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		Ch1: Welcome to BBO!



	"Whoa, is that..." Scootaloo gasped as she stared
"Eeyup. Th' new NervGear. Jus' got it today, along with this!" Applebloom grinned, showing off her copy of Blazing Blades Online.
"Maaaan. I'm so jealous AB! Dash says I can't get it unless I bring my grades up." Scootaloo grumbled, leaning over the handlebars of her scooter.
"That shouldn't be too hard Scoots. I'll help!" Sweetie Belle smiled, skipping along beside her friends. Applebloom tucked away her NervGear into her backpack and chuckled.
"Are ya'll actually gonna be studyin' this time?" she asked, raising an eyebrow. Last time they had studied together she had walked in on Scootaloo using Sweetie Belle's leg as a pillow.
"Uh...so how'd you get a NervGear anyway?" Scootaloo asked, dodging the question.
"Well, ah been helpin' out 'round th' farm an AJ was lettin' me keep a small share o' th' profits we been gettin' lately. Ah jus' had t' save up what ah had an wait." Applebloom smiled.
"I guess its true what they say. Patience is a virtue." Sweetie Belle quoted.
"What about you Belle?" Scootaloo asked. The girl blinked, looking at her friend.
"What about me?"
"Are you gonna play?" she asked. Sweetie Belle was silent for a moment.
"Well, Button did get me a copy...so I kind of have to." she shrugged. Scootaloo rolled her eyes.
"Geez, why don't the two of you just get a room already." she huffed, her wings twitching in agitation. Applebloom grinned knowingly as she glanced at her friend.
"Awww, is someone jealous?" she teased.
"H-Hey! I'm not jealous!" Scootaloo fumed.
"Uh huh, sure ya ain't. Ah'll see ya later girls, ah'm gonna get a jump-start on my character!" she cheered, rushing towards Sweet Apple Acres. Scootaloo grumbled, giving a light kick to push her scooter forward.
"Me and Button aren't dating or anything, we're just...good friends." Sweetie Belle faked a smile, trying to cheer up her friend. Scootaloo rolled her eyes.
"Yea, friends. Look, I'll see ya later Belle. I gotta get home or Dash will make me sit through another one of Twilights lectures." Scootaloo slid down her goggles, her wings kicking into high gear and propelling her down the road. Sweetie Belle sighed, clutching her books to her chest as she headed home. The unicorn pushed the door open with her magic, making sure to lock it behind her.
"Sweetie Belle? Is that you?" Rarity called from the kitchen.
"Yea, it's me sis!" she called back, kicking off her shoes and rushing towards the stairs.
"Ah ah ah! Homework first young lady!" Rarity scolded. Sweetie Belle rolled her eyes.
"I just need to check on something really quick Rarity!" she argued, running up the stairs. As soon as she was in her room she dropped her things and plopped down on her bed. 
There on her bedside table was her NervGear Button had bought for her.
Cost me two months of my emergency game fund. But its worth it if it means you get to be there when I beat this game. Buttons voice filled her mind. Unlike her, Button had the chance to Beta Test the game along with a few of his friends. They had information no one else had, and with that they would be able to jump through the first few levels with ease. She chewed her lip as she lifted the helmet.
"He said the servers were going live soon...maybe its already up?" she thought aloud. The unicorn peeked outside her room, making sure Rarity was still busy. Sure enough, the kitchen was still a-buzz with activity.
"I'm sure she won't mind if I just pop in for a minute..." she grinned, locking her door and slipping on her helmet, careful of her horn and the rather small hole. She hummed as she popped in the game disc. 
"Please Configure NervGear" a woman's voice spoke in her ear. Sweetie Belle went through the slow process of configuring the system. It had her do everything from jumping in place, to holding out her arms, to patting down her entire body.
"Geez, sure is thorough. Lets see...the instructions said to lay down on my back as comfortably as I can..." she mumbled as she crawled into bed. She took a slow breath, resting her hands on her stomach to try and settle the butterflies.
"LINK START!"

"Applebloom! Did ya finish yer homework?!" Applejack yelled.
"Ah did it at school!" she yelled back, focusing on finishing the configuration for her NervGear. No doubt everyone was already logging in and here she was still trying to get set up.
"Ah'm serious Applebloom, if ya'll are..." Applejack paused as she stepped into her sisters room, finding her half naked and running her hands over her body while wearing her new helmet controller. The two sisters stared at one another, Applebloom screaming and trying to shove the door closed.
"L-learn t' knock!" she yelled.
"Ah'm sorry! Ah didn't know it was that kind o' toy!" Applejack laughed, ducking to avoid a boot being flung at her. Applebloom slammed the door shut, making sure to lock it.
"Dinner is gonna be ready soon! Finish up what yer doin' an come on down!" Applejack called out after a moment of silence. Applebloom pouted, grumbling under her breath as she finally finished configuring her system.
"Might as well get my character put together 'fore dinner. Then ah can jus' hop on an play" she murmured. She crawled into bed, arms at her sides and her eyes closing slowly.
"LINK START!"

She kicked off her scooter, grinning to herself as it glided to its resting place near Spikes skateboard.
"Perfect shot, every time. I'm just too good." she chuckled. She stared at the front door to the library, groaning as she realized with her next few steps that she would be the only person in the world studying while everyone was playing BBO.
"Might as well get it over with." she grumbled, grabbing the doorknob and pushing the door open. Twilight and Rainbow glanced at her from the couch.
"I know, I know. Straight to studying." Scootaloo grumbled.
"Hold up squirt." Rainbow reached behind the couch, wearing a smirk as she produced a NervGear helmet. Scootaloo stared with wide eyes as Twilight held up a copy of BBO.
"I heard from Cheerilee how hard you've been working to bring up your grades. So, after Rainbow and Spike begged me, we got you these. Now, just because you have these doesn't mean you can drop your grades again." Twilight explained, the young pegasus nodded quickly, her wings buzzing as she hopped happily in place.
"You can play for ten minutes, then back to your homework, okay?" Twilight held out the game, Scootaloo squealing happily.
"You guys are the best!" 
"Oh, Spikes going with you. Just to make sure ten minutes doesn't turn into a few hours." Rainbow chuckled. Spike waved from the stairs, his own helmet tucked under his arm.
"Ten minutes? But, the character creation takes like twenty..."
"Its cool Scoots. Ten minutes AFTER that, we'll log out." Spike winked. She grinned from ear to ear, hugging the dragon and carting her gifts up the stairs. Spike had set a pallet for himself on the floor, leaving Scootaloo with the bed.
"Go ahead and configure it. I'll wait for you in the town of beginnings." Spike chuckled, laying down on the pallete. 
"Link Start!" he ordered the machine, the lights flickering to life. Scootaloo forced herself through the time consuming process of configuring the system, shivering with excitement. 
"Heh, I bet the girls are gonna be surprised to see me." she grinned, hopping over Spike to get to the bed. With one last giddy giggle she calmed herself.
"Link Start!" she ordered the NervGear, gasping as lights filled her vision. When the light faded she found herself staring into a mirror as the default character. A simple gray earth pony. She frowned, cycling through the options.
"Wait...why aren't there any wing options?" she mumbled. She decided not to worry about it, running through the process of building her character.
"Hm...I like the dagger...not good on damage, but I can add status affects and I can tame monsters." she continued to mumble. Her hair was much the same as in the real world, though now it fell into her face over her left eye and went halfway down her back. 
She wore a simple beginner brown t-shirt and a pair of orange shorts, a small dagger resting at her hip. She grinned as she spawned into the world, taking it all in with a deep satisfying breath.
"Scootera. I guess its a cool name." a large dark purple stallion spoke up. Scootaloo stared for a moment, noticing his piercing emerald slitted eyes. She hadn't even seen that as an option.
"Spike?" she asked, the stallion chuckling.
"Brute. I'm Brute here. And if you're wondering, there isn't a Dragon Base, I got the eyes from being in the Beta." he explained. He stood in front of her, letting her get a better look at him. 
He was HUGE. The muscles were a bit over the top, but weren't too much past what he had in the real world. Living with Rainbow Dash had that effect on ponies...er...Dragons.

"Well, we've got until Twilight realizes you aren't building your character anymore. We should get through the basics while we can. Walk over to me." Spike ordered, taking a few steps back.
"Walk? Really?" she scoffed, gasping as her legs gave out from under her.
"Yea, walk. This is different from the real world Scoots. You gotta learn the movements of this place if you wanna pull off any bladeskills. Just...think about the movement." Spike explained. She chewed her lip, pushing to her feet and wobbling forward, gasping as she leaned too far right, her feet pointed at awkward angles.
"This wouldn't be so hard if I could use my wings!" she fumed.
"Yea, that ain't gonna happen. Only race available is Earth Pony. Since there isn't any magic in this game they couldn't have Unicorns and it seemed unfair to have pegasi. So they just cranked it down to an even playing field."
"Yea, even for the earth ponies." she grumbled, falling forward and grunting as her cheek met Spikes impressive abs.
"Congrats, you can fall forward." he joked.
"Shut up." she pouted, letting out an eep as he hefted her up onto his shoulder. She stared at the scenery with wide eyes, finally getting a chance to really take it all in.
"It looks so...real." she breathed.
"Yea, its pretty sweet. Just wait til we meet up with Rumble an Button. I think they've got some gear for you and the girls." he chuckled. She sighed, hunching forward slightly.
"Oh, great..." she mumbled.
"Aw c'mon Scoots. I know you've got this whole hate thing going for Button cause he stole Belle, but he's really a great guy!" Spike argued.
"Uh huh...I've known Belle since we were little kids. This guy pops up outta nowhere like a few months ago and all of a sudden he's Celestia's gift to mares." she fumed.
"Uh...actually thats Rumbles title. Button just got lucky that Belle is a gamer." Spike chuckled, carrying his friend through town.
"LOOK OUT!" a familiar voice cried, a white earth pony stumbling through a fruit cart and falling flat on her face. She whimpered as she sat up, her shoulders slumped as she sighed.
"Why is this so hard?" she whined.
"Because you're trying too hard. Here, like this." a brown stallion held out his hand to her, the mare smiling softly and accepting his hand. Scootaloo scanned their names, seeing the mare was named Harpsichord and the stallion was called Blaze. Though it was obvious to her that the two were Sweetie Belle and Button Mash.
"Hail swordsman!" 'Brute' called out, Blaze turning to him with a grin.
"Hail Warrior!" Blaze returned the greeting, the two chuckling.
"Whose your friend?" Button asked, nodding to Scootaloo.
"Wait...Scootaloo?" Harpsichord gasped. The 'pegasus' chuckled, rubbing the back of her head.
"I uh...haven't figured out how to walk yet." she mumbled.
"I thought you didn't even have a NervGear!"
"Blame Spike for that. Him an Dash suckered Twilight into getting me one." she beamed, patting the giants shoulder.
"Wow Spike...uh...um..." Sweetie Belle stammered.
"Geez man, stealin' all the mares and we haven't even started yet." Button grumbled.
"Not my fault you went for the slender model." Spike grinned. Button whistled as he got a good look at Scootaloos character, earning a punch from Sweetie Belle.
"Button!"
"W-wait! Its not what you think! I was just admiring her weapon choice!" he defended.
"Weapon choice? You mean my dagger?" Scootaloo asked, placing her hand against the weapon.
"Yea, its a tough one to use, but its damn quick. Probably even faster than Belle's Rapier." Button explained.
"Pfft, ah bet ah'm faster than all o' ya." Applebloom grinned. Her avatar had long flowing red hair that fell below her knees. An orange headband adorned her forehead, bandages covering her fists, shins, and feet. She was dressed in a small red top and matching shorts and seemed to have no issue maneuvering her character. Her name was simply Bloom.
"Oh, yea, of course the Earth Pony can move perfectly fine." Scootaloo grumbled.
"Wow, going with Martial Arts? Pretty brave in a game full of swords." Button murmured.
"Helps that ah actually know Martial Arts." the farm girl grinned, crossing her arms.
"Yea, I bet my Katana is way better though." Rumble argued, patting his hip where the blade rested.
"I dunno, Spikes Greatsword is pretty sweet." Button pointed out.
"Yea, but its not as quick as your longsword." Spike sighed.
"Am I the only one confused?" Scootaloo asked. The group fell silent for a moment before bursting into laughter.
"This is great! We can form a party and teach them combat!" Spike smiled. Button nodded, flicking open his menu and sending invites to them. 
"Just reach out and push the confirm button." Spike explained. The girls nodded, hesitating before pushing the button. They gasped as their vision was filled with the names of their friends.
"AHHH! I can't see!" Scootaloo cried, flailing about on Spikes shoulder. The giant of a stallion laughed out loud, keeping an arm hooked across her legs to keep her from falling
"Scoots, chill. Focus your vision forward." Spike ordered. She forced herself to relax, pulling her eyes from the list of names and blinking in surprise as it shrank to the corner of her vision.
"Man...thats...thats weird. Its like theres a TV in my brain." she mumbled.
"You'll get use to it." Rumble shrugged, resting a hand on the hilt of his sword.
"Should we use the west fields?" Spike asked. Button thought it over for a minute as they walked, Sweetie Belle leaning against him for balance.
"Hm...I suppose so. We'll need an empty patch though. Most of the boars have probably been hunted already so we'll need to use wolves."
"We should be fine. Its a level 5 area and the three of us are 12 already." Rumble grinned.
"What!? How the heck did you guys already hit 12?" Scootaloo demanded.
"Tricks of the trade Scoots." Spike chuckled.
"Speaking of tricks..." Button reached into a pouch at his waist, undoing it from his belt and tossing it to Scootaloo.
"The heck is this?" she asked, flipping the pouch open.
"Throwing Picks. There aren't any ranged weapons in BBO. But you can take one of these and chuck it at an Enemy. Swordsman like me can only use them to pull Aggro or take out small enemies. But dagger users can add status effects to them. Besides, Spike tells me your a good shot." he chuckled, taking the lead towards the Hunting Grounds. Button glanced over at Rumble, the two grinning as they drew their swords.
"Alright, watch what we do." Button ordered, his sword glowing blue. He roared as he ran forward, a wolf growling as he charged. Button flicking his blade up, knocking back the wolf as it pounced.
"SWITCH!" Button yelled. Rumble flickered into view, sword glowing red as he sliced clean through the wolf. The beast gave a howl of defeat as it toppled over, vanishing in a fancy show of data fragments. 
A small window appeared before each member of the party, displaying a small amount of Col earned from the kill and EXP.
"Th' heck is Col?" Applebloom asked.
"Its cash in this game. Think of it like Bits. They are worth about the same." Spike explained.
"What was that Switch thing you did?" Sweetie Belle asked. Button grinned, sheathing his sword.
"Switch is a method players created to protect one another and take down enemies. One player takes the lead position and strikes the enemy to stagger them. Then the two switch out." Button explained.
"Whoever strikes first builds threat and the enemy targets them. But when you do a Switch you force the Enemy to target something else. Its slow to realize whats going on and leaves itself wide open for the next players attack." Rumble finished.
"So...one player hits and runs, then the other finishes it off?" Scootaloo asked.
"Thats the basic gist of it. Its a bit more complex than that. It works like that here because Wolves are only level 3. But if it were you an Bloom it'd take some strategy and a few switches to take it down." Button answered.
"We aren't gonna let you guys fight anything until you can walk straight though." Spike chuckled.
"Yea, we don't feel like backtracking to the Hall of Resurrection every five minutes." Rumble snorted.
"...the hall of what now?" Scootaloo asked.
"When your hp hits zero you respawn in the center of town in the Hall of Resurrection. But its far from the battlefield, so a party has to backtrack all the way through town to pick up their friend." Spike explained. He pointed to a nearby party, a spear user crying out as his avatar shattered.
"See? Now those guys have to go pick him up because he was trying to show off." Spike sighed. The mentioned party grumbled, finishing off the wolf they had been fighting before gathering their gear and marching towards town.
"Right...so we wanna know what we're doing and avoid wasting time heading back into town." Sweetie Belle reiterated.
"Exactly. Since Bloom has the best control right now, we'll start with her." Button pointed to Applebloom. The farm girl grinned as she crossed her arms.
"Bring it small fry." she chuckled. She blinked as a Duel Request appeared in front of her. The rules were set to Half HP and no Items. Damage Ratio was at 1%.
"Hit Accept. This is the basic set up for Vets to train newbies. You can get the feel for combos and Bladeskills without worrying about getting killed." Button explained. Applebloom smiled, accepting the duel. Button drew the longsword from his back, shifting his stance as a countdown began above them.
"Now, to trigger a bladeskill..." he blinked as Appleblooms hands began to glow bright blue, the farmer roaring as she rushed forward, faking a left jab before sidestepping into a right powerpunch, causing the swordsman to stumble backwards.
"Whoa AB, where'd you learn that?" Rumble chuckled. She shrugged.
"Ah read th' guidebook an practiced while ah waited on all o' ya'll t' show up." she admitted.
"Heh, alright then. Show me what ya got!" Button roared as he rushed forward, ducking under a jab only to have a knee hit his chin. Applebloom hopped backwards, gasping as Button grabbed her ankle in his free hand, pulling her to the ground as he fell. 
The two leapt to their feet, Applebloom sliding across the ground and throwing a heavy left. Button ducked under the punch, flipping his sword and burying the hilt into the farmers gut, dropping her to her knees.
"Ah give!" she cried out, clutching her stomach.
"Huh, thats weird..." she mumbled, patting her stomach and realizing she was fine. Button held out his hand, helping her to her feet.
"Yea, the pain sensors are toned down to a light tingle. Keeps the realistic feel without causing any discomfort." he explained.
"Man, those were some pretty sweet moves Bloom. Never seen anyone floor Button like that before." Spike grinned. 
"Shucks, ah was only usin' what th' book told me t'." 
"Well keep it up. We can use you as a vanguard for players like Scootaloo." Button punched her shoulder gently, turning to Sweetie Belle.
"I think you should pair up with Spike. His heavy strikes and your quick ones should go together nicely." he smiled, watching as Sweetie Belle read through the guidebook.
"Wow, theres a lot of stuff in here..." she mumbled.
"You only need the Rapier stuff. Anything else you can just ask us." Spike explained. Scootaloo frowned, digging through her inventory and pulling open the book. Nearby Applebloom was stretching and redoing her bandage wrappings.
"Hey, it says here that Martial Arts doesn't get any attack bonuses. Whats up with that?" Scootaloo wondered.
"Well, Martial Arts is just something the players came up with in the Beta. Its just fighting without a weapon. Its pretty much just barehanded attacks, so its all based on your Strength and Endurance." Rumble answered as he looked over his Katana, pouting as he spotted a knick in the blade.
"Hey Button, you still got that waterstone?" he asked, smiling as his friend tossed him the sharpening tool.
"Go nuts." he chuckled.
"So all three of ya got t' run th' Beta? What was it like?" Applebloom asked.
"Well, not to brag, but we were pretty awesome. Got all the way to the tenth floor before the Beta ended. They called us the Deadly Trio." Spike beamed.
"They called us that because no one could PK us." Rumble pointed out.
"PK?" Applebloom raised an eyebrow.
"Player Kill. Some players get a thrill out of hunting down weaker players and taking them out. If you see a player with an orange or red icon, stay away from them." Button warned. 

Scootaloo continued to read through the guidebook, listening to Spike train Sweetie Belle nearby. Her eyes glanced at the clock in the top right of her vision.
Crud, its already been an hour.
"Hey Spike! We gotta go!" Scootaloo called out. He glanced over his shoulder, his eyes shifting slightly as he checked the time.
"Crap, Twilights gonna kill us. Alright, well, you guys have fun. We gotta head back before Twilight takes away our NervGear." Spike flicked open his menu, blinking as he flicked through the options.
"Huh...thats weird...Hey Blaze, did they move the logout button?" Spike asked. Button raised an eyebrow, flicking open his menu.
"No, it should be...right...here..." he stared at his menu with wide eyes.
"Its not there!" Button gasped.
"Hey, chill out. Maybe its a bug. I'm sure the admins are working on it now." Rumble laughed. The party gasped as they were swallowed in a bright light. When the light faded, they found themselves in the center of the Town of Beginnings, players spawning in around them.
"The heck is going on?" Spike wondered as he glanced around.
"Maybe its an event? Or an announcement about the logout button?" Rumble suggested.
"Welcome to Blazing Blades Online!" a voice boomed around them. The sky grew dark as a figure began to form through a large swirl in the air. Hidden in a large red cloak, the figure threw its arms out wide as it towered over them.
"I am Doctor Dickson Accord, the creator of NervGear and of Blazing Blades Online. I hope you are all enjoying this world, for you are going to spend quite a bit of time here. Oh, but I am getting ahead of myself." he chuckled, flinging open a menu.
"By now, many of you may have noticed that the logout menu is missing. I would like to let all of you know that this is not a bug or an error. This is an intentional feature of BBO." he explained.
"An intentional feature? Then how are we suppose to logout?" Button wondered.
"Oh, you aren't suppose to log out." Dr Accord answered, murmurs filling the air.
"You see, I created this world, so that I could control it." he continued, multiple screens appearing in the air.
"Even now, as we speak, the world is coming to terms with what is happening here."
"What are you going on about?!" Spike demanded.
"Ah, yes, I did skip that didn't I? Silly me. As some of you may remember, when a players Hp reaches 0, they will respawn in the Hall of Resurrection. But, within the completed game, there is no Hall of Resurrection."
"So...where do we respawn?" Scootaloo asked.
"We don't." Spike growled.
"How very astute, but I expect nothing less of one of Celestia's puppets." Dr Accord laughed.
"Should a players Hp reach 0, you will vanish from this world, and the NervGear in the real world will end your life."
"B-But why?!" Sweetie Belle cried.
"Many reasons. For science, for my amusement, and for observation." 
"YOU MONSTER! I DEMAND YOU FREE US AT ONCE!" a woman yelled, drawing a longsword and pointing it at the giant figure.
"Ah Princess Luna, are you enjoying your copy of the game?" murmurs spread through the crowd upon realizing one of the Princess' was there with them.
"I shall enjoy it more when we are freed of your madness." 
"I apologize Princess, but no one can leave, not even I. The only way out is to climb the 100 floors and defeat the final boss."
"So you want us to beat an MMO? Seriously?!" Scootaloo yelled.
"Well, you'll have plenty of time to do so. OH, and I left you all a little something in your inventory. ENJOY!" the figure vanished, leaving them to think on his words.
"COWARD" Luna yelled as the figure vanished. Scootaloo however was curious. She flicked open her menu, finding a key item waiting there.
"A hand mirror?" she mumbled, grabbing the item, she gasped as she was swallowed in light, the mirror hovering before her. She groaned as the light faded, putting a hand against her head.
"Ugh...I'm getting really sick of all these flashes..." she grumbled, blinking as she spotted herself in the mirror. Her hair had regained its natural curl and was cut short, no longer hanging over her eye.
"I...I look like...me." she grabbed the mirror, trying to get a better look at herself.
"We all do..." Spike spoke up. Standing beside her was the dragon himself, claws and all. Glancing around she spotted Sweetie Belle, Applebloom, Rumble, and Button, all looking at their own mirrors as themselves rather than their avatars.
"How is this possible?" Sweetie Belle cried.
"The configuration. It made us pat ourselves down remember? Our bodybuild, weight, height. It could've gotten all of that information." Spike clenched his fists.
"What 'bout our faces?" Applebloom asked, pointing to her face.
"The scanner in the NervGear. That was probably the easiest bit." Rumble answered. Button grit his teeth as he hung his head.
"If what he said is true..."
"Then we're stuck here until the game is cleared." Scootaloo realized. Luna crossed her arms as she stood in front of them.
"Spike, we are happy and troubled to see you here." she sighed. The dragon bowed his head.
"Same to you Princess." he replied, the others bowing as well. Luna sighed as the crowd turned to her.
"Let us away from this place to somewhere more private..."

Spike and Luna had taken a room for themselves, leaving the rest of the group to sit about in an Inn.
"What are we gonna do?" Sweetie Belle sighed.
"If I know Twilight, she's probably taking care of me and Spike right now..." Scootaloo chuckled.
"Oh no..." Appleblooms eyes widened, the farmgirl clenching her fists.
"What? whats wrong?" Rumble asked.
"A...Ah locked my door...Applejack doesn't even know ah'm still playing..." she gulped
"I...I locked mine too...I-I didn't want Rarity interrupting me..." Sweetie Belle wrapped her arms around herself, Button putting a hand on her shoulder.
"Its alright. Your sisters are Elements of Harmony right? I'm sure they can get past some locked doors." he grinned.
"Th-thanks Button...Ah feel a lot better now..." Applebloom sighed.
"Still, this is a bad situation. My brother is dating a nurse so I'm not too worried...still, the sooner we get out, the better." Rumble leaned back in his seat with a sigh.
"Do ya think what he said is true? 'Bout th' NervGear..." 
"Being able to kill? Its highly likely it could do something like that. It works by intercepting signals from the brain and reading it as data. Its a seriously complicated algorithm, what with there being so much we still don't understand about the brain." Button explained.
"Among those signals are the basic 'controls' for body movement to keep players from shifting about while playing. But the brain also controls background functions of the body like breathing and pumping blood through the body. 
Theoretically the NervGear could block these signals and send the organs into shock, causing death..." Button sighed, putting a hand against his chin.
"But such things would've been noticed in testing and control. It would be impossible to get something like that past a production crew, let alone the Princess'."
"Unless it was hidden away rather well. This is Dr Dickson Accord after all. He easily could've pulled a few strings or even bribed his way into mass production." Rumble pointed out.
"Its best not to risk testing if its true or not." Spike said as he came back into the main room. Luna followed behind him with her menu open.
"We've come to the conclusion that what Dr Accord has said is as close to the truth as can be. There is no way out of this game and there is no Hall of Resurrection. Players are scrambling for answers and many are afraid to leave the safety of town." Luna sighed.
"We have to leave at some point, we can't just sit around doing nothing!" Scootaloo yelled.
"You are quite right Scootaloo. We cannot sit around doing nothing. Our subjects look to us for help and guidance and we shall give it to them." Luna slammed her hands into the table, looking at all of them.
"When we first entered this world, it was you three, Rumble, Spike, Button, who helped us learn its ways. As of this moment, we give you the title of Royal Knights and look to you for assistance in escaping this realm." 
"Royal Knights huh? Look at us all big and important." Rumble chuckled.
"We don't know much Princess. We only reached the tenth floor in the Beta. You know that." Button replied
"Yes, but we are aware that no other reached that point of the game. We will be relying on the knowledge you gathered in that time. Hopefully when we reach that point, we will be ready for what lies beyond it."
"Well...one good thing came outta this." Scootaloo grinned as she leaned back.
"I don't have to study for that stupid test!"

			Author's Notes: 
For those of you wondering about the reaction of the mane 6 and Celestia, fear not, that will be in chapter 2


	
		Ch2: More than a Game



	Twilight hummed softly, glancing at the clock every so often.
"You know, its been more than ten minutes Twi." Rainbow pointed out, glancing at her marefriend from the corner of her eye. Twilight smiled, turning the next page in the Daring Do book they were reading together.
"I know. But like you said, this is something every kid in town is going to be talking about. It wouldn't be fair if Scootaloo got left out. Lets just give her a little while longer." Twilight giggled.
"Heh, and you say i'm the one with the soft spot." the pegasus grinned, snuggling closer to Twilight as they continued to read. Time continued to tick by, Twilight frowning as half an hour passed.
"I thought Spike would've at least tried to pay attention to the time." she murmured, crawling out of the comfort of Rainbows embrace and making her way upstairs. She sighed, finding her assistant and daughter still deep within their game.
"Alright you two, playtimes over." she sighed, reaching for the cords.
"Ah ah ah. I wouldn't do that if I were you Princess." a voice spoke up. She froze, looking around the room.
"Down here." the voice called out. Twilight glanced down, seeing a hologram hovering above Spikes helmet.
"Sorry I couldn't be there in person. You may recognize me. I am Dr Dickson Accord, please don't bother with questions as this is a pre-recorded message set to trigger around your magical signature." the hologram chuckled, tucking his hands into his coat pockets.
"By now the user of this helmet is deep within my world and enjoying themselves. At least, if they are still alive anyway." he rocked back on his heels
"You see, anyone who dies in the world I have created will suffer the same fate in reality. You may be wondering why I would do such a thing. But as a fellow scientist I am sure you can understand my wish to observe the actions of those trapped in my realm. 
Now, I understand you might want to free your friend or friends from this fate, but let me warn you that should you attempt to remove the NervGear you will trigger the failsafe and end the life of those close to you. The Helmet will also explode, so, lets not tinker with it. Toodles!" the hologram vanished, leaving Twilight to simply stare in shock. 
She grit her teeth, turning to the computers and then back to Spike and Scootaloo. She was more than confidant in their gaming skills, the trophies that adorned several rooms of their home attested to that, still, the idea that one mistake could cost the life of her friend or daughter...
"Rainbow!"

"Consarn it Applebloom, yer dinner is gettin' cold!" Applejack yelled as she knocked on the door. She grabbed the doorknob, frowning as it refused to turn. The farmer reached into her boot, pulling out a spare key and unlocked the door, finding her sister still playing her game.
"Alright Bloom, games over." she reached for the Helmet, gasping as a figure sprung to life.
"Hello parent or guardian or friend or what have you, this message..."

Rarity frowned, idly tapping her foot as she sat at her kitchen table alone.
"Sweetie Belle is never late for dinner..." she mumbled worriedly, making her way upstairs to check on her sister.
"Sweetie Belle? Is everything okay?" she called out. Her heart started to race when she was answered with silence.
"I'm coming in!" she called out in warning, blinking as she realized the door was locked. The unicorn glanced around to make sure no one was watching, her horn lighting up for a moment to undo the latch from the other side. She slowly pushed the door open, finding Sweetie Belle still playing her game, though the mare was visibly sweating.
"I told her that game was a bad idea." the unicorn sighed, reaching for the helmet and crying out as a hologram sprang to life.
"Hello parent or guardian or..."

"Ponyville general hospital, whats your emergency?" Nurse Redheart asked in a calm manner over the phone.
"Red, its me. Look, I need you." Thunderlane said quickly. She blushed bright red, clearing her throat.
"Thunder, I-I can't right now. I'm working."
"What? N-No! not like that. I mean, maybe later, but this is serious. Its Rumble. I was gonna surprise him while he was playing his game, ya know, just give him a little scare, then this crazy picture thing told me he's trapped and if I touch his helmet it'll kill him!" Thunderlane continued to panic.
"What? Are you sure?" she frowned.
"Yes I'm sure. It was that Doctor guy, uh...whats his face..."
"Doctor Accord?" she asked.
"Yea, thats the one. Look, can you come down here and help him out? Is there anyway for me to get this thing off him?" Thunderlane was frantic at this point.
"Just calm down baby bird. I'll be right there." she cooed.
"Thanks Red...you're the best..." he sighed, the line going dead. She lowered the phone, blinking as it started to ring again. In fact, all of the phones were going nuts. Parents and friends were all calling for help, afraid to touch the helmets. Some had even attempted to remove them and were in critical condition.
"Oh gods...whats happening..."

Pinkie screamed as loud as she had ever screamed, moments later several explosions went off. The baker panted heavily as she rushed into a house.
"DON'T DO IT!" she screamed, but she was too late. A young mother removed the NervGear from her sons head, gasping as the device began to rapidly beep. Pinkie threw up her arms, crying out as the explosion sent her flying backwards. 
She grunted as she rolled across the ground, her vision blurry and her ears ringing. In the distance she could hear sirens and screams of people nearby. 
"Hold on Pinkie!" Rainbows voice reached her before she passed out.

"Rainbow!" Twilights voice reached her, the speedster tossing her wings out wide and rushing up the stairs.
"Whats up?" she asked with a grin. Twilight leaned against the table where the computers sat, shaking and crying.
"Whoa, whats wrong?" Rainbow put a hand on her shoulder, gasping as Twilight buried her face in her chest.
"Twi..."
"T-They...they...oh gods..." Twilight sobbed. Rainbow held her close, utterly confused. Twilight finally managed to pull herself together and explain the situation.
"So...if we try an take em off, they'll explode?" Rainbow asked. Twilight nodded, sniffing and rubbing her eyes.
"Okay, well its no biggie. We get a doctor in here, get some kind of IV or something going and just wait for them to beat the game, easy peasy." Rainbow grinned.
"I-I don't think its that simple Rainbow. What if...what if..." Twilight choked as the tears returned.
"Hey, hey, chill. They've played WAY too many games Twilight. Theres no way they are gonna lose. Now come on, lets go get a doctor and get this sorted out, kay?" Rainbow brushed her thumb against Twilights cheek, wiping away her tears. Twilight nodded, gasping as an explosion went off nearby.
"Oh no...someone tried to...oh gods..."
"Twi, get to the hospital. I'm gonna spread the word through town. Go!" she ordered, diving out the window and flying through town. House after House, explosions either went off or frantic parents were calling the hospital. Rainbow froze as a loud scream reached her, her eyes latching onto Pinkie Pie rushing into a house moments before an explosion went off.
"Pinks no!" Rainbow zipped down to her friend, putting two fingers against her neck and sighing in relief when she felt a pulse.
"Hold on Pinkie!" she picked up her friend, holding her bridal style as she flew high above Ponyville.
"LISTEN UP EVERYONE!" she yelled, flaring out her wings, letting them buzz against one another. A small thundercloud built up behind her as she buzzed her wings faster until a loud boom filled the air. All eyes turned to her.
"Thats more like it. Alright! I want everyone to calm down! We are aware of the situation and we are doing our best to handle it! DO NOT REMOVE THE HELMETS! We are in a code red people!" Rainbow yelled. She lowered herself to the ground, gasping as ponies surrounded her.
"What do we do? how do we get our children back?!" they demanded.
"Whoa! Just hold up a sec! My kids in there too. Look, all we know is that we can't take off the helmets and they can't get out of the game. First things first, we gotta get some experts on this. 
I've already talked to Princess Twilight and I'm sure she'll contact Princess Luna and Princess Celestia and we'll have this taken care of in no time. For now just go home and watch after your kids." Rainbow said, doing her best to calm everyone down. She sighed as several ponies were carried on gurneys, badly burned or missing limbs from the explosions.
"What kind of nutjob makes a thing like this..."

"Hello Celestia. By now you have probably realized that your dear sister is now trapped in my domain. I wouldn't bother trying to free her of my little gadget. 
Any attempts to do so, whether physical or magical will result in triggering the failsafe, thus ending your sisters life and setting off a class 4 explosion powerful enough to tear through any kind of barrier you might be able to craft."
"What do you want?" Celestia glared at the hologram.
"You are probably wondering what I want out of this. Well I apologize, as this is but a recording made in advance to respond to your magical signature. Though I will grant you this Celestia. I want a world of my own, a world where I stand at the top, a world where I am the god the people adore. A world where I control everything. 
You know, when a pony is faced with death we get to see their true colors. In such situations, they do whatever they can to survive. What if you could observe and document such a thing in a controlled environment?" he grinned.
"So you've done this for mere research?"
"Did I do this for the research? Well partially yes. I am rather curious how your sister will respond to this situation, especially after the whole Nightmare Moon Fiasco. Oh! Its almost time to address my subjects. Toodles!" the hologram vanished, leaving Celestia to stare at Luna's prone form. She grit her teeth as she marched out of the room.
"Bring me Doctor Stable." 

Luna stepped out of the Inn, glancing over the crowd of panicking ponies.
"We know you are afraid. That you only wish to return home and that many of you refuse to leave the safety of this town. But the task we must undertake cannot be done alone. I beg of you, those of you with the strength to do so, step forward and assist us in escaping this realm." Luna spoke. The ponies fell silent, none of them wanting to take the step forward. Spike stood tall next to Luna, drawing his greatsword and stabbing it into the ground.
"I, Spike Swiftshrike, stand with the Princess." he called out. Button Mash drew his Longsword, mimicking the dragon.
"I, Button Mash, stand with the Princess!"
"I, Rumble Lightstrike, stand with the Princess!"
"I, Sweetie Delia Belle, stand with the princess!"
"I, Scootaloo Gumdrop, stand with the Princess."
"Heh, yer name is Gumdrop?" Applebloom grinned, her friends glaring at her.
"Uh...Ah, Applebloom Apple, stand with the Princess." she mumbled. 
"We understand if you wish to stay here and we encourage a few of you to do so. This is no longer a game. We are at war with a madman and those who step forward will become soldiers in this war. Those of you who remain here, we ask you to protect the ponies of this town." Luna spoke softly. Several ponies joined them, drawing their weapons and standing proud, while others volunteered to protect the town of beginnings.
"Don't worry everyone. We're gonna beat this game!" Button cheered, raising his blade. Though he was answered with half hearted cries.
"Let us be on our way." Luna said softly, patting his shoulder.
"Alright...everyone form up in parties of six." Button ordered, taking the lead.
"Shouldn't the Princess be in charge?" a spearman asked.
"We trust in the wisdom of the Beta testers young warrior." Luna answered for him, following behind Button and his party.
"Hmph, why are the cutie mark losers up there?" Diamond fumed, gripping her spear. Scootaloo glanced over her shoulder, seeing Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon in the crowd.
"Oh great, those two are here." Scootaloo groaned.
"Chill Scoots. We've got bigger problems." Spike said under his breath. She pouted, crossing her arms as she marched beside Spike.
"Alright, we'll break up the parties into groups. Group A will take the vanguard position and draw Aggro while Group B will Switch for the kill. Understood?" Button asked the crowd.
"Why should we have to fight?" Diamond demanded. Button sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose.
"Because you joined this group. Thats what this group is. Its not a free ride to the next floor. We are the team that is making the path to the next floor. If you aren't here to fight, then go back to town." Button ordered.
"Just who do you think you are to boss me around?! I don't care if you got to Beta Test, I am still..." Diamond blinked as Applebloom slapped her.
"Jus' shut it already! Ah'm sick an tired o' yer nonsense Diamond! This ain't some stupid joke! Ponies are riskin' their lives an ya'll are bein' a big fat stupid baby 'bout it!" She yelled.
"H-How dare you...!"
"ENOUGH!" Luna yelled. Even without her magic, her voice still held much of its power and was more than enough to silence the arguing.
"Will someone kindly guide back those that wish to return?" Luna asked. A pair of swordsman stepped forward, bowing their heads to the Princess.
"Hurry back, we will need you." she smiled, wishing them well.
"Well...that worked out. Way to grow a pair AB." Scootaloo chuckled.
"Ah dunno what came over me...ah jus'..."
"Do not be ashamed Applebloom. This is a life or death situation and though it was not the proper way to go about it, what you said was very wise." Luna commended her. The group continued their march through the fields, many of the monsters already hunted down during the first few hours of the game.
"This isn't good..." Spike murmured.
"What do you mean? The path is safe and clear." Luna pointed out.
"What he means is that there isn't anything for everyone to level up on. Not until we get past the next town anyway. We're strong, but we aren't enough to take on a Floor Boss." Button elaborated.
"Floor Boss? Thats the big guy at the end of each floor right?" Scootaloo asked.
"Yea. You can guess the level of an FB by the floor its on. It ranges from 10 to 20 levels above the floor level." Rumble explained.
"So...the boss could be 11 or 21?" Sweetie Belle asked.
"Right. We'll need a good margin of safety if we want to avoid any casualties. Which means everyone needs to at least hit level 20 if we wanna take down the boss." Button drew his sword, slashing at the air. the group gasped as a figure took shape, hissing and buzzing its buglike wings as it turned and ran.
"What the heck is a changeling doing on the first floor?" Rumble grit his teeth as he drew his Katana.
"I dunno. I almost didn't see it..." Button gripped his sword tightly.
"Looks like he's a scout. We can't let him get away. Scootaloo! You've gotta hit that thing!" Button called out. She fumbled with the pouch of throwing picks, pulling one out.
"H-How do I even use these?" she stammered.
"Go with your instinct!" Button yelled. She chewed her lip, taking a slow breath and twirling the pick between her fingers. She blinked in surprise as a targeting reticle filled her vision, lining up with the changeling. 
She grunted, chucking the pick as hard as she could, grinning proudly as it sank between the changelings wings.
"Throw another!" Button yelled, taking off after the changeling. Rumble tagged alongside him, both with swords ready. 
Scootaloo chuckled, grabbing another pick and lining up her shot, sending it soaring past the two swordsman and right into through the changelings wing and into its shoulder, sending it plummeting to the ground. 
Button roared as he leapt into the air, slicing clean through the changeling with Rumble coming up behind him to finish the kill. They sighed in relief as the changeling shattered.
"That was close..."
"What do you mean? That was awesome! Did you see me back there?!" Scootaloo boasted.
"Scoots, if that thing had gotten away we would've been swarmed by Soldier Bugs. That guy was just a scout and it took both Button and Rumble to actually kill it. The worst part is theres no telling how many more are hiding around here, seeing as scouts have invisibility." Spike explained.
"Oh...well crap."
"Spread out, look for a shimmer in the air. If you see so much as a flicker, attack it. I don't care if you end up swinging at air, we can't afford to let any scouts get away." Button ordered.
"You heard him. Spread out!" Luna backed up the order, drawing her longsword and keeping her eyes peeled.
"So uh...just how tough are these Soldier Bugs?" Scootaloo asked, gripping her dagger hilt and wishing she had a bigger weapon.
"They are a mini-boss on the 8th floor." Spike said under his breath.
"They killed us twice in the beta." Rumble sighed, gripping his Katana tightly.
"Oh...good...I feel soooo much better." Scootaloo drew her dagger, eyes scanning the area.
"The next town shouldn't be too far away. If we can just...oh gods..."

Twilight sighed as several of her machines beeped in the background. Spike had been carefully lifted onto a gurney for a makeshift bed, medical supplies flown in from Canterlot spread across the room. Rainbow panted slightly as she sat down a box from her latest flight.
"J-Just a few more to go..." she chuckled weakly.
"Rainbow...y-you can take a break. We have enough right now for the town, especially with things calming down."  Twilight reasoned.
"Nuh uh Twi. I just got three more trips and then I can chill." she offered her marefriend a smile, pausing and planting a kiss against Scootaloo's forehead, careful to avoid the machines strapped to her. She put a hand against Spikes shoulder as she sighed.
"Be careful in there you two..." she said softly before taking off out the window towards Canterlot. Twilight sighed as she watched her go, jumping in surprise as the door opened behind her.
"Oh, s-sorry Twilight. I didn't mean to scare you..." Fluttershy apologized.
"N-No, its fine Fluttershy. I'm the one who should apologize...I know how busy you are but..."
"I'm more than happy to help Twilight. There are plenty of other nurses to help around town." the pegasus smiled.
"B-Besides, I'm the only pony in town who knows how to tend to a Dragon." she pointed out as she hovered next to the dragon in question.
"They both seem okay. But the heart monitor keeps jumping and these readings..." Twilight blinked as Fluttershy shook her head.
"Normal Fight or Flight response. They must be fighting something." Fluttershy said softly. She glanced at her wristwatch, putting her fingers against Spikes wrist.
"Nothing to be worried about. Its a healthy heart beat." Fluttershy assured her.
"I was thinking...these helmets...they block off signals to the brain and transmit that data into the game right?" Twilight asked, pacing about the room
"What if I could reroute those signals? I would be able to communicate with them, right?" Twilight continued without waiting for an answer.
"Wouldn't tinkering with the system trigger the failsafe?" Fluttershy murmured.
"Only if I was trying to remove the helmet. But what if I just create a communication channel?"
"Well...I'm no expert, but if the helmet is using those signals for the game, changing them could cause aftereffects in the game. If you block the signal for hearing, they wouldn't hear anything in that world, but they could hear us here." Fluttershy mused.
"I thought the same thing. But I've got to try something..." Twilight sat down, staring at her machines to avoid glancing at her daughter. Spike started to pant heavily, his heart rate racing and sweat coating his scales.
"W-whats wrong?!" Twilight started to panic.
"Calm down Twilight. Its a rush of adrenaline. His body is convinced whats happening in the game is happening here and is doing its best to assist him." Fluttershy explained, adjusting the thermostat, a fan kicking to life.
"Just keep him comfortable." the pegasus smiled.
"T-Thanks Fluttershy..."
"I'm just doing my job Twilight."
"No I mean...thanks for being here. I've been a mess since...since everything..."
"As you and the girls always tell me. Panicking won't solve anything." Fluttershy did a quick checkup on Scootaloo, rolling the pegasus onto her side and stretching out her wings to keep the muscles strong before leaving to help Nurse Redheart with other patients. Twilight chewed her lip, staring at the readings on her machines.
"Just what is in there thats making you two like this?"

Spike roared as he spun, his greatsword glowing red and wind kicking up around him as he sliced through several Soldier Bugs.
"SWITCH!" Spike roared, leaping backwards. Sweetie Belle slid forward, her blade a blur as she stabbed a stunned Changeling again and again.
"SWITCH!" she cried out, jumping to the side as Spike gripped his sword in both claws, roaring and cutting the bug in half.
"Just how many are there?!" Scootaloo yelled, hopping over a soldier, planting her foot in the back of its head and kicking it directly into Appleblooms punches.
"Its an infinite Spawn until we find the Queen! If we can just reach the town we can avoid the rest of the fight!" Rumble slid backwards, crying out as a Bug tackled him 
"RUMBLE!" Scootaloo pulled a handful of picks out of her pouch, chucking them  as hard as she could, drawing the attention of the soldier. She grit her teeth, sliding backwards and drawing her dagger, just barely deflecting its claws.
"SWITCH!" She screamed, Applebloom roaring as her fist began to glow blue, slamming into the soldiers rib and going straight through it. The farmer panted heavily as the soldier shattered around her hand.
"We see the town!" Luna called out, dancing among the soldiers, her blade a blur of motion. Several soldiers surrounded her, all leaping at once. She spread out her stance, twirling the blade and resting it on her shoulder as she crouched down, catching their blades. Her longsword was surrounded in a green aura as she twisted the hilt, roaring and spinning the blade, slicing through the bugs outer armor.
"We could use some assistance!" She called out. Scootaloo ran forward, catching eyes with Spike. The dragon grinned, stabbing his blade into the ground and holding out his claws. Scootaloo kicked off the ground, using a falling changeling as a springboard, hopping off its head and landing in Spikes outstretched claw, the dragon grunting as he chucked her into the air. The 'pegasus' reached into her pouch, grabbing another handful of throwing picks which were surrounded in a red glow.
"PRINCESS! GET DOWN!" she yelled, Luna taking her advice and crouching down just in time for the throwing picks to rain down on the changelings, exploding on contact. Scootaloo gasped as she fell, Spike sliding under her, roaring as he spun his sword, decapitating a bug before it could leap at him. 
He held out his arm, catching the dagger user and grinning as he spun, chucking her back into the fray. Scootaloo rolled in the air, burying both feet hard into a changelings back, causing it to stumble and fall into a group of spear users who took the chance to bury their weapons deep into its body.
"We're almost there!" they cheered, back to back as they fought towards the edge of town. Button's eyes widened as he saw the ground shift about in front of the town.
"STOP!" Button yelled, but it was too late. One spear user had rushed for the safety of town, screaming as something wrapped around his ankle, dragging him underground. The group froze as they watched his HP bar drop.
"Theres nothing we can do for him..." Rumble sighed.
"I've got an idea. Watch my six." Button ran forward, Rumble tailing him with his Katana ready. Sure enough, a long pink ribbon like appendage reached out for Button, snagging his ankle.
"NOW! SWITCH!" Button yelled. Rumble ran forward, stabbing his Katana through the tongue, pinning it to the ground. A loud screech filled the air, the ground rumbling around them as a large armored changeling dug its way to the surface.
"What in th' hay is that thing?!" Applebloom yelled. The soldier bugs screeched, forming around the gigantic bug. In its claws it held the spear user, its tongue held against the ground with Rumbles sword.
"Thats the Queen. She's guarding the town entrance...We're gonna have to go through her." Button twirled his sword, slicing through the tongue around his ankle.
"Spike, think you can throw us at its head?" Scootaloo asked.
"Maybe, my Strength stat is pretty high. But I dunno if I could get you that high."
"We've got this." Button grinned. He held out his arm, Rumble drawing his katana from the ground and grabbing hold of Button. He held out his arm, nodding to Applebloom. The farmer hooked her arm in his. Spike breathed in slowly, preparing himself.
"You've only got one shot at this." he warned.
"Just throw us." Scootaloo grinned, drawing her dagger. Spike grabbed hold of Scootaloo, roaring as he chucked her high into the air, followed by Button who held on to Rumble and Applebloom. 
"SWITCH!" the swordsman spun in the air, chucking the pair towards Scootaloo. 
"SWITCH!" Rumble followed suit, twirling in the air and tossing Applebloom after Scootaloo. Applebloom grinned, grabbing Scootaloos arm.
"HERE WE GO!" she cheered, spinning about and tossing her friend as hard as she could. Scootaloo grit her teeth, eyes wide as she stared into the eye of the Changeling Queen. She spun her dagger, glaring at the giant bug.
"Go back to Tartarus you bitch." she spat, burying the dagger as deep as she could in the bugs eye, keeping it buried in the changeling as she fell, gritting her teeth as the durability of her weapon quickly began to drop. 
Looking down she watched as Spike caught Button, Sweetie Belle acting as a cushion for Applebloom, and Rumble expertly rolling as he hit the ground. Button leapt under the falling spear user, barely managing to catch him.
Scootaloo gasped as her dagger broke, leaving her to tumble aimlessly through the air.
"CATCH!" Spike yelled, throwing his greatsword to her. She gasped, catching the blade, using the momentum from Spikes throw to lift it above her. She grit her teeth, the blade glowing as she stabbed it into the changeling, panting heavily as her descent rapidly slowed. 
The blade eventually dulled and slipped from the Queen, leaving Scootaloo to fall backwards, gripping the blade tightly and screaming as she fell. Spike ran forward, holding out his arms and managing to catch his friend.
"Your sword...is way...too...heavy..." she panted. They gasped as the ground began to shake, the Changeling Queen roaring in pain and stumbling about.
"We can finish it!" Button yelled, charging forward. Blades met claws as the makeshift army charged once more into the fray, cutting through the soldiers and hacking at the Queens ankles, players throwing one another as high as they could to slice through the weaker parts of the Queens armor. 
Luna dashed through the crowd, running up a changelings back and flourishing her sword, roaring as she sliced through the Queen and tumbled into town. The group stared in surprise as the Soldiers stopped fighting. They all simply stood and stared. 
It wasn't until the Queen toppled over that they realized the fight had been won. One by one and two by two the soldiers died off, having no queen to order them. Luna blinked in surprise as a Prize Window appeared before her.
"Queens Thorn?" she murmured, accepting the prize, blinking as a black sword appeared before her. 
"Wow, a Queens Thorn. Thats a rare drop Princess." Button whistled, the wounded spear user leaning against him.
"Y-You saved me..." he chuckled, seeming surprised.
"Of course I saved you." Button scoffed.
"You go ahead and hit the Inn. We'll trigger the Gate." Spike patted Buttons shoulder, waving for Scootaloo and the others to follow him. Button lead the group through town toward the Inn while Spike lead the way towards the Gate. He placed his claw against a large stone tablet, the gate glowing with life.
"The heck is this thing?" Scootaloo asked as she walked around it.
"Its a teleportation Gate. Safe way of traveling between towns and floors. Its not really important right now, but it'll keep us from having to run through the fields" Spike answered.
"Is it always gonna be that intense?" Applebloom whined, rubbing her wrists.
"I dunno AB. The Changeling Swarm is suppose to be a dungeon Mini-boss on the 8th floor. If its all the way down here..." Spike crossed his arms and sighed.
"Everything could've changed. We'll have to be careful."

Later that Day
Applebloom sighed as she sank into the tub, letting the warm water soak into her coat.
"That feels so much better..." she murmured, laying her head back. She stared at the ceiling, lost in thought.
"Ah wonder what AJ an Big Mac are up to...probably workin' th' fields...gettin' up early an runnin' 'round with Winona before startin' th' day...ah bet granny made her apple pancakes..." She began to shake, tears stinging her eyes.
"Bloom? You okay?" Sweetie Belle asked, sitting up in her tub nearby.
"A-Ah'm fine. Jus' a little homesick ah guess..." She sniffed, wiping away her tears.
"I don't blame you AB. Heck, its only been a day and I already miss Twilight nagging me" Scootaloo sighed.
"Though, what I really miss is my wings...and hanging with Dash...heck I'm starting to even miss school." she grumbled.
"How do you think I feel? Its like I'm naked without my horn!" Sweetie Belle whined.
"Ah don't think Button would mind too much." Applebloom grinned, waggling her eyebrows.
"A-Applebloom!"
"HEY! Some of us are tryin' to relax!" Rumble yelled from the boys side of the baths.
"Aw shut it, I bet if you could you'd take a peek!" Scootaloo teased. A gender barrier kept such things from happening of course, but that didn't stop some ponies from trying. The baths fell silent, each pony buried in thoughts of home.
"How long do you think it'll take us to get out of here?" Sweetie Belle spoke up.
"Well...considering we still have another field between us and the floors main dungeon...I really couldn't begin to tell you." Button answered
"To be honest, it could take months, maybe even a year." Spike added.
"However long it takes us, one thing is certain. We will escape this place." Luna said as she climbed out of her bath. She paused for a moment, realizing she was lacking a horn and had to reach for her towel.
"Oh yea...I forgot...you had magic and wings Princess..." Scootaloo mumbled.
"We have done without such things before in worse situations. We will manage." Luna replied.
"Ah guess ah lucked out..." Applebloom shrugged.
"Yea, lucky you." Scootaloo griped, leaning over the edge of her tub.
"Aw c'mon. Don't be like that Scoots. Ya'll seem t' have th' hang o' things. Like when Spike threw ya to save th' Princess. Or when we threw ya to take down that Queen." Applebloom pointed out.
"It wasn't the same as flying Bloom. Falling like that...its like someone clipped my wings. And my only dagger broke..." Scootaloo sighed
"Well, we got plenty of Col trying to reach this town. I'm sure we can buy you a better one." Sweetie Belle smiled. Scootaloo returned the smile with a slight blush, watching her friend climb out of her bath. Sweetie Belle wrapped a towel around herself, making quick work of drying her coat.
"I'll see you girls back in our room." she peeked her head out into the hall, making the quick dash down the hallway to their room, tapping her key against it to open it. Across the gender barrier, Spike sat in thought.
"Hey B, mind changing the privacy settings?" Spike asked softly. Button glanced at the barrier, flicking something on the available menu. The wall solidified, cutting off sound between them and the girls.
"Whats up?" Button asked. Spike sat up, glancing between Button and Rumble.
"You guys are thinking what I'm thinking right? About the changelings?" Spike wondered. The two sighed as they nodded.
"They shouldn't have been here. If they were a normal encounter, what is the boss gonna be like?" Button murmured. 
"You know...maybe they were here on the first floor, but they weren't as tough as before. Maybe they are still forced to the Floor Limits." Rumble pointed out.
"True, still...that means most of what we know is useless."
"Not exactly. We know the monsters and bosses from here to floor 10. So what if they are mixed and matched? We still know who they are and we know their patterns." Button grinned.
"We've got this dude." he chuckled, wrapping a towel around his shoulders.
"Yea...guess I'm just worried..." Spike shrugged.
"Oh, yea, worried. C'mon buddy, don't think I didn't see the way you were staring at Scoots." Rumble grinned. Spike jumped, glaring at the 'pegasus'
"Don't argue Spike. We know when you're watching a mare." Button chuckled.
"Guys, c'mon, she's like my sister." Spike tried to argue, looking between them. The two glanced at each other, bursting into laughter.
"Yea, right. Well, if you aren't going after that then I guess I will. Pretty sure I can still do a mating dance without my wings. I'll just have to get creative." Rumble teased.
"No way Rumble. You keep your hands away from Scootaloo!"
"Ohhhh, so ya do like her." he grinned.
"If I admit it will you shut up?"
"...maybe."
"I'm scared of losing her. What if I screw up and something happens to her? I'd lose my best friend and Twilight and Dash would lose their kid...I'd have to live with that mistake...knowing I fucked up..." the dragon hung his head.
"Spike, shes tough, they all are. We aren't gonna lose anyone." Rumble said softly.
"I feel the same way about Belle. But my choices are to leave her here and risk her coming after me, or take her along and help her get stronger. I'd rather be there and be able to protect her then see her vanish from my friend list after I abandoned her." Button sighed, patting the dragons shoulder and making his way to their room.
"He's right ya know. Besides, I don't think Scoots would even let you try an ditch her." Rumble chuckled as he dried off.
"Yea...guess I'm stuck with her." Spike chuckled.

"Her vital signs show she is doing well Princess. Though, if the reports from Princess Twilight hold any value, which I fully believe they do, then what Dr Accord said is true. Any attempts at removing the device will result in death." Dr Stable sighed, glancing at a monitor.
"There isn't much more I can do for her beyond this. I fear all we can do at this point is wait and hope."
"Thank you Doctor. Your help is much appreciated." Celestia smiled, squeezing her sisters hand.
"Just doing my job your majesty. Speaking of which..."
"You are dismissed Doctor. I know you have many others to help."
"Thank you Princess. Call if you need me!" he bowed, making his exit. Celestia kept her attention on her sister, focusing on the steady beep of the machines strapped to her.
"Huzzah! Finally, after many months of waiting it has arrived!" Luna cheered happily, holding a copy of Blazing Blades Online out towards her sister.
"A game?" Celestia blinked, staring at the case.
"Not just any game dear sister. A new form of game. You will recall that we ventured out to explore this world once before in what the children call a Beta. It was a marvelous experience sister, one I wish to share with you" Luna smiled, presenting a NervGear to Celestia.
"You know I do not have time for such things Luna."
"Surely your protege can handle matters of state long enough for you to see the wonderous sights of the Great Tower?" Luna pleaded, pouting cutely and fluttering her eyes.
"No, Luna. Twilight has learned much in her time as a Princess, but she isn't ready to handle the nobles just yet. Perhaps I will join you another time."
"I see...we had hoped to start our adventure with you...b-but this is fine! When you finally do join us we will be strong enough to protect you!" Luna cheered, shoving the device into her sisters hands and making herself scarce to enjoy her game. Celestia stared at the device, letting out a sigh as she placed it on her desk.
"I should have joined you Luna..."

"Just make sure she is comfortable and if anything goes wrong just give us a call." Fluttershy smiled, squeaking as Applejack hugged her tightly.
"Thanks Shy...a-ah dunno what we'd do without ya..." she sniffed. The pegasus hesitated for a moment before returning the hug.
"I-I'm just doing my job!" Fluttershy said quickly.
"Its more'n that Shy. We've all been runnin' ya ragged, but ya'll are jus' takin' it with a smile...it means a lot t' all of us." Applejack smiled, sitting next to Applebloom.
"I-I'm happy to help Applejack." Fluttershy smiled, stepping out of the room, blinking as she bumped into Big Macintosh.
"Hows she doin' Miss Shy?" he rumbled softly.
"Oh, well, she's as healthy as can be. Just keep her comfortable and g-give me a call if something seems wrong." she stammered, hiding behind her hair. He simply nodded, seeming lost in his thoughts. Fluttershy chewed her lip, wanting to say something more. But what was there to say?

"Twilight? Hey, Twilight!" Rainbow shook her, causing the slumbering Alicorn to jump and glance around.
"Huh? Rainbow? Oh my gosh I fell asleep!" she gasped, glancing at her machines.
"Twi' its cool. I just thought you might wanna sleep in bed."
"I need to keep an eye on these readings in case something happens." Twilight argued.
"They can go ten minutes without you babysitting them Twilight. I'm worried about them too, but sitting here isn't gonna do anything to help them." Rainbow said softly.
"I...I know that. But..." she clenched her fists, blinking as Rainbow set something on the table. Glancing over, she saw a NervGear helmet.
"How...?"
"Princess Celestia had a spare. She thinks you can figure out what makes it tick. I was gonna wait until you got some rest but...this is who you are Twi'. When a friend is in trouble you stop at nothing to help them." Rainbow smiled. Twilight grabbed the helmet, looking it over slowly.
"I'm gonna go check on Pinkie. Just call if you need me" Rainbow whispered, kissing her cheek. Twilight nodded absentmindedly, several tools floating in her magic. She would have to be careful not to trigger the failsafe...

Jab, jab, weave down and back, hunch low and slide forward, bounce on the toes and go for the uppercut. Applebloom went through the motions in her head, breathing slowly and focusing on the dummy before her. 
She slid forward, arms up to protect her face and jabbed twice with her right, weaving down and stepping back as if avoiding an attack before hunching forward and sliding in, roaring as her entire arm began to glow blue, smashing her fist hard into the dummy. She blinked, staring in shock as she realized she had torn the head off. Moments later the entire dummy shattered, another spawning in its place.
"That was a heck of a punch." Rumble commented. The farmgirl spun, finding her friend watching her from the roof of the Inn.
"Its one o' th' skills ah have as a Martial Artist. Its kinda hard t' pull off though. Ain't nothing stayin still long 'nough fer me t' hit em an it only works in a combo." she sighed.
"It might work in a dungeon. Maybe if you can get em to try and strike at you when you go for the uppercut, or if you get em against a wall." Rumble suggested, hopping down beside her.
"How do ya do that?" she asked, pointing at his feet.
"Huh?"
"That silent landin' thing or fallin without gettin hurt."
"Oh, I've got acrobatics as a passive skill. Its normally somethin Katana users get for a speed boost, but it has other uses. Like avoiding fall damage, or jumping higher. You just gotta know where to put your points."
"Mind showin me?" she chuckled nervously, showing him her menu and unused points.
"Geez, you were fighting without any upgrades? Thats...pretty impressive. I guess you'll need strength, endurance, and agility." he pointed out the stats for her.

"Ow..." Pinkie whined. She glanced around the room, finding Fluttershy reading over a chart. It only took a moment for the pegasus to notice she was awake.
"Oh my gosh! Pinkie! You shouldn't be moving!"
"uhhhh, why? I feel fine! OW!" she winced, sitting up too quickly and collapsing back into her pillows.
"Thats why. You were lucky to survive that blast..."
"Blast?" Pinkie blinked, memories rushing back to her.
"Oh...d-did they make it out?" Pinkie stammered. Fluttershy's silence was answer enough. Pinkie gripped the bedsheets, eyes watering.
"You did all you could Pinkie. It was very brave of you." Fluttershy tried to comfort her. The baker simply stared at the cieling in silence.
"C-Can I be alone for a while?" she whispered. Fluttershy chewed her lip, nodding and giving her friends hand a squeeze before stepping out of the room. Nurses were warned to avoid the room. Moments later, the screaming started.

Those who were new to Ponyville didn't know Pinkie Pie very well. She was just the strange baker who seemed to be every where at once and always trying to make every pony smile. 
So when the screaming started, none of them knew how to react. It was even stranger when ponies lowered their heads in silence, seeming to ignore the screams that filled the town.
"Just what in Celestia's name..."
"You're new here aren't you?" Rainbow interrupted the stallion. She glanced towards the hospital, having just left a few minutes ago. Pinkie had still been passed out when she visited, but it was obvious now she was wide awake.
"Pinkie is pretty weird...she feels things. When someone is sad, she feels it. When someone is happy, she's happy. When someone plans to do something terrible...its like something just...snaps." Rainbow explained.
"And when ponies die...when innocent ponies are hurt...she feels that the worst of all. When Pinkie screams...its the screams of those ponies who couldn't scream." the stallion simply stared.
"You ponies are crazy."
"Yea, welcome to Ponyville buddy." she said softly, patting his shoulder and taking off.

None of them were sure how they heard it, but without a doubt, they could hear it.
"Uh...I'm not crazy right? You girls can hear that too, right?" Scootaloo asked her friends, both of them nodded, hanging their heads.
"Thats gotta mean...oh gods, someone in town is dead..." Sweetie Belle gasped, covering her mouth as she tried to hold back her sobs. Applebloom threw an arm around her, letting the 'unicorn' cry against her.
"Its gonna be alright Belle...t' be honest. Ah didn't expect everyone t' get outta this...some ponies jus' ain't got a good head on their shoulders...But we ain't gonna lose anypony else. Ain't that right Scoots?" Applebloom glanced at her friend.
"Damn straight. Heck, we already took down some tough as nails boss. Tch, We'll be outta here in no time." Scootaloo boasted, smiling as Sweetie Belle started to calm down.
"T-Thanks girls...lets get some rest..." Sweetie Belle sniffed, wiping away her tears.

He glanced back and forth between his friends, both of them waggling their eyebrows and grinning like madmen.
"WHAT?! Rumble yelled.
"Oh, nothin. Just didn't know you liked em grown down south." Button laughed, ducking in time to avoid a pillow.
"Aw c'mon Rumble. 'Ah think ya'll are a perfect pair!'" Spike taunted, slapping a second pillow out of the air.
"Really dude? You're gonna ride my ass on this?"
"Hey, you didn't hold back on the teasing. Alls fair in war buddy." Spike shrugged. Rumble sighed, crossing his legs.
"I was just helping her train, thats all." he argued.
"Yea, sure. Rest up loverbird, we've got a big day ahead of us tomorrow." Button chuckled.

Sister...can you hear me? Luna reached out with her thoughts, her hands gripping the railing of her balcony. Silence answered her plea, the Lunar Princess swearing under her breath.
"The device appears to cut off ALL connections to that realm..." she mumbled. She glanced over her shoulder at the Queens Thorn that had been bestowed upon her.
"I am no Queen...why would such a thing come into my possession?" Luna wondered aloud. She could only guess it was some gimmick by the creator, a way of taunting her. Though Button had claimed it was a rare drop, something she had come to understand was an item that enemies sometimes left behind when defeated. Was it a trick or a sign?

She sighed softly, leaning back in her chair and nursing a cup of hot chocolate. Out of the corner of her eye she could see her son, his chest rising and falling slowly to the beat of the heart monitor. 
She counted herself lucky that Ponyville was such a small place. That and that Princess Twilight was with them. Otherwise she would have no way to ensure her son had everything he needed to win. 
"I swear to Celestia, if you die in there you're grounded." 

Button shivered as the hairs on the back of his neck stood up.
"Guys...I can't afford to lose..."

	
		Ch3: Week One



	"I can't believe...something like this...could happen..." Rarity said, staring into her tea as if it could change everything that had happened. Rainbow sighed, resting a hand on her helmet.
"We've been through worse Rares. We'll get through this." she assured her friend.
"Rainbows right. Those kids are tough an ah'm damn sure not gonna lose Applebloom t' some stupid game!" Applejack agreed, gripping her cider mug so tightly it cracked. Rainbow sighed as a pair of guards saluted her.
"Captain, Princess Twilight wishes to see you." the first spoke.
"Ah crud. Duty calls, save me a cup of cider AJ." Rainbow winked, slipping on her helmet and taking off. It had been nearly a week since the world had been turned upside down by a madman. 
Thus, Rainbows vacation had been cut short and she had been pulling double shifts and dealing with situations between Ponyville, Canterlot, Manehatten, and even Cloudsdale. 
She grit her teeth against the wind, wondering what Twilight wanted her for. The distraught Princess had yet to leave her home or the side of her friend and daughter except to eat or relieve herself. 
Rainbow was worried, but there wasn't much she could do other than to keep the press off her back and support her. She landed in front of her home, saluting the guards who stood outside before making her way in. 
To her surprise she found Twilight roaming the kitchen, notes hovering about in her magic and and a deconstructed helmet along with its components resting on the table in front of her. Her ear twitched, the Princess glancing over her shoulder and smiling when she spotted Rainbow.
"Oh good! You're here. Here, hold this." She said quickly, shoving a handful of notes into her arms.
"Twi, what..."
"Just a second!" she interrupted, holding her breath as she reached out towards the helmet, giving it a light tap, the lights flashing on.
"...It worked...It worked!" She hopped around the kitchen, giggling like a schoolfilly.
"Twilight, I'm really worried about you..." Rainbow sighed.
"Oh, um right. I should explain." Twilight chuckled nervously before clearing her throat.
"The NervGear Helmet acts as a controller for Virtual Reality Games, working as a fulldive device by blocking motor signals from the brain and transmitting them as data like a video game controller does to a console." Twilight began, resting her hands on either side of the helmet.
"The released models have a built in failsafe to prevent it from being removed once one enters the game, but it doesn't activate UNTIL it registers brain activity. So deconstructing the system is rather simple as long as you don't remove anything from the main console which is the failsafe itself." she continued, her notes hovering in front of Rainbow Dash.
"So, without removing the main console itself I was able to rewire the main system to act as a two way communicator so that we can reach Spike and Scootaloo!" she finished, panting slightly.
"Thats uh...Thats great Twilight. But how are you gonna reach them with that?" Rainbow asked, pointing to what remained of the NervGear.
"Well...thats where you come in. The only way for this to work is for someone to wear this and act as a sort of communicator between this world and that world." Twilight lifted the helmet, turning to her marefriend.
"I need you to keep anypony from coming in here. They can't know that I'm trapped in that place." 
"Whoa, wait, what?! No way! Twilight, you don't even know where the buttons are on an arcade game. How do you expect me to let you just march into some complicated video game world where you could die?!" Rainbow yelled.
"I-I have to do this...I can't ask you to go...a-and theres no one else..." Twilight started to sob, clutching the helmet to her chest.
"I can't take not knowing whats happening to them...I-I haven't heard them argue in a week..." her voice was barely above a whisper now.
"Twilight. I know you miss them...I miss em too. Its gonna take ages to get Scoots back in flying condition, and Spike is gonna be a flabby mess in Karate. But this...this is nuts Twi..." Rainbow argued softly. Twilight nodded, still clutching the helmet.
"Look...I gotta check in with the rest of the Guard, but after that my schedule is free. You need to take a break from this and relax Twilight."
"Relax? H-How can I relax?! Any minute now I could lose my daughter or my closest friend!" Twilight screamed.
"I KNOW THAT!" Rainbow screamed back, grabbing Twilight by her shoulders, tears stinging her eyes.
"Don't you think I know that? She's my kid too Twi. I haven't known Spike as long as you have but he's my friend too. Every single damn day I wonder if its gonna be their last, but sitting here and letting it eat away at you isn't going to help!"
"Rainbow...I..." Twilight sniffed, burying her face against her marefriends shoulder. Rainbow took a shuddering breath, fighting back her tears.
"Just...for one night. Lets just...go out together and try to relax with the girls...just for one night." Rainbow whispered. Twilight nodded, wiping away her tears.
"A-Alright Rainbow...j-just for tonight..." she smiled, catching her reflection in the window.
"Oh wow...I'm such a mess..."
"Nothing a hot shower can't fix." Rainbow grinned.

"Spike...you know that weird feeling I get when we need to avoid the Library?" Scootaloo asked, pausing from sharpening her daggers. The dragon glanced over at her, stabbing his claymore into the ground and glancing across the field they stood in.
"Yea? What about it?" he asked.
"Well, lets just say I'm glad we're both in a video game coma."

"Princess, we've doubled our search but we've found no sign of Dr Accord." her guards hung their heads in failure, the Princess dismissing them.
"Where could he be hiding?" Celestia sighed. One week. One entire week of non-stop searching of every known location Dr Accord had carried out business. 
His company, his laboratory, his home, all were empty. It was as if he vanished off the face of the planet.  Her only hope now was that Twilight could figure out how to disable the failsafe.
"Si...ster..."

"Ponyville Hospital, whats your emergency?" Fluttershy answered the phone.
"Hey Shy, its Rainbow."
"Is something wrong? Scootaloo and Spike are okay right?" She asked quickly.
"Shy, chill. Thats part of the reason I'm calling, but yea, they're fine." Rainbow assured her. The pegasus sighed in relief.
"Well...why are you calling? They don't have a checkup for another couple of days, did you want me to check on them now?"
"No, Shy, just listen. Twi's been driving herself crazy, Rarity hasn't even glanced at her fabric or gems, Pinkie hasn't left her bed, Applejack is just barely managing to work and smile but I know its fake. And me an you have been working ourselves to the bone."
"Well...we are in a rather difficult and stressful situation Rainbow."
"Yea, tell me about it...Look, I wanna get all the girls together and just take a day off. I know it sounds kinda heartless, but the kids can go a day without us. I mean...its not like theres much more we can do for them anyway..." Rainbow sighed. Fluttershy thought it over for a moment, glancing around the hospital. For the most part, Rainbow was right. They had made all the preparations they could, but there was still moral support. 
"Come on Shy, we need this. Especially you an Twi'."
"Me? Why me?"
"I've known you since we were kids Shy. You can't hide anything from me, though I gotta say...I'm pretty impressed you haven't cried yet. I bawled like a baby once Twilight was out of earshot. Don't tell anypony I said that..."
"I...I couldn't afford to cry this time. So many ponies are counting on me."
"Don't you think you'd help them better once you're more relaxed?" Rainbow pressed. She chewed her lip, glancing at Nurse Redheart.
"Red...I um..."
"Your friend talks rather loudly. Go on, enjoy yourself a little." she winked. Fluttershy smiled and gave a determined nod 
"Alright Rainbow Dash. One Day."

KNOCK,KNOCK,KNOCK.
"The store is closed!" Rarity called out, again the knocks sounded against her door. She sighed, dragging herself to the door and yanking it open.
"Can't you read?!" she yelled, blinking in surprise.
"Yes I can. But I'm not here as a customer, I'm here as a friend."
"Milano. I'm so very sorry. Please, come in" she stammered, stepping aside and allowing her inside.
"No need to apologize. I thought it might be a good idea to check up on you and my Buttons little crush." she chuckled softly.
"You seem rather...calm and collected on the whole matter..." Rarity noted.
"Well of course. If there is one thing Button is good at, its video games. He's probably having some sort of party right now." She scoffed
"But...aren't you worried? What if something happens to him?"
"Miss Rarity, I know my son very well. And while it would pain me to see him go...if it came to that...I know that it would be the way he would want to go. Worrying over it won't help him and it won't help your sister either." She explained herself as she took a seat at the kitchen table. Rarity slid into her own seat, holding her head in her hands.
"Besides, I am sure it won't come to that and knowing him he is probably keeping an eye on your sister or trying to impress her. He won't let anything happen to her." she assured her friend. Rarity smiled slightly.
"Y-you're right Mrs. Mash. I just...feel so useless...I've been a key part in saving Equestria several times and yet...I can't even save my own sister..."
"We're just ponies, we can't be expected to do everything. This is something beyond our power and something we have to let take its course, as horrible as that sounds."
"Yes...I suppose..." Rarity shook her head, putting on a smile.
"Would you care for some tea Mrs. Mash?"
"That would be wonderful Miss Rarity."
KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK
"Honestly, I don't know why I even bothered putting up that closed sign." Rarity muttered, putting a pot on the stove and making her way to the door. She was mildly surprised to see Twilight and Rainbow standing in her doorway.
"Hey Rares, thought we'd just walk over instead of calling. You'd probably ignore it anyway." Rainbow chuckled as she removed her helmet. To this day it still surprised her that Rainbow Dash of all ponies had taken the position of Captain of the Guard, even more so when she proved she could handle the position.
"Yes, well, not all of us can take disaster in stride like you darling." 
"Wow, was that really called for?" Rainbow pretended to be insulted.
"Girls, please don't do this..." Twilight said as she stood between them.
"Sorry Twilight. I just...never mind. Come on in." She sighed, stepping aside.
"Oh, hello Princess." Mrs. Mash greeted her.
"Mrs. Mash, how is your son?" Twilight asked nervously, Rainbow smacking her forehead and groaning.
"Well, if I know him, he is probably knee deep in a pile of monsters and laughing all the while like a madpony. He is my son after all." she chuckled. Twilight froze, her eyes widening.
"Mrs. Mash...could I ask you for a favor?"

One week. One whole week of senseless battles, moving from town to town aimlessly. Her soldiers had grown stronger, sure, but they were still no closer to their goal.
"Patience...we must have patience." Luna sighed, blinking in surprise as Scootaloo sat beside her, sliding a mug of cider in front of her.
"Princess, you're pushing yourself too hard. It's only been a week an' this place has 100 floors!" she laughed, chugging her own mug of cider.
"Scoots is right Princess. Ain't nothin good comin' outta beatin yerself up, 'specially when there ain't much more ya can do. Heck, if'n ya'll weren't around, ah think it mighta jus' been th' six o' us tryin' t' reach th' end instead of an entire army!" Applebloom said with a smile.
"Your words are much appreciated and please...call me Luna." she said softly.
"Alright, Luna. I think you need to relax a little. Can't have our Princess and brave leader die of stress." Scootaloo pointed out.
"Leader? N-No. I...I cannot lead a war...I am merely doing my best to assist you all." Luna argued quietly.
"Princess Luna, we need you. This is a war and you're the only one here with experience. I know thats harsh of me to say, but its the truth. It's like you said, we're soldiers now." Spike grinned, sitting at the head of their table, plates of food spawning in front of them and a chunk of Col vanishing from Spikes stash.
"Spike, you didn't have to pay..." Scootaloo grumbled.
"I wanted to, besides, we're here to relax right? Might as well do it in style." he shrugged. Nearby, Applebloom and Sweetie Belle were giggling amongst themselves as they watched the two 'argue'. Luna was also quite amused by the display.
"You are right Spike." she interrupted them, placing her hands on the table.
"If I am meant to lead...then I shall...but for now, let us relax and enjoy the company of one another." she smiled, digging into her food. Silence filled the air as they ate, at least until the doors to the Tavern swung open and a familiar face made herself known.
"This property now belongs to Queen Diamond. If you wish to remain then you will hand over a minimum of 500col and a piece of worthy gear to our Queen." a large stallion intoned, tightening his grip on his massive battle axe. Diamond herself stood beside the giant, players wearing her Pink and Purple colors and carrying about a flag filling into sloppy ranks behind her.
"Well well well, the loser brigade. What do you think you're doing in MY Tavern?" Diamond demanded. They simply ignored her, continuing their meal.
"Your Queen addressed you!" The giant roared, grabbing Spike by the shoulder. The dragon glanced over his shoulder, his slitted eyes shifting and smoke drifting from his nostrils.
"I can see why you follow her. You're a real idiot. Maybe you haven't noticed. Everyone here...pegasus...unicorn...even an Alicorn, have been changed into earth ponies. But here I am...one lone little dragon." Spike growled as he stood, just a few hands shorter than the brute.
"Even in the real world I could turn you into a beefcake pretzel. In here I've got a strength multiplier. So ask yourself...is your life worth being that brats pawn?" Spike asked, his sword spawning into his hand.
"Puh-lease. You can't expect to fight my entire army." Diamond snapped her fingers and grinned as her goons poured into the Tavern. Luna picked up her napkin, wiping her mouth as she stood.
"Miss Diamond Tiara, Daughter of Filthy Rich, owner of Barnyard Bargains. You have spent your entire life with ponies scraping their knees to keep you happy and at the same time you were taught by your fathers employees how to lead and negotiate." she spoke, placing a hand on her hip.
"But were you taught to fight? To kill? To ignore the pain it brings to see the life ripped out of another being?" she demanded.
"Of course not, thats why I have an army Princess. For someone who is suppose to be wise and all powerful you sure are stupid. In this world you're just another pony in my way."
"Spike, you may act freely." Luna ordered. The dragon roared as he charged forward, slamming into the brute and knocking him into the wall.
"Spike!" Scootaloo gasped, jumping out of her seat and drawing her dagger. Luna grabbed her arm and shook her head. The dragon ducked under the giant stallions axe, roaring and smashing the butt of his blade into his gut, dropping him to the floor and resting his blade against his throat.
"Don't just stand there! Stop him!" Diamond yelled.
"Belay that!" Button yelled, crashing through a nearby wall and resting the tip of his sword against Diamond's cheek.
"Any of you move and you can kiss your Queen goodbye." he warned.
"You guys obviously need a lesson in game mechanics. Take a good look at your lackey. The cursor above his head? Pure green, means he's just for show. Now look at Spike. Faded Orange. Means he's knocked around a few players who thought they were tough." Rumble chuckled from behind the counter.
"And then take a look at mine. Pure Red. Which means I've killed other players." Button said softly, Diamond's eyes widening.
"And I won't hesitate to finish you here. So you have two choices. You can take your goons and get outta my bar, or you can hope that your dad gets laid." Button grinned.
"R-Retreat" Diamond ordered, her soldiers murmuring
"I said retreat! We don't need this dump anyway!" Diamond barked, her goons scrambling out the door.
"This isn't over." she swore as she turned and left. Button sighed, sheathing his sword.
"Gods that was close..." Spike sighed in relief, glancing over at Button. The two burst into laughter, sharing a high five, though it was empty seeing as Button was missing his hand.
"Oh my gosh! Button! Your hand!" Sweetie Belle panicked as she grabbed his arm.
"Oh, yea, that. Had to sell the whole Killer thing. My icon should go green in a few minutes though and my hand'll grow back. We found that out in the Beta. Oh man, remember the Zombie Prank?" Button chuckled, Spike rolling his eyes.
"So...wait...all o' that was faked? Geez, ya'll sure had em goin', even ah believed ya!" Applebloom spoke up.
"Don't get me wrong AB. If it had come to it, I woulda fought." Spike swore, glancing at Luna. She offered him a small smile and a shake of her head.
"Let us hope it does not come to that. Though...I doubt we have seen the last of that girl. She will continue to want things her way, as has been her nature if my understanding is correct. I am sure her father would not appreciate it if we murdered his child." she turned to Applebloom, pointing a thumb at the Button sized hole in the wall.
"Would you mind repairing that?"

Sister? Can you hear me? Luna tried once more to reach her sister. Though it had only been a week, it had felt like an eternity since she had last weaved the stars, or heard her sisters voice. Their bond was powerful, stronger than any magic, so why was one little device keeping them apart?
"Sister..."
LUNA! her sisters voice rang out in her head. It had only been for a moment, but she was sure of it. Celestia had heard her.

"Luna! LUNA!? I'm here...I'm here..." Celestia cried, squeezing her sisters hand
"Si...ster..." Luna struggled.
"Just hold on Luna, w-we're doing everything we can. J-Just...stay safe."

"You want me to what?" 
"Uh, is that really a good idea Twi?" Rainbow asked.
"Its a wonderful idea! We're about the same height and bodybuild, I wouldn't have to recalibrate anything. Its perfect!" Twilight cheered.
"I'm still confused about what you want from me."
"Oh, um, right. I've reworked a spare NervGear helmet to act as a communication device. Though it will only work if someone were to enter Blazing Blades Online using it..."
"Hm. So you want me to go into a Death Game so we can speak to our kids?" Milano asked as she crossed her arms.
"I...I realize its a lot to ask..."
"I'll do it."
"WHAT?!" they all gasped.
"My life needed a bit more excitement anyway." she shrugged.
"Oh...um...great! I'll get everything ready!" Twilight cheered, bumping into Rainbow Dash as she turned around
"Whoa! Uh uh Twi. Day off, remember?" Rainbow said under her breath. Twilight pouted, looking into her marefriends eyes.
"Nope, thats not working this time Twi. You can play Frankenstein after our date with the girls." Rainbow shook her head, standing firm against the power of cuteness. Before her guard training she would've turned into a puddle at such an attack, but now...it was still difficult, but she could manage it.
"Date? What Date?" Rarity asked, looking between them. Rainbow chuckled nervously as she turned to her friend.
"Well, this whole mess is really getting to everyone so...I thought maybe we could have a day to ourselves to relax and pull ourselves back together." Rainbow explained. Rarity clenched her fists, glaring at the pegasus.
"Our loved ones could perish at any moment...and you want to relax?!" Rarity yelled.
"When was the last time you made a dress Rarity? When was the last time you smiled?" Rainbow asked softly.
"About a week, right?" Rainbow continued, looking into her friends eyes.
"You know how long it's been since I flew for the hell of it? How long since Pinkie Pie has thrown a party?" She powered on, shaking and gritting her teeth.
"This whole damn mess is tearing us apart. Is it so bad of me to want to keep everything together? I mean...come on, do we want them to see us broken down like this when they come back?" Rainbow sniffed. Rarity's features softened as she watched her friend break down.
"I...I suppose not. Perhaps just one day wouldn't hurt..." Rarity mumbled
"Well then its settled. You all go enjoy your day and tomorrow we can start the Princess' science project." Milano smiled over her tea.

Spike mulled over the map they had put together, wearing a small grin.
"Guys...I think I know where the Dungeon entrance is." Spike spoke up, drawing the attention of his friends. They crowded around him, sheathing their weapons from their practice session and searching the map.
"Alright, we've scoured all of these fields already and taken down the harder mobs. But we haven't reached Blackwood Forest yet." Spike explained.
"And you are convinced the Dungeon is hidden there?" Luna asked as she looked over the map.
"It has to be. Reports from scouting parties say several parties have already died in there." Button pointed out.
"Do you think we can even clear it? With Diamond pulling strings everywhere and ponies splitting into factions, we've barely enough soldiers to call ourselves a Guild." Scootaloo sighed.
"It is not a matter of whether or not we can...We must clear it and therefore we shall." Luna declared. A final check of their gear and they were off, following Spike who had the Map Data for the best path through the Blackwood.
"Legend has it that the Blackwood was once a wonderful gigantic forest, until an angry dragon set the entire thing on fire and cursed it." Spike spoke up as they marched along.
"Heh, of course you'd know a story like that" Scootaloo scoffed. Spike shrugged and sighed
"Well, its more of a heads up than a story. That dragon happens to be one of the bosses later on. I think it was on the fifth floor." Button mumbled.
"You know, with our luck, he's probably waiting for us on this floor" Rumble pointed out. Moments later a large roar filled the area. All eyes instantly turned to Rumble.
"OH come on! How is that my fault?!" he demanded. Another roar filled the air and the area was enshrouded in a combat arena.
"A boss battle in the forest?! This wasn't in the beta!" Spike growled, drawing his blade. Applebloom roared as she smashed her elbow into the barrier.
"No good, we ain't gettin' through that. Looks like we gotta fight our way out." she sighed, turning to her friends.
"How are we suppose to fight a dragon?!" Scootaloo demanded.
"We fight Fire with Fire." Luna said simply, drawing the Queens Thorn, Spike standing at her side, smoke drifting from his nostrils. Button and Rumble drew their swords, taking up positions at the rear of the group while the dragon circled overhead. Scootaloo, Sweetie Belle, and Applebloom stood in the center of their formation.
"I believe it is beginning its attack." Luna spoke up. Spike crouched slightly, widening his stance and inhaling deeply.
I hope this works
As the dragon looped down for its first strike Spike exhaled a beach ball sized chunk of fire straight into its gut, causing it to roar in pain and take back to the air. Spike fell to one knee, panting heavily as a quarter of his HP vanished.
"Okay...it works" he grunted, pushing back to his feet.
"Yes, but its not a reliable form of attack. We will need another method." Luna mused. While they couldn't take advantage of Spikes firebreath, it had bought them valuable time and confused the Dragons AI. Sweetie Belle pulled out a few items and started to patch up Spike while Rumble and Button kept an eye on the Dragon.
"Ah'm kinda surprise it ain't come back yet." Applebloom mumbled.
"He's sizing us up." Spike said, the light around him fading as Sweetie Belle finished.
"He wasn't expecting a full on fireball so he's changing tactics. My guess is, there was never a tactic built for something like me being here so it is making its own." Spike shrugged, slinging his sword over his shoulder.
"Is that even possible?" Rumble wondered.
"Who knows what could be possible in this place." Button grumbled, gripping his sword.
"Uh, I think it figured out what it wants to do..." Scootaloo pointed up, the Dragon swooping down towards them. 
"Scatter!" Luna yelled, everyone rolling out of the way as the Dragon swiped at them with his claws. Another roar and it looped around for a second attack.
"Lets go!" Spike roared, charging straight for the Dragon. Button followed on Spikes left while Rumble took up his position on the right. Spike raised his sword, steadying it on both hands; He shifted his stance and gritted his teeth as the dragon grasped at his sword with a claw. 
Button swung around Spike, spinning and slashing through the claw before skidding to a stop behind the dragon and racing up its tail.
"SWITCH!" Spike slashed, sliding backwards while Rumble slid forward with his blade glowing bright red, roaring as he gripped his sword in both hands, driving the blade into the soft underbelly of the dragon and running as fast as his legs could carry him, dragging his blade through the beast the whole way. 
Atop the Dragon, Button mimicked the maneuver, digging his sword into the Dragon's back and running up its spine. Both swordsman gasped as the dragon spun in place, flinging them both away. 
Button rolled through the air, his blade glowing orange as he twisted and slashed at the air in an attempt to slow himself down. His knees bent as he smashed hard into the barrier, the swordsman wincing as a chunk of his Hp vanished, running along the barrier at an angle towards the ground, his eyes focused on the wounded Dragon. 
Rumble on the other hand had been flung across the ground, rolling to his feet and flipping backwards to kill off speed. Button landed beside him, panting heavily and gripping his sword.
"Okay...now what?" Button asked. Rumble glanced over at him and shrugged. The two chuckled and sighed as they rushed back towards the Dragon. The beast glanced over its shoulder at them, smoke drifting from its nostrils and its wings snapping open. With a few powerful flaps it took off into the sky and vanished. Moments later the barrier around them died.
"Did...Did it jus' run away?" Applebloom mumbled.
"Let us not question our fortune until after we are at a safe distance. Belle?" Luna turned to Sweetie Belle, the 'unicorn' nodding and pulling a Return Bell from her bag. Everyone stood around her as she rang it twice, the group teleporting back to the Tavern they had claimed for themselves in town. Button and Rumble groaned as they sat down.
"Well...we know where the boss is. But why did it let us escape?" Button wondered. Spike crossed his arms as he leaned against the wall, pondering the very same question.
"Maybe it wasn't the boss. Maybe it was some kind of Mini-boss or trial or something. In any case, the boss area has to be around there. Especially if he is there." Rumble pointed out. The 'pegasus' smiled as Applebloom snatched up his sword to begin repairs. Everyone else rested their weapons on the table, leaving their friend to work. Scootaloo huffed and placed her chin in her hands.
"Maybe he's on a time limit? Like the final boss of Crazy Cargo 4. First time I tried to kill him he ran off cause I was too slow." 
Silence hung over them as they considered it. Everything had happened so quickly that no one had even stopped to think what the fight would be like or how long it could take. Luna smiled, slamming her hands into the table as she stood.
"Perhaps it is a challenge! Belle, the handbook please" Luna asked. Sweetie Belle dug into her inventory, pulling out the Beginners Guidebook and flipping through the pages.
"She's right! Look here! Challenge #27: Defeat the Special Dragon Boss in...10 minutes?" she blinked, reading over it again.
"Its one of the Required Challenges for the first floor. We can't get to the Floor Boss unless we kill it." Sweetie Belle whined, her ears pinned back against her head. Button grinned and leaned back in his chair.
"10 minutes huh? Sounds like a good challenge. We'll need to buff up a bit more though and probably upgrade our gear. It hurts to say it but...we gotta go on a grindfest..."

"I HEARD her!" Celestia yelled, Dr Stable flinching and taking a step back. The Princess took a slow breath to calm herself, gripping the edge of her sisters bed.
"I am not questioning what you say Princess. I am only saying that even if there were a means of communication between the two of you...there is nothing I can do to strengthen it or to free your sister. We know too little of these machines and what they are capable of. I am sorry..." he apologized.
"No...It isn't your fault...I just...I lost her once because I ignored her...and now I've done it again" Celestia admitted aloud. Dr Stable took a step forward, putting a hand on her shoulder. He offered her a reassuring smile before dismissing himself. No words were needed, there were none to be said that hadn't been said already. But deep in her heart she knew she should've listened. She should've paid attention. She should've learned from her mistakes.
"I will find a way to bring you back...I swear it..." Celestia murmured, kissing Luna's forehead before leaving the room. She was not the only one suffering and many others had weaker hearts than she. They needed her to be strong, and so she would. And when she finally found Dr Accord...

"Ya'll want me t' what?" Applejack asked, dumbfounded. Standing before her were Twilight and Rainbow, asking her a rather disturbing question.
"We want you to relax AJ. Everyone knows the most important thing to an Apple is Family. I'm not gonna try an sugarcoat this or spit some random speech at you. You deserve total honesty and you can take total honesty. Moping next to your sister isn't gonna bring her back any faster. We've done everything we can for them and tearing ourselves up isn't gonna do them any good." Rainbow said, putting a hand on her shoulder.
"So just for tonight, just this one night...Just relax." Rainbow said softly. Applejack clenched her fists, lowering her head and shaking slightly.
"How can ah? A-Any minute now...she could...she could..."
"What about Scootaloo? Or Sweetie Belle? or Spike? Or any other kid in town trapped in there?" Rainbow stopped her.
"All of us are worried, but being worried to the point of making ourselves sick won't do anything. All we can do is listen to Fluttershy and the doctors and keep an eye on them." the pegasus grinned.
"Besides. These are the kids of Ponyville we are talking about. They've dealt with stuff like Nightmare Moon, rampaging Ursa and demons from Tartarus. I think they can handle one little game, don't you?" she winked. Applejack let a smile touch her lips, wiping away her tears into her sleeve.
"Yea...yer right sugarcube...A-Applebloom's a tough girl, she can handle herself...ah jus' worry 'bout her is all."
"We're all worried Applejack. We aren't asking you to stop worrying, we are just asking you not to let it tear you apart." Twilight smiled. The farmer sighed and smiled.
"Alright...ya'll got me into it. Jus' one day though."

Night had fallen. It had been somewhat of an uneventful day. Just some field training and the encounter with the Dragon Challenge Boss. Beyond that, things had been quiet. A little too quiet. Scootaloo sighed as she leaned over the balcony, closing her eyes and breathing in deep as a gentle breeze went by.
"Having fun?" Spike taunted from the balcony across from her. She glared at him, crossing her arms and pulling her blanket tightly around herself.
"I miss my wings..." she grumbled. Spike's smile slowly faded away at that. He cleared his throat and leaned over his own balcony.
"Well, we've already figured out where the boss is. We just gotta make our way past that challenge boss..." he paused and glanced over at her, seeing her shiver. He glanced over his shoulder for a moment and grinned, leaping across the balcony and landing beside her with a quiet thud.
"s-Spike!? What the heck are you doing?!" she hissed at him, blinking as he sat down and pulled her close. Her eyes widened as she felt warmth fill her, the dragon keeping his arms wrapped around her.
"You looked cold, so I hopped over." he grinned.
"Aren't the rooms Gender Locked?" Scootaloo asked, looking up at him.
"Sure, the rooms are. But the balcony is an outside environment" he winked. She scoffed and curled up against him, laying her head against his chest and sighing softly.
"Do you really think we can get out of here Spike?" she asked softly. He was silent for a moment, casting his gaze to the stars and gripping her shoulder.
"I know we can Scoots..." he whispered as she dozed off against him.

	
		CH 4: Plans and things



	"Hey Belle, come look at this" Applebloom snickered quietly, pointing to the balcony. Sweetie Belle grumbled as she slid out of bed, blinkng as she spotted Spike and Scootaloo cuddling on the balcony.
"...Thats adorable. How'd he get here?" Sweetie Belle mumbled. Applebloom only shrugged and leaned over the two of them. Spike cracked an eye open, glancing at the two girls.
"Do you mind?" he whispered, turning his attention to Scootaloo. The 'pegasus' grumbled as she snuggled close to him.
"Th' heck are ya doin' in our room?" Applebloom asked, attempting to be serious.
"I'm not in your room. I'm on the balcony. Outside instance zone, totally unrelated." he answered
"Will you all shut up and let me sleep?!" Scootaloo yelled. She glared at each of them, blinking as her eyes landed on Spike. The dragon offered her a sheepish grin, dressed only in a pair of boxers as he held her. Scootaloo felt her cheeks burn as she yelped and stumbled out of his grasp.
"S-Spike?! w-what the heck are you doing here?!" Scootaloo demanded. The dragon chuckled a little, scratching his chin.
"I hopped over last night, remember?" he answered quickly. Scootaloo froze, the nights events flashing through her mind. She chuckled nervously and cleared her throat
"Uh...Yea, right um..."
"Spike, ya'll mind hoppin' back over so we can get ready fer th' day?" Applebloom stepped forward, putting a hand on her flustered friends shoulder.
"Sure thing. See you guys at the hunting grounds?" he asked as he climbed onto the railing.
"We'll be there." Sweetie Belle answered, all three of them watching him make the jump across with ease. They then turned to Scootaloo, wearing the biggest grins she'd ever seen on a pony.
"So ya'll had a midnight cuddle session huh?" Applebloom teased.
"I-It's not like that! I was just chilling on the balcony and enjoying the breeze...Spike saw how upset I was about my wings and climbed over to help me relax and I kinda just dozed off." She mumbled, her cheeks burning.
"I think its sweet." Sweetie Belle smiled. Scootaloo groaned and headed for her gear.
"Lets just...get ready, okay?"

Button raised an eyebrow, spotting Scootaloo and Spike glancing at one another. It was obvious the two had something more going on, but on the battlefield they needed to focus. Sure it was a low level grind area but still, one mistake would cost them everything. He cleared his throat, grabbing the attention of his friends.
"Lets take a break guys, don't wanna overdo it ya know?" he chuckled, winking at Spike. The dragon raised an eyebrow, groaning as Button glanced at Scootaloo. He was saved from the oncoming slaughter of taunts by a group marching towards them. Rumble stood and rested a hand on his Katana.
"Hail swordsmen, can I help you?" he asked, tilting his blade slightly. Their leader was covered from head to toe in plate armor and ignored Rumble, pointing to Spike.
"You, dragon, come with us." She demanded, the soldiers with her encircling them. Spike gripped his Claymore, hunching forward slightly.
"Come willingly and we spare your friends. We've no reason to kill them, especially the Princess. No disrespect your highness, but this is a matter of survival." the woman continued.
"Why go to these lengths then? Why not join our forces? Is that not why you seek to take our vanguard?" Luna asked, her arms crossed.
"He has strength no one else does. We can't risk one of your group stabbing us in the back. Ponies we thought to be family turned on us within moments of being alone with us. I'm sorry, but this is the way it must be." She answered.
"Then allow us your name." Luna replied, her hand sliding down to her weapon. Applebloom shifted her stance, bouncing on her toes. Scootaloo twirled her dagger, flipping it backwards and grabbing a fistful of throwing picks. Button twirled his blade and Rumble slowly drew his sword, gripping it tightly in both hands. Spike growled as the circle closed in on them, smoke drifting from his nostrils.
"Rose. My name is Rose." she answered, drawing a pair of shortswords from her belt. Spike blinked as a Duel invite appeared before him.
"We don't need any mindless bloodshed. So I offer this...A one on one duel. If i win, you come with us. If you win, we will leave." Rose offered.
"And if I refuse to duel you?" Spike asked, glancing around at the circle.
"Then we pick you off one by one. Our spearmen can hit a target from two clicks." she pointed out, whistling once, a single spear landing next to Spike.
"We can take em Spike. Me an Rumble can..." Button began, his eyes wide as Spike accepted the duel.
"Stand down men." Rose ordered, the circle backing off, but still remaining around them. Spike stabbed his Claymore into the ground, taking a slow breath and relaxing his mind. He was at a heavy disadvantage. His only ace was his reach, but with a dual wield build, she would be three times faster than him and be out of his range before he could blink. It would be a battle of timing more than swords. He watched the counter above them, closing his eyes as he took another deep breath.
DING. The battle began, Spike drawing his Claymore and rushing forward. Rose leapt backwards as he slashed with the Claymore, surprised as he followed its path and swung out with his tail, catching her leg in the air and throwing her off balance. 
He gripped his Claymore in both hands, carrying it full circle in the spin and roaring as he slashed, only to have her blades catch his and spin her about in the air once more. Rose flipped and skid across the ground, rushing towards him. 
Spike swore under his breath, his blade still in the air as she ducked low. He raised his arm, her swords sinking into it instead of his chest. She pulled her blades free and bounced off her toes, leaping and twirling in the air, blades dancing with every move and Spike stumbling backwards to try and get out of her range. 
His sword was too heavy, he couldn't recover from the onslaught like this. So, he dropped it, leaping backwards and panting heavily, his Hp bar already cut in half while Rose was left untouched.
"You can do it Spike!" Scootaloo yelled, Applebloom and Sweetie Belle joining the cheer. The dragon chuckled a little, balling up his fists and shifting his stance. Rose chuckled, twirling her swords.
"You may be a dragon, but your scales don't protect you in this world. You can't believe you are going to beat me like that, are you?" she asked as she rushed again. Spike stepped in as she slashed, catching her wrist and palming it away, his free claw clasping her throat as he kicked forward. 
He pushed himself harder,  roaring as he ran forward, carrying her by her throat and leaping into the air, slamming her hard into the unforgiving ground below. He sat up, hauling back his fist and smashing it into her helmet. 
He pulled back for another blow, gasping as a spear slammed into his back. Before he could recover another had pierced his armor, and another still slammed into his shoulder, pinning him to the grass. Button and Rumble tried to rush forward, the circle enclosing around them and the two forced back to back. Scootaloo and her friends found themselves in much the same situation. 
"BACK OFF! HE WON FAIR AND SQUARE!" Scootaloo yelled, gasping as Applebloom punched a spear out of the air next to her head.
"Ya'll ain't gonna hit another one of my friends with those cheapshots!" the farmgirl yelled, stepping back and sliding her palm alongside another spear, catching it in her free hand and pointing it at the nearest swordsman.
"Now ya'll best git goin' fer we show ya why th' Princess trusts us t' win this here game." she threatened. Sweetie Belle clutched her bag to her chest, digging through it for her healing bell. She gasped as a spear snatched the bag out of her hands and pinned it to the ground, the frightened 'unicorn' drawing her rapier and glancing around for the hidden spearmen.
"They've thrown a lot of those...can't be too many more to spare." Rumble chuckled.
"No idea how many of them there might be. Only one way out, Double six flip hole." Button grinned. The soldiers closed in further, Luna drawing her thorn and stabbing it into the ground.
"Stand down now and you will be spared. But continue this assault and we will not hesitate to remove you from this world." She threatened.
"STAND DOWN!" Rose screamed, all eyes turning to her. She rolled onto her side, her helmet caved in. She tapped the side, the helmet fading away and causing Applebloom to gasp.
"Silver Spoon?! What th' hay are you doin' here?! Were ya'll tryin' t' steal Spike for Diamonds stupid little army?!" she yelled.
"Diamond is a monster...Anyone who disobeys her is stripped of their gear and thrown into the forest to die. One of our scouts saw what Spike did to the Dragon and I thought...I just thought maybe..." She dug her hands into the dirt as sobs shook her body. 
The circles collapsed as every soldier rushed to their leaders side to comfort her. Scootaloo took the chance to snag Sweetie Belle's bag and run to Spike. She skid on her knees, placing one hand on his unharmed shoulder while crushing a potion over him. 
He groaned and rolled onto his side, wincing as he pushed himself into a sitting position. The speedster flung herself at him, throwing her arms around his neck and burying her face in his chest.
"You shoulda let us fight you idiot..." she grumbled into his chest. He opened his mouth to argue, stopping when she glared up at him.
"Scoot...theres a bunch of spears in my back...can you scold me when my HP isn't dropping?" he asked sheepishly. She gasped and leapt to her feet, working on yanking the spears out. Luna made her way over to Silver Spoon, the crowd gripping weapons as she neared.
"Let her through...I deserve whatever she decides..." Silver ordered.
"We can't let her kill you. You're why we're alive Commander." A familiar voice answered.
"Pip? Is that you?" Luna asked in shock. The colt removed his helmet, revealing it was indeed the pinto pony she knew.
"I won't attack you...But I won't let you hurt her!" he stammered, standing his ground.
"Pip...don't..." Silver cried, the colt ignoring her. Luna smiled, placing her hands on his blade.
"You are a true stallion. Defending that which is dear to you is a noble cause. Fear not my friend, I mean no ill will towards your consort." Luna winked, causing him to blush. Luna took a step back, holding her hands up in the air. Slowly the group relaxed, sheathing their weapons.
Luna slowly sat down, folding her hands on her lap.
"Now...We understand your wish, but we cannot give up our vanguard to you. We can however join forces." Luna began, raising her hand to stop them from interrupting her.
"You have issues of trust. We understand that all too well...or do you not recall how we treated our sister?" Luna said with a sad smile. Silence hung over the group at the grim joke.
"My words cannot change your views Silver Spoon. But alone we cannot hope to stand against that beast. Together, our strengths and minds combined we can defeat it and be one step closer to freedom. Will you stand by us?" Luna asked softly, holding out her hand. Silver Spoon looked among her soldiers. 
The few she had managed to convince to come along with her to escape Diamond. The hateful mare didn't want to escape, all she wanted was to be in control and as long as they were trapped on the same floor as her then there was no escape. 
They trusted her with their lives and she was afraid she would let them down. Could she lead them alone? Or would she need Luna's help? Would it be wrong of her to accept such help? What if they were betrayed again? Pip frowned for a moment, seeing her conflict and put a hand on her shoulder.
"We go where you go Commander." He said with a smile. Silver swallowed and smiled nervously, turning to Luna and taking a shuddering breath.
"We accept your offer...on one condition." Silver held up her finger.
"If Diamond attacks us...leave her to me." 

The Previous Night
Rainbow grinned as she landed silently atop the hill where her friends waited, having shoved the clouds around for the perfect view of the night sky and the full moon. Pinkie happily walked about the group, making sure everyone had a drink and a snack while Applejack tossed a few twigs into the fire, keeping away the chill. The Pegasus sighed as she sat beside Twilight, hooking an arm around her shoulder and pulling her close.
"See girls? Isn't this great?" Rainbow asked. Despite everything, they all had to agree.
"Ah ain't felt this relaxed in a long time sugarcube. Mighty appreciate ya'll convincin' me t' come out here tonight." Applejack smiled, holding up her drink.
"I have to agree. My nerves have been rather...on edge, given the situation. Though, a part of me still feels guilty to be sitting here while Sweetie Belle is..."
"She's with Button. I'm sure everything is fine. Besides, don't they also have that dragon friend of yours with them?" Milano asked, sipping her drink.
"Y-yea...Spike is with them...But I don't know how that world works. All I know is statistics and numbers. I'm sure real life physique has no affect on the game itself." Twilight pointed out.
"Yea, but they use their own knowledge to get around don't they? Spike's got Lunar Guard training, he's probably kickin' ass and takin names right now" Rainbow chuckled.
"Not to be the party pooper, but didn't we come out here to NOT talk about this?" Pinkie pointed out, cutting a slice of cake nearby.
"Your right Pinks...sorry." Rainbow chuckled sheepishly. Fluttershy held her drink in both hands, staring into the liquid and letting out a soft sigh.
"Fluttershy? Are you alright?" Twilight asked. The Pegasus squeaked and sat upright quickly, nearly spilling her drink.
"I-I'm fine. I just...feel sort of selfish..." she admitted. Everyone blinked and stared at her, causing her to flicker her eyes between them.
"Pardon my meanin' but...what th' heck are ya'll on 'bout Shy?" Applejack asked.
"Well...I-I'm suppose to be helping all of you, but I haven't done anything but..."
"Thats enough Fluttershy." Twilight stopped her.
"I was minutes from losing my head and tearing apart those helmets with my magic. If it weren't for you and Rainbow I might've killed myself, Spike, and Scootaloo. You saved us Fluttershy, by being a good friend and doing more than any of us could." Twilight smiled.
"Now...we came out here to relax, did we not?" Twilight asked, blushing as Rainbow kissed her, the group bursting into laughter.

Spike chuckled as Silver avoided his gaze.
"I'm not mad. They were just trying to save you. Shows how important to them you are." he spoke up. Scootaloo however sat nearby with her arms crossed.
"I gotta admit, those were some nice moves. But your goons still cheated." Scootaloo grumbled. Silver chuckled and rubbed her arm.
"I'm sorry...I don't even know why they call me 'Commander'. I just saw what Diamond was doing and I couldn't stand it anymore...I took up the name Rose because she put a bounty out for me...Thats why I couldn't trust you...I was afraid our past would make you turn me in..." Silver Spoon sighed, blinking as Scootaloo grabbed her hand.
"One of my moms is the Princess of Friendship itself. Guess that means I should learn to make friends, even if they are enemies. Besides, if you're tough enough to beat up Spike, I definitely want you on my side." Scootaloo grinned. Silver Spoon smiled and hugged the speedster
"Oh thank you! I won't let you down!"
"You could let go though!" Scootaloo groaned. Luna smiled as she watched a new friendship blossom, turning her attention to the weary soldiers that accompanied Silver Spoon. 
If what their new ally said was true then there were many more like them underneath Diamond Tiara's iron fist and many more still were being sacrificed for her ego. She gripped the hilt of her sword, blinking in surprise as Applebloom sat beside her.
"Ya'll alright Princess? Ya seem mighty tense..."
"We are...fine. Simply worried for the well being of those still trapped by Diamond Tiara." Luna admitted. Applebloom nodded and sighed.
"Shame Silver Spoon wants dibs on her, I'd like t' jus' head wherever she is an take her down 'fore anyone else gets hurt. But then again that ain't th' way t' do things. Can't jus' go 'round gettin' rid of people. Though we do need t' stop her from leavin' innocent ponies t' die. Ah think Rumble already has an idea." Applebloom grinned. 
Luna raised an eyebrow, glancing over at Button and Rumble who seemed to be discussing something rather heatedly. Button eventually shook his head and grinned, the two nodding in understanding before making their way back to the camp.
"We've got an idea and an even worse plan. But if it works...we'll put a stop to Diamond and have all the troops we need to get to the next floor." Button grinned, the camp falling silent.
"The catch is, only four of us can go. We'd be spotted pretty quickly if we all went. Obviously Silver has to be one of the four." Rumble pointed out.
"And her bodyguard is gonna wanna go. So Pip makes two." Button grinned at Pip.
"We ran because we can't..." Silver began, Button holding up his hand and smiling.
"Spike is our strongest warrior. So he'll be going as backup. And Scootaloo is the fastest and has the best range with her throwing picks. So she'll be number four." Button finished.
"What are th' rest o' us gonna be doin'?" Applebloom demanded, not liking the idea of her friends potentially walking to their deaths.
"We'll be surrounding the area as backup for the worse case scenario. If shit hits the fan then we'll provide support while Belle and her new team will teleport us to safety. Just in case, one of you should carry a Bell."
"Are we...are we going to kill her?" Scootaloo asked in shock.
"If it comes to it. The hope is that we can convince her army that together they can escape her. Silver managed it after all." Rumble smiled.
"Only just barely. Good ponies died in our escape..." Silver said with a shuddering breath. Spike stood, drawing his Claymore and grinning.
"No one is going to die today. You have my word."

"Are you sure about this?" Rainbow asked as Twilight began connecting several machines to the helmet the earth pony wore.
"If the things hadn't sold out I would've been playing it anyway" Milano admitted.
"Well, if all goes as planned you won't exactly be playing it. You won't be affected by the games normal rules and if this works..." Twilight sat down, her hands flying across a keyboard.
"Then you'll be able to leave as you see fit. Which should be the first thing we test of course. Whenever you are ready." Twilight said, holding her finger over the Enter key. Milano nodded, taking a slow breath.
"I'm ready Princess...Link Start!" Milano cried out, Twilight hitting Enter as the machine booted up, her eyes scanning the lines of code and her fingers flying across the keyboard once more. Rainbow stood by, hoping Twilight knew what she was doing. 
The Pegasus blinked as Twilight thrust a headset at her, but quickly put it on. On one of Twilights' monitors they were able to see everything Milano saw, the mare pouting at the mirror before her and cycling through the options.
"Kinda picky aren't ya?" Rainbow joked
"If I'm going to be stuck in here I want to look good." Milano answered, catching Rainbow by surprise.
"She can hear us?"
"And respond. Seems whatever Princess Twilight did is working. I can't open the menu yet though." Milano smiled, finishing her character and going with a shield and sword combo. She landed before the Town of beginnings, smiling broadly as she took a step forward, wobbling a bit.
"Walking seems a little...weird here. But I think I'm getting it..." she mumbled, taking a few shaky steps and then a few more confident ones. Soon she was strolling into town, unaware of the eyes latched onto her.
"Thats great Milano. Check your menu real quick please, so we can be sure everything is working properly." Twilight spoke into the mic, fingers dancing over her keyboard. The mare nodded, flicking her menu open and grinning as she spotted a log out button.
"Gotta hand it to you Princess, you're pretty amazing behind the keyboard."
"Watch your left." Rainbow spoke up, Milano sliding backwards, a sword just barely missing her. The owner grinned, twirling his blade and holding out his hand.
"If you don't want to die, you'll hand over everything you've got." he threatened.
"He's bluffing. The world rules keep anyone from being harmed inside of a town." Twilight informed her. Milano smiled, drawing her sword and shifting her stance.
"Come get it." she growled, ducking under his sword and smashing her shield into his chin, sending him to the floor. Just as Twilight had said, his HP wasn't affected, but the hit seemed to have dazed him at the very least. She stepped forward, placing the tip of her sword to this throat.
"Now...you are going to tell me everything you know..."

"This armor sucks" Scootaloo grumbled, her voice muffled by her helmet.
"Diamond knows our faces. We can't just march in here without some kind of disguise." Spike argued.
"What exactly are we gonna do when we get to her huh? This plan is stupid." Scootaloo continued.
"I'm not going to lie to you Scootaloo. I agree its a stupid plan. But this is a chance to save quite a few ponies. Many of which are too scared to pick up a weapon." Silver added.
"Besides, we've got me and Spike here. If things get bad, we'll protect you girls." Pip beamed, everyone glancing at him.
"But uh...I-I'm sure you two can defend yourselves, I uh...I'll shut up now..." he mumbled, turning his attention forward. Several people glanced at them, trying to decide if they were worth their time. Luckily no one seemed to care and they marched into a large Tavern. 
Inside sat Diamond Tiara, swirling a small glass of juice while glancing about at her army. Everyone in the room not bringing her gifts had their heads bowed, awaiting orders. Spike stepped forward, putting his fist to his chest and bowing his head.
"Oh? A group of idiots who know their place? Thats new." Diamond murmured, standing from her small throne. She circled them, putting a hand to her chin before taking a step back. Their names and body builds were hidden, thanks to a Scroll of Illusion Silver Spoon was carrying. All that could be seen was their colors. All orange, except for Scootaloo who was bright green. Diamond grinned and turned her attention to Scootaloo.
"Your friends here seem like a bit of a dangerous group. Why are you here?" she demanded.
"The girl is new. She will learn what it means to be a warrior soon." Spike spoke up in a rough voice. Diamond turned to him, raising an eyebrow.
"Do you always speak for your underlings?"
"Someone has to." Spike remarked. Diamond burst into laughter.
"You, I like. Now, why are you here?" she asked, crossing her arms.
"We have map Data that might interest you. The Location of the Boss room, and the knowledge on how to beat it." Spike held out his hand, a small map appearing. None of its data was displayed, other than its sheer size. 
"And what are you expecting in return?" 
"Assistance in the battle to come. Our numbers are few, we lack your strength. We are strategists. Our forces combined, no one has to die, and we get to the next floor where countless riches must await. This place has been bled dry after all." Spike sighed, the map vanishing.
"An interesting offer. Allow me to make a counter offer." Diamond snapped her fingers, weapons sliding from sheathes.
"You tell me who you are and hand over that map data. Or I kill you where you stand." Diamond growled. Spike lowered his head for a moment, letting a soft chuckle escape his lips.
"The map is soul bound. If you kill me then it goes to my wife and you get nothing." Spike bluffed, throwing his arms out wide. Diamond gritted her teeth, calling down her forces.
"Well played Knight. But how am I to know you won't stab me in the back?"
"The same could be said for you. You did just try to kill me right now after all."
"True...So we are at an impasse. What about this then...I will send enough forces to help you in this little battle of yours. My guild gets whatever drops off the boss and one of your number has to stay here during the fight. When everything is finished, you return with my treasure and you get your friend back." Diamond held out her hand. Spike gritted his teeth, forcing himself to relax.
"The same issue still stands. Had you the chance you would've killed us just now. What stops you from killing us when you have your treasure?" Spike demanded.
"Hm...You are quite the negotiator. True, should I choose, I could have you all executed and I've no reason to spare you."
"Then allow me one final offer. When the boss is defeated, we will wait behind on this floor for three hours, allowing you total claim to the next floor until then." Spike held out his hand, his heart pounding. Diamond smirked, grabbing his hand.
"Agreed. I can't wait to pick out my new home."

"Three hours?! You gave them three hours?!" Sweetie Belle yelled.
"It was that or give them one of us. Calm down Belle. Diamond hasn't even advanced beyond the second town. How is she gonna get far on the next floor? We can rush our way through the safe zone before she can set down Hostile zones and fight our way to the next town. With three hours we can recover, gather gear, and head out." Scootaloo explained. 
"You did well, all of you. Now we can only hope things fair as well during the battle." Luna said, her armor shifting to their disguise. Everyone soon was clad in the armor, their names hidden with Silver Spoon's Scroll. They waited outside the boss zone for Diamonds forces to arrive, rather surprised when Diamond herself led them to the field.
"And still you hide yourselves." She sighed
"The fight hasn't started yet. We mean no tricks, but we are wary of your power." Spike explained.
"Very well. Start the battle then." Diamond demanded. Spike stepped forward, setting down a large scroll with battle plans.
"The first hurdle is a challenge boss. A special Dragon boss that must be defeated within ten minutes. Once cleared the boss door will spawn. The first floor boss is an incarnation of Nightmare Moon. She will only be in her first form however. Her moves are simple to avoid and her tactics are more focused on groups than a single combatant." He began.
"So we have spearmen take down the dragon. Slaughter it with our vanguards and then split off and attack Nightmare one at a time. Correct?" Diamond asked. Spike blinked and cleared his throat.
"Y-Yes. Exactly."
"Don't be so surprised. My father runs one of the biggest businesses in Equestria. While he isn't the most cutthroat of men, I've seen him take down quite a few companies and even assisted in a few myself. I know what I'm doing Knight." Diamond winked. Scootaloo just stared, clenching her fists.
Is she FLIRTING with him?! she fumed, calming down when Luna put a hand on her shoulder.
"If we are all settled on the plan, lets get things underway." Spike said as he put the scroll away. He scrolled through his menu, selecting his Giant Slayer. A wide double edged Claymore that he slung over his shoulder with some effort. Diamond took up post beside him, putting her fingers to her mouth and whistling loudly, her soldiers cheering as they drew their weapons. 
Taking a slow breath, Scootaloo entered the boss zone, friends following behind her and Diamond Tiara's army roaring as they charged in. The dragon roared as it swooped down to meet them, Spike and Diamond rushing forward as spears flew into the dragon's wings. The beast plummeted to the ground, Scootaloo launching forward and pulling out her dagger. Silver Spoon followed close behind, twirling her broadswords.
They were caught off guard as the Dragon roared loudly, Dragonlings spawning around it.
"Triad breach!" Spike yelled, Button and Rumble getting into formation with the dragon. Rumble took point, his katana glowing bright red as he slid through the first Dragonling, knocking back the claws of the second and sliding backwards in formation, Button sliding into point and slicing clean through the Dragonlings' neck, Spike leaping forward and slamming his blade hard into the head of a third. 
Applebloom grinned as she bounced on her toes, roaring as she shifted her weight and brought her leg down hard into the skull of a charging Dragonling, turning in time to slam her elbow into another. Sweetie Belle danced about the crowd, Rapier a blur as she passed each enemy, her attacks precise as they were quick. A quick jab to the throat, chest, and knee dropped most, while others she slid around and removed their heads in a simple swipe.
Luna ignored the crowd of beasts, leaping across their heads and rushing towards the dragon itself, her Queens Thorn resting on her back. She grit her teeth as she gripped the handle, leaping as high as she could and roaring at the top of her lungs as she drew the blade and spun, slicing through the dragon's chin and stabbing the blade into its chest as she slid down.
Down below the others were making their way through the crowd, smashing and slashing through anything that came close. Diamond however dodged around the Dragonlings' with ease, her arms tucked in close as she weaved her way around them. Her target was the Dragon, and she would be damned if anyone but her got the kill. 
A Dragonling launched itself at her, too close for her to dodge. She grit her teeth and brought her leg up high, slicing through it with the Silver Greaves she wore, flipping back onto her hands and slicing the dragon again with her other bladed boot. Annoyed at the distraction she took off at a run for the dragon, seeing Luna kicking off of it and twirling in the air, holding out her blade to block a swipe from its claw, causing her to spin about in the air and land nimbly beside Spike.
"It won't take much more. Fall back!" Spike ordered, his group reluctantly sliding away from the Dragon. Diamond smirked to herself. Secretive as they were, at least they kept their word. She rushed toward one of her larger soldiers, the beast of a stallion holding out his hands to her. She leapt into his arms, the giant tossing her hard at the dragon. 
Diamond tucked herself into a ball, stretching out at the last moment and burying both feet into the dragons throat. She sighed as she started to fall, sliding through her inventory and grabbing a lone feather. 
She crushed it in her hand, slowing her descent and landing silently moments before the dragon collapsed and shattered into fragments. The self proclaimed Queen dusted off her combat uniform, making her way over to Spike who was checking on the condition of his group.
"I have to say I am surprised. I didn't honestly expect you to hold up your end of the deal." She admitted.
"I told you before. We don't care for tricks." Spike pointed out.
"Yes, but still you hide your face from me." she sighed, opening her inventory and tossing him a small pearl.
"Whats this?" Spike demanded, looking over the item.
"A soul Egg. When you decide to join me, use it." Diamond waved and marched towards her army, leading them towards the Floor Boss.
"Aren't we going in as well?" Sweetie Belle asked.
"No, we need to hang back for a moment, gather ourselves and be ready. We didn't reveal all of Nightmare Moons tactics to Diamond. But I am sure she'll figure that out soon." Silver spoon explained.
"Ah don't get it." Applebloom mumbled. Spike grinned, pulling out the battle plans.
"She jumped the gun too soon. We fully intended to share everything we knew, but she wanted to show off, so we let her. And that will be her downfall." Spike pointed out.
"What we said is true. Nightmare moons tactics are exactly that to a T. But she won't go down unless six warriors each find a relic hidden in the boss room and unleash their power on her."
"The Elements of Harmony!" Scootaloo realized.
"Exactly Scootaloo. It shall be you six. Scootaloo, Sweetie Belle, Apple Bloom, Spike, Rumble, Button Mash. We shall distract Nightmare Moon and the others while you collect the relics and begin the final assault."
"The only downside is that as soon as you snag a relic, my scroll won't hide you anymore." Silver sighed.
"Then we go in without the disguises. We change weapons and bum rush the room. Diamond will be so busy gloating and thinking she is winning she won't even notice us." Scootaloo grinned.
"Lets do it." Button agreed.

"According to this kid, the next town is owned by 'Queen' Diamond Tiara. Only a few guilds have refused to bow down to her. Anyone who doesn't do what she wants is executed in any number of ways." Milano explained as she marched through the empty fields towards the next town.
"Thats terrible..." 
"It gets a bit worse Princess. One of the competing guilds is led by your daughter, my son, and their friends. Word on the street is no one knows where they are hiding out, but that they have been clearing out fields and vanishing into thin air."
"Thats my scoots." Rainbow beamed, leaning over Twilights chair.
"There is one other thing...people are saying that Princess Luna is with them."
"Luna is there?!" Twilight panicked.
"If what they said is true, yes. Princess Celestia is probably keeping things quiet so ponies don't panic. But that means there is more at stake than our childrens lives."
"Do you think you can find them?" Twilight asked. Milano smirked and gripped the hilt of her sword.
"Only one way to find out." she chuckled as she took off through the field, her powerful legs, along with her strength and agility boost, sent her practically flying towards the next town.

Diamond Tiara held her head high as she marched into the boss room, Nightmare Moon appearing in a burst of flame and sporting a massive lance coated in purple flames.
"Break ranks and prepare to..." 
"Belay that. Everyone stand back. She's mine." Diamond growled as she stepped forward, bladed gauntlets appearing over her hands. With a roar she rushed forward, Nightmare leaping into the air and flaring out her wings, diving straight for her. Diamond raised one of her gauntlets, knocking the lance to the side and smashing her fist hard into Nightmares ribs, sending her sprawling across the ground and the lance flying from her hand. 
"Is that all?" Diamond scoffed, gasping as Nightmare teleported behind her, holding a dagger to her throat. She was spared a quick death as one of her guards barreled into Nightmares side.
"Break ranks and draw her attention!" Diamond ordered as she calmed herself. She had been too hasty to show why she was their Queen. Another part of being a leader was knowing when to retreat, and when to send in the pawns. She leapt out of the lead ranks, watching as her soldiers rushed Nightmare Moon and coordinating their strikes.
"Beta, fill ranks and charge, Delta, break ranks and flank from both sides!" she ordered, grinning as Nightmare could barely even lift her weapon to defend herself. It wouldn't be long now. She would defeat this boss and claim the next floor. And when the Knights three hours had passed, she would find out who he was.
All of her plans came to a crumbling halt as Nightmare vanished, appearing above them and spreading her wings out wide, filling the room with Darkness.
Her army was blind.

"Oh, you'll need these." Silver Spoon smiled, holding out goggles to them as they stood before the boss door.
"What are these for?" Applebloom wondered, examining the goggles.
"Well, Nightmare casts Blindness across the entire room. This'll protect you from that." Pip answered.
"How do ya'll know all o' this anyway? Ain't like we seen her yet."
"Yea, but the first floor Boss info is in the handbook. Skimming close enough to the door unlocks the information. Everything upwards of the fifth floor we have to see the boss to get info. The game is just being nice to us here." Spike answered, slipping on the goggles. Scootaloo pulled a kit from her belt and knelt before the boss door, gulping as a menu opened up.
"Think you can crack it scoots?" Spike asked. She chuckled nervously and started to toy with the menu.
"Its gonna be a tough one...but I think...I got it!" she said with a grin, standing as the Boss Door unlocked.
"What was that?" Sweetie Belle asked as she slipped on her goggles.
"Boss Door locks when someone is inside making an attempt. So we had to lockpick our way in. Luckily, we've had Scootaloo training up on it. It helps that she gets a stealth multiplier with her class choice." Button chuckled, gripping his sword as the door opened.
"Breach!" Spike roared, the group splintering every which way. Scootaloo took the northern part of the room, zipping past confused soldiers in the darkness and grinning as she spotted Diamond Tiara. She leapt into the air, planting her boot firmly against the back of the girls head, kicking off of her and leaping past Nightmare, yanking an orange jewel out of the air and hitting the ground with a roll.
Button and Rumble rushed the furthermost corners on either side of the back of the room, rushing through the crowd and dodging around confused sword swings, Button unsheathing his sword and parrying one away before it could hit the back of his neck. Sitting within a gargoyles hands before each of them was another jewel. Button's blue, and Rumble's red. Both snatched their jewels with relative ease, running up the wall and kicking off, plucking the artifact from the gargoyles claws.
Spike grinned as he watched them, hugging the wall and drawing his sword, giving it a harsh swing as he leapt into the air, chucking himself further with the momentum of his swing and snatching a purple jewel from another gargoyle. 
Sweetie Belle gulped, dancing her way through the crowd, her eyes focused on a shining white gem. Applebloom raised an eyebrow, staring up at a yellow jewel. She bent her knees and leapt up as high as she could, waving to the gargoyle as she claimed the jewel. Another leap and she caught the white gem, handing it to Sweetie Belle and giving her friend a pat on the shoulder.
They made their way back towards the door, each holding their respective jewels.
"Now what?" Scootaloo asked. Spike shrugged and slammed the crystal against his chest, causing it to shatter. They watched as the color soaked into his armor and body, flashing and changing into a suit of heavy armor. The others paused for a moment before copying him, grinning at one another as they each stood in the armor.
"No telling how long this lasts. So lets not waste it" Spike spoke up. They all nodded, drawing their weapons and roaring as they charged towards Nightmare Moon, the room flooding with light. Diamond turned in time for the six to rush past her, all of them leaping past and pouncing on the evil monarch.
Button landed first, knocking back a blade Nightmare summoned, leaving an opening for Rumble to slice through one of her wings, Applebloom twirling in the air and slamming her leg hard into Nightmare's head. Spike skid to a stop in Nightmares path, slamming his Claymore into her, sending her flying backwards. Diamond grit her teeth and tried to join the fight, gasping as Scootaloo's throwing picks exploded in front of her. 
She waggled her finger before leaping backwards and chucking a few handfuls at Nightmare to keep her stunned. Nightmare Moon crossed her arms, spreading her wings out wide and drawing a pair of curved blades out of the air, knocking back Rumble and Button's onslaught. 
Sweetie Belle slid into the fray, her rapier a blur as she spun and stabbed Nightmare through the heart. Nightmare Moon looked down, seeing the blade, gasping as Spikes blade pierced her back, Rumble and Button slashing from above. 
Scootaloo and Applebloom rushed forward, fist and dagger smashing into Nightmare's ribs. The six watched as she faded into flame, panting heavily as they sheathed their weapons. Everything froze for a moment, the six friends glancing at the small army in the room and one pissed off Diamond Tiara.
"...Later!" Scootaloo yelled, rushing for the exit at the top of the stairs. The others paused before chasing her
"AFTER THEM!" Diamond cried

"GWAH! Okay! okay! I'll talk!" the swordsman cried. Milano grinned, sheathing her sword into her shield.
"T-The Queen...she went to finish the floor boss. She got map data from a group of knights. They hid their identities with a scroll of some kind. No one knows who they are, not that it matters. They'll be dead as soon as the next floor is claimed."
"Where did they go?" Milano demanded, grabbing hold of her sword.
"I-I don't know! I wasn't given the map data! I swear!"
"I checked the guide, he can locate his Guild Leader and teleport to her with a crystal. He can also take a passenger" Twilight informed Milano. The mare grinned, placing the tip of her sword to his throat.
"Then you are going to take me to your Queen, right now!" Milano demanded. She wore a smile as the soldier activated the crystal. She wondered if her little Button would be surprised to see her.
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		CH 5: Walking and Talking



	"What are we doing?!" Sweetie Belle yelled as they ran
"We're running!" Scootaloo laughed, grinning as she spotted the Teleportation Gate.
"Run faster!" Button yelled. Glancing over their shoulders they saw Diamond Tiara on their tails, snorting angrily with the blades of her gauntlets and boots glowing yellow. She was ready for a fight, and so was her army.
"We ain't gonna reach it in time!" Applebloom yelled, skidding to a stop and shifting into her stance. Rumble swore under his breath, stumbling and watching as Applebloom sidestepped Diamond Tiara, slapping away her arm and gasping as Diamond pivoted and slammed her bladed boot into her rib. 
Applebloom hooked her arm around Diamond's leg, her free fist glowing blue as she roared and smashed it into the girls knee, slicing clean through her leg. Diamond shrieked and stumbled backwards, her guards surrounding her with weapons drawn and several mares tending to her leg. Applebloom panted slightly shaking off her nerves and blinking as Rumble stood beside her with his Katana ready.
"You're an idiot, ya know that?" Rumble asked.
"Ya'll followed me back here, whats that make you?" Applebloom asked.
"HEY IDIOTS! COME ON!" Button yelled as they stood at the gate.
"You're sorely mistaken if you think you'll be escaping" Diamond growled as she pushed back to her feet, shaking out her recovered leg and slipping into an advanced judo stance. Applebloom grit her teeth.
"She's mine." Applebloom growled, tensing up and letting out a slow breath.
"Don't be stupid, we do this together. You take her, and I'll cover your back. Best case scenario, we back up to the gate with the others." Rumble whispered.
"Or we save your stupid asses." Button said from behind Rumble, Sweetie Belle placing her hand on her hip and holding her Rapier at the ready. Spike rested his blade on his shoulder, Scootaloo tossing her dagger up and down and winking at Applebloom.
"Good, then you all die together!" Diamond yelled, everyone letting out a gasp as a lone soldier appeared with a woman holding a sword to his throat. The woman looked around slowly, smiling and kicking the soldier forward.
"Looks like I'm just in time for the party, AH! Calm down! I'll tell them in a minute!" The woman yelled, clutching her head for a moment. She cleared her throat, turning her attention to Diamond Tiara.
"Well, if it isn't the pampered little princess."
"Why you!" Diamond rushed forward, the woman smashing her fist hard into her face and dropping her to the floor.
"You are lucky I'm being watched." the woman growled before turning her back.
"I'm happy to see all of you doing well. Scootaloo, your mothers are very happy to see you."
"M-My moms? Wait, what the heck are you talkin' about? Who are you?!" Scootaloo demanded, gripping her dagger.
"We can't talk here. Follow me!" the woman yelled with a laugh, rushing past them to the gate. The six glanced at each other and chased after her, hearing Diamond scream in frustration before they vanished.

"Looks like I'm just in time for the party."
"SCOOTALOO!" Rainbow and Twilight screamed together, tears stinging their eyes as they caught sight of their daughter on the screen. Milano screamed as their voices rang in her head.
"Calm down! I'll tell them in a minute!" Milano yelled at them.
"Sorry, it's just..." Twilight covered her mouth, letting the tears run free, one screen holding a still image of Spike and Scootaloo next to each other with their weapons ready.
"Look at them Rainbow..."
"I see em Twi' an they look like they are doin' awesome." Rainbow said with a smile, squeezing Twilight's shoulder. The two gasped as Milano floored Diamond, unsure if they should scold her or pat her on the back. Supposedly the world had no pain besides a faint tingle, but the mind was a confusing thing and when it expected pain, it normally reacted.
"You are lucky I'm being watched." Milano growled, turning her back on Diamond who was distracted by her guards panicking about her.
"I'm happy to see all of you doing well. Scootaloo, your mothers are very happy to see you." Milano spoke up. Scootaloo froze, tensing up slightly.
"M-My moms? Wait, what the heck are you talkin' about? Who are you?!" Scootaloo demanded, gripping her dagger.
"She's getting up, you need to move!" Rainbow said into the mic. Milano swore under her breath
"The gateway! Its a teleporter back to safety!" Twilight yelled. 
"We can't talk here. Follow me!" Milano yelled with a laugh, rushing past them to the gate. The six glanced at each other and chased after her, hearing Diamond scream in frustration before they vanished.
Milano blinked as she stumbled out of the gate into the Town of beginnings, six friends appearing behind her. She was caught by surprise as Princess Luna walked out of the shadows.
"I trust everything went well?" Luna asked.
"As well as they coulda gone Princess." Applebloom answered, a bit out of breath. Luna nodded, turning to Milano.
"She is there..." Twilight gasped. Milano bowed her head for a moment, Luna raising an eyebrow before drawing her sword.
"Princess! What are you doing?!" Sweetie Belle gasped.
"She was not here when the truth was exposed and I have not seen her before. So tell me, who are you, and how did you enter this world?" Luna demanded.
"Wow, she's good." Rainbow mumbled.
"Milano, just tell her the truth, tell..."
"I know what I'm doing Princess Twilight." Milano said. Luna froze, pressing the tip of her blade to Milano's throat.
"Explain your relation to my sisters student."
"Princess Twilight sent me here. Princess Celestia gave her one of the NervGear Helmets to tinker with and she built a system that allows me to log in and out. I'm suppose to relay messages between her and all of you."
"Prove yourself."
"Now would be a good time to give me something to say to your kid Princess." Milano mumbled.
"In Sixth grade Scootaloo overslept and wet her bed, we told Cheerilee she had caught the flu." Rainbow blurted out
"Scootaloo, in Sixth grade, you overslept and wet your bed. Your parents told your teacher you had the flu." Milano repeated. Scootaloo blushed bright red.
"She's telling the truth...How could you Mom?!" Scootaloo yelled. Luna sheathed her blade.
"So Twilight Sparkle has discovered a method of communication. This is wonderful news. Am I to believe she can hear me now?" Luna asked. Milano simply nodded.
"Twilight Sparkle, it brings me much joy to know you are among one of hopefully many working on our escape. I assure you, as long as I breath I shall allow no harm to come to thy children or thy friends kin. But I require their assistance, and the path will be dangerous. I require your blessing in allowing them into combat."
"A-Allowing them...in combat..." Twilight started to shake. Rainbow however relaxed herself.
"Scootaloo and Spike are tough, they can handle whatever this world throws at em." Milano repeated from Rainbow.
"Hey, can we talk to them?" Spike asked. Twilight sniffed and tried to calm herself, still shaking even as Rainbow hugged her from behind.
"Of course Spike. The Princess is actually in tears right now. She's so happy to see that you are okay."
"Hey Twilight. I uh...wanted to apologize for not comin' back on time. We kinda got distracted..." Spike chuckled nervously.
"Spike...you dummy." Twilight mumbled.
"She says you're a dummy." Milano chuckled.
"Yup, I kinda expected that."
"Hey, you don't have to cry! We're doin' awesome! In fact we just beat the first floor boss. We're gonna be outta here in no time mom!" Scootaloo grinned, crossing her arms.
"I-Is Rarity there too?" Sweetie Belle squeaked
"Or Applejack?" Applebloom asked.
"Not yet, but now that I've found all of you I'm sure all of them will have a lot to say. Though we should probably hide at an inn or something. I'm sure that friend of yours will want to find us as soon as possible." Milano pointed out, the gate starting to glow. Luna crushed a crystal, the group appearing inside of a broken down building.
"This is where you've been staying?" Milano asked.
"Looks can be deceiving." Luna smiled, walking through a nearby wall. One by one the others followed.
"Thank you Princess...it means a lot that we'll be able to talk to our families." Sweetie Belle said as she passed by.
"Just uh...please don't tell my mom I'm not the best yet." Button chuckled nervously.
"I'm sure she already knows." Milano winked. Button felt a chill run up his spine before he too went through the wall. Milano followed last, eyes wide as she stepped into what could only be described as a mansion.
"This is actually a dungeon entrance. We cleared it out and its been our hideout ever since. Seeing as its a secret dungeon, only Beta testers know about it and no one wants to run it cause of how hard it is." Spike explained.
"I'll call everyone." Rainbow said softly, patting Twilights' shoulder.
"Milano, would you mind having Scootaloo and Spike hold your hands?" Twilight sniffed, wiping away her tears.
"Scootaloo, Spike, Princess Twilight uh...wants me to hold your hands. I'm sure she has a reason behind it..." Milano mumbled. The two shrugged, each grabbing hold of one of her hands.
"Spike, Scootaloo, can you hear me?" Twilight asked. The two jumped in surprise.
"M-Mom?" Scootaloo stammered.
"Yea, uh...How the heck did you pull this off?" Spike asked, chuckling and looking around.
"I-It wasn't easy. Oh, its so good to hear your voices again. Spike, what were you thinking laying on the floor?! Do you know how heavy you are?!" Twilight fumed.
"Oh man, I've missed that."
"Me too..." Scootaloo sighed.
"What?" Button looked between them.
"If we touch her we can hear Twilight" Spike chuckled.
"And Rainbow just went to get everyone else, they'll be here soon." Twilight said with a smile.
"And Rainbow is bringing everyone else to talk to us!" Scootaloo said excitedly. Luna placed her hand on Milano's shoulder.
"Twilight Sparkle. I have attempted to contact my sister through a telepathic link we share. But the device we wear blocks our thoughts from her. We managed only but a single word to each other. Would this creation of yours be able to amplify the link?" Luna asked.
"I'm not sure Luna. This was all an experiment. I wasn't sure if it would work at all. I'm sure that we can get a message to Celestia though." Twilight answered.
"I am glad. Let her know that we are well and that Dr Accord himself is behind this madness."
"We're aware...he left us a present. The helmets have a failsafe mechanic and..."
"They explode upon the death of a player. We were warned of this, but hearing confirmation only strengthens our resolve." Luna sighed, pulling her hand away.
"So its true..." Rumble sighed, crossing his arms.
"We figured it was, ain't nothin' changed. We're gonna beat this game an git home safe." Applebloom said with a smile.
Twilight gasped as her friends poured into the room, Applejack being the first to snatch up a headset
"Applebloom?! can ya hear me?!" she cried
"AH! A-Applebloom. Your sister would like to speak to you..." Milano groaned, putting a hand against her ear. Applebloom put her hand on Milano's shoulder.
"Big Sis?"
"Applebloom! Ah'm so happy knowin' yer okay...Fluttershy's been workin' herself ragged helpin' us take care o' all ya'll. I-Is everythin' okay?"
"We're fine Big Sis. We're doin' great actually. We jus' beat the first floor o' this place. Ah'm workin' hard Sis an so is everyone else. Ah bet we'll get outta here in no time." Applebloom smirked.
"A-Ah'm happy t' hear it. Ya'll hurry up, Z-Zap Apple harvest is jus' round th' corner ya know." Applejack sniffed.
"Y-Yea...Ah know sis." Applebloom said softly, pulling her hand away.
"Applebloom?" Applejack gripped the table, but Applebloom had already walked away. Sweetie Belle bit her lip, grabbing Milano's shoulder.
"Rarity, are you there?" She asked softly. Rarity blinked as Applejack passed her the headset.
"Sweetie, are you alright?" Rarity asked, shaking a bit. Sweetie Belle smiled and nodded.
"I-I'm perfectly fine sis. Everyone has sort of been protecting me. I-I'm not really the strongest so they have been working really hard...I-I don't want to make any promises I can't keep...b-but I know that working together we can get out of here! S-So just wait for us, okay?"
"You listen to me, Sweetie Delia Belle. You are not weak! I'm sure your friends need you just as much as you need them. And hurry back, Pinkie Pie is driving herself rather batty trying to figure out the date for your welcome home party." Rarity choked. Sweetie Belle gulped and nodded.
"W-We'll do our best."
"Thats all I can ask you to do..." Rarity agreed, holding out the headset. Thunderlane grinned as he grabbed it.
"Hey Rumble, lookin' good buddy!" He chuckled. Sweetie Belle turned to Rumble.
"Your brother is there. He wants to talk to you." 
"My brother? Ah geez..." Rumble sighed, switching places with Sweetie Belle.
"Yo"
"Yo? Really? Rumble...are you alright? I freaked out when that Doctor guy said that helmet was gonna kill ya..."
"Relax, we've got this! Just uh...don't tell Mrs' Mash that Button isn't the best Swordsman yet." Rumble winked to his friend, Button giving him a thumbs up.
"Uhh..." Thunderlane looked over at Milano strapped to the computer, Twilight and everyone else shaking their heads.
"Sure thing. My lips are totally sealed." 
"Appreciate it. And uh...mind watchin' my fantasy football team? Pretty sure I've missed some good trades."
"Y-Yea. Just get outta there in one piece an try not to blow up the house bud. We're all rootin' for you guys. Oh hey! Don't forget to thank the Princess! If not for her, we wouldn't have the supplies to keep you guys alive an well out here or even be able to talk to ya."
"You don't have t..." Twilight began
"He's right. We owe you a lot Princess Twilight. We've got a chance at winning this and we've got extra time thanks to you. We were all kinda worried about rotting away in here."
"well, you're welcome. Just take care of each other in there." Twilight spoke up, calming herself and turning her attention back to the main screen.
"Alright well...I dunno how all this stuff works, but I'm gonna let Princess Twilight get back to work. Stay safe buddy."
"Yea...will do." Rumble chuckled, pulling away and returning to his seat.
"Milano, its probably best for you to take a break here. We don't know how overexposure to the virtual world will affect you and you should walk around in your regular body for a while." Twilight warned.
"Seems thats my cue to leave for now." Milano sighed, sliding open her menu.
"wait, who are you?" Button asked. Milano only smiled as she hit the button.
"I'm just a friend." she said, her character collapsing in place. In the real world Milano slowly opened her eyes, groaning and sitting up.
"How long was I in there?" She mumbled, gasping as she was hugged by several people.
"One at a time!" Milano cried out, everyone pulling away.
"Sorry dear its just...risking your life like that just so we could speak to our loved ones..." Rarity began.
"It means a lot t' us Sugarcube." Applejack finished. Milano smiled, rubbing her eyes, the lights still a bit bright.
"Well it was kind of fun in there actually. I can see the appeal." she chuckled, wincing as Twilight shined a flashlight in her eyes.
"Just as I feared. There are side effects." she mumbled, scribbling down some notes.
"I'm fine Princess. The lights are a little bright and my back is a little stiff, but I'm fine."
"Yes, you are, but what about them?" Twilight asked, pointing to the screen which held the last image Milano had seen of the kids.
"Oh..."

"Help us put her somewhere comfortable." Luna ordered, Spike lifting the strange woman Bridal style and carrying her to an empty room.
"Well, looks like Twilight is working just as hard as we are." Spike chuckled as he came back downstairs, his smile fading at the sad faces he saw.
"Guys, whats wrong?"
"Nothin' jus'...feelin' homesick again is all. There ain't no way we're gonna git outta here 'fore th' harvest..."
"And Rarity sounded so...depressed..." Sweetie Belle sighed.
"Rarity is just worried about you Belle, an we'll get outta here as fast as we can AB. So cheer up for Celestia's sake, we can't have the two of you bein' all moody on us. We need you." Scootaloo said, pulling them both into a weak headlock. They slowly smiled, pulling free of their friends hold.
"Yer right! Why ah bet we can git out in time fer th' Timberwolves t' howl!"
"Yea!" the crusaders cheered, sharing a high five.
"Its kinda weird though...I figured my mom woulda been one of the first to talk to us." Button mumbled.
"Maybe she's just confident or waiting on you to finish the game?" Rumble shrugged.
"Yea..." Button agreed, stretching and walking past them.
"Well, I'm gonna get a nap in. Wake me in three hours!" 

"Twilight, what do you mean?" Rarity asked slowly.
"Milano was in there for a few hours. She is a bit groggy, sensitive to light, and suffering some lack of motor control. If only a few hours in that world can cause this, what will a week do? Or a month? or a year?" Twilight sighed, reading over her notes.
"Are you saying they might come back to us...worse for wear?" Rarity suggested, doing her best to beat around the worst possible scenario.
"Well, its a possibility they might not walk again, or could lose any number of their senses. None of this has ever been done before. But don't worry, with Milano's help, I'll be looking into it." Twilight assured her friend before a long yawn escaped her.
"Twi' uh...ah appreciate everythin' ya done but...when th' heck was th' last time ya'll got some shuteye?" Applejack wondered, pointing at the bags under her friends eyes.
"Its been a few days, but I'll be fine." She blinked as Rarity and Applejack turned to Rainbow Dash.
"Don't look at me like that! You have no idea how hard I try to get her to bed!" She argued, crossing her arms.
"Twilight, for us, for your friends and family. Get some sleep." Rarity all but begged.
"I..."
"Twilight, we ain't givin' up til ya'll get a few winks. Th' kids ain't goin' nowhere an ya'll ain't no help t' em if ya can't keep yer eyes open." Applejack pointed out. Twilight looked between them and sighed, glancing over at Rainbow Dash.
"You're right...Maybe just an hour or so..." Twilight finally gave in, gasping as a blue blur snatched her up and carted her upstairs, the bedroom door slamming shut.
"Heh, ah thought thats what she meant but...uh, maybe we should skedaddle?"

"Button? Are you awake?" Sweetie Belle called out, peeking her head into his room. She squeaked as the light flickered on, Button leaning against the wall with his hand on the switch.
"Couldn't sleep. Whats up?"
"Everyone is getting ready to head out..." she began, shaking herself and putting on a determined face.
"Button whats wrong?" she demanded.
"Something isn't right Belle. I was so sure my mom would be there with everyone else. Its just bugging me is all."
"I'm sure there was a reason."
"Yea...well, we should get going. We gonna leave our mystery guest a note?" Button asked.
"No need, I'm tagging along." the woman chuckled from outside the room.
"That reminds me, who the heck are you anyway?"
"I work for the Princess, thats whats important. If you need a name, call me Micki." she winked, ruffling his hair before making her way downstairs.
"Theres something she isn't telling us. Like how her name is hidden..." Button grumbled.
"Does it really matter? Maybe its something Twilight did? She's here to help us and she's our only link home." Sweetie Belle pointed out. Button sighed and put on a smile.
"Yea, you're right Belle. It doesn't matter. What matters is getting out of this place." He patted her shoulder as he walked past her, the 'unicorn' letting out a sigh as she followed him. Downstairs everyone was double checking their gear.
"Everyone ready to set out?" Spike asked, glancing around at everyone. His eyes stopped on 'Micki'
"Hm?"
"Can Twilight still hear us?" Spike asked. Micki shook her head.
"Her friends convinced her to get some sleep. She's been working nonstop since Day One. I'm sure it won't last long. Why? Something personal you need to say?"
"Yes. I don't like it when ponies hide things. You probably have your reasons, but if we're going to have you on our team then you need to be upfront with us. I don't care what Twilight says. This is a war, a fight for survival, we can't have secrets among each other."
"I understand. But I am not one of you. I'm not under your command. I'm not even a fighter. I'm just the walkie talkie. So I will walk, and I will talk. I don't think Princess Twilight would be too happy if I lost track of you." Micki answered, Spike growling slightly. Luna grabbed his shoulder and squeezed.
"If Twilight Sparkle trusts this woman, why not should we?" she asked. Spike sighed and nodded in agreement.
"Alright, lets move out!"

"My Queen, should we not occupy the town?" 
"They will return here and when they do I want their heads. Be ready." Diamond growled, clenching her fists.
"HEY!" Scootaloo yelled. She wore a grin as she watched Diamond turn to find her simply standing among her soldiers.
"Lookin' for me?" the dagger user taunted. Diamond kicked off the ground, grunting as Applebloom smashed into her side out of the shadows, pinning her to the ground. Rumble and Button leapt from a nearby rooftop, resting their blades against Diamond's throat. Spike marched up the stairs with the others, his blade slung over his shoulder and smoke curling around his face.
"Alright, now here is how this is gonna go down. You all make a nice little path for us, and we don't gut your little Princess." Button growled.
"You wouldn't dare!" Diamond yelled, eyes wide as Rumbles' sword slide past her cheek and into the cobblestone.
"You've killed many innocent ponies. In polite society you would be put to death. We'd be doing Ponyville a favor." Rumble said under his breath. Luna drew her blade, pointing it at the crowd.
"Allow us passage and we shall free thy leader, refuse and she pays the price." Luna threatened. One by one the army thinned, allowing Luna and the others to walk through. Applebloom lifted Diamond, keeping her arm around her throat and her free hand gripping the other earth ponies' wrist, pushing her arm up against her spine and marching backwards.
"You won't get away with this." Diamond growled.
"Ya know, if'n it were up t' me, ya'll woulda been dead last time we fought." Applebloom chuckled, giving her arm a slight shove, causing the mare to cry out.
"Don't hurt her!" a soldier cried out.
"Stay back an ah won't have t'!" Applebloom yelled back.
"Everypony good?" Button asked as they reached the edge of town, soldiers getting as close as they felt was safe. Spike stabbed his sword into the ground just at the exit.
"Move out." he commanded. Applebloom shoved Diamond into the crowd of growing soldiers, bolting after her friends. 
"No you don't!" Diamond roared, her eyes rolling back in her head as Rose rushed past, smacking her hand hard into the back of her neck.
"You'll get your fight another day Diamond Tiara." she whispered. Spike inhaled, his chest puffing outwards moments before he let a large flame fly, scorching the earth before him and blocking the path of their would be attackers.
"Alright big guy, lets go!" Rumble called, looping Spikes' arm over his shoulder, Scootaloo slipping under his other arm and the three marching out into the fields, vanishing from Diamonds view.

Moments earlier
"A secret door?" Milano asked, watching as Spike rapped his knuckles on the wall.
"It'll be a good way to catch them off guard. Button and Rumble have the best agility besides Scoots. So they'll attack from above. Scootaloo has better speed, and a stealth multiplier, so she'll sneak out into the crowd and distract Diamond. Thats when Applebloom can strike from the shadows with her strength buff. If all goes well, we can reach the edge of town and I can block the path with my flames." Spike explained, grinning as he found the stone he was looking for. With a light tap of his knuckles the wall shifted, forming a doorway.
"Are you certain Spike? You'll be weakened from using your fire won't you?" Luna questioned.
"If all goes to plan, you guys should be able to drag me." he shrugged, reaching over his shoulder and gripping his sword.
"Alright, lets go!"

"Think you can walk buddy?" Rumble asked. Spike nodded, shifting his weight towards Scootaloo, Rumble drawing his sword and joining up with Button to help clear a path to the next town. None of them knew how long Spikes' flames would last, but they would need to be in the next town well before then.

Twilight slowly opened her eyes, feeling Rainbow curled up against her side and a wing draped over her. For a moment all of her worries seemed to just melt away, up until she glanced over at a family picture she kept on her nightstand. She sighed as she snuck out of Rainbows embrace and dragged her feet to the shower.
"Evening Twilight" Celestia greeted her. Twilight waved to her former teacher, reaching for the buttons of her shirt and freezing in place. Her tired mind took far longer than she would've liked to process her current situation. She was left with no other choice but to scream and faint.

Scootaloo raised an eyebrow as Luna chuckled softly.
"What the heck is funny?" she wondered as she peeked around a building. It seemed Diamond had been foolish enough to camp in the first town just as they had expected her to. But it never hurt to be careful.
"Though it is weak, I can still sense the link my sister and I share. She seems to have stumbled upon something rather amusing...It warms my heart to know she can laugh at a time like this, and brings me great hope of our success." Luna explained, marching out into the open with a warm smile.
"Come then, let us find shelter for today!" Luna cheered.
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