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		Description

An Imperial Guardsman is stranded in Equestria. What will he chronicle and how will he adapt? Read on to find out.
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		First Contact



It had been a very busy day for the Cutie Mark Crusaders. They had been crusading all day trying to find their cutie marks, but they had nothing to show for it. Even though there was only light rain, it was heavy enough to effectively put a stopper in their plans for the rest of the day. The girls lounged around the clubhouse as the rain splattered against the glass windows. Scootaloo let out a weary sigh as Sweetie Belle crossed off ‘Kite Surfing’ from the list of crusades to try. It simply didn’t pan out the way they thought.
“OK,” Applebloom announced as she looked up from a heap of papers scattered across the floor, “I finished redoin’ the crusadin’ schedule and I think there’s still two things we can try today, even if it’s rainin’.”
“Can it not be the rain dancing one,” Sweetie Belle asked, “Rarity will be mad if I come home soaking wet again.”
“I second that,” Scootaloo interjected, “Besides, I don’t want a picture of some silly zebrican dancing around on my flank.”
“Scootaloo!” Sweetie Belle gasped, taken aback by Scootaloo’s comment “Don’t say things like that! That’s so insensitive!” She leaned in close to make her position known.
“No it’s not,” Scootaloo scoweled back, “Zebrica is a continent, not a race.” Both fillies stared daggers at each other, mentally gearing up for a verbal sparring match. Applebloom had turned to staring out the window, half hoping the rain would stop soon and half hoping the rain would give her a brilliant idea.
“I’ve got it!” Applebloom declared, inadvertently cutting off that conversation before it mutated into something uglier. The other two looked at Applebloom expectantly. She was the idea filly after all and her ideas were usually pretty good. Usually…
“It’s rainin’, right?” she seemed to ask Sweetie Belle. The grin on Applebloom’s face signaled that she had quite a scheme brewing in her mind.
“Yes,” Sweetie Belle replied, a bit perplexed that she would ask such an obvious question.
“And we don’t know when it’s gonna’ stop, right?” Applebloom asked as she turned to face Scootaloo.
“Yeah, we do,” Scootaloo replied, still confused by Applebloom’s strange questions, “Pegasus ponies control the weather.”
“Oh, right,” Applebloom said, embarrassed by her lapse of judgement, “I was thinkin’ we could get our cutie marks in meteorology,” she explained as she returned to staring out the window, “but there’s no need for anypony like that,” she contined as she rested her chin on the window sill.
“Don’t be so depressed, Applebloom,” Scootaloo said. She sat next to the slumping pony, propping her up from her despair. “If we can’t get our cutie marks today,” she continued as she looked out the window with a smile instead of a frown, “we can still play outside in the rain, have some fun before it stops.” Applebloom started to perk up at this notion.
“That sounds like a good idea,” Sweetie Belle agreed, “As long as we have fun, I think it’ll still be a good day, even if Rarity gets mad at me being wet.” Despite no promise of cutie marks, Applebloom’s spirits lifted enough to join her sister crusaders in merriment rather than crusading.
“Alright, then,” Applebloom said, enthusiasm renewed, “let’s go out for a rain play day.” She led the way to the door as all three smiled at the prospect of playing in the rain. The door squeaked open to reveal the dreary sky and the soaking wet grassy yard. The puddles and mud patches would provide some messy fun and a chance to unwind for the young fillies.
*KRAK**BOOM*
Like a million bullwhips in unison, a bolt of lightning pierced the air and shook the entire clubhouse. The rolling thunderclap rattled the single-paned windows like chattering teeth. In an instant, the fillies slammed the door shut and huddled in a corner, startled by the suddenness of the event. The girls were stunned silent, unable to work up the nerve to check whether it was safe. Their hearts raced as they shook in fear.
“Nopony said anything about lightning today,” Scootaloo finally spoke through her chattering teeth.
“I sure hope this isn’t one of Rainbow Dash’s pranks,” Sweetie Belle commented, “I get really scared by some of them and Rarity really doesn’t like that.”
“Well then,” Applebloom said, her confidence slowly returning, “If lightning wasn’t planned, Rainbow Dash already pulled her prank,” she continued as the fear gripping the girls slowly receded, “Then the worst parts of this storm are already over!” Applebloom was always the most logical one of the group. Her confidence in her conclusion showed in her voice.
“Well, if that was the best Rainbow Dash has,” Scootaloo scoffed as she changed stances from cowering to courageous, “She’ll have to do better. I wasn’t really scared.”
“Yeah,” Sweetie Belle chimed in, “besides, lightning only really scares little fillies.”
The girls had a good laugh to lighten the mood of the situation. Scootaloo even mocked it, pretending to kick lighting out of a cloud over Applebloom’s head. She played along, feigning being scared as they all laughed at the display.
While the other two were busy laughing off their ordeal, something caught Sweetie Belle’s eye out the window. The sky had gained a noticeable tint of red. That and the clouds above started swirling around a central point above.
“Hey guys,” Sweetie Belle spoke out over the laughing, audibly worried, “you don’t suppose this is part of Rainbow Dash’s prank, do you?”
Applebloom and Scootaloo stopped their playing and looked at Sweetie Belle perplexingly. They simply could not imagine what could have caught their comrade’s attention out the window. The room growing more and more crimson by the second, however, warranted an investigation.
Applebloom left the club house to better survey the situation. Scootaloo followed suit, but nothing could prepare her for what she would witness.
The sky was raining down rainwater from cherry-red clouds, some droplets falling faster than others. The swirling vortex up above was like the eye of a hurricane. It was an eye that was at once pitch black and blinding bright, riddled with specks of black and violet diamonds. From its center the slowest lightning bolt ever witnessed was on a collision course with Apple family land. It was just seconds away from making contact just yards from the clubhouse. All three just stared in stunned silence, unable to even ask whether what they were seeing was real or not.
The instant the crackling energy bolt made contact, so much happened in that infinitesimal time frame. The bolt acted as a doorway with no frame, revealing a world that simply should not exist. A million maddening voices made themselves heard while a million more went unheard. The very earth beneath their hooves fluctuated in size and stability. It was as if this meteorological abnormality brought the very essence of chaos to their back yard. Even time itself became as fluid as the blood in their veins. 
As quickly as disorder overwhelmed the three fillies, it was whisked away and replaced by two lone figures. Applebloom was the first to regain her bearings and assess the two new figures that lay before her.
The figure to her right was dressed in ragged red robes. His exposed skin was scarred and studded with piercings and it bled profusely. The crimson flowing down his body blended seamlessly with the color of his robes, but the sharply detailed runes still clearly stood out. His clawed hands scrambled furiously to get him upright. His teeth gnashed against empty air as he growled in frustration. His eyes were blood-red and epitomized anger and fury. It was not long before they locked on to the other figure.
Conversely, the figure to the left was more conservative with his movements. He wore what looked like a turtle shell, but only his chest and head was protected. His beige-colored limbs struggled to get him upright. His breathing was erratic and he struggled a bit against his shell. His eyes were wide and panicked, darting back and forth, franticly searching for something, but to his dismay, his first sight was the red-robed figure.
Without any hesitation, Red-Robe scrambled to his feet and bum rushed Green-Shell, baring his sharp clawed hands and teeth. His guttural shout of rage struck fear into the hearts of the fillies and his opponent alike. Almost reflexively, Green-Shell produced a small object from his waistband. With a look of pure terror on his face, he stood his ground and fired three rapid shots at his attacker. It made a sound like fireworks, but bright red beams emitted from the device. Each projectile struck Red-Robe with a sound like a sickening *thwack*.  
Red-Robe made no attempt to evade or block, he simply continued his attack with more resolve than before, shouting all the while. As the distance closed, Green-Shell dropped his weapon and turned to run, but he made his choice a moment too late. The two now grappled for dominance over the other, trading blows and shrugging off attacks.
“What do we do, Applebloom?” Scootaloo asked, frightened by the display of aggression playing out in front of her.
“I-“ Applebloom stammered, “I dunno. I ain’t never seen nothin’ like this before.” The fillies once again were struck still, unsure how to even process what their eyes were showing them.
“Well, we can’t let them keep fighting,” Sweetie Belle interjected, “What if one of them gets hurt?”
In the confusion of the melee, Green-Shell managed to sneak in a powerful left hook punch square in Red-Robe’s face. A shower of blood and teeth flew from the punch, stunning Red-Robe where he stood.
“I think we’re past that point,” Scootaloo pointed out.
Green-Shell would not waste this opportunity. His attacker was momentarily distracted, and this would be a precious moment he made for himself. He made a bee-line for the nearest structure he could find: the hay storage barn. It was only a moment more before Red-Robe shook off the punch and gave chase, more furious than ever. He shouted nonsensically as he rapidly gained on Green-Shell.
“Come on y’all!” Applebloom insisted, “We gotta follow ‘em, ‘n make sure they don’t get inta’ trouble!” Without a real argument to give, the other two followed their leader toward two violent creatures fighting for their very lives.
Green-Shell was just feet from the safety of the barn door when he was tackled by Red-Robe. He had dug his claws into one of Green-Shell’s leathery ankle. With his free leg, Green-Shell delivered an adrenalin-fueled kick to Red-Robe’s face. Red-Robe would soon recover, so a follow-up move was necessary. Green-Shell got to his feet and grabbed his opponent by the lapels of his robes. Instead of striking with a kick or punch, Green-Shell used all his might to toss Red-Robe into the open barn. The young girls were quickly making up the distance these two had put between them, but they still had only a limited view of the fight as it unfolded.
Red-robe had slid several yards on the barn floor away from Green-Shell. Once again, Green-Shell made another tactical decision in the precious moment he had bought himself. Out of his pocket, he pulled out a small baseball-sized object and tossed it in the barn with Red-Robe. As Red-Robe recovered and once again rushed Green-Shell, he paid no attention to the small metallic object at his feet. Green-Shell turned his focus to the barn door. He was now totally focused on keeping closed with all his might. At the moment the door latch engaged, Red-Robe slammed against the door, but Green-Shell did not let the force of the impact throw him from the door.
“How do we get them to stop fighting?” Sweetie Belle asked frantically as they cautiously approached the still-raging fight.
“Ummm… lemme think now…” Applebloom hurriedly thought as Red-Robe pounded the inside of the barn door. Before she could finish her thought, Red-Robe’s fist found its way through the aged wooden door, splinters scratching and cutting his mutilated flesh. The clawed hand found Green-Shell after flailing blindly for a moment. He let out a scream of pain as the claws dug into his softer, unprotected areas.
“We need something now, Applebloom!” Scootaloo shouted in a panic, hoping the urgency would speed up an answer from her friend.
*KABOOM*
As if a powder keg were set off in the barn, the deafening explosion sent a shower of splinters and wooden door fragments in all directions. The fillies reflexively went to ground, shielding their faces as best they could, but pieces still hit them. As the last of the fragmented barn settled, Green-Shell’s body landed next to the group, completely unconscious.
Still partly deaf and violently rattled by all that just transpired, Applebloom tried to get an idea of what the situation was and what to do now. She saw two dazed and disoriented fillies shaken to the core, too scared to move. Next to them was a large creature of green and beige lying unresponsive. When Applejack and Big Mac got back from running errands, she would have to explain why the hay barn was half-destroyed while she was unsupervised. It had been a very busy day for the Cutie Mark Crusaders, but this particular day had only just gotten started.

			Author's Notes: 
Thanks for giving my story a read! As a newcomer to both My Little Pony and Warhammer, I would certainly appreciate feedback and thoughts. If I made a mistake, please correct me. If you have suggestions or advice, I would love to hear it. I will use it all to continually improve and bring you great fan fiction!


	
		Enter the expert



The club house was well over a hundred yards away, but Applejack’s voice was still pretty clear. She was none too happy about her property being destroyed. ‘I’m disappointed in you, young filly’, ‘How could you be so irresponsible’, and ‘We have enough work to do without rebuilding barns all day’ echoed all around Apple Family property. Anypony within earshot knew that somepony was about to get walloped for such a transgression. Fortunately, Applebloom was Apple Family kin and a young one to boot. She would never be subject to such harsh punishment.
Out of sight underneath the club house, Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle were tending to Green-Shell’s wounds. He wasn’t seriously wounded, but the bleeding on his arm was pretty serious. The one thing they did agree on was that they needed to dress his wounds before an infection took hold.
“Sure am glad that’s not us up there,” Scootaloo commented as she struggled against the creature’s weight. Even though she was just lifting his shoulder off the ground, it was still at least twice her own weight.
“Well, this is no better,” Sweetie Belle replied as she wrapped a bandage around Green-Shell’s lacerated arm with her magic. Red-Robe managed to inflict a pretty serious wound in the brief moment he was able. “Besides,” she continued, “what are we going to do with this…” Sweetie Belle thought for a moment for the right word to use as she tied off the bandage, “…creature?” She narrowly avoided using the politically incorrect word ‘thing’.
“Well, once she gets better,” Scootaloo explained as she lowered Green-Shell back down, “I figure we can just release her into the wild.” Sweetie Belle could only return a look of confusion as she prepared her counter-argument.
“First of all,” Sweetie began, “an injured creature is not going to last long in the wild. Secondly,” she continued as she approached Scootaloo, “you can’t assume a creature’s gender just by looking.”
“Why not?” Scootaloo asked, “almost 80% of Equestria is female. I’m probably right.”
“That’s not even close to being true,” Sweetie snapped back.
“Oh right, I’m sorry,” Scootaloo sarcastically replied, “80% identifies as mares,” she replied with a smug grin. Sweetie had had just about of Scootaloo’s smart talk.
“Listen, you,” she angrily started, but she wouldn’t get a chance to finish.
A deep, rough, labored moan clawed its way out of Green-shell’s throat. He could barely lift his head to observe his surroundings. More groans of exertion came as he summoned the strength to sit himself upright. Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo ceased their squabble as the mass of chitin and wounded flesh rose up before them. There was just enough clearance for him to sit up, but slouched over. He was still regaining his bearings when he turned to face the young fillies. There was an eerie moment of silence as Green-Shell and the girls processed what was now in front of them.
“Umm…,” Scootaloo finally spoke, breaking the silence, “Hi,” she greeted with a waving hoof. It was a standard greeting for any stranger and this creature was about as strange as they came. However, the creature gave a response that neither of the girls expected.
In an instant, Green-Shell was scrambling like a caged animal to flee. He let out a brief, but panicked scream as he nearly kicked the girls with his powerful legs. In response, the young fillies also screamed in fear as they fled the flailing limbs of this beast of unknown origin.
It was a struggle, but shrugging off the pain from his wound, Green-Shell ran out in to the open desperately trying to regain his bearings. His gaze darted, up, down, behind, all around in random directions. He was lost, frightened, confused, and desperate to make sense of his new surroundings.
“What in tarnation?!” came Applejack’s voice from the house. Green-Shell turned to face the source of the sound. Every single Apple family member shared the same expression of shock and confusion. Every creature was on edge from the shear unfamiliarity of what lay before them.
“Applebloom, get in the house. Now!” ordered Applejack to her sister as she produced a lasso from her saddle bag.
“Wait, Applejack-“ Applebloom protested.
“GO! NOW!” Applejack repeated through the lasso rope in her teeth. In an instant, Applejack and Big Mac were positioned to defend their lives and property from this invader. Big Mac snorted as he took a wide aggressive stance toward Green-Shell. Green-Shell himself also widened his stance, but his face was dominated by the fear a cornered animal would show.
Something on the ground caught every creature’s attention. Halfway between the two sides squaring off to each other was a long rectangular object. Its body was mostly olive-green save for the golden bird-like decoration near the front. A short dull gray tube jutted out the front, ending in an angular cut downwards. The rear of the object was irregularly shaped and seemed to serve no purpose whatsoever. A small box protruded out the bottom and likewise seemed to be there for show as did the oddly angled handle directly behind it.
It was completely alien to the ponies, but it gave Green-Shell a glimmer of hope in this fight. He glanced at the strange object, hoping Applejack wouldn’t notice he was going to make a move for it. With a burst of speed, Green-Shell made a beeline for the object out in the open. At the last possible moment, he made a desperate dive for the object, but it evaded his grasp by inches. He slid for a few feet, grabbing nothing but an armful of dirt. He looked up and to his dismay, Applejack now had possession of the object.
“You ain’t getting’ a leg up on me that easy, partner,” she taunted to the creature, the object now underhoof. In another instant, Applejack had readied her lasso for another go. Meanwhile, Big Mac had circled around to the creature’s 9:00, forcing him to split his attention between the two Apple siblings.
Green-Shell responded back, but not in any language anypony had ever heard before. Whatever he said, he sounded determined not to be bested by a colorful pack of horses half his size. He quickly rose to his feet and reached for his right hip. His look of determination evaporated and left a face of despair. Glancing down at his hand, he realized that he was simply grabbing empty air. He looked back up at Applejack, nervous sweat running down his face. It was enough to distract him from Big Mac’s next move.
At the last possible moment, Green-Shell noticed something to his left. He glanced over and noticed Big Mac quickly bearing down on him. He was unarmed and paralyzed with fear. Or so it would seem…
Staring down a charging stallion, Green-Shell slowly reached to the left side of his belt. He stood his ground and waited for the right moment to present itself. At a distance of just ten paces, Green-Shell was eager to react, but willed himself still until the time was right. Big Mag was charging full speed, intent on tackling and battering this threat to his family. Five paces between them and the tide of the battle suddenly changed.
In the blink of an eye, Green-Shell struck like a coiled snake. In his hand, he gripped a 9-inch dagger. He let out a grunt of exertion as his body swung in a wide arc. With cat-like reflexes, Big Mac threw his heavy muscular body off course, but was still nicked by the razor-sharp blade. He winced in pain as a crimson tear ran down his cheek. It was now painfully clear that Green-Shell’s aim was to kill. He turned to follow Big Mac, knife in-hand to deliver the coup de grâce.
As quickly as the tide had turned, Applejack turned it once more with a decisively placed lasso around Green-Shell’s neck, stopping him in his tracks and nearly causing him to lose his balance. He stumbled through the momentum of his run, but came face-to-face with his new opponent. The tug-of-war that ensued was a nearly matched show of strength, but Green-Shell was unable to breathe in his position. He would be fighting a very short battle of attrition if he did not take action soon.
With his free hand, he grabbed hold of the rope Applejack used to ensnare him, but he did not intend to pull back. Instead, he swung his blade clean through the rope, cleaving it like a hot knife through butter. Applejack was pulling back so hard that she fell on her back and lost sight of Green-Shell. By the time she righted herself, she saw her attacker had regained his strength. Worse still, he was charging straight for her. Her only rope was cut and she could not prepare another lasso in time. Big Mag was wounded and Granny Smith was in no shape to help.
Applejack was frozen in fear as her heart pounded in her ears. Time seemed to slow as the enraged giant closed the distance with each running stride.  In that instant, thoughts of the Apple family perishing at the hands of this creature flooded her mind. It was the single most stressful instance in her entire life.
*THWOCK*
A stone the size of a lemon ricocheted off Green-Shell’s forehead, bringing him down to the ground in a heartbeat. He was just feet from Applejack as he landed flat on his face. The stunned farm pony was still in shock processing what had just happened.
“Now, Applejack!” Granny Smith called out from behind. Applejack turned around to see that Granny had made a makeshift slingshot out of her scarf. “Git ‘im! ‘Fore he gets up again!”
Snapping back to reality, Applejack worked quickly to hogtie the aggressive beast before he could retaliate. She only lost about 3 feet from the 50-foot length of rope, so it was still a useable tool. Unfortunately for Green-Shell, he realized his predicament too late. When he came to, his wrists were tied to his ankles and he couldn’t move any. He struggled in vain to stand, but all he could do was watch as Applejack tightened the complex knot and kicked his knife away.
Green-Shell struggled and snarled in anger and pain, but he was safely restrained on the ground where he had no chance of escape. With the situation under control, Big Mac retreated to get first aid for his injury. Applejack and Granny Smith cautiously approached, assessing the strange creature they just subdued.
“What is this thing, Granny,” Applejack asked, still catching her breath.
“I don’t rightly know,” Granny replied after a moment of observing the creature, “75 years on Celestia’s green earth an’ I ain’t never seen a sight like this.”
“Oportet te mori, xenos!” the beast snarled at the pair of Apples. They both recoiled, fearing that he would attack again, but he was well and truly conquered. All he could do was shout and scream in his alien language.
“And never,” Granny continued, “has any creature spoken that there tongue ta’ me b’fore!”
“Where you from, stranger?” Applejack demanded to know, “And what in tarnation brings you on to Apple Family land?” She glared at him in the most intimidating way she could, but the response she got was completely unexpected.
“Omne bonum a Deus-Imperator,” Green-Shell whispered hoarsely as he closed his eyes, as if in prayer, “omne malum ab xenos.” His voice started to quaver with emotion. It was soft, but still noticeable.
“What?!” Applejack asked, supremely confused and unsure how to proceed. Green-Shell seemed to be ignoring Applejack completely as he continued his desperate prayer. “Deus-Imperator, servatis a maleficum.”
“I tell ya’ Applejack,” Granny Smith said, “I’ve farmed all kind o’ animals in my day and this ‘un here just has me plum stumped.”
“Animal…” Applejack repeated as she thought up a solution to their newest problem. Suddenly, an idea came to her that could crack the mystery wide open. “Granny, you’re a genius!”
“No I ain’t,” Granny replied, slightly confused, “I’m a retired farmer.”
“What I mean is,” Applejack explained, “We don’t know nothin’ ‘bout this here animal, but I know somepony who just might!”
~~~
An hour would pass before Fluttershy could be summoned to the Apple farm. Given the urgency of the situation, Fluttershy flew directly to the scene, something she rarely ever did. She arrived to find Big Mac and Granny Smith surrounding a completely subdued ape-like creature like he was a prisoner of war. His arms and legs were hogtied as one tangled mass of limbs and rope. His left arm was clearly injured as was a spot square in the middle of his forehead. He had been lying in the afternoon sun for almost an hour surrounded by his captors.
“Oh, my goodness,” Fluttershy gasped as she landed so gingerly next to Green-Shell, “What happened to you here?” Being the animal whisperer that she was, Fluttershy expected a response. Instead, the creature simply looked up to get a better look at Fluttershy. His bony skullplate dug into the ground as he moved his head. He wordlessly observed Fluttershy as she in turn assessed his wounds.
“Do you have a name?” Fluttershy asked after a long moment of no response. Green-Shell simply gave a blank stare back with no discernable message in his gaze.
“Can’t you talk?” she asked, getting a little closer to his face this time. This time, she did get a response. However, it was slurred by weakness and spoken in a tongue completely alien to her. Even if language wasn’t an issue, his throat sounded rough and dry, as if he was dehydrated. Fluttershy was puzzled by this as she had never met an animal to which she could not speak.
“We already tried that, dear,” Granny interjected, “Ain’t no sense talkin’ to a creature what can’t talk back to ya’.”
“It’s not that he can’t talk,” Fluttershy explained, “He just needs somepony to nurse him back to health. Now,” Fluttershy continued as she made her way over to Green-Shell, “Let’s take off these ropes and-“
“Nope!” Big Mac interrupted as he blocked Fluttershy’s approach. Fluttershy jumped back as Big Mac suddenly confronted her. This is when she noticed the scar on his face from the earlier altercation.
“We had a devil of a time takin’ ‘im down, dear,” Granny explained, “We don’t need no re-peat o’ that, now.”
“If you untie him, I’ll make sure he doesn’t hurt anypony else,” Fluttershy promised. She was sincere as she looked Granny Smith in the eye. Big Mac still didn’t trust that a meek pegasus like Fluttershy could truly control a creature capable of the violence he had to combat. Even Granny Smith was skeptical. Fortunately, she could judge a pony’s character by looking into her eyes. Fluttershy was understandably nervous, but her resolve was iron-clad. Granny was the longest lived pony by far, but Fluttershy was a subject matter expert on all animals, be they Equestrian, mythical or otherwise. 
“If anything happens to my kin,” Granny sternly replied, “I’m a’holdin you responsible, miss Flutter-critters.” She could not strongly enough emphasize the well-being of her family above this beast she only met today. Fluttershy nodded in agreement. Granny then turned her glance to Big Mac, signaling him to undo the bonds around Green-Shell’s hands and feet.
The knot was designed to contain a struggling animal and only come off once the wrangler wanted. Still, it took an experienced pony to undo it properly. Big mag gave the rope a very specific sequence of tugs and adjustments. Slowly, the layers of restraints disappeared, like a snake disappearing into long grass.
“Now just relax,” Fluttershy cooed to Green-Shell, “Big Mac is going to let you loose and we’ll have you feeling better very soon.” Her voice seemed to set everypony at ease, including the once-on-edge Green-Shell. Once the rope was off, Fluttershy helped the nervous creature sit upright. He was plenty recuperated to do it himself, but Fluttershy just wanted to be sure.
“See?” Fluttershy reassured, “Everything’s going to be fine.” She spoke like a caring and affectionate mother despite having no relation to him whatsoever. Now that he was upright, he massaged his wrists and made a comment clearly directed at Fluttershy. “Gratias.” It was still in his native language, so even Fluttershy had no idea what he was saying.
“Um…” Fluttershy paused to think of a reply, “You’re welcome, I guess.”
“Well tan my hide and call me Leather Neck,” Granny Smith remarked, genuinely surprised by what she just witnessed, “Applejack weren’t kiddin’ one bit ‘bout you and animals! Got you a bond strong as Crown Apple whiskey!”
“Oh,” FLuttershy blushed, “Why, thank you Granny Smith.”
As the ponies finished their conversation, Green-Shell candidly reached down to his belt for something. Right away, Granny and Big Mac’s sense of danger came flooding back. Every time he reached for something, it had been a weapon or something equally dangerous.
“It’s OK, everypony,” Fluttershy reassured the two on-edge Apples, “He’s not scared anymore, so he won’t be aggressive.” Sure enough, the object he pulled out looked more like a water canteen. The liquid inside sloshed around and sounded a little less than half-full. 
Even as Green-Shell unscrewed the cap, the Apples didn’t lower their guard. With Fluttershy present, Green-Shell simply carried on. He looked at the canteen eagerly, trembling with anticipation as he put the open end to his lips. As he tilted his head back, he took big greedy gulps from the canteen. He took four in total before he had to stop for air.
“Easy, now,” Fluttershy said as she pushed the canteen back down, “Take small sips and remember to breathe.” Her advice went unheeded as the thirsty giant downed the last bit of life-giving liquid from the container. As it emptied, he took a refreshing breath of air. His breathing was noticeably less ragged, as if he went from mildly dehydrated to slightly parched.
Now that his canteen was empty, he looked a bit disheartened. That was the last of his water and he had squandered it not getting nearly as much as he wanted. Looking down the ground in despair, he tossed the empty bottle aside. It gave out an unharmonious hollow thunk as it hit the dirt. All he could do was sit in the dirt propped up on his leg as he spaced out. He wasn’t worried about the ponies as long as Fluttershy was around.
Meanwhile, Fluttershy was oddly fascinated by the metal bottle Green-Shell had discarded.
“What’s this?” Fluttershy asked out of curiosity, “Is it yours?” she asked as she picked it up and presented it to him. 
“Nullius pretii,” Green-Shell remarked disinterestedly with a wave of his hand. Fluttershy didn’t bother trying to decipher his words; his body language told Fluttershy that he was no longer interested in the empty metal bottle.
After a moment, FLuttershy’s face lit up with an idea. She quickly flew up to the farm house and found the water pump. Even Big Mac’s young eyes struggled to see what Fluttershy was doing all that distance away. It looked like she was pumping water, but it wasn’t too clear.
“Some strange kinda’ folk, them animal lovers,” Granny Smith remarked as she strained to see what Fluttershy was up to.
“Yup,” Big Mac agreed.
On her way back, Fluttershy struggled to carry the full water canteen. She wasn’t used to carrying such a weight, but she was more than willing to work herself hard for the animals under her care.
“Here you go,” Fluttershy said as she offered a now full canteen of water to Green-Shell. His eyes widened with interest, then near disbelief as he noticed a drop of water running down the side of the bottle. He slowly reached out and took the bottle from Fluttershy’s hooves. He almost dropped it because he didn’t anticipate it actually being full of water again. With more controlled eagerness this time, he took smaller sips of water until his thirst was slate.
“You’re already looking a lot better,” Fluttershy cheerfully remarked. Indeed after just an hour’s rest and some water, Green-shell was acting more lively and energetic.
With this newfound energy, he undid a latch under his chin and loosened the straps attached to them. To everypony’s surprise,  including Fluttershy’s, his bony skull plate was removable. It soon became clear to all that this was not a natural part of his body. Underneath, his scalp was covered with a patch of short fur. The inside of the domed plate was padding, much like a sports helmet. There was an obvious tan line running across his forehead and down his cheek where the helmet and straps were secured the item to his head. He seemed relieved to have it off.
With his canteen, he poured the cool water over his head, washing the dirt and blood from his face. It was one pour, but that was more than enough for him to feel refreshed after all he had just been through. 
“Um, excuse me,” Fluttershy quietly interrupted, “but, umm… I think it’s time we learn each other’s names now.” Green-Shell looked at Fluttershy as if he expected clarification on her request.
“My name is Fluttershy,” she explained as she gestured to herself, “Fluh-ter-shy,” she annunciated, “What’s your name?” she asked as she turned to face Green-Shell.
“Fuh-d’shai?” Green-Shell replied as he did his best to pronounce Fluttershy’s name.
“Almost,” Fluttershy said, trying not to let him know how badly he had butchered her name. Luckily, she had patience to spare. It took a little while, but he finally got it. “Fluh-terr-shy.”
“Great job!” Fluttershy praised, “Now what’s your name?” she asked as she gestured to him.
After a moment of hesitation, he finally replied “Levin.”
“Levin,” Fluttershy echoed back. Levin confirmed the name with a nod. “What a lovely name,” Fluttershy remarked. She genuinely meant it. It was short, easy to pronounce and unique enough that she wouldn’t confuse it for another creature’s name.
“Alright then, Levin,” Fluttershy announced “let’s get you home and make sure you make a full recovery,” she said as she started making her way to her home. She beckoned Levin to follow her and strangely, Levin complied. Whether it was magic or Fluttershy was just that charming, she sure did have an uncanny way with animals.
Before they pushed off proper, however, Levin replaced his helmet and secured his canteen to his belt. Even though all that was in place, he still seemed a bit uncomfortable. Reaching into a leather holster on his right hip, he noticed it was empty. Frantically, he searched 
“What is it?” Fluttershy asked, worried about Levin, “Is something wrong?”
Levin pointed to the empty holster and was audibly distressed. He made a gesture with his right hand vaguely resembling some kind of tool or implement. He was looking at the ground, hoping to find whatever he was missing.
Fluttershy was hovering a little higher that Levin’s head height, so she had a slightly better view of the area around them. Something caught her eye in the distance. Fluttershy went toward it and inspected it. It was a long boxy device, olive-green in color. Several protrusions varying in size and shape were affixed to the rectangular body. It had the same general aesthetic as Levin himself, so Fluttershy figured it must belong to him.
“Levin,” Fluttershy called out, “I think I found-“ she started to say as she tried to lift the object. It was far heavier than she anticipated. Its weight was enough to keep Fluttershy grounded. Regardless, she kept trying to return Levin’s property to him.
Suddenly, Fluttershy and the heavy device started to rise up. She was surprised by this sudden strength she didn’t know she had. Looking around, she found herself face-to-face with Levin. He was the one picking up the object, waiting for Fluttershy to release her grip on it. She bashfully did so as Levin used the attached strap to secure it behind his back. In the time Fluttershy found Levin’s large device, she noticed that Levin found a smaller version of it and secured it in his hip holster.
“Alright then,” Fluttershy said after she regained her composure, “let’s go to my cottage and get you settled in.” Levin somehow understood this as an instruction to follow her.
“Goodbye, Big Mac! Bye Granny Smith!” Fluttershy called out as they left the farm.
“Take care y’all!” Granny called back. She was still skeptical about the whole situation with the strange creature, but she gave a wave back to see the two of them off.
Levin saw Fluttershy waving back and decided to imitate her behavior. Fluttershy took notice and chuckled to herself. She had a good feeling about him. With her help, she knew he would fit in alright here in Equestria.

	
		He came from outer space!
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“Twilight?” Fluttershy called out, her voice echoing throughout the cavernous hallways, “Twilight, are you here?” The lack of a response was starting to get her a little worried, but Fluttershy continued on with her search. The Castle of Friendship was a big place, but there were only a few areas where Twilight was most likely hiding.
“Twilight?” she called out again, “I was hoping you could help me find a book.” Normally, the mention of interest in books was enough to get her attention, but there was no Twilight to be found.
“If you can hear me,” she continued, “I could really use your-“
*Thump*
Around a blind corner, Fluttershy and spike collided. The stack of books he was carrying toppled like a poorly constructed building. Spike struggled in vain to stabilize the stack, but it was no use. He fell flat on his stomach, throwing books on the floor for several feet down the hall.
“Oh, goodness!” Fluttershy gasped as she realized who she hit, “Are you OK, Spike? I didn’t mean to run into you.” She sincerely apologized as she helped the young dragon back to his feet.
“That’s OK, Fluttershy,” Spike replied as he dusted himself off, “It was an accident. Could’ve happened to anypony. Just call out next time you go around one of these corners like that,” he said as he started to reclaim the dropped books.
“I thought I did,” Fluttershy said in a barely audible whisper.
“What was that?” Spike asked. Her last comment barely registered to him so he needed clarification.
“Oh, nothing,” Fluttershy quickly remarked, “Anyway,” she continued, changing the subject, “Do you know where Twilight is? I need her help.”
“She’s upstairs in the observatory,” Spike answered, “I was just heading up there myself. C’mon,” he beckoned Fluttershy, “I’ll deliver these books to her and you can ask her for the help you need.”
“That sounds good,” Fluttershy cheerfully comment as she helped carry a couple of books for Spike.
~~~
Finally, the pair reached the door leading up to the castle’s massive observational telescope. The door to the observatory was blocked by a mountain of books and parchment scrolls, but Spike didn’t figure that out until he forced the door open. He opened it as far as the paper mountain would allow him, but that was barely enough room for him to squeeze by. Forcing the door open as well as carrying a load twice his weight required more coordination than he had, so he ended up dropping the books once more.
Before they hit the ground, however, Twilight caught them with her magical grasp. She teleported down from one of the telescope’s gantries and scanned the entire lot of books. She dropped the ones she didn’t need and immediately started leafing through the ones she did. Right away, Fluttershy could see there was a problem. Twilight was on edge, anxious about something. Her eyes were mildly bloodshot, like she had missed a night’s sleep or two. She nervously groaned over seemingly nothing, though in Twilight’s racing mind, every minute detail was a serious problem.
“Spike,” Twilight said, desperately trying to maintain her composure, “Where’s that book on magical meteorological phenomena?”
Fluttershy looked at the books she was holding and noticed that one had an image of a red cloud emblazoned on it.
“Is it one of-“ Fluttershy began to ask.
“Thanks Fluttershy!” Twilight interrupted as the book sprung to life and leapt from her hooves. It was so sudden and startling that she inadvertently dropped the other book she was carrying right on Spike’s head. Fluttershy apologized in her usual near-inaudible way, hiding her embarrassment behind her hooves and long flowing mane.
Twilight almost didn’t even seem to notice that Fluttershy had entered the room. She was so engrossed in her books and whatever it was she could see in the telescope. Fluttershy flew up to the main control station where Twilight was located, navigating around her cloud of books and scrolls of notes.
“Um, Twilight?” Fluttershy meekly asked. It felt wrong interrupting Twilight when she was clearly busy, but she needed to find more information about Levin and Twilight was the best pony she could think of to help her. “Do you think, umm, maybe some time today you could-“
“Hold that thought!” Twilight interrupted, not even batting an eye. In a moment, several of the knobs and levers on the main control panel came to life, glowing with Twilight’s magical aura. A moment later, the massive telescope apparatus started rotating counterclockwise. The entire room seemed to shake as the brass gears and steel components clacked and chattered. Fluttershy instinctively put distance between herself and the noisy mechanical behemoth. Twilight remained focused on her task, unbothered by the unnatural levels of activity.
“Twilight!” Fluttershy called out as loud as her vocal cords would allow, “I found a strange animal and I need your help to identify it!” Even Rainbow Dash would have trouble being heard through the incredible noise.
After about 30 degrees of rotation, the contraption came to a slow but eventual halt. The stabilization mechanism engaged with a sharp *CLAK*, locking the telescope on its current azimuth and elevation. It was aimed at a spot directly over the Apple Family orchard. Twilight approached the eyepiece and stared into it intently, slamming her other eye shut for maximum focus.
“So, umm,” Fluttershy asked once the telescope had finished settling into place, “Do you think that, umm, sometime today you could-“
“Yeah, got it, thanks Spike,” Twilight swiftly replied, not actually acknowledging what was going on around her.
“Hey, Fluttershy,” Spike called out just as Fluttershy was about to ask again, “I don’t think you’re gonna get through to her.”
“But I really need her help,” Fluttershy pleaded as she landed next to Spike at the base of the telescope.
“Well,” Spike began, “you’re gonna have to ask her some other time of the month.”
“Wha..?” Fluttershy was confused by Spike’s wording. How did he know ‘that’ about mares at such a young age?
“Ya see,” he explained as he led Fluttershy out of the room, “Twilight has these little episodes of Twilight-style craziness about once a month. Best thing you can do is just let her get it out of her system. She should be OK by Thursday. You can ask her then.”
“But-“
“Trust me,” Spike asserted, his tone suddenly getting serious, “things could get ugly at any time.”
“Spike!” Twilight suddenly called out, “Take notes!”
“Like now!” Spike fretted as he pushed Fluttershy out the door.
The heavy oak door slammed shut and the openness emptiness of the castle set back in. Luckily for Fluttershy, she was not agoraphobic. She let out a defeated sigh that her best lead for information was preoccupied. Regardless, she would have to find out what Levin was another way. She thought about going back in and asserting herself to Twilight, making her wishes known, but her timid nature got the better of her again and she simply walked away.
~~~
On the way home, Fluttershy considered her options. Nopony local to Ponyville had access to as much knowledge as Twilight did. Fluttershy was the superior animal expert in Ponyville, so if she ran into a situation she could not solve, she would have to escalate the issue to the experts at the Canterlot Zoological Association. Luckily, such needs for expertise were rare.
She already completed the difficult task of figuring out Levin’s diet. He was privy to fresh fruits and vegetables. He wasn’t too attracted to raw meat, which was a blessing for many of the other animals under Fluttershy’s care. Now that his food situation was solved, she could focus on his odd behavior.
He had an alarming habit of constructing campfires when she wasn’t looking. Fire was not only dangerous, it was terrifying to an overwhelming majority of the animal population, even to some ponies. It was a very serious problem and one she was not quite sure how to address.
As she walked along the winding dirt road to her cottage, something out of the ordinary caught her eye. A thin column of smoke rose up, dispersing the higher it rose, but it clearly originated from her property. Fluttershy despaired at the thought of extinguishing another poorly constructed campfire and cleaning up after the burning wood. Worse still, that wasn’t the only issue she had to deal with.
Near the fence around her property stood two ponies dressed in all white clothes. They had very short manecuts and were almost indistinguishable from behind. They were fixated on the source of the smoke, but they went no further than the fence marking the edge of Fluttershy’s property.
“Do you see him?” one of the ponies asked, “He’s over there,” she pointed out, extending a hoof in Levin’s direction.
“Oh, yeah! There he is!” the other excitedly replied, looking through his binoculars.
“Um, excuse,” Fluttershy meekly interrupted, but the pair carried on.
“I never thought I would see one of them so soon!” the other pony commented after a moment of observation. They were both giddy with excitement.
“Umm, hello,” Fluttershy spoke up, slightly louder this time, but the pair still did not hear them, “I wasn’t expecting visitors today and-“
“I don’t see his space craft anywhere,” the first one commented. She squinted her eyes and scanned the open field.
“Well, however he got here,” the other replied, “I guarantee that Warp storm the night before had something to do with it.”
“Hey!” Fluttershy finally cried out. The two ponies turned around to see what was squeaking like an injured mouse.
“Oh, I’m sorry, miss,” the one with the binoculars said, “We didn’t hear you come up behind us.”
“So,” Fluttershy began now that she had their attention, “Can I help you with something?”
“Is this your property?” he asked back.
“Yes, I live here,” Fluttershy replied. The two ponies glanced at each other, and then looked at Fluttershy like she had given them the best news in Equestria.
“Ma’am,” the mare started to explain with nervous excitement, “In your back yard, you host a momentous event in Equestrian History!” Only Pinkie Pie ever had grins this happy, so whatever they were talking about must be better than any surprise party in recorded history!
“Oh, how exciting,” Fluttershy feigned, trying to sound genuine, “but now’s really not a good-“ Her attempts to walk around were blocked by their insistence for conversation.
“Do you see him there?” the mare asked Fluttershy as he pointed out Levin to her, “The latest descendant of ancient astronauts?” He offered his binoculars to make spotting him easier. In the distance, she easily found Levin kneeling by the small fire pit he had constructed. His lips were moving and he had a small book open in his hands, as if he was reading the contents aloud to himself.
“I see him,” Fluttershy answered, “and I’ve told many times him to stop starting fires. The other animals-”
“You’ve spoken to him?!” the stallion interrupted, astonished by Fluttershy’s response, “What else did he tell you?!” he demanded to know. He leaned in close, eager to hear her answer. 
“Corrody!” the mare interjected, pushing her friend back out of Fluttershy’s face, “Be respectful to your neighbors!” she said to him sternly. “I apologize for his behavior, miss,” she continued, turning to Fluttershy.
“Oh, that’s OK-“
“But you must understand,” she continued, “that creature you shelter is a messenger! The Emperor of Man has sent him to us!” She was staring to lose Fluttershy around here.
“The Imperium is finally rising again after ten thousand years of war!” Corrody added, confusing Fluttershy further.
“Equestria may never have another chance to hear His divine words again!” At this point, Fluttershy was baffled beyond belief. “Please,” the mare urged, getting closer to emphasize her point, “you must let us see him up close. He could be the key to saving all of Equestria from being recycled!” Fluttershy had finally had enough.
“STOP!” she shouted as loud as her meek lungs could manage. The two strangers fell silent at this sudden display of assertion. “I’m sorry to hear about your emperor and his message of war,” Fluttershy said, unintentionally mixing up their message, “but I can’t stay and talk right now. I really have to go. Goodbye!” She wanted to apologize for leaving them so soon, but the urgency of the situation pulled her more than her desire to be polite. She sprung to the air as quickly as she could, flying over the fence to get to Levin before he could do any more damage.
“But miss,” the mare called out, unfurling her wings to follow Fluttershy.
“Let her go Aliody,” Corrody said, using his unicorn magic to hold her back leg. The two continued their discussion as Fluttershy flied away, but did not follow. She wasn’t worried about what they were arguing about. She was far more concerned with Levin and his fire.
When Fluttershy finally arrived at the spot where Levin had set up his fire pit, a congregation of animals had gathered a safe distance from the fire. Something about what Levin was doing had them very anxious. He was kneeling just feet from the edge of a pile of smoldering ash and burned out sticks.  There was very little smoke rising now indicating that the fire had finally burned itself out. Puzzling was the fact that Levin was reading out loud from a book resting in his hands. He was speaking in a dialect that was clearly different from the several times he had spoken before. Was this yet another language Fluttershy would have to learn to speak to this animal? One mystery at a time, Fluttershy thought to herself, turning to the frightened animals for answers.
“What happened here,” Fluttershy asked them, “Is everybody OK?”
*incomprehensible clusterf^^^ of animal noises*
“One at a time, please,” Fluttershy gently urged, calming the group.
*duck noises*
“Oh, I’m sure he didn’t mean to-“
*bear noises*
“Well, Twilight reads books all the time. They’re not danger-“
*angry beaver noises*
“Charlie Xavier Beaverton! He is not trying to-“
*goat screaming* *points to Levin*
Out of the ashes, Levin dug out three small box-shaped objects, placing them to his left. He tucked his book into a cargo pocket on his trousers, fastening the flap over it. Next, he unslung the long object from his back and braced it against his shoulder. Moving around to his left, Fluttershy could now see that the long object was almost like an extension of his body. The back part of the object fit nicely into the crook of his shoulder and the small grip underneath was perfectly placed for his right hand to grasp it. The tube pointing forward was still a mystery, but at least one piece of the puzzle was fit into place.
“Levin,” Fluttershy called out as sharply as she could. She was only a few feet from his face with her arms crossed in front of her. She had puffed her chest out in an effort to make herself look bigger, but Levin just gave a disinterested glance to Fluttershy before turning his attention to the three boxes on the ground.
Fluttershy would not be ignored. She landed just inches from Levin’s hand as he reached for his boxes. Levin stopped as he turned his glance to Fluttershy. He was more irritated by her presence than surprised. Certainly not afraid or intimidated as was usually the case, but Fluttershy had quite an unusual creature on her hooves.
“I know you’re new around here,” Fluttershy politely started, “but you can’t start any fires so close to the other animals. It really frightens them,” Fluttershy explained as she pointed out the cluster of animals that stood not far away. They trembled with uncertainty as Fluttershy dealt with Levin.
In response, Levin reached down and scooped up all three of his ash-covered boxes. He gave a dismissive remark as he turned 90 degrees to his right and returned his attention to the mysterious device propped against his shoulder. Fluttershy was not the type to be quick to anger, but she was steadily growing frustrated with his lack of cooperation. Levin rose to his feet, placing two of the boxes in his pocket while maneuvering the third into a cavity just forward of the grip on his device.
“It really isn’t nice of you to not cooperate with me, Levin,” Fluttershy asserted as she flew close to his face. She pushed on the body of Levin’s object slightly to get his attention. Fluttershy rarely ever had to raise her voice above a gentle coo, but she also rarely ever met a creature that behaved as Levin did. Levin was also escalating, swinging his hand out at Fluttershy in an attempt to shoo her away. He made a similar remark to the one previously, but repeated with emphasis. Fluttershy evaded his half-hearted strike, but it showed that gentle talk was getting her nowhere. There was only one option left.
Levin looked at the spot where Fluttershy touched his device with a look of disgust. He used his gloved hand to rub at the spot she touched and brush away any dirt he probably thought was there. He only got a few rubs in before something else took his attention.
Without warning, and seemingly from nowhere, appeared a large set of angry eyes. They were just inches from Levin’s face and their gaze was piercing. Whatever it was, it drove fear into Levin’s heart as he lurched backwards, stumbling over his own feet and dropping his artifact to the ground. Whether it was the shape or color of her eyes, the suddenness of the event, or some other unexplained force, Levin was scrambling backwards like a terrified animal, screaming in pure fear.
The rear of the object hit the ground first and it discharged a projectile into the afternoon sky. It went wide right, but Fluttershy could still feel the heat emitted off of whatever it fired. She did not let the loud emission or heat distract her from the task at hand. She had to assert her dominance over the stubborn beast and only by properly breaking his will to resist could Fluttershy do it.
After a few moments of retreating, Levin was pinned between a tree trunk and Fluttershy’s furious stare. His heart was racing, sweat beading up under his helmet and running down his brow. He was paralyzed with fear and Fluttershy had not even touched him. By now, she had dialed back on the intimidation factor and calmed herself down enough to speak without rage.
“I didn’t want to do this, Levin,” Fluttershy said sternly, “but you can’t treat others like you have been.” No rebellious reply from Levin this time. He was still petrified and probably couldn’t understand what she was saying to give a response.
“Now,” Fluttershy continued, slowly dialing back the intensity of her stare, “I don’t want to see you do this again. No. Fires.” She was sure to emphasize the last part so that he could clearly hear it. She was firm, but calm and in control of the situation, like teaching a naughty child a lesson from their bad behavior.
“No… fire…?” Levin finally replied, trying his best to imitate Fluttershy’s words, though his heavy foreign accent still came through.
“That’s right,” Fluttershy confirmed, nodding her head, “I will give you everything you need, but we don’t need any fires, OK?” She had finally calmed down back to her normal self. Even Levin could sense that she meant him no harm so long as he did not transgress against her. In response, Levin copied Fluttershy’s body language, nodding his head. He didn’t quite know what it meant, but it seemed to put everyone around at ease, including himself.
“Glad you understand, Levin,” Fluttershy said with a genuine smile, “You might not be from Equestria, but I never met an animal I didn’t like.”
Levin gestured to the object he dropped and seemed to ask a question. He stayed propped up by the tree, so Fluttershy interpreted his words as permission to retrieve his property.
“Go ahead, Levin,” Fluttershy replied as she moved out of his way. As Levin got to his feet, he casually dusted himself off as he made his way over to his object. A few curious animals were cautiously inspecting his device from a few feet away. They backed away once he approached.
He treated it like an extension of his body as not one movement was wasted or seemed to be out of curiosity. He removed the box from the underside and began scrutinizing the device. His aim was to remove dirt and dust from where it hit the ground. Fluttershy was the only animal brave enough to venture close to Levin while he worked.
“So, what is this thing you have here?” Fluttershy asked, “I’ve never seen anything like it before.” Levin replied in his native tongue, but Fluttershy was able to pick out one word in particular: “lazz-gun”.
“Lazz-gun, huh?” Fluttershy noted as she observed what he was doing. Levin briefly paused and looked at Fluttershy. He seemed surprised that she was able to speak his language, if only a single word of it.
Levin nodded and commented favorably at her pronunciation of ‘lasgun’. As he returned to his task of cleaning his lasgun, Fluttershy felt something on her right shoulder. Remembering back just a few moments ago, the lasgun had fired a loud shot of something very hot. Looking closely, Fluttershy noticed that the fur on her right shoulder was slightly singed as were a few feathers on her wing. She recalled a very short, but very intense heat shortly after she started staring Levin down. Was it the lasgun that did this to her? If it was, what would have happened if the shot was much closer to her? Deep in her mind, there was a kernel of doubt that harboring Levin was such a wise move for her.
Coming back to the present, Fluttershy noticed that Levin was done cleaning his lasgun and had risen to his feet. With his lasgun slung over his shoulder, he made his way back to the fire pit he had dug. Worried that her earlier message had not sunk in, she made her way back to his face, ready to repeat her message to behave. Instead, he did something she did not expect.
He knelt down by the now burned out fire pit and began spreading the ashes over a large area. He used dirt around the area to cover the ashes. In under a minute, all trace of the fire was gone. At a glance, one might never suspect that anything had ever happened on this patch of dirt at all. Fluttershy was now more pleased with how Levin was adapting to life in Equestria.
“Thank you for cleaning up after yourself, Levin,” Fluttershy said, genuinely pleased with his behavior. Levin finished his cleanup and looked at Fluttershy in response to his name. “That was very good of you to do that.”
Levin looked at what remained of his fire, then back at Fluttershy. “Good?” he asked, gesturing to the natural-looking dirt patch.
“Yes,” Fluttershy nodded, “You cleaned up your campfire after you were done with it. That was very good, Levin,” she explained. Levin gave Fluttershy a confused look, like he wasn’t sure how to process what he was being told.
“Levin… good?” he asked, gesturing to himself.
“That’s right!” Fluttershy replied, beaming with joy, “You are very good, Levin!” He had been given his first compliment and Fluttershy was hoping this positive reinforcement would change him for the better. Levin gave a disbelieving stare back to the dirt patch. It was as if he had never been given a compliment before and he didn’t know how to respond. Eventually though, he did formulate a response and it would surprise Fluttershy yet again.
“Fluttershy… good!” Levin said enthusiastically, directing his remark to Fluttershy directly. For the first time since he arrived, he smiled. It was a huge step forward for Fluttershy as she got Levin acclimated to life with ponies. Fluttershy was now the one in disbelief. She tried to hide her blushing face behind her flowing pink mane, but she just couldn’t hide how happy she was. It was a good bonding moment for both of them and it reaffirmed Fluttershy’s belief that caring for Levin was a good idea.
~~~ 
Granny Smith sat in the shade of the makeshift pavilion watching the shadows on the ground. It was an old mare’s trick to watch the shadows instead of a clock. She was old school, and firmly believed that the old ways were just as good if not better than what the young ones were doing today. In any event, the time had come.
“Gather ‘round, y’all! Come an’ gitchya some chow!” Granny Smith called from the pavilion as she clanged an old iron bell. Every extended Apple family member recognized this sound and answered its call.
Apple Seedling Jr and his son Apple Seedling Jr-jr were working as a team to drag a splintered roof truss from the scene into the scrap wood pile. They both perked up when the welcome sound of the lunch bell made its way into their ears.
“Seedy double-j,” the father called to his son, “Set ‘er down right ‘ere. We gon’ git us some grub!” The pair dropped the heavy wood frame fragment to the ground, throwing up a cloud of dust on impact.
“Y’ain’t gots ta’ tell me twice, daddy,” Jr-jr responded, eagerly making a beeline for the pavilion.
“Slow down there, Jay-jay,” the father called out, “Watch out fer the-”
Around a blind corner of splintered timber beams, the young colt ran face-first into an obstacle he could not see. He shook the stars away from his eyes and focused on what he hit with his face. At first, only the strangely-shaped leather boots came into focus. Panning up, he soaked up the strange details of Levin. From his tough leather boots to the pockets on his utility belt to his helmeted head, the young pony stared in awe at the green and beige creature as it stared back at him.
Levin threw his armful of broken timber into the pile of scrap wood, then turned his attention to the small creature that ran into his ankle. Levin gave a short comment to the small pony as he wiped sweat from his brow. Jr-jr could only sit and stare, confused by Levin’s strange language and utter alien form.
“You did a great job today, Levin,” Fluttershy interrupted. She saw Levin reaching for the device holstered at his hip. Whatever it was, she stopped him from drawing it and potentially making a scene. “Let’s go get some food after all this work.”
Levin responded quite favorably to ‘food’ and followed Fluttershy to the back yard where the rest of the Apple Family was preparing to feed the hard working clearing crew. Jr-jr’s gaze was still fixed on the giant walking away next to the light yellow pegasus.
“Watch out fer that ‘un, son,” the father cautioned his child, “I get me some strange feelins ‘bout ‘im.” He had no reason to think that Levin was dangerous, but some sixth sense of his just screamed otherwise.
~~~
In the kitchen, the mares and children were working hard to prepare a feast. Many branches of the Apple family had answered the call to help rebuild their wrecked barn. The stove was glowing red-hot, nearly every mixing bowl had something ready for the next step and a pile of apples was waiting to be cored and sliced. Ponies in nearly every square foot of the kitchen worked diligently on their task, but something was missing. Granny Smith could feel it.
“What’s got yer ankles in a knot there, Granny?” Great Aunt Brown Betty asked, placing a gentle hoof on Granny Smith’s shoulder.
“Oh, it’s nothin’, Betty,” Granny replied, shrugging the hoof off as she walked back to the dining room. She tried to forget about it, but no amount of setting plates and silverware could make her forget. Betty wasn’t fooled for an instant.
“Ya still miss ‘im, don’t ya?” Betty asked.
“I don’t miss that nut case worth a single apple seed!” Granny snapped back, knocking a plate three seats down the long table, “He ran off with that old floozie o’ his back in ’72 and I ain’t seen hide nor hair o’ him since!” Granny huffed as she vented her frustrations. Betty was nervous to ask for more details.
“I’m so sorry, Granny,” Betty said meekly after an awkward moment of silence, “I didn’t mean to stir up somthin’ sour.”
“No, I’m sorry, Betty,” Granny replied, having finished blowing off steam, “He just left so much unfinished back then,” she lamented, but choked back tears, “I just wish he’d come ‘round b’fore both our times,” she explained, as she spilled her forlorn desire.
“Then Emperor willing, I shall,” a voice said from around the corner. Granny Smith and Brown Betty perked their ears and focused on the source of the elderly voice. 
In the door frame stood an old stallion clad in clean white clothes. His mane was shaved and his eyes appeared wider than they really were. However, it was not the small details that had Granny Smith staring in disbelief.
“Applewhite?” Granny gasped, scarcely believing what her eyes were showing her.
“Quantum tempus, dear sister,” Applewhite calmly remarked, “I see you’ve been doing well for yourself,” he continued as he admired her quaint farm house.
“No thanks to you!” Granny snapped as she approached Applewhite. She grabbed his lapel as she prepared her rant. “Ya’ meet that nurse mare from the looney bin and suddenly yer gone with the wind! What gives?! She more important than yer family?” She let go of Applewhite and started to make her way outside as fast as her frail body would allow. She was so flustered that she absent-mindedly shoved Brown Betty aside to get to the door. “Where is she, any hows?” Granny demanded, “I got some words fer her!”
“She is no longer with us,” Applewhite sadly explained. Granny stopped in her tracks and slowly turned to face her estranged brother. “I’m sad to say that Bonnie Dress has ascended to the next level.” His words were sobering. He was genuinely saddened by the loss of his wife and still visibly affected by her passing. His gaze had wandered to the floor and had nearly zoned out completely.
“I’m so sorry to hear that, Applewhite,” Betty chimed in, placing a hoof on his shoulder out of sympathy, “I know how you must feel. My husband Golden Fields is up there in that next level, too.” Betty was well-versed in the grieving process. She found that imitating the grieving pony’s verbiage often set them at ease around strangers.  
“Oh, her passing is not a reason to despair,” Applewhite said, changing his demeanor from sad to enthusiastic in a heartbeat, “She has ascended to the Evolutionary Level Above Equine!” The mares simply stared in confusion at Applewhite, trying to parse what he just said.
“You said he was in the nut house, before?” Betty whispered to Granny smith as she leaned in close to hide her comment.
“It’s a long story,” Granny replied, “I’ll tell ya’ later.”
“It is a long story, indeed,” Applewhite interjected, “and the most important chapter is almost ready to begin.” He was brimming with as much joy as a pony his age could.
“He’s out here!” a voice called out from behind Applewhite. All three ponies turned to face a young bald pony dressed in all white. “Come quick! He’s right outside!” He was brimming with excitement and he was beckoning Applewhite to follow. Both Applewhite and the white-clad pony ran outside as quickly as they could.
“Now stop right there!” Granny called out as she gave chase, “Ya’ ran out forty years ago, y’ain’t doin’ that again!”
“This is momentous!” Applewhite exclaimed, “The Imperium has finally come to Equestrian soil!”
“Git on back here, you little-“ Granny smith shouted as she ran out of breath from chasing Applewhite.
~~~
Outside, a different scene was unfolding. A crowd of ponies had congregated around Levin and Fluttershy. Each of them wore a plain white robe and sported a shaved head. They took an unusual interest in Levin and his presence before them. Unfortunately, Levin did not feel the same way. His lasgun was in his hands and he had the barrel aimed at the crowd like a spear. His face started to resemble that of a cornered animal. 
“Come on,” Windody pleaded, “I just want to see him up close,” she insisted. Levin barked at her as if to implore her to come no further.
“I’m sure you do,” Graffody replied as he grappled with Windody, preventing her from getting any closer to Levin, “but remember,” he continued, “Man is extremely xenophobic. Honestly, I’m amazed that he hasn’t shot us all by now.” He wasn’t too far off the mark.
“OK, everypony,” Fluttershy nervously said as she intervened between Levin and the crowd of white-robed bald ponies, “let’s all calm down and give each other some space.” The sound of Fluttershy’s voice had an effect on both parties. The tension in Levin’s shoulders dissipated and the crowd of ponies retreated a few steps.
“So,” Fluttershy began, “What has you so interested in Levin?” she asked.
“I can answer that for you, ma’am,” replied a voice from the back of the crowd. The dozen ponies parted way to clear a path for a thirteenth pony to enter the scene. He too was dressed in all white and his entire mane was shaved off. He was slightly out of breath, yet the most enthusiastic one of the lot.
“He comes from a world called Holy Terra,” Applewhite explained. Levin turned to this new pony and gave him a quizzical look.
“Terra?” Levin asked under his breath, “Sanctus Terra?” He paid special attention to this apparent ringleader.
“The Imperium of Man is fighting for their very survival, you see,” Applewhite continued, “A ten thousand year stalemate that is finally at an end!”
“Imperium…” Levin repeated quietly.
“In the night sky,” he continued, “The light of the Astronomicon has been getting brighter and brighter the past few months.”
“That means the Emperor is regaining his strength!” cried out one of the ponies from the crowd.
“That’s always possible, Lumody,” said Applewhite, addressing the individual who spoke out, “But only those who have evolved to the Level Above Equine really know for sure.”
“Hold your horses just a minute, partner,” a large stallion interrupted. As he approached Applewhite, it became clear that he was at least a full head taller than Applewhite and was built twice as big. “Ah recon we may have our differences in beliefs,” he calmly explained, “but ‘round these parts, you go spoutin’ ‘bout other-worldliness, astronimitids, and levels beyond equine and the like, ponies’ll start thinkin’ you’re plum crazy.”
“If that’s your interpretation,” Applewhite replied, “so be it. I don’t wish to judge you for your beliefs,” he explained as he walked around the large stallion to get a better look at Levin. “I would, however, like to ask our envoy from beyond the stars a few things, if that’s alright.” He was looking at Fluttershy as if asking her permission.
“Well,” Fluttershy thought, “as long its one pony at a time, it should be alright.” Applewhite kept a respectable distance as he faced Levin and prepared his first question.
“Levin,” Applewhite began. Both Levin and Fluttershy got an uneasy feeling as they wondered how this stranger knew Levin’s name without any introduction. The next words out of Applewhite’s mouth were seemingly unrelated and incoherent, as if they were from a long-dead language. Levin was on edge more than ever as his spine tingled and he started to raise his weapon again.
Levin replied in the same language, as if to clarify what had just been said. He flicked a small switch on his lasgun with his thumb and moved his index finger into the recess in front of the handgrip. It was subtle, but Levin was shaking in his boots, completely unsure of what Applewhite would say next.
Fearing an impending conflict, parents quietly retreated and herded their children to safety. Applewhite spoke again, but Levin interrupted with an angry rant, pointing his lasgun at Applewhite. Levin almost sounded scared as he screamed and slowly retreated. In a calming tone, Applewhite tried to sound reassuring, but Levin’s right index finger was slowly contracting regardless.
The tension in the air snapped as loudly as Levin’s weapon did. Like a lightning bolt, a perfectly straight and blinding projectile discharged from the barrel and struck the ground just inches from Applewhite’s feet. Applewhite stopped his approach and ceased speaking, frozen in place with mortal fear. In that instant, other ponies ran for cover and sheltered their children from the danger their instincts rightly told them.
Applewhite slowly retreated as Levin advanced. Levin’s trigger finger quivered with anticipation, ready to squeeze again. He shouted aggressive obscenities and occasionally spat, intending to intimidate his opponent as much as possible. Applewhite pleaded with his aggressor, even raising a hoof to show that he was not armed. With his aim steadied, Levin began to squeeze for another shot. This one would be placed with intent.
“STOOOOP!” Fluttershy shouted, striking stillness into every creature that had not already flown or ran away. Both Levin and Applewhite’s hearts raced from the aftermath of the near-deadly encounter, but at Fluttershy’s booming command, neither moved a muscle.
“Levin!” Fluttershy said as she flew up close to Levin’s face, “That’s a very dangerous object you have,” she berated as Levin slowly tried to back up, “Keep it away so nopony gets hurt from it!” Somehow, Levin knew what Fluttershy wanted him to do. He nodded as he slung his weapon over his shoulder.
“And you, sir!” Fluttershy continued, giving the same treatment to Applewhite, “Levin is not in his home land. He still needs time to adjust to Equestria. You are definitely NOT helping by getting close and making him uncomfortable.”
“You misunderstand-“
“No excuses!” Fluttershy interrupted, “I’m taking Levin home with me until we all calm down.”
“But please,” Applewhite pleaded as he approached once more, “we can’t ignore this sign of-“
“Let ‘er go, old timer,” the large stallion interrupted as he blocked Applewhite’s approach, “You saw what he almost did to your hide,” he said as he pointed to the scorch mark on the ground. It was still smoking and small rock close to the point of impact looked like it was partially melted. Applewhite and his entourage tried to approach, but other Apple family members thwarted their every attempt. The large stallion stared Applewhite down, daring him to defy him.
Levin and Fluttershy walked away with their backs turned, not even giving a glance backward. The poignancy of the scene made its way to Applewhite’s heart. He could do nothing but watch as the green giant and yellow pegasus left, taking his excitement with them. Other members of his group tried to push their way past, but not violently. It was painfully clear that he had lost his battle.
“Contact Team,” Applewhite announced, addressing his entire group. They stopped and faced their leader and awaited further instructions. “Let us return to base and reformulate our strategy.” His words were somber and he almost sounded defeated. He had a great opportunity presented to him here today, but it turned sour and he had to admit that. Reluctantly, he turned and walked away empty-hoofed. Just as reluctantly, his followers followed suit and accepted the same defeat alongside him.
“Father,” the youngest one of the group asked Applewhite, “Does this mean we’re going to get recycled with the rest of Equestria?” He was on the edge of tears as he looked Applewhite in the eye.
“Of course not, Jillody,” Applewhite reassured with a gentle smile, “We shall all graduate to the next level. The Emperor himself has promised us.” The group seemed relieved that their efforts today were not in vain and not one of them had a trace of doubt. All thirteen of them slowly became inaudible as they walked off to the horizon, but a few moments later, they could be heard again in unison reciting a prayer in that strange language that got Levin agitated.
“Cults,” Apple Seedling Sr scoffed under his breath as he watched them leave the property, “Ain’t not never done nopony in ‘Questria a durn lick o’ good, nosir. I’m gladder th’n a pig in mud they gone.”
They may be gone for now, but as sure as the Emperor sits upon the Golden Throne, Applewhite would make good on his promise to his followers…

	