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Prologue: Tranquil Travels


Morning sunlight pierced the dense canopy of the forest, thin beams of gold falling between the cracks in a deep green rustling sky. The briefest flashes of colour winked in and out of existence as birds dashed through the brilliant shafts carved into the gloom, pursuing their daily affairs with an accompaniment of energetic birdsong.

Deeper below, vines tickled the knobbled tree trunks as they wound their way towards the leafy atmosphere, fighting for a share of the life-giving illumination filtering from above. They traced a purposeful spider web across the bark, reaching from the depths. There, the great trunks themselves burst from earth moistened in the young day's evaporating haze, punching through a thin film of fog as it flowed across the floor. The fog ebbed lazily along its path, guided by various shrubberies dotted about the quiet clearing. It seemed the peaceful scene would last an eternity.

The hoof of a dusk-red foal abruptly pierced the morning calm. Bright green eyes wide with wonder, the pegasus drank in the tranquil scene. So this was the Everfree Forest! It was better than he'd expected. Bigger than the ponyfolk back at the village had made it out to be. Cavernous, even! Look at those gigantic trees! He stamped a forehoof appreciatively, and looked over his shoulder with impatience.

"Cloverbeam!" he called, eyes searching the ground-level foliage. A bush rustled a short distance away, revealing a slender young filly with an ivory coat. Her lemon yellow mane and tail hung gently around her, their lightweight frame seeming to shift unannounced in the rippling, dappled sunlight.

“We shouldn’t be here, Arrowtail,” She quietly said, little ears twitching wildly back and forth. “You know it’s dangerous!”

Arrowtail’s wings twitched irritably. “I’m an adventurer, C-beam! I’m not scared of anypony!” he flared his diminutive plumage and struck a brave pose, before attempting to preen his earthen brown mane. “You heard the stories! Ponies vanquish beasts from the forest all the time. You heard how one mare stopped a manitcore in its tracks? I’m gonna be next! Or – or maybe I’ll force a dragon to leave Equestria!” He spat out an errant twig, and toed the carpet of fog, pointing at it with certainty. “Yeah, see? Definitely a dragon in here somewhere. Look at all this dragon puff.” He trotted deeper into the maze of trees.

Cloverbeam followed suit. “Arrowtail! That’s not dragon puff, dragon puff is much darker.” Her ears still swivelled around, tracking the noises of animals hidden in the brush.

“Have you ever seen dragon puff? For real?” Arrowtail replied, hopping over a few gnarled tree roots. Cloverbeam trod carefully around. “No...”

“Well, then! Look, you can go back if you want. But me? I’ve got stuff to vanquish.”

“You use that word too much!” Cloverbeam scolded. She wouldn’t have come here at all – but with no older ponies around to run to, she’d felt obliged to pursue Arrowtail when he announced his intention to go exploring at the crack of dawn. Maybe he’d come back if she tried hard enough. Then they could play something less dangerous! They must be very, very deep inside the forest by now. “I hope you don’t think this will earn you your cutie mark.” She muttered, but if Arrowtail heard her, he didn’t respond.

Their little hooves traversed a mulch of dead leaves as Arrowtail led them through the filmy haze.  It swirled about their legs, rippling in their wake like a translucent, treacly puddle of water. Cloverbeam didn’t like it at all. It was just another element of the Everfree forest that seemed all too independent to trust. The animals here had little interest in interacting with ponyfolk, and the weather was free to roam the sky as it saw fit. Cloverbeam had a distinct impression the forest didn’t need ponies – and definitely didn’t want them. Her ears swivelled all the harder, but she kept to Arrowtail’s side. 

Stupid foal! He really was in his element, though. Strutting bravely through the forest, wings braced, ears straight ahead as he traced a path through the fog. Every bit an adventurous pegasus, it was typical of Arrowtail - always flying before he could walk! Wherever there were rules, Arrowtail was there to try and break them. If she didn’t think it was so unnecessary for them to be here, she’d have found his attitude reassuring. Cloverbeam sighed, earning a reproachful look from her intractable companion.

“We’ll find the dragon, you’ll see,” he said assuredly. “Then when I vanquish it, we can go home, oka-aaAAY!” Arrowtail was disappearing headfirst into the fog! Cloverbeam bit down on his tail is it whipped past her head, digging in her hooves to arrest his descent. Arrowtail yelled as his tail snapped taught, his little wings buzzing as he bounced back out of the ground. They collapsed in a heap together, before scrambling to their feet.

Arrowtail’s wing wash had dissipated some of the fog. Before them in a large clearing was the lip of a vast hole, vanishing almost vertically into the ground. The entire circumference could not be seen; to either side of them, the lip vanished into that thin silvery blanket of fog. If the hole covered the entire clearing though, it was easily twenty ponies across - or more.
“I knew it!” Arrowtail exclaimed, punching the air. “Dragon cave!”

“I don’t think it’s a dragon...” Cloverbeam said, studying the walls of the hole as she swished her tail apprehensively. It looked unnatural; like it had been carved into the earth with sheer brute force. Great rents ran deep in the walls, as if the soil and rock had been dragged free in massive chunks. “Do dragons live right down in the ground?”

“I bet... I bet ground dragons do.” Arrowtail reasoned, brow furrowed in thought. “Yeah. They live down there ‘cuz it’s warmer than the mountains and more spacey than up here in the forest, see?” For a moment, Cloverbeam turned this over in her mind. She’d never heard of ground dragons before, but she’d certainly defer to Arrowtail’s experience when it came to horrible monsters. He wouldn’t shut up about vanquishing the things. In the schoolhouse, he’d often impress the class with drawings of various beasts of the land. Their teacher, Cheerilee, did not approve. Wait a minute – what was Arrowtail doing?!

“Arrowtail!!” she shouted, crossly stamping the earth. Juvenile wings a blur, he was far over the lip of the imposing hole, with the biggest rock he could carry in his hooves. “What are you playing at?! Come back at once!”

“Relax!” he grunted through gritted teeth, before dropping the rock into the inky blackness below. Unsteady, he turned and hovered back to a distraught Cloverbeam, fog billowing reluctantly away from his wings. “I want to see how far it goes.”

“That’s enough, stupid!” Cloverbeam snorted angrily. Enough indeed! “What if you fell! C’mon, I want to go. Now!”

“Shh!” Arrowtail cocked an ear to the hole, holding his breath.

There was only silence.

“Horseapples!” Arrowtail cursed, voicing his disappointment. Cloverbeam bunted him heatedly. “Ow!”

“I want to leave! Let’s go!” she demanded again.

“Don’t be such a whinnywimp!” Arrowtail snapped. They glared at each other, but before Cloverbeam could retort, a guttural howl erupted from the darkness of the giant hole.

Their animosity forgotten, the two foals froze, gazing wide-eyed at the lip of the hole. The film of fog over the drop frothed and boiled as something enormous displaced the air in its laborious ascent to the surface. Another roar burst from the earthen orifice, its immense pressure leaving the foals’ ears ringing as the ground beneath their hooves began to buck and heave.

Thrown into action by the tumbling ground, Arrowtail gave Cloverbeam an urgent shove. “RUN!” he shouted, wings beating to speed their escape. In a daze, Cloverbeam complied as the trees rained branches and leaves from above. They darted around the falling debris as the tranquillity tore itself to pieces around them, ears flat as a skull-splitting howl reached them once more.

What in Equestria was that thing?! The noise – that noise! It seemed to burrow into their very bones; A deep, vibrating thrum bellowed beneath an unholy chorus of piercingly sharp, reptilian shrieks. Worse, whatever was giving chase had reached the surface.
It was coming.

“FASTER!” Arrowtail shouted, as he tore through the scrub. Tears of terror in her eyes, Cloverbeam leant further into her sprint. But she was already at a dead run, and she was only a little filly. Pegasi are sure on their feet from a much younger age, with their wings bestowing greater poise on their youth. As Arrowtail flicked across the tortured landscape, Cloverbeam tripped and tumbled to the floor with a squeal, her ivory coloured body sprawled across a deep patch of dead leaves.

“Arrowtail!” she cried, struggling hard - but only the shuddering earth answered her call. Cloverbeam tried to stand, but the mulch bogged her down, covering her in forest’s decay as the terrible beast drew nearer still. Lungs burning and almost paralysed with fear, she witnessed trees in the distance behind her crack and buckle under the onslaught of the beast they had awoken.

Desperately, the yellow-maned foal dragged herself to her hooves and stumbled onwards. It was no use. The terrible creature was almost upon her, and Cloverbeam felt despair tearing away the last vestiges of her strength. A deafening roar drowned out all thought, and she stumbled again to face the impending nightmare.

It was worse than she could possibly have conceived. Too many legs, thicker than the tree trunks they destroyed, were blundering through the forest towards her, meeting radially around an enormous abdomen of taught muscle and sinew. The legs that didn’t reach the ground swept viciously through the air, cleaving branches from the creature’s path as it ploughed through the forest. The nightmarish vision bore a head with four bulbous eyes, placed in circular fashion around a maw full of rows of razor sharp teeth, descending deep into its throat. The howling atrocity didn’t seem to have a right way up – it was a giant mass of limbs, rolling around as it approached.

Those four big orbs locked onto Cloverbeam as the creature swiped the last barrier of trees aside. Nothing stood in the way of that mighty jaw, as it opened to accept its meal. Cloverbeam closed her eyes; her final moments filled with the overwhelming stench of hot breath and putrefied meat.

But the end never came. As the creature roared, rattling her skull, Cloverbeam opened her eyes to see a dusk-red colt standing aggressively in its path. Hope filled her heart again. She could just make out Arrowtail’s words through the ringing of her ears.

“GO.”

The filly didn’t need telling twice. With monumental effort, she hauled herself to her hooves and scrabbled away through the mulch. Arrowtail flared his wings, keeping the beast’s attention. It lunged at him with its maw agape, but he was ready. With all his strength he leapt into the air, and the creature crashed headfirst into the ground, limbs thrashing wildly as it bayed in dissent. Its uppermost eyes tracked Arrowtail’s path, filled with hatred and rage as it launched another attack.

The colt had to keep it occupied. Cloverbeam hadn’t wanted to come exploring and Arrowtail would see her escape unharmed. They’d known each other since they were weanlings. She was always there for him – a beacon of common sense to calm his headstrong ways. He thought of the crushing guilt he’d felt when he realised he’d put her in danger; the incredible surge of adrenaline when she’d fallen to the floor. A fierce protective instinct he’d never known before boiled inside his little chest, overwhelming the panic and fear. As Cloverbeam’s tail vanished through the foliage, he renewed his efforts – he had to keep the creature here! The monster bellowed malevolently, and his world was plunged into ringing silence again.

Arrowtail winced as he flew, taunting his powerful enemy. But he was not nimble in the air, and his underdeveloped wings could not carry him for long. He dodged the limbs the creature sent his way, but he was tiring fast. He dove around the slicing appendages, curling back and circling in front of the horrific head as it reared towards the canopy, snapping at his legs. Precious seconds had passed since Cloverbeam’s escape. It had to be enough. The pain in his wings was unbearable, and as Arrowtail reached the ceiling of branches he drew one last ragged breath. He could not vanquish the beast – but he could urge his friend on home.

Cloverbeam heard Arrowtail scream one last time as she scrabbled through wave after wave of foliage, his distant cry pushing her on through the undergrowth. The sounds of the monster receded as Cloverbeam tore across the Everfree forest, a bright shadow streaking across the woodland floor. She would not slow her frantic pace until she reached Ponyville.
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Chapter 1: Morning Mares


The dazzling ball of light rose in the East, casting a warm blanket upon the woodlands and surrounding countryside. Between the small, gently rolling hills walked a lone pegasus pony. The sunlight glanced off her creamy yellow coat, casting a buttercup glow along the flowing length of her bubblegum-pink mane and tail.

What a gorgeous morning it was! The land was teeming with wildlife to see. Fluttershy stopped to stretch. Dipping on her forelegs and arching her back, her wings extended in a silent flourish of soft, feathery plumage and down. After the tiniest of yawns, she resumed her journey. Oh, it was lovely today. And look! Her favourite birds were in the trees, dancing along the boughs and chirping their greeting.

“Oh - hello, my friends!” she said, her lilting voice an almost-whisper that melted in the breeze. “How are you today?” Some of the birds fluttered from their perches to greet her, alighting upon her forelock, down her mane and hithers. Fluttershy giggled, closing her gentle eyes and holding her head up to the welcoming sun. Yes, it was lovely today.

“Let’s go and see the bunnies,” she told her winged acquaintances. “I’ve not said hello to them in a few days now. Oh, please don’t fight,” she admonished two chaffinches jostling for position amongst her plumage. “There’s plenty of room for every-eek!“ The mare’s vision was obscured in a cloud of beating wings as the birds were startled from their perches. When it cleared, another pegasus stood before her.

“Hey Fluttershy!” she said with mischievous cheer. “Heh ...sorry about that.” Fluttershy watched the newcomer from behind her mane, toeing the ground absentmindedly.

“Oh, um... that’s okay, Rainbow Dash. Just, please be careful around my little friends - um, if you can. They scare very easily.” The second pony gazed after the fleeing fauna, her amethyst and ruby eyes bright in the morning sun.

Rainbow Dash exuded the kind of confidence Fluttershy did not. Standing tall on her cyan blue legs, her boisterous body language revealed an air of self-assurance bolstered all the more by her vibrant mane and tail; a whole spectrum of different hues, her accents seemed to shift between all the colours of the world at once. She was a striking creature to behold. Fluttershy was glad to be less conspicuous! In the morning light, anypony could recognise Rainbow for miles.

“They’ll be fine,” Dash said dismissively, bringing Fluttershy back to the present. “I ain’t hurting ‘em. Listen, the Pegasi are rolling in the clouds this evening, okay? Ponyville needs the rain, and it’s gonna be an awesome storm! So stay indoors, yeah?” Fluttershy nodded quietly in affirmation.

The cyan pegasus grinned broadly, and crouching for an aggressive takeoff, she shot into the sky. Fluttershy watched her ascent with a hesitant smile. Anything that got in that pony’s way had better watch out! Fluttershy settled back into her journey to the bunnies, humming gently to herself, but was brought up short by a cry from above.

A split second later - distant but clear - a horrible noise reached Fluttershy’s ears. What in Equestria could possibly make such a sound? It was very frightening. Above her, Dash was staring across the Everfree forest, and Fluttershy cast her gaze there to see a massive cloud of birds erupting from the canopy between the faraway hills. It was as if they were spooked into flight all at once. Whatever made that noise must be over there! Fluttershy unfurled her wings, noiselessly hopping into the air to join Rainbow Dash for a better look.

“What the hay was that?” Dash exclaimed, fixated on the forest as Fluttershy approached. The timorous pony hadn’t a clue.

“It sounded – um – really big.” Fluttershy said quietly, as birds continued to stream into the sky.

Rainbow Dash rolled her eyes. “Nah, you sure? I could swear it was one of your bunnies.” She snorted, flicking her vivid tail and giggling. Her laughter died in her throat when another unearthly noise rent the atmosphere. “Woa... Yep, that’s no bunny.”

The two pegasi watched the last birds take flight, dumbstruck as terrible roars swept the land again and again. Neither were sure what to do. After barely a minute had passed, the forest grew still once more, and only the muffled sound of their beating wings remained.

“Whatever it is, it sounds awfully upset.” Fluttershy said, looking concerned. “I wonder what gave its tail such a twist?”

“Pfft,” Dash snorted after a moment, narrowing her eyes at the region from which the birds had emerged. “As long as it doesn’t come over here, who cares? Just keep your head dry tonight, okay?” and with that, she was gone, blowing a squeaking Fluttershy aside in her wake.



Well, she had a lot of work to do, Fluttershy supposed. Brewing a storm was a big task for the pegasi. Fluttershy had better see to all her woodland friends before the evening – and that meant she’d be busy, too.
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Chapter 2: Broken Studies


Twilight Sparkle stood in front of her reading stand, the scent of its heavy wooden frame complementing that of paper as the pages of a particularly thick, old book gently turned in front of her. Lost in thought, her purple ears twitched absently as the first rumble of thunder rolled across the darkening village sky. The unicorn’s horn shimmered briefly as another dusty page turned over in her copy of Ethereal Equestria – A History.

The thick trunk of the big tree that comprised the Ponyville library weathered the storm with ease, its inside comfortable and warm against the growing drumming of rain and harsh cracks of thunder. The boughs and branches creaked gently in the wind, their music echoing down the middle of the tree as if to reassure it of their immense strength.

Books littered the ground floor chamber, not only filling every shelf but also forming piles of hastily stacked tomes, no doubt organised by whatever subject of interest Twilight was engaged in when she put them down. Stairs wound along the inner wall, climbing into velvety darkness above. Up there, yet more bookshelves resided in the relaxing gloom, occasionally brought into flashes of bright relief whenever a bolt of lightning raced across the sky.

Another deep crash encroached on the steady drumming of the downpour, only this time emanating from the kitchen door. A juvenile voice shouted in dismay, dragging Twilight from her engrossing studies.

“Spike?” she called, trotting towards the source of the noise. A rivulet of pink and purple divided her midnight blue mane, her abrupt fringe bouncing with her gait as she wove expertly around the myriad mountains of books. “Spike?”

“I’m okay!” the voice called in return. Twilight grimaced as a baby dragon poked his head round the kitchen door, bits of long-discarded rubbish dripping from his purple scales. “Just a little accident. With the trash. I’m on it!” he disappeared behind the door. Twilight heard frenzied rustling.

“Ew!” Twilight wrinkled her nose. “Spike, it’s pouring down outside. Don’t take the trash out now – you’ll get soaked.”

“It’s alright, Twi,” the little dragon assured her happily, heaving a pair of bin bags across the library floor. “I kinda need a shower anyway, now!”

“I’ll say!” Twilight chuckled, as she moved to assist. The bags rose from the ground as she wove tendrils of magic around them, lifting a surprised Spike too.

“Relax, Twilight! I got this!” He pouted, dangling hopelessly from the two bags as they floated to the door. “C’mon, I can handle it! Why not get back to your books?” He struggled, attempting to pull the bags to the floor. “Hey! Go read or something!”

“You’re very welcome!” Twilight said, sarcastically. The tendrils dissipated, abruptly dropping their unwilling cargo to the floor while the unicorn returned to her reading stand.

“Flippin’ bookworm! I’m the assistant, and she does my job! So what am I for?” Spike muttered grumpily under his breath as he hefted the bags, but Twilight was already engaged in a new chapter. Being an asset to Twilight’s work was a point of pride for him. Why, he’d been there for her as long as he could remember! That pony knows full well he gets touchy when she interferes! Spike dragged open the heavy front door, and with a final tug at the bags, he vanished into the dark sheets of rain.

Twilight winced as a clap of thunder boomed through the open front door. Her concentration broken, she turned away from her book and strode irritably to the entrance. However, before she had channelled any magic to shut away the storm, a figure burst from the downpour.

“Twilight!” Fluttershy quietly exclaimed, frantic eyes locking on as the purple pony leapt back in surprise. “Oh! –“ the timid pegasus squeaked, and whipped around to search for something outside the door. When Fluttershy turned back, she had drawn from the storm a small, shivering, ivory coloured pony.

Twilight gave herself a moment to consider the dishevelled pair drip-drying in front of her, starting as the door slammed shut behind an equally soaked Spike. The sound of the raging storm deadened immediately. In an instant, she had collected herself, addressing the panting pegasus. “Fluttershy... what’s going on?“

“Oh Twilight! It’s dreadful!” Fluttershy gasped in between breaths, as her soggy mane flopped in front of her eyes. It was clear she’d galloped to the library under the rain. “I don’t know where to begin! Um – oh dear. I was by the outskirts of – and then – oh, um, this is Cloverbeam.” She said hurriedly, gesturing in the general direction of the miserable filly. Twilight thought she recognised the pony from around town. That poor thing looked utterly exhausted, gazing across the library with a thousand-yard stare.


“Cloverbeam and her friend went into the Everfree forest today!” the distraught pegasus continued, tail swishing in agitation. “She says they came across a terrible creature. She got away, but... Twilight... I think it killed Cloverbeam’s little friend!”

Behind them, Spike gasped in dismay. A sickening sensation of dread crept up Twilight’s chest. “Oh, no!” she said, the urgency of the situation finally sinking in, along with a grim sense of determination. “No. We don’t know for sure. Fluttershy, who was her friend?”

“A little colt named Arrowtail – oh, Twilight, what can we do?”

“Find the parents.” Twilight said hurriedly, “Find Cloverbeam’s first. Tell them to come to the library and ask them where you can find Arrowtail’s. Their foals are friends – they will know where they are.”

“Oh! Yes – right away!” Fluttershy scrabbled for the door, vanishing into the torrential downpour.

“And find Rainbow Dash!” Twilight called after her, before turning to the filly. “Little one, please tell me what happened!”

“He said to go.” She whispered, eyes glazed over. “He screamed while I ran. Screamed for me to keep going.” The little pony fell silent, and thunder boomed ominously in the wake of her words.
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Chapter 7: Newfound Friends

 
For a moment, the town’s devastation was forgotten. All around the rim of the fallen earth, ponies leapt and cheered, revelling in victory over the terror that had befallen Ponyville. The pegasi above soared and looped and rolled in delight, dancing above the thunderous commotion.
 
Curled up in the dirt, Silven felt Twilight approach as she slid down the sheer side of the trench, her relief strong through their bond. Along with it she felt concern, and quickly realised it was for her. She supposed that was to be expected now, as her sobs ebbed away. They were as good as one, sharing each other as they were. Oh, but this was going to be awkward later!
 
Twilight was a slim creature, and now she picked hey way delicately across the uneven terrain Silven could see an interesting series of stars dotting her flank. She sensed Twilight considering her in return, a tinge of intrigue no doubt because of her silvery coat. Oh, how embarrassing! At least it was somewhat hidden in a film of dust and dirt. Amusement flashed from Twilight at her own thoughts, which only made it worse.

Wordlessly Twilight helped her to her hooves. There would be time for talking later; an undercurrent of urgency came from the bond, and Silven understood why. There was still work to do, and do quickly. Twilight raised her head to the crowd.
 
“Unicorns!” she called, amplified voice addressing the cheering crowd. “This creature came from a series of tunnels below the ground. We must seal this one to keep Ponyville safe. The strongest among you, please follow our lead!” Ripples of motion traveled across the crowd as ponies discussed their abilities. Horns twinkled and shimmered as they jostled around, a line of unicorns forming at the front. The edge of the ridge seemed to glow faintly under the sunlight as the ponies stood expectantly in front of their celebrating peers.
 
Silven closed her eyes and led with enhanced senses, feeling out along the trench for the continuation of the tunnel below; the sensation of massive space, almost three dozen ponies across, burrowing deeper into the earth heading west.
 
Down there, she sent an impression of the location through her mind, and she felt Twilight’s acknowledgement as the purple pony sent her magic into the ground, racing after her own. The tunnel only approached the surface at the stretch where the town had collapsed, and even then it had been deep. Thereafter it dove sharply downwards. The beast must have been surprised to find the surface so unexpectedly – the lack of tree roots and the development of the town had obviously weakened the structure of the land.
 
How should we do it? Silven thought.
 
Pull the walls together.
 
But the buildings-
 
It’s okay, Twilight sent reassuringly. It’s too deep to hurt Ponyville down there.
 
Silven could see in her mind’s eye that Twilight was right. Frowning, eyes still closed, she nodded.
 
How far down?
 
As far as you can.
 
Silven stretched her mind’s eye, dropping further down the tunnel. The distance proved a very different kind of strain to what she’d felt holding the monster at bay – just remembering that made her weak at the knees! This was more like straining to see a particularly tiny object close between her eyes; like trying to listen to a sound that could hardly be heard. The further she went, the harder she had to scrabble for focus. As she went, she released a filament thread of magic behind her; a guide rope for her new friend and the unicorns on the ridge to follow.
 
Further Silven went, edging into the deep until she could not go on.
 
There, she thought, her thin thread of magic tracing back up the hollowness to the surface. She sensed Twilight was impressed, and realised she’d manage to guide her a massive half-thousand legs down into the earth.
 
Slowly, powerfully, Twilight began to work, shifting the walls of the tunnel loose, dragging dirt from its fragile clutches. Silven felt others investigating her magical guide rope, as dozens of smaller influences began to tug and pull at the earth in the deep.
 
The tunnel walls began to collapse, its destabilisation running up its length as the unicorns worked together, reaching from the guide rope to scrabble at the soil.
 
It happened faster now, becoming easier for them all as they neared the tunnel’s end. Silven felt the earth shaking as the collapse drew nearer, its dull rumble growing in her ears as the last hundred legs were dragged together.
 
The ground began to sink again where the beast had emerged, and the crowd fell quiet under the rising noise. Those not involved with the unicorns gazed fearfully at it until with an anticlimactic puff of dust and grit, the rumbling stopped and all fell still. The tunnel was sealed.
 
“Thank you all!” Twilight called to the masses, and chatter erupted among them again. She turned to Silven, who stood shakily.
 
“That water – where did it come from?” Silven asked, confused. Twilight chuckled.
 
“Let’s just say there’s a pond not far from here that needs a little more of last night’s rain!” she replied, and Silven suddenly realised she knew that already.
 
“Hey! Rainbow Dash!” Twilight called elatedly, as the cyan pegasus who blew apart the sky landed in front of the two unicorns. “You were amazing – thank you.”
 
Rainbow snorted indifferently at the praise. “Me? What about you guys? That was awesome! The size of that thing! Uh... hi, by the way,” she finished, looking curiously between Silven and Twilight.
 
“Oh! Of course. Silven, this here is Rainbow Dash.”
 
“I know,” Silven said, before realising what that meant. Rainbow Dash smiled; clearly, she took it to mean Silven had heard of her before. Twilight cleared her throat.
 
“Ahem, Rainbow Dash, this is Silven Essence.” The shiny pony squeaked at the mention of her last name. She preferred it go unmentioned, it seemed.
 
“Silvenesence? Uh, nice to meet you.” Rainbow said pleasantly.
 
“Please – it’s just Silven.”
 
“Got it!” Rainbow replied happily.
 
“She’s going to be staying with me for a while,” Twilight explained, as much to Silven as to Rainbow Dash. “Her home was destroyed in the attack.” Silven guessed she knew that from the bond, too.
 
“Well, don’t you make friends quickly these days?” Rainbow Dash winked, “Seems you had more time to chat than I’d thought.” The two unicorns looked a little awkward, but Rainbow either didn’t notice or didn’t care. “Hey, the search party will still be heading back from Everfree forest – I’m gonna let ‘em know they don’t have to rush, okay?”
 
Twilight nodded. “Great idea. Could you ask the girls to come by the library, later? We need to have a chat tonight.”
 
The pegasus took off towards the forest, leaving Twilight and Silven to themselves. Silven felt exhausted, and Twilight caught her as she sagged towards the ground.
 
“Come on, you – let’s get you home.” Twilight said, helping the dusty, shimmering pony away.
 
The pair walked slowly together through Ponyville, its centre now a hive of activity after the day’s events. Their euphoria from having defeated the monster did not last long; there were still a lot of homeless residents, and others had been injured in the panic. Thank Celestia nopony had been killed!
 
Mayor Mare had declared that those who were rendered homeless could take up residence with volunteer foster families or in the town hall. In accordance with the announcement, ponies scrambled up and down the streets, helping their unfortunate neighbours get settled in their homes. Some carried piecemeal possessions they’d scavenged from the rubble. Others walked dejectedly, empty-handed.
 
Silven was distracted to say the least, though. “So... you and I, are we, um...?”
 
“Friends?” Twilight finished for her. “Of course. How could we not be?” she was right. There were things to two knew about each other they’d never told another soul. They knew the way each other thought, the way they felt about, well, anything. The intimacy of it left them both a little giddy.
 
They walked wearily through the marketplace, now teeming with the life Silven had expected earlier that day, but nopony was selling wares. Quite the opposite in fact – in a heart-warming display of generosity, many of the market stall owners were donating their produce to the afflicted. The pride Silven felt for her town reverberated back to her from Twilight.

“Here we are,” Twilight said, and Silven sensed her joy and comfort as they approached the large tree that comprised Ponyville’s library. Obviously Twilight very much considered this to be home.
 
“It’s lovely,” Silven commented, wandering inside at her friend’s gesture. She supposed Twilight knew her feelings already, but it felt right to say it anyway. The inside of the tree was larger than she’d thought from the outside, but it was indeed homely.
 
“T-Twilight?!” a terrified voice came from the kitchen door, and Silven watched the purple pony rush over to it, weaving herself around piles of books with practised grace.
 
“Spike! I almost forgot! Spike, are you okay? You must’ve been terrified by the noise! It’s alright now,” Twilight called, nosing open the door. With a flash of surprise Silven saw a little dragon curled up beneath a table! Or... had she known Spike already? An image of the interior of a lecture room wandered across her mind’s eye, an egg sat on the testing cart, before she realised it wasn’t her memory.
 
“-anyway this is Silven. She’s going to be staying with us for now. Silven, this is – oh, right.”
 
“Hi, Spike!” Silven said as if greeting an old friend, genuinely happy to see him. Spike looked confused as he slid out from under the table.
 
“Um... Hey, Silven.” He said, trying out her name. “Can I get you anything now I know the town isn’t under siege?”
 
“Yes, please! When you have a moment I’d love some peppermint tea – I’m parched!” Silven replied, eyeing a particular cupboard on the kitchen wall. Spike looked more confused than ever, and Twilight giggled nervously.
 
This bond-thing is hard to get used to, Silven thought apologetically. I keep forgetting I know things – or maybe I don’t know them, but then when I look for them, they’re there, and... gah!
 
 I know... And I think we should talk normally unless we’re alone, Twilight replied, realising they gazed at each other silently in front of an increasingly perplexed baby dragon. “Ahem, Spike, after you’ve fixed Silven a drink do you think you could run her a bath, please? She’s had a bit of a tough day. We both have, actually. I need to go back into town and examine exactly what we were up against.”
 
“I should’ve known you’d wind up wherever that commotion was.” Spike chuckled, bustling about the kitchen. He gave the two ponies a funny look before shaking it off. “Leave Silven to me! I’ll show her around.” Twilight nodded her goodbye and set off outside, as Spike asked Silven about the search for Arrowtail. She heard Silven begin to answer as if she’d been there. 
 
 
 
          




Chapter 8: Key Discoveries

 
Twilight studied the motionless form with fascination, her notebook and pen floating by her side. She would learn what she could from the corpse and then she’d destroy it – just to be sure. It really was a hideous thing. She counted a dozen limbs, now curled and twisted in uncomfortable ways as it lay in the soggy mud. They seemed to protrude from around the centre of its body, and now they dripped wetly. It was reminiscent of a giant, dead spider.
 
Dimly, she was aware of a wave of pleasure emanating down the bond, and realised with a twinge of discomfort Silven was bathing back at her home. They were going to have to work around knowing everything about each other. Still, it was interesting to feel that knot in the back of her head unwind, becoming relaxed and happy.
 
She turned her attention to the corpse once more, the hovering pen scribbling notes as she went. The twelve legs were thick with muscle, and had joints that bent equally well in all directions, enabling its strange ability to change orientation. There was an additional joint compared to the spider legs they so resembled, quite near the base of each, which allowed for the creature to position itself comfortably low to the floor.
 
The legs protruded from the body in six closely spaced pairs, encircling the creature’s gigantic midriff. Neighbouring pairs were staggered to one side of each other such that they did not interfere so much when moving. Twilight's pen danced over her notebook, scribbling hasty sketches.
 
The face was fascinating to her. It had been hard to see in all the haste of the battle, but now... up close, it was a mesh of veins and thick, leathery skin. Those four thick mandibles were clearly for ripping and delivering fatal bites, while the large, floppy cheeks behind them were littered with masticating teeth for mulching up food. Twilight saw where Rainbow Dash had struck at one of the eyes. It glistened, still leaking its milky ocular fluid. Now she looked close enough, it didn’t seem like the eye had well defined focal mechanisms or indeed any way of controlling sensitivity to brightness. She assumed it must have found another way to handle the harsh glare of the upper world.
 
What was most startling was the symmetry of it all. Those four eyes spaced in an even square around the boneless circular jaw made it look the same no matter which way up it was, and they were set out far enough to the sides of the head that the creature's field of vision must have been immense. No wonder it could keep the pegasi at bay and still focus its malice upon Silven. Those mandibles followed the square arrangement too, sharing their base with the muscular sockets that held the eyes. Twilight wondered if each eye was reflexively linked to its neighbouring mandible to deliver accurate, automatic bites.
 
It also seemed to sport a series of glands along its forelegs. They gently oozed a thick, sticky substance. Twilight realised it was mildly phosphorescent – she confirmed this, cupping the light from her eyes as she looked closely - allowing the creature to produce its own light source in the gloom of the earth.
 
Twilight had to admit it was clever. In all, it seemed to take the evolution of burrowing spiders to its logical conclusion. If this creature and the one from the forest were one and the same, or even linked, it suggested a large network of underground tunnels quite unlike the homes of burrowing spiders she'd studied. There was something distinctly ant-like about its burrowing habits, if that was the case. She’d have to check the library to see if anything like this was documented.
 
But now, how to destroy the corpse? Twilight thought carefully. She’d never really had to do anything destructive with magic before, and she couldn’t think of anything that would actively work to dispose of it without creating a horrible mess. She’d try fire, but it was soaking wet inside and out, and she wasn’t sure she knew a spell that could burn up something so big anyway. Absently, she noted down that it might be a useful thing to learn.
 
Burn up... that gave her an unlikely idea. She looked up at the sky, focusing on the greatest distance she could see. Oh, she hoped this worked! There was no guarantee it would.
 
Twilight let magic fill her, preparing the spell she’d used earlier to teleport back to Ponyville. She wove it stronger this time; much stronger, teeth gritted as she pulled more magical energy to her cause.
 
The air around her began to shimmer and glow, light twisting around her as if gravity in the vicinity were being grossly distorted. A high pitched whine grew in the air, as the sounds around her slowly faded away. She felt bits of grit and dirt roll into her hooves as reality began to buckle.
 
Just...a little...more! She thought, jaw clenched, horn beaming like the sun. Dully, she was aware of Silven panicking over the bond. She tried to spare an ounce of concentration, hoping she managed to convey that everything was okay. Hopefully okay; she didn’t know if this could work.
 
The world around her seemed to warp dangerously, and as she teetered on the edge of snapping through space and time, she focused on the place she wanted to go, the immense speed she wanted to achieve – only she would not be going there.
 
Twilight threw her spell at the corpse before her as it snapped tight – tighter than she’d survive if she’d been the target herself. Gasping in relief, Twilight broke away into a gallop over the uneven earth, hooves slipping in the mud.

The whine instantly built into a metallic screech as the air around the giant monster fell to pieces, twisting out of shape, the fabric of space and time torn to shreds. The giant legs twitched, tugged inwards by the powerful spell as she ran, until with a head-pounding BOOM, the creature exploded into thin air.
 
A powerful shockwave followed it its wake, and Twilight stumbled under the blast as flecks of wood, rubble and mud sailed past her. She slid to a stop and turned to the sky in time to see a beautiful fireball trace its way slowly through the upper atmosphere. Where the creature had lain, there was a large, dry crater. The surrounding material had also made the jump. Perhaps she’d overdone it a smidge.
 
Suddenly a yellow blur bowled into Twilight, knocking her into the mud. Twilight looked at the pegasus who pinned her to the floor.
 
“Twilight! Oh my – are you okay?! You seem okay! We heard terrible sounds, and we left in such a hurry. What happened, where did everything go, and what was that awful explosion?” Fluttershy stammered softly, concern in her eyes. “Oh, um... I’m sorry. Here,” She said, helping her friend up as Twilight squirmed uncomfortably in the mud.
 
“For a shy pony, you sure know how to make a brisk entrance, Fluttershy.” Twilight said wryly, examining her mud-stained coat. Her friend smiled as Cloverbeam cantered up beside her.
 
“Cloverbeam and I had a wonderful time today. We saw the bunnies and some hedgehogs and – um, well, it’s not important I guess. But when we saw the commotion back in town we rushed back as fast as we could.” The little filly nodded in agreement, standing close by her guardian. She didn’t seem at all surprised by what the creature did to the town.
 
“Well, you missed a doozy of a visit from one of those forest creatures.” Twilight replied, looking back at the crater she’d left in the rubble. “That explosion was me getting rid of the remains.” Fluttershy looked slightly uncomfortable at hearing it had been killed.
 
Twilight looked up at the distant fireball as it fizzled out silently in the sky. “Trust me, Fluttershy – even you couldn’t make friends with one of those. Let’s get back to the library. There’s someone I’d like you to meet.”
 
They strode away in discussion as Cloverbeam tottered over the terrain in pursuit. 
 
  




Chapter 9: Awkward Encounters

 
The friends gathered in the library once more, catching up on the busy day’s events. Outside the library walls, an unscheduled pitter-patter of rain softly tapped against the bark. In the wake of the search and the commotion in town, no pegasi had tended to the skies that day.
 
Sat in a relaxed circle on the library floor, the ponies talked animatedly, bringing each other up to date. Twilight learned the others had hurtled relentlessly through the forest until Rainbow Dash gave the all clear. Thereafter some had returned to continue the search, including Arrowtail's father, Shadewing. She could understand why. Maybe their efforts would bear fruit, unlike her own. She hoped Arrowtail was okay.
 
In return, Twilight recounted her activities. "I appeared in the market; further away from the northern side of town than I'd like, but close enough to reach quickly." she said. "That's when I met Silven, here. It turns out she's strong in magic too.” She paused for a second, seeming to struggle with something. “...but we had to work together and there was so little time, so we made a decision and... Silven and I... we're connected, now." The others gazed, nonplussed, but Rarity gasped.

"Oh, sweetie, you didn't!" She said, horrified, and the other two unicorns cringed visibly.
 
"We had to, Rare," Twilight said, sheepishly. Still, the other ponies looked on in confusion. "There was no easier way to work together, and we both knew we were the strongest there, and, well..."
 
"Woa, nelly!" Applejack interrupted, speaking for the others. "You mind explainin' to us just what y'all're talkin' about?"
 
"Twilight and Silven have... well, they've... they've shared themselves!" Rarity tried to explain.
 
"Ah still don't get it, sugar cube, can you run that by me again?"
 
"We've allowed each other into our magical beings,” Silven said carefully, "so we can share thoughts, feelings and knowledge as if we shared the same mind."
 
"Oh...Well uh, that don't sound like a big deal!" Applejack snorted, "sure it's a little, uh, strange, but why the shock, Rarity?"
 
"Because! Because two unicorns are only supposed to do that when they're-!" Rarity cut her sentence short, blushing in unison with Twilight and Silven.
 
"OH! I GET IT!" Rainbow Dash gasped, before bursting into laughter. "Bahahaha! S-so you two had, like... accidental mind-sex!" Silven and Twilight cringed again. Rarity gasped, looking mortified. The others looked awkwardly at the floor with the exception of Pinkie Pie, whose eyes were large as dinner plates.

"No!" Shouted Twilight, trying to explain over Rainbow's sniggering. "No, not at all! And it wasn't accidental, it was consensual- I mean, it's just-gah! It’s not- look, we just share our thoughts and feelings-"

"Sorry Twi, sounds like mind-sex to me!" Rainbow giggled, relishing how uncomfortable it made the unicorn. Twilight could feel a tinge of amusement from Silven; clearly she saw the funny side.

“You’ve found a lover? That’s so sweet!” Pinkie Pie said, beaming as Twilight buried her face in a hoof. “We should celebrate!”

"Ah'm sorry ah asked," Applejack muttered to herself, eyes wide as she stared at the floor. "Unicorns can have mind-sex? That's a big old pile of hay to chew!"

"It's not m-! Eugh, look, that's not what this is, okay?"

"You sure, sugar cube? 'Cuz, um, ah just want you to know, uh, no matter which side of the saddle you sit, it's all fine and dandy with me! Ah just don't need to know about the details, is all." Applejack said supportively, and Rainbow Dash rolled on the floor, roaring with laughter.

"Oh! That's enough! Really, it's not what you think." Twilight said indignantly, the conversation out of control. “We’re not attracted to each other; it was the only way we could work fast enough to defeat that... thing!”

“For what it’s worth Twi, I happen to think you have lovely haunches." Silven said casually. Twilight could feel she was joking, giving her a flat look, but it took the others a second. 

Rainbow Dash cried, she laughed so hard. "I-haha! I'm-g-gonna like h-her, I can tell, hahaha!"

"Yes, she clearly has a firm grasp on your sense of humour," Rarity said, disdainfully.

"Sure do," Silven snickered. "In all seriousness though, it’s strange, because I feel like I know you all so well already.”

"Well, we look forward to gettin' to know you too!" Applejack said warmly. She did not look convinced there wasn’t something between the two unicorns.

"Okay! There is still the rather difficult problem of what to do next," Twilight told the group, trying to get things back on track. "We now have a missing colt, a new threat to Ponyville and a lot of homeless townsfolk to deal with." The others nodded; that was a lot to wrap their heads around. The solemnity of it was a glum reminder that all was not well.

"I know I've got some research to do, so I’ll start there tonight," Twilight continued. "If I understand these creatures better I can help prepare against them. I'm sure today won't be the last time we cross paths."

"Well, ah'm gonna help out the refugees," Applejack said."Sweet Apple Acres had a great turnout of apples this season; ah'm sure we can spare a few to keep everypony fed.”

"Bring them round to me!" Pinkie Pie chirped. "We'll bake delicious apple pies!"

"I suppose they're also in need of things to keep them warm at night," Rarity chimed in. "Perhaps I could make blankets and pillows? Fluttershy, you're good at sewing - would you care to help me?" Fluttershy's pink mane bobbed as she nodded quietly.

"Yes, Rarity - but, if it's okay, I'd like to bring little Cloverbeam with me too. Her parents will be searching with Shadewing tomorrow if they don’t find Arrowtail tonight, and they'd be so happy if I could take care of her for just one more day." Rarity nodded agreeably; Cloverbeam and her little sister, Sweetie Belle, would no doubt keep each other entertained.

"Then it's settled!" Said Twilight, getting to her feet. "I'll catch up with you all tomorrow, and we’ll take it from there."

One by one the friends filed out of the library door into the setting sun, saying their goodbyes. Everyone had a plan for tomorrow, and they were eager to see it through. Twilight turned to Silven, who yawned widely.

"Um, Twilight? I'm really tired and Spike showed me to my bed and all; would you mind if I hit the hay?"

"Not at all, make yourself comfortable. You did great today," Twilight said happily, and she felt the other's gratitude. "Goodnight!" she said, as Silven wound her way wearily up the staircase.  Twilight had some studying to do.




Chapter 10: Midnight Studies
 
 
Twilight flicked through the pages, the library lit only by the evening's dying glow and the soft illumination of her magic. A distant part of her subconscious checked the never-ending stream of information passing through her vision. That part of her mind searched for any pattern - anything that matched what she had seen in the town or the forest. The rest was still trying to comprehend the day's events.
 
The devastation... how any species could be so ferocious and yet go unrecognised by all eluded her completely. She hated that feeling of naiveté; a sense of bewilderment, as if she knew so little about the world. And the destruction to northern Ponyville? What a day! She could feel Silven upstairs, too. The exhausted pony had taken most of the creature's wrath today. Now she slept dreamlessly, a muted silence in Twilight's head. That was a complicated issue in and of itself. To have done that with another so spontaneously... but there had been no time. Twilight had seen Silven was the only one capable of helping her, so she made the call. If they hadn’t bonded, things might have turned out very differently in town today.
 
Twilight realised she was staring at the end of another dusty book. Horseapples! Wearily, the purple pony turned to the shrinking pile of books she'd pulled from the myriad cubbyholes in the walls, floating the next up to her reading stand. Her eyes began to scan the text and diagrams, comparing them to her own notes. None of it was what she was looking for.
 
Celestia help her, if she didn't succeed... well, that was a hurdle best jumped when she reached it. How Twilight wished she could draw upon the princess' tutelage right now! So many questions reverberated inside her head. Celestia had walked these lands longer than anypony; Twilight doubted anything could faze her after experiencing so much.
 
Wait. Wait. If nothing struck a chord with her observations in the books covering the last 500 years of Equestrian biology, perhaps she'd have to dig further into the past. The scholar in her told her not to be ridiculous; what would you study next, it snickered... long extinct species? Plausible, she supposed, but she’d exhausted most of that resource already; many of these books already covered species that had died out.
 
Mythological creatures? Now she was just being silly. Or was she? Stranger things had happened. The legend of Nightmare Moon, for one. Then, she had been just about the only pony who did believe that a powerful, evil alicorn had been trapped in the moon and was about to be set free. And she had been right! Perhaps she should be less closed-minded.
 
Twilight abandoned her book for a pile of leather-bound tomes tucked away on a dusty shelf in the corner. She pulled them out with a thread of magic and waved them over to the reading stand, where they thumped to the floor. They were big and heavy, and half of them were written rather than printed; not so much published works as the personal research of long-dead scholars.
 
It was getting hard to see in the wake of the setting sun, forcing Twilight to stop and light the nearby lamps. She continued under the warm glow, page after page flicking past her until – there!
 
In the flickering light lay a page describing a creature with suspiciously familiar characteristics to the mysterious beast from the town. Twilight leaned closer, absorbing the faded words:
 
Hysterocrates Murinus – The Tartarus Spider. Little is known of this creature. History reveals less than two-score individual references to this species. What information exists speaks of its destructive power, gargantuan proportions and unwavering aggression, but hard evidence is lacking; only dusty anecdotes of the clearly maddened ponyfolk claiming to have survived its wrath many thousands of years ago. I make this entry with great incertitude. Notwithstanding, I shall not succumb to scepticism here. If the tales are true, even partially, I wish never to be the unfortunate soul to confirm them.
 
Said to exist deep inside the planet's crust, this species' elusive habitat further compounds the unlikelihood of its existence. Discussions of the species in academia often use the colloquial title, Keepers of the Deep. A fitting name; if any species could reign supreme beneath the earth, it would be one such as this.
 
A physical description is difficult to provide, as are behavioural patterns. The artefacts of the alleged survivors give vivid but varied descriptions; sometimes a great frothing mass of legs, sometimes bulbous, hauntingly malevolent eyes. A great gullet of teeth. Only one element of the stories lines up with conspicuous regularity: the existence of an endlessly deep hole into the earth, torn into the land as if sheer brute force had ripped the ground asunder.
 
New archaeological discoveries are made often, now. Perhaps more evidence will come to light; something beyond the unreliable accounts of long-dead madcolts.
  
Hastily drawn illustrations followed, annotated as being copied from carvings on old stone artefacts the text referenced as a source. They were clear caricatures of the beast Twilight and Silven had faced that day.
  
Twilight pondered the entry, dissatisfied. It was unhelpful at best, and left her with more questions than ever. Keepers of the Deep. Well, it was certainly poetic, she thought. A conclusive account of the natural habitat and behaviour of Hysterocrates Murinus would have been better. Detailed analysis of their biology would have been perfect.
 
She closed the book and went snuffling for more. There were a few other things she might need to know, and she would while away the evening trying to know them.
  
Twilight awoke to a face-full of paper. She lifted her head from the last book she had read, blearily looking around. The night had left her with little knowledge of the workings of Tartarus Spiders, so she'd diverted her studies to the behaviour of ant colonies and termites, thinking it could prove useful. She even tried a few aggressive spells on fruit from the kitchen; next time, she would be prepared. By the time Silven woke up, she would probably know them too.
 
Twilight got up from her impromptu nest of books and padded to the kitchen. Spike probably wasn't up at this hour, either. The cupboards bumped gently open and shut as Twilight fixed herself a dandelion sandwich, utensils and food floating about the room. She needed to find an academic with experience in all things old; perhaps somepony like that could shed more light on the situation.

Twilight felt Silven wake upstairs, the muted silence flowering into a bubble of thoughts and sensations in her head. She heard stumbling through the ceiling, and a few grumpily muttered curses. It seemed Silven was not a morning pony. The noises made their way down the stairs as she approached.

“Did you sleep well?” Twilight said, amused as a dishevelled unicorn blundered through the kitchen door.

“Mmhmm!” Silven said dreamily; clearly the thought of bed was still hot in her mind.

“Great. Silven, I think we need to go to Canterlot,”

“Sounds fun, the University would be a good place to start looking.” Silven said hoarsely, clearing her throat. Twilight could feel some excitement from her, and realised she felt it too. She hadn’t been to the capital city since the grand galloping gala, herself.

“Exactly, we need to find someone with experience- wait, how did you? Oh, right.”

Bond, remember? Came the silent reply, as Silven smiled wryly.

I gotta admit, it’s efficient! Twilight sent back. Here, I’ll make you a sandwich. Then, we’re off!




Chapter 11: Academia


The two unicorns stepped from their carriage, setting foot on Canterlot's grounds. The grand city teemed with life; a far cry from the homely environment they'd left behind. Twilight felt a wave of nostalgia from Silven, and knew that she had not been to Canterlot in many years. She gazed at the grand towers, their pristine white stonework glowing in the sun. In the distance, the royal palace reared into the sky.
 
"Well, here goes..." Twilight said, shifting the note-stuffed satchel that hung from her neck. They set off at a brisk trot for the university grounds. It wasn’t situated far from the palace, so they simply followed the distant towers.
 
They made their way up the busy streets as the bulk of the university rolled into view ahead of them. It really didn’t feel all that dissimilar to Twilight, but Silven was experiencing the sights and sounds as if for the first time again. Manehattan didn’t hold a candle to Canterlot's majesty; it seemed she had forgotten in the years since she left. Placed high on the mountainside as Canterlot was, the view was certainly breathtaking.
 
The pair entered via the main campus gates, strolling across an expansive, open lawn criss-crossed with paths running between the various campus buildings. It teemed with students hurrying to their next lecture, or lounging on the grass under the sun. Twilight considered the buildings ahead of them, making for one of the biggest.

They opened the big double doors with a flick of their horns, walking through to the creak of heavy hinges. The hallway stretched out before them; a maze of different rooms and corridors and stairs. Silven approached the notice board on the wall, to which a simple numbered map was attached.

"38: History department, West Wing"

They set off, following the signs. Younger ponies milled around them, chattering away. They passed the departmental common rooms, the occupants idling about, dividing their attention between their studies, food, and each other. A bell rang out down the corridors and the population within them began to thin as students ambled to their rooms.

A short exploration found them standing outside the door of the history dean's office on the third floor. It opened to reveal a musty smelling room with old furniture. Behind the heavy desk, an elderly earth pony sat snoozing quietly, a pair of glasses half hanging off his nose.

That’s our esteemed Professor? Silven thought dryly.

I think so...

"Ahem... Professor Buckley?" Twilight cleared her throat, reading the name from the door. The old pony started awake, flicking some papers to the floor.

"Wha-what? More assignments? I've got enough to do already. Away with you, child!" he barked gruffly, repositioning his glasses.

“Professor Buckley, my name is Twilight Sparkle,” the unicorn continued. “My friend is Silven; she used to be a student here. Could we borrow a minute of your time? It’s very important we ask you a few questions.” She looked hopefully at the old pony, his wrinkled brow furrowed in irritation.

“Yes, yes, if you must,” he grudgingly gestured for them to step inside. “What can I do for you, Miss Sparkle?”

“We’ve come to ask about... Hysterocrates Murinus.” Silven said for her, the knowledge readily available through the bond.

“Hysterocrates Murinus...” the old pony grumbled, eyes glazing over as he cast about for a scrap of recognition. “...never heard of it.” He concluded, glowering at them both.

“The Tartarus Spider? Keepers of the Deep? It’s an ancient legend; you must have heard of it!” Twilight insisted, a tinge of desperation in her voice.

“Oh, that? Whatever about them, girl? They’re just old pony tales. Rubbish! Why, do you think you found one? Bahaha!” he cackled, smile fading when she didn’t respond. “Nah – You’re pulling my tail.”

“I drew these yesterday,” Twilight said in reply, lifting her notebook from her satchel and hovering it over to the desk on a thread of magic. “Observational drawings of what I believe to be a real Tartarus spider. It attacked Ponyville yesterday.” The old pony’s eyes bulged as he studied the sketches.

“Good Celestia! These... these do look quite like the old carvings,” he said, thoughtfully. “That’s uncanny, that.”

“So what do you know about them?” Twilight pressed. It seemed to snap him back to his grumpiness. If only she’d waited!

“Sod-all, girl!  They’re a legend, remember? It’s poppycock. Nopony ever saw one in the last few thousand years, no hard evidence has ever been found, and suddenly you’re telling me they’re poppin’ out of the ground willy nilly? Rubbish, I say! Now off with you!”

“But-“

“Flippin’ kids,” he mumbled to himself, focusing on his desk and shuffling papers around irritably.

Dejectedly, the unicorns left the office. It wasn’t the reaction they’d expected at all. Twilight didn’t know where else to turn, and Silven felt her uncertainty.

“We’ll just find someone else.” Silven said, nudging her friend along.

They walked down the hallway, which had fallen silent in the midst of ongoing lectures in the adjacent rooms. Suddenly a door crashed open at the end of the hallway, and a pegasus pony galloped past, screaming.

Something large flashed after her down the corridor, and the two unicorns stood dead still, unsure what they had just seen.

Somewhere in the distance, they heard more screams, and then again, behind them this time, echoing through the corridors. Heads began to poke out of the doors; lecturers angry at the commotion they could hear from outside.

It all blew up so fast. There were crashes of glass windows from inside some of the rooms, and frightened yells began anew from the students within.

The girls circled the corridor nervously, swinging to look up and down its length as the commotion grew and students began pouring from the rooms at a gallop.

Silven threw up the barrier spell around her and Twilight – a filament thin bubble to stop them being crushed by the crowd that surged around and away from them.

In the wake of the fleeing students and staff a new sound reached their ears – a panting, gurgling noise from one of the emptied rooms. The rapping of many feet.

They watched in horror as the open door shifted to reveal a ‘small’ Tartarus spider. It was clearly a hatchling, but it gazed at them malevolently, its bulk still big enough to fill the doorframe and tower over them both. With a feral screech it skittered towards them, bony legs clicking where they met the stonework.

Twilight’s horn glowed, and the floor ahead of them turned to liquid. The hatchling’s feet bogged down in the goopy stone, and it screeched all the more, wet eyes locked on the two ponies as it awkwardly swam onwards.

Let it harden Silven thought, and Twilight’s horn went cold. The creature jolted to a stop, half embedded in the stone. Immediately, it began to tear at its legs with its mandibles, one set of eyes never leaving the two ponies as it severed its lower limbs in an attempt to get free. The legs twitched involuntarily, but still it did not stop, growling as it eyed the horrified ponies.

Twilight felt an overwhelming wave of revulsion wash over her, but Silven was already in action. She thrust her barrier forward, folding it down upon the scrabbling hatchling’s form. It pushed against the barrier with its free legs, scraping against its hopelessly smooth surface. Snarling through the magical pain, Silven smashed the barrier down, crushing the monstrosity with a wet squelch.

Behind the oozing mass stood Professor Buckley, gaping. “H-hysterocrates Murinus?!” he mouthed, but Twilight slapped his hide with a wave of magic, causing him to stumble forward past the corpse.

“C’mon professor, we need to get out of here!” she shouted, taking off down the hallway as the other two followed suit. Somewhere behind them more glass smashed, and something large hammered brutally against a locked door.

The corridor rushed by as they galloped, the growing sound of panic emerging from the floors above and below. Above them the floor thundered with the sound of stamping hooves, and elsewhere in the building a fight had broken out – Twilight could hear the scuffles, magical sparks and explosions as students tried to defend themselves from the onslaught.

The screams were quickly overwhelmed with unearthly howling. They flew past open doors, their occupants already long gone as the whole building was swarmed with hatchlings. One barrelled around the corridor ahead of them, and Silven yelled as she ran, slamming it aside with a wall of magic. It thrashed as they galloped past, flailing its broken legs against the cracked stone.

“We need to get out of this death trap!” Twilight panted as they hurtled down the corridors. “Head for the courtyard!”

They leapt down the stairs, joining the frantic crowd that jostled down them from the floors above, spilling out into the ground floor corridor.

Another hatchling leapt through the building’s entrance, its skittering advance causing the crowd to bunch up and try to flee back in terror.

Time to try a new spell, Twilight thought, gritting her teeth. Her horn flashed brilliantly, and the creature exploded, showering the front of the crowd in flecks of goo and flesh.

“MOVE!” Twilight’s amplified voice boomed down the corridor, and the crowd surged over the slippery mess, flowing out the building’s entrance into the sunlight, heading for the promise of freedom...

But the campus was a war zone.

The outside of the building seemed alive with legs. Hatchlings scrabbled up its walls, pouring into the windows, pouring out of them again, infesting the place with their horrific screams. But it wasn’t just the one building. They were everywhere; a sea of nightmares heaving over the University grounds. They bayed their ear-splitting dissent as they flowed over the campus, swarming around fleeing ponies, snapping at them, swiping at them with their vicious forelegs.

Twilight and Silven looked over the fray, frantically searching for a way to escape. Between them they lashed out as nearby hatchlings strayed too close to the other ponies, Silven adopting the spells she now knew thanks to Twilight’s studies. Screaming students gathered around them, shying away in the bubble of protection the two older unicorns strived to maintain as they inched across the grounds.

Hatchlings exploded with wet slaps when they thundered too close. Others tumbled over, their bodies thudding to the floor as their legs were severed by vicious magic. The leaking stumps scraped the ground as they tried to drag themselves nearer, screeching, milky eyes still hungry.

Across the grounds other groups were forming; ponies herded into defensive circles as they kicked out at the terrors with their forehooves, trying to keep the razor-sharp mandibles at bay. A nearby ring shrank back, the terrified young unicorns that formed it trying to hold the masses back while the horde raged at their pitiful spells.

The two unicorns communicated wordlessly, acting on the thoughts flying between each other as fast as they could think them, but even so they were overwhelmed. Desperately, Silven wove a dome-like barrier around their own group as Twilight took to dispatching hatchlings that plagued the nearby students. 

Dozens of legs crashed against Silven’s shield, and she felt the familiar tinge of nausea again. Some of the creatures leapt at the shimmering dome, scrabbling to climb on top of it, seeking a way through. How long could she hold it this time?

The roar of voices rose over the clamorous battle.

“FOR CANTERLOT! FOR CELESTIAAAA!”  Twilight and Silven gasped in amazement as the royal guard joined the fray, protecting Celestia’s subjects in her absence. Of course – they were by the palace, here! Gilded chest plates flashed in the sun as the guards charged at the frothing mass, lashing out with trained precision, trying to break through to the shrinking crowds of ponies in the middle of the grounds. The frenzied Tartarus hatchlings shrieked at the onslaught, those hit by the ranks fighting back with shocking ferocity.
 
The sky darkened as a winged regiment dived into the masses, ploughing through the swarm with long, bladed gauntlets. A wave of fluids gushed in their wake, severed limbs flicking through the air and they banked away for another run.

As one, Silven and Twilight reached for the several unicorns in their circle, Silven’s death grip on her barrier holding the horde at bay. They had to intervene and bring this battle to an end, if they could. The winged guards tore through the flailing masses again; each run leaving thick piles of twitching corpses behind, but more simply swarmed in their place.

“Unicorns! Copy this spell!” Twilight shouted over the noise, and they watched as she struck at one of the creatures behind the barrier. It exploded, throwing goo over the dome and the other hatchlings. The students nodded uncertainly, turning to face the raging horde.

One by one their horns glowed, and the flesh of many hatchlings began to bubble and fester. They weren’t powerful enough to detonate them outright, but in short order they’d mastered the ability to blow small chunks away, bursting abdomens, blasting off limbs. The skittering hatchlings howled in fury, limbs beating against the side of the translucent dome, churning the grass into mud, unable to vent at their attackers.

“HARDER!” Twilight’s amplified voice shouted, and she laid into the frenzy with her magic. Silven felt a subtle, determined rage taking over her friend as the slaughter continued; hatchlings exploded left, right and centre with such force their kin were sent reeling in a tangle of limbs. Twilight’s horn strobed constantly, casting flashes of light that illuminated the devastation she wrought upon their enemies. Slowly under their combined efforts, they forced their way towards the struggling group of unicorns.

Ponies ducked as the winged regiment rocketed right past their heads, a few blades tinking loudly off Silven’s barrier as they ripped into the hatchlings once more. A mulch of carnage was forming around the barrier’s rim, and it slid gelatine-like across the grass as the group approached the other students. The others saw them now, and they fought for their imminent rescue in a burst of energy that momentarily forced the attackers back; kicking out, blinding them with flashes of magic, ducking the limbs that came sailing their way.

Silven felt Twilight encase them all in a barrier large enough to house both groups. Its shimmering surface slid into being out of thin air just before a fresh wave of hatchlings could collide with it. Silven dropped her own with a sigh of relief; it was her turn to fight, now.

“Copy me! Copy the others!” she shouted to the new recruits, and they joined the battle with effective spells this time, their weaker magic lancing the masses that struck at Twilight’s barrier.
They advanced quickly now, making for the middle of the grounds like everypony else at a quick trot. The royal guard were evidently having some luck too; they punched steadily through the horde, sheer brute force and determination earning them ground as the winged regiment’s blades rained around them again and again.

As the groups neared each other, a detachment broke off from the brawl, ploughing through the horde towards Twilight and Silven’s refugees. They encircled them protectively, and Twilight let the shield drop, concentrating in earnest on destructive spells again.

A burly stallion muscled through the throng, making for the oldest ponies in the group. His polished armour was scratched and dented, and he had several cuts and grazes to his grizzled face. Where his helmet had gone was anypony’s guess.

“We’ll escort you through, ma’am!” he bellowed gruffly, and Twilight nodded, horn ablaze as another creature exploded in the seething mass.

A sharp spackle of pops and cracks washed over to them from the left; another group had seen their magic and emulated them, blowing small chunks out of their attackers. Slowly, everypony converged in the middle to form a large, defensive circle; guards on the rim, unicorns further in, everypony else to the middle. The horde raged at the edges of the makeshift island, their assault breaking like waves against an impassable rock face.

Many unicorns picked up the spells they saw the others casting, following their lead and chipping away at the masses as the bodies began to pile up. Over the tangled limbs of the dead more kept coming, scrabbling, lashing out, and gnashing their mandibles for purchase on the valiant guards.

The piles of dead grew taller as the massacre raged on, and Silven had to dedicate a lot of her magical strength to shoving the heaps further into the throng. They were at risk of piling so high the living hatchlings could leap off them and reach deeper into the ranks of the ponies; and some already did just that, trying to break through the ring of guards to the softer targets within. Silven punted one away with a slap of magic; its limbs crumpled as it sailed backwards through the air.

The gruff royal guard returned, whipping his head around as he surveyed the battle. “You are Princess Celestia’s Protégé, are you not?” He shouted over the battle at Twilight, evidently recognising her. “Anything you can do to put a stop to this?”

Silven felt Twilight’s mind scramble for ideas as the heavyset guard turned and lunged at a leaping hatchling, knocking it to the ground where it blistered and popped under the eyes of a dozen vigilant unicorns. Its shrill screams were lost amidst the ongoing fray.

Twilight drew deeply from her magic, face scrunched up from the effort. The inner crowd watched in amazement as a second sun seemed to appear in the air above them, a blazing ball of heat and radiance. Its light grew, blooming over the scene, and ponies cried out in pain, shutting their eyes. Immediately the frenzied hatchlings recoiled, screeching, attempting to cover their milky eyes with their forelegs as they scrambled to get away.

Just then the ball pulsed, and a thick, viscous wave of light billowed outwards, washing gently over the crowd before searing its way into the retreating creatures with a deafening roar. They howled in agony as it boiled them out of existence, leaving emptiness in its path; a cleansing carpet of purifying flame reaching outwards and washing the grounds clean. Ponies covered their ears as well as their eyes, and many fell to the floor, writhing from the sound as the mighty spell swept the hatchlings from the face of the earth in a crescendo of screams and crackles.

And then, it stopped, leaving the ears of the living ringing in silence. Survivors looked up uncertainly, eyes readjusting to daylight in the empty grounds.

“Holy-! I know I asked for a hell of a favour, but... wow.” The burly guard mumbled, jaw slack as he surveyed the few charred remains. He clapped Twilight absently on the shoulder, and she staggered under the hearty blow.

“It wasn’t me,” she said, gazing above them.

There, where the brilliant furnace had hung suspended, was Princess Celestia. She seemed to radiate energy, her soft white coat dazzling in the daylight.

“Guards,” she said, a cold fury in her musical voice. “You have fought well. Thank you. I ask that you continue to do so; more beasts run rampant beyond the University grounds.”

There was no spell to amplify them, but her words carried across the throng just the same. The assembly bowed respectfully before her, and orders began to ripple down the ranks of guards. Some would stay to protect the University; the rest would head after the fleeing Tartarus spiders.
The ponies in the middle of the circle backed away as Princess Celestia landed softly on the grass, the gentle wash of her sweeping wings ruffling their manes. Twilight cantered over to her, and Silven, following, felt a tangle of emotions explode from her friend.

“Princess!” Twilight shouted, and the regal alicorn regarded her kindly. Silven noticed her mane was not unlike Rainbow Dash’s – multicoloured, but softer, longer, seeming to waft in a breeze that wasn’t there.

“Hello, Twilight. I’m so sorry to have found you like this, and sorry I must leave.” she said, frustrating tinging her delicate voice.

“Princess, there’s so much I need to talk to you about!” Twilight said wearily.

“I understand, dear. Please head carefully up to the palace. I must see to my subjects; many have been hurt today, and many more killed. You can introduce me to your new friend later,” she said comfortingly, with a warm glance at Silven. The shimmering pony gazed awkwardly at the floor.

“Yes, Princess!” Twilight said, bowing her head. With that, the princess flared her massive wings and leapt gracefully into the sky.

 




Chapter 12: Bitter Comforts


Several hours later the three ponies lay among cushions in the corner of Celestia’s personal chambers, high in the royal palace. Steaming cups of peppermint tea fresh from the palace kitchens sat between their aching forehooves. The aftermath of the day had left them all worn out and Canterlot in utter disarray; even now the guards were still on the hunt for any remaining hatchlings, and a curfew kept the evening streets deserted. Some of those streets were nearly unrecognisable now in the wake of the surprise attack.

Twilight was familiar with Celestia’s chambers, and so Silven was, but she ogled the place all the same. Ornate carvings adorned the wooden panelling that lined the walls, and the stonework in the room was beautiful too. Under the soft, warm lighting, the golden accents glistened on the elegant furniture that dotted the space.

“It’s nice to have a bit of girl time,” Celestia said wearily, her tea hovering up to her lips as she took a careful sip. She’d been tending to her capital city for most of the day. It was obvious the tragedy had affected her, but she maintained an air of regal disaffection to it all the same, trying to set their minds at ease. “So, Twilight; this is Silven?”

“The one and only!” Twilight replied. “We met yesterday in Ponyville when the Tartarus spider attacked.”

“I see,” the princess said, sipping again. “I must say, I’m very impressed with how you looked after Ponyville; and the students of Canterlot, come to think of it. You’re clearly learning a lot about magic.” Twilight blushed at the praise. “How about you, Silven? I take it you are good at magic too?”

“I took Magical Studies at Canterlot University, and I am quite strong I suppose, if not very well controlled,” Silven said nervously. “It was, um, quite the trip down memory lane going back today, until...” she fell silent, staring into her tea, and Twilight felt her emptiness; a dull feeling of surprise, as if reality shouldn’t have turned out that way.

“Girls,” the princess said, pointedly eyeing the cup between her forehooves. “Are you bound?”

That didn’t take long! The two unicorns started, freezing like rabbits in torchlight. “Um... yes.” Silven said, wincing slightly.

“It’s quite alright,” Celestia said, now studying them both. “You can always tell when two unicorns have bonded; they share body language, they tend to share moods, and,” she tinkled a little laugh, “they tend to startle all at once!” The girls looked embarrassed.

“Oh, you two! It’s quite all right. I’ll be honest; there were some elements of relationships I didn’t expect you to investigate, Twilight, but your business is your own.” She said, amused. Twilight blushed beet red and Silven tried not to do the same.

“No, it’s – Princess, it’s not like that. We needed to work together quickly; we didn’t have time to talk then and our spells weren’t lining up... The bond probably saved our lives. And again today in Canterlot. So that’s twice, now.” Silven explained, smiling sheepishly.

“Oh! Many pardons, then. Of course, it would be a useful tool for communication.” Celestia said gracefully. “Well, now that we have that out of the way, I feel I must explain my absence.”
The unicorns listened closely. “As you know Twilight - and you too Silven, I suppose -  I had to leave Canterlot for Manehattan on royal business. It seems I should have explained what that business entailed. They were having their own... problems... with the Keepers of the Deep.”

Twilight and Silven gasped, but Celestia continued. “I put a stop to it, and sealed the tunnels; much like you did yesterday. But as I’m sure you’ve realised, the devastation they leave behind is extensive, and sealing the tunnels of burrowing creatures is hardly a permanent solution.” The two unicorns nodded.

“I fear the worst is yet to come.” Celestia said, sighing. “Their nest is huge, spanning a great expanse of Equestria. It seems its centre is situated deep below this very mountain.” She indicated towards the ground. “The hatchlings you fought so hard against today came from the city catacombs; they run under the palace, deep into the side of the mountain. There, they were breached.”

“You know about their habitat?” Silven asked, riding on Twilight’s burning curiosity.

“I know a little. I’ve never encountered the species before. But if the hatchlings attacked from the catacombs, we can reasonably deduce we are near the main part of the nest.” Celestia explained, reassuringly calm considering the words she uttered.

“So what do we do?” Twilight asked anxiously, her tea forgotten in her lap.

“That’s just it, I’m afraid; I haven’t a clue.” The princess replied, sighing again. “I’m sorry your trip to the University bore no fruit. If something is not done, the problem could very well swallow the entire kingdom. We cannot underestimate the scale of this. I must hold council with the generals of the royal guard. I was hoping, Twilight, that I could call on you for a little assistance also.”

 Silven felt the purple pony’s heart flutter. “Yes, Princess; anything!” Twilight said eagerly, but her face fell when she heard the request:

 “Go home now, and spread this message to the residents of Ponyville: They are to prepare for the worst.”
 
 
To be continued...
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