Cerise, almost pink eyes bore down at me through the goggles, wings flared out like some biblical angel, and ready to smite judgment down upon the wicked. 
The way she tilted her head, her expressions were a mix of anger and curiosity. Which in itself boggled my already hazed mind. For just this small moment of tension, I couldn’t help but focus just how expressive their faces were. Perhaps I’ve finally been hit once too many times and have lost it. For some reason, their faces, while somewhat horse-like, were very human. 
“So? What’s it going to be–OOF!'' A large stick smashed into the mare’s face, her head snapping back. The mare shook her head, trying to gather her wits, tears blurred her vision as she was once again struck in the head. Her legs gave in and soon found herself toppling onto the ground with a heavy thud. She struggled to stand up, but she couldn’t get the message across from her head to her limbs.
“Come on get up!” I suddenly felt a claw grip my collar, giving me several rough shakes till a small slap to the face brought me back to reality. “Stones and feathers, move Texas!” Gallus yelled, shaking me one more time before I shook off my daze. 
“Kid. You’re really starting to be a life-saver.” I muttered, as I got back onto my feet. He chirped, pointing towards another street. With balance wobbled, I followed after the griffon, muttering a quiet apology to the down pony.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NUNTv_ezcrs&list=PLsX1EcY3bJ6YcaGkce7BOO_wJPaTOpQ4m&index=2
When Starlight and Trixie arrived at Old Buckler's Bridge, which entered into town, it was in complete and utter havoc. The beautiful pavilion tents had been toppled, and the vendors scrambled to salvage what little merchandise was left. 
The town bell rang, warning ponies to immediately seek shelter inside, save for a dozen or two members of Ponyville’s Police Department. Starlight’s heart plummeted into her stomach. This was far worse than she thought if the ponies of Ponyville were called to arms.
Starlight’s eyes madly darted about, looking for signs, a clue as to who, or what could cause this amount of mayhem. “Are we being attacked by Timber Wolves? Perhaps the Parasprites? An army of warmongering Beezies riding a Bugbear?!?” Starlight rambled to herself, theorizing the many odd dangers they perhaps were facing.
“Good grief,” Trixie muttered in a tone of annoyance, tilting the brim of her hat down even further as she pushed past Starlight. “Can’t a mare enjoy just one day without things going all crazy around here? But Trixie can’t say she is surprised.” swiping her cloak in almost an overdramatic fashion. 
“Oh, how Trixie’s heart resonates! Pulsing with heat and life! My very blood is a symphony within me!” Trixie proclaimed, standing on her hind leg in an odd contorting pose for a quadruped under any circumstances. A pose Starlight could only describe as ‘bizarre’. 
‘Urgh, why does she always do this?’ Starlight rubbed the bridge of her muzzle, already feeling the headache coming on.
“MARES AND GENTLECOLTS, FEAR NOT! FOR I; THE GREAT AND POWERFUL TRIXIE IS HEREEEEE!!” The entertainer let out a shriek of surprise as something large slammed into her, sending her tumbling head over hoof. She sensed the wet grass against her cheek, her vision spun wildly. She felt like she was hit by a buffalo by the sudden weight.
“Would you–urgh—kindly get off of Trixie yo-you—you….” 
Whatever insult she had in mind died when she looked up at who, or in this case, WHAT was on her. For Trixie, it was like the world came suddenly to a standstill. Neither her nor the creature uttered a word or moved, say for their own heavy breathing, with its small chocolate colored eyes locked with hers. Save for hair being on its head and face, the creature looked like a miniature balding minotaur.
Her sense of smell was also overwhelmed by the scent of the sweating creature. A smoky aroma, with a mixture of old leather books and something she couldn’t quite place. Lavender maybe? When the creature finally opened its mouth, it spoke in an odd sound unlike anything she had ever heard before. It wasn’t rhythmic or cadence like the common tongue of Eques. But rather, the way this creature spoke its words was completely alien. Its sound was a symphony of disjointed notes that were virtuosic and powerful. Driven by the aggressive sounds of intensity that sent shivers up and down her body. Trixie shuddered again, seeing its sharp canine teeth before her mind finally caught up with the rest of her, and did the first thing she could think of. 
“STARLIGHT! THE GREAT TRIXIE REQUIRES POWERFUL ASSISTANCE!” She let out the most over-the-top squeamish  scream she could muster, blasting the creature in the face with a bolt of her magic. The creature let out its own cry of surprise and was sent flying back in a tumble.
“Trixie!” Starlight gasped, snapping out of her own surprise, and rushing over to help the mare back onto her hooves. “Are you alright? You’re not hurt are you?”
“Trix–Trixie is fine.” The magician stammered, pretending to brush the dirt off from her cloak as she tried to compose herself. “I was–er, simply just caught unaware is all.” 
The creature let out a weak and painful groan as it struggled back onto its hind legs, now towered over them. It stared at her completely bewildered as to what just happened. Trixie cringed, noticing the sight of blood oozing down freely from its smaller nose. She had not meant to hit the creature THAT hard. 
“Oh gosh! Are you alright?!” Starlight was the first to quickly act, approaching the creature with concern when she noticed the blood as well. The ‘minotaur’ stepped back defensively, its arms held up close to its face in a stance she wasn’t familiar with. It’s eyes darting about, looking between her and Trixie. 
“Nonono, please.” Starlight quickly tried to diffuse the misunderstanding, raising her forehooves in a peaceful gesture. Poor thing, it was worried she was going to attack as well. 
“I promise, I’m not going to harm you. Please, I just want to help.” She assured the poor creature. The small minotaur’s odd face hardened, peddling back away from her when she tried to inch closer. “Just calm down, you’re hurt. We can take you to get that checked out. Please, I’m not going to hurt you.” She pleaded again, trying to approach the creature a second time. 
‘Where is Pear when you need her? She would know what to do.’ 
“HEY!” Starlight nearly jumped out of her fur when suddenly a griffon landed right in between her and the odd looking minotaur. The griffon had his wings flared out, with a small stick in his claw, acting almost as a shield to protect the other creature. 
Just—what the buck was going on?
“I will not let you hurt Texas!” The young griffon glowered at her, trying to look as intimidating as possible while puffing out his fluff. Well, perhaps intimidating wasn’t the right word. An angry turkey looked far more intimidating than this hatchling. He looked fairly thin and seeing the sling, he didn’t look like he could fight his way out of a wet paper bag. She was no healer, but she could see these two clearly needed to see a hospital. 
“Tex….ass?” Starlight raised a brow. She shared a questionable glance at Trixie, who simply shrugged, looking just as confused. It was perhaps the weirdest name she has ever heard. 
Right, she’ll figure it all out later. Maybe they could tell her as to what was causing the chaos in town? She could hear the distant shouting of ponies drawing closer. Seemed like the Tex-ass noticed this too and was beginning to inch around her and Trixie, its eyes more focused on her friend, expecting Trixie to be blasting him again.
Gallus nodded in confirmation. “I will not have you ponies treat him like he's some monster!” He stated, pointing the stick at Starlight, determined to stop her from taking another step forward.
‘A monster?’ Both mares cringed at the accusation. Surely the townsfolk didn’t see this poor thing as a monster did they? Was this the reason for such an uproar?
‘It’s Zecora all over again.’ Starlight grimmed at the thought. She thought everypony learned that lesson about judging creatures by mere appearance. Looking over the odd minotaur now more carefully. It sure looked far different than any minotaur she had ever seen before. The lack of fur and horn, to even how mashed its face was. A male, given what the griffon was telling them.
‘Deformity at birth? Maybe. Perhaps a spell gone haywire and scarred it dearly? A curse?’ There were so many questions. Just what tragic life did this creature have? Has this ‘Tex-ass’ been mistreated and shunned all his life, left friendless, and unloved? Her heart went out to the minotaur. If this was why the ponies in town were freaking out in this manner, then it was only right she should help the poor minotaur in any way she could.
“I’m so sorry. My friend did not mean to hurt Tex-ass….”
“Texas.” Gallus corrected her.
“Right, sorry. Texas. I’m sure Trixie didn’t mean to hurt Texas, right? It was nothing more than a simple misunderstanding?” Starlight shot a look towards her friend.
Trixie's ears flattened back, looking down in shame, and began to paw at the dirt. “Yes, erm-well…. Perhaps Trixie did overreact just a bit....”
Texas’s attention suddenly snapped over towards something behind him. He let out a grunted sound and an odd word before scooping up the griffon, and without a warning nearly shoved Starlight out of the way and raced down the street as if Nightmare Moon herself was after him.
“H-HEY! Wait!” Starlight shouted, trying to call them back. 
“There's that varmint! Don't let it get away!” 
"M-Mac?!" Starlight was rather shocked to see both Mac and Fleetfoot in such a miserable state. Her two friends looked like they had just stepped out of the ringer, and were followed by several members of the PPD
“Get back here and take your beating like er….GRR! Whatever the heck you are!” Shouted Fleetfoot, leading the charge and hot on the creature’s heels.
“Wait! Stop! You don’t understand. You all need to….” Words fell to deaf ears and to her surprise, was roughly shoved aside as the mob continued their blind pursuit. Starlight simply stood there, watching on in mute disbelief as Mac and the ponies chased down this creature with such hate.
‘I will not have you ponies treat him like he's some monster!’ Starlight’s jaw tightened, a roaring heat rose in her chest, and soon found her hooves begin to move. The griffon’s words still echoed in her mind and with steel conviction she began to chase after the others. 
“Starlight wait!” She could hear Trixie calling after her but she didn’t slow down. She would make this right, this she swore on the Harmony of Friendship.
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IRixzwZl6Z8&t=10s
“I’m tellin 'ya girls, this thing was this HUGE!” Applejack waved her tiny forehooves dramatically as she recounted the two legged beast. After the creature began to run amuck in town, the young filly, by the ushering of her Pa, took shelter at Sugarcube Corner. So here she was with the rest of her friends, sitting at their table spot in the corner in which she and her friends dubbed ‘Crusaders of the Round Table’. She wanted to call it ‘The Great Crusade’ but Rarity felt it didn’t hold the same romanticism, whatever that word meant, to their crusading.
“Goodness gracious, that must have been terrifying!” gasped Rarity, hanging onto every bit of the story. That or she was being overly dramatic again, Applejack wasn’t sure. “Why, if your father wasn’t there to stop that foul beast, then who knows what would have happened. I mean, with those nasty fangs and claws.”
“Um, that’s a bit harsh to say, don't you think Rarity?” Softly spoke a sickly yellow filly, brushing some of the unkempt pink mane from her large red-tinted eyes. Looking at the unicorn with a disapproving frown, displaying her own set of small pointed fangs.
Rarity’s ears went flat against her head, looking a little ashamed at just how that comment might have sounded to her thestral friend. “Sorry darling, I didn't mean it that way. It’s just that, the way Applejack described the brute. Why, I’m sure that once they captured this beast—” Rarity slowly paused, her eyes shined brightly at a sudden thought. “Ideeaaaaa!” she squealed in delight. “We should try and capture this creature ourselves!”
“What!?/Are ya crazy Rares?!” Both of her companions shouted. 
Well, one mostly shouted.
“Ah think ya lost a few apples in da cart there Rare. Maybe mah Pa should take care of this one.” Applejack stated, trying to be the voice of reason in this. Perhaps after their last attempt at being Cutie Mark Daredevils had finally caused her unicorn friend to finally lose her marbles.
“I–I don’t know Rarity, from what A-Applejack described. It might be too dangerous. I-It is quite large. How are we going to even capture it when the adults can't?” The yellow thestral asked, unsure about the idea as a whole. They had done some crazy attempts before in getting their cutie marks. But this seemed a little too big, even for them.
“Well,” Rarity pondered for a moment in thought before another fabulous idea came into mind. “What if we were to sneak up on it and trap it; you know, like ninjas! Nopony really expects a sneaky ninja.” Rarity suggested, seemingly undeterred at the prospect of capturing this creature. 
“Ah don’t know Rares.” AJ said tentatively. “That sounds great and all but we don’t look really, well ninjaie. And what the hay is even a ninja, some type of candy or somethin?” Applejack asked, trying to picture themselves dressed in overly large costumes that resemble snacks at the theater lobby.
Ignoring her friend’s question, Rarity pushed on with the commitment. “We’ll simply just dress up for the part, gather some things and lay a trap for our eluding beast. Come on girls, surely it's worth trying? Just think about it.What if we do succeed?  Why, not only will we be heroes, but we might finally get our cutie marks!”
The others sat silently, pondering over for a long moment. It was reckless, however, Rarity did have a point. If this was their only chance to truly earn their mark, would they not take it? If they shy away from this now, they might never know this was their destiny. They might never have another chance like this again.
“O-Ok…. I’m in.” Flutterbat spoke first, tenderly bumping her hoof to Rarity’s. Rarity looked over to Applejack, waiting for her decision.
“Alright,” Applejack affirmed to herself. This thing did ruin her birthday. If anything, this creature needed to be captured and brought to justice. It’s what her Pa would do. “Ya know what girls? Ah think we can do this; together.” Applejack joined in the hoof-bump. 
"Then it's settled, we’ll meet back here in an hour." 
“YEAH! CUTIE NINJA SQUAD GO!!” The girls cheered loudly in delight, their hearts filled with determination.
Look out Beast, the CMC is coming for you!

Never had I felt so completely and utterly exhausted. My muscles screamed and weighed heavy like rods of iron. I wasn’t sure I could run anymore even if I could. I had managed to lose the colorful herd through a dense apple grove. Climbing up the nearest tree I could reach with Gallus, the two of us waited till the coast was clear. Once I knew it was safe, I made the decision to head back into town, much to the protesting chirps from Gallus. 
Why? Simple really. Who would expect anyone crazy enough to run back into the lion’s den? My hope was that these ponies still played on the idea that I was still out there somewhere there running about in the orchard. Lucky for us, that was the case as we entered town once more. The entire street was all but deserted, making it far easier for us to slip in without anyone (or would that be anypony?) noticing. The plan was to sneak back in and find a place to lay low till nightfall. Because let’s face Al, with those ponies searching high in the sky and on the ground, there was no way in hell I was going to get far before me or Gallus was caught.
And I knew just an ideal spot where we could leave low.
It wasn’t hard to find it again, I had come across this once or twice when I had the ‘tour’ of this little village. 
“This is crazy, we should just leave while the getting is good.” Gallus whispered, his eyes darting about upwards for any flying horse partoling. “I think I saw one of those stations for trains. We should just—leave. Are you even listening to me?”
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TL1v3KVi6go&list=RDTL1v3KVi6go&start_radio=1
Before us was a giant tree, which stood proudly over the houses with a red sign posted outside. It was an oak and a very old one at that given how thick the trunk appeared to be. What perhaps drew my curiosity was that this tree was very much alive, even despite it appearing hollowed out. I’ve seen houses being built around or on top of trees, but never one that was still alive and thriving. Simply just more boggling questions being placed on the pile. The lettering on the sign post out were quite familiar, yet different in some way, matching the words in the Book. If what I read was correct, this was perhaps the best for us to not only lay low, but I might be able to find everything I could possibly need.
GOLDEN——LIBRARY

It wasn’t difficult to pry open one of the windows, and slip inside. The place looked fairly empty and enough natural light from outside gave me a good look about the place. Immediately my nose was hit by the familiar smell of dust and old books.

The wooden, naturally curving walls; the shelves lined with old books and papers. At one end of the room was a staircase that led up to the next floor. A table in the center of the room, craved from massive roots which naturally sinked into the floor. The floorboards themselves appeared to be more natural, like they were part of the tree itself. Along parts of the wall my eyes caught a glance of pictures frames. 
Curious, I took a look. It was a picture of two mares, one of them was the same heliotrope mare that I came across before. She had a big grin on her face, standing beside another mare, this one I had not seen yet. Her coat was that of amber with red yellowish hair that reminded me of bacon. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but the mare looked so familiar.
I shook my head putting out that stray thought. I must be more tired than I thought if I thought this pony was someone else. There were other pictures, all similar to the first. The same amber pony with more colorful ponies. Many of those I’ve had the least pleasant of knowing, one of them being that same stallion and the blue unicorn that dressed like some wizard. 
Which brought another matter to mind all together. Horses that shoot lasers! It was already unfair enough I had to deal with ponies that are very human in mannerism or that some could fly. But now I have to deal with unicorns with frickin' laser beams attached to their heads!
I catch a glimpse of Gallus, curiously looking over the many rows and rows of books. He pulled one of the books and flipped a few pages, eyes straining to read them through the darkness. Guess the little guy has never seen a book before. Well I guess that marked off one of many questions I had in my bucket list. I find a spot in the corner of the room, back pressed against the wall. My eyes grew tired and heavy. Perhaps a small nap wouldn't hurt anything? 
'Maybe....just five.....minutes.' I thought and soon find myself falling into a deep, silent, and restful sleep.
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		Chapter 8: Starlight Waltz




https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=az_Gdq7qEw0
I dreamt almost immediately, feeling completely weightless and the gentle pitter-patter of my heartbeat. Sun-warmed skin soothed my aches, and for a moment, I thought it couldn't get any better than this. But when I felt those gentle, soft lips pressed against mine, it was like God breathing life into Adam, and I felt a renewed breath of life enter into me. 
‘Guess things can get better.’ 
Feminine fingers brushed through my locks, soft as finest silk, and the deepening of our kiss left me in soul-lifting bliss. 
A shame really. Just as I was beginning to enjoy this moment, it ended just as quickly, and the mysterious woman pulled away, leaving me only craving for more of this sweetness. Opening my eyes, I saw a woman, one that could even be mistaken for an angel. Her radiant smile beamed down at me, and though features were obscured by the shading of the tree, I knew within my heart who it was, her name just on the tip of my tongue. 
“Slept well?” She asked, stroking my bearded face. That alluring voice, it took all my willpower not to shiver in pleasure. Damn libido, get a hold of yourself. I inhaled, savoring spring flowers, the ever-familiar scent of distance lavender, as well as her fragrance of roses and fine vanilla. 
“I did.” Her eyes seemed to shine brighter than stars. How long had I been like this? 
“Thou were asleep for nearly an hour.” She spoke, knowing what I was thinking. My brain must have been in a haze, for a moment, I could see raven black woven with her golden-red locks, which reminded me of dusk.
She giggled. “Thou look so adorkable when making that face, love.” 
"Adorkable? Please, I'm not adorkable, I'm sexy. Thank you very much.” I replied in a tone of playful annoyance. “And since when did you suddenly develop a liking for Shakespeare? If I didn’t know any better, I would think this Egghead has rubbed off on  you." I retorted in kind.
Another kiss planted gently on my nose elicited a chorus of laughter, harmonizing our joy. It tugged at my heartstrings like a bass player tuning their instrument a little too tight. Oh, how I adored the sound of her laughter; I yearned for it during its absence.
My gaze wandered, savoring the picturesque sight of rolling hills, adorned with wildflowers, and leafy trees like patches on a quilt. Butterflies danced in the air, their wings a delightful display of yellow, blue, and purple hues. The melodies of cheerful yellow robins serenaded us from nearby branches. Above, fluffy white clouds meandered across the vast expanse of the blue sky, while the gentle breeze delicately balanced between cool and warm, caressing us on this special spring day. Taking a deep breath, I stretched my body and sat up, stealing another glance in the direction of my lovely angel...
…only to find myself now standing in a dank, dark forest. It was like someone suddenly flipped the channel on the television. Moonlight shimmered hazily, silvery mists among shadowy trees. Great shadows strode over the forest. A faint breeze whispered, the pain of hunger and weariness from before had returned with a vengeance. Gnawing hunger, worse than ever, as though I hadn't eaten in weeks. I felt confused, yet similarly, I didn’t question this change. It was like I accepted this new change, even though a part was screaming in panic. 
Ahead, a path gilded among mighty trees, disappearing into mist. I shuddered, glanced fearfully over my shoulder. Miles behind, pure and utter darkness—cold and unforgiving, and I knew, whatever was behind me, only torment awaited for me. So, I moved forward, deeper into the dark forest, following the only path before me. Sharp pricking sensation of needles flared in my hands and feet, each step I took between the canopy of the trees.
Stars began to blink alight, and the leaves of the trees murmured in the faint breeze, as if the very woodland itself whispered secrets to the passing night. The path before me was choked with narrow, thick foliage, its verdant embrace obscuring my vision to just a few feet ahead. Still, I pressed on, holding my head high despite the cold shadows that seemed to trail behind me like a haunting specter, whispering of surrender and endless sleep. My heart felt hollow, aching with loneliness that gnawed at my very soul.
How long had I wandered beneath these leaves, along the meandering river, burdened with this overwhelming sorrow? The torment of this road seemed unending, leading me through hills and forests, where verdant leaves stretched far and wide. But amid the silence of my prison-like thoughts, a celestial voice sang out, just beyond the tall and fair hemlock-umbels. Its enchanting melody of the voice called out to me, beckoning me nearer, and like some trance, I felt completely spellbound. As I drew ever closer towards the source, the quieter the darker mummers became till they were silent, and whispered no more.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xxmD4Z56778
I peered between the hemlock-leaves, and what I saw took my very breath away. An alicorn, dancing upon the unfading grass to a song of a melody unseen beneath the rising moonlight. Blue was her coat glimmering, as the unclouded heavens, and her eyes shined like the evening star. Her hair was dark as the shadows of twilight. As the light upon the leaves of trees, as the voice of clear waters, as the stars in the heavens, such was her glory and her loveliness; and in her face was a shining light.
A name whispered to my mind, carried by the gentle breeze of some long-forgotten memory, unfurled like the delicate petals of a cherished flower. A sudden swelling of emotions emanated from the depths of my heart. And in that fleeting moment, I felt something. Something so profound, as if our souls had intertwined in a realm beyond the grasp of mortal understanding. In the hazy tapestry of my mind, I saw flashes of images before my eyes. Ones of an ancient kingdom, once bathed in a golden glow, fluttered like butterflies in the recesses of my thoughts.
A grand castle stood tall amidst rolling hills, where vibrant gardens bloomed with flowers of every hue. In the embrace of twilight, we walked along a crystal-clear lake, the stars above reflecting in the tranquil waters below. She was taller than I and her laughter, like a delicate chime, filled the air with joy as we danced beneath the moon's tender gaze. Her presence, like a soothing lullaby, wrapped me in an ethereal embrace, a love that knew no boundaries. We were kindred spirits, bound by an unbreakable bond that traversed beyond mere words. 
Memories, feelings that felt so far gone. But were they mine? Or were these things unknown yet so familiar something else? The harder I try to think, the more of that same, sharp pain stabs deeply into my brain. Like a knife trying to pierce through stone. But, a name etched in the depths of my being, holding a profound significance to this creature of the night.
Nightingale
Why does this name stir such emotions within me, feelings that make me weep and longing? But there was little time for pondering, for this creature of the night, began to weave a new song. Her melodious voice filled the air, capturing my heart once more with its keen, heart-piercing notes. Her presence enveloped me like a warm embrace, shrouding me in the ethereal enchantment of her being. The forest seemed to come alive with the magic of her song, and all else faded into the background as I became entranced by her performance.
Keen, heart-piercing was her song as the song of the lark that rises from the gates of night and pours its voice among the dying stars, seeing the sun behind the walls of the world. It was as if her song held the key to unlock the mysteries hidden within, evoking tears of the same longing and hope that I was feeling.
The pain and sorrow within my heart melted away, engulfed by the overwhelming enchantment of the moment. My hunger and weariness were mere forgotten whispers, replaced only by an intense longing for something I couldn't comprehend. As the sun climbed higher in the sky, its warm rays illuminating the graceful figures before me, I beheld not one, but two beings, dancing in perfect harmony. They seemed inseparable, like reflections of one another, creating an awe-inspiring vision of perfect unity.  
One was the alicorn, radiant and ethereal, her blue coat shimmering like the star filled night. And beside her stood a woman, donned in a raiment red dress, her beauty matching that of the celestial creature. Her fiery red and yellow hair seemed to dance with the sunlight, as if it possessed a life of its own as the dawn grew higher. With arms outstretched to the heavens, she exuded a captivating aura, as waves of emotions crashed over me again, akin to the incoming tide of the sea. This woman I knew and she looked just as beautiful as the day we first met all those years ago. 
Compelled, I drew ever closer to the pair, a deep yearning to join them in this dance of unseen music. Yet, a sudden and bitter coldness surged from the north, and dark shadows, and shapes began to claw their way between the tall trees, shrouding the forest in a haunting darkness. A darkness so thick, you just feel its presence on your very skin. Biting you, like the gnashing of teeth.
The mare and woman, who had moments ago danced in harmony, halted in confusion, their features contorting into expressions of worry and terror. Whatever it was, it gripped the heart of the alicorn and the world began to shake, like the string of a lute that was plucked too hard. I could see the world about me begin to crack and shift, spores of darkening mist encompass all around us. The mare and woman began to vanish and fear gripped my heart, and I called out desperately, 
"Wait please!” My voice echoed through the woods, now alone in this encroaching nightmare. 
Amidst my desperate plea, my outstretched arm seized my attention. To my horror, it had metamorphosed into a twisted limb, now covered in coarse, purple fur and ending in a hoof-like appendage. I stood paralyzed, utterly confounded by the bizarre and nightmarish transformation unfolding before my eyes. I touched the pony-like arm, only to notice that my body appeared more pony-like. In fact, I looked like….
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-3AkiKmcQGo
Rumbling growls shook behind me, the growing darkness cloaked everything in its path, shrouding the landscape in an ominous obsidian veil. Summoning the remnants of my courage, I forced myself to glance behind, and what I beheld nearly drove me to the brink of terror and madness.  The darkness had taken on the form of an abominable horse, a creature oozing with malevolence that devoured even the faintest glimmer of light. Its red eyes glowed with a cosmic and unholy malevolence, as though they had witnessed eons of forbidden knowledge and unimaginable horrors. The sight of such an entity threatened to shatter my fragile sanity, leaving me trembling on the precipice of madness. 
It felt as if the primordial horrors of the universe had converged upon this wretched spot, and I, a mere speck had inadvertently drawn their attention. A chilling voice echoed through the abyss, feminine, taunting, and wicked, sending shivers down my spine. 
"My, my, what do we have here? A curious little mortal, lost and afraid," it hissed from the depths of darkness. I turned to confront the lurking shadows, dread coiling in the pit of my gut as their fiery red eyes fixated on me, hungrily anticipating my fear like a predator stalking its prey.  
"Mmm," 'She' purred with delight, the perverse grin on her misty form, twisting in playful glee. "Such a sweet scent you carry~." the shadowy beast taunted, her words laden with wickedness. I yearned to flee, to run and never look back, but I found myself immobilized, hopelessness and terror holding me captive as black tentacles slithered out from her misty form, exuding a sense of impending doom.
“I wonder, what does your soul taste like~?”
Tentacles. That’s what I remember for the next several seconds.
Mostly tentacles.
Something hit me in the face and chest and it felt like getting slugged with a waterbed’s mattress. I was knocked sprawling back onto the wet grass and even as I went down, something began crushing my ankles together. I looked down to see a couple of the oozing tentacles holding my legs together. I could feel like cold knives sink into my skin, seeking purchase. I couldn’t help but cry in pain as the pain only grew as it grew colder.
Then a third tentacle, this one much slender, whipped around my forehead, and I could feel the crackling sound, like ice crunched through my skin and found purchase in the bone of my skull.
That’s the kind of noise that will make you panic right quick.
My head slammed against something and there were a lot of lights, and then my head and my feet suddenly got pulled in opposite directions.
I seized the tentacle that had me by the head and pulled hard enough to get enough counterpressure to prevent it from snapping my neck. However, I found myself uncomfortably suspended, caught in the precarious grip of these opposing forces, desperately clinging on for dear life.
"Esh!" 
The word reverberated through the air like a potent invocation, and suddenly, a scorching wave of fire and searing heat surged forth in the darkness, sweeping past me, akin to a dragon's unleashed fury. The shadowy creature emitted an otherworldly screech as it was engulfed in the deafening explosion, leaving my ears ringing. The fireball struck with unbridled force, causing the abomination to recoil in pain and fury. The tentacles that had ensnared me relinquished their grasp, and I fell back onto the ground, gasping in pain. Warm blood trickled down my face and neck—scalp wounds bleed profusely, a fact that I was painfully aware of due to the dozens of them I'd just received. My vision swam, and I struggled to reorient myself. I felt disoriented and shaken by the chaotic whirlwind of fear and confusion.
“Albert.” A voice called out to me and I felt tender limbs embracing me, pulling me back to my senses. The familiar scent of lavender permeated the air, calming my nerves as I blinked away the spots in my vision. Gradually, I found myself once more in the library I had been before in my dreams, the familiar rows of books surrounding all around, and I was now laying against the barren tree. I do not know what I did or how, but I was here, sitting in front of Twilight Sparkle, her face filled with genuine concern and reassurance.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_gzl7Ji-zTc
"Twilight? What happened…?"
"It’s alright," The mare gave a half-smile, her voice carrying an aura of comfort. "You’re safe now."  
"Safe? I... I don't understand," I stammered, still reeling from the intensity of the dream. “What I saw….t-that…that thing.” 
Twilight's expression softened. “You entered the Dreamscape," she said softly, her expression carrying a mix of understanding and empathy, as she sat down and gently placed her hoof on my leg. Which I realized now was normal and human again. “It's a place where dreams take shape, and sometimes, it can be influenced by the fears and emotions of those who enter it."
“So….it’s like lucid dreaming, then?" I ventured, trying to wrap my head around the concept.
"Sort of," Twilight confirmed, engulfing my leg with an aura of warm lavender hue. The throbbing pain eased, offering me a welcome respite. "But it’s not quite the same dreams you are familiar with. The Dreamscape is a place where dreams can become reality, where the boundaries between imagination and the physical world blur together.”
“This doesn’t make any sense.” I flinched as whatever Twilight was doing to my leg, the sensation was cool yet the heat soothes the aching muscles. “And that….thing?” I asked regarding that shadow form that attacked me.
“That was a nightmare, formed from the dreams of another pony.” She replied, doing the same thing to my other leg.
“Wait, I'm sorry. Another pony’s dream?” 
The mare nodded “You Dream-Walked into somepony else's dream, or nightmare in this case.” She simply put.
Dreamscape? Dream walking? The more I try to make sense of it all, the worse my headache grew. "You seem to know a awful lot about these things Twilight.”
"I..." Twilight hesitated, her voice trailing off for a moment, her eyes staring into space at some long forgotten memory. “I knew somepony. A very long, long time ago. She was quite gifted in dream walking.” I could feel the sense of longing and fondness from her voice and for a moment, I felt that pang of grief in me as well. I had to shake away the random emotion and focus on the matter at hoof—er, hand. God, my brain felt like scrambled eggs right now. 
“So how did you know I was in there? How did you find me?" I questioned, genuinely curious about her intervention.
Twilight's eyes sparkled. "Oh, well, you weren't exactly difficult to spot," she replied, a hint of pride in her voice. "I noticed you left your dream, and when you entered the Dreamscape I sensed that. I knew I had to follow it and make sure you were okay. A good thing I did too I would say." 
I nodded, attempting to appear as though I comprehended everything she was saying. Yet somehow, I felt she wasn’t telling me everything. But, she did save me from whatever hellspawn that attacked me, so for now I left the matter be for now.
"So, what do we do now?" I asked, looking to Twilight for guidance.
“Now? Why simply you just need to wake up.” She stated as if it was as easy as breathing.
“And you expect me to do that, how?” Twilight began to smile more boldly, her eyes twinkle with mischief. 
I suddenly wished I was back at that forest, dealing with that shadow monster.

“Ahhh!” my eyes snapped open as I jolted awake, my heart pounding in my chest. My eyes quickly scanned about the room, looking for any sign of the dreaded red and black menace. Those horrible black spots for eyes,  just staring at you, always watching. It took a moment, maybe more, to shake off the clinging tendrils of sleep to realize I was back in the waking world. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SX9d2wolx6I
"Urgh, stupid ladybugs."  I shivered, trying to wrest away the last remnant of my already fading nightmare. Stupid purple pony, next time I ever saw her, I'd give her a piece of my mind. And maybe a piece of something else, like my boot right up her—okay, focus, Albert.
My body felt like a trainwreck. It was like someone had taken a sledgehammer to my head and played soccer with my legs. I staggered to my feet, regretting every movement. Intense, stabbing pain shot through my lower legs, making walking a challenge for a brief moment.
Sunlight filtered through the tall windows, painting the library in warm hues. Judging by the sunlight filtering through the tall windows, it seemed to be late afternoon. Or at least, I assumed it was. Time felt different in this pony and griffon filled world; who knows if it moves slower or faster here.
Speaking of which, where was that little guy?
“Yo, Gallus?” My voice rang out, carrying a mixture of concern and hope as I gave a sharp, two-fingered whistle. I was banking on my feathery companion being caught in a midday nap or snooping about in the higher bookshelves. My call echoed off the library's walls, but the only reply was the unsettling silence, hanging in the air like a heavy shroud.
What struck me as even odder was the stillness of the library itself. The kind of silence that settles heavy in the air, where the absence of sound is almost palpable. I couldn't help but shake my head at the absurdity of it. Stress had a way of playing tricks on the mind, and today had been a doozy. The weird dream, the nightmarish hellspawn, yeah, it was enough to tip the sanity scales into a skewed perspective.
I let out a scoff that was equal parts frustration and amusement. "Paranoia's really doing a number on me," I muttered to myself, pinching the bridge of my nose between my fingers. I’m pretty sure the kid was ok and was just elsewhere in this tree-like house.
With a shake of my head, I chide myself for letting my thoughts spin out of control. I was in a fantastical world filled with talking ponies and mythical creatures—there was no room for getting twitchy over nothing. My hand ran through my hair as I scanned the sprawling expanse of the library.
"He's got to be around here somewhere," I mumbled, bolstering my confidence and pushing away any lingering unease. Maybe he had taken his escapades to some upper floor or another section on the ground level. This place looked bigger on the inside. Upstairs or downstairs, he was bound to pop up any moment now. At least, that's what I kept telling myself.
I noticed a faint light coming from another room just across the way. Approaching the source, I found that the light spilling from within revealed what looked like a kitchen area.
"Guess the little guy’s having a pantry party," I muttered, cracking a wry grin at the mental image of Gallus scouring the kitchen. Stepping inside, however, the atmosphere shifted like a rug pulled from under me. The light flickered like a fragile flame, casting wavering shadows that intensified the already palpable tension in the air.
I gently pushed the door open, revealing a scene that almost resembled a war room, at least in my initial impression. Pots and pans were scattered as if they'd been flung around by a whirlwind. Furniture lay upended, a chaotic display that gave the room a taste of raw disorder.
"Gallus?" I whispered, trying to find any sign of the blue bird. 
A muffled sound, a soft shuffling, snagged my attention. A caught a glimpse of something blue sticking out from behind the island counter at the center of the kitchen. I hurried around the counter, and the sight that greeted me was far from the mischief I'd imagined.
Gallus lay in a disheveled heap of feathers and fur, a makeshift gag muting any protests he might have attempted. He was tied up, bound tightly in rope. His talons flapped uselessly against the ropes in an attempt to get free.  When he noticed me he began to wiggle more in earnest. 
I knelt beside him, hands moving deftly to untangle the knots that held him captive. Whoever did this was really shitty and made knots upon knots.
"What in the world happened?" I muttered under my breath, my mind racing to make sense of the chaotic scene before me. Gallus' eyes locked onto mine as I finally freed him from the gag, his gaze a swirl of embarrassment and relief. His voice was muffled at first, but it gradually grew clearer as he found his words. He clearly was distressed, his panning about the room as if to expect someone else here. 
In that perilous moment, the tendrils of realization wrapped around my thoughts, constricting like the grip of a predator on its unsuspecting prey. It was as though I had unwittingly walked into a meticulously woven trap, ensnaring me within its sinister design
“YEEAAHHH!” 
I barely had a chance to process the thought before the air around me was filled with a sudden flurry of movement. Small objects began hurtling toward me with alarming speed. Instinct and adrenaline took over, and I dove to the side with Gallus in my arms, rolling onto my feet with a knife clenched in my hand. My heart pounded in my chest, expecting anyone to jump out at me.
But then, a strange sense of confusion overtook my focus. I paused for a moment, my eyes narrowing as I looked down at the ground. 
A few apples, cut out to look like shurikens? I mean, really?
Who comes up with this stuff? I mused, in a mixture of bewilderment and exasperation. But before I could fully process this fruity madness, my answer arrived in the form of three figures bursting out from their concealed position.
Three figures that I could only describe as 'what the hell.'
My grip on the knife loosen further as my eyes took in the sight before me. "Now I've seen everything," I muttered under my breath, disbelief warring with amusement. Three tiny ponies, who seemed like they'd stepped out of some Japanese cartoon, complete with their eccentric outfits and mischievous grins. I didn’t know if I should die from sheer cuteness or laughter.
"Cutie Mark Ninja Squad has arrived!" announced a filly, whom I would dub as ‘Marshmallow.’ She was wearing a god-awful ‘kill me’ bright orange tracksuit, complete with a white collar and a blue headband. Beside Marshmallow, the same little filly I met early at the market. She was wearing a red dress with white circular designs, without sleeves, and a red bow as a headband of sorts. The duo were balanced on their hind legs in some ridiculous stance, which looked like it took a lot more effort then needed. Their last companion, who was shyly hiding near the counter, was something quite….different.
The yellow foal appeared more bat-like in nature than the other winged pegasus I had encountered earlier today. Her leathery wings tucked closely to her sides and I could clearly see fangs from her muzzle. Her outfit seemed closer to what one might imagine as a genuine ninja garb, save for the headband on her forehead. The band was comically oversized, covering her left eye and lending her an endearing, almost comical appearance. Her bashful demeanor only added to the sense of charming peculiarity she exuded.
"With our fabulous skills, we'll take you down, Everfree beast!" Marshmallow continued, her voice brimming with determined confidence.
"Ya know, we could have surprised it earlier if you weren’t two hours late," Spoke the Orange filly, whom I dubbed ‘Blondie’, with a deadpan expression, her previous exaggerated stance abandoned. She seemed to be questioning the practicality of their ninja plan. "And why is it that ah’m wearing this? It makes me feel like ah’m wearin' a dress or somethin'."
Marshmallow  emitted an exasperated sigh, her theatrical pose vanishing and turned towards her comrade. "If you MUST know, darling. This is the latest rage in Neighpon this year. It’s what all true ninjas strive for," she explained with a matter-of-fact tone, defending her choice of attire with her typical flair for drama.
Blondie’s skeptical expression didn't waver. "This is like somethin' ya got from one of those weird comic books ya read."
“They’re called a marega darling, not a comic.” Marshmallow corrected “And a ninja must always dress for success, no matter what the mission.”
"Yeah, if ya want to look like some traffic-cone," replied Blondie, her tone dripping with sarcasm.
Marshmallow let out a squeaking gasp of horror, looking rather mortified. “How dare you! You take that back right now!”
I was tired and for the past 48 hours, of nothing but a roller coaster of emotions and headaches; watching two goofy and adorable puppy size ponies argue, I just—laugh. It was an unexpected and pure display of cuteness that I have ever seen that simply brought tears to my eyes. My ribs ached more and the contagious laughter echoed through the room.
The two fillies halted abruptly, their squabbling instantly derailed by this unexpected turn of events. Blondie indignant pointed at me, growling while Marshmallow's scrunched-up her muzzle, her voice resembling that of a squeaky chew toy. Which only fueled my laughter even further.
What absurdity was next? An army of white rabbits brandishing plungers? Perhaps a misshapen creature leading a Mariachi band? The mere thought sent me and even now Gallus into another fit of uncontrollable laughter, a good laugh that was a welcomed relief.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wk7xOKXw5wA
"Why don't you kiddies run off and play elsewhere, huh?" I gestured for them to shoo, turning away to set Gallus down and untie him. However, this seemed to only make the little ball of orange madder and before I could properly react, Marshmallow leaped at me, latching onto my back with a sonorous warcry. 
Ferocious. 
"Hey… W-What the…get off, you!" I tried to reach for the little blob on me, but her small size made it nearly impossible to dislodge her. Each time I thought I got a hold of the filly she moved away just from my reach. "I said get… Hey, let go!" I soon found myself in a comedic struggle, back arching and swaying as I attempted to shake off the persistent little thing.
As if one wasn't enough, Blondie decided to join in the fray, clamping down onto his leg, teeth nipping away. If I wasn’t feeling like a rough up jerky, I would have found this adorable. "You little… OW! Stop biting me! Come on, get off!" I flailed and wiggled, but it only seemed to intensify the fillies' determination to hold onto me. The question of how they were managing to cling on with their tiny hooves baffled me even amidst the chaos.
Marshmallow and Blondie were determined to hang onto me, transforming our scuffle into an absurd dance. As I flailed and wiggled, the kitchen became my obstacle course, and I was the bull in a china shop.
With the white filly still clinging to my back, I stumbled backward, my balance thrown off-kilter. And then, without warning, I crashed into a shelf of pots and pans. The impact jostled the shelf, sending a cacophony of metallic clanging echoing through the room. A pot, seemingly guided by the hand of fate, slipped off the edge and landed squarely on my head. The world became a symphony of dissonant sounds, obscuring my vision in a world of the pot’s comical brim.
Blinded and disoriented, I spun around in a futile attempt to shake off both the pot and the fillies. Every step I took seemed to lead only to more chaos and destruction. A rolling pin lay innocently on the floor, and my foot found it at the worst possible moment. With an exaggerated whoop, I lost my footing, my limbs flailing like a ragdoll as I careened uncontrollably.
The fillies on me squealed in a mixture of excitement and panic as I slipped and slid across the kitchen floor, colliding with anything and everything in my path. My arms flapped wildly, trying to regain my balance, but it was a lost cause. The momentum was against me, and I was a mere plaything of the chaotic universe as I ricocheted off walls, knocked over stacks of dishes, and left a trail of toppled chairs in my wake.
"Now, Flutters!" one of the fillies on me cried out, the urgency in their voice barely registered. I felt Marshmallow and Blondie leap off me, their small forms sailing through the air in an almost graceful arc.
"ALRIGHT, THAT'S IT! I'VE HAD ENOUGH OF…AHHHHH!"
Before I could even finish my exclamation, my world turned upside down. Or rather, my body did. Just as I was teetering on the edge of a rolling pin the third tiny terror – the shy, bat-like filly – swung open the door that led to the basement. 
The result was a perfectly executed, if unintended, pratfall. In that comically perfect timing that only happens in cartoons as I rolled over the rolling pin, my trajectory aligned with the open basement door. With a yelp, I tumbled head over heels down the stairs, arms flailing and legs spinning in a whirlwind, my only saving grace was the pot over my head.
Each step I hit seemed to propel me into the next, my body bouncing off the stairs like a rubber ball. The cacophony of noise grew as I descended, the clatter and thud down those stairs.
It was a scene straight out of a cartoon, a comical tumble that would have made Tom and Jerry proud. 
And then, just as suddenly as it all began, I reached the bottom of the stairs and came to a stop with an exaggerated thud, limbs splayed in every direction. I could only whimper out a painful groan. Every inch of my body hurts all over. Nothing felt broken but all I felt was pain.
For a moment, all was still, the absurdity of it all sinking in. And then, the basement door at the top of the stairs slowly swung shut with a creak and the latch of a lock, sealing me inside the room.

The three crusa—er, ninjas exchanged dumbfounded glances, their expressions a mixture of shock and disbelief. They had actually managed to pull off something right for a change – capturing the creature that had caused so much chaos. Flutterbat, still catching her breath from the tumultuous events, was the first to speak, her voice a mixture of surprise and triumph. "We—we did it!"
Applejack's eyes widened in astonishment, her gaze shifting from her friends back to the door they sealed the creature into. The realization of their success was slowly sinking in, a mixture of pride and disbelief coursing through her. "Ah can't believe it, we really did it!"
Rarity, never one to miss an opportunity to bask in a triumphant moment, pumped her hoof in the air with an exultant cry. "Aw yeah, the Cutie Ninja Squad are…."
However, before she could finish her victory proclamation, a stern voice cut through the air, freezing the celebration in its tracks. "Applejack!"
The utterance of her name was enough to make Applejack cringe, her expression shifting from triumphant to sheepish in the blink of an eye. She turned to see a rather unexpected audience – her father, Starlight, and friends – all looking at them with their jaws hanging open in disbelief.
"Uh, h-hey there, Pa…" Applejack stammered, her voice carrying a nervous chuckle as she attempted to play it cool. She cleared her throat, mustering some semblance of composure. "We um, we caught the monster."
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		Chapter 9: Glass Half Full




Luna swung her legs over the side of her lavish bed, the soft blankets pooling around her hooves as she rose. Once again, sleep evades her, like wisps of morning mist burnt away by the rising sun.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MygI_soRQqg
With a gentle pulse of her horn's magic, she drew back the heavy velvet curtains shielding the window. The late afternoon sunlight streamed in, bathing the room in a warm glow. Luna's eyes were drawn to the panoramic view beyond the glass - the proud ivory spires of Canterlot cascading down the mountainside, glittering gold and ivory against the vivid blue sky. A testament to Equestria's grandeur, unchanged even after all these centuries.
Luna's gaze fell to the simple wash basin on the table below the window, plain porcelain yet meticulously polished. A matching pitcher waited beside it, still full from her restless night. She focused her magic and tipped the vessel, letting the cool water flow into the basin with a soothing trickle. Splashing the water against her face, she felt the chill bite into her skin, a jolt that banished the lingering fragments of a nightmarish ordeal from her thoughts. The cold's sting, though harsh, was a welcome respite from the grip of her haunting dreams. The malicious whispers of the vanquished demon had been a torment, an incessant gibbering that seemed to claw at her sanity. It was a ritual she had embraced before, a ritual that both cleansed and calmed, chasing away the shades that sought to claim her.
Luna wished the illusion of easy-going strength she cultivated was real. She strove not to crunch in the corner like some wailing foal at the haunting memories of the malevolent shade screeching madness at her. On the worst of days, she wanted to screech right back at the horrors. 
She glanced back at the imposing bed, its plush blankets and pillows suddenly oppressive. She knew if she tried to sleep now, she would simply toss and turn for a few fitful hours before the terrors forced her awake once more. This was far from the first night she had abandoned any pretense of rest.
She sighed, a mournful exhale that echoed in the stillness of her chambers. Even now, with Nightmare Moon vanquished, she could feel the lingering wounds that vile spirit's possession left behind. Scars both psyche and the very essence of who she was. The aches were constant, never fully healing no matter how Luna tried to dress them with soothing words and meditation.
A bitter laugh escaped her as she began to brush out her ethereal mane. Perhaps she was mad? Doomed to this half-life, clinging to sanity by her hooves. Haunted by the evils of her past and denied the one thing she had yearned for most dearly. Had she not suffered enough from her mistakes? For Fate to stand as a relentless arbiter, heartlessly withholding the love she yearned for above all else? 
Even now, Fate's capricious hand seemed to play with her soul, teasing her with the prospect of heavenly fulfillment only to snatch it away from her hooves. To have glimpsed fleeting signs of her beloved maiden's magical presence amidst the shadowy remnants of those ancient ruins that was once her former home. Only to have those traces grown as cold as the snow blanketing the ground, vanishing deeper into the heart of the haunting Everfree Forest. She would have traversed those woods tirelessly herself, setting them ablaze if necessary to reunite with her beloved. Yet wisdom, a gift her sister Celestia had, urged restraint. Her sister’s counsel reminded her of the need for patience, preserving the forest's integrity. To allow the well trained members of their House Guards to search in earnest, much as it distested her to admit so.
The sounds of trumpets rose from the bailey below the window from the Royal Garrison. A hodge-podge concert of soldiers’ often vulgar conversations, the whistles and commands of the officers, the clop of hooves on cobblestone. Everyday sounds she’d grown accustomed to during her stay here. They were the stuff of life, of breathing stallions and mares, of hard working ponies with light-hearted revelry or annoyed bickering. 
Luna closed her eyes, letting the comforting rhythms wash over her. Breathing life, continuing even in her absence. Not the eerie silence of the moon she once presided over.
"You're moving awfully slow this evening, Nightingale." 
A soft, playful whisper caressed Luna's consciousness, carrying with it a sense of intimate familiarity that danced along the edges of her imagination. It felt like the gentle brush of lips against her ear, igniting a cascade of pleasurable shivers down her spine and sparking a long-held longing in her bosom.
Luna allowed herself to sink deeper into the memory, the weight of her anxieties melting away as she was enveloped in vivid recollection. She could almost see her beloved, even after centuries had passed—a masterpiece woven from threads of unwavering devotion. Her regal physique adorned in fencing attire, emphasizing her effortless grace and strength. And those violet eyes, gazing into the depths of Luna's soul with a primal intensity that laid her bare and stirred deeper urges within her. 
Luna's body quivered with pleasure as she surrendered herself completely to the delicious fantasy. The soft caress of lips against her neck sent tingles coursing through every inch of her being. Oh, how she longed to be held once more in those tender hooves, to lose herself in their embrace.
But her daydream was abruptly halted by a brisk knock at the chamber door. Luna's heart raced as she called out, "Enter," quickly trying to regain her composure. She stood tall and straightened her posture, willing her breath to slow and her racing heartbeat to calm. 
The door yielded to the gentle push, revealing a presence that commanded attention even in the subdued lighting. Celestia, stood regal and unwavering, her very aura casting a warm, reassuring glow amidst Luna's inner turmoil. A tender smile graced Luna's lips as she offered a nod in acknowledgment.
"Greetings, fair sist’r," Luna's voice carried a soothing melody, a contrast to the tumultuous thoughts that had churned within her just moments ago. "What hath guided thee to mine chamber at this hour?"
She took in her sister's form, noticing the worry that flickered behind her kind smile and warm voice. "Good evening, dear Luna," Celestia greeted her with love and concern evident in her words, as well as a touch of magic that radiated from her horn. "I sensed a lingering unease in the air and thought it best to pay a visit. Are you alright?" Her eyes searched Luna's face for any signs of distress or turmoil.
Luna's gaze drifted to the window. She hesitated for a moment before speaking, her words a soft confession that bore the weight of vulnerability. "The heart doth resemble a tempestuous sea, lief sist’r," Luna said softly. Even after all this time, openly acknowledging her weakness remained difficult.
Luna felt her sister's wings envelope around her, pulling her into Tia’s bosom. She leaned into the embrace, her head resting against her sister's shoulder. In that moment, the weight of her burdens felt shared, the isolation that often plagued her dissipating in the warmth of their bond. Her sister’s simple action was far more comforting than any words.
"Amidst the shadows of my uncertainties, thy presence always seems to shineth as a guiding beacon, lief sist’r," Luna confessed, her words a heartfelt tribute to the unwavering support Celestia had always provided. Celestia dipped her head in acknowledgement. Yet her brow remained furrowed with unspoken concern. Luna tilted her head, regarding her sister curiously. "But I beseech thee, what hath led thee to my chamber? While I do express gratitude for thy benevolence, a sense lingers that another purpose accompanies thy visit."
Celestia blinked, remembering as to why she had come in the first place. "Verily, we must needs endeavor—” There was a brief pause, during which Celestia corrected herself, aware of her slip into the older tongue. She was beginning to fall back into old habits. “We really need to improve on your modern Equestrian, Lulu. Nevertheless, there is another reason as to why I came to see you." 
From beneath the shelter of Celestia's majestic wing, Luna's eyes were fixed intently on the letter before her, its broken seal bearing the mark of Starlight Glimmer, one of Celestia's prized pupils. Intrigued, she held back her immediate inquiries, allowing curiosity to fester in silence as she was handed the object in question. She had to pause and reread the letter several times. "Another one? What doth this portend, dear sister? Some ill omen perhaps this strange event doth send.”
Celestia's brow furrowed in deep thought as she replied, "It’s too coincidental for my liking." Her voice was filled with uneasiness. "We cannot afford to waste any time - we depart within the hour in order.”

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4i9u_hucAUs&list=PLrPqGcw6REGk472d63Ch3HGVebBJ98FYk&index=1
Consciousness slammed into me like a freight train - no subtlety, no gentleness. Just wham, welcome back to the world of the waking. When I did, the cold floor kissed my cheek. An all too friendly reminder of my current predicament and Toto, we're not in Kansas anymore.
"Well, crap." I grunted, my dry voice sounding more like a trash truck grinding its gears.  
Every muscle in me screamed in protest as I tried to move. It took every ounce of my strength just to pry them open. As my vision resolved, I started to notice the basement looked like some bargain bin at the Sorcerers' Flea Market had detonated.
There was a table in the center, other tables cramming the walls, all of them doing their best impressions of the Leaning Tower of No Seriously Don't Touch That. Shelves strained under the weight of various containers brimming with colored liquids, jars stuffed with unidentifiable organic matter, and other mysterious paraphernalia. Strange antlers adorned one wall beside a collection of leather-bound books, and a giant reptilian skull rested on the farthest table, its empty eye sockets staring right at me, like it was almost watching my every movement.
But the real showstopper, the star grotesquerie anchoring the whole ambassadorial college of clutter and chaos? That'd be straight from the Necronomicon blueprint occult summoning circle currently under my feet. All with its spooky symbols and whatnot, like Jack Nicholson's bathroom in The Shining gotter redecorated by a hopped-up-on-goofballs Aleister Crowley.
That definitely wasn’t there when I'd come bouncing down those stairs earlier like the world's clumsiest stuntman. Someone had been doing some redecorating while I was out exploring LaLa Land.
Fan-freaking-tastic.
I snorted, unable to shake the nagging thought of why these spritely little creatures would be dabbling in occult ritual sacrifices. Maybe I was meant to be some offering to their dark pony overlord - Bob the Necromancer or something equally ridiculous.
Smooth move, Albert. Captured and trussed up like a holiday ham, ready for roasting by a cabal of tiny magical horses no bigger than corgis. That'll look great emblazoned on the old resume under "career highlights." I groaned, the sound less about any lingering aches and pains and more about the unrepentant absurdity of my situation.
But truthfully, the hit to my pride and ego stung far worse than any physical injury right now. Here I was, a fearless adventurer and archaeologist taken down by a gang of preschool ponies. I could already hear Blitz's mocking voice in my head. "Hey Egghead, get trampled by any magical chihuahuas lately?"
Hysterical, simply hysterical. Bray for me, dancing ponies.
Thoughts of Blitz and Fluttershy casted a dark cloud over my mind. That old familiar guilt, comes slinking back like some favored concubine.  Stars above, I truly was a bastard, wasn't I? Just how many more  times would I screw things up and put those I cared for in danger? Not even an innocent, unborn child rated a free pass from Albert 'Reckless Abandon' Stone's penchant for screwing the proverbial pooch six ways from Sunday. I could that knife twisting in my gut.
I gave myself a mental slap, banishing those dark thoughts before they could fully take root. Wallowing in misery never solved jack nor got anyone out of metaphysical jams. I had to get out of this place, before these pastel-wearing zealots decided to use me as their next sacrifice. And poor Gallus - I could only begin to imagine the kinds of torment those manic ponies were subjecting the young griffon to, given the historically bloody relationship between those two were anywhere similar to my world's mythology.
A shiver ran down my spine. I shook off the dark thoughts and forced myself to focus. Wallowing wouldn't help anyone. We needed a plan to escape and hopefully save Gallus too. I wasn't about to stick around and find out if I'd end up as a sacrificial offering for some Pony God Emperor.
God I needed a smoke.
Instinctively, my fingers sought the reassuring presence of my cigar case, patting the inner pocket of my jacket. 
"You've got to be kidding me," I muttered, frantically patting myself down like a man possessed. Jacket, pants, shirts - all yielding nothing but vacant pockets and the occasional loose lint. Realization dawned like a cold slap to the face as my mind finally caught up with the gravity of the situation. Not only did those nefarious little nags swipe my smokes. They fucking confiscated my whole damn satchel! My notes, my books, the Tome…
A phantom ache clenched in my chest as I contemplated the fate of my most prized possessions.
A guttural growl rumbled up from the depths of my being as white-hot anger lanced through me. In a burst of unbridled fury, I lashed out, slamming my fist against the unforgiving wooden floor. A blistering jolt of pain radiated up my arm, reeling me back to reality.
"Easy there, tiger," I hissed through gritted teeth, flexing my throbbing hand gingerly. "Losing your cool won't solve shit. Just...breathe, Al. Take it one issue at a time."
Inhaling a couple of steadying breaths, I willed my racing heart to stillness, mental gears whirring as I attempted to analyze the situation with a measure of detached logic. Right, the first thing was first, get myself out of this basement. Afterwards, we find my stuff and get out of this pony-show of a town.
I extracted myself from the cold floor with all the grace of a beached whale, grunting curses under my breath. Yep, still felt like shit. I surveyed the spooky circle imprisoning me with a raised eyebrow. "Okay, let's get this Dungeons & Dragons knockoff show on the ro-"
"Albert, stop!" 
Twilight's disembodied voice suddenly cried out, jolting me mid-sardonic quip. But it was too late - as my face met the unseen obstacle with a sickening crunch, a blazing bolt of pain lancing through the bridge of my nose as warm blood began trickling down in my face.
Before I could even start processing this latest affront to my dignity, an invisible force slammed into my chest with the gentleness of a mule's kickboxing seminar. I went hurtling backwards in a discombobulated tangle of flailing limbs, landing hard on my already battered backside with a bone-jarring whump that drove the remaining air from my lungs in one harsh exhalation.
"Ow..." I wheezed, pawing at my sternum as I desperately tried to re-inflate after that cheap psychic shot to the solar plexus. Note to self - add 'ghostly shout warnings' right to the top of the growing list of professional occupational hazards.
Speaking of which…
"Twilight?" I craned my neck, peering fruitlessly around the dimly lit basement. Had I somehow stumbled into yet another astral plane fever dream without the courtesy of a formal invitation? This whole kaleidoscope of strange situations was rapidly becoming more tedious than enduring yearly tax audits.
Twilight's apologetic voice slipped through the ringing in my throbbing skull. "Sorry! I didn't mean to startle you...quite so vigorously," she backpedaled quickly. "I was just trying to warn you from triggering the-"
"Warn…me?" I wheezed out between labored breaths, willing my battered body to push past the blazing aches. "Way to...properly warn a guy about triggering...the magic trapezoid, Twi." The sarcasm dripped from my tone like acidic venom.
Through the ringing in my skull, I could almost sense Twilight's chagrin. "It's not a 'magic trapezoid', you reckless ass!" Twilight's tone instantly reverted to that stern, lecturing quality I remembered from my more miserable school teachers. "This is an extremely intricate psychoreactive mystic binding circle employing multi-layered wardings, glyphs and anchoring runes! An incredibly complex piece of arcane technology crafted through the consummate skills of a very powerful unicorn!"
I barked out a pained laugh at her indignant rant, instantly regretting it as blazing pinpricks of fiery anguish lanced throughout my abused ribcage. Okay, time to firmly shelve the chuckling and wheezing for a good long while until the whole cracked glass internal sensation subsided to a dull ache.
Rolling gingerly onto all fours, I squinted around the dimly lit basement, the writhing shadows casting an ominous pall across the chaotic vista of clutter. Sure enough, as my eyes adjusted, I could make out the shimmering geometric outlines of some sort of runic design enclosed in an ominous ring upon the floor.
"Neat trick," I muttered, giving the shimmering barrier an experimental poke. Tiny sparks jumped at my fingertips with a sharp crackle, forcing me to yank my hand back with a hissed curse. Okay, this was straying deep into Capital-W Weird territory, even for a reality-challenged eccentric like me. I mean, sure, I'd seen all kinds of bizarre shit in my line of work - relic-hunting came with its fair share of unexplained phenomena, even with the Elements of Harmony. But captivity via mystical force field? That was a new one.
"Well, either I've finally lost my marbles..." I mused aloud, prodding gingerly at the invisible barrier until shimmering runes swam into view. "Or….".
A weighty sigh, dripping with pure exasperation, echoed through my mindscape - Twilight making her spectral presence known. For a split second, I could have sworn I glimpsed her ghostly form flickering in the corner of my vision before it vanished.
"I am not some psionic brain parasite hitching a ride between your ears, you know!" she retorted hotly, her spectral voice going tight and clipped.
I could practically feel the crashing waves of her rising irritation roiling against the edges of my consciousness in potent psychic surges. It was profoundly eerie, disturbingly creepy just how well she seemed to anticipate and respond to my snarky quips.
"Sure, sure. And the Tooth Fairy is my personal guardian angel," I scoffed, eyes rolling dramatically. But truthfully, I could feel the panic starting to claw at the edges of my already fried nerves.
"Okay, let's just talk about the elephant—erm, pony in the room here." I said with careful precision, squinting accusingly towards the faint lavender aura shimmering at the corners of my vision.
I paused to suck in a sharp breath through gritted teeth as a fresh stab of fiery torment re-ignited in my battered ribcage. When I could manage to speak past the shrill ringing still rattling inside my skull, I fought to modulate my tone away from the defensive snark.
"Just how in the nine rings of hell are you able to manifest like some kind of...of disembodied Walmart greeter inside my skull?" I demanded bluntly. "Because unless I've accidentally stumbled into someone else's weird ass dream again, I'm reasonably sure that isn't normal."
Twilight's spectral presence shimmered faintly, almost as if flustered by my confrontational line of questioning.
"Well, you see...the metaphysical dynamics underlying our metaphorical soul-resonance are, ah, quite complex," she hedged awkwardly. "And remarkably abstruse, I'm afraid. It would require an extensive primer on multidimensional theory to even begin unpacking the cosmically-interwoven underpinnings of-"
"Whoa, whoa, dial it back there a few mega-notches, Sparkle butt," I interrupted with a raised hand, as Twilight's words rapidly devolved into a meaningless torrent of overly-technical technobabble gobbledygook. "And in plain English, if you'd be so kind?"
I could practically sense Twilight's ethereal essence bristling with miffed indignation at my dismissal of her grandiloquent academic pretensions. For a suspended beat, I sensed her scrambling for a way to regain the scholarly high ground.
Then, finally, the ghostly unicorn sighed - a weary, resigned exhalation that actually managed to weakly stir a few strands of my sweat-dampened hair despite her purely metaphysical state.
"Yes, well...you do make a fair point, I suppose," she conceded with obvious reluctance. "Allow me to simply say that the precise circumstances underlying your subconscious mindscape are...complicated, to put it mildly.”
I arched one eyebrow skeptically, even as I cautiously prodded at the glowing circle's perimeter with one booted toe. I couldn’t shake the feeling she was dancing around the question. 
"So in other words, you don't actually know why your spooky-ass is currently taking up rent-free residency in my cranium," I said flatly.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=umXA3IxGEAM&list=PLWkjTGTjdgVCtZVpjcLxN3ofFnHxvj1hW&index=23
There was a heavily pregnant pause, during which I could almost swear I heard the ghostly pony's metaphysical molars grinding together in impotent frustration. Then, finally, Twilight heaved a weary sigh that seemed to whisper as the breeze, almost missing it.
"I know it's difficult to comprehend," she reassured me, her tone softening in a placating manner. "Believe me, if our positions were reversed I would find this entire situation just as bizarre and unbelievable. However." Twilight continued firmly. "None of that will matter if we don't get ourselves out of this magic circle post haste. That has to be our immediate priority."
I opened my mouth to protest, to voice my lingering skepticism yet again. But Twilight smoothly overrode me.
"Albert, listen to me very closely," she said, her regal tones brooking no argument. "We are critically short on time and options here. Your life may well depend on taking this situation with utmost seriousness, as implausible as it might seem." Her words rang with solemn sincerity, each syllable carrying the profound weight of her earnest plea. For a suspended beat, that dank, cluttered basement fell into an uneasy silence, the only audible sound my own labored breathing sawing in and out.
"You must understand," Twilight continued, "You're...the first being I've been able to communicate with in a terribly long time, Albert. I've been so alone, lost in the void of silence for far too long..."
I chewed on my lip, tasting a faint copper tang as the scabbed split reopened. Wariness warred with an inexplicable twinge of...hell, was it pity? Empathy? Like I'd just kicked a defenseless box of newborn puppies while their mother watched helplessly.
"But that was until you arrived," she continued, softer now. "I can only imagine how frightening this entire situation must feel for you. Believe me, were our positions reversed, I would likely experience the same. That's why I'm asking you, Albert, meet me halfway here. Extend me the barest sliver of trust that I mean you no ill intent. Please."
I wheezed out a reluctant sigh, wincing as my protesting ribcage flared in renewed protest. I was really limited on options boiled down here. Either I threw caution to the wind and my little ghost squatter in my headspace, or waited around to discover whatever nefarious shenanigans these Technicolor ponies had planned for me.
Pinching the bridge of my tender, bloodied nose, I sucked in a pained breath through gritted teeth as an exquisite spike of agony radiated through my skull. When I finally managed to speak, I strove to keep the skeptical snark out of my tone.
"Alright, alright...let's just pretend for a brief moment that multi-dimensional cross-reality hocus pocus is actually factual and grounded in...well, fact," I said slowly. "What's your plan for breaking us out of this D&D knock-off?"
For a beat, Twilight didn't respond. Then: "As I was attempting to explain earlier, this binding circle is anchored at three equidistant focus points by powerful mystic runes practically brimming over with psychoactive arcane energy."
I blinked slowly, feeling my mind strain as it fought to parse and make sense of the purple unicorn spirit's esoteric word salad.
"If we can successfully disrupt and destabilize those key foci simultaneously," Twilight elucidated crisply. "It should, in theory, overload the entire interwoven enchantment structure, causing the containment magic to completely unravel."
My eyes glazed over as she prattled on about runes and psychoactive energies. I had no idea what this purple pony was talking about, but I nodded along, trying not to look completely clueless. Figure I play along, even if it did risk my thick skull comically bouncing off an invisible barrier ...again.
I ran my hands through my sweat-soaked hair, letting out a deep breath. "Let's just wrap up this ridiculousness before I lose my mind." I drawled, squinting at the dim corners of the basement with a skeptical expression. "So where exactly are these mystical rune thingies you want me to mess with, oh obi wan?”
As the words left my lips, a strange tingling sparked behind my eyes - a prickling almost like a mild electric current. The fine hairs on the back of my neck stood on end, and I tasted an odd metallic tang, like I'd been chewing on a handful of pennies.
Slowly, three of the odd geometric symbols ringing the outer edges of the circle began to glow with an eerie violet radiance. I could feel their power thrumming through the air, almost like a physical vibration pulsing in waves against my skin. The curved patterns seemed to etch themselves into my vision, an indelible arcane imprint searing into my consciousness.
"Well...damn," I muttered, cocking my head as I studied the unfolding weirdness with a mix of grudging awe and uneasy respect. The luminescent sigils almost seemed to shimmer and pulse in response to my muttered words. Whether it was some spooky reflection of Twilight's emotions given ethereal form or just a weird side effect of whatever mystical energies were swirling around, I couldn't tell.
“Language if you please,” Twilight's disembodied voice immediately chided, unable to completely mask the shard of petulant irritation in her tone. Apparently I was already starting to get under the ghost pony's ethereal skin. 
"Now, focus your willpower on disrupting the rune's energies," she instructed sternly, all business once more. "Visualize the magic's flow, picture its patterns, and then force that eldritch current to buckle and break."
I shot an incredulous look, one eyebrow arching high. "My what now? You want me to just...think really hard at those glowing doodads and they'll, what, blink out like a broken neon sign?"
Twilight heaved an exasperated sigh loud enough to stir the stale basement air. "Magic responds to intent and emotion," she expounded with strained patience. "It resonates with your mental state, your desires. So focus on how desperately you want to be free of this circle, and let that burning passion fuel your efforts."
"You know how utterly insane that sounds, right?" I couldn't help but scoff, covering the faint tremor of uncertainty in my words. "I'm not some mystic Jedi master here, Purple. In case you've failed to notice, I'm about as magically gifted as a slow garden gnome."
I could almost envision Twilight's lavender aura pulsing with frustrated indignation before she marshaled her ethereal composure once more. 
"All life harbors an untapped wellspring of metaphysical potential, Albert - regardless of their awareness or lack thereof. It is the fundamental energy that underlies all existence, all of creation, all. The difference between one attuned to such forces and one oblivious is like the gap between an artisan sculptor and a reckless amateur hacking away with a sledgehammer." She spoke, her timbre resonated with the sort of patient understanding one typically reserves for a child.
Something in the sincerity of her tone gave me pause, reining in the smart-aleck impulse to unleash another sarcastic barb. Instead, I cocked my head, regarding the pulsing violet runes with grudging curiosity as she continued.
"Yes, you do not possess any formal training, but that does not negate the fact that you, yourself have this potential. It merely lies dormant, ungoverned and undisciplined - random and chaotic sparks within an untamed flame." A beat passed, then: "All I am suggesting is that I can help stoke that flame into a focused blaze, Albert, but only if you let me help you.”
I exhaled slowly, releasing the tension that had bunched my shoulders. "Alright, fair enough...you're the supposed expert here," I conceded with only a tiny residue of lingering sarcasm. "Let's just focus on the matter at hand. Just don't moan to me if my so-called ‘flame’ fails to awespire you, Gandalf."
If Twilight registered my little side-dig, she opted to rise above it for the moment. "Alright. This is a figure of High Magic, with the three runes anchor points that create the layers of the circle barriers, one inside the other," her voice echoed in my mind. "To break free, you need to imagine the rune's energy as a flowing river powering that outer binding circle. Then forcibly divert and 'scoop' that current through sheer focus of your will."
I frowned slightly at her explanation of the outer circle. "Right, just my willpower. Totally." Easier said than done.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dkTsvd8eOKc&list=PLWkjTGTjdgVCtZVpjcLxN3ofFnHxvj1hW&index=6
I tried clearing my mind of conscious thoughts, narrowing my focus solely on the rune, mentally picturing the blue glow like it was water flowing in a river against the outermost circle. I knelt there in front of this humming rune in what felt like hours as I was starting to feel like my legs falling asleep.
Just when my frustration was about to reach its peak, I felt something wash over me. It was a warm pulse, like the heat emanating from a cozy fireplace on a cold winter's night. Strange yet comfortingly familiar, it evoked memories of welcoming an old friend back into my life after years apart. There was a tingling sensation accompanying the warmth, adding to the sense of familiarity and comfort. It was as if all the pieces were falling into place, filling me with a soothing reassurance that everything would be okay.
"You feel it don’t you? Don't force it. Guide the magic gently now.”
I mentally pushed against the odd energy throbbing from the rune. At first, nothing. Then I felt pressure built behind my eyes. Slowly at first, a stabbing pain grew in my temples. I gritted my teeth, trying to ignore it and simply will the damn rune to shut off. The shadows seemed to warp and dance as the rune's light began fluctuating.
"That's it, you’re doing it! Keep going!" Twilight urged.
I dug deeper, sweat beading on my forehead as I strained to bend the rune to my will. But it was like arm wrestling a brick wall. The shadows swirled violently, and the mounting pain in my head crescendoed into a spike. With a gasp I sagged, releasing my mental hold. The rune stabilized, its glow returning to normal.
“Whoever casted this really knows their stuff. This is far more powerful than I expected." 
I couldn't help but offer a sardonic remark, my frustration bubbling over now at this point. "Swell. Any Plan B's, oh wise one?" I asked in between heavy panting.
Twilight started to respond, but a creaking sound from the top of the stairs cut her off. My stomach plummeted as deliberate footsteps slowly descended the stairwell, the sound reverberating through the dank basement. Each methodical step ratcheted up my dread, shivers running down my spine.
"Someone's coming!" Twilight's voice was barely above a whisper. 
The soft click-clacking sounds of footfalls reached the basement floor. I held my breath, sweat beading on my forehead, as the small shadowy figure emerged into the flickering candlelight. My heart pounded in my ears, the rune's ethereal hum fading into the background as the silhouette took shape.
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