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		Description

The Great Mistake badly damaged Earth so many decades ago, and humanity has decided on the hardest course of all: to leave. Those chosen to take part in the Seeding know that they are leaving all they know and love behind, but also know that their hardships may pave the way for the survival of humankind. Thousands of ships leave our home, and those left behind, and fly to the heavens. Many will die. Many will never find a home, and float aimlessly in space. But others... others will find new homes. New colonies. And some... will find Equestria.
This story is taken directly from one of my games in Civilization: Beyond Earth, which is an amazing addition to the Civ family. I have enjoyed every second of it, and I hope other game fanatics will test it out too! 
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		Chapter 1- Discovery (Rewrite!) 



	Air forced its way into David’s rapidly thawing lungs; the tweny-two year old man gasped loudly, painful-sounding, and feeling, coughs ripping out. Inside the whirring, hissing cryopod, there was little room to bend over, and David pressed his hands against the glass as he struggled to come fully to. It was a blessing, really. Cryosleep was not a pleasant experience. Black, dreamless sleep, with the strangest feeling of prickles that just does not go away until one wakes up. Gritting his teeth, David slowly flexed his hands, sighing in relief as they moved smoothly. Being an Explorer-Engineer, his hands were his life, and it would suck to have to go to the clinic the second it was up on the ground. That would be a waste of time, and no one wasted time anymore. 
Once David was sure he was fully awake, he went through a mental checklist, slowly moving his hands down his chest, sides, and legs. No points of pain really stood out, and the pod would have alerted him to any /major/ malfunctions in his system. He glanced up at his reflection; grungy, goateed face, with shaggy brown hair? Check. Hazel eyes? Check. Sardonic smile? Oh, double check. He let out a breath, slowly reaching up to tap the release sequence control on the hologlass screen. Immediately, a small screen brightened the formerly opague front of the pod, showing the red V-in-circle symbol of the colony’s sponsor, the NASA-Parker Co-operative. David gave a small, proud smile at the sight of it. Every person on the NASA starship had worked hard to prepare their fledgling movement for this day, for the day when America, when all earthlings, could step onto a new home.
“Welcome back, colonist.”
The voice of the Director of the colony was a deep baritone; David had seen the Director before being put into cryosleep: an African-American, tough and tall, guiding everyone to their proper pod with a soft hand. It had given the painfully overworked at the time David a bit of comfort. The voice now was warm and incredibly pleased, almost vibrating with excitement.
“It has been six hundred and seventy three years since we had left our home. I know that must seem like an immense, impossible amount of time, but…”
He chuckled softly in the audio. 
“Think of how long it’d be without the wormholes! But that is beside the point. We… have done it. You will see once you are released from the pod, but we have found a new world.”
A lightning bolt raced through David’s spine, and he couldn’t help but smile widely. Of course, it made sense- why else would they have been woken up? But to actually hear that… 
“I won’t spoil the moment with a picture of it. You’ll get to see a proper view yourself here shortly, after all. But now I must go over your duty assignments. As an Explorer, you will be among the first humans on the ground, and will be privy to our initial scans. Once you are released, report directly to the Command and Control Center on C-Deck. Your equipment will be waiting for you there, as will your proper briefing from myself, the captain of the vessel, and the captain of the military division onboard the main colony lander. Good luck, Explorer. Let’s get started, shall we?”
“I am all for that, sir,” David whispered, still grinning widely as the glass door slid up into the machinery above. 
Oh dear. The walkways were a veritable madhouse of scrambling people; mostly scientists, judging from their blue jumpsuits, which differed from his silver Explorer uniform. Frowning, David watched as a pair of violet culturists quickly ran to a set of scientists. Sociologists? Already? Shaking his head curiously, David quickly strapped on his ID necklace, turning to jog up the staircases built every few pods down. The staircases were just as crowded as the hallways, but these were stacked more with black-uniformed soldiers and other silver explorers, each giving each other terse nods and soft greetings. David did away with that, simply climbing his way up the stairs towards the “top” of the ship.
The Command and Control Center was built in a large dome structure at the top of the colony ship, allowing a 360 degree view of the space around them. Not that there had been much to view for the on-shift bridge crew these past years, David imagined with a small smirk. That smirk died the second he saw the planet. It was only a small view- the windows cut the view into a dome-like picture. But still… The world was, in a word, incredibly massive. At least two Earths could have fit inside its mass, with a riot of greens, browns, and blues running across it. David’s hands twitched. So much to see…
That familiar baritone chuckled beside him, and a paw of a hand clapped firmly onto the smaller man’s shoulder. Director Aurelias Michaels beamed down at David, his middle-aged face alight with an energetic fire. 
“Beautiful, isn’t it, Explorer?” he asked, sounding both amused, and still a little awed himself. 
David managed to chuckle faintly, trying to stuff his initial panic down, “Very much so, sir.”
David had to make a good impression here. If Director Michaels didn’t like him, he could get the crap jobs- exploring volcanoes or the like. He reluctantly turned towards him, holding out his hand.
“David Winters, sir, Explorer-Engineer.”
Aurelias’ smile only widened, and he gripped David’s hand tightly, giving it a firm pump.
“Good to meet you, David,” he boomed, “I was waiting for you, actually. The Explorer-Captain said you had the highest marks in wilderness survival, improvisation, and reverse engineering. Is that correct?”
Startled, David could only nod, staring up at the Director in awe. Waiting for… him? He bit back a yelp as the taller man quickly led David towards a small group of men and women, and a single, miniature screen. Explorer-Captain Geoffrey Davis, a Caucasian man in his late fifties, grinned faintly at David, giving a nod of greeting. Beside him stood a stiff Asian-American woman; she looked more to be in her late twenties, but wore the blood red uniform of the Head of the Xenobiology Department. She didn’t nod or smile, merely stare at David with a calculating, appraising gaze. David swallowed the sudden lump in his throat. And finally, the armored figure of Captain Dennis Venkin stared impassively at David for just a moment, then turned his attention back to the screen.
David glanced at it, and frowned. 
The hell…
On it was a probe view of a series of tall, stone structures, built into the side of a mountain. Spires rose high into the sky, colored a soft, marble white, and capped with a dull, tarnished metal finish, though parts of the spires seemed weakened and cracked. Water ran down the mountainside from a flowing moat-river, letting steam and spray rise up to partially obscure the view of the sprawling, ruined city around the tall... castle?
“Where… is this?” David asked slowly, frowning, “That doesn’t match any Earth-style castles. Is this from the archives?" What was he missing?  
He gazed up and around at the surrounding crewmembers, eyes widening at the somber expressions on their faces. Director Michaels let out a soft sigh. 
“That’s from the ground, son. This planet is inhabited.”
********************************************
David’s fingers flew over the probe controls, and he blocked out the stunned gazes of the crew behind him. Twenty probes, their views slaved onto the main viewboard, zoomed across the landscape, scans coming back with more and more shocking redoubts. A soil probe revealed that the soil of a large continent on the temperate northern hemisphere held enough nutrients similar to those on Earth to easily allow the growth of many staple crops they had brought with them in the cavernous cargo hold. Indeed, the botany probe was already finding analogues for wheat, apples, corn, and potatoes, and the botany department could practically be heard squealing from their rooms on C-deck. A geology probe, flying into a natural cave, revealed dozens, if not hundreds, of raw diamonds embedded into the wall, and deep-rock scans revealed even more gemstones all across several of the major continents. And the mineral wealth… basalt, bauxite, raw gold veins… David licked his lips slowly. This colony would be phenomenally wealthy. Well… assuming…
“We should scan for other worlds in this system,” the Asian women muttered for the fourth time in as many hours, shaking her head slowly, “There are lifeforms on this world.”
And, for the fourth time, the Director shut her down with a dismissive wave. 
“No,” he replied patiently, “This world holds too much promise to just give it up. Look at the scanner. So far we are only finding small groups of life signs, and all the cities and ruins we have found have been just that- ruins."
The women scowled, jabbing a finger at the screen so hard David was half afraid she might crack it. 
“And they’re spread out across it. At the very least we should land on an island, out of the way of their population.”
“And then we won’t have the proper room to expand ourselves, or study the aliens."
David glanced hesitantly over at the pair of Captains; both men had been staring impassively at his work-screen, scanning the lifeform screens thoughtfully. Captain Venkin was the first to move, moments later, when he lightly pointed to a small patch of darkness on the screen. 
“Here,” he intoned firmly, “It’s sectioned off in a set of forest, with hills and mountains around it we can use as defensive positions. And it’s just close enough to one of the smaller native groups so that we could observe them.”
He glanced up at Davis, who nodded his assent, turning back to a quiet Michaels. 
“Our Explorers can go out, quietly of course, and observe the natives. Let us get a better view of them, their appearance, intelligence. The light-bending armor is operational, of course.”
Venkin’s smile was downright predatory, “And if they prove to be hostile… well, I have four hundred men and women on this ship ready to go hunting, sir."
Yes, let's go hunting the aliens. Definitely the first thing we should do on an unspoiled alien world. Oi.
“It’s too dangerous,” the Xenobiology Head argued hotly, glaring holes in both men, “We don’t know what these aliens are like, what diseases they might have… damnit, they’ll see us landing! If they are intelligent at all, they'll want to check the colony out!”
And that’s my cue! 
David quickly got to his feet, clearing his throat and smiling softly at Director Michaels. 
“That might not be entirely true, sir,” he said quickly, heading off the quickly puffing up civilian, “There seems to be a big storm building up over that continent. Some kind of hurricane, perhaps? Either way, if we hurry, we can land using the storm as visual and audio cover. The natives likely will think our thrusters are thunderclaps.” 
Judging from the grin slowly spreading across the faces of all but the civilian, David could only imagine what his next job might end up being… Whether that was good or bad, well, that’s life. 
****************************

Melanie Storm cackled excitedly as she tightly gripped the controls of the Colonial Landing Vehicle and Prime Colony, storm-grey eyes bright. She hadn’t had this much fun since piloting jets for the ARC paramilitary back on Earth. The storm was bucking and rocking the CLV-PC with everything it had, and Melanie had to keep a white-knuckled grip just to control the descent. To her right and left, her co-pilots, both men, were screaming like little girls. 
“WHY THE HELL AREN’T WE JUST USING THE AUTOPILOT!?” One yelled, staring at Melanie in horror. 
The twenty-seven year old blonde rolled her eyes, smirking back at him slyly.
“Because the autopilot isn’t made for storms, and I’m the best damn pilot here. Now hush, and double-check those scans. That cloud-city we saw had to be some kind of illusion.”
Thankfully the storm had blocked them visually from whatever low-orbit device that “city” had been, but they had plenty of scans of it.  Melanie had had the forethought to launch a few probes to study it for the colony scientists. That might earn her a few ration points later! Chuckling faintly, the pilot glanced at her screen, nodding. Right on check, they’d land safely in the valley, hooking into the geothermal vents their deep-scans had shown were in the rock face below. Melanie was pleased with that- the excess energy from geothermal could be used to charge her wing of Tacjets in the hanger bay, or even one of the dropships. Getting out in the skies again with one of the super-lights would be just…
Melanie shivered in delight, earning concerned looks from both co-pilots. Eh, screw ‘em. ...well, maybe later. 
**********************
Anya Sulucia frowned deeply as she stared down at her datapad, tapping out rapid-fire commands as she walked determinedly for the airlock. The twenty-four year old Indian woman was dressed in her field gear- an exosuit colored blue for her Scientist class, bulky and lined with sensors, evidence bags, and a few test kits. Though she disliked weapons in general, she did keep a SK-12 Sonic pistol on her belt, and knew the weapon inside and out. A nice little stun device on one setting, and a deadly hellion on another. 
“This can’t be right,” she muttered softly, then froze as she thumped into another exosuit-wearing colonist. 
The silver-armored young man glanced back at her in surprise, then smiled warmly.
“Hey Anya!” David greeted cheerfully, “Ready to go?”
David Winters and Anya had been working together in NASA for several years before the Seeding project, mostly on field research into the dangerous Middle Eastern Nuclear Zone. It had been there that they had undergone rigorous field tests for their NASA-Parker handlers, and even more testing once the Seeding project had been announced. It had been damn hard work to get on the same ship together, but neither would have traded partners and been happy about it. Anya trusted David’s gut and aim, and Anya knew David trusted her moral compass and logic more than even that. In a word, they were friends. Good friends.
“Now that my brains have had time to unscramble from that rough landing, yes,” she replied with a smirk, moving over to the locker to fetch her coded helmet. 
“Definitely Melanie’s handiwork,” David replied, already snapping on the airtight seals.
Scans showed that the world had a perfectly breathable atmosphere, but protocol was clear. Exosuits on till virus and bacterial studies could be conducted. Getting some kind of alien superbug in the first week could spell the death of an entire colony. And Explorer teams were the ones who’d be exposed more often than not. Anya glanced over at the rifle David removed from the weapons locker, frowning slightly. 
“Do you really think we’ll need an Armor-Piercing weapon?”
He shrugged, shouldering the long rifle and smiling as it linked up with his suit, “Can never be too careful. We don’t know what the natives even look like yet, or how dangerous they might be. For all we know they can be carnivorous monsters with six heads and tank armor.”
He grinned at Anya’s deadpan look, matching gazes till she finally cracked, giggling a bit. 
“Let’s just get out there,” she admonished, punching his arm lightly and sealing on her helmet, hurrying down towards the airlock.
Signing out at the airlock took longer than Anya expected, but NASA had always been a stickler for protocol. Hopefully that would fade over time. It wasn’t that Anya disliked NASA-Parker- they had saved her family’s home in the Mississippi River Basin, after all, and given her the best job in the world, and were a step up from the ARC conglomerate- but the mountains of digital paperwork could always get a bit… tiresome. Especially when she was so damn excited to step on this alien world, and to possibly even study its inhabitants! Finally, the airlock sequence began, native air hissing in as their own, recycled air  was pumped out. Her armor sensors pinged on a few things right off the bat- more of the strange energy spikes in the very air, and higher-than-normal oxygen levels. Not enough to cause them physical problems, but interesting nonetheless. 
David reached over to pat her armored shoulder firmly, giving it a small squeeze. No words were needed now. This was their destiny, after all. Grinning widely at the majesty of it all, Anya surged forward as the outer airlock door swung open… and sunk calf-deep into a peat bog, falling on her face in the fertile but mushy substance.
*********************
David was still cackling as he dragged them both out of the bog, grinning down at a glaring, huffing Anya. He couldn’t help it! That had been utterly priceless! Idly, he sent in a request to build a support at that particular airlock, so they could move a little more freely next time.
“Look at it this way, Anya!” he exclaimed cheerfully, “The agronomists will be excited that you discovered the best fertilizer for their crops!” 
“Oh shove it,” she snarled half-heartedly, rolling her eyes and stomping her way up the muddy slope. 
The storm they had used for cover had stopped but, oddly enough, the deeply ominous black clouds remained. David frowned as he peered up at them, quickly readying an atmospheric probe with a few flicks of his eyes on the holographic headset the exosuit helmet gave him. His armor was more designed for scanning and observation, linked to Anya, whose gear could analyze whatever he found. Anya glanced over at him, likely noting the atmospheric probe settings flashing on her headset, then peered up at the sky herself. Her sharp intake of breath instantly brought David’s face back up towards the sky, and he gaped up at it in wonder. The object looked shockingly like an ancient Greek acropolis, tall columns and wide buildings set up in a step-up pattern. But... on... clouds. In several places, a rainbow colored liquid seemed to be trickling down from a few buildings.
“Launching probe,” he whispered softly, activating his active camouflage and kneeling down as the silver spheroid launched out of his backpack with a soft hiss of released rockets. 
The probes were only the size of a fist, but were packed with sensors and audio/visual recorders; they had been originally designed as spy-grade remotes, useful for listening in on conversations or spotting for snipers. These were far more benign, which suited David just fine. He and Anya stared, enraptured, at their screens as the probe rose higher and higher, finally poking through the cloud cover. Anya nearly fainted in shock, leaning against David’s side. The probe was zipping through street after street, able to easily punch its way through the "buildings," which seemed to, somehow, be made of clouds themselves. This... was impossible. Amazing! But impossible. 
“The xenobiologists are going to piss themselves when they see this,” he whispered softly.
Anya snorted, “I’m about to piss myself. They must have some kind of advanced technology, somewhere, to-”
A loud, incredulous cry rocked their audio sensors, and both humans froze, turning slowly to their right... and looking right into the face of a rainbow-haired, cyan-coated alien, its ruby eyes staring straight back at them from the thick cover of the forest. It was panting heavily from the loud whinny, trembling heavily and slowly pawing the ground. Anya bit her lip as she slowly turned towards it, keeping her arms raised peacefully. This was... a very big moment. She had to do this just right...
"Hi there, little guy... awww."
God... damnit, David. 
The alien blinked at them in surprise, ears flopping back on its head and eyes going wide. Looking around slowly, staring uncomprehendingly at the massive bulk of the colony lander, then back to the two humans, the alien slowly stepped back... then turned and bolted back into the forest. Anya bit back a curse... then yelped as David raced after the alien.
"Wha- get back here, you idiot!" she screamed, frantically racing after him.
"Turn your armor on and follow it! It'll lead us back to the rest of them!" 
"Or into a trap!" 
"That's why I brought the gun!" 
Anya groaned loudly, blinking at the eye-sensitive display in her helmet to turn on her armor's light-bending technology, leaving her all but invisible in the dense brush. Damn David and his excitable nature. If this got them killed, she was going to kill him in the afterlife!
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		Chapter 2- Observation (Rewrite)



	David was letting out a litany of curses that would have made a sixteenth century pirate proud as he and Anya raced through the dense undergrowth, their light-bending exosuits making them only a blur to observers. Anya had a firm hand on David's back, small pressure changes with her fingers telling exactly when and where to change directions or to duck. It was a system they had made together during their field trials; they truly worked best as a team. David was thankful for the assistance, as he was also doing his absolute damnest to keep the fast little alien in his sensor-sights. 
The creature was definitely an equine of some kind, and was as fast, maybe faster, than its kind back on Earth. But no equine known to science ever had wings. As far as David could tell, they were vestigial- the alien had yet to take flight, and they seemed far too puny to get its body into the sky for anything more than a glide, at best. But it knew the forest far better than the clumsier humans, who tended to just smash through the briars and branches in their path. 
"I really hope we're not being led into an ambush!" Anya muttered nervously, a few probes flying from her backpack as she twitched her eyes on the controls. 
David grinned shakily and chuckled, his hand clenching tightly on his rifle. He hoped not either, but he dared not voice that again. This WAS his idea. The forest gave way to a clearing rather abruptly, and the equine put on a frantic burst of speed, heading for the relative shelter of a nearby cave. It was a small entrance, carved into the side of a low, loamy-looking hill. But it was the object about a hundred yards away from the hill that had drawn the attention of the humans. It was a single massive crystal, its color shimmering between blue, red, and orange, spinning inside a large black ring. Completely ignoring gravity as it sat several feet in the air, seemingly watching over the cave like a protector. ...or a predator. 
"That looks alot different than the other ruins," Anya whispered, voice holding a small degree of awe, "My god, how is it... floating... some kind of antigravity..." 
"Uh, Anya..." 
"I have to get more probes, a field lab. If we could find a way to reverse-engineer that technology..." 
"Anyaaaa..."
"This could be one of the biggest scientific dis-" 
"ANYAAAA!" 
"WHAT?!" 
David moved his head to one side so his partner could see, "We have guests." 
About two dozen other equines had slowly stepped out from the cave, their stance unmistakeably wary. Larger, broader equines stood in the center of the mass of aliens, their chests puffed out and large, expressive eyes locked on the humans. On the flanks stood more of the winged ones; they walked stiff-legged, wings stretched out wide to make themselves appear bigger. Here and there, David spotted a few hulking brutes of their subtype, though these sported odd, bat-like wings and large fangs curving out of their mouths. Bringing up the rear were a dozen or so tall, thin equines with long, sharp horns gracing their foreheads. These, out of all of the aliens, struck David as something being wrong with them. They were walking slowly, heads hanging, their grayness seeming more ashy, while those of the others, minus the rainbow-colored one, were simply dark. 
"What should we do?" David asked Anya quietly, grateful for the fact that he could turn off his external audio.
"It's a threat display," Anya hissed quietly, "We need to back off. We can get the Rangers and biologists to come back to this place, paddock it off. This is their home, and I'm willing to bet they'll defend it. They probably have young inside."
David nodded slowly, "Right. So, we slowly walk back and-" 
A flash of color in the corner of his vision; David spun, leveling his rifle- right at a trio of small equines that barely came up to his knee. They had frozen in place, trembling- each one a different subtype of the equines and each having just a bit of color to their bodies, unlike the others. The winged equine had a small tinge of purple to her mane, while the horned creature had a little pink to hers. The "unadorned" equine had some yellow to her fur, and a few streaks of red in her mane. ...David wasn't sure how he knew they were female, but...
Back in the herd of equines, one of the broader equines gave a startled whinny and jerked in the line, stomping its hooves, making the small, yellow furred one wince. The mother, perhaps? David struggled to remember horse herd dynamics, and if they might work with weird, small alien... ponies.  Letting out a tense breath, David slowly lowered the weapon to the grass, kneeling down and slowly holding his hand.
"What are you doing?!" Anya hissed. 
"Hopefully something soothing," he replied quietly, "Now hush."
Very slowly, careful not to put too much pressure on the head, David trailed his suited fingers over the alien's furred ears. The fur was quite thick, he found, and he imagined it was soft. The already wide eyes of the alien widened even more for a moment... then closed, a deep rumbling rushing through her, followed by a soft noise.
"It's... purring!" 
With each pet, the little equine leaned more and more into David's hand, a smile stretching over her rounded muzzle. He could feel the purrs through his fingers. It was easily the most adorable thing David had ever witnessed, bar none. And he had been to Tokyo at night.  Peering up, David tensed, his hand freezing for a moment. The herd of equines had edged closer, though the hostile body language had slowly bled out of them. They seemed hesitant. but curious. A somewhat pink maned pony poked her head out of the main herd, staring curiously up at Anya before edging out to nudge at her legs. 
"Oh, no, don't... oh... oh god, you're so cute..."
David grinned back at his partner, suppressing a chuckle as he watched her pet the surprisingly perky, compared to her fellows, equine. After a moment's thought, his eyes flicked up to connect his body camera directly to the feed on the colony lander, and attach his audio sensors. 
"Director, sir? You have to see this." 
*************************
Aurelias sighed heavily as he stood in front of the three parties, doing his best to keep from looking as fed up as he felt. Each of the three groups represented the various scientific teams on the colony- the xenobiologists, the manufactoring teams, and the geneticists. All of them incredibly intelligent. And all of them just as incredibly impatient, more than likely escalated by the cocktail of cryo drugs still working out of their systems, and the stress of the most recent discovery by the explorers. Hell, he was stressed out by the recent discovery! Alien life! Not just microbes, or tiny insects, but mammals! Honest to god mammalian life with, from initial reports, dog-like temperaments. The only way it could be better is if the aliens laid golden eggs and puked biofuel! 
One would think that, like the rest of the crew, the cadre of scientists before him would be more focused on the single largest discovery in mankind's existence, besides the Inflection Point that sent them here. But...
"I have to insist, Director Michaels," one of the geneticists spoke up, tone tense and highly irritable, "My team needs to have all of our scientific resources focused on Project Promethean. Upgrading our people-"
"Takes too long!" One of the manufactors snapped instantly; the younger woman shot a glare at the male rival, "You're talking gene research! Genetic therapy! We don't have that kind of time; if we want to survive on this world-"
"We need to focus on it."
Michaels blinked and exchanged a surprised glance between himself and a scientist who had said the exact same sentence; he was the youngest present, in his late twenties, with the jumpsuit and silver ball insignia of the Xenobiologist department.
Clearing his throat, the young man rather sheepishly went on, "This ecosystem, while similar to our own on Earth, it still vastly different. We can't adapt to it until we understand it better. My teams have been studying the ponies for the past few days. For animals, they are incredibly intelligent. They have a highly developed frontal lobe, problem-solving skills, a strong herd mentality... we believe they could be domesticated quite easily. Another labor force to add to the robots, or a way to keep morale up over the colony. Either way..."
"They're our sole focus, scientifically, for now," Aurelias finished for him, grateful for the help, "I need the manufactory teams working with the ag teams to get the farms up, and to find a mine site. The Genetic teams, I need you to focus on all the virus and bacteria samples we've collected and prepare any kind of gene therapy you need to make us immune to them. Do I make myself clear?"
For a moment, judging from the stern faces turned towards him, Director Michaels was afraid they would disagree, and he would need to call security... but the department heads nodded in acquiescence and turned to rush back for the colony proper. All but the young xenobiologist. He turned back to the Director, and Michaels tilted his head slightly as he looked him over. He was supposed to know all the big scientists on the colony, he had been apart of the vetting process. Messy brown hair, green eyes half-hidden behind thick glasses, lanky, tall body... wait a minute...
"Cole Adams?" Aurelias ventured slowly, grinning at the spark in the man's eyes, "It's good to see you again! Thanks for the back-up there."
Cole chuckled quietly and rubbed the back of his head, "It was no problem, sir. I'm sorry about all that, the heads have been fighting over their agendas since we woke up. Once they thaw some more..."
Aurelias chuckled softly, "I'm hoping so. You were right; we have to focus on learning more about this planet before we turn the focus back to ourselves."
"I actually wanted to speak with you about that, sir," Cole replied quickly, motioning Aurelias to walk with him back towards the pony paddock.
It had been fairly easy to corral the ponies; they seemed to be using the cave as a home, and only ventured out to fetch fruits from a nearby orchard, or nibble on grass. An ultrasonic fence easily kept them from leaving the area immediately outside the cave, and the science teams had been fetching fruits to bring to the ponies, which seemed to cut down mightily on the stress on the animals. Cole led Aurelias over to a small knot of scientists, kneeling around one of the horned ponies, who was lying on the grass, eyes closed. 
"Is it dead?" Aurelias asked quietly, frowning. 
But Cole quickly shook his head and smiled softly, reaching down to run his fingers through the thick mane on the pony's head, "No, sir, just under some anesthetic. There was a thick thorn lodged in her hoof, and we removed it. Took the opportunity to scan her. These creatures are incredibly... heh, we've taken to calling the horned ones unicorns, after that Earth myth." 
Aurelias blinked and grinned, chuckling warmly, "I like that. And pegasuses for the winged ones, then?" 
"Pegasi, sir, but yes." 
One of the scientists, a young Caucasian woman, cleared her throat and lifted an eyebrow, making Cole flush immediately. 
"Right, right, got side-tracked. Anyway, sir, we took the chance to take some samples, and do a full body and brain scan," Cole went on, smiling faintly, "I... believe these creatures have recently undergone an evolutionary, mental shift."
Aurelias blinked slowly, and the team nudged and poked at Cole irritably. 
"Err, what I mean, sir, is that the ponies' all seem to have highly developed brains. The pegasi and 'normal' ponies have brains quite similar to ours, in fact. And the unicorns here seem to have larger than average brains for their kind. All of them are highly developed... I do believe that, quite possibly, we're looking at a race on the verge of sentience."
That stopped Aurelias cold, and he gazed down at the unconscious pony in undisguised awe. That could change everything. Back on Old Earth, genetic experiments on dolphins and whales had led to several being legally declared sentient beings, before the seas were poisoned and many of their species disappeared. Before that point, they had been incredibly useful in mapping the seas and the species within. Aurelias slowly rubbed his chin, frowning slightly at the thick stubble he found there. 
"I don't think we should force it, sir," Cole went on softly, "Not yet, at least. But perhaps if we keep interacting with the ponies, adding to their diet, test their intelligence... well, we may see it in our life-time." 
"Do it, Adams," Aurelias replied in an instant, nodding at the relieved smiles on all the scientists' faces, "Do whatever you feel like you need to do, within reason. Their presence is helping morale as it is, and if we can have them take the place of pets, or even helpers, then it's worth the time." 
Cole smiled and stood up, reaching out to shake Aurelias' hand firmly. Both were relieved and giddy. Maybe, just maybe, the colony would work on this planet. Neither noticed the subtle pulse of the towering pylon several hundred yards away, or the faint wince on the face of the unconscious pony...
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		Chapter 3- Old Thoughts, New Plans



David frowned nervously as he stared up at the crystalline pylon, only half-watching the small metallic probes buzzing around it like so many bees. Something about the device unnerved him, deeply. It drew the eye, but felt repulsive to stand near. And he had noticed that, while the ponies made their home near it, not a one dared to approach the pylon, even the three curious fillies he had befriended. They would merely stare across the field at the strange crystal.
"Anything, Anya?" he asked his partner quietly, glancing over to where the young woman was kneeling, staring at her datapad.
"There is some kind of energy being emanated by this thing," she replied quietly, frowning as well, "Though I'm not sure how. Possibly some kind of reaction to sunlight.” 
David sighed quietly, glancing over towards the pony cave; a few multi-colored faces peered back, wide eyes nervous and fearful. 
What were they so afraid of… 
“I’m going to try a more powerful scan,” Anya announced, typing furiously on her datapad, sending the buzzing drones into a frenzy, blue lights on the underside of their chassis glowing brightly. 
Intuition was screaming a red alert in the back of David’s mind, and he slowly stepped back from the ominous crystal, peering over at his partner.
“Anya,” he started slowly, “I’m not sure if that’s a good idea…”
“This will just take a moment, David, calm down.”
Not for the first time, David cursed the scientific part of his partner. They never trusted their gut, only the hard facts that- oof! The Explorer let out a surprised yelp as he was bowled over by the pink, unadorned pony, her frenzied squeaks and neighs grating on his ears. She desperately nudged and rolled David away from the crystal with her soft hooves and head, then scrambled back towards a stunned Anya. 
Above them, the crystal had begun to glow a horrible, all-encompassing black, practically sucking in the light around it. On the edges of David’s vision, black dots swam, and he frantically scrubbed at his eyes. 
“Get out of t-there!” he screamed hoarsely to Anya, trying to stumble towards her, only to be slammed back to the ground by a trio of frantically neighing ponies, “Get-!” 
And with just the barest sight of Anya being dragged away by the pink pony, the world seemed to explode around David, tossing him headlong into darkness. 
***********************
Michaels let out a string of profane curses as every console on the command deck seemed to fry at once, sparks flying in the faces of his technicians and crew, sending men and women scrambling and screaming in shock. For the briefest second, the room went dark as lights and camera feeds cut out, only for the backup generator, hardened against EMP, to kick them back on. 
“What was that?!” he snapped, voice sharp with tension, “Status report!”
The technicians with powered down screens stared at them in shock, stunned by the loss of such precious data and functions; those with screens still powered up were frantically working to save what they could before it happened again.
“We’ve lost all drones!” one technician shouted tersely, “Mining, biology, botany, all across the board!” 
“Comms are down with the mining team!”
That chilled Michaels’ blood in an instant; the mining team were underground, and if they didn’t realize that they had lost comms, and got lost…
“Get a security team down to the mines, keep trying to reboot their comm system,” he ordered firmly, smiling faintly as the tech nodded and got back to work. 
The crew of the NASA-Parker Colony were well-trained, mastering their panic as they raced to get things back on track, and discover exactly what had gone wrong. Within short order, engineers returned from the lower decks, giving their reports- some kind of power surge from an outside source had blown through the ship’s electrical systems, and the main generator had shut down automatically to avoid critical damage. The teams were currently going through the start-up procedures to get it back up and running again. They had all trained for these kinds of accidents- Aurelias had wanted to be sure that his people were among the best trained in the Seeding. A lot of said training had come from poached ARC workers.
A blaring alarm tensed Michaels up all over again, and he whirled towards the source- the panel and worker in charge for the life sign monitors for all workers outside the main colony. The young man was cursing quickly, double-checking the readings on his screen before spinning around.
"Captain, two of our Explorers are unconscious, life signs weak!"
"Who, where?!" Michaels snapped, all but charging through his crew to get to the panel, eyes widening at the names that were flashing and enlarged. 
Anya Sulucia.
David Winters.
Shit! 
“Down at the paddock, sir!” 
"Send out a medical emergency alert, get them down to the airlock to meet me, now!" he yelled to the furiously nodding ensign, spinning around to rush out the door, “Captain Davis, you have the bridge!”
“Yes, sir!” 
Michaels could not lose his best explorers, not now. Losing a single life would be horrific, but losing them could be disastrous. Scientifically trained explorers were not easy to come by, nor train. Not to mention how close they had gotten to the ponies. If anyone could built a rapport with the aliens, and find a use for them...
The emergency team was very fast; they were suited up in emergency heavy exosuits and out the airlock by the time Michaels' arrived, and by the time he had suited up himself and gotten outside, they had found the victims. Pulled several yards away from the crystalline structure, David and Anya were crumpled up on the ground, clearly unconscious, along with several ponies. Scraps of their jumpsuits were still in the ponies’ mouths, yet there were no immediate injuries or tears visible. 
“Looks like they were trying to pull them,” one of the medics told Michaels quickly, “Not sure from what…” 
“Oh… I think I can guess.” 
Aurelias frowned deeply as he glared across the field at the ominous crystal. He had had a bad feeling about the object since the first time he had laid eyes on it. And not just because of the strange coloration, and its massive size. The ponies seemed genuinely afraid of it, and it was wise to trust the instincts of some animals. Especially rather intelligent ones. And now, something had changed. There was a deep, almost sinister shadow in the center of the crystal, and it was slowly beginning to throb, its un-light expanding. Inside his exosuit, Michaels paled at a soft, ominous clicking. The geiger counter. 
“GET BACK!” He roared down to the medical team, his baritone voice like a blowhorn, “Get all of them back, to the pony cave! Move it, now!” 
The team was already moving, lifting the explorers and ponies onto fold-out stretchers before charging across the meadow. The ponies inside didn’t put up a fight- indeed, they head-butted the humans along, into the shadows of the cave. Aurelias, despite the gravity of the situation, couldn’t help but look around in awe at the strange, curving yellow crystals that lit up the darkest parts of the cave. The crystals ranged in thickness from several centimeters to a meter across, light from the cave entrance arcing through them towards the back of the cavern. Incredible…
Shaking his head, the director did his best to activate his com, tweaking the power to break through the static caused by the crystal’s emanations. 
“Control? Control? This is Director Aurelias. Target the crystal with whatever we have, and destroy it. Do it now!” 
Aurelias cursed quietly at the squeal from his com unit, tossing it aside. He could only hope the message got through, before the radiation grew too great…
****************

“Sir, we have a  radiation alarm coming from the paddock!” a technician shouted, just as static echoed in from the overhead speakers. 
“Control? Cont- This… Direc… crystal… ever we have… stroy it! Do it…” 
Geoffery Davis paled, hearing the panic in the normally unflappable man even through the static. The paddock…
“Do we still have fire control?” Davis barked, armored hands gripping the bridge railing, overlooking the technician pit. 
It took a moment before a young woman shouted up an affirmative. 
“Missiles are down but the railgun is still up, sir! I have a firing solution on the crystal, but the radiation-”
“Fire! Two shots, fire now!” Davis ordered, gritting his teeth to control his panic. 
Had to get those off before they lost targeting… The Lander had been armed with a variety of weapons, almost entirely by Captain Venkin's suggestion, and that of his colonial security detail. No one knew what kind of life any of the worlds they found would have and well… better to not need it and have it, and all that… This specific Lander had two missile tubes for Anaconda surface-to-air missiles, a launcher for Wyvern surface-to-surface rockets, and a brand new electromagnetic railgun. The whine of it charging cut through even the terse talking of the bridge. 
Thump. Thump. 
“Tracking… direct-”
And a purple light suffused everything.
	*********************

David groaned shakily as consciousness slowly returned, joining with a dull, painful throbbing in the front of his head. Eyesight took a moment to return as he opened his eyes- did he have a concussion? Again? Fuck. He had been tucked up against one of the ponies- the lithe blue and dull-rainbow maned one, it looked like from what he could see from this position. Turning his head slowly, not wanting to scare the creature, David squinted- other humans were in the cave, exo-suited security troopers and medics, from their suit colors. And was that… the Director? 
Rainbow horse-hair drifted across his face as the mare nuzzled at his hair gently- someone must have removed his helmet at some point. That spoke well of his overall condition- the medics wouldn’t have done that if they suspected any spinal injuries. He reached up carefully to pat at her muzzle, chuckling quietly. 
“I’m okay, I’m okay…” he grunted out, struggling to sit up- and blinking in slight surprise as the pony shifted to help nudge him up with her head, “Well aren’t you helpful…”
“Tell me about it…” 
David blinked, shifting to the side and grinning shakily. Anya, also devoid of her helmet, was settled back against a pony he had not seen before. She was larger than those around her by several sizes- easily a good two hundred pounds to their ninety- and boasted both wings and a horn. Her proportions were taller and longer, while still boasting the slight curves of muzzle that all pony mares seemed to share. Anya was practically tangled in the long, mixed purple hues of the mare’s mane, and leaning back against a soft lavender body. 
“Heh, they have a queen?” David joked- quietly, watching the alien’s closed eyes. 
“They aren’t eusocial,” Anya replied with a smirk- though quietly, “This must be another subspecies, or maybe when they are full grown.” 
A fully feathered wing shifted to cover Anya, and her smirk turned into a genuine smile. David matched it, glancing back at his companion; the similarly (though much smaller) winged equine shifted closer, draping a wing over his back. He reached to lightly scritch at her ear in response before reaching to tap his com controls on his still-gloved hand. 
“Patch me through to the Director, please. Anya and I are awake.” 
Director Michaels, and most of the medical team, all but sprinted back to the rear of the cave, only slowing at Anya’s waving arm. The older leader settled down on one knee in between them; David felt a pang of guilt at the pure relief obvious on his face. 
“How’re you feeling, son?” he asked David quietly, his massive hand gripping carefully at his shoulder, “Medics said you both have concussions. No radiation exposure past your suits- we cleaned them.” 
“That’s a relief,” Anya muttered, and David nodded in agreement; one scare back in the remains of Yemen had been more than enough. 
“The ah… the ponies,” the Director continued after a moment, peering curiously at the larger specimen, “Have been protecting you both since the destruction of the crystal. They didn’t come outside the cave till we took away the debris. I think it best that you both remain here, with the medical team, until they’re calmed down.” 
David blinked as a pair of light blue forelegs wrapped around his midsection, the pegasus’ head resting on his shoulder. One big, expressive reddish eye blinked in the edge of his vision. 
...huh. 
“Heh, I think we can do that, sir. What the hell happened though?” 
	*****************

The forests surrounding the colony site were heavily overgrown, so much so that even the famously rugged buggies that had been packed into the colony ship had trouble rolling through. Most of the workers were more than busy setting up the colony, and as such, it was left to the soldier contingents to prep roads from the main site to the tertiary mines and paddock. It was not… popular work, but it got them out of the ship, and as such, Captain Venkin did not have to look hard for volunteers. 
He turned away from the quartet of digging and hacking troopers, all armed with machetes and deforestation burners, to stare out at the rest of the surrounding forest. It was a sea of blues and odd purple-greens; the scientists had informed him that most of it was fungal, and they’d have to watch their breathing apparati, and keep them properly clean. The Captain was more worried about what may be out there, living and breathing, than the plant life. 
They were being watched. Venkin had come out of the Bundeswehr, soon after the Great Mistake and before the closing off of Europe’s borders, where he had been a border captain against the Slavic Federation. In the worst days of the crisis, he had known beyond a shadow of a doubt that snipers had watched him and his men on their rounds. It had made his hair rise up on his neck then… and it did now. His fingers drifted up to the safety of his HK-433 as he slowly turned about-
“Fuck!” 
Dennis snapped around at the shout, teeth gritting slightly; one of the troopers had toppled back over a root, crashing heavily in the bulky exosuit and dropping his burner to the partially cleared ground. 
‘Fucking hell,’ the Captain thought to himself, shaking his head as he began to walk over, rifle swinging safely up to the sky, “You alright, Daniels? Beaten by a tree again?” 
He couldn’t see the American’s face through his visor plate, but he could hear the sheepish grin in his voice as he replied in the affirmative, hand reaching out for the closest trooper’s outstretched arm. Movement on his left. Dennis’ eyes barely registered the blue-black carapace and jagged mandibles before they crashed into both soldiers, and ripped them both into the tangled overgrowth. Twin screams roared through their comms before their helmet’s shut them down to prevent damage, but he could still hear the cries through the exosuit. 
“Group together, now!” he roared, rifle snapping up as he blinked on the visor’s heat sensors, “On me!” 
The creature barely registered on the thermal; a dim blue form blotting out the hot signatures of the two thrashing humans, out sizing them by several magnitudes, like that of a bear. The screams rose in magnitude and raw emotion as the creature tore into them with flashing mandibles and claws; the bark of Venkin’s rifle cut through the screams, and his sensors lit up as the 5.56mm rounds all but bounced off the creature’s body. 
‘Fuck.’ 
“Open fire, open fire!” he yelled through the comm, dropping to a knee and switching to automatic, his rifle pressing back with each burst. 
Six rifles at least got its attention; the alien hissed and turned back around, snarling like something akin to a cat and a hissing cockroach while bullets screamed off its hide, or punched through softer tissues in its upper body. Fear tore at Dennis’ mind, and he could hear one of his troopers vomiting in their gear from the strange, outside emotion. The life-line sensors on his command HUD had two low monotones. 
Venkin slung back his rifle to grab the closest burn-tool, rolling under the line of his squad’s fire; the beast seemed unwilling to advance towards the humans, or at least away from its meal. A quick adjustment to the tool’s fuel alignment was given, his gloved hand sliding for a second before finding purchase, and he rose back to a knee. The solution was not quite napalm, but still a sticky, high-heat flame that the scientists had cooked up to help burn out the wet fungal foliage. The flaming jelly washed over the alien’s outer shell, and the unmoving exosuits, the sound of the burning nearly overpowering the creature’s scream. 
The strange fear cut out immediately, and he let the adrenaline take its place, rising back to his feet. 
“Get up, all of you! Eyes on the trees!” It took all he had not to revert back to German, and to keep his voice from cracking at the strain, “Slow steps back down the path. Gotta call-” 
“Contact, contact north!” 
The flame of his foliage clearer lit up in front of the Captain, and he blinked at the HUD to turn on his spotlight. A dozen blue eyes, glowing in the light of the flames, stared at them; smaller creatures, about wolf sized, but equally as black-blue as the larger alien. Insectile wings buzzed constantly on their backs; a near-imperceptible hum reverberating in his ears. 
They approached, practically matching steps with the humans as they backed down the cleared path. Venkin grit his teeth, cranking the tool fully before blazing a trench of fire between his squad and the aliens, though he didn’t have enough pressure to reach the beasts, and tossed the now empty tool aside to re-aim his weapon. And stare hatefully at the limping, toasted form of the larger beast as it slowly walked out amongst the smaller aliens, matching the human’s gaze. 
And in unison, the aliens’ opened their fanged maws wide, and screamed at the humans as they began to run. Their vocalizations mimicking perfectly the panicked yells and cries of their fallen comrades.  
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