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		Description

Isaiah Chase. This name belongs to an African-American man with a rather.. lazy and poor lifestyle. He loves his family to an extent, and doesn't really have, well, any friends outside of online friends he made through online gaming.
He never had the drive or motivation to do anything meaningful in his life, so he just kept to himself 24/7. Despite dreaming of becoming a writer, an artist, a musician or a game designer, he never felt qualified for any of those things. 
All at once, his life begins to do a complete U-turn as he is pulled from the plane of his world into what could only be described as "Limbo", and he meets a bipedal creature he is all too familiar with. 
And he wants to make a deal.
What's his life like now?
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		Chapter 1: The Deal



Bing! 
"Hrmmnngh.." I whined uselessly as I searched around for my iPhone with my hands. Eventually, my right hand found the culprit that awoke me from a rather pleasant dream, I wished that I woke up a little later. Groaning, I lifted the phone to the front of my face, noting to keep my eyes closed as the screen flipped on to adjust my eyes to the brightness.
After a moment, I cracked open my left eye. I immediately shot upright on the couch I was sleeping on and reread the message on the screen a second time. 
"Hey Zale, remember to set up the for the siege tonight, It's your turn to shot-call today. - GM"
I flicked my eyes up to look at the time on the screen. It was already 4 PM. "Damn, did I really sleep for that long?" I asked aloud. If I can recall, I fell asleep around 11 PM last night. "Guess I better get up and get right on that after breakfast." I looked at the screen again and cringed inwardly. "..Well, I guess the right term would be dinner." And with that, I got up, folded the blankets and started the day, or what was left of it.
Now, I didn't really care about the way I looked since I rarely went outside anyway, mostly out of laziness, my common excuse being efficiency. Unless I went to the shop to pick up some things, or just wanted to simply take a midnight stroll, I generally stayed inside and locked away from the world. So I threw on anything I could find comfortable. Since I didn't have my own room or a secure place to keep most of my things save for a couple of drawers in a room that I didn't reside in, My choice of clothing was fairly limited, not that I minded.
I entered my cousin's room to get my things. It was what you could expect from a girls'/anime fan girl styled rooms, posters of various characters, collectibles and toys, and a manga library to boot. My cousin was currently away on vacation with her mom, so the room was vacant for the time being.
Must be nice... I thought, as I made my way to the drawer that contained most of my clothes.
The bunk bed was nestled on the side of the room, it taking up most of the space anyway. From one of the drawers conjoined with my cousin's bunk bed, I took out a gray hoodie, white T-Shirt, blue shorts and a fresh pair of striped boxers. Going back into the hallway, I picked up a pair of sneakers; blue, gray and purple. 
"Isaiah!? Is that you out there!?" My other aunt called after me from inside her bedroom. She sounded irritated about something.
I didn't live with my mom or dad like most kids do. At least, I assume most normal kids did. I lived with my two aunts, my uncle, my cousin, and my grandparents. My mom and dad weren't dead or anything, they just didn't have room for me to live with them, or so they claimed. My two sisters and 3 younger brothers lived with them, so I could at least understand. So right now I'm stuck here, sleeping on the couch with the privacy of a computer screen.
"Yeah Trisha, It's me! What's- Ah screw this," I cut off mid sentence, not having the energy to yell first thing in the morni- er.. in my first few minutes being awake. I went right up to the door and cracked it open a bit so I could speak more reservedly. "What's up?"
"It's 4:27 PM. And you're just now waking up?" She asked accusingly, like I committed a grave sin. "What have you been doing that you need THAT much sleep?" She began to rant on a bit, and I begrudgingly listened on. "All you do is sit at that laptop of yours all day, talking to your friends and playing games. You rarely go outside, and you definitely don't have a job that requires you to go anywhere, you half-ass everything you do too." She went silent for a moment, I took that as my cue to answer her initial question.
"To be honest, I don't know why I slept as long as I did. I went to sleep around 11 last night, and I usually wake up around 10, if not an hour or two later. Sorry." I hoped that would be a satisfactory answer for the time being, I did want to get dressed after all.
Trisha was silent for another moment before sighing, and simply nodding in understanding. "So it's just one of those days, hm?" She said in a much softer tone.
"Yeah," I said, scratching the back of my neck. "It's one of those days. I'm going to get dressed and make something to eat, and I'll be busy for the next 2-3 hours. If you need anything though, holler." She took the hint and waved me off, and with my clothes still in hand, I went into the bathroom next door and closed the door behind me.
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

Not bad, I thought as I looked myself over in the mirror. I changed into the clothes I was holding, and looked on in the mirror at my handiwork. I had to lean down a bit to get a good view, as I was 6'6 in height, and stood well over the mirror. I took a long look at my face after a bit. My skin complexion was a fair dark caramel, and was pretty smooth save for a few bumps of acne that had formed. I ran a hand along a little scruffy beard that covered some of the bottom half of my face. It connected with my sideburns, and ran down my neck about halfway. My Afro was, a bit unkempt, I'll admit. Frizzing out in some places, I gingerly padded it down to more or less resemble the appearance of the generic Afro. 
Satisfied, I walked out the bathroom, threw my old clothes into a hamper, and made my way back downstairs. My laptop was in the kitchen, which had a glass table in the corner of the room, with a few wooden chairs. The device in question was on the opposite end of the table, facing the wall. It hummed silently in sleep mode, patiently awaiting my return to the internet. Before that however, I went to the freezer to grab a microwavable breakfast sandwich, bacon and eggs on a croissant. I threw it in the microwave nearby, and got started on some coffee while that went on. I loved coffee. I could drink it any time of the day, no matter the occasion. Of course I always drank it with plenty of cream and sugar, I only drank straight black a few times to stay awake on an overnight project on something, even then the bitterness didn't bother me much.
The Beep, Beep, Beep! Of the microwave responsible for cooking my meal, told me my wait was over. I sat the mug of caramel coffee over near my end of the table, And went to retrieve my sandwich. Grabbing the meal in my hands, I quickly moved it from the microwave, to a nearby paper plate, and went back to my chair, meal in tow.
"Welp," I sat down, and pressed space on the keyboard, prompting the computer out of sleep mode. "Time to log in and build the base before time is up." When the screen flashed to life, the background image on the lock screen briefly caught my attention. I smiled a bit, a nostalgic feeling washing over me. The image, was of a pristine, white colored pony from one of my favorite series, My little pony: Friendship is Magic. I used to watch it all the time, listened to fan songs and arts created by other bronies, I even have figurines of the Main 6.. somewhere around here. Since I didn't have a place to keep them, they are probably upstairs in my cousin's room somewhere.
I looked at the time on the lock screen. It read 5:17 PM. I wanted some time to grind before I built the base, but I guess I didn't have the right to complain about time right now. I typed in my password, opened Steam, and started up my main MMORPG, Black Desert Online. As I was logging into the game however..
Ping! 
My Discord on my laptop sounded with a notification. That's odd, I thought as I waited for the app to load up. I thought I was on DND on my laptop? Surely enough, I was. Yet I still got the notification sound out of my laptop, and not my phone which was in my hoodie pocket. The app finished loading, and at the top of the window, I received a friend request from someone named "Drac", I knew this name however, as he was in our guild's server as a member that joined recently. 
Curious, I accepted the request and messaged him.  
At least, I began to, but before I could even start typing, he beat me to it.
"Ah, hello there! You sure didn't keep me waiting long at all~" He typed, and I skeptically raised an eyebrow at the way he typed his messages. Nonetheless, I replied.
"Yeah, I accepted your request because you are in the guild and well, I was curious as to what you wanted. So..? I kept my message simple and honest, awaiting a reply. Wasn't long before I got one, but his response caught me completely off-guard. 
"I have a question for you. Are you happy with the way your life is right now? And remember, honesty is the best policy~" My eyes widened a bit at the random, more personal question. I sat there for a moment, unsure how to answer his question, or if I should answer at all, considering he was a complete stranger as far as I was concerned. 
I began to type my response, albeit a bit reluctantly.
"Why do you want to know?"
"Ack!-The fuck!?" My eyes became blinded as the screen boomed with a bright white light and rang my ears, rendering my senses useless for a few moments. I felt my stomach sink into my gut, as if I was falling while sitting on my chair. In my dazed state, I noticed that the air became colder and wind was causing the hood on my hoodie to continuously flap against my head. As the ringing in my ears became less and less prominent, I tried opening my eyes to see just what the hell had happened. Had my laptop exploded? 
When my vision came to, my jaw dropped to the floor as I looked down. I was.. I didn't know where I was. The entire area below me was pitch black, and whipped my head  to see where I was all around while still sitting in my chair, my hands tightly clamping to the seat as I descended into the abyss. Everywhere around me was darkness, the only light coming from what I assumed to be the horizon of.. wherever this was. It was a dim pale white light, in a thin line across from my position. 
"What the hell!?" I shouted, only.. no sound came out. I shouted again, and I was met with the same result. Had I died from the explosion? Was there even an explosion to begin with? Why am I endlessly falling!? All these questions implanted themselves in my mind in a panic, and I abruptly stopped falling, almost as soon as it started. Still terrified and utterly confused. After a moment of nothing but pure silence, a whirring could be heard in front of me in the void.
"Because," The voice bellowed, making me jump slightly as it came out of nowhere, I looked around quickly to see where it had originated from. There was no one. "I have a proposal, and I think you might be more than a little interested."
Now that I wasn't panicking nearly as much as when I was falling, I froze in place, shocked at the voice I heard. It sounded familiar.. almost like.. 
Another flash of light later, my eyes widened at the sight before me. 
"No way.." I breathed, awestruck and bewildered at the bipedal creature that sat across from me, in his throne of pure chaos. Before me, was Discord, lord of chaos itself. I couldn't believe what I was seeing, I was sure that I was still asleep or, something! But sure enough, there he was, and here I was, right in front of him.
Discord laughed in amusement at my stupor. "I can assure you, I'm as real as pigs flying." He snapped his talons and a pig seemingly came out of nowhere, with angel wings flying right up to me, snorting in my face. The pig disappeared in another flash, and he continued.
"As I said, I asked you because I have a proposal, a deal that will change your life for the better." He leaned back in his throne, a smirk still on his face. "But before I tell you what the deal is," He said, as if he knew that I was going to ask about it, "I need you to answer my question honestly. Now then.. spill!" A notepad and pencil appeared, and it started writing something as if it was an interview of some sort.
"Uh..," I began, trying to calm down and collect my thoughts for a well rounded response. As I thought about it however, the more depressed I felt and the more I realized just how crappy my life was right now. I wasn't on the streets or starving or anything, but I was socially and emotionally suffering. I didn't have any friends that weren't online, I've only been in a relationship once and it lasted a few months in elementary school, and the entirety of high school I was a lone wolf. I didn't have a real place to call my own, it felt like I was more of a house pet than a family member. All they did was keep me fed and made sure I didn't get into trouble, which wasn't an issue since all I did was sit at my laptop.
I felt jealous of my younger siblings, as they had their own rooms, they made plenty of friends, and they even have fulfilling futures ahead of them. I, on the other hand, had nothing to value or cherish, nothing to look forward to other than gaming and watching MLP, back when I used to actively watch the show anyway. I felt happy and giddy every time the show came on, like a kid in a candy shop. But the show ended, I've finished the comics, and I kind of drifted away from it. Nothing else really piqued my interests.
I looked up again, and saw Discord's brow furrow slightly, clearly indicating his impatience. Or was it concern? Either way, I spoke up.
"Sorry about that, I was lost in thought is all." I apologized, sheepishly rubbing my left arm with my hand. "To answer your question though.. No. I'm not happy at all.." 
"Go on then." He said, leaning in a little closer. I hummed in thought, thinking about how and where I should begin.
“Well..” I began.
“Back when I attended middle school, I’ve always felt.. different. Alone, like I never belonged there. I’ve made attempts to try and fit in, get to know other kids and maybe, even make some friends.”
“Did you?” He asked, tilting his head to the side.
“Not really,” I replied. “I would say the closest I’ve ever gotten with a classmate there is an acquaintance at best. You know, we sat near each other, sometimes we’d ask each other for a pencil or paper if we forgot any, worked on group projects. That sort of thing.” I clarified, sighing. “Didn’t really get.. personal or friendly”
Discord nodded in understanding, the pencil scratching on paper above him.
“So, I’ve kinda been bad at making friends, no one really seemed to be interested. In fact, they seemed to be afraid of me. Been that way all the way through 6th-12th grade.”
“And because of that, you were afraid of scaring people away and became self conscious. So you eventually stopped trying all together.” My eyebrows shot up in surprise.
“Y-Yeah, that’s one way to put it..” I admitted, rubbing the back of my neck.
“And then?” He asked, prompting me to continue.
“Well, there was this situation involving my identity. You see, I had to get an ID at some point if I wanted to do anything with my life, get a job, make a living, being an american citizen and all.”
“What kind of situation?” Discord asked, smiling. “Did your identity get replaced by that of a pug? Or perhaps you had multiple identities that had you in absolute dismay?” He asked gleefully.
I shook my head, frowning. “No, nothing like that. You see.. I had no identity. When I went to get my ID card and social, I was rejected because my damn middle name was spelled wrong.” I huffed the last part out, frustration visible on my face.
“So you couldn’t just get it fixed?”
“It’s not that simple because for some reason America likes to be complicated.” I said flatly. “I would have to go to court and either get my name changed, or stick with my old name and go through the entire process all over again.” Discord raised an eyebrow, confused.
“Why didn’t you just do that then?”
“I would’ve,” I began, crossing my arms with a sigh. “But my family never took me to do it. I had no way of getting to the courthouse or social security office without a car, and I didn’t have any money or a metro card either. I’ve tried time and time again, asked for help, asked for money, but they seemed to just always forget somehow! Show’s how much they care about me..” I finished under my breath.
“So.. you eventually gave up on that too, didn’t you?” Discord deduced. I nodded, looking downcast.
“Yeah. I did.” I replied simply. “The only sense of control I’ve ever had in my life, was in front of a computer screen. I didn’t have my own room in the house, so I never really had time to myself, and nowhere to put any of the things that I could call my own.” I put my hands on my lap now, curled up into fists. “I’ve never had control.. A say, in anything. I felt like more of a house pet, than a family member if I’m being completely honest.”
“And what about your siblings?” Discord asked, leaning back into his seat. “Do you love them? And your family?” I raised an eyebrow to ask how he knew I had siblings, but I just went on to explain.
“I’m.. grateful, for them.” I said carefully. “To say I love them though.. I do love certain members of my family, only to an extent though. As for my siblings..” I trailed off, looking away. “..I’m jealous of them.”
“..Why?”
“Because, they had everything that I wanted to be able to have.” I held up my hand, and counted out with the other what they were blessed with. “A room, friends, privacy, help; to name a few things. And I never got it. So, I just settled with being a house pet, with only a computer to use and meeting people online.” I sighed, leaning back and arms slumping.
Discord hummed in thought, tapping a talon on his chin. He was silent for a few moments, taking everything I’ve said into consideration.
“Ever since then, I’ve had this tendency to just give up on things. All I ever wanted was some help, and some encouragement, but I never received any. So, here I am, 2 years later still stuck in the same position.”
“..Is there anything that ever brought you happiness?” Discord asked after a moment. A nostalgic smile appeared on my face when he asked that.
“Yes, there is.” I said, looking back up. “It was you. Your world, the ponies, the community, everything related to My Little Pony, has brought me that happiness. I used to watch the show all the time, right until the very end.” I sighed, the smile vanishing. “Now that it’s over, and there’s nothing new that interests me, I’m just stuck, waiting till the day finally comes until something changes.” 
Discord was writing everything else down that I have said about my life, and for a couple of minutes we sat in silence.
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

When he was done writing, the notepad and pencil disappeared in a flash, and he leaned in, his fingers intertwined and brought up to his chin.
"Well," He said after a moment, "Would you care to hear my proposal? If you decline then I'll just send you back to exactly where you were in your 'Oh so miserable' life." He stated with a hint of snark. I paused for a moment before answering. 
"Shoot." I said simply.
Discord's grin widened. "Here's the deal," He snapped his talons again, and an image of the town of Ponyville displayed in front of me. "You could start a new life here, make some friends with your favorite ponies and dragon, and maybe even go on a grand and daring adventure! But.." Another snap of his talons, a different image replaced that of Ponyville, it was of me and my family at our previous thanksgiving, eating and talking together. "You would lose all your memories of your current life, including the knowledge of the show you know and love. You will even forget that you met me and the meeting will be like it never happened. A fresh start." He pondered for a moment. "You'd only remember your name. A life for a life, in a sense."
"Wait," I said, unsure if I understood that correctly. "So, If I lost memories of the show, it would be like I wouldn't recognize where I am, and the ponies I'd run into?" I raised an eyebrow.
"Precisely." He confirmed. 
"Okay, and what about.." I fished in my pocket for a second to find my personal device. "This?" 
"You keep it, but everything related to your own personal life and related to my universe will be erased. Meaning you'll still have knowledge of your world, but not of yourself, only your name and age." Discord flicked his finger in a direction, causing a spark to fly out of it. "On the plus side, I would give it infinite battery life, access to most sites, and you would keep most apps." 
I was silent, rolling the deal in my head for a minute or two. On one hand, I was a million percent sure I would be happier in the world of Equestria, and getting the chance to make friends with everyone there sounded amazing. On the other hand though, I would forget my family, where I came from, and the show as a whole. Plus I had a guild to maintain as a responsibility of an officer, regardless.. I just couldn't find it in myself to turn him down. 
"Alright.." I began reluctantly. "I'll.. I'll deal."
Discord smiled, but more genuinely this time. "Then it is done. I know you'll find happiness in Equestria, and I have a sneaking suspicion you know that too." He laughed, and I couldn't help but chuckle a bit at that. With a snap of his fingers, the world around me blinked out of existence. 
I fell unconscious, and I knew no more.
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		Chapter 2: A Fresh Start



Wind.
That was the first thing I noticed when I came from a seemingly endless sleep. It was nice, feeling this wind whip and blow across my face and body, the whistles of the wind playing a sweet melody to my current state. I smiled a bit at the sensation, enjoying the moment of peace and serenity. 
I took in a deep breath, savoring the fresh open air for just a moment, before exhaling and letting it all out. I felt relaxed. I felt at peace. I cracked an eye open, to be greeted with a gorgeous view of the starry sky, and with a brilliant full moon. I felt like I was flying, looking up I tried to get a better view of the stars. Only, I didn't see the sky anymore, but it was the ground.
"..Wait."  I looked down to see more stars. I looked back up to the ground. After a moment, It finally hit me. I wasn't flying. I was falling.
"WHAT THE HELL!?" I shouted in alarm, extremely confused as to how in the world I got this high in the first place.  I flailed my arms wildly about, shouting and screaming uselessly, my eyes desperately scanning the ground for something, anything to break my fall. I saw a large lake, just off from what looked like a.. tower? No, a castle, next to a small town. Acting quickly, I tried angling myself towards it, getting a little closer, but the ground was coming way too quickly for any comfort. And I had no idea how deep or shallow the lake was, but I was nearing the bottom, fast. 
I closed my eyes and put my arms in front, shielding my face from the inevitable impact of the surface of the water.
... Only for it not to come at all.
I slowly opened my eyes, moved my arms aside, and my breath caught in my throat. The tip of my nose was less than an inch away from the lakes surface.  I also noticed there was a light blue aura around my arms and hands, I looked down and saw the rest of my body encompassed in the same aura. 
"What..?" Was the only response I had to what I just experienced. Of course I was relieved that I didn't plummet into the lake, causing injury, or even death. Then, I started going back up at a slower pace. 
"I-I got you! J-Just a second..!" I heard the feminine voice come from the balcony of the castle, strain in her voice. From here I can't exactly tell who it was that saved my life, but nonetheless I closed my eyes, and paced my breathing, and waited. I felt my weight shift back into an up-right position, and soon enough I felt my hands and knees on a smooth surface. 
I panted heavily for a few moments, hearing the one who saved me do the same, probably from exhaustion. I was the first to speak after a little while. 
"Thanks," I began, I went to stand. "You have no idea how--" I froze, shocked at what I saw when I opened my eyes. Oh. My. God. Was all I could think. It was a.. unicorn? Not only that, but it was smaller than a normal horse, like a pony. It had a lilac coat, with a mane and tail that was purple, with teal streaks running along both. She was wearing what appeared to be purple pajamas with with polka dots. And it was staring at me, it's mouth agape. It looked just as shocked as I was.
"What's going on!? What happened Starlight!?" Another feminine voice, bit more raspy was heard a few ways away from the both of us. I looked up to see yet another pony beside the entrace, this time a light blue pegasus, with a rainbow mane and tail. She was also wearing pajamas, hers being a darker shade of blue with yellow stripes. "Are you ok-" It stopped in it's tracks, hovering in the air. Then it charged at me before I had time to react. I let out a pained "Oomph!!"
"Rainbow Dash, wait!" The lilac unicorn shouted, Starlight if I went by what the rainbow one yelled, "Stop! It's okay!" Rainbow stopped right as her hoof was about to connect with my jaw, her other clenching the neck of my hoodie. She lit up with the same blue aura as before, and she was forced off of me. 
Grimacing, I sat up against the railings of the balcony. "Ow.. Well so much for coming out uninjured, haha.." I chuckled halfheartedly, looking back up at the two ponies. I saw the horn glowing the same color on Starlight as Rainbow was pulled further away from me. "Starlight, was it? Thank you for saving me, twice."  I rolled up off the ground into a standing position. "I owe ya."
Starlight's mouth went agape again, she had to crane her head up just to able to look at my face from her position below me. I knelt down, to hopefully appear less intimidating. I smiled. "Sorry if I scared you. Thanks again though." I held out my hand for a handshake.. hoofshake..? A friendly shake. 
"Erm.. No problem.." She held out her hoof, but she was trembling a bit. I gently took her hoof in hand, and shook it respectfully. She returned it after a bit, a smile of her own appearing. "I'm sorry about Rainbow, she can jump to conclusions pretty fast." Rainbow huffed indignantly, and crossed her forearms. "Uh, your name is..?" 
"..I.. Isaiah.." I began, a bit reluctantly. "Isaiah Chase." I started to feel light headed, hearing the beat of my heart in my ear drums."B-But I think my friends call me Zale?" I said, bringing my hands up and slowly messaging my temples. Did.. did I even have any friends? I thought hard about what I just said and thought, but I came up blank. 
Starlight seemed to notice my discomfort. "Are you okay? What do you mean you 'think'?" She put a hoof against my leg, my headache getting worse.
"I.. ugh.. can't remember.." I feel like I was forgetting something very important. But no matter how hard I tried, my mind was.. completely blank. I remember a lot of other things, about my world, about the technologies, even my name and nickname. but I couldn't remember anything about my life. I started to panic again, but before that got too far, I felt a tug on my hoodie.
I looked down to see Starlight, looking very concerned. "I'm sorry. But, could I go sit down somewhere? I'm feeling pretty light headed.." I continued massaging my temples.
"Oh, uh.." She began, looking worried. After a moment, she shook her head, and smiled. "You know what, sure! Follow me." She turned and trotted towards the entrance, Rainbow following between us, probably warning me to keep my distance. I picked up the pace and followed them into the castle walls.
After a few minutes of a somewhat uncomfortable silence, Rainbow spoke.
"So.. uhm.." Rainbow began, sheepishly rubbing her mane, hovering a little ways away from me as I followed. "Sorry about, you know. Tackling you. I thought Starlight was in danger, and I maybe jumped to conclusions a little bit."
Starlight snorted, looking back directly at Rainbow.
"Okay okay," She said begrudgingly. "I really jumped the gun on that one." She huffed, facing back into the corridor. 
I chuckled at that. "It's okay, I understand. I can't blame you for only wanting to protect those you care about." 
"See? He gets it!" She pointed a hoof at me, smiling victoriously. 
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

Another few minutes pass, Starlight and Rainbow bickering about what counts as 'Loyal' versus 'Unnecessary'. They eventually gave up, both huffing in exasperation.
"So, Isaiah," Starlight said, rounding a corner "You said you can't remember? Remember what exactly?" 
"Anything." I said simply. Both ponies raised an eyebrow at me, stopping at a larger door, larger than any of the ones we passed by. "Well, I can't remember anything about me, other than name and age. I can remember my world and everything in it, but myself and my life.. It's just comes up blank." I clarified, the headache flaring up again.
Starlight and Rainbow both showed concerned glances and looked back at me.
"So you have amnesia is what your saying?" Starlight asked. I nodded. "Well, lets go back to the slumber party and continue our discussion there." She opened the door, walked inside and motioned for me to enter. There was pop music coming from inside.
I raised an eyebrow. "Slumber party?" We entered the room, and I saw just what she was talking about. But the room itself was massive! The first thing I noticed was that there was a god damn tree, at least the roots of one inside the ceiling, illuminated with lights dangling from each root. The walls lined with pillars of crystal, each one having a door that I assumed led to other rooms connected to this one. Above the doors on the next layer had a grand window between each pillar, I'm pretty sure those windows were taller than me.
And then in the center, Was a table, surrounded by 6 chairs, all made of crystal. Now that I think about, Majority of the castle was made out of crystals and gems. Also nearing the center, were 6 other ponies, and a purple lizard thing all in pajamas of all kinds. There were blanket rolls of different colors next to each of them. When we went a bit further into the room, the music that was playing stopped, like a record scratch. All eyes were on me, save for Starlight and Rainbow, both chuckling nervously.
"Hey guys, haha.." Starlight broke the silence after a couple of seconds. "We have a.. bit of a situation on our hooves." She had a somewhat strained smile plastered on her face, her eyes darting back and forth between the group.
One of the other ponies, a purple unicorn but with wings and a purple mane and tail with a magenta streak in each, shot up to her hooves and blinked out of existence in a purple light. 
"Oh no.." The lizard said, pinching the bridge his nose and sighing. "Here we go."
Another purple flash of light not even a few seconds later, and she returned with several stacks of papers, and a quill. I then promptly found myself back against the table, attacked with a flurry of questions. "WHAT IN EQUESTRIA ARE YOU!? WHERE DID YOU COME FROM!?  YOU LOOK LIKE HUMANS FROM THE MIRROR WORLD! *GASP* ARE YOU A BRAND NEW SPECIES OR SUB SPECIES OF SOME VARIANT!? WHA-"  She was cut off from any further questions I couldn't answer at rapid speeds by the orange pony putting a hoof over her mouth, a deadpan expression on her face.
"Now now Twi, settle down," She pulled 'Twi' away from me, and I could have sworn she was foaming at the mouth a little bit. Ignoring it, I chuckled nervously.
"Ahah.. nice to meet you too?" It was more of a question than a response. The others gasped, seemingly surprised that I could speak. I brushed myself off, hoping the foam didn't get on me. As I did, I felt something in the pocket of my hoodie. Before I could investigate what is was though, another question made itself known, at least it was a single one this time.
"Oh my darling, Whatever are you wearing?" I stiffened a bit at her voice. It sounded so familiar, like I knew who that voice belonged to. Looking up, I saw a pristine white unicorn with a purple and bouncy mane look up at me, apparently very interested in my clothing. It took me a moment to regain my composure and answer her.
"O-Oh, this?" I looked down and pulled a little on my hoodie. "I'm just wearing a hoodie over a white T-Shirt, and shorts." I unzipped my hood so she could get a better look. She circled me, humming in thought. I feel like I'm being judged.. I thought, starting to feel uneasy.
Starlight cleared her throat, grabbing everyone's attention. "I'm sure you guys have a lot of questions, but first, let me explain to you what happened.."
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

We were all sitting in the room, with me being the center of attention. It only took a few minutes for Starlight to explain the situation, and the room felt a bit lighter now.
"Well shucks, I'm mighty sorry y'all had to go through that." The orange pony said sympathetically. She held out a hoof towards me. "The name's Applejack, partner! Pleasure ta' meet cha!" 
I took her hoof and shook it firmly, and she immediately returned the shake, a wide smile on her face.
"Heya Applejack, I'm Isaiah Chase, and my.." I paused for only a second, correcting myself. "I also go by Zale" I let go of her hoof, only for my hand to be taken again immediately by two pink hooves and started shaking sporadically.
"Hiyamynameispinkiepieit'ssonicetomeetyouzaleywhaleydoyoulikecupcakesilikecupcakes- *GASP*"
She stopped for a second, and exploded again. 
"imadecupcakesfortheslumberpartybutsinceyou'rehereyoucanhavesometoo!" 
I didn't realize when Pinkie released my hand, but after a second or two my arms stopped shaking, they feel like spaghetti now. "Uh.. nice to meet you too Pinkie Pie, and.. I can't really say i like cupcakes, because I don't remember if I like them or not."
Rainbow blinked. "Wait, you actually followed all of that?" Rainbow asked in disbelief. I shrugged.
"Well yeah, it took me a moment to process what was said but I understood her." I stretched my arms out, hoping to relieve some of the stress from the frantic hoofshake of a super hyper mare.
"Hi there Zale," The purple one from earlier began, smiling sheepishly. "My name is Twilight Sparkle, Princess of Friendship. Sorry about the uh, onslaught earlier." She laughed nervously, clearly embarrassed. I chuckled and scratched the back of my head.
"It's okay, don't worry about it. If you want I can answer any question you have to the best of my ability some time." Her ears perked up at that. 
"Yes! I-I mean.. sure that would be nice." She regained her composure and smiled genuinely. "I'll let you know when I have the questions ready!" Twilight giggled excitedly, and tapped her hooves together. I saw that the lizard rolled it's eyes at her, and walked up to me.
"I'm Spike," he pointed a thumb at his puffed out chest. "And yes, I am a dragon!" Spike said matter-of-factly. My eyebrows shot up in surprise. "I'm Twilight's loyal assistant."
"Wow, a dragon.." I admired him a bit, looking him over again. "I never would have guessed if you didn't tell me. I thought you were just a lizard." 
Spike deadpanned. Rainbow and Applejack snorted, trying to contain their laughter. Spike looked back at both of them, a pout on his face. "Oh come on, I know I'm small but you'll see! One day I'll grow and get wings, then we'll see who's laughing!" He huffed, crossing his arms and walked back to Twilight's side.
"Hello Zale, I am none other than Ms. Rarity, Owner of the Carousel Boutique, maker of fashion trends!" She dramatically made her mane wave, swiveling her head from one side to the other. "And I must say, your clothes are out of this world, Darling!" Her eyes sparkled with glee as she scanned me up and down for about the 5th time. She held her hoof out, but it was pointed toward the ground rather than at me. I got the idea.
"Hello Ms. Rarity, It's a pleasure to make your acquaintance." I got down on one knee, gently took her hoof in hand and planted a soft kiss on it. "And I should say that you look stunning in that night gown." Rarity waved her hoof at her face the moment I let go.  
"Oh my~" She breathed, a hue of pink going across her muzzle. "What a gentlestallion.." She fainted, landing on a velvet chair that I don't remember being there before. 
I raised an eyebrow. Gentle..stallion? So that's how terms are here, huh? I thought, humming in understanding.
I looked around, seeing only 2 other ponies that haven't introduced themselves yet. One was a mulberry pony, a unicorn with a magenta mane and tail, only her horn was broken. My eyes widened at the scar on her face in surprise. She looked more built, and if she were standing I'm pretty sure she'd be the tallest pony here. She hasn't said a word ever since I arrived, and all she did was stare back at me, a slight blush on her face. Even as I looked at her for a few more moments, she didn't even flinch.
The other, was a yellow pegasus, a pink mane and tail. She let out a little "Eep!" when she saw my gaze shift towards her. She tried to hide behind her mane but it did little to cover the poor timid thing. Deciding that I should make the first move, I walked up to her and knelt down, so I could be more at eye level with her while maintaining a reasonable distance.
"Hello there. What's your name?" I asked in a soft disarming tone, putting on a friendly smile. 
She hesitated for a moment, but she answered. "Fluttershy.."
"Nice to meet you, Fluttershy. It might not mean much, but I hope we can become good friends." I reached out with my right and started petting her mane gently. She gasped, but didn't show any resistance after the first contact. She leaned in when I cupped my hand around her ear, giving a few quick scratches.
Rainbow blinked again. "You caught THAT too!? Just how good are your ears?"
Stopping the pats, I shrugged again. "I guess they're pretty good" I turned back to the mulberry unicorn, still staring at me with the same expression. I looked at the others and raised an eyebrow. They all shrugged  unanimously.
Turning back again, I walked up to her and sat down, right in front of them. Nothing. I got an idea, a risky one, but a risk I'm willing to take. Stifling a laugh, I brought my hand right up to her muzzle, and ceremoniously booped her, right on the snoot.
She seemed to be taken aback by the sudden touch, As she went cross-eyed for a moment, gasped, and sneezed, all at once. My finger was still on her muzzle, and she started at it, still cross-eyed. "Hi there." I said, removing my finger from her muzzle and putting it back down, smirk on my face. Rainbow and Applejack couldn't hold there laughter this time, and the rest chuckled along with them. Her cheeks swelled into a deep crimson.
"H-Hello.." She began, looking down at her hooves. "My name is Tempest. Tempest Shadow.." She fidgeted slightly.
I whistled, impressed at the name. "Wow, that's a pretty badass name. I like it." 
"Thanks, ahah.." Tempest seemed to calm down, and looked at me directly. "..Do that again." I blinked.
"Whistle?" I asked, confused as to what she meant.
"No, when you touched my muzzle.." Tempest clarified, making little circles with her hooves.
My eyebrows shot up in surprise. "Well, okay." I booped her again, same as before. She again, went cross-eyed, but instead of sneezing, she wriggled her nose and giggled at the sensation.
"Hehe.. Ok that's enough." She said with finality.
I took my hand and saluted. "Yes ma'am." I said jokingly. 
I turned around and sat between Tempest and Fluttershy. "So.." I began. "What happens now?" 
Twilight hummed in thought. "Well.. since you can't remember nearly anything about yourself, you could stay here in the castle, in one of the guest rooms." Twilight suggested. "Maybe in time you'll start remembering more things about your past, and then we can go from there." 
I stroked my chin, thinking about it. It wasn't a bad idea actually, and it's not like I really had anywhere else to go anyway. I nodded, accepting her offer. "That sounds like one of the only things I could do really, thank you Twilight." I paused for a moment, a frown forming on my face. "I'm really sorry too."
"'Sorry'?" Twilight repeated, confused. "What are you sorry for?" She sat down a little ways away from me, relaxing on one of the blankets that were laid out. 
"For crashing in during your slumber party, I didn't mean to interrupt." I clarified, rubbing the back of my head. "And on top of that becoming a burden too."
"Oh nonsense darling," Rarity chimed in, "You have nothing to be sorry about. You had no control over what happened to you, so don't you worry yourself about it." She stated. 
"Ya ain't a burden to no pony either, sugar cube." Applejack assured. 
"Yeah, I mean," Rainbow began, "It's not everyday you wake up free falling with amnesia. You need help, we got your back!" flew up to me and put her hoof in the air. I bumped it with a fist.
"Yeah dude, you're fine, you're in good hooves and claws!" Spike said, siting in what appeared to be a basket with sheets.
"We're friends now, so if you ever need us, just ask." Fluttershy said next to me, putting a hoof on my side. "Um, that is if that's okay with you.." She added timidly. 
I stiffened at the word 'Friend', and I couldn't help but smile sadly at that. I felt tears well up in my eyes, and I started sniffling. I didn't know why it brought me such joy hearing that, but I was so happy in that moment that I didn't care. I felt another hoof rest against my other side, caressing my shoulder. 
"It'll be okay, Isaiah. Your friends are here." I heard Tempest say, trying to comfort me.
"And if you ever want to talk about anything, I'm your mare." Starlight declared, smiling at me from her seat across from me. 
I was about to open my mouth to say something, but found that a cupcake with pink frosting found it's way into my mouth, seemingly out of nowhere. I look up and see Pinkie Pie giggling madly while hanging upside down in my field of vision. I grabbed the cupcake, and took a bite. I smiled, delighted with the taste of it. "And if you ever want to hang out, I'm always around~!" Pinkie said in a sing song voice.
I swallowed. "Thank you guys so much.. you have no idea how much this all means to me." I wiped a stray tear off my face before continuing. "And Pinkie Pie, I'll have you know that I do in fact, like cupcakes." I declared, taking another bite.
"GASP YAAAAY!!" she bounced around, happy to hear what I thought on the topic. "Now lets get this slumber party underway! We still have plenty of moonlight left to spare so get comfy everypony!" Confetti literally came out of the walls and ceiling, everyone cheered and went on with the party.
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

"Uh guys," Rainbow Dash began, sounding a little down, "The phonograph kinda busted."
Applejack sighed. "Pinkie, I told ya Not to add the record scratch thing. The needle was worn already and ya broke the darn thing."  Everyone let out a disappointing "Aww.." and the mood went down. 
I perked up when I remembered what I had on me. "I may have something to help with the music. Not sure if you'll like the kind from my world though, or the type I listen to." Fishing in my hoodie a bit, I found my iPhone. Everyone stared at it with curious expressions. I tapped the screen, and the screen flashed to life. Everyone's eyes widened in shock and disbelief. 
"Whoa.. Dude what Is that?" Spike asked mesmerized by the device in my hand. 
"It's called an iPhone," I stated. "it's a type of smart phone that was made back on Earth, which is what my planet was called back in my world." I heard the sound of scratching on paper, I looked up to see a paper and quill in Twilight's magic.
I smirked in amusement. 
"What can it do?" Rainbow asked, eyeing the thing incredulously. "Doesn't look like much to me."
"Well, this particular iPhone can take pictures, play music, browse the web, record videos, and you can even play games on it." I explained. "It's also used to take notes without the need of pencil or paper, as many as you could want. It even has a library, stored with books upon books-" I was cut off in mock surprise when the phone was snatched out of my hand in a pinkish aura, and levitated towards Twilight, who was practically drooling and hyperventilating over it. 

"Hey, hey, make sure you don't get drool on it." I said teasingly, giving Twilight a knowing smirk. She laughed sheepishly, levitating the device back to me.
"Sorry about that, I guess I got excited.. hehe."  She admitted, a small blush forming across her muzzle.
"Don't worry about it Twilight, I can show you the books later." I told her, making her ears perk up a bit more. "But for now.." I paused at the lockscreen, looking at the image. It was of a character, and if I remembered correctly her name was 'Toriel', eating a pie. Ignoring it for now, I typed in my password, it seemed my muscles remembered it on instinct, and opened the music app.  When I did, a handheld speaker popped into existence, my eyes widened in surprise, and I caught it mid-air. 
"Wow, it can do magic too?" Starlight asked, even more intrigued than before. I looked at the speaker more closely. It was Bluetooth, no doubt about it. I found the power button, and the pairing button. Other than it magically appearing out of no where, it was an ordinary speaker. Shrugging, I turned it on, and paired it with my phone.
"Uh.. I don't remember it being able to do that..." I replied carefully, as I was sure it wasn't supposed to. "But hey, it's convenient I guess. Now the sound will be clearer and louder than it coming from the phone itself." They were listening to more peppy music earlier, but I wanted to get their requests in. "What do you want to listen to?"
"Ooh! Ooh! Me me me me me!!" Pinkie waved her hoof in the air, trying to be picked.
"Alright Pinkie, you get first pick. So what'll it be?" I showed Pinkie the screen and the songs she cold choose from. I made sure to swipe upwards at an even pace so she could read it. 
"Hmmm.." Pinkie hummed in thought, looking through the different names. "OOOooh, this one!" She pointed at the song by the Black Eyed Peas; I Gotta Feeling.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CwdrtwZiQ9E
"Excellent choice Pinkie." I turned up the sound and bass, set the speaker down on the table, and clicked play. Everyone ears perked up at the beginning notes, after the first loop, Applejack started tapping a hoof to the beat, while Rainbow bobbed her head to it. 
At the bass first base drop, everyone in the room was singing along, like they know all the lyrics just like that. I was  dancing with Pinkie, Twilight and Fluttershy, while the rest just enjoyed the song, either tapping a hoof or head bobbing to the rhythm. 
Twilight's dance was.. entertaining, to say the least. Pinkie seemed like she was defying basic anatomy with her moves, and Fluttershy looked like she was having fun. I, on the other hand, was actually surprisingly good at dancing, all the considered. Improvised moves based on the beat, and I had a blast doing so.
I smirked, getting an idea. For one of my moves, I needed a partner. I took Pinkie's hooves in hand, and starting to spin us around. I kept in mind how much bigger I was compared to her, so I kept it steady. Then, once she was off the ground, I placed my hand under her barrel, lifted her up above my head, and held her out. She held her hooves out like she was flying, giggling like a little kid.
As the song came to an end, we all shared a laugh, both at our silly dances and because of how much fun it was. Smiling, I picked up the phone. "Who wants next pick?" I asked. This time, Tempest raised her hoof. "Alrighty, choose anything that catches your eye."  I held the phone in front of her, much like I did with Pinkie. 
"Oh, this one looks interesting." Tempest motioned towards the song, Fall Out Boy - Immortals (Metal cover by Solence)
I smirk slightly. "You have a keen eye for true art Tempest. A keen eye indeed." Taking a bit of a cautious approach since I knew how it began, I turned down the volume a little, tapped the play button, and the song began.
https://youtu.be/IjiYliFL3es
Their ears perked up at the loud and robust opening it had, and Rainbow Dash really got into the guitar, and so did Tempest. They were now standing. slightly bobbing their heads slightly in the start, and even Fluttershy and Rarity joined in. The other watched and listened, I couldn't quite tell what the others expressions were, As i was bobbing my head myself now.
Right at the start of the first chorus, all 5 of us started head banging. Hard.  Mid way through it, we started singing along, we even had the growls and the screams down pat, especially Fluttershy.  We were rocking our hearts out, all the way throughout the first chorus and the mid section of the song.
When the second chorus hit, the rest of our friends joined in, and soon we had a moshpit going.  I was careful not to trample anyone with my height, now doing air guitars with Rainbow.  Applejack was a real wild one, nearly knocked me over twice, but regardless this was the best time of my new life. 
Right before the guitar solo came in, Rarity pulled out a Ukulele out from behind the velvet chair, and actually played with the solo! It even sounded metal. However I threw all logic out the window in this moment, because damn, she was good. And in the last part of the song, she held out the scream, and even I couldn't do that. 
All of us collapsed in a pile on the floor, exhausted and panting from the session, silently chuckling. 
"That. Was.  AWESOME!!" Rainbow exclaimed from her position on the floor, catching her breath.
"Look at us, huh? Who would'a thought we'd end up being this tired.. whew." Applejack commented, wiping her forehead with a hoof. 
"Yeah, Applejack's right.. We should hit the hay right about now.." Twilight agreed. We had no arguments, not even Spike. We got off of each other and headed to our respective sleeping spots. I paused, realizing that I didn't have a blanket, or designated spot. 
"Uh Twilight, Where do I sleep?" I asked, cocking an eyebrow. Her eyes widened, like she completely forgot about that detail all together.
"Ah shoot.." She said "Well, there's a-"
"You can share with me." Tempest interrupted, Twilight and I turned to her. "My blanket is more than enough for us to share. If you want to anyway.." A slight blush spread on her cheeks. I chewed the inside of my cheek in thought. 
Shrugging, I complied. "Sure, if you're offering, I wouldn't mind." I took off my hoodie and hung it against one of the chairs. I left everything else on me, and I got down in a comfortable position next to Tempest, who used her hoof to share her blankets with me. My eyes drifted to her broken horn, now that I got a closer look, I saw a large crack running along the side of it, looking like a lighting  bolt. I was curious as to why her horn was like that, but I figured I'd ask some other time.
"Good night everypony.. yawn.." Twilight said with finality, turning out the lights with her magic.
One by one, everyone fell into a comfortable, silent  sleep.

	
		Chapter 3: First Impressions



I lay awake on the floor, currently sharing a blanket with Tempest. I woke up maybe 5 or 10 minutes ago, it was kind of hard to tell since I couldn't access my phone at the moment. It was still pretty dark from what I could see out of one of the windows, but I did see a hint of an orange hue in the corner. I should still be asleep, but I didn't feel tired at all. I probably only slept for around 5 or 6 hours if I had to guess. 
When I woke up, I found myself in a bit of a bind, which is also the reason I can't access my phone right now. Sleeping on top of me is of course, Tempest. I have no idea how I didn't wake up when she initially got on top of me, how she did so in the first place is beyond me. She has her hooves wrapped around my barrel,  with her muzzle under my neck. She wasn't all that heavy despite being more built than the others in the room. I didn't want to be rude and wake her up, so I decided to lay here for a while until she either woke up, she rolled off of me, or I get fed up and wake her anyway. Either way I had to admit, it was pretty cute.
I still had enough room to look around without disturbing Tempest. Looking around, I saw that the others were still asleep, more or less in the same positions. Except Pinkie Pie who was sprawled out on top of the crystal table, her hind leg twitching every so often. Smirking in amusement, I try to get more comfortable and attempt to fall asleep again, if only for half an hour more. However, there was a slight problem I had noticed that was in the way.
I had to use the bathroom.
Cursing to myself, I try to gently pry Tempest off of me, but she was a stubborn one. She whined a little when I managed to get her hoof from around me, granting me access to scoot out from underneath her. Acting quickly, I took the pillow I was using and put it where I was laying down, Tempest taking it and holding it close to her chest. With my little escape plan complete, I got up and walked quietly out of the room through one of the doors that were aligned with the pillars.
That left only one more problem. Finding the restroom. The door I walked through led to what looked like a dinning hall, with a large, long rectangular table in the center surrounded by chairs. I looked around, if there was a dinning hall, the restroom couldn't be too far off right? Spotting two other doors, I went to the one on the right first, this one smaller than the one that led back to the previous room, I walked to it and opened it, peaking through. 
This room looked like a kitchen, with counter tops, kitchen ware, a sink, another table this one being circular and smaller with stools instead of chairs, a multitude of cabinets and ovens as well. I had to be getting closer to my destination, if this place made sense a bathroom should connect with this room somewhere. I saw another door, with a blue sign of what appeared to be a pony. Rolling my eyes at how similar the sign looked a lot like the ones in my world, I walked into the room and closed the door.
~ ~ ~ ~ > > Tempest POV < < ~ ~ ~ ~

Tempest stirring, she let a quiet yawn escape her. Tempest sat up and looked around, confused as to where Isaiah went. I hope I didn't wake him.. She thought, thinking back to what happened a few hours ago.
A few hours earlier..
Tempest was woken up by movement. At first she assumed that Isaiah was uncomfortable and was trying to shift into a better position, so she ignored it for a few moments, until she was starting to get annoyed by it. Groaning, she opened her eyes to see what he was doing. Her brow furrowed from annoyance to concern. He was shivering, an uncomfortable look on his face. Tempest noticed that he was still asleep.
She waited, to see if he would stop on his own. After about a minute, it actually started to get worse.  Growing more worried, she did the only thing she could think of doing to help him stop shivering. Carefully maneuvering into a position where she could  hold him, trying her best not to wake Isaiah. 
Once she got into a good position, Tempest slowly relaxed, laying her head on his chest. After a moment, he seemed like he was calming down, and the shivering ceased. Tempest couldn't see his face from her position, but hoped that this helped. He stopped shivering at least, so she took that as a sign that she was helping.
Getting a little more comfortable, she closed her eyes, finding the rising and falling of Isaiah's chest to be calming, and fell back to sleep.
Present
Deciding to go look Isaiah, she got up, and silently trotted to through the large entrance to the hallway, opening the door and closing it behind her with a soft click. Tempest walked down the hallway, every so often looking between other corridors that conjoined with the hall to see if she could spot him down one.
Approaching the balcony from the hall, she figured she could take the chance to see how early in the day it was, and get some fresh air. Upon walking onto the balcony, she saw Isaiah there. He was leaning over against the rails, watching the sunrise. The sun was almost fully over the horizon now, casting it's glorious rays onto across the plot of Sweet Apple Acres, and down on the town of Ponyville. 
She walked up next to him, joining Isaiah.
~ ~ ~ ~ > > Isaiah POV< < ~ ~ ~ ~

As I watched the sunrise before me, I took in a deep breath and let it all out, relieving me of the drowsiness I was feeling. I heard the clip clop of approaching hooves from behind me, not bothering to turn around. The sound came closer, until the pony came into view from the corners of my eye.
It was Tempest. She put her front hooves up against the railings next to me, looking out across the horizon. I turned my head slightly to face her. "Good morning Tempest." I greeted simply. 
"Good morning Isaiah," She returned, turning her head to face me, a slight smile on her face. "I hope I didn't wake you."
"Nah," I began, rubbing the back of my head. "I just had to use the restroom, I only came out here a few minutes after. By the way, I don't know how effective I am as a pillow, but I hope you found me comfortable." I added with a smirk. 
A look of mild concern and curiosity crossed her face. "About that..," Tempest began, taking her hooves off the railing to face me more directly, " You were shivering in your sleep last night. I was worried, so I cuddled with you. When I did, you relaxed and stopped shivering." She explained, a slight blush appearing across her muzzle. 
A raised an eyebrow in confusion and mild concern. "I was..?" I asked, bringing a hand to my chin. Tempest nodded in response. "Huh. Well, I'm sorry about that, I have no idea why I would be shivering though. I didn't have any nightmares, or dreams at all last night. Thank you though." 
"Don't mention it." She said, turning back to watch the sunrise. "It's the friendly thing to do." I smiled at that, turning to watch the rest of the sunrise as well, in a companionable silence. 
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

Around 10 minutes went by in a flash. Tempest and I sat there in silence for majority of the time, just enjoying each others company. I didn't even notice how long it had been since I came out here, not really conscious of time. I was somewhat aware of a pitter patter sound coming from behind us, followed by a sigh.
"So this is where you two went off to." I turned around to see Spike, walking up to Tempest and I giving a quick glance at the view. The sun just made it fully over the horizon, indicating the start of the day. "Come on, Twilight is making breakfast for all of us, and we are going to have to talk about your stay here in Equestria." 
I nodded in understanding. "Right, makes sense I suppose." I turned to Tempest, and I cocked an eyebrow. She seemed to be completely unaware of Spike's presence, and totally oblivious to the conversation. Spike noticed this as well, and gave her a worried look. 
"I got this." I assured the little drake. Bringing my hand up to the front Tempest's muzzle, I made a pointing gesture. I heard Spike snicker, taking that as the 'Ok' to go through with my plan. I gave Tempest a quick boop on her nose, just enough to get her out of her deep trance. 
"W-What?" She started, getting off the railing and looking back and forth between me and Spike. Spike and I shared confused and worried glances, before turning back to Tempest. 
"Are you okay Tempest?" I asked, a concerned look on my face. "You were pretty out of it just now. We did just meet so I don't know if it's a thing you usually do..?" I turned to face Spike, who was shaking his head. "You seemed to be out of it last night too, when we first met." 
Tempest fidgeted on her hooves. "I'm fine.." She answered, her voice cracking ever so slightly. "I was just lost in thought is all, I'm fine." Tempest finished with finality, regaining her posture. "I'm sorry about that. So then, breakfast?" She asked with a smile, looking between us.
I was unconvinced with her answer, but nodded nonetheless. "Yeah, Spike was just looking for us, but I'ma head back to the room I left my hoodie and phone in and picks those up. I'll meet up with you guys in the dinning hall." Spike gave me a surprised look. 
"You know where it is?" he asked looking back, already heading back into the hallway with Tempest. 
I nodded. "Yeah, I found it pretty quickly on my way to the restroom. Guess I have a pretty good sense of direction." I shrugged, walking opposite of Spike and Tempest. "I'll catch up." Out of the corner of my eye as I turned into the corridor that lead to the large door where my belongings were, I thought I saw Tempest frowning slightly at me, before disappearing around the other end of the hall. 
As  I walked down the passageway, I thought back to what Tempest had told me. Maybe I was just really cold? It was the only thing I could really think of, seeing that I don't remember having any nightmares or dreams at all last night. But it was weird, since I was sharing a pretty sizable blanket with Tempest who was already sharing body heat even before holding me. Shaking my head, I decided to worry about that later, right now I had to hurry up and meet up with the others for breakfast. 
I reached the large doors that led to the room we all slept in together, the one with the tree roots, crystal table and chairs. I picked up my phone and hoodie from my spot on the floor, but I couldn't find the speaker that popped into existence. I shrugged it off, put on my hoodie and walked through the same door that lead me to the dinning hall.
On the far end of the table of the room, I saw my new friends talking with each other, Spike and Tempest seemed to have walked in not too long before me from another pair of doors. They spotted me and waved me over, prompting me to join them. There was a seat that was open next to Starlight, so I went over and greeted everyone. "Good morning guys!" The gesture was happily returned from them all. 
"Good morning Zaley Whaley!" I heard pinkie shout from her side of the table, and then proceeded to tackle hug me with force I was not prepared for. Luckily, I fell back into the seat I was approaching anyway through sheer dumb luck. I grunted from the force but It didn't actually hurt as much as I anticipated it to. She sat on my lap and gave me a bountiful hug.
"The party last night was simply divine," Rarity chimed in. "It was quite the experience! My mane didn't escape from getting a little disheveled from the activities," She said, touching up her mane with a hoof. "But it was still rather enjoyable." 
"Uh, yeah," Rainbow chuckled, flying over and putting a foreleg around my shoulders. "When Zale came along, the party got 20% cooler!" She declared, giving me a small nookie with her hoof. "And the music, I've never heard anything like it! It was Awesome." Applejack chuckled, giving me a smile.
"I gotta admit," Applejack began, tilting her hat up from her face. "That was quite the hoedown." 
"I never felt so alive.." Fluttershy said, with a dreamy look in her eyes. "It was so exhilarating!" I chuckled at everyone's antics, nodding in agreement. 
"Glad you all enjoyed yourselves." I replied, closing my eyes with a content sigh. I heard the door that led to the kitchen open and looked back, revealing Several plates and a very enthusiastic looking Twilight Sparkle. 
"Good morning everypony!" Twilight greeted as she walked in. Rainbow flew back to her seat and Pinkie.. well, somehow was already in her seat when I looked again. Twilight was carrying several empty plates, and a few dishes of mouth watering food in her magic. A couple of the dishes were filled with steaming hot pancakes, with a big bottle of maple syrup accompanying it, more than enough to go around. Another dish contained omelets, enough for all 10 of us to enjoy.
Twilight levitated a plate on the table in front of everyone, and put some pancakes on each plate as well as an omelet for each of us, taking the empty seat between Starlight and Spike. She then levitated the maple syrup in front of me, looking at me expectantly. I smiled in thanks, taking the maple syrup and pouring some on my stack of pancakes, enough to make it flow off the top and on to the plate. "Since you're our guest of honor for today, I figured I'd let you get first dibs on the syrup." Twilight said, already pouring syrup on her own pancakes, way more than I expected her to. 
"Thanks Twilight, I appreciate it." I thanked her, picking up a nearby fork and knife and dug in. Everyone did much the same, though Applejack and Rainbow Dash ate theirs with gusto. 
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

"So, Zale," Twilight began after we all finished our meals. "I've already sent letters to Princess Celestia and Princess Luna; who are the rulers of Equestria, about your situation. They'd like to meet you in person, so today we are going to head to Canterlot." I nearly fell out of my seat at the words. "We are going by carriage and it won't be here until noon, which gives plenty of time to prepare."
"Princess Luna.." the minute I uttered the name a pain flared in my head, causing me to wince. A felt a hoof press against my shoulder, looking back I saw Starlight. 
"It'll be alright, you'll see." Starlight reassured, smiling up at me. I smiled back, the pain starting to subside. 
"Thanks," I replied, grateful for the gesture. "I guess I am a bit nervous though meeting with the ones in charge. But I won't let that stop me from making a good first impression." I relaxed in my seat, breathing out a breath I didn't know i was holding. I looked over at Twilight, giving her the okay to continue. 
Twilight nodded. "Yes, good first impressions are important. But they are very understanding and accepting so you don't have anything to worry about Zale."  Twilight got up and took everyone's dirty dishes in her magic, walking back towards the kitchen door. "I'll take care of these. In the mean time Zale, why don't you take a look around Ponyville? I'm sure you'll love it here!" Twilight shouted over her shoulder, walking out the room with the dishes.
I hummed in thought for a moment. "You know what, why not? I guess it would be good to familiarize myself with the Town and the ponies in it, although.." I frowned slightly, unsure of the idea. "I'm not exactly sure how they would react to some random weirdo showing up in their town."
"Oh silly, quit your worrying!" Pinkie chimed in, slapping a hoof on my back a little too hard. "Ponyville is pretty accepting! Heck, the whole town is full of weirdos, like Applejack!" The mare in question raised a skeptical eyebrow at Pinkie, no amount of amusement found on her face. 
"She's right you know," Starlight pointed out. "Ponyville is surprisingly accepting and forgiving place." Spike nodded in agreement.
"Like that time when you enslaved an entire town and controlled their destiny, and when you broke destiny itself for all of Equestria by going back in time to stop the sonic rainboom, practically no one in Ponyville batted an eye." Spike stated nonchalantly. "Same with Tempest when she was with the Storm king when she imprisoned the Princesses." 
I blinked, not sure what to do with that new bit of information. Starlight laughed sheepishly, and Tempest looked away. I nodded, getting the point. "Alright well, if they are that accepting, I guess I really have nothing to worry about." I pulled out my phone and looked at the lock screen, the time reading 8:14 AM. "Welp, we have till noon," I began, standing up and stretching. "I'd say we get this grand tour underway. Who's gonna be my personal guide?"
Pinkie Pie was practically bouncing out of her seat with glee shouting 'Me! Me! Me!', with neon arrows pointing towards her. Chuckling at her antics, I sighed and relented. "Alright, alright Pinkie. You're it." I leaned over the table slightly and gave her a quick and firm boop to emphasize. "Alright, we'll be back before noon. Lead the way Pinkie." As we walked out into the hallway, they all waved after us, wishing me good luck. 
Tempest however, just watched me. With that same look from earlier.. what could be on her mind? I put that in the back of my mind to ask her later, for now deciding to focus on my tour and first impressions on the town. Pinkie looked back and gave me the brightest, albeit slightly disturbing grin. "Don't you worry Zaley, before noon the whole town will know your name, or my name isn't Pinkamena Diane Pie!" 
Why do I have a bad feeling about this.. But it was too late. We were already at the huge double doors that lead out of the castle, and into the unknown.

	
		Chapter 4: First Impressions II



As Pinkie and I walked out of the castle doors, I noticed Pinkie had a bounce in her step, quite literally may I add. She looked like she was bouncing on a trampoline, except.. well, she wasn't. I'll just chalk it up to 'Being Pinkie'. I followed behind her on the dirt road, with the rest of the town in sight, maybe a 10 minute or so walk from what looked like the town square. 
When we were about half way there, Pinkie spoke up. "I know you'll just love it here Zale," She chimed, turning around  bouncing backwards to look at me. "The townsfolk are all so nice, and you'll meet all sorts of ponies! I can't wait to introduce you to each and every one of them~!" Pinkie exclaimed, chin up and turning back around, still bouncing. I stumbled at the last part. 
I pulled out my phone to look at the time. Granted it was 8:40, not much time had passed since we left the castle, and the town itself didn't look all that big, but from here, there looked to be a lot of ponies around. It was still at most a 10 minute walk. "But we only have till noon." I pointed out, rubbing the back of my head. "And we have to be back for the chariot before hand." Pinkie turned her head slightly and smirked at me. 
"Don't you worry about a thing, besides like I said, the whole town will know you before noon and I will make sure of it!" She reassured me, a bright smile on her face. I smiled back and nodded, feeling a bit more confident and continued our trip into the town of Ponyville. 
As we were starting to enter the town, my appearance did not go unnoticed. I heard a few gasps as we passed by ponies eating at tables situated outside, and a few murmurs from a crowd that was forming behind us as we walked towards the heart of the town. Needless to say, I was starting to get nervous and my guide just kept bouncing along, humming to herself. 
We came into a part of town that looked like the main square, a pretty big circular building sat perfectly in the center, with a stage in front of it. There were already a few packs of ponies around, turning around upon noticing me. Pinkie and I went around them, I put my hands in my pockets near this point, my nerves starting to catch up with me. Pinkie bounced onto the stage, and stopped in front of the microphone. She looked at me and waved, prompting me to come onto stage as well.
I went up the stage along side her, albeit a bit reluctantly. I saw that even more ponies were gathering around, a crowd of several dozen at least. There were even some pegasi coming in from various directions in the sky, stopping and hovering in place when they saw me. When the ponies stopped flooding in, I assumed that was mostly everyone here that noticed me, which was still a lot. 
I saw them all staring at me with various expressions, some had their jaws hanging open, either in awe or disbelief, some gave me curious and fascinated looks. There were some expressions I couldn't quite place, but that might have been my nerves messing with me. At this point I noticed that I was clenching the insides of my pants pockets, trying to get my nerves under control.
After a moment of silent murmurs from the crowd, Pinkie Pie cleared her throat, grabbing everyone's attention and silencing the crowd. "Hiya everypony, good morning!" She began speaking in the microphone, waving to the crowd. "It's your favorite party pony, Pinkie Pie!" She waved to the crowd with a smile. The crowd cheered respectfully, acknowledging the the pink pony.
When they died down after a moment, Pinkie continued. "As you all know, I throw a big party for every new face in town, and we have one right here!" She threw out both of her hooves in my direction, presenting me. "This is Isaiah Chase, but he also goes by Zale! And he's a- ..he's a.." She trailed off, looking at me with a curious look. "What are you again?" She asked, still talking into the mic. 
"Oh, uh I'm a human, sorry I guess I forgot to mention that." I chuckled sheepishly. Pinkie smiled and looked back towards the crowd.
"And he's a human!" Streams of confetti and glitter shot out of the stage, startling me for a moment. The crowd looked at me with anticipation, and I heard a younger voice shout "Hi Zale!" coming from towards the front of the crowd. I looked down and saw a young colt, excited glee on his face. He had white fur with brown patches around his body, a brown mane and tail.
"M-My name is Pipsqueak!" I smiled in amusement, walked up near the edge and knelt down on the stage. 
"Hi there Pipsqueak, it's very nice to meet ya." I said, ruffling his hair a bit with my hand. He flinched at the sudden touch a little but didn't show any resistance. He laughed excitedly and leaned into my hand. I chuckled at his antics, already finding myself quite fond of the little guy. 
I stopped the pets and stood back up, walking back over to Pinkie Pie. She smiled up at me, and stepped aside. I took that as my queue to say something to the rest of the crowd and took the microphone in hand. My nerves weren't as bad as they were before I met Pipsqueak, he gave me the confidence boost I needed. 
I cleared my throat, smiled and said, "It's nice to meet all of you. I hope to get to know you all, and maybe even become friends down the line. I'm in a bit of a pickle at the moment, but I wont let that stop me from treating you all with kindness and respect." I lowered the microphone and put it back on it's stand, letting Pinkie Pie take over again.
"Now, I won't actually be able to get the party ready right now," Pinkie began. "We are kinda on a tight schedule. But there will be a party when we get back!" She pulled out a party horn out of her mane and blew into it, making a comical sound and used her tongue to put it back. I stared at Pinkie for a moment and shook my head, deciding to just ignore what she just did.
The crowd started to stomp on the ground with excitement. For a second there I thought they were going to stampede but then I realized that they were applauding, and I smiled and waved in response. Pinkie Pie and I walked off the stage and into the crowd, and I got to meet a lot of the ponies that called Ponyville home. Some of them were from out of town, only visiting for a day or so and just happened to be there. 
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

Outside of Pipsqueak, I met a lot of other ponies. Only a handful really stood out to me though. I met a mint colored pony with a mint and white mane and tail. She was with a cream colored pony who had a blue and pink mane and tail. "Hi there, my name is Lyra, and this here is Bon-Bon." She said, pointing to the pony in question. "You said you were a 'Human', yes?" I nodded in confirmation.
Lyra looked up at me with a wide smile, and then smirked at her friend. "Cough 'em up." She said, making a gesture with her hoof. Bon-Bon rolled her eyes and took out several gold coins from her saddlebags and Lyra took them in her magic. I raised an eyebrow, but didn't question it. Lyra put the coins in her own saddlebags and looked back to me. "It was very nice meeting you, we were on our way to the market so we'd best be going. See you later!" 
"Alright, I'll be seeing you." Lyra and Bon-Bon walked away and waved, disappearing behind a building. The next ponies I met were three fillies, all looking pretty energetic. One of them though looked a little intimidated, and I couldn't help but feel bad for the little thing. Like i did with Pipsqueak, I knelt down and smiled at them. "Hey there girls, it's nice to meet you. What are your names?"
"Heya big fella! I'm Applebloom!" One of them said. Applebloom had yellow fur, with a red mane and tail. She had a southern accent, much like Applejack's I noted. In fact they both shared the name 'Apple'. She was wearing a bow in her hair, which I found cute and odd at the same time, but cute nonetheless. "I'm Applejack's little sister!" Ah. That explains it.
"You seem like a really nice guy mister Chase!" I froze up when she called me that. I don't know why but it sent shivers down my spine, and a feeling of déjà vu washed over me for a moment. I chuckled though, a little embarrassed by the formality.
"Just Isaiah is fine, or call me Zale if you want to. Most of my friends do.." I paused for a moment. I guess it was true, although I've only been in Equestria for not even 24 hours, I've made a bunch of friends that warmed up to me pretty quickly. I shook my head, trying not to think too hard about it. "Although I know it's out of respect, you don't have to be formal with me." I said warmly, giving her a quick pat on the head.
"That's how she always is," the filly on the right said, rolling her eyes. "Oh, I'm Scootaloo by the way! Nice to meet ya." Scootaloo said, a filly with orange fur and a violet mane and tail. She had a bit of a raspy voice. She looked over at the last filly, a white unicorn with a pink mane and tail. "Uh, Sweetie Belle? You okay?" She asked. Sweetie Belle didn't respond, only stared at me with a mix of wonder and fear clearly visible on her face. 
Scootaloo waved a hoof in front of her to snap her out of it. Sweetie Belle blinked and look at her friends, who gave her questioning looks. She visibly gulped. "O-Oh yeah I'm fine. My name is Sweetie Belle." She looked back up at me briefly before looking away. I raised an eyebrow at that. 
"And we're, The Cutiemark Crusaders!" Applebloom and Scootaloo said in unison. They looked back at Sweetie Belle who was looking anywhere else but in my direction. The other two shared glances, worry on their faces. "Sweetie Belle, are you sure you're okay? You seem.. distant." Applebloom asked with a hint of suspicion. Sweetie Belle actually took a step back, looking back and forth between the two.
"Really I'm fine," Sweetie Belle began, her voice cracking a little. "I-I just remembered that I have something to help my sister with! Bye!" She turned around and galloped away, leaving a trail of dust behind her. We all stared after her for a moment, before Applebloom and Scootaloo looked back at me with sheepish expressions. 
"Ah' really am sorry about Sweetie Belle," Applebloom said with a sigh. "She's not usually like that towards anypony." I shook my head, giving her a soft smile. 
"Well, that's just it. I'm not any 'pony'. But it's alright, I understand." I stated, standing back up to my full height. "I'm sure she'll come around eventually, I don't want to force her to talk if she doesn't want to." I dusted myself off a bit, stretching my stiff joints and hummed as a few satisfying pops resounded. "Well Pinkie, I think I-" I paused, looking around in confusion. Pinkie wasn't anywhere to be seen. I also saw that most of the crowd that had formed had went back to whatever it was they were doing prior, leaving only me, Applebloom and Scootaloo left standing there.
"Huh. I guess I can talk to everyone else some other time." I figured, shrugging my shoulders. "It's not like I would have enough time anyway. Speaking of which.." I pulled out my phone to glance at the clock. It was already 11:17. I winced a little, smiling apologetically at Applebloom and Scootaloo. "Sorry to cut this short, but I need to make my way back to Twilight's castle. See you around." They waved me off as I made my way down the dirt road that hopefully lead to my destination. 
As I walked through town, the ponies that I met waved in acknowledgement when I passed by. I was in the market place, judging by all the stands and carts that were spread about the area. There were pretty much what you could expect to see in stands, food and produce, tools, toys and knickknacks. I saw the castle in the distance in front of me, but I'm pretty sure this wasn't the way Pinkie and I came in from. Or maybe I just made a turn without realizing? This way seemed to be shorter than the dirt path I was on before, the stands on either side of it.
"Hey! You there!" I heard a voice, sounded like it was directed towards me. I turn back, looking around to see who it was. Behind me was a light blue unicorn, with a slightly lighter shade of blue for her mane and tail. She was wearing a magicians hat and cape, with stars embedded in both. "The great and powerful Trixie would like to have a word." I raised an eyebrow. I looked behind her, but no one was standing there. 
"Okay, but I've only got a few minutes. Where can I find her?" I asked the unicorn. Her mouth went agape in disbelief and hurt. She stammered a little, looking a little annoyed.
"She's right in front of you!" She exclaimed, causing me to reel back slightly. My eyes widened in understanding, and I smiled apologetically. 
"Sorry, I-" I paused for only a moment, and sucked my teeth. "Well how was I supposed to know you were referring to yourself in 3rd person? This is my first time meeting you." I asked inquisitively. Trixie raised her hoof and open her mouth to say something, but she paused. She put her hoof back down and sighed begrudgingly. 
"You're right. It was my fault." She grumbled, kicking the ground. "But like I said, I'd like a word with you." I raised an eyebrow, waiting for her to get to the point. "You know Starlight, right?" I nodded in confirmation. "Okay, so I only need you to deliver this package to her for me." A purple box with blue stripes appeared in Trixie's magic. "I would do it myself but I need to be somewhere right now." I took the box in my hands. It wasn't that big, if anything it was roughly the size of a tissue box.
"Sure, I'll give this to Starlight when I see her." I assured her. "Have a nice day Ms. Great and Powerful." I said teasingly, causing the mare to look away with a blush. Trixie waved me off,  I put the box in my back pocket and I was back on track towards the castle.
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

I was nearing the edge of the town, the dirt road continuing up the hill and to the castle. But then.. a blood curdling scream could be heard from the distance. I snapped my head around, the scream coming from some ways behind me, followed by a ground shaking roar. The other ponies around obviously heard it as well, and panic began to spread throughout them. I didn't recognize many of the ponies around, but regardless I turned around and ran towards the sound, my heart beating rapidly in my chest.
What the hell am I doing!? I screamed at myself internally, knowing that I should be making my way towards the castle, not away from it! But that scream, I knew that voice, that pitch. I couldn't place it but I didn't care. Whoever it was could be in serious trouble. I ran back through the marketplace, seeing all the other ponies in a frenzy as well. Most of them seemed to be running in the opposite direction of where I was going. Were they running away from something?
Shit.. I thought, looking for any familiar faces in the crowd. I made a sharp right turn, passing by even more ponies running the other way. I heard her scream again, even over the shouts of terror and panic the crowd produced. She was a lot closer this time. Just around that corner.
I turned again, stopping in my tracks at what I saw. There was a creature unlike anything I've ever seen. It was huge, now when I say huge, I mean MAJOR.  It looked like you could see through it, and it had a violet coloration, with what looked like stars in it's form. When I looked up, I noticed that it resembled a bear, kind of. What caught my eye, and to my horror, was the pony it had in it's grip. And it was looking right at me.
She was a gray pegasus, yellow mane and tail. When I saw her my heart fell to the pits of my stomach, because I knew I couldn't do anything against that. Even so, I wasn't going to stand there and do nothing. The beast lifted it's hand the mare was trapped in, and threw her at me. Shit! I couldn't let her hit the ground, or she would die from the impact. Acting quickly, I pulled off my hoodie, stretched it out and prepared to take the brunt of the impact for her.
She collided in the hoodie as planned, but the force was too much. The air was forced out of my lungs, and I was sent flying back with the mare still in my arms. I didn't stop until my back slammed into one of the abandoned stands, which shattered upon the impact. 
"Agh!" I shouted in pain and shut my eyes, as I felt something hard and dry pierce my right side of my back, and the force of the impact that came with it. I was in a daze, numbly aware of the blood that was now soaking the back of my T-shirt. Slowly opening my eyes, the first thing I saw was the mare in my arms. I scanned her for any sign of fatal injury, but luckily, she didn't seem to have any, and she was still conscious although stunned from the throw.
She put a hoof up to her head, groaning in discomfort. The mare opened her eyes and looked around, seemingly confused as to what happened. Her crossed yellow eyes landed on me, and she put a hoof to her mouth in shock and fear. "O-Oh my gosh! Are you okay!?" She got off of me carefully, taking a step back. "I'm so sorry, I-I didn't mean it."
I grunted in pain, but managed to get the words out. "It's not your fault, d-don't worry about it.. Are you hurt?" I asked looking up at her in concern. She shook her head, and her eyes widened as realization struck her.
"Did.. did you save me..?" She asked tentatively, holding my hoodie in her hoof. I nodded, and coughed up a little blood, trying my best not to pass out. "Oh.. well thank you-" Another earth shaking roar cut her off, and the beast was heading in our direction. The throw managed to put some distance between us, but that didn't make it stray off it's target.
"Don't thank me yet." I said, trying to carefully pull out the piece of debris that pierced my side. It didn't hit any fatal spots, and it wasn't that deep thank god, but it still hurt like hell. I hissed in pain as it slid out of me, clattering on the ground with the rest of the debris from that destroyed stand. "Can I have that back?" I pointed at the hoodie in her hoof, and she immediately gave it to me in my hand. I took it, and wrapped it around my waist meeting with my injury, and tied it tightly to stop most of the bleeding. 
I'd have to worry about that later though, and I focused with determination burning throughout my body, and anticipation as well. I knew I couldn't fight that thing, but at the way it stared me down I knew I was it's intended target. I got up and ruffled the mane of the mare that was now next to me. "It looks like it's after me," I began, looking around for routes to run in. "You get out of here, I'll distract it." She looked up at me in disbelief. 
"But I-" 
"No buts!" I said with finality, looking at her directly this time. She fidgeted in place, but relented. 
"My name is Derpy by the way.. Derpy Hooves." She narrowed her eyes and shoved her muzzle in my face, and I reeled back slightly at the approach. "You'd better be alright when this is over Zale." She flew off before I could respond, but I got the point.
I began to run for dear life, and the monster in respond and according to plan chased me down the street. I didn't know where I was going to go, but away from the town was the first thing that came to mind. I ran in a relatively straight path, making as little turns as possible. 
The beast was just down the street now, getting way too close for comfort. I jolted off into one of the alleyways nearby, weaving through trash and other debris. when I broke through to the other side, I found myself on a dirt road again, this one leading to a forest.  But before I could get any ideas, the beast crashed through the buildings, right on my tracks. An object came flying at me from the corner of my vision, and struck me in the side of my head. 
I was sent back, collapsing on the floor on my side,  and darkness slowly started to claim me.
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		Chapter 5: Unexpected turn of events



As darkness slowly enveloped my vision, I felt the ground rumble beneath me, the monster slowly approaching my now prone body with each step. I also felt something vibrating on the side of my stomach where the injury was, causing me to wince slightly. It hurt and it was annoying, but it was the only thing keeping me conscious right now. Slowly, I felt my sides and went into my pocket to see what it was.
I pulled out the device that was in my pocket, the screen having a few blotches of blood on it. I flipped on the screen, trying desperately to keep myself awake.
It was ringing.
Surprised and confused in my dazed state, I read the caller ID. 'Do you want to live?' The number itself was unavailable, so I had no idea who this was. I was feeling the darkness envelop me again, so I felt inclined to answer if these were going to me my last moments. I put my finger over the green check, and slid it to the right. 
"Isaiah!.." was the last thing I heard. I couldn't make out the voice, the darkness winning. As I passed out, I was aware that I was in the beast's claws now, the darkness finally taking over.
I felt heavy and pressure all around me, like I was underwater. I open my eyes to be greeted with darkness, and it was calming. Welcoming, beckoning me to go to sleep and relax. Although it was peaceful and calming, it felt.. off. Like I wasn't supposed to be here, but at the same time I was exactly where I needed to be at that moment.
I tried to move, but I found that I couldn't. I tried to say 'hello'?, but my mouth didn't comply. It felt trapped in my own thoughts, restrained from the outside world. I thought about what had happened and how I ended up here, and I start to recall the events that lead up to me eventually passing out. What was that strange caller ID?
I felt my body softly land on a smooth surface, breaking me from my thoughts. A few moments of silence passed, and a voice came to my ears. "It'll be okay.. let me handle things from here." It said. It was a feminine, disarming voice. I don't know what she meant but for some strange reason, I felt like I could trust her. But I had to go back eventually. My friends.. I miss my friends. I feel so alone here.
"Shh.." The voice whispered into my ears. "I'm done now. Just relax.. and go back to your friends. I'll be seeing you again very soon.." I did what I was told. There was no real reason for me not to, so I closed my eyes and let the darkness take me once again. Before I drifted off I felt something soft, warm and slightly moist on my forehead, making me feel at ease.
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

Slowly, the silence around me dissipated and was replaced with a bird's song coming from my left side. I also heard a consistent albeit annoying beeping sound to the right. I opened my eyes, finding myself in what looked like a grand bedroom. That beeping sound was coming from a machine that was connected to my chest, and I saw a window slightly open to my left, the sunlight leaking through the curtains from the balcony.
Looking down at myself, I saw that I was shirtless. I had stitches on the right side of my torso, looking to stretch all the way around to my backside.  I winced a little, not really liking the sight all that much. I tried moving around a bit while still in bed, stretching my stiff limbs out. It hurt when I stretched too much in one direction, but other than that I could move around just fine. Thank god for little miracles.
I looked around some more, taking in my new environment. There was a tray near the end of my bed that had all sorts of equipment, hadn't looked like they have been used all that recently. There was another tray on my left hand side, this one sporting a glass of water, some diced apples and a cupcake with blue frosting, all fresh. Even the water was still cold. Assuming those were for me, I took the water in hand and drank it all in one swift action, only just now realizing how thirsty I had been.
I sat there for a little while, just taking the opportunity to relax and get my thoughts in order. I remember everything up until I passed out, and when I was dreaming I remember that voice. At least I think it was a dream, what else could it have been? I froze up slightly as I remembered the mare I saved, Derpy I think her name was, and worry began to envelop me. I hope she made it out. 
I also remembered that package Trixie had given me, a guilty feeling crawling it's way into my mind. I'd be surprised if it didn't get crushed or bent during any of that, but first I had to figure out where it was along with my phone. I got up out of bed, pulled the sensors off my chest, and walked around the room. I figured my stuff would still be here somewhere, and sure enough it was. 
My phone, along with the purple box was resting on a small stool next to the closed door. I was right about the box not making it out unscathed. It wasn't too bad, it was mostly crushed only on one side of it, and it was still roughly in the shape of a box. Picking the items up, I put my phone in my shorts pocket, electing to keep the box in my hand for now.
I walked over to the balcony window and peered out of it. My jaw dropped and I stumbled slightly at what I saw. I was definitely no longer in Ponyville, that's for sure. I saw what looked like white buildings, tall and proud. Some glinted with golden light reflecting the sun perfectly, while others where a lot more modern in design. There were a few spiraling towers from my position, and I'm pretty sure I was elevated at an extreme altitude in whatever room I was in.
Opening the door and sticking my head out a bit, I saw that my suspicions were correct. I was in yet another castle, this one being much higher than the rest of the city. I could even see the town of Ponyville from here as far away as it was, the view was nothing less than spectacular. "Where am I..?" I mouthed to myself, stepping away from the window. I looked around the room again, hoping to spot something that would get my barrings.
Unfortunately, nothing seemed to stand out. At least nothing useful. So I shrugged, and walked out of the bedroom and into a narrow hallway. It connected to several other rooms as well, the hall itself looped around an unseen corner. I was definitely in the living quarters of the castle, the rooms I passed by consisted of a bathroom, a study, and even a lounge. Eventually rounding the hall, I saw another pair of doors. 
Stepping forward, I walked on through them with a bit of trepidation. I felt sort of bad for snooping around, I was hoping to find like a guard or a maid, or someone to ask them where I was and if that monster was taken care of. Better yet my friends. The doors led to the throne room, a grand hall with tapestries adorned with the rising sun on one side of the room, and the moon on the other. I came in from behind the throne, the actual throne being right next to me, currently vacant.
On the steps leading up the the throne, I saw them. My friends, who were currently facing away from me so they didn't see me enter the room. Twilight, Rainbow, Fluttershy, Pinkie Pie, Rarity, Applejack, Spike, Starlight and even Tempest. Derpy was also here, sitting a little ways away from the group. I wasn't going to say anything just yet though, I wanted to gauge the situation first.
"Do you think he'll be okay on his own?" Tempest asked cautiously, ears drooping. "I mean, what if he wakes up and he's scared or needs somepony by his side?" Applejack took her hat off, placing it against her chest and sighed.
"Well Ah'm sure he'll be alright for now, Pinkie and I left him some food and water just in case, and his stuff is still in there, minus his hoodie and shirt." 
"And besides," Twilight chimed in. "Princess Celestia made sure he was comfortable. She even taught me the spell that will let me ping the electrocardiogram he's hooked up to. And just to prove my point.." Twilight's horn lit up with her signature pinkish aura, and it made a pinging sound. The sound that played next however, made everyone in the room turn pale as a ghost. A flat-line. "Oh Celestia no.." Twilight breathed.
Alright, enough lurking. "Uh, hey girls. And guy." I made my presence known, feeling extremely bad for not saying anything sooner. "So what did I miss?" I asked sheepishly, scratching the back of my head. Everyone whipped their head around so fast that it made me jump. Everyone tackled me to the floor, tears in their eyes while they embraced me. I winced slightly as the fall made me pull the stitches a little, but otherwise fine.
"Zale, I swear to bucking god if you scare me like that again I'll end you myself!!" Shouted Fluttershy, her faced buried into my chest. I reeled back in shock at her unusual volume. However, I did feel bad about making them worry so much, so I patted her gently in response.
"Seriously Zale like-" Rainbow began with a sniffle. "Like, you had me worried there for a minute. I knew you'd pull through tough guy." Rainbow wrapped a wing around me and gave me a little squeeze, which I leaned into without hesitation. 
"Shucks sugarcube, y'all really had me going there for a moment." Applejack took her hat from the ground and perched it on top of my head. "But I'll admit, you definitely gave that Ursa Major a run for er' bits." I raised an eyebrow at that.
"Ursa Major?" I echoed in confusion. "Is that what that thing is called?" They all nodded, getting up off of me, except Fluttershy and Tempest. I sat up slightly, looking between the two. "And what do you mean I gave it a run for it's uh, bits?"
"You mean you don't remember?" Rarity said in bewilderment. "The whole town saw you, and let me tell you darling that was a dazzling display of heroics." I waved my hands dismissively, shaking my head.
"All I remember is catching Derpy and running from it to distract it, something hit my head and I passed out. Past that I don't remember a thing." The group looked at each other with concern, then back at me. I grew nervous at their expressions. "What.. what exactly did I do?"
"Dude, you were awesome!" Spike said, looking up at me with admiration. "When it had you in it's claws, you pulled yourself out of it with your bare hands, and then WHAM! You kicked it right in the nose!" Spike voice was filled with glee and excitement, and my eyes widened in shock.
"Yeah, you were almost just as awesome as me!" Rainbow chimed in. "After that, you were making flying circles around that thing, punching it with a left and a really heavy right hook, knocking it off it's feet!" Rainbow made fighting gestures in the air to portray her point. 
"Wait, wait wait." I said, only just registering what was said. "You mean I was actually flying, and I punched it so hard I knocked that 10 story Ursa Major off of it's feet?" Spike and Rainbow nodded, smiles on their faces. I sat back against the throne, in total shock. There's no way I would have the strength to do anything like that, let alone fucking fly.
"Humans, don't fly. That's not a thing we do." I stated matter-of-factly. "Unless we are in a plane or rocket ship, or have some sort of engine attached to us, humans can't physically fly." Starlight cocked an eyebrow up.
"Well, you did. But you say you didn't remember any of that because you passed out, right?" Starlight asked. I nodded in confirmation. "Hm.. well when you threw the Ursa Major far into the Everfree Forest, you passed out again," Starlight explained. I wanted to say 'what.' but chose to not let anything surprise me anymore. "Your body, especially your phone had a very strong magical signature." 
"Oh right, my phone!" I pulled out the device, and looked at the box in my other hand. "Oh, uh.. by the way, this is for you." Starlight eyed the box curiously, and looked back up at me in confusion. "Trixie wanted me to give this to you before that whole Ursa Major thing happened." I explained. Starlight mouthed an 'oh', and put the box away in a pair of saddlebags perched on the stairs. I turned on my phone and unlocked it, looking through the call log. It was blank.
"Huh.. well, right before the first time I passed out, my phone rang and it had a caller ID that read 'Do you want to live'. I answered the call, and that's when I passed out." Pinkie Pie hummed in thought.
"Well maaaaybe when you answered the phone it activated a strong magical spell and your phone actually has a spirit inside of it and that spell put your consciousnesses inside the phone and the phone spirit took over your body to fight for you and when it was done the spell was reversed!?" Pinkie exclaimed very fast all in one sitting. Everyone in the room was looking at her in bewilderment and just.. stared at her for a few moments.
"Well, I guess it could be a possibility.. it would explain that voice I heard in my head and what it said." Tempest looked at me, an eyebrow raised.
"What exactly did it say?" Tempest asked. I pondered on it for a moment, nodding my head once I was sure I remembered correctly.
"It said, 'I'll handle things from here; it'll be okay', something along those lines." I looked around the room, spotting Derpy, the mare I saved. Getting up, I took off Applejack's hat and put it back on her head as I made my way over to Derpy. She saw me coming, and looked away from me, a guilty expression on her face.
I knelt down beside her, giving her a pat on the head. "Hey." I said. She looked back up at me, somewhat hesitant. "You alright? No one else get hurt, did they?" She didn't answer for a moment, and then she relented with a sigh.
"Yes, I'm okay.. and no, no pony else was hurt.. you were the only one.." She answered, ears drooping. A breathed a sigh of relief, glad to hear no one else was injured. "When you told me to run, I flew straight to the castle to get help from Twilight and her friends, but when we got back you.. well, you know." 
"I'm really glad you did, or else I'd probably would have bled out of nothing else. So thank you Derpy." She waved her hooves dismissively, frowning slightly.
"No, I should be thanking you. We all should you practically saved Ponyville from that Ursa Major on your own.. I'm sorry that you got hurt because of me though." Alright, enough was enough. It's time to pull out my secret anti-sad weapon. 
I booped her, right in the center of her muzzle. Only for a moment, both of her eyes locked onto my finger, before she blinked and went cross-eyed again, looking up at me. "Hey, don't apologize. It was my own fault I got hurt, because I wanted to save you. I didn't want to lose a friend." I assured her, taking my finger away. 
The throne room doors opened, and three ponies I've never seen before walked in, much taller than the ones I've met thus far. They had a regal aura to them, adorned with crowns, all three had both wings and a horn. Two of them had manes continuously flowing in a non-existent breeze. Only one though.. one of them radiated with immense power, having such an overwhelming charisma it actually scared me.
"Ah, I see our guest is awake." The tall white one said. She had a brilliantly shining mane and tail mixed with magenta, blue, green and teal. I was so enamored with her mane, I didn't even realize she walked right up to me, tall enough to actually be nearly eye level with me. I recomposed myself after a moment, picking my jaw up off of the floor. The other two were with the others in the room, chatting amongst themselves.
"O-Oh, uh.. hi your majesty." I stammered out. She chuckled at my stupor, waving a hoof dismissively. 
"Please, no need for the formality. I am Princess Celestia, current ruler of this land." Celestia pointed a hoof towards the other two. "And the darker one is my sister and co-ruler, Princess Luna. The pink one is my niece and ruler of the Crystal Empire, Princess Mi Amore Cadenza." 
"But you can just call me Cadence for short." Cadence added with a smile. I nodded, relaxing somewhat. "We've heard about what happened in Ponyville, are you feeling okay?" She asked.
"Oh, yeah I'm fine now," I assured her. "Just a bit confused and well, a little freaked out I guess. About the whole thing really." I looked down at the palms of my hands, clenching my fingers and spreading them out again. "I'm not sure how I feel about blacking out and fighting that thing; or about my body being taken over like that." Luna nodded in understanding, a grimace on her face.
"Indeed. Although it did save you from any major damage, and saved Ponyville in the process I can understand why it would trouble you so."  Luna stated, walking towards me. "We have been through a similar experience, albeit mine was more.. villainy and hostile." She put a hoof on my shoulder, a warm smile on her face. "I am relieved that you did not have such intentions."
A question came to mind, I looked over at Celestia. "So, how long exactly was i out for?" She pondered the question for a moment, and nodded her head.
"About a full day, right now it's around noon, Saturday." Celestia answered. I sighed in relief at that, knowing that I wasn't unconscious for more than a day. "But it's finally nice to make your acquaintance, Mr. Chase." She teased, a smirk on her face. I chuckled at that, waving her off.
"It's only Isaiah, or Zale if you prefer." I said with a smile. Things didn't turn out so bad after all. The princesses were all they were made out to be, welcoming, caring and even had a sense of humor. I was so worked up over nothing and in the end, everyone is alright. I had these thoughts as we chatted for a little while, I described what my first encounters were like from the day I fell into this world, to right before the Usra Major Incident. Derpy had to head back to Ponyville though, so we said our goodbyes and she was on her way to the Canterlot station.
Eventually though, I was cut off when a rumbling came to my stomach. I looked down with a blush, placing a hand over my belly. "Sorry about that, hehe.. Guess all that sleep worked up an appetite." Everyone laughed and I pouted, but I couldn't keep it up and started to chuckle myself. "Well I still have those apple slices and a cupcake back in the room I woke up in, I'll go get them." I started to get up, but felt a force tug at my wrist, a golden aura surrounding it. 
"Don't worry about that. I'll have a servant go clean those up, and we can all have breakfast together in the royal cafeteria." Celestia said, letting my wrist go. "Also, about your clothes.." I looked down, remembering I was still shirtless, and all I had on was my shorts.
"Leave that to me, darling." Rarity chimed in. "I can replace; no, I can make you a brand new set of clothes, and maybe even have you model for me sometime in the future?" She asked, batting her eyes in a pleading manner. I wasn't sure about how I felt being a dress up doll for a pony, but it was the least I could do to repay her for the clothing I figured. 
"Sure. Now then, where's the cafeteria?" We all got up off of the stairs and walked out of the room, on our way to get our lunch for the day. However I couldn't shake this strange, uneasy feeling.
A few hours after the attack, in the Everfree Forest..
"W-Wait! Please, I-I didn't know he could do that!" The changeling queen cowered, shrinking back from the scrutinizing glare coming from the dark side of the woods. It stared down at her, disappointment and rage in it's gaze. "I did what I could!" 
The figure in the shadows sighed, turning it's back on the queen. "No matter. I got what we came here for.." It said, a grin spreading across it's face. "I have no further use for you anymore.. Chrysalis." Chrysalis eyes shrunk to pinpricks, fear at the implication. The figure snapped back, his horn alight with a spell and shooting it out instantly. She barely avoided the blast, buzzing her wings through the trees to flee as fast as she could. However, he already had another spell ready and waiting. 
Chrysalis hissed in pain has as fire struck her in between the wings, one of the translucent appendages burning away slightly. She fell onto the ground in a heap, rolling away a little from the impact. Without thinking, she opened a portal up with her magic, and jumped through it.
The figure growled, his razor fangs in a snarl. Whatever.. My plans will go unhindered from here on. All I need now is time..
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		Chapter 6: Ambassador



We all made it to the dinning hall, the walk was pretty uneventful. Outside of a few looks I got from the nobles we passed in the halls, it was otherwise a peaceful trip. We all took our seats at the table which already had plates of Pancakes on them, all fresh. This time, the pancakes had faces of various fruit on them, which I found to be quite funny, but redundant. These ponies really like their pancakes, huh? I mused silently.
Before I had a chance to sit down, Princess Cadence called me over, patting an empty seat next to her, the chair over occupying Twilight. I didn't know why she wanted me to sit next to her, but I reluctantly made my way over and sat down without a word.
"So," Cadence began, not missing a beat. "Have you decided what you want to do in Equestria?" I paused at the question, slowly realizing the actual gravity of it. What was I going to do in this world? What would I do for a living? Slowly, I shook my head in response. 
"No, I haven't given it much thought actually. Until now, that is.." I said tensely. "I don't even know where to begin in all honesty. Equestria is so new to me and well.." I trailed off, poking at the pancakes on the plate in front of me with a fork. Cadence nodded in understanding.
"Well that's exactly what we're going to discuss." Luna chimed in, sitting across from me. "Although you haven't been here for very long, you have experienced just how dangerous Equestria can be." I nodded, frowning slightly. "Although the good in the world vastly outweighs the bad, but however that scale tips is up to you, Zale." Luna stated before chomping down on her own pancakes.
"Yeah I get that, It's just that I don't think I've been around much or had nearly enough time to decide anything." I pointed out. "I don't know what there is to do here. And I don't know what I did before I got here either so that leaves me with very little options."
"Well, if it's work you'd think you would have trouble finding, my sister and I do have a place for you in the castle." Princess Celestia offered. I thought about it for a moment before replying. 
"What kind of place exactly?" I asked cautiously. Celestia's smile grew,  a glint in her eye.
"It'll take some paperwork and a bit of time, but  how does an ambassador to the humans sound to you?" I raised a skeptical eyebrow at her while I worked on my plate. 
"Would that even work if i'm the only one here?" I asked after swallowing a mouthful of pancakes. Twilight laughed, waving a hoof dismissively. 
"Don't you worry about that little detail. And besides," Twilight said, pointing at my pocket. "You have solid evidence that you aren't the only one. They may not be in Equestria but the fact that you're here and the only one that can represent the species right now counts." I nodded, pulling out my phone and setting it on the table. An idea came to mind as I remembered that this was an iPhone, so it did have a nifty feature.
"Hey Siri." I said aloud. Everyone looked around for a moment and then at my phone in confusion when it made a sound. After a few moments, a feminine robotic voice came from the device.
"I'm here.." It said, prompting me to give it a command. Everyone reeled back in shock, and Pinkie Pie let out a long, drawn out and loud gasp. Tempest eyed it with suspicion, and Fluttershy looked like she was about to faint.
"What time is it?" I asked. In no time at all, it gave me the answer.
"It's 11:47 AM." At this point, Twilight was on the verge of having one of her episodes, and the princesses just gawked at it. I tried to hold in my amusement but to no avail. I let out a bark of laughter, the looks everyone was giving me and the device making me laugh even harder.
As my laughing died down and stopped all together, I explained. "This iPhone also has another feature exclusive to the brand." I said, picking up the phone in hand. "It has a built in automated assistant, meaning that the voice you heard isn't actually a person, it's just a machine." I paused for a moment, looking at the device in hand. 
"And I assume that it follows specific commands and answers questions on the spot no matter where you are?" Starlight observed. I nodded, smiling. 
"Yup. That's right, it's like a pocket dictionary, guide, clock and assistant in one." I confirmed. Fluttershy seemed unconvinced however, tentatively pointing a hoof at it.
"Is that the voice you heard when you passed out?" She asked carefully. I shook my head, making Fluttershy sigh in relief.
"No, the voice I heard wasn't robotic at all." I turned on the phone and looked the the call log again, just to make sure nothing was there. As before, there was not a single caller. Sighing, I turned off the device, putting it back in my pocket. "So, about this ambassador business," I went on with the topic at hand. "Wouldn't the nobles and bourgeoisie be a little.. disdain towards me?" Celestia nodded, frowning slightly.
"While it is indeed true that a lot of the nobles aren't really fond of outsiders gaining status, especially if it's above them, your deeds in Ponyville have not gone unnoticed." Celestia said, finishing her plate. Luna nodded in confirmation, looking at me intently.
"Not all nobles are like that," Luna added. "But remember that not everypony knows that you weren't in control of your actions when you fought that Ursa Major. So most ponies think of you a hero of sorts." Right. Of course they would think that. I nodded, understanding my position now.
"Alright, if that's the case then I don't see why not." I shrugged, finishing my own plate. "What do I have to do?" I asked curiously. 
"Just do what you're already doing." Cadence answered. "Be open and honest towards the public. Being kind and generous will put a positive light on your species as a whole, and ponies will start admiring you and maybe you'll even have a few fans." She teased, bumping an elbow on my arm. I frowned slightly at that though.
"Honesty is the best policy, sugarcube." Applejack added. "When you go on meetin' with those snotty nobles, show em' what y'all are made of!" 
"Thanks guys, but you see.. My species does have bad apples in the bunch. Quite a few actually." I admitted. "Humans are kind of unique in that sense.  Stealing, Mugging, any crime you can imagine happens on an everyday basis somewhere on earth." Everyone frowned at the news, and I couldn't help but feel a little guilty myself. "Even things like war happen commonly, whether it's between governments, gangs, the mafia.. Although not as obvious or public, it still happens." Rarity shook her head dismissively, giving me a reassuring smile.
"Darling, that sort of thing does exist here too, although not nearly as frequently and there hasn't been a war in Celestia knows how long," Rarity stated, looking towards Celestia apologetically. "But remember, don't let those sort of things hold you back from being you."
"Yeah, and let me tell you Zale," Rainbow chimed in. "You are way cooler when you're being yourself." I smiled at that, appreciative of the support. "And that coming from me, is saying a lot." Rainbow added in, blowing at her hoof. I rolled my eyes and shook my head, but still smiling all the same.
"Well now that we have that situated, I will assign you a personal guard shortly." Luna stated. I raised an eyebrow at her, confused. "I'll go down the my lunar guard's barracks and pick one suitable." She got up out of her seat and began to trot towards the exit.
"Hold on, why?" I asked, causing Luna to pause and look back. "Is a guard really necessary for me to have?" Luna nodded in response.
"It is only for safety as a 'just in case', if such an ordeal occurs that protection would be needed." She stated, heading back towards the exit. "Also, if the nobles try anything they'll think twice if they know you have a guard that I have assigned to you personally accompanying you regularly." And with that, she was gone. I wanted to say something but, I just shrugged it off, letting Luna work her magic.
"And I will go and make an announcement stating the arrival and standing of your new position." Celestia said after a moment, getting up to leave as well. "You may come with me if you'd like, although you don't have to." Pondering on it for a moment, I shook my head, declining.
"No thanks, I think I'll just go back to the room I was in. Besides," I looked down at my shirtless abdomen. "I don't really feel comfortable introducing myself like this." Celestia giggled in her hoof, a teasing smirk on her face.
"Alright, I'll see you back in my room when you're done." She walked off slowly, swaying her hips comically. I.. was at a loss for words, and just stared after her until she was out of view. My friends didn't look like they believe what they had just heard either. I cleared my throat, grabbing the attention of everyone in the room.
"I'm guessing it was her room I stayed in?" I asked awkwardly. Spike nodded, coughing into his hand. "Well, I'll catch up with you guys later." I walked out of the room, en route to Celestia's chambers.
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < <  ~ ~ ~ ~

I walked through the same entrance next to the throne, making my way towards the room. I couldn't help but feel a bit weird, after what Celestia did. Even so, I couldn't help but smirk a bit myself, going along with her little 'game'. As I rounded the corner, I noticed that the door to the room was already open, and I heard voices, Luna I noticed, and someone else's I haven't heard before.
With suspicion and growing curiosity, I poked my head through the door. There standing in the center of the room, was Princess Luna, along with an armored mare with bat wings, with a gray coat and black mane and tail. Her armor was a shining midnight blue, and her eyes, now locked with mine, are a brilliant emerald green. Luna noticed me enter as well, whatever conversion they were having ceased. 
"Ah Zale, you have arrived." Luna said, walking up to me. "My sister has informed me that you'd be coming back here, so I decided now would be an excellent time to introduce you to your new personal guard." Luna pointed at the mare in question. Already? That was fast. I thought, waving at the mare. The armored pony put up a hoof in salute, although I saw a bead of sweat roll down her face.
"I-It's a pleasure to meet you sir. My name is..  Valkyrie Skyline." She said, putting her hoof back on the floor. She sounded timid, and almost fearful of something. Must be because she's been put under me.. I smiled at her, nodding in approval. 
"Nice to meet you Valkyrie. I'm Isaiah Chase, but you can call me Zale." I knelt down and held out a hand, giving her a friendly smile. She seemed to be hesitant slightly, but held out her hoof all the same. I took her hoof in and hand gave it a firm shake. However, when I made contact with her hoof, I noticed that she was trembling. I looked up in her eyes, and saw fear in them as she stared back. I elected to say nothing though, as Luna didn't seem to notice any of this.
"Valkyrie will be staying by your side from now on, majority of the time anyway." Luna stated after a moment. I stood up, letting go of Valkyrie's hoof. "I suggest you two get along with each other and learn the concept of trust, my friends. Now then," Luna began to walk towards the door, looking back as she made her exit. "I have business elsewhere to attend to, my sister may need my presence as well. If you decide to walk around the city, make sure your guard is with you." And with that, Luna left the room, leaving just the two of us in silence.
I looked back at Valkyrie, who just looked back at me expectantly. "So," I began, putting my hands on my hips. "..Do you  want to go for a walk?" I suggested. Valkyrie raised an eyebrow at me curiously.
"Sir, you do know that you don't need to ask me that like I have a choice." She stated flatly. I chuckled a little, walking over to sit down on the bedside. 
"It's 'Zale', Valkyrie. And yes, I know that. But," I said, pulling out my phone. It was now 2 PM, still had plenty of time left in the day. "I'm giving you a choice. Even if you are under my order now, I'd still like to know your opinion enough to reconsider things. Like taking a walk versus not taking a walk." I hummed in thought for a moment, eyeing the bed. Looking back up to Valkyrie, I gave her an inquisitive look. "We could sit down and get to know each other as well. The princess did say that we should get along." Valkyrie didn't respond for a moment, before closing her eyes and letting out a quiet sigh.
"We could do both at once sir, if you really want my opinion on the matter." Valkyrie suggested, looking a little more relaxed now. I deadpanned when she called me 'sir' again, but I didn't say anything that time. "But where we go and what we do, I'll leave that up to you." I pondered on that for a moment, and nodded.
"Fair enough. Although, I have no idea where anything is in this place, so I wouldn't know where to go or what to do." I pointed out, frowning slightly. She tensed up slightly, a glint of fear coming back into her eyes. 
"I-I'm sorry sir I didn't know-"
"Zale." I corrected her, smiling in amusement. "And it's okay, you don't have anything to apologize for." I stood up and walked towards the door, opening it. "Let's take a look around. A little trip through the city wouldn't hurt, right?" I gestured with an arm for her to proceed before me. She hesitated, but went on through, bowing her head in thanks as she passed by.
As we entered the throne room once more, I saw Tempest talking with Luna near the exit doors. Curious, I walked over and waved as Tempest saw me coming. However, she wasn't looking at me, but at Valkyrie with a scrutinizing glare. Luna turned around, and smiled at me. 
"Greetings again, Zale." Luna said, pointing a hoof over at Tempest. "It seems that you'll have not one, but two guards at your side now." I raised an eyebrow at the sudden news. Tempest didn't respond though, and just kept looking at Valkyrie, although the glare not as intense as it initially was before. After looking back and forth between the two, I looked back at Luna with confusion.
"What do you mean?" I asked, still unsure if I even needed guards in the first place. Luna gave a knowing smirk to Tempest, and this time Tempest looked away, with a distant look in her eye.
"Miss Tempest Shadow here has insisted that I assign her to you as a personal guard as well. However she is not under my command, but under Twilight's. But," Luna let out a hearty chuckle, looking up at the window. "I already know what Twilight would do. I've already sent word to Twilight and the others of her shift in position, and now she is also under your command."
My eyes widened at that, and I look to Tempest with surprise. "You.. you sure you want to do this?" I asked cautiously, scanning her face for any emotions. The only things I saw were determination and devotion. Tempest nodded, saluting. The salute caught me off guard, and I couldn't help but laugh.
"You don't have to be formal with me," I began, calming down from my laughing fit. "You may be my guard now, but you'll always be one of my closest friends Tempest." 
Tempest put her hoof down, a blush spreading across her face. She looked down and away from me. "..Fizzlepop."
I cocked my head to the side. "Excuse me?" 
"My real name.. is Fizzlepop Berrytwist." She said a little louder, looking back up to meet my gaze. I blinked, taking in what she just said. My face slowly lit up with the brightest smile I've ever had since coming here.
"Wow, you know that's really fitting actually." I noted, nodding in approval. “You’re a real sweetheart after all.” I added with a smirk. Temp-, no, Fizzlepop blushed profusely, and she looked away. No matter how much she tried to hide it, I saw a small smile touch her lips, and a giggle escaped her.
Fizzlepop looked back up to me, a bright smug grin on her face. "Well don't get used to it, Isaiah. I'm going to keep you in check from now on." I raised an eyebrow, a grin of my own making it's way. 
"Aren't you under my orders?" I shot back teasingly. She raised a hoof to say something, but didn't offer up a response. She sighed, chuckling a little. I looked back at Valkyrie, who shifted on her hooves, looking a little uncomfortable. "Valkyrie and I were just about to head into the city to look around," I informed Fizzlepop. "I'm guessing you're tagging along then?" Fizzlepop nodded without hesitation, making her way over to my side.
"I'll be right behind you." She said proudly. I turned back to Luna, who had just witnessed the whole display, and she looked at me with a curious expression, almost like she was inspecting me. She didn't say anything, so before she could speak, I spoke up first.
"Well, we'll be heading out now. Is there anything else Luna?" I asked, breaking her from thought. She cleared her throat, and smiled up at me.
"No, that will be all for now. My sister should have made the announcement by now, and is probably in her study getting the paperwork filled out."  Luna stated, making her way to the small door on  the other side of the throne. She stopped, her eyes going wide for a moment. With a flick of her magic, a small brown pouch appeared in front of me.
Taking it, I felt that it had some weight to it. Curious, I pulled the hem aside to look at what was inside of it. Gold coins, or bits if I remembered correctly sat in the pouch, along with a weird distorted aura at the bottom. I looked back to Luna, confused. "What's this for?" I asked.
"We.. I have figured that since you are going down to the city, you could use some funds." Luna explained, making her way back to the door. "It's connected to a savings deposit that I have made for you in the royal vaults." My eyes widened at that.
"So, this aura is a portal of some sort.." I deduced. Luna nodded, opening the door that lead to a very different looking corridor. "How much do I have?"
"You currently have only fifty thousand bits. The savings go up overtime of course, with your position as ambassador, and any other outside source of income will go directly to that account." I nodded in understanding. "Now, I must be going. normally I am not awake during this time of day," Luna said, a yawn escaping her. "I am headed to my quarters for a much needed nap." 
"Alright Luna, I'll see you later." And with that, she left the room. Putting the pouch of bits into my pocket, I turned back to my two new companions, my hands on my hips. "Well, lets go." They both nodded in affirmation, following behind me as I made my way towards the doors, leading into the hallways of Canterlot castle. After several minutes of walking, we made it to the bottom level of the castle, the front doors coming into view, two royal guards adorned in golden armor on either side of it.
"Wow, you sure know your way around this place despite never being here before." Valkyrie noted behind me in surprise. I shrugged, waving to the guards as we passed by them. They nodded in response, and opened the doors with their magic. 
"Darlings, wait!" I heard a voice call, sounding exhausted. We all turned around, seeing Rarity approaching us. I noticed that she had a simple sky blue T-shirt in following behind in her magic. She screeched to a halt, stopping just in front of me. "Before you go, put this on." She said, catching her breath. "It's for you." I took the shirt in hand, and pulled it over my head. Pulling it down further on my torso, it had a perfect fit, and it felt extremely comfortable.
"Oh wow, thanks Rarity!" I said, looking down at the shirt. "It's nice." Rarity waved a hoof dismissively, rolling her eyes with a smile. 
"Yes well, It isn't really much at all Zale," She began, touching up her mane. "I didn't have much to work with here in the castle, and when I heard that you were leaving I had to finish up quickly." I whistled in astonishment, impressed with her work.
"Still, that's pretty impressive making this is a short amount of time, and without my measurements either." I said in praise. Rarity chuckled sheepishly, coughing into her hoof. 
"Well actually, I took your measurements while you were still asleep." she said quickly, coughing again and looking away. 
"Oh." I said in response. It made sense, I guess. I decided not to say anything else on the subject, smiling at Rarity. "Well, thanks anyway. Better than walking around half naked." I said with a chuckle. Rarity nodded, making her way back into the castle. 
"Well I'll see you around darling!" Rarity yelled back. I waved back at her, until she rounded the corner leading to the stairwell, out of sight. 
Turning back around towards the front doors, I nodded towards Fizzlepop and Valkyrie. "Alright, lets take a look around." With that, we made our way past the guards, through the doors and into the open courtyard of the castle. I wonder what there is to do here?

	
		Chapter 7: A Treat



We made our way through the courtyard, guards going about their patrols and duties, maids cleaning leaves that fell from nearby trees, and a few other nobles passing by making their way into the castle. I looked back to Fizzlepop and Valkyrie. They were looking in all directions, in front, to the sides and even above, as if searching for something. Raising an eyebrow in concern, I paused to turn around fully, crossing my arms.
"Are you two alright?" I asked skeptically. The two gave each other confused glances, and looked back at me.
"We're fine." They said unanimously. They looked at each other again, this time with slight irritation.
I let my arms slump down to my sides. "It just seems that, well.." I began, thinking about how I should put this. "..That you're both on edge I guess." This drew a surprised looked out of Valkyrie, but she just saluted, a look of determination in her eye.
"Sir, we are-"
"Zale." I corrected her, cutting her off. Valkyrie cleared her throat and tried again.
"Zale, we are just on alert and being vigilant for any threats that may bring harm or discomfort to you." She stated matter of factly. I rolled my eyes, but conceited the point. I nodded in understanding, turning back around and continuing down the path.
As soon as we made it out of the courtyard and into the open street across the bridge, I saw a very peculiar stallion approaching us. He was a unicorn, wearing a black tuxedo over his white coat, a monocle on his left eye and a neatly combed blue hair and mustache. Fizzlepop and Valkyrie not missing a beat, step in front of me to halt his approach. The stallion chuckled, waving a hoof dismissively. 
"Hello there Mr. Chase." He greeted, nodding his head in acknowledgement. "I must say, I never would have believed what Celestia said if I didn't see you for myself." My eye twitched when he called me Mr.Chase, but I didn't comment on it. Instead, I stepped around my two companions, putting on a friendly smile.
"To be honest, I wouldn't have believed it either. She seems to be quite the trickster sometimes." I noted. This actually got a chuckle out of the stallion, a glint of mirth in his eye.
"Oh goodness, where are my manners?" He chastised himself. "My name is Fancy Pants." He held out a hoof. "Pleasure to make your acquaintance." I took Fancy's hoof in hand, and gave it a firm shake. He returned it respectfully, nodding in approval. 
"Pleasure's all mine." I replied happily. This guy isn't so bad, so far at least. He definitely was polite, I'll give him that. "And feel free to call me Isaiah, or Zale if you prefer." He retracted his hoof, placing it back on the ground. "Is there anything I can help you with? My friends and I were just on our way to take a stroll through the city." Fancy Pants pondered for a moment, looking up at me.
"Well if you're interested, perhaps you'd like accompany me to brunch with my fiance, Fleur de lis." I brought my hand up to my chin, stroking my hairs. "I can show you around the city and the finest establishments we come across along the way." Fancy Pants offered with a smile.
Well, it wasn't such a bad idea actually. Fancy Pants seemed trust worthy for a noble, but I can't be too careless. Besides.. I have these two with me. I thought, looking back to my friends. Everything should be fine as long as they were with him. Turning back to Fancy Pants, I gave him my response.
"Sure, that would be nice actually. I haven't gotten the chance to see the city yet." I stated with a smile. Fancy Pants returned the smile, turning around to face the cobblestone road in front of us. 
"Shall we be off then?" I nodded, following behind him along with Fizzlepop and Valkyrie. 
As we walked down the road nearing the main parts of Canterlot, more and more ponies started to notice us. Not many acknowledged me though, I got some interested looks, but no one actually approached me other than Fancy. The road we were on was made of a pristine white cobble, glimmering in Celestia's glorious sun. The buildings we passed complimented the road and the rays of light with a heavenly glow, illuminating even the darkest of corners.
"This is where most of the nobles and people of very high stature live, myself included of course." Fancy Pants said as we rounded the corner. "Perhaps you too could think about settling down here once all is said and done." I hummed in thought, thinking about it. Since I was brand new to the area, and didn't know pretty much anypony here, I didn't really feel comfortable yet. 
I blinked at what I had just thought. any"pony".. god I'm becoming one of them. I groaned inwardly, ignoring the concerned looks from my companions. "I'll think about it." I said simply, continuing to follow close behind Fancy.
Most of these buildings were homes to the nobles, seeing that most ponies here were in some sort of snazzy attire, something engraved in silver and gold mailboxes, and their lawns are near identical to each other; Small and simplistic. We rounded a corner that went a little further downhill, past the homes and into what appeared to be a shopping district.
We were further a long the path, passing by other ponies that were going about their day. I noticed that there were griffins among the crowds as well, some were even shop keepers at the various stand. I could see that we were coming up to a very decorative street.
"Here we have Restaurant Row, the only street in all of Canterlot that has the finest establishments in fine dining, bars and other services." Fancy Pants stated, slowing down his pace. "Which means that we are arriving to our destination." I looked around, awestruck at the scenery. This place was amazingly architectural, fine detail on every restaurant. 
Hanging about said restaurants were signs above some of them, depicting either one , two or three horseshoes. However, we didn't stop at the ones with those signs. We kept along the road, made a turn into an alley and came across a building that didn't even look like it belonged in Canterlot. The building itself was wedge between two other white buildings, and It had a very traditional Arabic style look to it. The front wall being orange with decals of yellow lines and flowers, a window on each side that's blacked out so you can't see the inside.
"What's this place?" I asked curiously. I eyed the sign with mild fascination. It was an elephant, holding a spoon with it's trunk.
"This, is our destination," Fancy Pants said with a smirk. "The Tasty Treat." He presented it with a raised hoof, a cocky grin on his face. "Fleur should be inside already," he said, opening the entrance. "So lets go take our seats." We followed him inside, the door closing behind us with a click. I had to admit, something smelled good.
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

As we entered the Tasty Treat, I was hit with an aroma of overwhelming scents and flavors. Fizzlepop and Valkyrie followed in behind me, their eyes closed and nose tilted towards the air, taking in the scents as well. Looking around, I saw that the place was relatively full of ponies, all seated at nearby tables enjoying their meals and conversing with one another.
At least they were, until they noticed me walking by, following Fancy Pants towards a table near the right corner of the room. The room went from a lively environment to a near silent one, murmurs replacing the conversations  that were in the atmosphere. I felt the eyes bore into the back of my skull as we all sat down at a table with a white unicorn with a pink mane and tail seated, looking right at me. My companions sat on either side of me, Fancy Pants and the one I assumed to be Fleur on the other end.
She leaned towards Fancy Pants, still staring at me with a blank look. "Honey.. Is this..?" She asked, trailing off. He nudged her side, grabbing her attention. Fancy nodded, chuckling a little. Her face lit up with a giddy smile, and her attention was back on me. "Wow, so you're Zale.." She said in admiration. I nodded, chuckling sheepishly.
"Yep, that's me." I said in confirmation. "It's nice to meet you miss..?" Her eyes went wide for a moment, and she cleared her throat. 
"My name is Fleur de lis, but you can just call me Lily." She stated with a smile, bowing her head slightly. I returned the gesture happily, gesturing a hand towards my friends.
"These are my friends, as well as my personal guards, Tempest Shadow and Valkyrie Skyline." I used Fizzlepop's other alias on instinct, assuming she'd rather be known as 'Tempest' when it comes to new faces. They both bowed their heads in greeting as well. 
After a moment, the room went back to being lively and optimistic, ponies returning to their conversations, although I still got looks from time to time. A unicorn with a brilliant orange coat, a dark fuchsia mane and tail approached our table, a notepad and pencil in their magic. "Hello!" She greeted, bowing. "My name is Saffron Masala, and I will be your waitress for today!" I waved in acknowledgement. 
"Are you ready to order?" I resisted the urge to facepalm, as I had completely forgotten to even open the menu in front of me. Taking the menu in hand, I opened it to peek inside at it's contents. 
I froze, staring at the menu with utter shock and disbelief. Fizzlepop seemed to notice my sudden tensing up, and gave me a concerned look. "Are you alright Isaiah?" She asked, nudging me with a hoof. Slowly, I leaned in towards her ear, the menu covering out faces.
"Not to be rude or anything but," I began in a low whisper, pointing at one of the items on the menu. "I'm surprised they actually serve meat here." Fizzlepop looked at what I was pointing at, and her eyes lit up with understanding. She shrugged, eyeing me with curiosity.
"Are you.. not comfortable around meat?" She asked in a low voice, peeking out above the menu at the others. 
"No, it's not that. I thought it would be the opposite really." I said, frowning a bit. I put the menu down, feeling a bit less awkward.
"Well, griffons do eat here too, as well as dragons sometimes." She explained, smirking. I was about to say something else, but she did something I honestly did not expect. She booped me on the nose, and I stared at the tip of her hoof cross eyed. And I sneezed.
This got a laugh out of her and I narrowed my eyes at her, my cheeks burning slightly. "Har har." I said flatly, but I couldn't help but chuckle a little myself. "Well, I guess I got a taste of my own medicine." I relented, sighing. I looked over at The others.
They stared, Valkyrie looked uncomfortable, fidgeting in her seat, Saffron just looked confused. Lily stifled a giggle, and Fancy was smirking in amusement at the display. This time, it was Fizzlepop's turn to blush, coughing into her hoof. Lily smiling, gave her a knowing look. 
"My my, aren't you two just adorable~" She teased, swirling a hoof on the table. I cleared my throat, not commenting on that. Instead, I looked over at Saffron, trying to change the subject.
"I'll just have lamb zobrian, and apple cider to drink." I stated simply. Saffron, not phased in the slightest, wrote it down. "You two want anything?" I asked, looking between Fizzlepop and Valkyrie. 
"I'll have what he's having." Valkyrie said, pointing a hoof in my direction. At first I was about to ask 'are you sure', but then I saw her fangs glisten in the yellow light, reminding me she's not the same breed of pony. "Strawberry smoothie though."
"Daffodil curry please, and do you happen to have the berry blast in stock?" Fizzlepop asked the waitress. Saffron nodded, smiling. "One of those then." I smirked knowingly at Fizzlepop, resisting the urge to tease her and making a berry related pun, only barely.
"Alright, I have everypony's orders. I'll be back with your drinks and then your meals afterwards!" Saffron beamed, turning and heading towards the doorway to what I assumed led to the kitchen.
"well then," Fancy pants chimed after a moment of silence. "Lets go to know one another shall we?" And with that, we were deep in conversation. 
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

I've told Fancy and Lily about my stay here and what happened during my time in Ponyvillie, minus the ursa major part. I mentioned that I did get hurt and had medical attention so they didn't worry about it too much. The afternoon went off without a hitch, the food was amazing. Unfortunately Fancy and Lily had business somewhere and had to leave early, so Lily gave me her address and I decided to pay her a visit sometime. That left me, Fizzlepop and Valkyrie at the table.
"Hey Fizzy," I said, grabbing Fizzlepop's attention. She raised an eyebrow, a bewildered look on her face.
"Fizzy?" She echoed, looking me up and down like I was crazy.
"Yes." I said simply. I smirked, putting a hand over my chest and puffing it out. "I know, you can thank my skills of efficiency for that one." I quipped, closing my eyes. "It's only one syllable, and it's cute. Has a nice ring to it, don't ya think..?" I trailed off, my eyes losing a little bit of focus. I brought my hand to my head, using my arm as leverage against the table. "Efficiency.." I echoed, as if the word had some sort of ghost haunting it.
~ ~ ~ ~ > > flashback < < ~ ~ ~ ~

"Hey Isaiah, why don't you go out more often? It's a beautiful day today." I looked up from my computer screen, staring at the woman with no amount of amusement on my face.
"That's nice and all Nana, but I prefer the rain." I replied, taking a quick glance back at the screen. "Besides, I don't have a reason to." Nana looked at me in bewilderment, unbelieving at what she heard. She walked over to the table I was sitting at, and leaned against the wall.
"There's always a reason, it's so nice today, fresh air is always good, exercise  and you could be meeting people." I looked up and cocked an eyebrow up.
"So?" I asked inquisitively. "I could do that any day. I meet people online and I step outside every now and then if I do want some air; usually when it rains." I added, looking back at the screen in front of me. "I take midnight strolls too. Not often, but at least once a week or so. Also I'm not a 'people' person. There is no reason for me to go outside."
Nana looked irritated at this point. "That's being lazy. Ain't nothing gonna come out of that computer of yours that's going to help you." She stated, crossing her arms.
"No," I began, looking up, irritation on my face now as well. "It's called being efficient." I countered, never taking my eyes off of her. "If there is no obligatory reason I should go outside unless there's some sort of emergency or my chores get in the way, I have no reason to be outside. Call it being lazy if you want, but I call it efficiency." This time Instead of going back at the computer, I got up and walked out of the room. "I'm going to take a nap." I lied through my teeth, I just wanted to be alone for a while.
I wish I could just..
~ ~ ~ ~ > > present < < ~ ~ ~ ~

I gasped desperately for air, almost going into a coughing fit. 
"Zale!?" I heard a voice beside me call. I looked over to see a pony in dark blue armor above me, with a panicked expression on her face. "What's wrong? Stay with me!" My mind was starting to get things in order again, and I realized that was Valkyrie who was above me, and I was on the floor.
Groaning in discomfort, I lifted myself up into a seating position, hand on my head, "I'm okay now.. I'm okay." I said, trying to calm my nerves. To be honest, I only said that to make myself believe it rather than for her sake. Fizzlepop came into view, a wet rag in her hooves. "I just.. I'll tell you what happened later." I decided, taking the warm rag from the mulberry hoof. "Thanks Fizzy." She smiled at that, nodding.
"Do you want to head back to the castle now for some rest? You seem.. shaken." Valkyrie observed. That's exactly how I was feeling. I'm not sure how she saw it, I thought I was hiding it well. Maybe she knows me more than I know her at this point. I nodded, standing up and putting the rag against my forehead. 
"That would be nice, yeah." I answered. I began to walk towards the exit doors when a thought came to mind. I turned around and pulled out my bit pouch, some ponies were looking at me with concern, others just gave me a glance, and went back to whatever it is they were doing. Saffron waved, catching my attention.
"Fancy already paid for the meals, don't worry." She said reassuringly, smiling. I nodded in thanks, and made my way to the doors and left the building. The alley was significantly darker, looking up I saw that the sky was turning purple, indicating that sunset wasn't too far off. Pulling out my phone, I looked at the time. 6:56 PM. I must have been out for a while, at least an hour or so.
I remember the way we came from what Fancy showed me, and the walk back to the castle didn't take very long. There were no guards this time, but I thought nothing of it. i opened the door with no trouble at all, stepping inside the castle. The hall was empty, and a serene silence filled the area. I walked down the hall, and up the stairwell, my friends tailing behind me. I figured I'd better get used to them being around, so I always looked back to see them there.
"Hey, girls?" I asked, grabbing their attention. "Mind if I ask you a question?" Fizzlepop cocked an eyebrow up but nodded.
"Sure, what is it?" Valkyrie asked, curious as well. We rounded the corner at this point, the throne room being just down the hall.
I thought about how I should asked this, trying not to make it sound too obvious. "Um.. do you think that I can find happiness here? In Equestria?" Both of their eyes widened in surprise, obviously not expecting such a question.
"Well Zale, I guess that would be up to you." Valkyrie answered honestly. "As for what I think, I think your happiness is closer than you think it is.." She said, looking away. I cocked my head to the side, unsure of what she meant. When she didn't continue, I shrugged it off, appreciative of her answer.
"What about you Fizzy?" I asked, looking at the mare in question. "What do you think?" 
Fizzlepop hummed in thought, a hoof tapping on her chin. "Well.." she began, looking up at me. "I'll have to agree with Valkyrie when she said it's up to you. But I think that you can find happiness here, or maybe it'll even find you." She added with a smile. I responded with a 'hm', but otherwise didn't say anything as I kept walking.
"..Why do you ask?"
There it is. Sighing, I brought my hand to my head, a grimace on my face. "Well, back at the restaurant when I fainted.. I had something shown to me. A memory, of my past." I heard Fizzlepop gasp from behind me.
"Really? What was it?" She asked, sounding very interested. 
"I'll tell you once we get all of our friends together, I'd rather tell you all at once, rather than having to repeat it." I explained, approaching the throne room doors. "But It's only-" 
I was cut off, as I heard shouting coming from the throne room. "Starlight!? Luna, where are you!?" It was Twilight's voice. I looked back towards Fizzlepop and Valkyrie, raising an eyebrow. They shrugged, concerned looks on their faces.
I opened the door, and froze at what I saw. The throne room was in shambles, the carpet leading up to the throne were burnt and scorched, shards of glass littering the sides of the room from the now broken windows on either side of the room. 
And there, lying lifeless on the floor leading up the the stairs, was Celestia, and the rest of my friends. Pinkie Pie, Fluttershy, Rarity, Applejack, Rainbow dash and Spike, all looking worse for wear. I looked on in horror, before running to them and dropping to my knees. I held Pinkie close, leaning into her chest and putting my ear against it. A heartbeat. They were still alive, just unconscious.  I looked around again, noticing someone was missing.
"T-Twilight.. what happened!?" I asked, fear ridden in my words. Twilight trotted closer to me, dropping on her haunches as well, casting a spell which emitted a green light above the group. 
"I-I don't know. I was asleep, a-and I heard the window break and shouting and when I came to see what was going on, I saw something take both Starlight and Luna and jump through the window, and this is what I saw!" My eyes widened in alarm, I looked around frantically. It was evident that something came through the window, and left through the other side. 
My gut fell into the pits of my stomach, a dreading feeling looming over me. I looked back, and Fizzlepop was frozen, and didn't dare to look away. She had tears falling down her cheeks, clearly shaken by the scene. Valkyrie was standing next to the princess, checking over her carefully for injuries. 
A scent came to my nostrils, and bile began to rise in my throat. Looking around the room, I saw a pile of what I thought to be wood at first glance, but the golden gleams of celestial guards helmets could be seen. There, on the far side of the room, were charred corpses of unicorn and pegasi guards. The smell of burning hair and flesh was infecting the air around it, and I nearly fell over at the sight. Oh god no.. I thought, standing up on shaking legs.
Starlight and Princess Luna were gone.
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		Chapter 8: Tomorrow



A few hours later..
Silence.
Twilight, Fizzlepop, Valkyrie and myself, sat in complete silence in the waiting room of the infirmary in chairs. The room, having a wallpaper of the clear blue skies, with a white and pink tile floor. The silence only broken by an occasional sigh, or a sniffle from Fizzlepop, laying her head in my lap. I tried my best to comfort her, giving her pets and scratches even in these circumstances. She seemed to appreciate it though, leaning in further into my hand.
I wasn't doing too good myself either. I was terrified, and in this silence, my mind was racing at break neck speeds, trying to figure out how and why this had happened. First the Ursa Major, and now this.. On the next day even. Sure, during the prior incident no one was hurt, but this time.. at least half a dozen of Celestia's guards have lost their lives. I never knew who they were, and now I won't ever get the chance to know. Regardless if I knew them or not, I still felt remorseful for it.
I looked up at Twilight, who herself wasn't looking any better. She probably has a lot on her mind too. Of course she does... Starlight and Luna were taken, and my friends were hurt and burned badly. Twilight had to use some sort of gizmo to lower the sun and raise the moon in the princess's absence, to avoid causing a panic. Celestia was in stable condition, so was Pinkie Pie, Fluttershy, and Spike. But Rainbow Dash, Apple Jack, and even Rarity were far worse. They must have been trying to protect the others... I figured as I thought of the generous mare.
Twilight noticed my gaze and stood up, walking up to me. "Twilight..?" I asked the approaching mare. "Are you..." I was cut off as Twilight wrapped her hooves around my barrel, taking in Fizzlepop along with the embrace. I guess that answers my question then. I returned the embrace, my arms wrapping around both Twilight and Fizzy. I felt an extra pair of gray hooves come from behind me, coming into my vision. I turned slightly to see Valkyrie, with a sad frown on her face.
We all sat like that for a while, just enjoying the comfort of the embrace.  The sound of a door opening could be heard to my left, the door where our friends were waiting behind. We all looked up to see Nurse Snowheart, one of the few nurses that worked here in the castle's infirmary. She had a coat that was a pale yellow, much like Fluttershy's I noted, with a blue mane and tail with gray streaks. She wore a nurses cap that had red cross etched into it.
She walked towards us at a brisk pace, smiling. "Hello there," She began, sounding relieved about something. "I'd like to inform you that all of your friends will be fine." All of us sighed in relief at the news. "it'll take a couple days to fully recover some of the burns, but rest and proper hygiene should clear those up in no time." Twilight and Valkyrie stepped away from me, and Fizzlepop stood up. 
"Can we go see them?" I asked, hopeful. Nurse Snowheart nodded, turning around back to the door she came from. 
"Follow me." Snowheart said. We all followed behind her into the room. Medical beds lines the walls, 5 on each side. Various equipment lied scattered across the room, indicating the work it took to keep these ponies breathing. Celestia, Pinkie Pie, Spike and Fluttershy lay on the beds on one side of the room, while Rainbow Dash, Applejack, Rarity and one of the guards that managed to hold out. It was a male pony, neither pegasus or unicorn. Dark blue coat with a blue mane and tail. looking far worse than I could have imagined. 
He had several burns across his barrel, across his right cheek, and on his left flank. Some of his coat had to be shaved off either because it was too damaged to grow back correctly, or the doctors had to get rid of some damaged skin. They were still asleep, but otherwise fine. I walked towards Celestia, taking a seat near the edge of the mattress. I looked down at her form with distant eyes. Her once pristine white coat, was now tattered and marred. Although her mane, still flowing through some unknown force was the same as it ever was. It was a beautiful sight. I took my hand and brushed aside some of the mane that was covering her face.
And I broke. I couldn't hold it in anymore. It started off as a sniffle, and then tears began falling. Leaning over, I wrapped my arms around her barrel, put my head under her neck, and I wept. At that moment, I was crying for multiple reasons. I was afraid. Afraid of losing my friends, afraid of them getting hurt.. and afraid that they might just slip away. I was sympathetic. Starlight, along with Celestia's own sister Luna was taken away, probably hurt, and most likely scared themselves. I tried not to think about what could have happened to them, but my mind betrays me, making my cries louder.
I sat like that for a little while, numbly aware of Fizzlepop and the others presence around me. I felt a hoof caress my side with care, calming me down a little. My cries died down to sobs and sniffles, still holding Celestia in my arms. However, I felt movement underneath me, and felt the sensation of lips landing upon my forehead. Looking up, slightly alarmed, I saw Celestia looking right back at me, a sad smile on her face. Sniffling, I brought an arm up to my face, rubbing away the tears. 
"Celestia.." we breathed in unison. She took her hoof, and placed it on my head. 
"I'm okay.." She said with a warm smile. Rubbing away the last of my tears, I sat up. "I'm right here." 
I managed to get a hint of a smile on my face, but it faded just as soon as it came. "Welcome back.." I said, my voice cracking a bit. Taking her hoof in hand, I held it up to my chest. Celestia sat up right slightly, taking in her new environment. She hummed in thought, looking back towards me. 
"Where is Luna?" She asked, cocking her head to the side. "Don't tell me Luna was asleep during the whole thing, I swear she misses every.." She went silent when she saw the painful looks on our faces. She chuckled nervously, a smile still on her face. But her eyes betrayed her smile, showing shear dread. "My sister she's.. she's around here.. r-right..?"
I looked downcast, my heart twisting and turning in my chest. Twilight put her hoof up to say something, but no words came to her. Valkyrie stood a little ways away from us, and expressionless. I steeled myself, looking back up to Celestia. My hands were starting to tremble, and I held her hoof a little tighter. 
"Both Starlight and Luna.. they.." I began, trying with all my will power to not look away. "..They were taken away." Celestia, still hopeful, cocked her head the other way. 
"Taken where?" She asked, taking her other hoof and placing it on my hands. Slowly, I shook my head. 
"We don't know.." I responded, looking down again. "When we got back from the city, it was already too late. You guys were hurt, and.. they were gone." 
"Something or someone took them and fled.." Twilight clarified, stepping closer to us. "I saw it when I came running to see what the commotion was about." 
Celestia sat in silence, a flat line replacing her smile. I put my hands down on the bed, still holding her hooves. Celestia looked down at them, her mane now covering her face. She was silent for a few moments, before she let out a low growl of frustration.
"Why am I so damn weak.." She seethed, looking back up to me. "Why couldn't it have been me!? She has been through enough torment, why couldn't it have been me.. why.." She trailed off, words failing her as tears fell down her face. I sat there for a moment as she leaned over, crying over my shoulder. I didn't know what I could say then.
"..Princess Luna didn't give in.." A voice said from behind us. We all turned to face the unfamiliar voice. It was the royal guard, and he was still lying down, eyes open. "After you went down, she ran to your side, guarding you with her life." He continued. "When she did, she looked me right in the eyes, and told me to tell you.."
The monster let out a torrent of flames and spells, which scattered across the room in all directions. Luna came in into the room, the doors slamming against the walls. She saw Celestia, holding a shield up to protect herself. But it didn't last for much longer. Her magic spent, She took the force of the blow. "Tia!!" Luna shouted, rushing over to her side. Rarity took the carpet in her magic that led up to the throne and used it as a temporary shield to block the rest of the spells.
Luna looked frantically around, desperate. She spotted a lone guard, fending off the monster with Applejack, his fellow guards in a heap of flames. He was knocked back, but he caught himself after sliding away a few feet. Standing up, his eyes met Luna's gaze. "..Please.." She began, looking pleadingly into his eyes. "Tell my sister that..
"..That it's not your fault, and she is proud to be the one that protected you." He finished, sitting up a little. He winced slightly as the burns became agitated, but he sobered up quickly. Celestia stared at him for a moment, before sighing, and letting me go.
"Thank you.." She said, still sniffling a little. I took my hand and brought it up to her cheek, wiping away her tears with a thumb. Retracting my hand, I turned to face the stallion. 
"..What's your name?" I asked after a moment. 
"Carbon." He responded. "Carbon Fiber."
I nodded in thanks. "I'm Isaiah. Call me Zale if you want.." I said, smiling. "..And thank you." He smiled back, nodding.
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

None of us notice that Nurse Snowheart left the room, and she soon came back with trays of food for us all, telling us it was on the house. Twilight, Fizzlepop and I took a seat on the empty beds that was next to Carbon, digging into our meals. It was mostly carrots and broccoli, not that I minded. Fizzlepop elected to sit next to me, leaning on my side while her plate lied on the other side.
"Oooh.." I heard a familiar voice groan. "Oh my.. wha..?" It was Rarity. "Where am- OW ow ow ow ow.." She cut herself off with a series of pained noises as she tried to get up. 
"Careful now," Nurse Snowheart said, approaching the fashionista. "You're in no condition right now to-"
"MIRROR!!" She shouted, her eyes frantically scanning her bandaged arms. "GET ME A MIRROR!" Nurse Snowheart reeled back, but reluctantly picked up a nearby mirror that was on a tray, and held it up to Rarity. Even though Instinctively plugged my ears with my finger tips, It did nothing to prepare me for the high pitched scream that came afterwards. 
The glass of water Twilight had in her magic shattered into pieces, but as skilled in magic as she was, reversed the damage with little to no trouble. At this point, everyone else that was still asleep in the room, shot up from their position, eyes wide.
"Huh!? Who'sit what now!?" Applejack blurted out, looking around the room with half lidded and tired eyes.
Rainbow Dash fell out of the bed with a shout of alarm, grunting on impact followed by a cry of pain. Snowheart helped her up back on the bed. "Ouch! What the hay?" Rainbow turned back to see that her wings were bandaged up, preventing her from flight. "Shoot.." Fluttershy just hid under the sheets, shivering.
Spike just groaned from his position, falling back down into bed, pulling his sheets over him. "Five more minutes.." he pleaded in a muffled voice.
I hit the side of my head with my palm, trying to get the ringing out of my ears. "Uh.. morning Rarity." I greeted flatly. She was currently hyperventilating, looking at her reflection in horror and disgust.
"I-- my.. my mane.. and my coat.." Rarity's coat was just as bad as Carbon's, if not worse. Her mane now has burnt and uneven ends, and her tail was practically incinerated into nothingness, only a purple stub in it's place. I couldn't help but feel bad for the poor thing.
"I-It'll grow back. I'm sure you'll be able to do something with it." I said, trying to cheer her up.
Rarity gave me a flat look. Then, it turned into a thoughtful one. "Hmm.. maybe you're right," She said, looking at herself again. "My mane did look something like this before, but my coat.. I'll figure something out!" She stated proudly. 
Looking around the room, I noticed that there was something missing. My eyes widened in realization and concern. "Hey, where's Pinkie-" 
The one entrance and exit to the room suddenly burst open, Revealing Pinkie Pie strolling in with a plate of cupcakes. She had bandages across her forehead and right hoof, but it looks like there wasn't a scratch on her. As she walked in, everyone in the room, including me, stared at her, confused and slightly concerned.
Pinkie gave us bewildered looks. "What?" She asked, her mouth stuffed with a cupcake.
I sighed, shaking my head. "Never mind." I relaxed, plopping a broccoli in my mouth and chewing. My mood fell again, and the room was in silence once more. "So, to update you to what happened girls.." I began after a moment. "both Starlight and Luna were kidnapped by.. something. After you were attacked." 
Everyone froze in place, looking at me in disbelief. Pinkie's mane deflated significantly. "Wh.. What?" She breathed, walking up to me. 
"What do you mean?" Rainbow asked while she works on getting the bandages off her wings. 
"It's exactly what it sounds like." Celestia chimed in, a grimace on her face. "They were taken by an unknown enemy, and we have no idea where or why." 
I sighed, looking down at my plate, losing my appetite. I placed it on a nearby tray, pushing it away slightly. There was a question that was hanging in the back of my mind, gnawing away at my being. "So.." I began, a bit reluctantly. "..What do we do now?" I asked no one in particular.
"What do you mean 'What do we do now'?" Rainbow echoed. "We go find em'!" 
Celestia shook her head, eyes narrowing.  "No. At least.. not for a few days at least, week at most." Rainbow Dash gawked at the princess like she was insane.
"Wha- What do you mean!?" Rainbow Dash squawked.
"Ah' mean, think about it Rainbow." Applejack chimed in. "We're lookin' more beat up than a bowl of eggs. What're we supposed to do in our condition?" 
"I mean- I just.. grrr..." Rainbow let out a growl of frustration, but relented. "Yeah.. I get your point. But.." Rainbow's ears drooped, looking crestfallen. "I'm worried about them, you know?" Rarity let out a sigh, nodding in understanding.
"We all are Rainbow Dash," Rarity began. "But there's simply nothing we can do right now except recover. We'll just have to have faith in Starlight and Luna and.. hope for the best." 
After that, the room fell in an ominous silence. I looked around at everyone for a few moments, just taking in the scene before me. I looked down at my hands, palms open and trembling slightly. I thought back to the night I dropped in this world.. the very first pony I've met, that became my friend and.. who saved my life. 
I closed my fists, a burning flame in my heart, yearning to repay a debt that I owed to that individual.
"I'll go." I said with finality.
After a moment, I looked back up. Everyone just looked at me, and then Celestia shook her head in disapproval.
"It's too dangerous for you. If it took down all of us, half a dozen of my guards and managed to get away capturing Starlight and Luna.. I'm afraid your chances of survival are slim to none if you should encounter it." I shook my head in defiance, looking into Celestia's eyes with determination.
"I know that. But I owe Starlight, Celestia. She was the first pony I've met in this world, my first friend, and she saved my life without even knowing who I am!" I stoop up, causing Fizzlepop to stumble slightly, but she caught herself.
"I know how you feel Zale, trust me." Twilight said, approaching me. "But you've already been hurt once, and we can't have that happen again." I scoffed, pointing at the rest of the group with a thumb.
"Well I'm in much better condition than them right now." I countered, crossing my arms. "And besides, who said I was going to leave right now and fight that thing anyway? I have to find clues or, something first if I'm going to know where to look, right?" 
Twilight raised a hoof as to protest, but she paused. Slowly, she put her hoof back down and looked up towards Celestia. "I'll go with him, Princess." Celestia's eyes shot up in surprise, but it was quickly replaced with a stern look.
"Twilight I-" 
"Our friends are in danger." I cut Celestia off without thinking. "The pony I owe my life to is in danger, your own sister is in danger!" I pointed at everyone in the room in the hospital beds. "You may not be able to do anything right now, but I am." I turned to face Fizzlepop and Valkyrie, who have been silently watching the entire time. "My companions are too, and so is Twilight. It's not like we'll be alone."
Celestia gave us an uncertain look, one by one. She eyed all of us carefully, as if searching for something in our expressions. After a few moments of silence, she sighed and managed to get a ghost of a smile on her face. "Alright. But you are not to go unprepared, and use at least the rest of today to find any clues or hints as to where they might have gone." Celestia's gaze drifted towards me. 
"Zale, Twilight." I cocked an eyebrow up curiously. I looked over at Twilight, and she looked at me as well, looking as confused as I was. I turned back to face the sun princess.
"Yeah Celestia?" 
Celestia took one of her wings and made a gesture with them for us to come over. I wasn't sure what she wanted, but we nonetheless complied. When we got to her side, she used her wings in a swift motion to scoop both of us up into an embrace I was not at all prepared for. I stumbled a little, my head falling below her neck. I was confused, but I returned the embrace after re orientating myself.
Twilight did much the same, looking up at her with a little blush on her cheeks. "P-Princess..?"
"Be careful you two." She said softly. "I trust in you." She let us go, and we stood back up. 
I nodded with a smile, making a thumbs up. "You got it." Celestia gave me a bewildered look, and looked up at the ceiling. I tilted my head slightly in confusion, looking up as well. It was just the.. oh. I facepalmed, chuckling sheepishly.
"This means something like 'Okay' or 'Great job' depending on the situation." I explained. Celestia looked back at me, and giggled herself.
I turned to Fizzlepop, Valkyrie and Twilight, nodding. "Well, lets get to it." I said, walking towards the door. "We'll head back to the throne room and see if we can find anything. I'll let you know if we do before we leave. We'll see you all later." 
Twilight, Fizzlepop and Valkyrie followed behind, and I lead us out the exit doors of the infirmary, and we found ourselves in the hallways of Canterlot Castle once again. As we walked down the corridor on our way back to the throne room, I turn slightly to look at my two guards, more specifically Valkyrie. My eyebrow furrowed in concern. 
"Hey Val." I called. Valkyrie raised an eyebrow, looked behind her, and faced me again.
"Um.. do you mean me, Zale?" I nodded in confirmation. She gave me a deadpan look and sighed, but didn't say anything.
"You've been awfully quiet ever since we got back from the restaurant." I pointed out, giving her a curious look. "Anything got you worried? Not just about the situation we have right now, but anything that bothers you?" Her eyes widened in surprise, and Valkyrie seemed extremely uncomfortable now.
"N-No sir, I'm fine." She said quickly. I was of course, unconvinced. I stared at her for a few moments, frowning slightly. I looked over at Twilight, who was also looking concerned. Upon noticing my gaze, she shrugged. I sighed, and continued to move forward. 
"If you say so."
We rounded the corner, and made our way through the throne room doors past guards that were stationed there. As we entered, I scanned the room. The bodies of the guards were still there, but Twilight had cast a spell that eliminated the foul stench that they were emitting before. We did have to keep all the evidence in tact after all, and luckily no one else was able to enter the room, because of the guards that were outside.
I put my hands on my hips and did another once over of the room."Alright, let's get to wor-" 
Bzzzt* Bzzzzt*
I was cut off, and I froze. Twilight looked at me with confusion, and walked up to me. "Something wrong?" She asked. I put a finger up to cut her off.
Bzzzt* Bzzzzt*
There it is again. This time I felt the vibrating coming from my pocket, my blood running cold. Slowly, I took out the device, held it up and unlocked the screen. It was ringing.

	
		Chapter 9: A Lead



I stared at the phone in my hands, eyeing it with uncertainty and caution. I unlocked the screen, and read the caller ID.
It was blank. No number, no name, no area code. It ringed again in my hands, each vibration sending a chill down my spine. My eyes flicked off of the screen to look at Twilight and the others, uncertainty clear on my face. Twilight herself looked curiously at the device, but she seemed to notice something was off too. Fizzlepop gave me a quick glance from her position near the now ruined carpet. But Valkyrie..
For some reason, Valkyrie seemed to be backing away slowly against the wall, with wide eyes and dread clear on her face. I watched her for a few moments, I was confused by her reaction. She was an odd one but this just seemed.. extremely off putting, and she really has me worried now. Twilight and Fizzlepop noticed this too, and gave each other uneasy looks.
The phone rang again, and this time, I reluctantly answered it. I held the device close to my ear and spoke.
"Hello..?" I heard a drawn out yawn coming from the other end of the line, making me raise an eyebrow.
"I've missed you, Isaiah." My eyes widened, as I recognize the feminine voice. It was the same person that called me when I was being chased by the Ursa Major. Even so, I'm not sure what she meant by that.
"I'm sorry but.. who are you?" I asked, genuinely curious. "I don't think we've.. met." 
"No," she began. "You haven't met me. But I've met you, from the first day you bought me.. heh, not that you'd remember anyway." I almost stumbled from that statement.
"Huh? What do you meant I 'bought' you?" I asked, even more confused than I initially was.
"Well.. you bought me from some shop, and that's where I met you." She explained. "But that's all I can remember, that you own me and I'm your assistant. Everything between that day and when you dropped into this world is completely blank." I paused, taking in this new information.
"So.. you're telling me that you're actually inside the phone?" I asked, trying to comprehend this.
"Well, I guess that's one way of putting it," She paused for a moment, then continued. "..Actually I think I am the phone. Probably." I sighed, and walked to the steps that led up to the throne and sat down.
"Okay. What's your name?" She hummed in thought for a few moments.
"I don't think I have one. It was your job to give me a name."
"How the hell was that my job?" I asked, rubbing my temples. "I didn't even know you were sentient. Which I'm pretty sure you technically aren't supposed to be." I pointed out.
"Well, I guess you have a point. Tell you what." I raised an eyebrow.
"Yeah?"
"You give me a name right now, and maybe I'll forgive ya."
"I.. fine, I guess." I relented, sighing. I thought about this for a moment, and I looked around the room again. Twilight was watching me with a confused looked, and I just shook my head letting her know not to worry about it. Fizzlepop was inspecting the bodies for anything that could be of use. Valkyrie.. was sitting in the corner in the fetal position? Concerned, I got up and walked over to her.
"Yo Val, what's wrong?" I asked, kneeling down in front of her. Valkyrie gasped and backed further into the wall. My eyes widened in shock, and I tried not to move too much before continuing.
"Valkyrie, talk to me. What is going on?" She didn't answer right away, and she swallowed heavily.
"T-That thing.." She said shakily, pointing a trembling hoof at the device in my hand. "I've seen it before.." I gawked at her after hearing that.
"You have!?" Valkyrie gave a quick nod, putting her hoof back down. "Where?" Her eyes went wide again, and tears starting to form in her eyes.
"I.. was kidnapped by a creature that I haven't seen before a while ago." She began, trembling. "I don't believe it was the same thing that was in here, but I saw that it had a device similar to that one, and he called it the same thing. Only.."
"What is it? You can tell me Val." I said, trying to comfort her.
"Only.. every time it rang, he.. it came out. And it made him change into a different person. it took everything I had from me.. And forced me to do things I'm not so proud of." When she said the last part, she looked away, guilt and regret on her face.
"Oh.. I see." I said walking up and sitting next to her, back against the wall. "Well, I'm still me, right?" I asked. Valkyrie nodded, but still had uncertainty on her features. "I promise that i'll never hurt you Valkyrie. You are my friend, as well as my companion. I trust you." Hey eyes widened, and she looked at me with an expression I couldn't quite place. "Do you trust me?"
"You.." She began, but went silent. After several seconds, she spoke."..Okay, I do Zale. I trust you." She answered with a small smile. 
"Alrighty then, now what was I doing?" I asked aloud, stroking my chin.
"Thinking up a name for me." The phone answered with displeasure. I winced slightly, a bit guilty for keeping her waiting.
"Right, right. Sorry. Let's see.." I went into thought, trying to think of a name that would work and had a ring to it. I thought of some generic names like 'Clara' or maybe 'Rose' but those didn't really sound right to me. Since I owned her apparently, I guess it wouldn't really matter, but I would feel bad if she didn't like it. 
"One sec." I said, opening the phone. I browsed through the various apps I had on screen, seeking inspiration. My eyes landed on the music app again, and it hit me almost spontaneously. "Hey, how does Harmony sound to you?" I asked the device in my hands.
"Harmony, huh? It has a nice ring to it." She noted. "Harmony it is then!"
I nodded, satisfied with it myself. "That's exactly what I was going for." 
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

"Hey guys, I think I found something!" Twilight said, motioning for us to come over. We all got up from our positions and walked over to her. When we got to her, she held the item in her magic up for us to see. My eyes widened, as I immediately recognized what it was.
It was scorched and and torn, but just barely maintained the resemblance of a wallet. "Hey, let me see that."
"Okay, but be careful." I rolled my eyes, but I figured she did have a point. Slowly, I put my fingers inside the fold of the wallet, and opened it up. Ash immediately fell out as I opened it fully, nothing but charred remains. There was however, something that was still readable inside.
"Hey, this is.. this is a drivers license.." Twilight tilted her head in bewilderment. 
"Drivers license? What's that?" Twilight asked, her curiosity peaking.
"It's from my world, it lets people know that you have been educated enough to drive a car publicly." I explained. "But, what's it doing here..?" Taking a closer look at it, I examined what I could make out from the remaining piece of the license. The picture of whoever it was that owned this seemed to be ripped off, and the part where the name and address had been burned off as well. That only left the date, state, sex, and birthday.
"The date it was issued was July 7th.. 1987," I began. "It's 2020 now.. It expired nearly 7 years ago. They are from Miami Florida, and they are male." My eyes widened when I saw the birthday, and maybe it was just coincidence but it made me feel.. weird. "His birthday is.. September 15th, 1971.. I was born on the same day and month." I turned to Valkyrie, eyebrow raised.
"Val, didn't you say you were kidnapped by a creature you've never seen before?" Valkyrie hesitated at first, but nodded. "Do you remember where he took you?"
"N-no.. I don't know where he took me, but I remember that it was cold, and the air was thin." She said, shivering. "If I had to guess it was probably in a mountain somewhere."
Twilight hummed in thought, nodding in understanding. "Well.. we have a lead at least, no matter how vague it may be. But how do you know this creature is him?"
"I don't." I answered simply. "But from what you and Val told me, these are both creatures neither of you have any knowledge of, and on top of that the thing that Val saw had a device similar to the one I have. Do you really think that's coincidence?"
"Isaiah is right, it is a bit odd that these would be here in this world." Harmony pointed out. Twilight and Fizzlepop jumped slightly and her voice. The both looked at it curiously in my hand.
"Is that..?" Fizzlepop asked, trailing off. I nodded in confirmation.
"Yup, It's the same voice. Meet Harmony." I put Harmony on speaker phone so that they could all hear her more clearly.
"Hello~" Twilight and Fizzlepop waved at the device awkwardly, and that made me snort in amusement.
"I don't think she can see you... Can you see them?" I asked after a moment of hesitation.
"No, I can't. At least not right now unless, you allow me to see through your eyes." My eyes widened at that, but narrowed suspiciously.
"What do you mean?"
"Don't worry, it's not that same as taking over your body; which by the way you're welcome." She added smugly."Open up your phone and click on the new app that popped up."
Curious, I did as I was told. I went to the home page of my phone, and sure enough there was a new app I haven't seen before. It was called 'Link'. I opened it up, and the interface had various options on it, some of which were 'Link sight', 'Link mind', 'Link Force' etc. I'm not sure what the last one meant, but I shrugged, and selected the option 'Link sight'. There was a brief flash, and then my vision returned to me. 
The first thing I noticed was that in the corner of my eye, there was an icon of some sort. It looked like a horseshoe.
"Okay.. that did do it?" I asked cautiously.
"Yeah, that did the trick. Hello ther- Oh wow.." She greeted in awe. Something else popped up in my vision, a green outline, and it was currently hovering over Fizzlepop. I assumed that meant I could see what she was currently looking at, and highlighted it as well. That's pretty neat.
"Tempest, was it? You are so.. adorable!!" I was caught off guard by that, and chuckled silently to myself. Fizzlepop wasn't expecting that either, and she now had a blush on her face. 
"Um.. thank you I guess, hehe.." Fizzlepop said awkwardly. Harmony then looked over at Twilight, humming in thought.
"You're pretty cute too Twilight, more chest fluff would do wonders for you." Twilight looked raised an eyebrow, and looked down at herself, placing a hoof on her chest. I rolled my eyes, and Harmony then looked over at Valkyrie.
"Hmm.. nah sorry. Not cute. Good posture though." Valkyrie mouth went agape for a moment,  and then pouted, genuinely hurt.
"Alright well, you had your fun. I'd like my eyes back to normal now." I said as I disabled the link and my vision was now my own again.
"Such a party-pooper." Harmony sighed dejectedly. "Anyway, so we have a lead right?"
"Yeah, what we know is that there may be something or someone else from my world that is here, and that when Valkyrie was kidnapped, she was in a mountain somewhere." I paused, looking at Valkyrie with an eyebrow raised. "Say, how did you manage to escape?" Valkyrie looked back and forth, a cold sweat forming on her brow.
"W-Well, I ran away when I had the chance. He forced me to do something, and when he didn't have any more use for me he tried to get rid of me.. I used that opportunity to run and managed to get away." I nodded in understanding.
"Right well, we have something to follow up on at least. We should go tell the others what we've found out so far." I figured, making my way towards the doors, friends in tow. Valkyrie hesitated at first, but she soon fell into step behind us.
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

The walk back didn't take long at all. We passed by guards I haven't seen before, adorned with similar armor to Valkyrie's, and had bat wings themselves. I assumed that they were under Luna's orders as well, and just shrugged it off. 
We walked back into the room where our friends were waiting. Almost everyone fell asleep, and the nurse was nowhere to be seen. Probably had went home for the rest of the night. The only ones who are awake were Spike, Celestia and Rainbow Dash. I waved and quietly made my way over to Celestia's side, and sat on a side of the bed. Valkyrie stayed standing, while Twilight and Tempest sat on the opposite bed.
"Heya Celly." i greeted the solar princess in a low voice. Her eyes shot up in surprise for a moment, and she giggled in a hoof.
"Celly, hm?"  She cooed teasingly, nudging me with a hoof. I rolled my eyes at that, a little chuckle escaping me.
"Yeah yeah," I began, gently pushing her off. "Anyway, we found something." Celestia sat more upright when she heard that, but Rainbow beat her to it.
"Wait, What did you find out?" The prismatic mare asked in a whisper, now hovering at my eye level. I reeled back at the suddenness of her face being so close to mine, but I recomposed myself after a moment.
"We found this." I held up the wallet and ID in my hands. They eyed it curiously for a few moments, and gave me a confused look. 
"Uh, what is it?" Spike asked from his position. 
"It's from my world. This is what is called a wallet, and inside said wallet we found this drivers license; which is something used as proof of identification and shows that you're legally allowed to drive a car; which is a piece of technology from my world as well." I added with a smirk, knocking some other questions undoubtedly out of the way.
"Okay.. but what's that got to do with Starlight and Luna?" Rainbow asked, eyebrow raised.  Celestia nodded, and I continued.
"Well, that's where Valkyrie's story comes into play." I said, motioning towards the mare. "She was apparently kidnapped a while back as well by something that she hasn't seen before, and that creature had a smart phone, like mine."
"So, these items all come from your world, and since this was here after the attack.." Celestia contemplated.
"It could have been something from your world." Spike finished for her.
"Or someone." Harmony chimed in.
Spike, Celestia and Rainbow dash looked around in confusion. "W-What was that?" Spike asked with a shaky voice.
"Oh right, guys," I began, pulling out my iPhone. "Meet Harmony." They all stared at the device, and looked at me like a crazy man. "She's the voice I heard back during the Ursa Major thing." I clarified. Their eyes widened as their mouths formed an 'o'. 
"Harmony, was it?" Celestia asked carefully.
"Yep, that's me. Nice to meet you all." Harmony hummed in thought for a moment before continuing. "Hey Isaiah, could I use your eyes again?" Celestia eyed the phone with bewilderment, and looked back to me for clarification. I just shrugged however, and opened up the app for the link.
"You know how she took over my body to save me life? Well apparently there's an app for it now.. only I have control this time." I explained as I enabled the link. "Is that better?"
"Yep, much better- whoa.." Harmony cut herself off. "You're beautiful.. And your mane.." I chuckled when I saw the reaction on Celestia's face. At first her eyes widened at the compliment, and then she actually looked away with a blush. She then smiled and nodded in thanks.
"Well anyway," Celestia began of the a moment of silence. "This is quite an interesting development." Celestia hummed after I ran the details by her. "I wouldn't think Valkyrie's kidnap to be a coincidence either. This has to be connected somehow, in one way or another."  I nodded.
"Yeah, now if only we knew where to start looking.." I sighed and scratched the back of my head.  Wait.. this world has spells and stuff right? I thought as I looked over to Twilight. "Hey Twilight, is there some sort of tracking spell we could use on the wallet? Or maybe follow prints?" I asked hopefully. She hummed in thought for a few moments.
"There is something like that we can try, but It only works in a certain radius, and within a certain time frame." She explained. "Actually, that would be a pretty good idea, only the one who cast the spell is the one who can actually detect anything. And by the time we actually do find a signature, it'll be too late and the signature would vanish, leaving us with only a trace." 
"I see.." I said, turning to Valkyrie. "Val, you sure you can't remember anything else about where you were? Any landmarks when you escaped, or climate maybe?" Valkyrie stiffened at the mention of her, but she turned and nodded slowly.
"I.. I remember seeing a forest. I couldn't tell which one though, I was so high that I was in the clouds which made it hard to make out." She said, rubbing an arm with a hoof. Twilight's eyes widened.
"The only mountains the fits that description would be.. the Smokey Mountains.." Hope swelled up in my chest, and I turned to Twilight.
"Is that true?"
"Yes, my friends and I have been there before actually, but that was nearly 2 years ago now." I let out a breath I didn't realize I was holding, and went to stand. 
"Well, at least we have something to follow up on." I stated with a yawn. I looked at the phone screen which read 2:47 AM. "We've been up for a while now. I think it's about time we get some rest and get ready to go tomor- .. later today." I said correcting myself.
I'll go ahead and go into sleep mode then. I'll undo the link for you. Goodnight, my little ponies~
"Yes, I suppose you're right. You four must be exhausted after today." Celestia noted with a smile. "You can go ahead and use my quarters again." I paused, and look at the other ponies in the room for a moment. I then looked at the empty bed that was next to a now sleeping Carbon.
"Actually, I think I'll sleep in here with you guys. If that's okay I mean." I looked down at the floor at the moment, frowning. "I'd.. I'd feel a lot better, staying here tonight." Celestia stared at me with a sympathetic expression, and she nodded in understanding.
"I understand Zale." She answered. I began to walk over to the empty bed, but paused. I look between Twilight, Fizzlepop and Valkyrie. Before I could say anything though, Twilight spoke up.
"I'll go ahead to my room and turn in there after I prepare everything for the tracking spells." Twilight said as she went for the door. "Have a nice rest everypony." And with that, she left the room, closing the door behind her.
"I'll take this one." Valkyrie said, motioning over to the bed next do Carbon.
That only left Fizzlepop and I. "I guess we're sharing again, huh?" I asked with a smirk.
"Hmph, guess you better get used to it then." She shot back, a cocky grin of her own. I chuckled silently to myself, and we made our way over. I lied down first on my back. For a hospital bed, these were pretty big. Well, I guess we are in a royal castle I figured. Fizzlepop made her way in next to me, taking my arm in hers and using it as a makeshift pillow of sorts. I didn't mind though, and slowly, I dozed off, only just now realizing how tired I was.
It was a hell of a day, and we still have to prepare for the search.

	
		Chapter 10: Surprise



The sun rays shined though the blinds of the window sills as a birds song reached my ears. Another dreamless night.. Without opening my eyes I let out a quiet yawn, and brought a hand up to stroke Fizzlepop's mane without looking. Finding my target, the petting commenced and I heard a satisfied sigh of approval as a small smile of victory touched my face. 
"Mornin'." I greeted simply.
"Good morning.." Fizzlepop sighed in return.
"Oh, you two are awake." I heard Twilight call from the doorway. "I was just about to come and wake you three for breakfast. Everypony else is already up in the dining hall."
It was then I decided to crack open an eye, and look to the side of me. As Twilight had said, everyone was awake, other than Valkyrie who was still asleep with a slight snore. I also saw that Valkyrie was in a most peculiar position in her slumber. She looked like she had somehow managed to sleep with her head and forelegs hanging off the bedside, with her back hooves on the pillow.
"Alright, we'll be up in a minute," I assured Twilight. 
"Okay, see you there." Twilight walked out of the room, her hoofsteps echoing down the hall until it dissipated completely.
Sitting up, with a little bit of protest from Fizzlepop, I pulled out my phone and looked at the time. 9:14 AM. My eyes caught a new icon at the top of the screen, with three Z's in different sizes. Huh. I guess that means Harmony is still asleep. I figured. I put the phone away and decided I'd let her wake up on her own, assuming she didn't really need breakfast, being inanimate and all.
I got up and did some stretches, Fizzlepop doing much the same. Walking over to Valkyrie's prone body, I gave her a couple of gentle, but firm shakes.
"Val, rise and shi-ine~" I said in a sing-song voice. Valkyrie proceeded to groan in protest, flipping over so that her stomach was showing. I raised an eyebrow in surprise at that. I would assume that she would have woke up almost instantly and be at attention, if not already awake before us. I guess she's started to warm up to me. I smiled in satisfaction and amusement, but she had to get up sooner rather than later.
"Valkyrie, com' on." I said as I prodded her again. "Time to wake up." Valkyrie gave out another noise and waved her hoof in the air before it fell limply back to her side. I had an idea that would probably get her up, and she's either going to hate me for it, or find it funny. However the former option was more likely.
Slowly, I brought my hands up with an evil smirk filled with anticipation. As my hands began to reach for Valkyrie's form, I looked at Fizzlepop who had a skeptical eyebrow raised. I clenched and relaxed my fingers in rapid succession in the air, gesturing my intent. Fizzlepop stifled some laughter after she understood, making my smirk grow more as I closed in on my intended target.
"You go ahead and have fun with that. I''ll head up now." Fizzlepop stated as she went into the hallway.
"Oh don't worry, I plan to savor this." I called back to her.
As soon as I made first contact with Valkyrie's exposed tummy, I began my assault. I got the desired effect, as her eyes shot open and she started laughing hysterically, limbs flailing about.
"Hahahaha! W-What are you- No, Sto- Stop, Haha!!" I didn't relent however, and I leaned in farther with a smug grin.
"What's the magic word~?"
"P-Please!! I'm begging- HAHA- I'm begging you please, b-before I-"
Before she could finish, a bright green flash enveloped my vision for a moment, momentarily blinding me. Backing away, I blinked several times to get my vision cleared from the after image. Valkyrie was catching her breath, and she eyed.. me.. with...
"Valkyrie..?" 
I breathed in disbelief at what was in front of me. The eyes that stared back at me were the same, brilliant emerald gems that I knew, but her pupils were slit and had a glow to them. Her form looked nothing like what she did before, the first thing I noticed with the black chitin that her body was now made up of, and her hooves were riddled with holes.
She now had a crooked horn protruding from the base of her forehead, and where her leathery wings had been before, a pair of tattered bug like wings now replaced them. She even grew in size considerably, if she were standing I think she'd be taller than Celestia.
"What.. What happened?" I asked with concern.
"Shit.." I heard her say under her breath. To my further surprise, her voice now had an extra tone in it, and she sounded completely different. "Shit, shit, shit, shit, SHIT!!" I reeled back at her sudden increase in volume, but my worry only grew at her response.
"Whoa, hey calm down. It's alright," I tried to comfort her and I placed a hand on her shoulder. She immediately jerked away, and scooted back until her back was against the wall.
"Please, don't hurt me!! I-I'm sorry, just please.." Her voiced hitched, and she started cowering. Was she crying? "I don't want to die.."
"Hey now, I'm not going to hurt you!" I said as I waved my hands disarmingly. "I only want to help you, so please calm down.." 
She eyed me with abject fear and trepidation, not daring to blink. After a moment though, she sniffled again, and gave me a confused but still frightful look.
"You.. you aren't upset with me?"
"No, I have no reason to be upset with you." I walked back over to her and sat down. She tried to scoot away again, but I placed a hand on her hoof and gently took in it my hands. "It's okay. I promise I'm not mad."
"..Not yet anyway.." I wasn't sure what she meant by that, but regardless it didn't change how I felt.
"Alright, so.. talk to me. What happened to you?"
She let out a sigh and sagged, looking crestfallen and guilty. I let go of her hoof and sat back, giving her some room to calm herself.
"You see," She began, looking up at me through strands of green hair. "This is.. this is my true form, Zale." I cocked an eyebrow in confusion.
"Your true form?" I echoed. "So, you mean that you aren't actually a pony Val?" She shook her head in confirmation.
"Yes, I'm not actually a pony. Also, my name isn't Valkyrie Skyline." Her head turned to face me fully, and the expression she gave me made my heart melt at the sight. She looked not only tired, but guilty and stressed beyond anything I could comprehend, fear completely vacant.
"My real name.. is Queen Chrysalis."
After a moment, I nodded slightly in understanding. Yet that only left me with more questions.
"So.. Queen Chrysalis," I eyed her with curiosity. "If you aren't a pony, then what are you? And why were you pretending to be one under a different name?" She sighed again, looking down at her hooves.
"I'm what's called a changeling. A race of creatures that have the powers to shape shift at will." She explained. "However queens have more freedom when it comes to that power. We can change our shape, weight, size more so than a normal changeling, and even gain some of the strength and abilities of what we turn into. As for why I was impersonating, well.."
"It's alright, you can tell me the truth." I said softly. "I'll hear you out." She paused for a moment, and looked at me with slight worry.
"After I say what I have to say, I understand if you never want to see me again." I shook my head, and gave her a small smile.
"It won't come to that. I promise."
"..If you say so." She shuffled a bit in the sheets, getting a bit more comfortable and sitting on her haunches. "You remember how I said that I was captured a while ago?" I nodded. "Well, I was captured for a reason. He wanted to use me for his deeds, and I had no choice in the matter because he would kill me if I refused. It was around 2 weeks ago when I started working under him, always preparing for whatever he had planned, stealing artifacts, capturing other innocent creatures and ponies.. and then.."
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

"You have done well for me so far, Chrysalis."
Chrysalis handed him the last artifact she had collected, and he took it in his magic. She backed away and eyed him curiously.
"So.. that's it right?" She asked hopefully. "That's the last one?" He laughed at her question, and shook his head.
"No, no there is still one more thing I need you to do. This time however, I shall accompany you personally." The beast put the artifact down alongside the others on a pedestal, casting a protective spell over it. He stalked towards the other occupants in the room, bound and restrained to the wall. He took his hoof and lifted the chin of a white unicorn filly, who scowled back at him. She said nothing however, and he smiled.
"You shall go into the town of Ponyville, and disguise yourself as one miss 'Sweetie Belle'." He said without looking back at her. "With one of their kin missing for too long, they'll get suspicious. Just do what you do best. Pretend."
"Y-Yes.. and then what?"
"When I give the signal, I want you to turn into something big, and noticeable. You'll know what it is when you hear it." He let go of Sweetie Belle's chin and stalked back towards Chrysalis. She cowered before him, backing away a few paces.
"What do you want me to do then?" She asked skeptically.
"Cause a ruckus. Maybe take a hostage. Use brute force, if you so desire. In the midst of the panic, I'll sneak to where I need to go, and retrieve what I'm after." Sweetie Belle's eyes widened in shock and horror.
"No! Don't you dare hurt my friends or Rarity!" She shrieked out, fighting against her restraints. The beast sighed, and he rolled his eyes. Chrysalis didn't seem to like this plan very much however, and frowned.
"But the element bearers reside in that town! I can guarantee that they will notice me almost immediately when-" A gust of wind blow Chrysalis back several feet, crashing into a wall. Almost instantly, the monsters face was in front of hers, showing it's fangs with hostile intent.
"That's the point, Chrysalis." He spat. "That's exactly why I want you to be the decoy. With you being the center of attention, I can do what I need to do and be done with it. Whatever happens to you, is none of my concern past that point." Chrysalis gulped down a lump that had formed in her throat. "Is that clear?"
"..Understood." She relented, and he released his grip on her, and she fell back onto her hooves shakily. "So, when are we going to execute this plan of yours?"
"Right now." He stated with finality. His horn went alight with a spell at the ready, he released Sweetie Belle from the wall, and cast a sleep spell on her, causing her to fall to the floor. He cast another spell that encircled her head, and let out a small pop sound. "I just cast a sleep spell on her and preformed a 'Forget Me' spell for the both of us. Take her with us and just leave her somewhere close to the town, but keep her out of sight. She'll wake up on her own." Chrysalis nodded, and with her magic she put Sweetie Belle's body on her back.
"Get ready. I'll transport us in the Everfree." A few moments later, they vanished in a flash of orange, and reappeared surrounded by flora and foliage. They were near Sweet Apple Acres, still hidden in the tree line. The changeling queen placed Sweetie Belle under a nearby apple tree, and then was enveloped by green flames before her form was an exact replica of Sweetie Belle. She looked around, seeing that he had vanished. I guess everything's already in place.. she mused, and trotted her way towards Ponyville.
I just have to go into town, and wait for the signal. Should be easy enough. She thought as she went onto the main road towards her destination. Luckily Sweet Apple Acres wasn't that far from the rest of the town, it only took a few minutes to get within the outskirts of town and along the road to the town hall. Chrysalis had mapped out this town long enough to know exactly where everything is, and who lived here. At first it was supposed to be part of her plans of revenge on Starlight glimmer, but the fire and rage she felt has long since dissipated, and she was contempt with living alone in the Everfree.
That is, until..
"Oh, hey Sweeite Belle!" A voice from behind her shouted, breaking her thoughts. The false Sweetie Belle turned to face to new arrivals. Applebloom and Scootaloo. She put on a forced smile and waved at them. "Where were ya yesterday? We couldn't find ya at Rarity's, and y'all weren't at the clubhouse neither."
"Oh, that's because I went camping in the woods," The disguised Chrysalis said without missing a beat. "I just wanted to explore alone for a little while, that's all. Sorry I never told you." Scootaloo raised an eyebrow, but shrugged.
"Meh. I can understand. But next time you go camping, I wanna tag along!" Scootaloo pleaded. Chrysalis just nodded awkwardly in response. Holy shit, that actually worked.
"Hey, what's all the hubbub about over there?" Applebloom asked the two. They all looked over to where Applebloom was pointing, their interest peaked when they saw a crowd start forming and walking towards town hall. They couldn't see who it was they were following, but Applebloom and Scootaloo went to check it out, with the changeling queen having no choice but to follow as well.
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

"..And then after you introduced yourself to us, that's when I saw the signal he gave.. and well.." Chrysalis inhaled deeply, and let it out in a slow, agonizing breath. "Then.. I transformed into that Ursa Major. I took the first hostage I could find and.. you know the rest. As for why I was here as a lunar guard, well.. It was out of fear mostly." I didn't say anything, waiting for her to clarify.
"Well, you royally handed my ass to me, and that's why I was so scared of you. And also.. he tried to kill me anyway, even when the mission was a success.. I don't know what it was he was after, as he never told me about his plans clearly, just gave me the orders to carry out his deeds." She sighed, looking downcast. 
"So I ran away. I wanted to start anew, out of fear and in the hopes of ever forgetting that experience, even if I knew it would haunt me. Lunar guard 'Valkyrie Skyline'. But then as luck would have it, the very next day I get placed under your orders. I thought you would have been cruel, a tyrant, or at least a jerk. But.. you've shown kindness and trust. Even it's been a little over a day, I can see literally how true your feelings are." Chrysalis looked away, a guilty expression on her face.
"I didn't want to lose that, to lose.. a friend. I thought if I just had kept pretending, eventually I wouldn't have to, and I could start a new life being your personal guard. But then the most unceremonious thing that could have broken my disguise was tickling." Chrysalis looked back at me, and said nothing for a moment. I said nothing once more, and that's when she got up and started to walk out the door.
"I'm so sorry Zale.." 
I sat there for several moments, processing Chrysalis's recounting of what she did. I was feeling.. conflicted. I felt anger because not only had she put other ponies in danger including Sweetie Belle; only now realizing I haven't actually met the real one; and Derpy. I also was grateful that whoever this 'He' character was didn't actually harm Sweetie Belle, and actually let her go, I can only hope that the other ponies she had captured for him was treated with such restraint as well. I felt my blood broiling, and I gave Chrysalis a scrutinizing glare, and I was about to yell something, but..
When I look into her eyes, I can just see how guilty she felt, and how sorry she really is. She was trembling, she looked tired, and just an overall wreck. My expression softened, and I let out a sigh.
"Chrysalis." I called. She stopped and her ears perked up at the mention of her name.
"..Yes?" She asked after a moment of hesitation.
I looked at her for a few moments, before sucking my teeth and scratching the back of my head. "Listen. As long as you're willing to make up for the things you have done, then I'll forgive you." I closed my eyes and looked down.
"I'm not mad mind you; I'm just.. disappointed. Although I understand your position and that you really had little to no choice." I put my hand over my heart, clenching my chest. "I can understand not having control over things in your life, and it sucks balls." I opened my eyes in surprise, and slightly confused. Where did this.. feeling of helplessness come from? I thought to myself. I shook those thoughts out of my head however, and kept my focus on the situation.
"But, I really only wish you were honest and open about who and what you actually are earlier, rather than hide it away. However I can understand why you did so." I got up and walked over to the changeling queen, who was now sitting on her haunches in front of the doorway, and I scooped her up in a hug. She looked confused, and mouthed for a few moments, before a sniffle escape her, and she leaned into the embrace.
"Even after all of this though I still trust you, Chrysalis. That's just what friends do, right?" I asked, a small smile touching my face. Chrysalis then returned the embrace fully, and tears began to fall as a 'Thank you' came from between her choked sobs. I thought about what I had just said. It was true, that I still have faith in Chrysalis. But I couldn't help but wonder if the feeling was mutual. I decided not to ponder on it for too long, and just sat there with her in this moment.
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

"Alright Chrysy, I think it's time we went up for breakfast." I said, standing back up. We had been like that for a couple of minutes, although I'm not sure how long we had been down here in total. She stood, and green flames enveloped her again, and Valkyrie Skyline was back. I raised an eyebrow skeptically.
"I thought you were done with the whole pretending thing?" I asked curiously. "Why go back in that form?" Chrysalis shuffled on her hooves uncomfortably.
"Well you see, I don't exactly have the best history with the others as Chrysalis, and that's an even longer story in of itself, so.." I sighed, but decided to not press the matter further and began to walk out of the room towards the dinning hall.
"Fine, but I do want you to come clean with the others eventually." She only nodded in response, following behind me. We passed by nurse Snowheart, who had just checked in for the day. She waved at us in acknowledgement, and we waved back with a smile. 
"Good luck in your investigation!" she called after us before walking into a room with an awaiting patient. I like her. She's nice.
It didn't take very long to get to the dinning hall, although we were met with confused and slightly annoyed faces. I let out a yawn as I made my way over to an empty seat next to Fizzlepop, and Chry- .. 'Valkyrie' taking the one following that. 
"What in the Sam Hill kept y'all?" Applejack asked. I chuckled sheepishly, scratching the back of my head.
"Uh sorry, it was my fault. I was having too much fun messing with Val, and I might've gotten carried away." Fizzlepop rolled her eyes at that, but smiled all the same.
"You were having fun!? Without me!?" Pinkie exclaimed, hurt in her words. I chuckled, and gave her a quick boop from across the table.
"Don't worry Pinks, I'll be sure to invite ya next time." I smirked in amusement when she giggled like a mad filly.
Twilight poked her head out from the book she was reading. "Are you going to do that with all of us?" Twilight asked wearily. "The whole shortened nickname thing?" I actually had to think about that one. I stroked my chin in thought, and just shrugged after a moment.
"Honestly, it just comes naturally. It isn't something I can really force out, especially if the name is hard to shorten, or if I can't make a pun out of it."  It was true. I found it especially hard to think of a nickname for Applejack and Spike, because 'Apple' is shared between members of her family, and Spike is already one syllable. Twilight simply shrugged in response, and went back to reading.
Celestia came into the room, with several bowls in her magic. With slight tilt of the head, the bowls found themselves in front of me and the rest around the table. Instead of pancakes again, this time it looked like oatmeal, rich and creamy. A  simple, nice change of pace.

	
		Chapter 11: The Search Begins



We were all sitting at the table now, just having finished our meals. Our empty bowls were taken away by a maid and we were then left alone, the atmosphere of the room feeling much more heavy. I could practically feel everyone's nerves boring into me from the pressure alone, but we knew what we had to do. Celestia took in a deep breath, and looked up at the group.
"I believe it's time to discuss the current situation regarding Princess Luna and Starlight Glimmer." Her horn lit up, and a large scroll appeared beside her. She then used her magic and levitated the scroll over to me. I gingerly took it, and unraveled it, unsealing it's contents. It was a map, of the entire country of Equestria from the looks of it.
"Right now, the only leads we have is that something or 'someone' that's originally from Zale's world has been at the scene, and that this could be related to Valkyrie's kidnapping somehow." Twilight stated, shuffling her wings. "We've seen how powerful this thing is first hand, so I don't think we can take it head on."
"Then we'll do our best to avoid that scenario." I answered, going into deep thought. "If it could over power all of you like that, then there's very little chance we'll be able to take it down. Our only objective is to get Starlight, Luna and any other ponies it might have taken. Not to fight it," I stroked my chin in thought after a moment before continuing. "Even if we are successful, there's no telling the damage it could still deal, and what it's even after in the first place. So I don't think we can just leave it be either."
"When, you are successful." Rarity added. "Everything will be fine darling, you'll see! Also, I have a little something for you back in Celestia's room, go take a look before you leave." I looked at her for a moment, expressionless. Even with the reassurance, I still had my doubts that everything will turn out as planned. Nothing ever does, at least not where I come from. I conceded the point however, and simply nodded with a small smile.
"Right, thank you Rarity. So, when do we leave?" I asked. "I would rather leave as soon as we can, I feel like the faster we get this job done, the better." Celestia hummed in thought, before nodding to herself.
"You, Valkyrie, Tempest and Twilight will be leaving tonight. For now, I shall prepare supplies and other necessities for your journey. You all take the time you need to discuss how you shall move forward." Celestia stated. "Remember that Luna's disappearance isn't known the the public yet, so be careful of what you say in public. We won't want to cause a panic while investigating." We all nodded in unison, grateful for the arrangements being made.
"Right. Well thanks again for breakfast Celly." I got up from the table and started to talk towards the door before stopping, my hand pushing the doors open. "Hey Fizzy, can I talk to you for a minute?"
"Oh, sure." Fizzlepop got up from the table and followed me into the hallway. We walked for a moment or two in silence, before I stopped and turn around. "Is.. Is something wrong?" Fizzlepop asked hesitantly.
"That's what I was going to ask you actually," I began, crouching down. "I forgot to ask; or rather i didn't get the chance to back in Ponyville; I noticed that you give me this weird look sometimes, like you're worried or how a mother looks at her child." She was silent for a moment, before sighing.
"You see.. you remind me of somepony I haven't seen in a very long time." She explained. "He was.. he was like a little brother in a way. The way you talk, the way you smile, always putting others before yourself.. It all reminded me of him. He's always managed to get into trouble though despite being so reserved, always ended up getting hurt. Kind of like how you are right now." I couldn't help but snort at that, seeing as how true it was.
"Yeah, I see your point. You had me concerned, that's all." I hummed in thought for a moment before standing back up to full height. "What's his name?" Fizzlepop closed her eyes, a small smile touching her face.
"His name was Light Weight." I raised an eyebrow. Who would name their kid Light Weight? I shook the thought out of my head, and she continued. "As you can imagine, he was always picked on because of his name and cutie mark. Even if he was picked on, he always trudged on like it wasn't happening at all." Fizzlepop chuckled a little, a reminiscent smile appearing on her features. "He only acknowledged  it when it concerned me or his other friends. He was always brave when it came to those he cared about." A smile of my own forming on my face.
"Sounds like a pretty great guy if you ask me." I said smugly. Fizzlepop chuckled at that, and nodded in agreement.
"He sure was. I haven't seen him since I started working under the Storm King, but that was over 6 years ago now. Haven't heard from him since." I hummed in thought at that, and I give Fizzlepop a quick scratch behind an ear.
"Well maybe after we take care of all this we can go pay him a visit?" I offered. Fizzlepop looked up at me, her mouth slight;y agape. A solemn smile formed on her face.
"Yes, I'd like that." I nodded, and then we both continued to walk side by side down the hallway.
 ~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

We had made it to Celestia's room, and there were a few noticeable changes upon entering. Firstly, the trays and medical equipment were now gone, due to the lack of a patient I mused. These were her royal chambers after all, not some medical wing. 
Second, there was a package on the bed with my name attached to it , wrapped with violet wrapping paper and a blue ribbon. I walked up to the bed, sat down and put the package on my lap before carefully unwrapping it. Fizzlepop stood beside me as I did so, leaning in to get a better view.
I had finished undoing the tie on the ribbon, took the edges of the paper in my fingers, and revealed what lied underneath it all. My eyes widened as i saw the familiar cloth before me, having the same comforting charm that it always had given me. I held it up, taking in the details with awe and admiration.
It was my hoodie. It was as good as new. In fact, it had a new design and some other changes along with it. Instead of the simple, gray hemming at the ends of the sleeves and waist, was now black, and had an intricate design laced with a blue string that curved and weaved into itself at the other side, repeating the pattern. In the back, there was now a bad ass looking green letter 'Z' that took most of the space in the back. And the inside..
Before, it was a simple plaid layout on the inside of the hoodie, white and gray tiles. Now, it was black as well, and etched inside was the same symbols that my friends had on their asses. 'Cutie Marks' if i remembered correctly. I don't know why this hoodie had meant so much to me in the past, but now I knew for sure that it had even greater value to me now. A tear rolled down my face, and I took the piece of clothing and held it close to my heart.
Fizzlepop somehow slipped behind me and took me in her arms, offering her embrace to me. I leaned back a little, biting back my sobs, and just enjoyed this while it lasted. However as soon as I was done preparing, I was going to find Rarity, thank her a million times, and give her the biggest hug and brightest smile I have to offer.
I heard Fizzlepop giggle behind me as she let me go. For some strange reason, I knew that she probably knew what I was thinking. I blushed a little and cleared my throat. "Eheh, well uhm," I began, standing up and putting my newly designed hoodie on. "Let's go back to the others and get ready." As we began to walk out of the room, my Phone rang in my pocket. I lifted the phone in my hand and read the caller.
It looked like Harmony was awake. Answering, I put her on speaker phone. "Good morning." I greeted.
A drawn out yawn came from the device before she answered. "Good morning Isaiah. Sleep well?"
"Yep, slept like a rock, despite everything."
"That's good to hear. So, I guess we're going to leave soon then, huh?" She asked. I checked the time on screen. 11:27 AM.
"We still have a good six hours or so before we actually go anywhere. Why?" Harmony hummed in thought for a moment.
"Well, I remembered a few nifty features that I had that could be useful," She began. "You remember how I made that Speaker materialize back at Twilight's place?" I nodded.
"Yeah, what about it?" I asked curiously as we walked through the hallway leading to the throne room.
"Well, I can do much more than just that apparently." I raised an eyebrow at that.
"Considering when you took over my body and somehow became Super Man, then yes I would assume you could." I quipped. "So, what else can you do?"
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

Fizzlepop and I along with Harmony made it back to the dinning hall, only to find that no one was there. Valkyrie was standing at attention when i came in, but she was the only one in the room right now. Confused, I walked up to her.
"Where'd everybody go?" I asked inquisitively. Valkyrie put her hoof down and exhaled.
"Twilight went to retrieve some items down in the city, Princess Celestia had to go and take care of some royal duties along with Spike. The rest of them went to their guest rooms for some much needed rest." I hummed in consideration before nodding with satisfaction.
"Well, that's good. I guess we can go meet up with Twilight then and help her out." I figured since she's the only one that's able to tag along with us, we could discuss our plans in the process. "Care to help us out Harmony?" I asked with a coy smile. Valkyrie raised an eyebrow, before my phone made a pinging sound followed by a beep.
"Twilight is currently at an establishment called "Doughnut Joe's" in this location." Harmony responded. I smiled at how helpful Harmony was whens he told me about her locator during our walk in the hallway. She didn't really go into detail about how it worked, but basically anyone Harmony has seen through my eyes can be located as long as they're within range. What that specific range was however, she didn't know. I looked down at the map of Canterlot, showing our current location with the route to our target destination. Twilight wasn't far, about a 10 minute walk without holdups.
"Thanks Harmony, I appreciate it." I said in praise, looking towards Valkyrie. She looked almost.. Impressed. And a little scared but she sobered up quickly. "Let's go." And with that, we were out of the dinning hall and headed towards the entrance of the castle.
"Hey, Isaiah?" Fizzlepop pipped up as we turned the corner in the stairwell and headed down the corridor. I looked over at her with an eyebrow raised.
"What's up?"
"I know you haven't had the best experiences here in being so new here, and the timing is pretty bad for things like this to happen, But.." Fizzlepop look up at me, ears drooping slightly. "You don't have to feel like you have to take on all of this responsibility yourself, and I know you'll find that happiness you're looking for."
I thought about that for a moment. Was I really taking it all on myself? Huh.. I guess I kinda am. A small smile made it's way onto my face as I patted Fizzlepop on her head. "Don't worry, I know.. I just have a debt to Starlight that I owe her, that and on top of the help I've gotten from Luna just adds on to the never ending list of things I owe you girls." I sighed as the guards opened the castle doors for us and we walked through. "You've all done so much for me than you can ever imagine. Even if I can't remember my past, I'm so grateful for all of you.. and I just.." I tied to continue, but he words were caught in my throat. I started to get light headed as tears began to fall involuntarily. "Huh..?" Was the last thing that i managed to choke out before darkness claimed me.
~ ~ ~ ~ > > Flashback < < ~ ~ ~ ~

We all laughed as the episode finished. The Discord group call we had going was lively and comical, just enjoying each others company at 2 in the morning, time zones being the thing that separates us. A tired yawn escape from one of us, making the others snort in amusement.
"Getting sleepy already?" I quipped, closing the tab the anime was playing on.
"Whaddya mean 'Getting sleepy already'? It's 5 in the bloody morning.." Mackea defended, another yawn cutting her off. "Besides, don't cha got somewhere to be today?" I chucked sheepishly, clearing my throat.
"Yeah, it's getting pretty late Zale. I think we should call it here, starting to doze off myself." Nick stated. I heard him shuffle a bit over the line, probably getting comfortable in bed." 
"Besides, I've got classes to get to soon anyway," Winter began. "I'll leave you guys to it. Have a good rest! And Zale? Try not to snore." We all laughed a little at that, and with that Winter left the call.
"Well, I guess I'm pretty tired myself." I relented. I got comfortable in my blankets on the couch, my laptop being in front of me on a chair. Silence ensued  for a few moments before I spoke up again. "Hey, guys?"
"Yeah Zale?" Mackea asked curiously.
"I know this is going to sound super cheesy but.. I'm so glad that I met all of you. Everyone in this group has helped me see life from different angles, and with each experience I feel like I've grown closer with all of you."
Nick burst out laughing, and my cheeks burned a little. "Com' on dude, I know you said it would be cheesy, but wow," he calmed down a little, sighing. "But.. I know what you mean. I honestly don't know what I'd be doing right now without you three, and I'm happy to be your pals, even if it's only online. Right Mac?" 
After a moment of silence, a loud snore broke out from Mackea's line, causing us to chuckle silently. "Ah well, I'm pretty sure she heard us. I hope" 
"Yeah, heh. Still though.. I'm grateful for you guys, and grateful for the experiences we've had."
"Totally dude, just remember, We'll always be here..
~ ~ ~ ~ > > Present < < ~ ~ ~ ~

I let out a low groan of discomfort, putting a hand on my head. 
"Isaiah?" I heard a voice call from beside me. I opened my eyes and looked over at Fizzlepop who had a concerned look on her face. "Was it another one? Another memory?" It took my a moment for my mind to register the question, but I nodded in response. 
"Yeah.. it was," I began, standing back up. I looked around and noticed we were inside of a building that resembled a bakery. However, the place was empty. "Where are we?"
"We're in Doughnut Joe's right now." Twilight's voiced answered from behind me. I turned around to her her walking up to us with a box of doughnuts in her magic, and she set them down on a nearby table. "When Tempest and Valkyrie came in with you, the place had already been cleared out before hand to I could talk to Fluer de lis in private about our investigation." My eyes shot up in surprise and recognition.
"Lily? Is she here?" Twilight nodded. "Wait, how does she know about what happened?" Twilight's features damped a little, and her ears drooped.
"She should be back in a moment. She knows because her fiance was taken as well by a similar creature from what she told me. It happened while we were asleep, and it got away without it being noticed." Twilight explained. "Fluer didn't even notice herself until after she heard the window shatter and it disappeared into the night with Fancy."
"Oh.." I said frowning deeply at that, sympathy swelling in my heart. "Damn it.." I felt a hoof land on my shoulder, turning slightly I saw that it was Valkyrie.
"We'll get them all back Zale, count on it." I smiled a little at the sentiment that Valkyrie displayed, and booped her on the nose. Her cheeks puffed up and a weird crooked confused frown broke across her muzzle, scrunching up. "What was that for?" I chuckled, shaking my head.
"I just felt like booping ya. Can't help it sometimes, ya know?" I walked over to the table and took a seat, taking a vanilla frosted doughnut from the box. She narrowed her eyes slightly, but she couldn't hide the sly smile that she was wearing. Fizzlepop stifled a chuckle of her on behind a hoof. It was then we heard a door open behind Twilight, and we all turned to see that it was Lily that had entered the room.
Her eyes landed on me, and a small smile touched her lips. "Hello Zale, It's nice to see that you're okay." I smiled back, nodding.
"Hey Lily, glad to see you too." her smile faded as she walked in further, taking a seat next to me. I knew she had Fancy Pants on her mind, and i could understand what she was feeling.
"Don't worry Zale," Twilight chimed in. "I've already gotten most of the details about what happened last night from Fluer de lis." I began to respond, but Lily shook her head, looking up at me.
"No, it's okay. I'd like to tell Zale myself about what had happened. Besides, there's something I'd like to.. discuss with him in private, if that's alright."
"Oh, sure I'm okay with that." I responded with no hesitation at all. "I'll hear you out Lily." She smiled at that and nodded in thanks. Twilight paused for a moment, before nodding in understanding.
"Okay Fluer, we'll leave you to it." Twilight nodded towards Valkyrie and Fizzlepop, and they followed Twilight out of the room, closing the door behind them with a soft click. Lily took in a deep breath, before letting it out and steeling herself.
"Okay.. now here do I begin."

	
		Chapter 12: Promises



Lily and I sat in the room sat in a serene silence for a few moments, and while lily gathered her thoughts, I took in my surroundings. Doughnut Joes was pretty decently sized, about a dozen tables were placed with generous space between them, with stools and chairs at each one. Behind the counter, sat a glass display of doughnuts and pastries of various types, colors, and sizes. Lily closed her eyes and took in a deep breath taking in the surrounding aroma, before letting it out and looking back at me.
"I suppose I should start before I went to bed that night," She began, placing her front hooves on the table and leaning in slightly. "A few hours after we got home from our brunch.." Lily's eyes widened a bit, and she looked at me intently. "Speaking of which, how are you feeling? I hope it's not normal for you to pass out like that." 
I was about to say 'It's not', but after a bit of thought, I sighed and chuckled sheepishly. "Actually, it's kind of a thing that recently started, and I have a feeling that it won't be the last time either." I took a bite of what was probably my third doughnut by this point, I was probably gonna gain a few pounds but god these were good. "Nothing to worry about though, I'll be fine." Lily looked at me for a few more moments before nodding.
"Alright, if you're sure. Anyway, before bed Fancy went to freshen up in the rest room, and I read a book while lying in bed." She closed her eyes and let at a long, shallow breath, as to prepare herself to continue. "After some time, I fell asleep because he was taking a while. I was asleep for about half an hour before I heard glass breaking and heavy hoofsteps.." 
I nodded along, clearly seeing where this was going. She had a pained expression on her face, and her eyes were shut tight, hooves clamping the table. I put a hand on her hoof to help her relax, and she seemed to appreciate the gesture, easing up a bit.
"I got up to see what happened, and when I walked in the bathroom.. it was a mess." She opened her eyes and they locked onto mine, and what I saw in them were loss and dread. "The shower curtains were ripped and torn, like a beast's claw, both the mirror and window were shattered.. and.. and.." Lily started to sniffle, tears forming in her eyes.
"There was b-blood.. so much blood.. I-I.. I.." I Instinctively got up from my seat and went over to Lily's side, and she immediately wrapped her hooves around my barrel, crying into my shirt. I held her, caressing her mane, trying to help her calm down.
"It'll be okay Lily," I began when her sobs started to die down. "We'll get him back." I looked down at her with the most reassuring smile I could offer. Lily wiped away her tears with a hoof and looked up at me, her eyes now red and puffy from crying, and with a pleading look of hope.
"Zale.. can I ask you something?" I tilted my head to the side.
"Sure, what's up?" She looked unsure for a moment, as if contemplating something. 
"I'd like you to promise me two things." She stated, eyes narrowing. "One: Promise me that you'll bring back Fancy to me.. and two," She lowered her head, and nuzzled into me hand. "Promise me, that you come back to us too." my eyes widened a bit, and I didn't say anything for a moment. No pony should ever be exposed to such gruesome sights, it completely wrecks them on the inside, and I've noticed it.
But then I smiled, and booped her after she finished nuzzling me. "I promise that we will bring him back, and we'll all come back safe, no matter what." She beamed at hearing that, and we let each other go. I went back to my seat, picked up a cream filled doughnut this time, and took a bite.
"Thank you Zale, Fancy really means a lot to me." She smirked a bit, taking a doughnut in her magic. "And so do you." She took a pretty big bite of the powdered doughnut, and some of the power puffed up, causing it to cover some parts of her face. I couldn't help but chuckle at the sight, and she giggled too, until it was too contagious and we started laughing our asses off.
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

After we were finished in Doughnut Joe's, Lily and I stepped outside where Twilight, Fizzlepop and 'Valkyrie' were waiting, all of them having sad smiles as they noticed us. They must of heard everything.. I turn to Lily and nudge her a bit, grabbing her attention.
"Thank you, for telling me about what happened. I know it must've been hard for you." She smiled at that, and shook her head.
"Don't mention it Zale, I only told you because I believe in you." I smiled back, giving her a little pat.
"Thanks." Lily sighed, and began to walk off down the road.
"I do believe it's time to me to go, I'll have to fill in for Fancy while he's gone so I'll be pretty busy for a while." I nodded in understanding, all of us waving after her. "Good luck!" She called back, before rounding the corner and disappearing from view. Our waves ceased, and now we stand there on the road in silence for a few moments. My eyes widened a bit as I remembered something, and I turn to Twilight.
"Twilight, did that tracking spell of yours work?" I asked curiously.
"Well, it didn't work in the castle, too much time went by between the attack and when the spell was cast, but," she said, smiling triumphantly. "It did work where Fancy Pants was attacked, and It seems our hunch on them being somewhere in the Smokey mountains may be true after all!" I beamed at that, I got so excited in fact, that I scooped Twilight up and spun around holding her. She seemed a bit flustered and slightly confused but she smiled all the same.
"That's great! We'll find everyone in no time." I put an arm around Fizzlepop and put up a thumb. This was great news, we have a solid lead now thanks to Twilight. Now all we had to do with go back to the castle, get ready to set course, and come up with a plan. I let go of Fizzlepop and ruffled her mane a bit.
"Thank goodness, we should head back to the castle now and get ready." Valkyrie stated. "We also can talk about the plan along the way, because right now we only have the location. We have no idea what could be in store for us up there." We all nodded in agreement and with that,  we were en route back to Canterlot castle.
I pulled out my phone and played a game or two while walking, while still being mindful of the surrounding area. I played a simple rhythm game for a few minutes, and then moved on to a turn based RPG, nothing special. When we rounded the corner and went up the hill, I saw an icon pop up at the top of the screen.
Apparently, a new app had been installed. Curious, I opened it up to see what it was. The application's name is 'Play With Me!', and when I opened it, a saw a variety of simple games like tic tack toe, go fish, checkers and chess, you name it. I picked tic tack toe to give it a go, but when I saw who the second player was, a small smile touched my face. Looks like Harmony just wanted to play, that explains the application name.
So we played for a little while as we went on down the road.
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

As we walked up towards the castle gates, we were met by a pair of solar guards, standing at attention as we entered.
"Mister Chase, Miss Twilight." One of the stallions greeted. "Her royal highness requests that you seek an audience with her as soon as you return." We both nodded in thanks, and made our way inside. We went up the all too familiar staircase and rounded the hall towards the throne room in silence, and opened the doors.
We went inside and walked towards the throne, where Princess Celestia, Rainbow Dash and Applejack stood, ears perking up upon our arrival. Celestia trotted towards us with a welcoming smile.
"Welcome back everypony," Celestia began, looking in Twilight's direction. "How was the investigation today? I hope the turn out was satisfactory." Twilight nodded, beaming.
"It was, but Fancy Pants's foalnapping wasn't a pretty one though." Twilight noted. "The tracking spell worked in that area, and all signs point towards the Smokey Mountains!" 
"Alright!" Rainbow Dash exclaimed, pumping a hoof in the air. "Great job Twilight, I knew you had it in ya!"
"Of course," Applejack added. "If anypony could figure it out, It'd be Twilight." They all nodded in agreement, and Twilight chuckled sheepishly with a pink tinge on her cheeks. Spike walked up towards Celestia poking her leg with a claw, grabbing her attention. She smiled, and nodded at the little drake, turning back to me.
"I've called you here for two reasons. One, These two ponies have a few things for you." Various items appeared in Celestia's magic, and she levitated them over to me. There was a jar with a small cloud in it, a few books with the title 'Daring Doo' on their covers, a coil of rope and  saddlebags with one of the bags containing all sorts of apple related products. I raised an eyebrow and looked between Applejack and Rainbow Dash.
"This little guy," Rainbow began, pointing at the cloud. "Can be used for all sorts of stuff. I used it mostly for pulling pranks and stuff, but he can actually be pretty handy." She tapped a hoof on her chin, hovering in place. "It can store water inside and it grows depending on how much you put in it, it can create small lightning strikes if you rub on it to charge it up give it a wack, and it's great to nap on." She finished, nodding. "Oh, and the books are from me, just in case you get bored or something."
"This here rope and apple sack is from me," Applejack chimed in. "Ya never know when a trusty rope'll come in handy, and since it'd take a few days or so to complete your mission, I'd figured y'all would be hungry along the way." She chuckled sheepishly, rubbing the back of her head with a hoof. I smiled at that, stretching a hand out to offer Valkyrie the saddle bags. As I did so however, I noticed the the bags themselves were slightly modified so that they were facing sideways, it almost looks like a utility belt with comically large pockets.
"Rarity took the liberty to modify the bags to be more accustomed to your body." Celestia explained when she saw my confused look. "She as well as the others are currently asleep in their guest rooms, so I don't think they'll be seeing you off."
"Ah, alrighty then. Makes sense." I said as I put on the modified saddlebags, wrapping it around my waist like a belt and strapping it on. As I looked down I eyed my hoodie for a bit, and I remembered something I was supposed to do. "Say, can you tell Rarity i said thanks for the hoodie she made me? It really means a lot to me." Celestia smiled and nodded, and then turned to Spike.
"My other reason is because Spike, the brave and glorious wants to go with you." My eyes shot up in surprise at that, and I looked towards him, cocking up an eyebrow.
"Are you sure you want to?" I asked carefully. "It won't be easy, and we don't exactly know how long it'll take." Spike nodded, a defiant look forming on his face.
"I know that, but I want to help! Besides," Spike said, stepping to Twilight's side. "Wherever Twilight goes, I go." He crossed his arms and help his head high. I couldn't help but respect his resolve, but I looked at Twilight, nodding Towards Spike. 
"Well? Is it okay if he tags along Twi?" I asked her curiously. Twilight looked worried, looking at the little drake with caution. 
"Are you really sure Spike?" Twilight asked again. "It will most certainly be dangerous, especially if we run into that monster again.." Spike nodded without hesitation.
"I want to help you Twilight. I am your loyal assistant after all, aren't I?" Twilight smiled, looking back towards me.
"Well, it looks like Spike is sure about this, so I say we let him." Twilight ruffled Spike's scales with a hoof. "I can't leave him here alone after all." Spike beamed at that, pumping his fist in the air. We stood there for a moment in silence, and Celestia smiled solemnly at us. 
"Well, this is it." Celestia stated, closing her eyes. "You have everything you need for your journey, and your goal is clear. To bring everypony back to us." We nodded in understanding. I started at Celestia for a few moments, before walking up to her and taking her in for an hug. She returned the embrace immediately with a wing, with the others joining in afterwards. 
"We'll bring them back, safe and sound." I stated with a firm resolve.
"I know you will." Celestia replied with a small smile. "I wish you luck on your mission."  I let off a salute, turning back to the others.
"Well.. Let's get to it." I stated with finality. They all nodded, and we walked out of the throne room, Fizzlepop standing close to my side. 
"We can do this together." Fizzlepop said, a smile touching her lips. I nodded at that, a smile of my own forming.
"Right. Let's do it, Together."
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		Chapter 13: Departure



"Oh, you're heading out now?" Lily asked, looking up from the newspaper in her magic. I nodded in response, taking a sip of the chai tea my host graciously prepared. Lily and I were currently sitting in her living room, with a couch on one side of the small round table, and a love sofa on the other. It was a pretty sizable room, which made sense with her being a noble and all. A dresser lined with knic-knacks and fine china on the top sat to her left, while the fire place, lit with a small ember sat on my right. 
"Yeah, I figured I'd come and pay a visit before we leave. It will be a while before we come back with everyone else." I explained, sighing in alleviation. "I remembered your address, so it wasn't too much trouble." Lily nodded in understanding, taking a swig of her own tea.
"Well I appreciate that you thought to visit me before leaving," Lily began with a thoughtful smile. "I suppose I did need the company." She placed her empty tea cup on the small plate that sat on the table with her magic, folding the newspaper into a roll and placing it on the side.
"Too bad i can't stay though," I pointed out, finishing off the last of my tea, placing the empty cup on the plate as well. "But I'll definitely come over more often when all of this is said and done, your tea is amazing." I said, nodding with a satisfied smile. "Oh, and your company is nice too." Lily giggled at that, a hint of mirth in her eye.
"You really are a kind soul, Zale." My eyes widened at that, a small burning coming to my cheeks. I looked away, rubbing the back of my neck.
"I'm just being me, I guess. As I see it, being nice is kinda, well, nice." I said with a chuckle. Lily only shook her head in amusement.
"I'll definitely look forward to your visits then." Lily said with a wink. "But it's probably not a good idea to keep your friends waiting, doesn't the train leave soon?" I pulled out my phone and looked at the time. It was 2:17 PM.
"Oof, you're probably right about that, heh." I said as I stood up. "The train is supposed to be at the station at 2:30 or so."
"You better get going then Zale, or else you'll miss it." I nodded at that, walking towards the door.
"Yuppers, see ya later alligator!" I waved and walked out of the residence, starting at a brisk pace towards Canterlot station. 
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

As I made my way through the streets of Canterlot en route to the train station, I hummed a little tune to myself, not minding the passing ponies and occasional griffons along the way. I wasn't used to this part of the city yet, but thanks to Harmony, navigation was a breeze. The station came into view as I turned a corner, and I saw my entourage waiting for me at the edge.
Canterlot Station was just as grand as the rest of the city, albeit on a more smaller scale. White marble pillars emblazoned with gold streaks acted as supports for the high reaching ceiling, much taller than I was. Various ponies were walking in and out of the station, chatter filed the area, not even ceasing as I passed through, but I did get quite a few curious glances. Word must've gotten around about me, and word sure does travel fast.
Spike noticed me walking up the stairs, and he waved me down from his position on Twilight's back. "Hey, there he is! Yo, Zale!" He called. I waved back in response, stopping in front of Twilight.
"Are you all set?" Twilight asked. I gave her a thumbs up in response, and nodded.
"Yep, I've already taken care of my business here." As I pull out my phone to check up on Harmony, the train made it's presence known with a blow of it's horn. It was visible in the distance coming down the railroad, approaching the station. I looked down at my phone and read that it was now 2:30, on the dot. I unlocked the phone and pull up my caller list, and dial up one miss Harmony.
After just one ring, she picked up. "Good evening Isaiah, what can I do ya for?" Harmony asked cheerfully.
"just wanted to check up on you is all really," I answered honestly. "You're a part of the team too now after all." 
"Actually, I did want to talk to you about that." I raised an eyebrow.
"Oh? What's up?"
Harmony hummed in thought for a moment before answering. "Well you see Isaiah, you don't have to treat me the way you do. You know, like an actual person." I heard Harmony sigh over the line just before the screeching of metal on metal rang from the train's brakes.
"What do you mean?" I asked sincerely.
"Asking how I'm doing, having idle chats with me, treating me like a friend; to name a few things."
"Isaiah, come on!" I heard Fizzlepop shout after me. She was already on the train. I wasn't paying attention to when the doors actually opened, and I quickly made my way inside and followed her down the car. The inside of the train looked much more spacious than what the outside of it let on. Compared to a subway tram in my world, this would probably be considered S class. Cushioned seats, tables in between most of the seats, clean and clear wide windows, giving a perfect view of everything on the outside.
I shook my head and decided to admire the train's decor later and continued the conversation at hand. "Harmony, It's really no trouble at all. I treat you the way I do because I enjoy having you around, just like everyone else." I pointed out. "I would feel terrible just treating you like.. like a tool and a slave, Harmony." A pang of guilt twinged in the back of my mind, making me wince slightly.
Harmony stayed silent for a few moments before I heard a chuckle on the other end. "You know, I guess Lily was right. You really are something else, you know that? .. Thank you, for caring about me Isaiah."
I took a seat next to Valkyrie, sliding in a bit to make room for Fizzlepop. She took the empty space on the other side and got in a comfortable position as she laid her head on my lap. Twilight and Spike sat on the other side with a table between us. "Hey, what can I say except 'You're welcome'?" I said with a smile. 
I heard Harmony let out a drawn out yawn."Well, I'ma take a nap. Call if you need anything, okay?"
"Sure thing." I answered with a nod. The line went silent after that, and I put my phone away in my hoodie pocket.
"So how was Harmony doing?" Fizzlepop asked looking up at me. I smiled down at her.
"She's okay now, just had to talk to her." 
"And Fleur?" I heard Valkyrie ask to my right. "How's she holding up on her own?"
"She's actually handling it surprisingly well when I went to visit her," I began with a thoughtful look. "Even though she did mentioned she needed the company then, I think she'll be alright now." Valkyrie nodded in understanding.
"That's good to hear." Twilight noted. "Spike, did you send the letters I wrote to the others girls that didn't see us off?"
"Yup!" Spike answered, crossing his arms. "But from what Celestia told me, Rarity was disappointed that she didn't get the chance to see us off." 
"I have a feeling I know why.." I said, placing a hand over my hoodie. "Rarity did make this for me, and I haven't gotten a chance to thank her yet."
"That, and she didn't get to see you in it." Fizzlepop added with a smirk. I chuckled a little, before sighing and lying back in the cushion of the seat. Damn, these seats were comfy. I closed my eyes and sighed, calming myself.
"Well I'll be sure to give her my biggest thanks when we return." After a moment of silence, the train lurched into motion.
"Alright guys," Twilight began. "Here's the plan so far. We're on our way to Vanhoover, which is the closest town to the Smokey mountains. It'll be a couple of hours till our stop, but once we get there, we'll grab  a few more supplies, a bite to eat, and hoof it the rest of the way." Valkyrie hummed in thought.
"That's sounds.. like a good start, I suppose." Valkyrie noted. "How shall we proceed towards the mountain itself, and what sort of strategy should we follow during the rescue?" Twilight sighed, and rubbed the back of her head with a hoof.
"Ideally we would want to get to it as quickly and safely as possible," Twilight tapped a hoof on her chin in thought. "As for a strategy, we know too little about our enemy to come up with a solid one. I can only remember so much about the terrain from the last time I was here."
"So you're saying we'll have to wing it from there, huh?" I asked, cracking open an eye.
"As of right now, yes. But if anything happens along the way or if we find any information regarding our enemy or more of the terrain, the plan may shift." 
"We could ask around about recent activity in the mountains while we're in Vanhoover, if anypony knows anything." Valkyrie suggested. "It would be more beneficial to at least try rather than go in blind." Twilight blinked.
"Huh. You know, why didn't I think of that?" Spike shook his head in amusement.
"I think we should rent a room at an inn for the night as well, we'll want plenty of daylight to use during our search." Fizzlepop added.
"Alright, I guess that settles it;" Twilight began. "Get to Vanhoover, gather supplies, get something to eat, get information, and sleep" Twilight concluded. We all nodded in agreement to that, and we fell into a companionable silence. 
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

The green grass blew along with the gentle breeze of the meadow, swaying back in forth in rhythm. I lay in the grass with my arms behind my head, eyes opened. The moon sure looked beautiful tonight, it's large circular shape taking up just a small chunk of space in the never ending night sky. Stars twinkled and danced around me, putting on a show for all to see.
I sighed in satisfaction, appreciative of the moonlit sky that blankets the land in it's eternal serenity and peace. Taking in a deep breath, I closed my eyes and slowly exhaled. I heard the sound of rustling grass beside me, someone walking up to me. I open my eyes to look back up.
I smiled when I recognized the mulberry unicorn. She laid down beside me, resting her head on my lap, just like she always did. I reached out with a hand and stroked her mane gently, closing my eyes yet again. Soon, the darkness enclosed around us, swallowing us whole, and the world I knew was no more.
With a yawn, I cracked open an eye to take in my surroundings. I was still on the train, along with Twilight, Spike, Fizzlepop and Valkyrie. Must've dozed off.. Among the three of them, only one was awake at the moment. Valkyrie, as vigilant as ever kept a watchful eye over the group. When her eyes landed on mine, she smiled. 
"Morning, sunshine." Valkyrie teased. I only let out a low mumble in response, rubbing the sleep out of my eyes. After a moment, I fished around in the modified saddlebags for a quick snack. Inside, I pulled out a nice chunk of apple cobbler in a container. I didn't have a spoon or anything, so I opted to just chug the damn thing. Even so, it was good , and I didn't care.
After I was done with my make-do snack, I looked over to Valkyrie with an eyebrow raised. "How long have we been out for?" 
"You fell asleep first, so about an hour. The others fell asleep roughly 20 minutes after you did." I pulled out my phone to confirm my suspicions. It was now 3:47 in the evening, and it looked like Harmony was still asleep as well. She sure does like to sleep, huh? I sighed with a nod.
"Alright, so we still have an hour or so to go." Valkyrie nodded her head in response. I put the now empty container back inside the bags, and leaned back into the seat. A thought came to mind, and I looked over to Valkyrie again, this time with a worried, albeit skeptical look.
I leaned in slightly and hushed my tone. 
"When do you plan on telling them?" Valkyrie froze up slightly, looking uncomfortable now. "You know you'll have to eventually, Chrysy." After a moment of silence, she looked into my eyes.
"I.. I don't know." She admitted, a guilty look crossing her face. "I was going to wait until it felt like the right time to tell them the truth."
"You know there's never going to be a 'right time'," I pointed out. "That's just how life is, and you have to take initiative." She didn't say anything again for a moment, before she took in a breath and nodded.
"I'll tell them tonight, at the inn. I promise." I smiled approvingly at that, and we fell into a comfortable silence once more.

	
		Chapter 14: Questions And Answers



The train we were boarded on was closing in on it's destination, continuing on the tracks as it rumbled gently with each passing second. On a particularly big bump in the road, I sat upright quickly and looked around with slight surprise. Almost fell asleep again.. I saw Valkyrie, looking up at me with a smirk.
"Did that scare you, big guy?" Valkyrie cooed teasingly as she brought up a hoof and caressed my arm. I swatted it away immediately, unamused.
"Aww, he must've had a bad dream." I heard Fizzlepop coo to my left. I turned around a glared at her. And then a knowing smirk a way onto my face as well.
"Actually, I had a rather pleasant one," I remarked. "Not that I'd tell you what it was about anyway." Fizzlepop stuck her tongue out at me. "Oh, real mature Fizzy."
"Hey, check it out." Spike was looking out of the window, now sitting on Twilight's lap, who herself seemed to be occupied as well. Curious, I leaned into the window to see what it was.
My eyes widened as the city came into view before me, surprised at the scenery. The city of Vanhoover was much bigger than I expected it to be. Hell, I didn't imagine it to be an Actual city, with tall buildings, roads.. but something felt missing.. I took the notion out of my head, thinking nothing of it.
"Next stop, Vanhoover!" We heard the conductor shout over the loud speakers. "Please gather your belongings and be ready to depart if this is your destination."
"Well, I guess that's our stop then." I said, still looking on in awe. I did as I was told, taking my bags and wrapping them around my waist and standing up, walking towards one of the exits in the car along with the others. Fizzlepop walked up beside me, with Valkyrie on the opposite side.
"We should probably establish where we are going to stay first," Fizzlepop began, rubbing her chin with a hoof. "So we'll have a place to meet up after we're done looking around for information." Valkyrie nodded.
"I agree, it would save us time by having a meet up spot as we split off to cover more ground. This is a pretty big place after all." I hummed in thought for a moment before nodding in understanding.
"Right." I answered. Twilight and Spike stood behind us and the train was screeching to a halt.
"Well according to this brochure, there's a hotel we can stay in that's just south of the station." Twilight said as she flipped the paper over. I turned and raised an eyebrow.
"Where'd ya get that?"
"Oh, I always come prepared with brochures of every place with me. You never know if you'll find yourself in a completely different town out of nowhere!" Twilight stated, nose still inside the open brochure. I shook my head, but I guess it does help save time to know where the closest place was.
The train came to a complete stop, and the doors opened. There weren't as many ponies at the station as I thought there would be for a city as big as this. Quite a lot less actually. Not many ponies were actually even on the train with us either now that I think about it. Well, this place is pretty out of the way.. I figured.
Spike seemed to noticed it too though, and walked out with the rest of us. "Where is everypony?" He asked, looking around. I looked around as well, taking in a bit of the scenery.
"I dunno.. slow day?" I guessed aloud, shrugging my shoulders.
"Even so, you'd think a city would be more.. lively and robust." Valkyrie pointed out. "But we shouldn't let that distract us, lets head to that hotel and we can carry out our plan then." We all nodded in agreement and set off, following close behind Twilight as she lead us towards the southern parts of the city. 
Along the way, the streets grew more and more barren. The ponies we did pass by threw us cautious glances. As we turned a corner, I saw a mare walking along with a foal at her side. I assumed she was her daughter, and she gawked at me from across  the way. As we crossed paths, I waved with a small smile. She waved back with a wide grin, but was immediately chastised by the mare with a quick smack on the hoof, and she hurried along with her foal in tow.
"..Well that's kind of rude." I noted, looking back towards the front of the group.
"These ponies seem to be.. hiding. Afraid of something." Valkyrie stated.
"Really?" Twilight asked looking back. "What makes you say that?" Spike pointed up towards the building on the other side of the street.
"Look." Spike said with a hint of worry.
We all looked at the building, and It was then I noticed a few ponies glances out a couple of the many windows. I made eye contact with one of them, and they immediately shut the window with a loud thud. The rest followed in kind, and I was left bewildered.
"Something's not right.." I stated, worry slipping into my own voice. "Let's just hurry to the hotel and see if we can get some answers." With no objections, we picked up the pace down the sidewalk, making our way downtown.
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

"Sorry, we ain't got room for ye here." The clerk at the counter stated without even looking up.
I raised an eyebrow. "Are you sure? I've seen barely anypony around, despite this being a city and all." The clerk looked up at me from the newspaper he was reading.
"Look kid, if you want a place to stay I recommend one of the inns near the center of the city rather than down here. For both our sakes."
Twilight walked up to the counter with concern. "What do you mean?" The stallion sighed as he put the paper down in front of him.
"Normally I wouldn't let tourists know about this for obvious reasons but.." He hesitated a bit before continuing. "..Seein' that one of the princesses is here, Twilight Sparkle no less, Maybe you can actually lend us a hoof. You see, they're been disappearances happenin' 'round the city. More specifically, in this here part of town."
"Is that why everyone was so afraid of us when we came along?" Spike asked. The clerk nodded.
"Aye. By the way, me names' Jack. Jack Weld. Don't take it too personally, they're only worried about their safety and the safety of their kin. Some of these foalnappin's have.. not been pretty, especially the more recent ones."
"That's actually what we're here for Mr Weld." Fizzlepop stated moving to my side. "The same thing has happened down in Canterlot recently, and we came here looking for information." Jack tilted his head a little.
"Information? Why here of all places?"
"Well for one, at one of the scenes in Canterlot I was able to find a trace that led to the Smokey Mountains, and Vanhoover is the closest city to that." Twilight said.
"And two, now we know that the same thing has been happening here at a much more frequent rate, we're definitely at the right place." Valkyrie finished for her.
"The Smokey Mountains, huh.." Jack repeated thoughtfully. "Actually, I don't think anypony's been up there ever since that bloody dragon went and polluted the damn place. Not to mention the terrain, it's too dangerous."
"You're absolutely sure that no pony has been up there since then?" Twilight asked.
"Aye. Before I took over this here hotel, I used to go minin' up in those mountains. That was years ago though, but anypony in their right mind wouldn't dare to try and go up there willingly. I still weld as a hobby at one of the workshops in the city during me free time."
"Do you happen to have a map of the terrain from when you mined there?" Fizzlepop asked insistently. Jack reeled back a bit at the sudden question.
"I-I do, yeah. I'd have to go in the workshop to get it though. Why?"
"Why else? We're going up there to find those ponies." I stated as a fact. Twilight nodded in affirmation.
"Oi, weren't ya listenin'?" Jack asked in disbelief. "It's too dangerous up there! Even if you do have a princess by your side, one wrong move could be your last."
"I made a promise to one of the victim's loved ones that I aim to keep. To bring everyone back." I said without hesitation. "Plus.. I owe it to someone that saved my life. If I have to climb a mountain that could kill me a thousand times over to repay that debt, I will." 
Jack stayed silent for a few moments before a silent chuckle came from him. "I like your mettle lad. Alright then, here." He tossed a key to me with the number '34' engraved on it. "I'll go get the map for yas during my lunch break. Until then, you can rest easy here for a little while." I smiled and bowed my head in thanks.
"Thank you Mr. Weld, we were actually planning on spending a night anyway. How much for the room for a night?" Twilight asked, pulling out a pouch of bits.
Jack shook his head. "It's on the house. I'll let you have it for three nights, free of charge in case you need it for that long. I'd except a search in the mountains to take a few days at least."
"Thank you very much." Fizzlepop said with a slight bow.
We headed towards the room the key was assigned to, and walked inside. The hallway was well kept, a nice carpet lining the floor, a few pictures, as well as 'missing pony' posters were up on the walls of the hall. I frowned a bit at the sight, feeling bad for those who have lost someone in their life due to this.I can see why he wouldn't want any outsiders here now.But I plan to get them all back. We made it to the room, and using the key I unlocked it.
Upon stepping inside the room, I noticed that the room was actually larger than I had expected it to be. It had a bookshelf with a nice sum of books lined in the rows, a couch and love sofa near the end of the room with a coffee table, a small kitchen like area with a stove and counter top as well as a few cabinets. There was also another door that I assumed led to the bedroom.
"Huh, well he sure knows what his patrons like." Spike noted as we stepped into the room. "I just hoped there's food here."
But before Valkyrie could stepped all the way in, I tapped her on the shoulder to get her attention. She turned around and met my gaze. 
"Zale?" Valkyrie asked.
I made a motion pointing towards the others with my head and eyes, hoping she'd get the idea. When her eyes widened, I knew she understood. She audibly gulped, and stepped inside the room.  I walked in behind her, shut the door and locked it.
"Uh, guys.." Valkyrie began, taking a seat on the love sofa. They all turned to her, attentive and listening. "Before we move forward with this.. I need to tell you all something."
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		Chapter 15: Questions and Answers Part II



The grandfather clock that rested to the right of the window was the loudest thing in the room at this very moment. We all sat down, I opted for the love sofa, it having enough room for Valkyrie.. or soon to be known Chrysalis to sit beside me. Everypony else sat on the couch, awaiting with anticipation. After a few more moments of silence, Valkyrie continued.
"I have been keeping something secret for the past few days now," She began. " And I've intended to keep it hidden for much much longer, if not forever.. but.." She trailed off, looking up at me. "You see, I have lied to you all about who and what I truly am. Zale found out by accident, but he accepted it, without even knowing who I really was. That felt.. good." Twilight raised an eyebrow, cocking her head to the side.
"I'm not sure what you mean, but Zale has shown nothing but respect and kindness for everypony, so that much is to be expected!" Twilight said proudly. I chuckled at that, rubbing the back of my head. "So if Zale can accept you, so can we. So go on, tell us who you really are." Spike and Fizzlepop nodded in affirmation with a smile.
Valkyrie let out a sigh. "It's.. better if I show you." At that moment, a green magic aura surrounded the blinds of the window, closing them shut so no other curious eyes could see what was about to unfold. Twilight gasped, eyes widening as she looked at the aura. But before she could say anything a bright flash of green filled the room, causing us all to cover our eyes for only a moment.
I was the first to recover since I was prepared for it this time, but the others.. 
Spike immediately crawled his way under the couch, shaking profusely in fear. Fizzlepop narrowed her eyes, a scowl appearing on her features. She stood, crouching into a battle stance with her horn flickering sparks of what appeared to be lighting. Twilight was the last to recover, and for a moment she just stared in disbelief at the changeling queen before her, but she shook her head and stood as well.
"Isaiah, get away from her! She'll drain you!" Fizzlepop shouted. I shook my head, and pointed to the changeling queen.
"Like she said, I already found out. I would've told you, but I wanted to believe in Chrysalis that she'd tell the truth on her own." I explained. "This is really hard for her, you know?"
"Chrysalis!?" Twilight shouted after a moment in complete bafflement. "Why are you here? And how did you even managed to trick Luna into letting you in the lunar guard!?" Twilight gasped, and a look of trepidation came into her eyes. "You.. you didn't brainwash her like you did with my brother, did you!?" Now it was time for me to be surprised, and my eyes widened as I turned to Chrysalis with a frown.
"Twilight, I-"
"Answer me!"
Chrysalis, for her part, winced as she saw my gaze shift towards her. "No.. I didn't." Chrysalis responded, the two-toned voice kicking in. "I'm just good at pretending, and well.. the real Valkyrie Skyline doesn't exist, at least as far as I know." Chrysalis put a holed hoof to her chin in thought. "The exam to get in is actually quite easy, all you have to do is sign a few papers, and then fight the other applicants in a battle of strength and dominance until you render them unable to fight."
"Why..?" Twilight asked, tears forming in her eyes. "Why would you do something like that in the first place!? Posing as Cadence is one thing, but messing with Shining's head and actually trying to go through with the marriage? Imprisoning Cadence in that terrible cave? If you and your hive needed love, we could've, I don't know," Twilight ranted, pacing back and forth. "Came to terms? Worked something out? But instead, you chose hostility. You chose to attack us! What did we ever do to you!?"
Chrysalis let out a sigh, but she relented. "Back in the bad lands, when I was the queen.. it was every changeling for themselves out there. We had no values in friendship, trust or giving to others, we only had value for survival. We were a family and I was their mother to support them in any way I could." Chrysalis looked away, ashamed. "When food was running low, no water for miles, not an ounce of love anywhere.. that's when I decided to invade Canterlot. I thought it was the only way, I thought I was doing the right thing for my Changelings, but now I realize.. I let my position cloud my judgement." 
Fizzlepop's sparks died down, but she still stood with defiance by Twilight's side. She looked at me with abject confusion and hesitation, but I shook my head and waved it off. Fizzlepop then sat down, eyes still narrowed.
Twilight calmed down a little, her hoof coming up to hit her face. "Luna.. I really need to let Celestia know that her guard applications are from the pre celestial era." Twilight said with a sigh. "But still, why are you here?" Chrysalis gave me another look of apprehension, and I nodded. 
"Twilight, I.. I know you won't ever be able to forgive me for the horrible things I've done to you, your friends and your family." Chrysalis said dejectedly, ears lowering. "And saying sorry won't change the past, but.. the reason I stand before you now is to make amends for all of those things I've done. And.." 
Chrysalis moved back towards me to sit down again, and I scooted over to make room. Since her true form was much larger than her disguise, it was kind of a tight fit so instead she awkwardly laid across my lap, with her hoofs hanging off one end of the sofa. 
"I don't want to lose the friendship I have gained with Zale.. and there is no where else for me to go." Twilight raised an eyebrow skeptically. "This entire situation we're in.. almost all of those disappearances were my fault." 
"What do you mean?" Fizzlepop asked. At this point Spike stopped shaking and came out from under the couch just enough to see what was going on.
Chrysalis got as comfortable as she could before telling them what had transpired before she posed as Valkyrie Skyline of the lunar guard. She had told them exactly what she had told me when I first heard about it, and I can't say their reactions we're not expected.
Twilight tried to stay composed but when Chrysalis told her the part about Sweetie Belle, She nearly broke down in tears right there. Fizzlepop hummed in thought when she described this mysterious being that she was forced to work under and was so afraid of, but otherwise said nothing. Spike was now out from under the couch and in Chrysalis' face when she mentioned that she was actually the ursa major, an expression of anger overtaking his features.
"You could've killed somepony doing that!" Spike shouted, poking a claw at Chrysalis. "If he only told you to cause a scene, you didn't have to go that far!" 
Chrysalis gasped, looking back at me. I only looked back at her, and said nothing. She turned back to spike, looking crestfallen. "I.. y-you're right.." She said after a few moments. "I could have killed someone. I-I could've killed you!" She realized, pointing a trembling hoof at me.
"And Derpy." I added. 
"I'm such an idiot.." Chrysalis hissed under her breath. Nodding my head, I caressed her translucent green mane with my hand. It felt extremely smooth, almost like silk compared to that of a pony. 
"Ahem." Twilight cleared her throat, grabbing our attention. "Chrysalis.. when you said I couldn't forgive you for what you've done?" Chrysalis winced slightly, but nodded. "Well, I think you're right for the most part. But.." Twilight turned her gaze over to me, before looking back at Chrysalis. "I can see that Zale does care about you, and you say you want to have a friendship with him.. but I'm going to need more convincing than that." Twilight stated with a smirk.
"D-Does that mean..?"
"Yes, as long as you are willing to make up for the things you did, maybe, I'll find it in myself to forgive you." Chrysalis let out a sigh of relief at hearing that.
"Well, that was one hell of a rollercoaster." I stated while stretching in my seat. "Also, props to you for telling the truth Chryssy. I'm proud of ya."
"Hmph, I am a queen of her word," Chrysalis began proudly. "It's only natural that I'd come clean, especially since you asked so nicely." She teased.
"Yeah yeah." I got up from the seat and opened one of the doors I haven't gotten a chance to look through. It was a bedroom, with a decently sized bed that was neatly made up, an end table and a lamp nestled comfortably on top. There was even a couple of books on the end table, it looked like a bunch of light novels from here, but I'd mess with that later.
What I'm really interested in is the bed. "Do we have some sort of plan yet regarding the rescue mission?" Twilight shook her head with a sigh.
"We'll need the map from Jack first in order to get the ball rolling. For now I guess we can take a little break."
"Good. I'ma take a nap then." I waved back and entered the room. But before I could close the door, my phone rang in my pocket. "Oh, well she sure has some timing." I took the device out of my pocket and picked up.
"Hey Harmony, what's up?" ...there wasn't an answer. I waited about 10 seconds before speaking again. "..Hello?"
And then, there was loud static from the other end with broken speech I couldn't make out. "Zale-- -e --- -L--- I are -- ---here, plea-- --- do NOT ---" And it cut off there and the line went silent.
"Isaiah?" Fizzlepop asked with a look of concern. "Isaiah, what's wrong?" 
I wasn't sure at first, but that voice.. It has to be.. "I.. I think I just got a call from Starlight."

	
		Chapter 16: Hope



Twilight, Fizzlepop, Spike and Chrysalis sat in silence for a few moments, staring at me with a glimmer of hope in their eyes. Spike spoke up first.
"Well, where is she?" Spike asked, scurrying from his position on the floor over to me, he clenched my shorts with his claws, looking up to meet my gaze. "What did she say?"
"Well, that's the thing. I have no idea." I responded, scratching the back of my head. Looking at me phone, I tried to redial her, but the connection came up short immediately. "The connection was so unstable that I couldn't make out majority of what she said to me. All I picked up on was 'Here', 'Please' and 'Do not'."
"Well, if she was able to contact you here, it must mean we're close right?" Twilight asked. I nodded my head.
"Yeah, It's only safe to assume so. Otherwise, I don't think she could've gotten in touch.." I only hope she's somewhere safe..
My phone started ringing again. Everyone in the room tensed up as I picked it up immediately.
"Hello? Starlight?" I asked desperately. 
"No, it's me Isaiah."
"Oh, Harmony!" I let out a breath I didn't realize I was holding. "Why were you asleep for so long? We're you that tired?"
"It was Starlight, It took all the energy I had to be able to get her through to you, I felt the connection when we went on board the train at first," She sighed, sounding a little guilty. "But I didn't say anything about it because I didn't want to give you all false hope in the chance that I failed.. but it worked in the end. She's not in range for me to track her down yet, but I'll let you know when she is."
"Thanks, But, how was she able to call me anyway?" I asked curiously. "It's not like she has a phone of her own."
"You remember what Starlight said about us having a strong magical signature after you woke up? Well, I think she was able to narrow down my signature and use that as a phoneline somehow.. hmm.." Harmony hummed in thought.
"Magic sure is something else." I said as I leaned against the doorframe. "Well, at least we know we're in the right place, and we know she's okay."
"For now, at least." Chrysalis corrected. Twilight sighed and nodded.
Twilight sighed and nodded. "Chrysalis is right. We don't even know who or what we're dealing with so anything could happen."
"Whoever or whatever it is, it's definitely a monster." Fizzlepop stated with distaste. "We don't know what plans it has for us, but we will stop him."
They were right. Anything could change at any given time, and when they mention that I can't help but feel we're wasting time just sitting here and waiting for some guy to give us a map when we know for sure that Starlight, Luna and potentially all of the kidnapped ponies are in the Smokey mountains.
"it'll be okay Isaiah," Harmony assured. "I'm sure they'll be just fine."
A chuckle escaped from Twilight, and she smiled. "Starlight is a very powerful unicorn, she's a tough mare. Luna too. They'll be fine."
I blinked, confused. "How.. how did you-" 
"Oh please, even I didn't need to be a changeling to tell that you're worried." Chrysalis said, cutting me off. "It's written all over your face. I've gotta say though, you've handled all this pretty well." 
I felt my cheeks flush, and I turned away from the group, my other arm now on the doorframe. "W-Well I just go with the flow you know? Even guys like me still worry sometimes."
"Sure thing, tough guy." Fizzlepop teased, snickering in her hoof. 
Spike pulled out an apple pie from the saddle bags and sat down, licking his lips. "Well, I'm going to go ahead an help myself to some grub."
"Yeah, I'm still pretty tired so I'm gonna go ahead and have that nap now." I said with a yawn. "Thanks for your help Harmony, we appreciate it."
Harmony snickered on the other end of the line. "Anytime Isaiah. Have a nice rest." The line went silent.
And with that, I put my phone back in my pocket, entered the bedroom and left the door open a crack, just in case. Taking off my hoodie, I hung it on the edge of the bed and lied down. Finally can get some sleep without anymore surprises.. Looking to my right I see the books on the night table, and I curiously picked one up. 
Huh.. what the hell is this? The book was black and didn't have a title, and it looked more worn down now that I take a closer look at it. The cover was tattered and had a very loose spine. As I opened the book, the pages had yellow stains and some were even torn, but the weirdest thing about it to me was that.. it was blank.
I skimmed through more and more pages until finally, I see something on one of them. It was a symbol of what looked like pentagram with weird hieroglyphics etched inside of it, with a crescent moon in the middle. I lifted my hand and felt the page with my fingers. The page itself felt dry and rough, and when I went over the ink, a shiver went down my spine. As soon as my index finger touched the crescent moon though, the book started to glow a gloomy red and the book floated out of my hand.
"Uh, guys!?" I shouted out. "Why is this book is glowly and shit?!" Fizzlepop and the others came rushing in, stopping in there tracts as they gawked at the book in question.
Twilight gasped, eyes widening in recognition. "That's.. that's a grimoire!" She shouted. "Zale, you didn't touch anything in the pages, did you?" 
I inwardly cringed at my stupidity. "..And what happens if I did?"
Twilight hoofpalmed and groaned. "You did didn't you!? Ugh.." She shook her head. "When this, happens," She explained, pointing to the book, which was now glowing brighter and the pages started turning. "The grimoire recognizes you as it's new owner, and it's now binding with your soul."
"Uh.. Is that bad?" I asked, eyeing the book skeptically.
"Yes and no. When it binds with your soul, you essentially formed a pact with it meaning it's bound to you for life. Any damage done to the book, will be done to you. It can't kill you if it's destroyed, but it will really, really hurt. You also, depending on the grimoire in question, you can't be a certain range away from it. It'll just teleport back to it's owner but it will take a toll on you." Twilight explained.
The grimoire's pages stopped turning, and a glowing red ring appeared around me and the magical artifact. The ring made some spinning motions and got smaller and smaller until, it vanished. But when it did, I felt a severe burning sensation all throughout my body, leaving me in pure agony. I try not to scream but the pain was so great I couldn't tell if I was successful. The only thing I felt other than this hellish sensation was the tears running down my face as I curled up on the bed and someone's hand in my own, completely helpless to whatever was happening to me.
I couldn't take it. Despite not remembering much about my time on earth, I'm certain that I've never felt this kind of pain before. It was too much. Slowly, I started to black out, until finally, silence and bliss.
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

"Isaiah!!" Fizzlepop shouted, rushing to his side with Twilight, Chrysalis and Spike right behind her. Isaiah looked like he was in an immeasurable amount of pain, and his agonizing scream only served to frighten everyone. 
"What do we do!?" Spike asked, gripping his hand tightly.
Twilight was panicking, her horn alight with healing magic. "T-This doesn't usually happen! This shouldn't happen!" But try as she might, no matter what healing spell she casted it didn't seem to have any affect on Isaiah's current state.
"Nothing is working!" Chrysalis's own attempt at healing magic failed as well, desperately trying to cast over and over again. "Why is nothing working!?" She shouted with tears running down her cheeks.
"Come on Twilight, think, think..!" Twilight chastised herself. She looked at the grimoire which was now dormant and unmoving, and then to Isaiah. "Ooh.. I'm so sorry Zale..!" Twilight's horn lit once again and instead of healing magic, she casted a sleep spell over Isaiah to knock him out. In an instant, his movements ceased and the screaming stopped. 
Fizzlepop panicked when he stopped moving. "W-what did you do?" She checked Isaiah's body for any signs of life, and thankfully he was still breathing. Fizzlepop breathed a sigh of relief. "It looks like he's only unconscious, but.." Fizzlepop looked to Twilight. "What happened?"
Twilight shook her head apologetically. "Our healing magic wasn't working, and I didn't want Zale to sit there and endure it, the only option I had was to put him to sleep." She explained. Fizzlepop nodded in understanding, sitting at the edge of the bed.
"Poor guy can't catch a break, huh.." Spike noted, letting go of Isaiah's hand.
"Do you know when he'll wake up?" Chrysalis asked expectantly. 
Twilight sighed and shrugged. "The spell I casted wasn't that strong, so I'd guess maybe 2, 3 hours tops."
"Alright." 
Chrysalis opted to sit on Isaiah's other side and lie down next to him. Spike followed suit and climb up between his legs. Fizzlepop was already lying down beside him, cuddling up close. The bed was surprisingly large enough to fit them all, except for Twilight anyway. 
Twilight couldn't help but giggle at the sight. "I think we all could use a break right now. I'll be in the other room, let me know if anything happens." Without an answer, Twilight walked out of the bedroom and closed the door quietly. She was going to the couch to sit down again, maybe get a snack from the bags but there was a knocking that came from the door leading into the hallway.
"Princess? I've got yer map."

			Author's Notes: 
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		Chapter 17: The Mark



"Hey there Isaiah!"
I lift my head from the table I sat at in the somewhat crowded lunch room. I always sat alone in the cafeteria, and I usually brought my own meals from Dunkin Doughnuts or from home. So it was in this moment when I heard and saw who called my name sitting down at the table next to me along with her group of friends, I was more confused than anything. I guess I was a bit curious too.
"Oh, hey Mackea." I responded, raising an eyebrow. "What's up?" 
She giggled at my stupor, waving dismissively. "I just noticed that you seemed down in the dumps today so I thought I'd come over to cheer you up!" Mackea took a sip of her iced coffee before continuing. "I'd also like to get to know you better. So, wanna chat?"
I chuckled, shaking my head. "Oh, that? I'm always like this. I appreciate the offer but.." I thought about it for a moment. Maybe I could at least give it a chance.. Making some friends wouldn't hurt I guess. "Actually, sure." I smiled.
"Great!" Said one of her friends in one of the chairs across from me. "Oh, I'm Nick by the way." He held his hand out with a smile. I took it and shook Nick's hand respectfully, tightening my grip a bit. "Pleasure to meet you."
"And I'm Winter." Winter didn't seem to be the type of guy to handshake, so I nodded instead.
"It's nice to meet you all."
 ~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

The last period's bell rang and I was just going to follow my usual routine of walking straight home, maybe take a nap or jump online for some gaming. I didn't really care all that much about Homework, I still got B's and even some A's even if I missed a weeks worth of it. Besides, I did most of it during class anyway and they don't seem to care.
"Isaiah!"
As I headed out the door I heard someone call my name. I look up to see Mackea again, along with Nick and Winter. I waved to them in acknowledgement. 
"Hey guys." I replied. "What's up?" 
Mackea smiled warmly. "------------, ----, right Winter?" I blinked, confused.
"Erm, I'm sorry? Could you say that again?" 
"This isn't right. This isn't how we met." Mackea's voice echoed this time, shaking the very earth beneath us. I turned around as the school building started to crack and and debris started to fall as the structure came tumbling down, screaming filling the area as students ran out as fast as they could. 
Turning back, I started to run myself. "Guys! Let's get-" I looked around quickly, puzzled. But I already started running. They were no where to be found. 
The ground started to tremble more and more, and this time my head was hit with this sharp, immense amount of pain like I was being shot through the skull. I fell to the ground, crying out in pain, bringing my hands up in a vain attempt to ease the onslaught of trauma.
And in an instant, it all stopped. The screaming, the rumbling, the pain, all of it. I opened my eyes, only to be greeted with an empty black void. 
"Oh, well well well."
I stood up instantly, looking for the source of the voice as it seemed to come from all directions. "Who's there!?" 
"Hm.. interesting. You seem to be in quite the pickle." It continued. "Nearly all of your memories are blocked off from you, and you even have some false ones in there." 
"How.. how do you know that?" I asked. Curiosity replaced fear and panic, for the moment. "What I saw just now.. that.. that never happened?" 
The voice stayed silent for a few moments, but it felt like an eternity. "Well, it's complicated. those events did happen yes, but not in that order nor circumstance." My eyes widened.
"D-Does that mean you-"
"No, I cannot see the rest of your memories, nor can I help you get them back. I can only tell from the ones which you've uncovered and the one just now, which didn't actually happen."
I let out a disappointed sigh, scratching my head. "Okay.. so who are you?" The voice chuckled, before a dim red circle of light appeared before me. It grew brighter and bigger, so much so that I had to cover my eyes. Once the light subsided, I looked again and saw that where the light once was, now stood a man. A very short man, in a black and red suit and tie. He was a very dark skin, darker than my complexion. With the look, he had a cane with a floating red jewel on top as well as a monocle. 
"I'm the owner of this fine establishment, The names P¿TJ!$!" He said, the last part distorted. "But you can just call me Peter. And you, my friend, have made an excellent choice. Now then, the terms of-"
"Woah woah woah," I interrupted, confused. "What choice did I agree to?" 
"You see Zale- I can call you Zale right?" I nodded. "Righto. So you see, I'm sure that princess that's accompanying you already explained this briefly, but the moment you made contact with my grimoire, you signed a pact with yours truly!"
"..Okay." I wasn't exactly sure how to respond to that. "So.. about those terms?"
"Ah, right! As I was saying, the terms of a pact with me consist of our souls being bound for as long as you live, We don't keep secrets from each other, well, not like that one really holds much water since I can read your mind, but details. Once My magic reserves are dry, It requires either your life force or the life force of another being to be recharged. It can also charge overtime by passively taking in your lifeforce, but I wouldn't recommend that if you're in a bit of a pinch." 
"May I ask what kind of magic I'm dealing with here?" I asked curiously. "What would I be able to do?"
A smirk spread across Peter's face. "The most fun kind, dark magic." With a twirl of his cane, a red teacup appeared that glowed ominously, and the black nothingness around us changed to some kind of.. dinning room. a simple round table between the two of us, and he was in a chair. I turned around and sat in a seat across from him. "My specialty is conjuration and illusion. However, you can use other forms of magic given you learn any from a given school, except life and solar magic. That also includes healing."
Peter scratched at his chin with a hum. “You can't do healing spells with magic, but rather you can transfer the lifeforce from one entity to another, including your own if you so desire. However, healing magic will not work on you from others unless it's of the same kind."
I contemplated for a few moments. "..Well, since I already touched your book I guess I don't have much of a choice, do I?" 
Peter gave me a smug look. "I like the way you think. You'll do just fine." I sighed, crossing my arms.
"Alright, fine." After taking one final sip from his teacup, Peter set it aside and held out his hand. 
I took it.
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

"Thank you so much for your help Mr. Weld." Twilight said, nodding. She folded the map and put it under her wing.
"No problem lass, it's about time we did something about these disappearances anyhow." Jack put a hoof up to his chin, looking skeptical. "I find it a wee bit strange that this whole situation hasn't been brought to light yet by the guard, I'm sure there must've been reports from several  dozen ponies by now.. Bah." Jack turned around, walking back in the direction of the front desk. "You know where to find me if ya need anything else."
"Will do!" Twilight responded, closing the door with a soft click. Twilight made her way to the sofa, and she sank into the couch with a tired sigh. Jack went over the details on the map with her for about an hour, going through every detail. She mapped out a promising route that led near the top of the mountain, and she also devised a plan if they ever got separated.
It was around sunset now, the sun coming closer to the horizon, hidden behind the tall mountain. Everything was going surprisingly well. They knew where to go, she had a plan and a backup plan, everything is going smoothly. Except.. now Twilight had to worry about Zale and that Grimoire he accidentally made a pact with. Dark magic is nothing to be trifled with, and who knew what effects it could have on him. Actually, she knew all too well, dealing with it in the past. 
Trixie and the alicorn amulet, Nightmare Moon and Nightmare Rarity, yet another cursed book with dark magic Spike picked up from the castle of the two sisters, Sunset shimmer's transformation and a whole other mess of things.. Dark magic messed with people, it changed them for the worst. Nothing good can come from it. 
She had to prevent him from using it at all costs.

	
		Chapter 18: The Will



For what felt like an eternity, I started to come to after my exchange with Peter and that.. weird dream I had. As my senses started to slowly return to my body, I felt a warmness on either side of me, and something encompassing my lower half. Groaning, I tried to sit up to see what it was but I found that to be extremely difficult as I realized there was also something on my face. I couldn't exactly make out what it was at first, but one two-toned snore later told me all that I needed. 
It seems like Chrysalis is one of those sleepers. Struggling to get one of my arms free, I pry off her hind leg off my face... Only for her to put it back. I let out a quiet sigh. I wasn't really in the mood for this. After several attempts, each time praying that she was a heavy sleeper, I managed to finally get her off of me enough to escape.
...Or so I thought. Not only was Chrysalis here, but Spike and Fizzlepop as well. Now Fizzy, it doesn't surprise me that she's here, but Chrysalis and Spike? That's new. Spike seemed to take a liking to my legs by sleeping on top of them with his tail wrapped into himself, much like how a dog sleeps. In all honesty he looked cute as hell, but by god I needed to stretch. Try going through a trauma inducing experience like that, twice. 
Carefully, I slipped both hands underneath him, and lifted him up slightly. He snorted and mumbled something about Rarity, but otherwise he was still fast asleep. I placed him down in an empty space by Fizzlepop as gently as possible, enabling me to get off of the bed without waking anyone, and I placed my feet on the floor.
I fell to the ground with a loud thud, feeling so much weaker than I thought it was. 
"Zale!" Three voiced shouted in alarm. Well, so much for being quiet.
Immediately afterwards, the bedroom door shot open, prompting Twilight entry. "Oh my gosh, are you alright?" Twilight went to my side and helped me stand by using her back as leverage. She helped me back to the bed, and Chrysalis made room so I could sit down.
"Well, my head doesn't feel like It's imploding on itself anymore. But.." I tried to lift my leg up. It didn't go far, and it felt like there were tied to a chain ball on my ankles. "I feel really weak right now, ugh.. I guess it has something to do with that pact signing thing."
Twilight nodded. "Right. A newly formed pact takes a toll on the user, binding souls takes a significant amount of energy from the host." Twilight eyed the grimoire with worry, and looked back at me. "Other than that though.. are you sure you're okay?" 
"Yeah I'm fine, I'll be back in shape in time. How long was I out for?" 
"About 2 hours.. yawn" Spike responded. "I think we all needed that nap honestly. I sure did." I chuckled at his antics, smiling warmly.
"Well, I hope I made a comfortable bed for you two." Spike just gave me a thumbs up while I stole a glance over at Chrysalis, and she turned away and crossed her forehooves. 
"The bed wasn't big enough for all of us, so I simply had to make do. Deal with it." I stuck my tongue out at her, and she did the same.
Fizzlepop came up to me and held out a hoof. "Welcome back, Isaiah." I gave her a fistbump in response. 
"Glad to be back. Did I miss anything?" 
"I have the map from Jack right here," One flash of lavender magic later and the map of the Smokey Mountains appeared before us. It had red and blue ink already scribbled on the surface, showing arrows, highlights, and even some notes. "I've already went over the details with Jack and he's told me very useful routes and information to get to the higher levels of the mountain as fast and as safely as possible." Twilight began pacing, deep in thought.
"Apparently, there's only so few caves the higher you go, with tunnels and caverns connecting to each other near the bottom." Twilight pointed to one of the marked sections with red ink. "There's a path in one of those caves that will go up and take us around to the other side, so we'll take that path and go up from there."
"Why not just go around and up this path?" Fizzelpop asked, pointing to the path in question. "It looks like this takes us up there faster." 
"Too dangerous." Twilight answered. "Not to mention that path is blocked off by boulders the last time my friends and I went up there, I doubt anyone cleaned that up. The safest way is through the caves and around." 
"There's only so many routes half way up there, if Starlight and the others managed to get away somehow, they'd be in one of those caves." Chrysalis added.
Now that some time has passed I tried standing up again, this time only barely able to without falling. "Alright, sounds good." I said as I stretched. It felt sore, but it felt way better than sitting around. "When do we leave? We have this room for three nights." 
Twilight hesitated at first, another look of genuine concern on her features. "I.. I think it would be best if we left tomorrow afternoon. Originally we would've left first thing in the morning to have as much daylight as possible, but I'd like to give Zale some time to recover. Speaking of which.."  Twilight looked up at me with a serious gaze.
"I'm sorry, if I knew what the heck this thing was I wouldn't have touched it!" I said defensively.
"No, not that.. just.. just promise me, that you won't use any dark magic from that grimoire. No matter what." I raised an eyebrow.
"I don't even know how to, but.. I know the risks. I'll be careful with it."
"No. Promise me that you wont use any of it, at all." I frowned at Twilight.
"Twilight.. is there something you want to tell me?" Twilight's eyes widened a bit, but her stance did not falter. She looked away with a guilty expression.
"Look Zale, dark magic.. it changes and hurts ponies. I've dealt with a fair share of it in the past and I don't want the same thing to happen to you. Please.." Twilight pleaded, ears drooping.
Sitting back down, I let out a sigh. ".. I can't lie as to say I'm not still curious about all this magic stuff, but.. Peter didn't seem all that bad. Sketchy, sure but not evil." Everyone cocked their head to the side.
"Peter?" Twilight echoed. "Who's that?"
"Oh, that's the soul that's inside the grimoire. He told me about the pact and what the risks were, and apparently he's only good in conjuration and illusion.. Oh right!" My eyes widened as I remembered a part of our conversation. 
"How about this Twilight, you teach me some basic spells that I can use to at least defend myself with, that way I won't have the rely on dark magic? I can learn things from most schools except solar and life." 
Twilight hummed in thought for a moment, then nodded. "Alright.. I can work with that. As long as you don't use any spells from that book." Twilight opened the grimoire, and I now notice that the pages are no longer blank. I guess the pages filled themselves when I made the pact. "I never taught a human magic before but well, first time for everything."
"Yes!" I cheered silently. I paused, noticing how excited I was to learn real life magic! Maybe I was always into it back on earth, that could explain why.
Twilight giggled into her hoof. "We'll start lessons first thing after breakfast. For now everypony, back to bed!" Without another word, we all climbed back into bed. I pulled the covers up around us and relaxed in the sheets. 
Before Twilight walked out of the room, she turned her head towards us. "Goodnight everyone." We said our pleasantries and she closed the door. It was rather snug, but not uncomfortable, the four of us being able to fit on one bed was a miracle in of itself. I felt Spike's tail wrap around my leg again as he drifted off. It was about time I did the same. I laid with a pleased sigh.. before I felt a hoof hit my face.
 ~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

"I don't even know what I'm looking at."
Twilight, Chrysalis and I were on the couch, with both mares looking over my shoulder while I tried to make out these weird hieroglyphics on the pages. Twilight's currently trying to teach me one of the most basic spells in the Arcane, levitation. She scribbled some notes down to help me out but it only served to confuse me more. Looking over at the empty cup of applesauce, I focused on the object with all intent.
"Come on.." I said as I lifted my hand. I concentrated on the inanimate object as much as I could, but to no avail. The cup would've so much as budge, let alone float. "Ugh, what the hell.." 
Chrysalis hummed in thought. "I'm not sure what your doing wrong. I mean, you say your species is incapable of magic normally, correct?" 
"Yeah, and I'm starting to believe I went through two splitting headaches for no damn reason.." I let out a deep sigh, putting my head in my hands. "Maybe I'm just not, picturing it right. Hm.. actually, one second." 
I got up from my seat and went into the bedroom. With a quick look around, I spot what I went to retrieve, my grimoire. I pick it up and walk back to take my seat.
"What are you doing?" Twilight asked skeptically. "Remember our deal." 
"I know, I just figured that the thing that allows me to use magic in the first place should be close by. So, here goes nothing." Concentrating again, this time with my grimoire in possession, I focus on the empty cup. It still had no affect. 
"Alright.. let me try one more thing." I redirected my focus from the cup to the grimoire itself this time, hoping to get some sort of reaction. It took a moment, but eventually I got results. It glowed, this time a color closer to black than red, and the grimoire hovered in front of me. "Finally! Now then.." With the grimoire powered up, I concentrate on the cup once more, holding out my hand. 
At last, my hand and the cup was encompassed with a blackish aura, with the object floating in place. "Yes!"
"Interesting.." Twilight started taking noted, a quill and paper in her magic. "It seems that you're able to preform any magical feats only when the grimoire is close to you in an activated state." 
"Wouldn't that technically mean it's still dark magic since it's coming from the grimoire?" Chrysalis asked.
Twilight was silent for a moment as she finished her notes, raising a hoof to her chin. "I'm not so sure.. I don't think so, Basic levitation is arcane magic, although there is a type of dark magic that has that property," With a flash of magic, both quill and paper were put away. "But since this Peter character only specializes in illusion and conjuration it's unlikely, for now at least."
"What else can I learn?" I asked excitedly.
Twilight chuckled. "I think you could use a bit of a breather. It hasn't been that long, but you need all the time you can get to recover fully." I pouted.
"I feel fine now! See?" Again, I lifted the cup in my magic and this time I moved it around in the air. "Com' on, just one more spell?" 
"I can teach you one I know, if you wish." Chrysalis offered. Without hesitation, I nodded.
"Chrysalis.." Twilight warned, raising an eyebrow.
"It's nothing dangerous," Chrysalis assured. "Not to him at least. It's a basic attack spell, for self defense. He'll need to be at least somewhat useful if we run into anything in the mountains."
I.. wasn't sure if she was trying to be demeaning or not intentionally, but regardless, she had a point. "Alright, so what's this spell called?" 
"Magic bullet." Looking around for a nearby target, Chrysalis hummed. Her eyes widened as she spotted one, lifting it up in the air. It was the can of the apple cobbler I finished off this morning, with Spikes help. A small ball of concentrated green energy emanated from the tip of her horn, before shooting out. It hit the can with enough force to leave a dent in it.
"Now you try." 
I blinked. "..That's it? No explanation, no weird hieroglyphics or riddles? Just the demonstration."
Chrysalis smirked at me, raising an eyebrow. "Would you rather sit here for another half an hour hearing me ramble on about arcane theory and particle matter?"
"Okay, fair enough." I took the can from Chrysalis's magic with my own, trying to mimic the spell. Within a matter of seconds, a ball of black energy started to form in the base of my hand, growing bigger. And bigger.. and bigger. 
"Uh, Zale?" Twilight asked with a hint of caution. "It doesn't need to be that strong now!"  
"I'm trying to condense it, I swear! Let me concentrate.." I strained. After a mild panic, the ball of energy started to get smaller instead, until it was around the same size as the one Chrysalis produced. Aiming at my target, I released the magic, and it hit the can. However, the spell was much stronger than I meant it to be, as it punched straight through the can, the edges of the hole glowing red from the heat, and the bullet continued to go through the wall, and out of sight.
"Uh.. oops? Hehe.." I chuckled sheepishly.
Twilight faced hoofed. "Next time, release the spell sooner. The more you charge it the more powerful it becomes. That's why it was getting bigger and it was hard to condense it." 
Chrysalis gave me a warm smile. "I'm so proud." Twilight just rolled her eyes.
It was at that moment that FIzzlepop and Spike come through the door. They had left early to see if they could gather more information about the missing ponies.
"Tempest! Spike!" Twilight acknowledged. "Welcome back. Did you find anything?" 
Spike shook his head. "Nope, everypony seems pretty on edge right now, barely any of them would even speak to me. The ones who did talk to me told me they didn't see anything either."
Tempest shook her head as well, sighing dejectedly. "Same here, I'm don't think we'll get anymore info than what we have now. How's the lessons going Isaiah?" 
I smiled, levitating a bottle of apple cider from the bag to my hand. "I'd say they're going pretty well. Uh.." I eyed the cider, shrugging before taking a few gulps. "Also, no offense to Applejack, but can we pleas eat something that Isn't apple? Because I'm starting to get a little tired of it. I was only putting up with it for so long because I don't like the idea of wasting food, especially since it was given to me."
"Celestia, thank you please!" Spike said dramatically.
"Alright gang, let's go into town for one more meal before finally going up. Today is the day."

	
		Chapter 19: Lockdown



"Com' on, we have to go too!" Rainbow argued. "What if something bad happens when we aren't there to help?" 
Applejack sighed, leaning back in her bed. Looking around Rainbow's private room in Canterlot castle, it was pretty open and wide, with shelves high up on the walls, plenty of room for flying and surprisingly.. empty. Granted she didn't actually live here, but you'd expect a trophy or a dozen at least. Applejack could've sworn there were at least posters on the wall, from her time in the Wonderbolts academy along with pictures with the stars themselves.
"Applejack! Are you even listening to me?" 
"Listen Rainbow, I wanna go too don't get me wrong. But look at us." Applejack pointed to the bandages around Rainbow Dash's wings and barrel, as well as on herself. "We're in rougher shape than two cows with hay fever." 
"I-I, w-well.. argghh.." Rainbow growled in frustration. "Still! You should know better than anypony that whenever Twilight does things on her own with dangerous situations, bad things happen."
"But she pulls through anyway. Besides, she ain't alone." Applejack rebutted. "Spike's with her, and he's known her longer than all of us. From what Celestia told us, Zale was determined to go because of a debt he feels like he has to pay back, which I understand. I don't have a good feeling about that Valkyrie character, but Tempest will keep them in check. She's not alone Rainbow."
Rainbow looked like she was having trouble coming up with another argument until she sighed dejectedly, Putting her head in her hooves. "I guess I just.. I just feel terrible that Princess Celestia was hurt and Princcess Luna was taken. If only I was stronger, If I knew I could've-"
"Now hold it right there, partner. It ain't yours, or anypony else's fault." Applejack reassured. "We have no idea what we're dealing with right now. We have to have faith in them. That's the best we can do right now I reckon.." 
Rainbow Dash stayed silent for a moment before nodding. "Yeah.. I guess you're right. Thanks for stopping by AJ." Rainbow sat up, stretching out her limbs, being careful as to not open up wounds. "So how are the others doing?" 
"I haven't seen Pinkie yet, but Rarity and Fluttershy are gettin' back in shape. Shoot," Applejack chuckled a bit before continuing. "Rarity fixed herself up right quick after a little while, y'all should go see for yourself." Applejack got up onto her hooves and walked towards the door. "I'ma go down to the kitchen to cook something up if ya need me. Something tells me that Pinkie's already beat me to it."
"I think I'm going to walk around the castle some. Can't fly so walking is the next best thing, I guess." Rainbow replied. 
And with that, they both walked out the room, and split off in different directions. Applejack's trip to the kitchens was relatively short, reasons being that she had a good sense of direction, as well as the trail of flour that started to pick up along the way. When She entered the room, it was.. well she didn't know how to describe it. If she had to put it in one word, it was chaos.
As Applejack guessed, Pinkie Pie was currently making.. something. Looking at the varies ingredients all over the counter tops, floor and herself, it was either cupcakes, or pancakes. Pinkie's burns weren't as bad as the others, so she didn't have many bandages aside from around her head, but she looked perfectly fine. 
As she worked, she was zipping from one station to the other, taking things she needed with both hooves, mouth and hair. The chefs who actually worked here didn't know what to make of it. They just stood there, covered in the aftermath of Pinkie's storm.
Pinkie turned to one of them and shouted, "I need 10 grams of cane sugar and a cup of heavy cream, STAT!" before throwing more ingredients into the mixer. The chef, a little confused had complied. The sugar and cream made it into the mixer with the others.
She hadn't noticed the Applejack had entered yet. Taking advantage of that, Applejack decided it would be best to sit down at the table and Wait for her to finish, before getting started on her own dish.
 ~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

Even with the princess of the night currently absent, Celestia has managed to take care of the responsibilities of them both, just as she had for one thousand years. Although this time around, she did have some help from Rarity, who took care of majority of the nobles and the bourgeoisie in the courts. Currently the two were in the throne room, meeting with ponies who either had official documents and deeds for property or businesses, as well as ponies with complaints, usually the nobles about Zale's position and inquiries.
After a newly found business was made by a pony who just turned in their papers, Rarity turned to Celestia who sat in her throne. "How did you manage all of this for a thousand years?" She asked, genuinely impressed. "I couldn't imagine anypony handling this on their own! Even if you're a princess." 
Celestia laughed in amusement, shaking her head. "Well of course nopony could handle this on their own. Even when Luna was still banished, I was never truly alone. I had the castle staff, the representatives,  royal guards and even some of the nobles took on some responsibilities." Celestia sighed, looking around the room.
The throne room had been fixed up with a quick whirl of her horn, tapestries repaired by Rarity, stained windows are as good as new and still told the story of all that had transpired throughout Equestria. It didn't take long for the reparation spell to complete, and after some delay they were able to utilize it again, just like nothing ever happened.
"But even though I knew I wasn't alone, I still felt like it was all on me. Just like.." Celestia paused, ears starting to droop. But before she could finish, the throne room doors opened. A stallion, being escorted by two guards looked like he just walked through the flames of Tartarus. What's left of his shawl was now burnt strips of black, his mane had burnt and uneven ends sticking out of it, and his eyes.. 
They were starting to fill with tears as they landed on the Princess. "I've made it.." His voice was coarse, like he hasn't had water for days. After a few more steps, he collapsed, gasping for air.
Celestia stood, trotting down towards him with Rarity close behind. "My word, what happened to you?" She turned to one of the guards, raising and eyebrow. "Why haven't you taken him to a hospital?" 
"We did your majesty, but he demanded that he wouldn't accept treatment until he had an immediate audience with you." Celestia turned back to the stallion, using her magic to remedy some of his injuries. After a moment, he was able to at least stand again, and his breathing stabilized.
"What did you need to see me about in such a state?" Celestia asked with a worried look.
"I escaped from Vanhoover Princess, and I came here seeking aid."
"Escaped?" Rarity echoed. "What ever do you mean?"
"The city needs your help. It's.. It's under lockdown."
Celestia's brow furrowed, recalling a somewhat recent document stating that Vanhoover was expecting some massive renovations.. with the deadline coming soon. Very soon. "I don't understand," Celestia began, her horn lighting up with scrolls following suit. 
She skimmed though them until she found what she was looking for. "It says here that they are almost done with renovations and remodeling of the city, and I was invited to a grand reopening of most of the cities major sites."
The stranger shook his head solemnly. "No your grace, that is a lie. We have been under control for the last 3 months and none of us has ever been able to leave the city due to an invisible barrier of some sort. Those that tried, well.."
He looked down at his hooves. "They either vanished, or was forced back in by powerful magic. But I was able to slip past a small gap in the barrier that happened a few days ago, although it still took a toll on me."
"What?" Celestia asked, a little fear and anger starting to slip through her tone but her features remained stoic. "Do you know who or what is responsible for this?"
"I'm sorry, but I have no idea. Ever since this barrier appeared we have been at a loss to what it was or where it came from, ponies disappearing, the barrier keeping us from leaving. Everypony in town is so afraid that they don't even trust outsiders anymore. So I watched and I waited. Waited for an opportunity, my chance. I took it and here I am today."
Celestia was silent for a moment before responding. "What is your name?"
"Percy. Percy Ire."
"You have done us a tremendous service by informing us of the situation of Vanhoover, Percy." Celestia bowed her head in thanks before turning and trotting towards the door next to her throne. "Now, be sure to get yourself looked at in the hospital, guards?"
"Yes your majesty." Without hesitation, Percy and his escorts left the throne room, shutting the grand door behind them with a thud.
"Princess? What.. what do we do?" Rarity asked, trotting up to her side. "Twilight and the others are already there!"
"I know." Celestia responded firmly. "I know I just.. sigh." The door they were coming up on glowed in a golden aura before opening. "I need to send a letter to Twilight about this, I just hope that barrier doesn't block outside sources of magic.."
A few doors down, they came up to the royal study, Celestia with no hesitation grabbed the nearest ink, quill and blank page and began writing as they walked into the room.
"Seeing as you entered the city with no issues, we can only assume the barrier was specifically designed to keep ponies in, not out.." Celestia added. "Something powerful enough to generate such a containment spell and maintain it for so long, I'm not sure what to expect." She rolled up the note and it was consumed by a green flame, the smoke flowing out of the window and on it's way.
Rarity followed the smoke onto the balcony with a worried expression. "Please be alright darlings.."
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

"Ah, that was a much needed change." I said as we made our way towards the Smokey Mountains, just coming from one of the only open restaurants in the city. "They didn't serve meat but I don't care. That tomato soup was somethin' else."
"I'll say," Spike agreed, picking at something in his teeth with a claw. "I'm just glad there was actually still someplace open to eat."
"How's your custom book sleeve feel so far?" Twilight turned to me and looked down at my new accessory that she made herself, using some of the materials from the workshops Jack used to work at. 
The sleeve itself was made out of leather and a very self adjusting fabric, able to stretch outwards pretty far, considering how big my grimoire was. the strap was able to fit snugly around my waist, just underneath my bags that Rarity made for me. The brown leather and black fabric really complimented everything else I had on, and I was starting to really dig the style.
"It's pretty good, I could get used to this honestly." Looking to Chrysalis and Fizzy, or rather 'Valkyrie', seeing as she was back in her normal disguise. We figured it'd probably be for the best to be Valkyrie in public, as not to further panic the already paranoid denizens of Vanhoover. "What do you two think?"
"I'm not the type to ask about fashion." Valkyrie responded. "But.. I would be lying if I said you didn't look like a formidable threat." She smirked, nodding in approval. I'll.. take that as a compliment.
"It suits you pretty well Isaiah." Fizzy noted, looking me up and down. "Mmm.. now that I think about it if you had some form of armor, you'd look like a full on adventurer. Right now you look more of just a traveler."
"Well thanks, I guess you're right. Maybe something lighter though, I can't imagine myself in something heavy-" 
I was cut off from a sudden gagging coming from Spike, green flames spilling out as he continued. Before I could ask what was wrong, green flames erupted from his maw, with a sealed scroll materializing out of it. Spike looked confused as he took the paper in hand and opened it up.
"That's weird, I haven't gotten a letter like that since..." He trailed off, mouth starting to hang open, what could only be described as a look of pure horror.
Twilight walked up to him with concern. "Spike? Is everything alright?" Fizzy and I exchanged worried glances, before Spike gave Twilight the letter, mouth snapping shut.
"I think we have our answer."

	
		Chapter 20: Uphill



As we were nearing the edge of the city, I could practically hear the gears turning in Twilight's head. Stopping near a library on the way, she picked up some books about barriers, containment fields and runes. Chrysalis, even in her disguised state, was shivering slightly, walking closer to us after we received the letter.
"I didn't feel anything when we entered the city.. Did you?"  Fizzlepop asked Twilight with a raised brow.
"No, I didn't.. and that's the problem." Twilight stated. "A barrier of this scale shouldn't be able to be so well hidden.. It would take an incredible amount of magic power for the initial cast, even greater to maintain for such a long time!" Twilight growled in frustration. "Even with myself and the other princesses powers combined, without an outlet we would last a month, at most. It doesn't make any sense... unless.." 
"Unless.. what?" I asked, walking closer to Twilight to get a better look. She opened the book about runes and skimmed over a few pages before coming to a stop.
"Ahah!" Twilight shouted. "I knew it. See this?" Twilight pointed at what appeared to be a rune with a strange symbol on it, indicating an active spell. "This must be the only way it's able to stay active for such a while, but even then it's still a lot of power. Runes are a special case since you can power them both passively and manually." She explained. "Even then, I can't believe that I didn't feel it.."
"Well.. what happens if we can't leave the city?" Spike asked with a hint of trepidation. "What do we do then?"
They stayed quiet for a while in contemplation. I myself was lost in thought for a moment before an idea came to mind. A crazy one, but better than nothing. "..I may have an idea." Everyone looked up at me with a curious glance.
"You do?" Twilight asked. "Well, what is it?" I pulled out my phone in response and held it up for them to see.
"I'll ask Harmony for help. Maybe she knows what to do. But that's if we can't leave." That wasn't the entire idea I had thought of, but I didn't want to bring the rest to light just yet. "So let's test the waters then, shall we?"
"I guess we have no choice," Fizzlepop started. "But don't do anything.. rash." I only nodded in response, secretly hoping I wouldn't have to. With that, we were coming closer to the edge of town and the bottom of the Smokey Mountains.
The walk only took roughly 10 minutes or so to get to the border. Upon arriving the edge of the city towards the path that lead to and up the mountain, we stood, being weary of going further. Pulling out my phone, I decided that now was as good a time as any to see what Harmony and I could do together. I could let Twilight try first but to be honest I want to at least try to be useful.
I call her up, not a second later she answered.
"What's up Isaiah? Need anything?" Harmony asked astutely. 
Hesitatingly, I answered. "..I'm going to need your help here. I'll be using the app to link us together, and see if there's a barrier here. You can detect it through me, correct?" 
"I should be able to, yes. I'll let you know if I see anything, and if anything can be done about it."
"Alright, thanks Harmony." Without wasting any time, I opened up the app and linked us together. The same thing happened before, I could see in more detail, and different icons appeared as well. I didn't know what they meant yet, but I ignored them for now, pressing onwards.
"Wait, stop." Harmony warned. "I see it. I see the barrier. Although it's definitely weaker than it should be, I don't think we should have trouble getting through. It may sting a little though." Twilight walked up to where Harmony and I were standing, her horn lighting up and pointing forward. It ringed with energy, pulsing slightly.
"You're right!" Twilight said as she inspected the barrier herself. The barrier, as Celestia warned us about, did indeed cover the entire city. But somehow right now, the barrier is weaker than it should be, and I don't think we're going to let this opportunity slip by. 
"Do you think the barrier weakened when that pony escaped a few days ago?" Fizzlepop asked. "Considering that it's not as strong as Celestia described it, It's probably the only explanation."
Chrysalis hummed "It's possible.." Chrysalis admitted. "But if what Harmony says is true, we should be fine to pass through now. The barrier is weak, Starlight somehow managed to escape and is somewhere on the mountain.. I don't think we'll get another opportunity like this." She added.
I nodded, stepping forward. "Then I'll go first."  Twilight raised her hoof as to object, but no words came out, only a sigh as she let it fall back down. I reached out and keep walking, my finger going through the other side. There was a slight pain, a tingling sensation and a bit of resistance but I was able to push further and keep going until I was fully on the other side. "Okay well, it seems fine. Burns a little, but it's nothing serious."
"..Guys?" There wasn't a response, so I turned around to see what the hold up was. Fizzlepop and Spike had their mouths covered and their shoulders slightly jerking, and I could see them struggling to stop from laughing. Chrysalis had her muzzle scrunched up and was looking away while Twilight looked up at me with the most cheeky grin I've seen on her.
"What?" I asked, bewildered and totally clueless. "What's so funny?" 
Spike pointed up slightly above me. "Snrk! T-That!" And that's when both he and Fizzlepop started laughing, and now even Chrysalis was losing her composure. At first I looked up to see what in the world he was talking about, but then I caught a glimpse of what appeared to be my hair. 
Using my phone, I ended the link was Harmony and turned on the camera to look at myself. I was pretty caught off guard at what I saw, but even I started to laugh. My hair was standing straight up from it's end's and it looks like I was just electrocuted. If there was any other way to described it I looked like a black Albert Einstein. 
After a few moments of trying to compose ourselves, I let out a sigh. "Okay that's pretty funny."
"Okay gang, it's time to go save Luna and Starlight!" Twilight declared, walking through the barrier. The barrier had the same effect on her as well, and it was even funnier the second time. This time even Harmony joined in on the laughter as they each stepped through the portal. The only one it didn't really effect was Spike, which made sense because he had scales instead of hair. Fizzlepop's mane had erupted into a cascade of magenta and almost rivaled that of Pinkie's mane, surprising all of us.
"W-Well, let's move on then shall we?" Fizzlepop muttered out, embarrassed but with a slight smirk as she continued past us, leading the way.
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

Ever since she escaped, Starlight had been trying to make contact to Twilight and her friends to warn them not to climb the mountain. She was afraid that if they did, they would get caught in his trap, just like she fell for it so easily herself. Starlight barely managed to conserve enough magical power to save herself from the construction, and she was badly injured because of it. 
With almost no magical energy left in her horn, Starlight decided it was for the best if she found a spot to hide and rest in for the day. She couldn't afford to get caught again by those.. things scouting the edges of the peak. Not in this condition. Her left hind leg had a bad gash on it, her horn suffered from severe mana depletion, she was hungry, thirsty and so tired. She managed to stop most of the bleeding, the wound only recently beginning to heal, but any more movement than necessary would just reopen it. 
Starlight spotted a cave opening near a cliff. From here, she had no real view of the town and anything directly below was blocked by more outcrops and natural ledges. What she was able to see though is more caves, as well as a small waterfall near one of them. She wouldn't be able to get down to have a drink without hurting herself, and she couldn't teleport with no magic. So instead, she hoped that these caves connected with one another and would potentially even lead her to the source. After a few minutes of walking though, her hind leg protested in pain, forcing her to sit down and rest, nursing her injury as best she could.
With a sigh, she begrudgingly muttered "This is gonna be a long day.." before resting against the cold walls of the enclosure. "I can't believe Luna did that.. why me?" She asked, frustrated at the situation. Starlight shuddered in fear. "Even after he turned her into that.. creature, she used that last of her strength to force me out of that prison.. She could have saved herself! She'd have a much better chance at surviving out here.." She wanted so badly to go back and rescue Princess Luna as well as the other hostages, but she knew full well that doing so would be futile and would only help that monster in his plan. 
Deciding to put the notion aside for now, she laid down to rest, she needed to get out of here as soon as possible.
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

This mountain was way bigger than it looked to be. We have been climbing for roughly 4 hours and we weren't even half way there yet. No wonder this guy chose here for a base. We only passed 3 or 4 caves so far, none of them leading anywhere yet, and the map we had showed that one of the caves near the halfway point could be used as a short-cut though the mountain to reach the top faster. But the real reason we checked every cave was to see if Starlight or Luna and any sign of them was around. 
Each passing minute we didn't see either of them, the more afraid and worried I became. Chrysalis seemed to notice this, and she caught up to me, finally letting her disguise fall before speaking. 
"Zale, are.. are you afraid of what we will have to deal with when the time comes?" Chrysalis asked with a neutral expression. I turned to her with a look that screamed 'Are you kidding?'
"Well, yeah of course I am." I answered back, looking down at the ground as we walked. "But.. Starlight being the first pony to encounter and accept me to this bizarre new world, means a lot to me. She had my back when I needed it, and now It's time for me to do the same. And I always keep my word." I absentmindedly took out my recently acquired grimoire and caressed the surface. "And now I have the means to see it through. It might be dangerous, but I'm willing to go through the risk if it means saving my friends and all of their families."
A purple scaled claw came into view, getting my attention. Spike was on my other side, giving me an encouraging smile. "Just don't forget man, you aren't alone in this. We want to save them just as much as you do, so don't be afraid to rely on us when you need to. We believe in you, so all we ask it that you do the same and believe in us." Spike held out his claw in a fist, and I answered back with a fist bump.
I smiled, a refreshing feeling of confidence washing over me. "Hell yeah. Let's do this."
"Before you get too carried away though, I think it's about time we set up camp here for tonight." Fizzlepop announced, pointing towards the horizon as the sun began to sink below it. "It's too risky to keep going after dark, let's get some rest now so we can continue at first light tomorrow." We all nodded in agreement to that, finding a spot with enough space to set up a makeshift campsite. The girls and Spike had sleeping bags while I had blankets and sheets, since there was no sleeping bag for my size, unsurprisingly. I didn't mind it though, the sheets were fine as they were. 
I looked up at the dark and cloudy sky, reflecting on all the events that had happened so far. Falling from the sky, meeting Starlight for the first time and her friends, having so much fun with the gang, introducing myself to Ponyville and the rest of Equestria.. and then all the good came to a halt, and the bad came bursting through completely out of left field. 
Everything that had happened.. the attack, pony nappings, so much pain and suffering and loss because of a single entity. I don't know what his name is right now, and at this point I don't care. I was angry. I was frustrated. Everything bad that had happened was because of him. The source of the chaos that has been my life so far in this world. And I planned to stop it.
"Zale?" Twilight whispered, breaking me from my thoughts. I flipped on my side to look at her, and saw a worried expression on her features. "What's wrong? Can't sleep?"
I let out a breathless chuckle with a solemn smile. "Actually, I think I'm more tired than I ever have been. So much has happened, and I'm surprised I haven't gone insane yet." I dropped the smile and looked away. "..I'm scared, Twilight. Things just keep pilling up and.. and I don't know how much more of it I can handle."
"I get it. I really do." Twilight admitted, nodding slowly. "There have been times where I found myself in really tough spots, came close to losing my friends, heck, I even was scared of myself at one point. However," Using her magic, she pulled my form over along with my sheets until I was close enough to pull in for a hug. "I wasn't ever truly alone. That, is one lesson I will never forget. Zale, you're our friend, and that's never going to change. We will keep each other safe and have each other's backs. I promise you that."
After a moment, tears began to fill my vision, warranting quiet sobs as I pulled Twilight closer. "I-I've been relying on you all so much t-that, I just.." I stop for a moment, sniffling and recollecting myself a little. "..I just.. didn't want to be so weak and be a burden to you all."
"Oh nonsense." Twilight chided. "You remember what you did back in Ponyville? While everypony else was afraid, you kept calm and made clear, concrete decisions in a dire situation. You saved a pony's life because of that. You aren't weak Zale. You're stronger than you know, and braver than most." Twilight caressed my back as I let out more tears, thanking her between my chocked sobs. 
"Just keep being you."

	
		Chapter 21: Baby Steps



"Isaiah."
With a start, I gasped as I opened my eyes. I didn't see anyone, but I swear I just heard my name. In fact, I didn't see anything at all. The mountain, the campsite, my friends. All gone. Just a black nothingness with me sitting in a chair. My confusion shifted to fear and trepidation as I looked around in my lonesome, seeking any form of life.
"Hello?" I hesitantly called out. "Who's there?" 
After a few moments of nothing but silence, I heard a noise that sounded like radio feedback in front of me with a couple of items appearing under a spotlight in the middle of the space. An amplifier that was relatively large, big enough to be almost as tall as me. It had a sleek red and black design as it shined under the spotlight with the red LED light shining brightly, indicating it's been turned on, a low hum emanating from it. Plugged in and leaning against it was an electric guitar. It had a red tint with a magenta streak diagonally across it. I noticed that this was an 8 string guitar, with a neon green pic resting between the strings. After about a minute or so of admiring the instrument, I got out of the chair and walked towards it. 
Right as I was just about to pick up the guitar, I heard another spotlight flash on to my right, prompting me to face that way just to see a face I didn't recognize at first, but after a moment it came back to me. I was looking at Mackea. Her black hair was let down, reaching just below her shoulders. She was wearing a black dress with a thigh high slit, with her tan legs crossed in a similar chair I was just in. We started at each other for.. an awkward amount of time. They broke the silence first.
"Well? How do I look? I didn't over do it with the dress did I?"
I blinked. That voice sounded nothing like Mackea at all. Narrowing my eyes, I spoke up.
"..Peter? Is that you?" I asked suspiciously.
"Indeed!" Peter confirmed. "It's flattering that you remember me~" He teased, getting up as he dusted himself off with a hand that wasn't his. "You look very handsome yourself by the way." I was confused at that statement, and then a mirror appeared next to me. Looking through it I could see that I was actually wearing a red tuxedo with a black bowtie, and black shoes to match. My hair was braided into dreads for some reason, but I had to admit, damn I looked good. "I thought I'd clean up a bit for the occasion."
"By looking like a girl I used to hang out with in my old life?" I deadpanned, turning back to him. "Also, what occasion?" Peter sighed.
"Let's just say it's to help jog your memory, in a sense. That and," In his hand, the grimoire which housed him appeared with a red flash. "I think it's about time we get started with your lessons." I was silent for a moment, looking back at the guitar and amplifier it was connected to.
"So, what's the guitar for?" I asked curiously. "It's a nice set, but I don't see how that'll help me with.. magic stuff." Peter chuckled, sitting back down in the chair. When he did, a drum set appeared in front of him, and the way he smiled at me with Mackeas features kind of creeped me out, but at the same time it felt.. nostalgic.
"You're the one who manifested that actually." Peter admitted. "It's an interesting choice for a subconscious conjuration, but it'll do just fine."
"What do you mean?" I raised an eyebrow at that. "I don't remember even thinking about a guitar before it appeared."
"Exactly." Peter rebutted. "It's why it was subconscious. That's also part of the reason why we're here, to help you remember." I nodded, slowly understanding the situation. "Nothing guaranteed of course, it's just a bonus if anything really. Also," He pointed at the mirror. "You also conjured that up relatively quickly when you wanted to know what you looked like. You're quite a natural at picturing things, pretty quickly too. I think you may have a knack for conjuration, perhaps even illusion." Peter remarked. My eyes widened.
"I-Is that what I was doing?" I asked, starting to get excited about this. Peter chuckled.
"Well, not entirely, but you have the first part of it down already it seems." And my excitement was shot down in an instant. "Picturing it in your head is one thing, but to actually manifest it in full effect in the real world? Now that's a step that's most certainly going to take a while." Cracking his knuckles, he shifted to get more comfortable, twirling newly created drumsticks in his hands. "We're going to be working on just manifestation and concentration until it becomes second nature."
"Well, alright." I picked up the guitar. When I held it, a wave of nostalgia and relaxation hit me. It felt natural in my grip, like I was just playing it yesterday. Pushing the thought away for now, I concentrated. Just as I crouched to sit down on seemingly nothing, a chair appeared just in time to catch my rump. I smiled, my experiment being a success.Nice!
Peter hummed in satisfaction. "Impressive. Already conscious with the things you want to create. Very good." He smiled, nodding. "Alright, let's get started. I want you to think of a song, any song and I want you to play it." I looked down at my guitar, unsure.
"I don't even know if I can play though-"
"Ah ah ah!" Peter chided, waving a finger at me. "Doubt and hesitation are the first steps to a failed manifestation. For now, I just want you to play anything, and keep going. I'll join you along the way once you get started." He watched on expectantly, waiting for me to take the lead. He looked at me and nodded. I breathed in and out slowly, focusing on my guitar and the melody. My finger found the correct starting note, and I started to feel the rhythm.
And we played. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iNruTAwfkvA
I closed my eyes after the second rift, and that's when things started to fall into place. I imagined the rhythm guitar, the bass and the secondary guitar coming in while I played lead. The sounds coming from either side of me, the amplifier blasting while I felt the ground shake with the song. As he promised, I heard the drums kick in and we were in perfect sync. For some reason though, I thought of a specific room that came to mind as we played. It looked like a studio, with a small stage and soundproof walls. 
I decided to keep that image in my head, and got up out of my chair. One by one, I started to piece together to room complete with equipment and furniture. I opened my eyes to see myself on the stage with Mackea behind me, beating away at the drums. Two new figured were here now, playing the bass, rhythm and secondary guitar. They both black suits and didn't have faces, but I kept playing as instructed. I went into the solo, letting my heart pour into my guitar and a feeling of power and confidence washed over me like a waterfall.
After the high feeling, the song came to a close. I panted heavily, sweating bullets as a smile started to spread across my face.  But as soon as the smile came it was gone, only to be replaced with a confused frown. I looked around the room again, and we were still in fact in the studio. 
"Let me guess, you don't know why this popped up in your head, or what this place even is, do you?" Peter asked with a smug look. I nodded in response, turning to see that the figures that were playing the other instruments were gone though, the tools lying where they stood just before.
'And who were those guys?" I asked out loud. Peter simply shook his head.
"I can't answer that for you. Perhaps you'll remember them later." Peter sighed, looking up at the ceiling. "And I think that's a good place to stop for now. You did good Isaiah, every good. Perfect timing too actually," he remarked, pulling out a pocket watch from between his brea-
I looked away with slight heat on my cheeks, annoyed. "Really?" Peter laughed at my stupor. 
"Well, it's just about time to wake up now ." He put the pocket watch back where it was. "Hm, yes quite. I want you to practice manifesting your guitar in the real world. Keep your grimoire close, and focus on it as well as maintaining the image of it forming in your hands." He demonstrated, and a red aura poured from the book, like he was holding the air until the aura formed an actual guitar in his hands, and gave it a strum. "Once you can do that, play the same rift you just did three times, dispel the conjuration by clearing your mind, and do this process five times in a row, twice a day and no more than that. Keep that up for three weeks one baby step at a time, and we'll see how far you've gone. Have fun until then! And good luck."
The world began to fade away until it was indistinguishable, and my eyes became heavy until I fell out of consciousness.
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

My senses started coming back to me as I wake up. I laid there for about half a minute before sitting up. Looking around, the first thing I saw was Twilight's still sleeping form, not too far away. She looked so adorable when her nose scrunched sometimes while she slept, I had to resist the urge to pet her like a cat. I don't actually remember breaking away from Twilight's embrace last night.
I guess I fell asleep with her holding me, for which I am grateful for. Looking over the horizon, I could see just the slightest hue of orange peaking through the night, and checking my phone for confirmation, it was exactly 5:30 in the morning. Spike and Chrysalis were sleeping off to the side, strangely enough Chrysalis was spooning Spike, and he didn't seem to mind as he snored away. Or at least, he wasn't aware of it.
"Oh, hey Isaiah." I jumped at the sudden voice behind me. I turned around quickly to see Fizzlepop greet me with a smirk. "Good morning." I sighed with a small chuckle.
"Mornin' Fizzy." I greeted back, a yawn escaping me as I got up to stretch. "Sleep well?" She nodded, pointing towards the fireplace which now had a little stove on top, with what appeared to be eggs cooking instead.
"Want breakfast?" 
"You bet. Oh, let me actually grab my grimoire real quick though." I got up and searched my bag for the book in question. Finding it, I pull it out, sitting down in front of the fire. She raised an eyebrow. 
"What are you going to do with it?" Fizzlepop asked worryingly. "No dark magic. Especially not first thing in the morning."
"Relax, it's not dark magic, it's only conjuration.. I think." I hesitated, realizing that Peter didn't specify if what he was teaching me was dark magic or not. I'm fairly certain it wasn't, but Fizzlepop didn't seem convinced.
"You think?" She echoed, skeptical about how sure I was. I shrugged, and all she did in response was sigh dejectedly. "Alright, go ahead. Let's see it. But as soon as breakfast is done, you're done." I nodded with a smile.
"Deal." 
Setting my grimoire next to me I begin to concentrate as I close my eyes, holding my hands as if I was holding my guitar. Picturing everything about the instrument, the weight, the texture of the neck and strings, the sound and tone of each string, the shape. After a moment, the book opened, the pages turning as a red aura seeped out of it and towards my hands. Fizzlepop was silent as this happened, watching while still preparing breakfast. 
The aura swirled slowly and with purpose between and around my around my arms and I started to feel it brush against my hands. As this progressed, I found that focusing on the grimoire became increasingly harder as time went on. I was worried for a second that I was doing something wrong, but immediately ignored that thought, I had to concentrate. Picturing both the guitar and focusing my energy on creating something out of pure energy from the book proved to be pretty difficult. 
I started to feel the neck of the guitar in my hands, as it slowly spread and solidified forming the rest of it. I had the process down, now I just needed to finish it. I gripped the neck as it formed, now I just need- "ZALE!!" 
My heart leapt out of my chest when I heard that shout and my eyes shot open, breaking my concentration and completely shattering what little I had of my conjuration. At the same time, both Chrysalis and Spike yelp in response, scrambling to get on their feet. Fizzlepop flipped the pan and the eggs in the air as she jumped as well, and luckily, she was able to catch it by the tip of the handle before it came into contact with the floor, which would've resulted in wasted food.
"What do you think you're doing!?" Twilight continued, and I heard her stomp right behind me. Turning around slowly, I came face to face with a not so happy Twilight. "What did I say? No. Dark. MAGIC! Didn't I say no dark magic, I could've sworn I did, but maybe it slipped my mind or something I DON'T-"
"Twilight." Spike interrupted. He presented her with a paper bag with a deadpan. She didn't do anything for a few moments, I think she even stopped breathing, but she took the bag in her magic and started to breath into it, inhaling and exhaling in big, deep breaths. "It's fine. Zale is fine, you know he wouldn't try to use dark magic." She turned at breakneck speeds toward spike, looking at him like he grew a second head.
"Then what was he doing!?" Twilight pointed at the grimoire in an accusing manner. "The book was turning pages, red magical evil energy was coming out of it and towards Zale, and it was floating and glowing. If that's not dark magic, then what is it!?"
"It was conjuration.." I hesitated, not sure If I wanted to continue, but pressed on anyway. "I was trying to practice harnessing mana and using it to make an object I was picturing." I said, annoyed. "And you broke my concentration. I almost had it too." Twilight eyes widened at the accusation. "Peter taught me a way I could use this power and a good way to practice it so I can become better, so-"
"You do realize that this 'Peter' is exactly what my problem is right?" Twilight cut in, not leaving any room for debate. "This 'Peter' could be using you! He's an mythical and possible eldritch entity inside that could be trying to get you roped into his schemes!" I stood up at that, crossing my arms. Before this escalated any further, both Chrysalis and Spike came between us.
"Twilight, I know how dangerous magical artifacts like this can be," Chrysalis began in a disarming manner, trying to calm the alicorn down. "But he promised not to use any of the dark magic, and you know Zale is not the type to go back on his word." 
Spike rubbed his arm and he hesitated at first, and he asked, "Twilight, don't.. don't you trust Zale?" 
Twilight snorted in frustration. "Oh I trust Zale, believe me I do. But what I don't trust is THAT!" She pointed at the grimoire again. "That and this Peter character are the things I don't trust, dark magic has done nothing but hurt ponies," She began to pace back and forth. "Brought about wars," she continued to count off the reasons, getting more angry with each one. "Destroyed friendships, made ponies betray one another, family bonds forever torn," She turned and pointed a hoof directly at my chest. "AND CORRUPTED TRIXIE WHEN I COULD'VE PREVENTED IT IF I HAD JUST PAYED ATTENTION TO HER!!"
..Silence. None of us knew what to say to that, and my annoyance immediately fell away, being replaced with immense guilt. That feeling grew when I saw trails of tears on Twilight's face as she fell on her haunches, quietly sobbing. I stood there, dumbfounded. I began to reach out my hand to Twilight, to try and comfort her but.. but I retracted it and sighed in defeat. I was about to walk away when I felt something tug at my hoodie. I turned around and saw Fizzlepop with a worried expression.
I turned away. "I just.. I just need a minute." I finalized as I continued, and she let me go. "Just leave some food for me and I'll get to it later." She could only nod and she watched me walk just a bit down the path we came from. 
I turned the corner and kept walking for a bit until eventually I stopped, with no real destination in mind. I just need some space right now, and what Twilight had said replayed in my head, again and again. AND CORRUPTED TRIXIE WHEN I COULD'VE PREVENTED IT IF I HAD JUST PAYED ATTENTION TO HER!! I didn't realize until now that she really had such a horrible experience with dark magic. With Trixie no less. I only encountered her briefly in Ponyville, so I never would've guessed. I felt like such an idiot. Why did I walk away?
Well, too late to think about it now, I figured. I leaned back against the rock of the mountain, looking up at the sunrise. I needed to just clear my head and figure out what I should do from here. 
I don't want them to worry about me anymore.

	
		Chapter 22: The Only Way Left To Go
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After Isaiah had left the group to get some breathing room, Fizzlepop went to serve everyone that was still present their breakfast. If he didn't return before Fizzlepop herself is done eating, she would go and give him is share, and maybe try talking to him. She sighed, looking in the direction Isaiah went.
Maybe I'll give him some extra.. Twilight was pretty hard on him. She mused to herself, getting up and putting some eggs and potatoes on a plate in preparation, keeping it warm over the now flickering embers of last night's flame. 
After a few moments of a somewhat awkward yet companionable silence, Twilight sighed regretfully. "..I don't know what came over me." She said, staring down at her plate. "When I saw that.. that aura around him, I just snapped. The memories flooded back in, back to that day when Trixie came back with the Alicorn amulet." Twilight's ears drooped down as recalled the past events of last almost 2 years ago.
"Twilight, that wasn't even your fault, it was the girls who egged her on.. and me." Spike interjected with a twinge of guilt. "And that was Trixie's choice, besides, everything worked out in the end right? She's a changed pony now."
"I know Spike, but.. if I had just gave her encouragement and my support we could've avoided that whole situation all together. Instead, I chastised her and drove her away. She hates me for that."
"Twilight, I don't know exactly what happened between you two," Fizzlepop began as she got up with Isaiah's prepared meal. "But I don't think Trixie hates you. Maybe you should try talking to her after we get back home." She trotted over to where Isaiah went off to, turning the corner until the was also out of sight.
Twilight looked unsure, looking down at her barely touched plate. "I guess I haven't tried.. and I'm supposed to be the princess of friendship for Celestia's sake." After a pause, Twilight shook her head and a steely expression replaced her features. "We still have a job to do, I'll worry about that later. Right now though.." She looked to where Isaiah and Fizzlepop gone off to. "I should apologize after I'm done eating."
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

As the sun rose over the horizon, I sat down and pulled out my phone, trying to calm myself as I scrolled through various songs that I had saved. Finding one, The Heart From Your Hate, I tapped play. A moment after I did, the Bluetooth speaker appeared again which in turn enhanced the sound. "Glad to know that still works." I mused.
As the song played out, I thought back to the very brief moments from fragments of my past, thinking hard about the context and the triggers for those memories. Some brought feelings of happiness, while others brought regret and even anger. My thoughts lingered on the individuals I was talking to on Discord, assuming they were friends. I wondered what they were all doing right now. The song was coming to a close, and I let out a sigh. Standing up, I looked towards one of the other openings we saw before we set up camp. My eyes narrowed as I made my way towards the entrance.
I was halted though by the sound of my phone ringing. I hesitated and answered. "Hello?"
"And where do you think you're going?" Harmony asked incredulously. "You aren't actually leaving your friends behind are you?"
Pinching the bridge of my nose, I didn't answer at first, slightly annoyed by the question. After a few moments of contemplation, I responded. "I want to show Twilight and the others that I can take care of myself. I know better than to confront this 'He' guy by myself, but I at least want to find Starlight. She could be in trouble."
There was a tired sigh on the other end of the line. "Listen Isaiah, I know what you're feeling," Harmony began softly. "But galivanting on your own in a world you've barely known for, what a week or two? That's reckless."
"Harmony, how else am I going to grow up?" I asked her. "How else am I going to learn not to rely on others so much? How am I going to learn how to take care of myself!?"
"..If I had hands right now Isaiah, I would slap the shit out of you for thinking that way." That shocked me. I haven't known Harmony that long but this is the first time I've heard her swear. But I knew she meant it. "I'm not saying there's anything wrong with wanting to improve yourself, but there is something wrong when you don't put trust and faith in your friends. It's okay to rely on them, you're still brand new to this world and it's magic."
I thought about what Harmony has told me, and it was all true. But I still wanted to at least lighten the load off my friend's back and help them too. As I am right now, I felt practically useless, like I was holding them back. Part of me even questions if I should've even came here to begin with, but I pushed the thought aside. "I know Harmony, you're right about me being green to everything in Equestria. I know I should have faith in my friends, and I do!" I looked down, heavily sighing. "..I just wish I could be more useful."
"Isaiah, your time will come I promise." Harmony reassured me soothingly. "But please, for your friends sake and your own, don't do this. You say you don't want them to worry, but doing something like this will have the exact opposite effect, don't you think?"
I nodded and answered. "Yeah, thanks Harmony. I needed that, you're right. I just need to lighten up a bit and learn to not take my friends for granted." I chuckled half heartedly, realizing something. "You know, I had a similar conversation last night with Twilight.. and I think I finally got it through my thick skull."
"Good, glad I could help. I'll leave you be, call me if you need anything, okay?" Satisfied, Harmony ended the call. I walked back towards the spot I was resting and sat in soothing silence, waiting for the sunrise.
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

I heard the sound of hooves to ground behind me, but I didn't bother looking back. Instead, my gaze remained on the horizon. That was until the scent of freshly cooked eggs reached my nose. Fizzlepop sat down next to me and gave me a plate of sunshine with a fork.
"Thanks Fizzy." I happily accepted it into my lap. I took the utensil in hand and began on my plate in silence, not really in a mood to say much. Fizzlepop however didn't notice, or ignored that fact and spoke up.
"Are you okay Isaiah?" She asked earnestly, looking towards me expectantly.
"I'm okay. I just feel really stupid right now, but I'm good." I answered after a few bites.
"Why?"
I sighed, not really surprised by the response. "Honestly? I nearly had the idea of going up ahead on my own, and if it weren't for Harmony talking me out of it I probably would've left. That, and I was insensitive to Twilight. I walked away from someone who was dealing with past trauma, like a fucking baby."
"Twilight doesn't hold it against you. There's nothing wrong with wanting some space." Fizzlepop narrowed her brow. "And why did you want to leave us behind?"
"Because I want to prove to her I can take care of myself. I may not know what I'm fully doing just yet, but I want to learn and experience this world and the magic it holds. I know how dangerous and painful dark magic can be yes, but.." I looked down, clenching my hoodie. "I just want Twilight to believe in me.."
Fizzlepop didn't respond for some time, and I took that time to finish my plate. When I was done eating, she spoke up again.
"Isaiah, I can't speak for anyone else, but I believe in you." Fizzlepop reassured. I turned and gazed at her in the eye, not really aware of the emotions going through me. "And believe me, I'm sure the others do too. Even Twilight, she just cares too much to let you get hurt. And to be honest, you're still learning the very basics of magic. Going from that to dark magic straight away is bound to have consequences."
"..Yeah, you're right." I conceded, looking down. "I should be the one to believe in Twilight and her words. I was so excited to be able to use and learn magic and I let it get to my head. I should go apologize to her." I quickly gobbled up the rest of my eggs and stood up, dusting myself off. Fizzlepop nodded and stood with me as we walked back towards our makeshift camp. Walking down the path and turning the corner, I spotted the others as they were just about done packing up. Twilight was the first to notice me and trotted up to me.
"Listen Zale, I wanted-" "Listen Twilight, I was-" We both spoke at once, cutting each other off. I chuckled a little, waving a hand dismissively. "You can go first." I assured. She nodded and continued.
"Zale.. I'm really sorry about yelling at you, I overreacted and let something from the past get to me, even though it wasn't inherently my fault." Twilight's ears lowered and she scuffed at the ground. Kneeling down, I put a hand on her head and pet her, giving a few scratches behind her ear.
"Twilight, I should be the one apologizing. I let the ideas and excitement of learning magic get to my head, and I worried you. I didn't know you had history with Trixie, but that doesn't excuse what I did." I said as a fact. "I walked away from a friend who was dealing with trauma. I should've stayed and talked it out, and for that I am so sorry Twilight-" Before I could continue, she wrapped her hooves around me in a hug, smiling happily.
"You're fine Zale, everypony needs space from time to time. I'm just glad you aren't upset with me."
I returned the embrace with gusto, holding Twilight close. "No matter what happens Twi, I'll always be there for you from now on. Through thick and thin." We sat like that for a little while, Spike giving Twilight a pat on the back. After some moments of solace, we let each other go. "Well, let's get back on track shall we?" Everyone nodded in response, and we continued to go further up the mountain in search for our friends.
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

The sun was at the peak of the sky by now, indicating it was noon. I pulled out my phone to check the time, and the screen read 12:46 PM. We continued and made a decent amount of progress towards the peak in relative silence, with Chrysalis and Twilight teaching me some more arcane magic along the way. Chrysalis taught me another offensive spell, although she had to go into detail because it was much more complicated than shooting out raw energy. The spell itself was named 'Minor Concuss', which Chrysalis demonstrated as arcane magical energy used to slightly overwhelm the senses, causing someone to very temporarily lose focus and stun them. To compliment this, Twilight was in the process of teaching me a basic defensive spell which was basically a barrier. The lesson this time wasn't as confusing when she taught me levitation earlier now that I had a little understanding of the fundamentals, but it was still pretty difficult.
"Zale, I don't know what it is but there's something extremely off about your magical aura.. It doesn't fit any of the categories, are you sure you aren't using dark magic?" Twilight raised a brow.
"I'm not using any spells that involve dark magic within the pages," I specified. "As for the property of my magic itself, I can't be sure. The grimoire itself is what's allowing me to use magic at all in the first place, so I guess I shouldn't be surprised if it is." Twilight nodded.
"Well.. I guess that's fine. The spells we're teaching you shouldn't have to draw so much on that power, whatever it is."
I grunted in frustration. "Twilight, I don't really understand how to maintain this barrier, let alone any spell without it becoming too strong and fizzling out." Yesterday with the magic bullet spell I was able to at least cast it successfully even if I made it too powerful, but the barrier would cancel itself out after a few seconds, leaving me with a small headache each failed attempt. "Levitation seems to be the only thing I'm decent at controlling. Am I not concentrating enough?" 
"Actually, I think you might be focusing too hard." Twilight mentioned. "You're pouring too much energy at once into your spells, causing them to overload and drain you faster than normal. Then again I don't know how much capacity you have for magic, seeing as you're actually learning pretty quickly I would say it's above average at least." Nodding, I lifted my grimoire in my magic and tried again. Twilight was still eyeing the book with caution, but otherwise watched on as I attempted the spell again. I exhaled, not forcing it as much as I went through the basic motions. Letting the flow of magic escape outside of my body in front of me, shaping it into a dome around me as much as I could and solidifying it. The barrier was a shadowy gray, with wisps of red leaking out of it. Instead of pouring more energy outwards, I tried maintaining a consistent flow. It was fluctuating at first, but then the barrier stabilized. It lasted for about 25 seconds before I let it go, panting for breath.
Twilight clapped her hooves. "There you go! That was much better, you lasted almost as long as I did when I first learned this spell." She said proudly. 
"How long did you last?" Fizzlepop asked.
"If I remember correctly, it was around half a minute. Thirty-three seconds to be exact." Twilight recalled. "And that was while standing still. Doing it while moving takes much more effort, let alone maintaining it."
"Yeah.. you don't say." I snarked between breaths. I was smiling though, happy about making such progress. Sure, I was still on the bare minimum basics but with these I could at least hold my own against a common unicorn, according to Chrysalis. "Well, as much as I want to keep going I better conserve my energy for the rest of the climb."
"Agreed" Chrysalis nodded. "We're still in the dark about what we're expecting, but if he can overpower both Princess Celestia, Luna, Starlight and the elements, we should be as prepared as we can." The group fell silent at that. I mean, what were we supposed to do if we ran into 'Him'? We couldn't take him head on, we'd be putting ourselves in way too much danger. We needed a strategy.
"Let's come up with a plan." I said aloud, grabbing the attention of the others. "We won't be able to fight this guy head on if he has that much power on his side. Chrysalis, those artifacts you mentioned before, do you know what they are exactly?" Chrysalis nodded, looking down in thought.
"I know most of them and their origins, but there was two I wasn't familiar with," She casted a magical projection, showing multiple items in the images, five in total. The first one looked like a shattered piece of rock attached to string. "The first artifact is a fragment of the changeling throne, something I already had in my possession when I was first captured. The throne itself was far more potent, but even a fragment of if would allow me to absorb magic directly from anything and anyone, even the earth itself to a lesser degree." Chrysalis showed us a projection of the next artifact, which resembled a crown.
"Wait, is that.. is that the Storm King's crown!?" Fizzlepop asked in disbelief. Chrysalis nodded slowly, guilt crossing her face. "How did you get that? Wasn't it encased in obsidian along with the.. shattered remains of the king himself?" 
"That's where the throne fragment comes into play, it absorbed the energy and nullified the magic keeping the crown in it's prison, allowing me to take it off. As for the Storm King, he wasn't vital to 'His' plan so I left him where he was." Fizzlepop nodded in understanding, ears splayed back slightly. Chrysalis continued. "The crown gives the wearer the ability to control the elements and boosts the potency of elemental spells by a significant margin, such as fire, ice, wind etc, enough to create and manipulate what would otherwise be natural disasters, hence the name 'Storm Crown.' With this in his possession, he only grew more powerful than he already was. Normally it's useless without The Staff of Sacanus, but if the wearer already poses the knowledge and power of elemental magic that part can be skipped."
I gulped, daring to ask, "So.. the burn marks and the scorches that were in the throne room..?" Chrysalis nodded. "I figured.." Remembering the piles of burnt pony corpses, remembering them being taken to the burial grounds. Nine guards lost their lives in the line of duty that night, and Celestia had to write a letter letting their families and loved ones know what had occurred and about their unfortunate demises. Fizzlepop must have noticed my mood dip, as she was by my side nuzzling my hand. I gave her reassuring pets letting her know I was fine. "So, what about the other three?"
"The last one I know of was a rune carved ring called The Balancer," Chrysalis pulled up the image. It was a golden ring with twin snakes shaping the crest, facing opposite of each other. It had runes carved into the sides in a language I wasn't familiar with at all. However as I observed the writing, my grimoire glowed bright red this time, and a quick sharp pain entered my system. I grunted in pain, holding my head with a hand.
"Isaiah, what happened? Are you okay?" Fizzlepop asked in concern. 
"Yeah, I'm oka- woah.." I stopped myself as the runes on the ring translated itself. "The Balancer" I read aloud in a foreign language. Chrysalis and Twilight gasped in surprised, and I even scared myself. "What the hell was that?" 
"T-That was ancient draconic!" Twilight explained. "That language was recorded and found in the Umbrium ruins which dates to over two thousand years ago, possibly even older than the princesses!" Now that shocked me. "How did you read that!?" I looked down at the grimoire, still glowing dimly in front of me. 
"I think it was the magic from my grimoire. It glowed bright before the words just came to me." everyone looked on in fascination as I closed the book.
Chrysalis cleared her throat. "As I was saying.. yes, this artifact is indeed of draconian origin. The runes magnifies the scale of spells and range at which they are able to be casted, the power of the scaling depends on the user." Chrysalis explained in detail. "It can be anywhere from double to quadruple. As for the last two artifacts, well.." She pulled them both up into the projection as we walked, now entering a cave. Twilight cast a spell that emitted a small orb of light that followed behind her, letting us see deeper in. One of the two remaining artifacts resembled a black sword hilt with no blade with a red gem crested into it. The other one was what caught me off guard, and sent a chill down my spine. It was a grimoire, eerily similar to my own. The noticeable difference was the one in the projection was much cleaner and pristine than my own. It had a jet black cover, and a dark orange circular symbol on the front, While I looked over at my own, it was still the same. Tattered and dirty cover, no real distinguishing features.
"An empty sword hilt, and this grimoire. I have no knowledge of the origin or the power that these two artifacts hold, so these are the wild cards," Chrysalis continued. "He was extremely clear about not going near these two, as they are most likely soul-binding relics." I nodded, looking ahead as far as the light shined in the cave. We traveled in relative silence after that, deep in thought. What could we do about these powerful relics? If we could somehow take them, even one of them away and use it against him we may have a fighting chance since they seemed so powerful. But would we even get the chance? What if he's there waiting for us right now? I was thinking of different scenarios and ways we could continue if it got to that point until I heard a familiar voice echo in the cave.
"W-who's there!?" the feminine voice asked seemingly on alert. I froze as I caught my breath in my throat.
"Starlight!? Is that you!?" I shouted back. A few moments passed before she responded.
"..Isaiah?" Starlight answered back a bit quietly this time. Running ahead, we rounded the corner and there she was, looking worse for wear, but alive.
We found Starlight Glimmer.

	
		Chapter 23: Upwards



The caves echoed the last of our steps as we entered the small crevice we found our lost friend in. The only sounds emanating from the caves where the damp drips of moisture from the celling, the distant ambiance of the wind howling from one of the other openings of the cave, and the heavy panting from the unicorn mare.
There was a moment of silence between us, and I look at Starlight's form. To say she looked horrible would be an understatement, cuts and bruises littered her coat, her mane was marred with sweat and blood. There was a very noticable gash in her left flank down to her hoof which had started to close up and form a scab. Starlight's eyes looked exhausted and she was breathing heavily, and it wasn't only because of the altitude. She was the first to break the silence.  "What are you all doing here!?" Starlight asked us, fear ridden on her face. That fear turned to confusion when she spotted the changeling queen. "And what is she of all ponies doing here?" She pointed a hoof towards Chrysalis.
Kneeling down beside Starlight, I answered. "Chrysalis is here to help us, but I'll explain more later," I checked over her body once more, wincing at her wounds and smell. "Let's get you cleaned up for now.." I held her hoof in hand and for a few moments, I stayed there with her. I brought my head down until her hoof connecting with my forehead, fresh tears running down my cheeks. Tears of joy. "Oh Starlight.. I was so afraid I'd lose you," I spoke between soft sobs. "My first and best friend in this world.. I-I couldn't bare anything happening to you."
I heard clip-clop of hooves behind until I felt a hoof on my shoulder. Looking back, I saw Fizzelpop along with Twilight, Spike and Chrysalis together. "Isaiah was so very worried about you, you know," Fizzlepop stated with a solemn smile. "He was the first to even volunteer to find and rescue all of you." Twilight nodded in confirmation, her horn aglow with her signature aura before a soft glow emanated around Starlight's body. The cuts closed up and healed, and the blood started to clear up from her coat and mane. The gash remained however, the wound still exposed to the open air.
Twilight looked at Starlight apologetically. "This is all I can do for you right now, Sorry Starlight. Do you think you can walk with some help?" Starlight waved a hoof dismissively. 
"It's okay Twilight, thank you. I think I can mana- Agh!" Starlight grunted in pain as she tried to stand, but it only served to agitate her wound. "Heh.. If I had any magic left I could probably fix this up until we got back to Canterlot." She chuckled halfheartedly looking down, ears splayed back. "I didn't want you to see me like this, let alone come up here in the first place.. but I'm glad you came when you did."
"Of course we came, we wouldn't just leave you hanging." Spike stated triumphantly. "Do you know where Princess Luna is? Or Fancy Pants?" Starlight nodded.
Starlight looked away with a pained expression. "I do, and I know where he's keeping the rest of the ponies he's foalnapped, but some of them.." She trailed off. "..He turned them into monsters, and.. I'm afraid that includes Princess Luna." Twilight and Spike gasped at the news, shocked. Chrysalis looked troubled, but thoughtful as she processed the information. The way she said that.. 
Fizzlepop spoke up. "What do you mean 'turned them into monsters'? Is it come kind of mind control"? 
Starlight hesitated. "I.. I'm not really sure. He cast some kind of dark magic from an ominous looking grimoire I haven't seen before, and the next thing I knew, Princess Luna with about five other ponies began morphing into twisted looking creatures! I would've been next, if it wasn't for Princess Luna. She maintained control for just long enough to cast a teleport spell to get me away from the peak. And now, those creatures patrol the entrance and the peak of the mountain, along with her. Her form looks similar to Nightmare Moon's, but.. something that came straight out of Tartarus." I was able to keep my composure now that we have Starlight, but my mind wandered to how Princess Celestia would react to this. What would happen if we couldn't get her back? Could we turn her back to normal? Shaking the thoughts out of my head, I focused my attention back to Starlight. "I'd only slow you down if I went with you guys, but you probably don't want to run into that guy head-on. He's still in there along with those artifacts, last thing I remember." An idea started to form in mind, but I needed to make sure I could pull it off. I take out my grimoire from the clip of my waist, holding it in front of me to show Starlight. She noticed it when I heard her gasp and stutter. "W-what-Isaiah! Where'd you get that!?" She asked with obvious worry. "Do you know what this is!?"
I nodded. "Yeah, I do. I found it in a hotel room we booked in Vanhoover the other night, we don't know who it actually belonged to, and neither did the manager. And yes, it's already bound to me." I explained. "But hear me out, I think I might have an idea on how we can pull off this rescue mission, but I need to make sure of something. Twilight?" I turned to her with an eyebrow raised. "Do you ponies have something akin to a cast or a walker for a wound like this?" I asked pointing to the gash on Starlight.
"Yes we do, but we don't have anything like that with us Zale." Twilight responded apologetically.
"Can you show me what it looks like by itself and on a pony?" Twilight tilted her head at that with confusion. "If this works, I'll go into more detail about the plan I have, and we can iron it out from there." I explained. Twilight hesitated at first, but nodded, showing a magical projection of both the object and what it would look like on an equine form. I carefully observed the images for a couple of minutes. "What are the walkers usually made out of?"
"W-well, the cushion where the leg is held in place is usually made out of fuax leather or soft plastic," she began while rotating the image of the walker, pointing with a hoof. "Here, the support is made from small pvc pipes and are connected to small rotating wheels, meant for easy transportation with a somewhat major leg related injury. But what does that have to do with anything?"
"Okay, Twilight, I need you to not freak out this time. Just wait, watch and please trust me okay?" Twilight's features filled with concern at first, but she sighed dejectedly and nodded. "Thank you." Sitting down next to Starlight, I open the grimoire and start focusing blocking out all outside sound. Closing my eyes, I put the image of the pony walker in the forefront of my mind while the red glow came from the grimoire and the pages started to turn, Just like when I tried to conjure a guitar this morning. I focused on the shape of the structure, the texture and the weight. I felt the object forming, but it was still only a small whirlwind of energy. I grunted as the conjure started to drain me. Then I remembered something. Actually, I think you might be focusing too hard. Those words echoed in my head. I exhaled and relaxed, letting the energy flow more naturally instead of forcing it. This time, I felt the object gain permeance and the object took form. I opened my eyes to see the red glow envision what I desired to create, before finally with one last red flash, I had done it. I conjured a walker for starlight. "Sweet! It worked!" 
Twilight's eyes were now bulging out of her head in shock. I noticed that she had another paper bag in her magic, assuming she was hyperventilating while I was preforming the spell. "B-But, wha- I-I don't even-" I cut her off by putting my hand up. 
"Now that I know I can conjure things based off an image and a rough description, I'll tell you about the plan later. For now," I turned to Starlight and helped her up. She too had a shocked expression, looking at the walker in awe. I gave her a hand and put it on, strapping it to her waistline.
"How did you do that?" Starlight asked, still awestruck by the now solid foundation of my conjure. "For something to have this much detail and physical integrity would require a great deal of understanding in arcane, illusion and conjuration! Not to mention an extremely good imagination with great creativity!" She said impressed as I put her hind leg onto the cushion. She winced slightly, but relaxed as she fitted into it. Testing it, she walked around while pulling the contraption with her a little. It held up, and looked up at me as I stood. "This feels so real! How long did you set it to last?" 
I paused at the question, not really thinking about that particular aspect. After a moment, I responded. "Well you see, I didn't really set a specific amount of time it should last," I pondered. "I didn't even think about it. Peter didn't really mention how long my constructs would last, but I assume it would last as long as I was nearby? I could probably recall it too to recycle the energy, in theory. I can experiment with it some more another time." 
Starlight nodded. "As interested as I am to get to know the type of magic your grimoire holds, it's probably best to push it aside for later, until after we rescue everypony. Right, Twilight?" Starlight smirked knowingly at the purple alicorn mare, who had been writing away in a notebook. Looking up Twilight smiled sheepishly with a blush before clearing her throat and putting it away with a poof.
"Do you think you can manage with the walker up the rest of the way?" Chrysalis asked. Starlight looked towards the changeling queen once more.
"..Before I answer that, think you can explain to me why you're here now?"
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

I wasn't sure how long we were in that cave for, but we reemerged on another end. It was short enough that the sun was still well above the horizon, but long enough for our eyes to need readjusting, the sun in question working in tangent as a pseudo flashbang. Squinting through the bright light, I waited for my eyes to greet the sunlight once again. After a few moments my vision returned, and I pulled out my phone to read the time. 4:17 PM, if I had to guess we probably were in that cave for about two and a half hours. During that time I gave a rundown about what happened in Canterlot since the foalnapping, Chrysalis's side of the story, and how I came across this grimoire and the being that resided inside. Starlight was surprised about Chrysalis's change in character, but she happily welcomed her as a friend. Chrysalis tried play it off cool, but we could tell she was relieved about her acceptance. 
After that, I went over the details of the plan I had to both infiltrate the cave and rescue the captured ponies. After some debating, we figured it would be safer to rescue the non-turned ponies first including Fancy Pants, but in order to do that we had to sneak past the sentinels He placed outside near the peak and entrance. I also tested out a couple more spells along the way, with mix results. Since I had an affinity with both conjuration and illusion, I had attempted something akin to an invisibility spell.
"So Chrysalis remember, I'd very much rather knock out and/or restrain the patrols outside than.. kill them. Once we get to that part anyway. They were once ponies, and I'd like to get them back to their homes alive." Chrysalis nodded. Satisfied, I turned to Twilight and Starlight, still wheeling along with the walker. "Twilight, Starlight, once we manage to capture at least one of them, you two work on finding a way to turn them back to normal. While we're gone, we'll try to grab the artifacts if they're inside and Spike will deliver them to help." And lastly, I turn to Fizzlepop and Spike. "As for you two, stay outside and keep watch on the patrols. After we secure the ponies inside, you two are with me along with Chrysalis and we ambush the patrols. Spike, you'll know when. I'll cast the invisibility spell on my signal if we need it. Are we clear?" Fizzlepop stood at attention and Spike threw up a salute. Smiling, I relaxed, not realizing how tense I've been. "And if we run into 'Him', we absolutely must avoid contact. I'd rather use our last resort for emergencies, or not use it at all." I ran a hand over my grimoire, still secure in it's strap.
"You know, even though we ironed out the details, you came up with this plan and honestly, you'd make for an impressive commander." Chrysalis noted with approval. "I think it's the best chance we've got despite the odds."
"It's almost like you have experience with leading a charge," Fizzlepop added. "It's a very valuable skill any leader strives to learn and sharpen."
I shrugged, scratching my head. "I don't really know where it came from, not like I can remember that much right now anyway." I sat down in underneath an overhang, getting some shade and catching my breath. The others followed suit shortly afterwards. "Besides, I have to keep my promise to Lily and Celestia." I looked down at my hand, forming it into a tight fist. "They trusted us to rescue everyone and come back alive. Trusted me. I won't let them down.. I.. I don't want to disappoint them.. I.." Before I could finish, darkness enveloped my vision. Sounds became muffled as I fell into the abyss.
~ ~ ~ ~ > > flashback < < ~ ~ ~ ~

"Watch our rear, they're getting ready to push!" I ordered my platoon through my headset. "How are things over at the enemy base Nick?" 
"Their defense team is occupying the mountain right now, but we're pushing them back while the flex team pincer's them from the back." Nick responded immediately. "We'll be at their base soon, and I'll use 'Command to Gather' and we all attack at once!" I smiled triumphantly at the news. An all out territory war broke out between seven guilds, including the one I was in. I'm currently on shotcalls, leading my team of players to cut off their attackers and delay them as much as possible so our other team, Nick's, could infiltrate and destroy their defense as we made our move. Currently only two guilds remained, ours and the enemy.
"Make sure you all stay with your designated parties and don't chase, Flex will take care of the rest! Let's push through the front line, head straight through and pop cooldowns!" I ordered to my party as my avatar sped through the enemy's main frontline, with my own following suit. "Take care of the ranged and supports first! Marked one!"
The skirmish was going overwhelmingly good for us. We took out their backline with ease, causing the frontline to fall apart as our backline went on the offensive. They were scattered as their numbers fell, we lost a couple of our own but our players would respawn sooner than theirs thanks to the flex team's efforts. At this point Nick's team already took out their defenses, and as soon as I was about to make the call, the Command to Gather skill was activated. We all accepted and teleported directly into the enemy base. Their towers and supplies were already destroyed, and they couldn't regroup evenly. They had no chance. After about another 5 minutes of total annihilation, we completely wiped out their base, claiming the territory as our own. 
"Hell yeah! Nice work guys, I'm proud of you all!" I praised my teammates for their amazing coordination and camaraderie, adrenaline still flowing through my system. "Nick, you're amazing dude."
"Nah man, you're the one who came up with this strategy." Nick noted dismissively. "I just trusted you and followed suit and adjusted based on your plan dude, you rock!"
"I'd never disappoint my guildmates. After the blunder last time, I've picked up a thing or to. I won't let you guys down ever again. Trust me."
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

I groaned, slightly nauseated after regaining consciousness. I opened my eyes, and noticed the starry night sky which graciously help the full moon in all of it's glory, indicating I was out for at least four or five hours. I looked around with my eyes readjusted, and saw my companions sleeping forms scattered about the makeshift camp. Chrysalis was still awake, but she hasn't noticed me yet it seems. Feeling slight movement on my right side, I looked down and saw Starlight lying beside me on my right, with the walker leaning against the stone wall. On my left was Fizzlepop, who was also stirring from her sleep.
"So, you're finally awake." A familiar two toned voice acknowledged. "I've already scouted a bit ahead and stayed watch, making sure we don't run into an ambush."
"Thanks for that Chrysi," I let out a quiet yawn. I pulled out my phone without trying to disturb Starlight too much until it was time. 9:47. "13 more minutes to go." I sighed in relief, grateful I wasn't out for any longer. That action seemed to wake up my sleeping buddies, who both yawned before looking up at me and with those adorable tired eyes.
"Isaiah, was that another memory?" Fizzlepop asked with concern in her voice. I nodded, chuckling a little. Twilight and Spike were awake as well by this point, smiling a bit at my cheerful mood. I told what I recalled at the time, about how I was really competitive in a video game I played in my world, an MMORPG. I assumed the experience I had commanding groups and teams transferred over well and I could think of plans both in and outside of the box, and that probably explained why I was so confident this would work. I was also kind of a risky player at times, and this was no different since this plan mostly revolved around not running into Him. If we did, we'd have to have a means of escape, or worst case scenario we'd have to fight. Twilight has a backup plan for that with a pre-prepared mass teleport spell outside of the cave while we went inside, but if some of us were cut off for some reason or couldn't leave the cave, I'd have to use my last resort. I really hope it didn't come to that.
Chrysalis let out an impressed hum. "If I still had one I'd appoint you as a commander in my Hive." I raised an eyebrow at that. "A story for another time." Chrysalis looked up at the full moon above us. "It's time to begin." We all nodded and with that, Chrysalis, Tempest, Spike and I went ahead while Twilight and Starlight Stayed behind to prepare the spell. Before I left, I was reminded of something. 
"Starlight, I'm not sure how far away from my conjures I can be without it disappearing, if it disappears at all. So to be safe, I'll have to recall it." I mentioned. "It would be safer, wouldn't want you to suddenly lose balance and cause your injuries to worsen." 
Starlight nodded in agreement. "Right, do what you have to do," her features were determined, but shifted quickly to worry as she looked up at me. "And.. please be careful, alright?" I smiled, and gave her a thumbs up. Walking up to the conjured pony walker, I opened my grimoire and held my hand out, focusing on retrieving the energy. The book floated in front of me with a red glow, and the walker glowed in turn. The essence flowed around and back into me as the walker dissolved slowly at first, but quickened as I familiarized myself with the action. Soon enough the process was done, and the walker was gone like it never existed. 
"Alright well, we're off." Starlight and Twilight waved after us until we disappeared higher up the cliff and into the night sky. 
~ ~ ~ ~ > > < < ~ ~ ~ ~

"I'm well aware of what Starlight told us but.. I certainly wasn't expecting this." Chrysalis whispered in utter shock on my left. Spike was trembling, but steeled his gaze in preparation as he clenched is claws on my right. Fizzlepop was also on my right, and we were hiding just behind an outcrop of rocks acting as a natural barricade to observe the entrance from. The entrance to the cave was way bigger than I imagined it to be, but then again this used to be a dragon's nest from what I've heard. But that wasn't the main thing that drew all of our attention. 
That honor went to the single entity that was surrounded on all sides by three other monstrous forms. A sickly blue and black aura surrounded and completely covered the creatures hooves in the center, which now looked jagged and uneven. It panted heavily as a putrid glowing orange liquid drooled from it's open maw down onto it's eroded purple armor. It's horn was split into a cascade of needles and spikes halfway up, and behind it a purple helmet that gleamed in the moonlight. it's eyes were also colored the same orange, with a single black slit pupil.
"I-Is that really.. P-Princess Luna..?" Spike asked, not wanting to believe it for a second. Fizzlepop nodded slowly.
"It has to be.. and it doesn't seem like she'll go down without a fight." Fizzlepop mentioned before observing the sky. There was one more creature sitting atop the entrance to the cave with it's crooked wings spread wide looking dead ahead, occasionally looking on all sides. Luckily it seemed to have a pattern we could follow, so we ducked when his eyes would land on the outcropping, hiding just beneath it. It's gaze would linger on for about ten seconds before he checked the other side for a similar amount of time, his unending stare returning to the center for longer, about thirty seconds.
And thirty seconds was more than enough. "Alright, now!" I whispered to Chrysalis. On queue, she activated her teleport spell and I activated my invisibility spell so we wouldn't get immediately caught inside. A green circle opened up under us and we went through, appearing a little ways inside the cave, enough to be out of earshot of the patrols. Just then we both turned invisible from my spell, but just for 1 minute at most for each of us. The downside of this spell was the more subjects I cast on it at once, the shorter it lasted unless I put more energy into it, but it drained me too quickly. I tried to get all four of us inside at first, but further testing proved the spell lasted 1/4th of the time, so around fifteen seconds or so. The upside was, the subjects could still see each other, so coordination was easy. I could put more energy into the next cast up a maximum of 3 minutes before I couldn't anymore for the two of us, according to my math.
Crystals lined the cave walls which provided light, as expected from Starlight's time here. It was an orange glow, casting  it's hues along the rocky and jagged outlines of the cave.  The inside was pretty wide, the part we found ourselves in looked more like a laboratory. Various items and tools were scattered about the floor, and what looked like a table held a map of what I assumed to be Equestria. Scribing tools, ink and parchments were littered all over, along with gems that illuminated slightly with various colors. Purple, red and violet were the most prominent ones but there were a scarce few greens and whites. Something akin to an altar was in the middle of the room, stone curved carvings edged off the surface, almost like horns of a ram. It's smooth stone was polished and clean.
I looked around the room once more to make sure I didn't miss anything of note, however Chrysalis already had an answer. "No one is here, and the relics aren't either as far as I can tell." She whispered quietly to me. I nodded, pointing to an opening leading upwards to a natural looking staircase. 
"Let's check up there then." Chrysalis nodded and started to take the lead, that is until we heard raspy coughing from behind us.
We both snapped around in full alert, my grimoire at the ready and Chrysalis's horn aglow with green embers. We waited in silence for around ten seconds or so, not moving in agonizing anticipation. I swallowed hard, and that's when we heard the coughing again. It sounded like it came from behind the altar. 
Slowly, we both approached the altar and circled around it with our invisibility spell still active for another thirty seconds according to my count, so we needn't worry about being seen for a short while longer. What we saw though was something I had not quite expected, but was relieved that we did. It was a pony, one of the hostages I had to guess. He was chained behind the altar out of immediate view, so we didn't notice him at first. He was pretty slim compared to other stallions I've seen around Ponyville and Canterlot, I almost mistaken him for a mare if I didn't see what was between his legs. He had a sky blue coat, and a dark gray slightly messy mane and tail. He looked a little malnourished, I could see a little  bit of his ribcage, and hearing his dry coughs told me he was also pretty dehydrated. On his flank was a cutie mark of a feather and a scale. He was tied down to the altar, and there were little burns and patches of burnt and damaged fur across his torso.
He didn't seem to hear us, but just in case I grabbed Chrysalis's attention. I motioned with my hands, taking my index finger and thumb pinching them together while sliding it across my closed mouth, hoping she understood. It seems like she did thankfully, and her horn glowed with green magic, and the same glowed around the stallions mouth. His eyes shot open when he felt the pressure around his muzzle, and I canceled the rest of the invisibility spell. He grunted and struggled in alarm, fear clear in his azure colored eyes.
"Shhh! Please, calm down." I whispered, motioning with my hands dismissively. "We're here to rescue you and the other ponies here! So please, relax and listen okay? Nod if you understand." His struggling died down, but he was still whimpering slightly. After a moment, he nodded slightly. "Okay good. Now don't freak out, because Chrysalis is here to help too." She took that as cue to walk into is vision, and he immediately scowled at her with a low growl. "I know you're upset with her because of what she did, but I have to ask you to trust her and me when I say she wants to make up for what she's done to you all." His scowl slowly turned neutral, but his eyes were still narrowed. He nodded once more. "Thank you. Chrysi, you can let him go now." She released him of her magic as I untied him from the altar. He was silent while I did so, thankfully. 
When I finished, he spoke. "What are you? I've never seen anycreature like you before." his voice was coarse, but he managed to whisper anyway.
"My name is Isaiah, or call me Zale if you want, and I'm a human. But I'll explain more later, once we are safe and out of here."
He nodded with a small smile. "I'm Light Weight, thank you for doing this." I paused at that, slowly looking up at him. Well shit... I definitely didn't expect to meet him like this, but I couldn't help but smirk. He noticed me staring at him, and raised an eyebrow. "Is.. is something wrong?" 
I shook my head. "No, it's nothing. Do you know where the thing that captured you is?" Light shook his head. "Do you know where the other captives are? If so, can you show us? Quietly." 
"Yes, and that monster hasn't done anything with me for a while now.. so I'm not sure where he is right now." Light Weight mentioned.
"Okay, we'll follow your lead."
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Took me a while to get the structure and pacing how I wanted it to be in this one, but I hope you're ready for the next one!


	images/cover.jpg
For A(Llfe . /

~"V

===





