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    Quarantine
Elliot Foster didn’t ask for much from life. Go to work, get his paycheck, make it home to his girlfriend each night. Ride up to the slopes and snowboard in winter, maybe one day pay off his student loans.

Unfortunately for Elliot, his life smacked him headfirst into patient zero of a supernatural pandemic. Flu symptoms gave way to something far more disturbing, leaving Elliot’s life transformed in a way he never could’ve imagined.

Elliot Foster will have to decide: does he bow and get crushed by pressures beyond his control, or protect his fellow victims? Without him, none of Earth’s new ponies will ever escape the quarantine. 



The events of this story are driven by user votes. Each chapter’s author’s notes contain a link to a poll, which readers are encouraged to vote in once. I ask for everyone’s honesty here. Though for those with a strong opinion on what to do, I encourage you to use the comments to make your case!

Obviously I need to cut voting at some point to begin writing. When this happens, I will capture the total votes, and include those numbers in the beginning of the next chapter. Those who remember the last time I did this (Voyage of the Equinox), will recall that the site I used for my polls no longer even exists. Including the results in each chapter will also serve as a way of recording the outcome for future readers.

Written as a commission for Muziki. Cover By KlaraPL. 

The unusual nature of this story’s publication schedule, editing to my usual standard is not possible. As such, chapters may contain more errors than I typically permit.

This story’s text and original elements are copyright © Starscribe 2024. Starscribe claims no ownership of My Little Pony, the original property that inspired this transformative fanwork.

Description

The pandemic began in Aurora. Elliot was one of the first victims, but he would not be the last. Soon his hometown became the center of a quarantine, trapping newly transformed ponies with horrifying monsters. A vote driven story.
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    April 7, 2025
It was another late shift.
 Many of Elliot’s coworkers loathed the overnight, with its long stretches of nothing broken only rarely by the occasional trucker or weirdo. Far from avoiding it, Elliot often volunteered.
 There was something honest about only a few tables at a time, delivering bizarre orders to those customers who rolled in when honest folk were asleep. Overnights were the shift for long conversations, for wild tangents and getting on a first-name basis with the regulars.
 Ruby wasn’t as fond of Elliot’s choice of shifts, since it meant they spent less time together. But his girlfriend needed more time to study, anyway. Finals were coming up, and he was determined to see her graduate. At least one of them would amount to something.
 Even for an overnight, that Thursday at the diner was a slow day. Elliot spent half the night refilling milkshakes at a booth full of ‘tabletop gamers’ fresh from a session of their latest–whatever it was that tabletop gamers did. Then hours more reading a trashy romance novel on his phone.
 No, he didn’t understand why Ruby wasted her time with these things. But she wanted to talk about it, so he had to catch up on the story. Sacrifices had to be made.
 It was 2 AM when the entry bell rang, and someone shuffled through the door, making Elliot look up from his phone.
 The figure was even more of a ‘night customer’ than the usual fare–wearing an oversized trenchcoat buttoned up all the way to the collar, despite the comfortable spring weather outside. He even wore dark sunglasses.
 Elliot stood, tucking the phone away into a pocket, and slipped past the counter. “Just one?” He took one menu under his arm, not even waiting for the reply.
 “I want to sit by a window. Please?” The customer’s voice was a little higher than Elliot might expect for his vaguely masculine features. Whatever, he wasn’t paid to judge.
 He sat the customer near the window, then came back after a few minutes to take his order.
 He still had the coat on, the collar all the way up over his neck. With glasses that dark, how could he even see what he was doing?
 Maybe he couldn’t. The menu remained folded flat in front of him, untouched. “I want the biggest plate you have. Vegetarian, please.”
 The biggest… plate? This wasn’t the first time he had to do a little interpreting to get an order out of someone. He ran the customer through the options, and eventually settled on an oversized breakfast platter, substituting the bacon and sausage for vegetable soup.
 When he returned with the soup a little while later, he found the mysterious customer now pressed up against the window, with a pad of paper in front of him covered in various scribbles.
 Only when he set the soup down did Elliot see what was written there. Not the schizophrenic ramblings he expected–but neat rows of text, chemical formulas and equations. The customer pulled his hand back into the jacket as Elliot approached. Not fast enough to keep him from seeing something strange there.
 He didn’t see the pale tone of this man’s skin, but something green instead. An infection, or maybe gangrene? “Can I get you anything else?” he asked, keeping his voice neutral. “Could call you an ambulance if you need it.”
 “No!” the customer snapped, a little too quickly. “No. Please. Something to eat is fine.” He fumbled in his jacket for a few more seconds, knocking something out onto the table in front of him.
 It spilled out–a dense roll of bills wrapped with a rubber-band. “Listen. You take that, pay for my meal. Bring out the rest. Change is your tip, if you don’t come back until I’m gone. Don’t seat anyone over here. Can we do that?”
 Elliot’s eyes widened. He watched the roll cross the table, then come to rest by the edge.
 It wasn’t the first time someone had asked for privacy–but the last customer to do it hadn’t offered him several hundred or even more.
 It wasn’t a bribe, technically. Elliot wasn’t being asked to do anything he wouldn’t already. “Alright, sir.” He took the cash, palming it away. “I’ll take care of your bill right now. I’ll be back when the kitchen is ready. Want a few refills of your drink while I’m at it?”
 “Please. And nothing else. I won’t stay long, promise.”
  
 
 Elliot did as he was told. He paid the bill, brought some refills, and the meal when it was ready. Then he kept his distance, and didn’t return to the customer’s table. He took his seat by the front, angled just far enough that he could see if the visitor did anything suspicious. If this turned gross, he would still call the police.
 His money was real, albeit slightly damp. The hundred showed as not counterfeit, and went into the register without issue.
 Nothing strange happened. The man switched sides in the booth so he had his back to Elliot’s seat, and ate by hunching down over his plate in a way Elliot had never seen in a year of waiting tables. Weird, but not the weirdest customer he’d ever served during the night shift.
 Elliot checked out the gamers a few minutes later. They lingered near the register to catch a glimpse at the mysterious man.
 “What’s his story?” one asked–from his shirt, he went to the same school as Ruby. He was also the one paying.
 Elliot swiped his card, then handed it back. “No idea. Everyone’s got one.” He handed them the receipt, and watched them go. The night was winding down, and soon he would get to hand things off to the day shift.
 What happened next was so fast, Elliot had no chance to react. A black suburban pulled in front of the diner, parking directly in front of the doors. Elliot stared, bewildered, as all four doors banged open.
 They rushed the restaurant in an instant–four men. Three of them had heavy police gear, covering all but their eyes.
 Elliot only had enough time to tuck his phone into his pocket when they rushed through the door, weapons drawn. “Military police! No one move!”
 The lone customer either didn’t hear them, or he didn’t care. He stumbled out of his seat, rushing for the restrooms. It wouldn’t help him–there were no exits that way.
 Elliot lifted both hands over his head, staring forward in absolute bewilderment.
 He wasn’t watching when the three uniformed men reached the customer. He still heard the struggle, heard chairs knocked over and several plates shattering. Elliot’s eyes were locked on the fourth man, wearing a dress uniform and carrying a thin leather folio.
 He approached the desk, gesturing at Elliot’s hands. “Sorry, kid. We don’t mean to cause trouble for this restaurant. But my friend here wasn’t quite so considerate.”
 He set the folio on the counter, flipping it open to reveal a badge inside, and a stack of cards. He slipped one card onto the counter.
 Behind him, three soldiers carried a single struggling figure behind them, his outline obscured in the jacket. Strange, they’d chosen to wrap him tighter in it, rather than tossing the coat away.
 “I don’t want any trouble,” Elliot said. “I just work here, man.”
 “And we won’t give you any. I’d just like to take a statement.”
 He set a recorder on the counter between them. While the men loaded their prisoner into the truck, Elliot explained what had happened that night–with one exception. They weren’t taking his tip into evidence, that was damn sure.
 “You’re sure he didn’t speak with anyone else? No one made physical contact with him?”
 As the officer spoke, two soldiers returned–one with bags, the other with a pressurized sprayer. They worked over the customer’s booth, grabbing everything he’d touched, and spraying anything too large to toss into their yellow and black bags. Meanwhile, the chef watched from the window, her face frozen somewhere between laughter and curiosity.
 “There was only one other group here,” Elliot answered. “They were in that booth in the corner. Never got close. Your, uh–your friend wanted me to make sure no one went over to him. I didn’t touch him. Didn’t even see his hands.”
 These people worked fast. The soldiers retreated, taking their sprayers and bags with them. They left a thin foam of sanitizer on several booths, and a whole section of the floor. “Thank you for your cooperation. You can tell your manager to call that number, the base will cover any incidental damage we caused. As for you… I just need your number in case we have any follow-up questions, and we’ll be out of your hair.”
 Elliot gave it, feeling dread growing in his chest with every second. Of course it was too good to be true. He couldn’t just have a fat tip to round out the night, so he could get something special for his girlfriend. It always had to be difficult. “Guess I shouldn’t ask you what this is about.”
 “No, sir.” The officer tucked his recorder away. “Be glad you don’t know. A lot more paperwork that way. But if you think of anything else, call the number on that card. Even small details might be vital.”
 Elliot waited for the black SUV to drive away before going around the back for the cleaning supplies. He should probably count himself lucky that the police hadn’t shattered windows and locked down the whole restaurant. Things could always be worse.
 Morning shift wasn’t for another hour–which meant it was his job to clean things up, mop up the disinfectant, and take replacement ketchup and spices out of storage. He did so, wiping down the strange customer’s booth.
 His hand bumped into something tucked under the table. It came free a second later with a little white notebook, covered in dense writing.
 It wasn’t the same page as before. Instead, it contained a photograph stapled to the page–a horse, though not quite the body shape of any he’d ever seen. This was smoother, cuter, with huge terrified eyes. It was also wearing shorts.
 Text scribbled underneath read “Subject shows remarkable evidence of continuity with human identity. Recommend comprehensive personality screening before evaluation of–“
 Elliot snapped the notebook closed, then tucked it away into his pocket.
 The notebook boiled in the back of his mind while he worked, and was still there a few hours later. He rode home on his bike–he and Ruby shared a car, and she needed it to get to her morning classes. Better her be the one who could make a trip in safety, he would be fine.
 Today he wished he had it, feeling the weight of cash in one pocket, and the flat notebook in the other.
 He rode for a while, until he reached where the highway passed over a stretch of dry riverbed. It was a long way down–and more importantly, there were no cameras looking this way.
 VOTE: What should Elliot do?
1. Investigate the notebook–you have to know more. There’s no way that could be a real photo!
2. Call the MP’s number–you have to turn this stuff over before you bury yourself so deep you can’t get out again.
3. Throw the cash and the notebook over the bridge and go home–they can’t prove you knew anything. Never talk to cops.
 


  
    April 7, 2025 (2)
Elliot glanced nervously in both directions, just to be sure there was no one watching. There were a handful of small cars on the road now, and there would be more with every minute. As Aurora woke, so too did its residents. Within the hour, there would be dozens of people moving in either direction, making anything even remotely like stealth completely impossible.
 The best place to read would be home, obviously. But if he didn’t know what was inside, he couldn’t bring it back to Ruby’s apartment! His girlfriend didn’t deserve to be implicated in any of this.
 He leaned over the bridge, holding the notebook cautiously with one hand. That way, he could keep it entirely out of view from the street. Only another pedestrian would be able to see what he was doing, which he should hear coming.
 “Property of Dr. Randolph Zelenka. If found, please return to…”
 Elliot skimmed past the contact info, though filed it away in the back of his mind for future use. Something told him that trying to call or contact the man who owned this would not be in his legal best interest at this moment. 
 He skimmed the next few pages, and instantly had a better idea of what he was looking at. This was a lab notebook, with detailed notes taken from observational experiments of some kind. Most of it went right over his head, but maybe his girlfriend would be able to make more sense of it. Ruby was in her senior year of premed biology, with a semester before her graduation. She must’ve had to fill out notebooks like this. Elliot had a few vague memories charting reactions in high school chemistry, none of them particularly pleasant.
 They grabbed Dr. Zelenka for a reason. It has to be in here somewhere.
 Granted, he didn’t know whether the doctor had intended to leave this notebook behind when those MPs came for him, or whether the drop was happenstance. But his instincts told him the latter. He wanted Elliot to stay as far away from him as possible, to the tune of several hundred dollars in cash. If he wanted to keep the notebook safe, he could’ve asked for that instead.
 The last few pages of the notebook were those that had last caught his attention, and that was where his eyes went now, under a heading of “Spontaneous Causality Violations Along Closed Timelike Curves”.
 That was what he thought it said, anyway. Despite not appearing to be a medical doctor, that trope apparently held true here.
 The doctor had helpfully written a few lines in bold, circling and underlining them several times next to a few simple number tables.
 “Subject Zeta” was the heading, with “mass” charged along with “time”.
 Elliot didn’t need any kind of advanced degree to see the ‘subject’ had begun this trial at 101 kilograms, and ended it somewhere near fifteen. In a vacuum, that could mean almost anything—an evaporating liquid, the funds in Elliot’s bank account as the month’s bills all hit one after another, or maybe a chunk of limestone getting eaten by acid.
 All those might be possible, except for the photograph stapled to the page, a vaguely equine shape with a bright yellow coat and positively enormous eyes. At that size, the photo allowed the animal’s terror in vivid detail. It was sitting inside something metal, with air holes along the side and a ceiling low enough that it couldn’t stand up all the way.
 “Subject shows remarkable evidence of continuity with human identity. Recommend comprehensive personality screening before evaluation of intelligence. Objects of significance to subject’s life could be used to gauge the degree of connection, preferably with many lookalike duplicates that might be easily confused. Details of the intelligence profile difficult to extract without autopsy, though subject size suggests normal IQ unlikely. Bony protrusion appears unlikely to be sufficient for any practical defensive purpose.
 Propose increase in bioscience funding to grey board, 45B. Require specific talents in protein folding to identify reverse chirality in identified analogues.“
 It went on and on like that for the rest of the page, saying very smart-sounding things that would probably make sense to someone who wasn’t a waiter at a diner. He prepared to shut the book and tuck it away, except for the bolded portion on the reverse side. That text was the last Dr. Zelenka had written before losing the notebook. Judging by the number of times he’d circled that little block of text, it must be important.
 “Phosphorescence of subject correlates to cascading causality violations. Effects are undetectable, except as a curious numbing sensation detectable only to sapient subjects. Animal models appear unaffected.”
 Then below the block, in much messier yet somehow easier-to-read words: “IT’S ALREADY TOO LATE”
 Elliot briefly considered tossing the whole notebook into the river a second time. Even if the exact meaning of all those science-sounding terms was lost on him, he felt their ominous implications on a level beyond literal meaning. It was already too late for what?
 Elliot tucked the notebook away again, and resumed his ride. He had been working all night, right up to the most bizarre encounter of his entire employed life. By the time he woke up, Ruby should be back from her morning classes, and maybe she would have some time to make sense of what he’d found.
 While he rode, Elliot expected to see the flashing blue and red of the police, or maybe worse. Those soldiers might roll up with their hazmat suits and drag him off to join the doctor in who knew what unknown fate. Yet there were no police, no soldiers, no sign that anything was different from an ordinary morning in Aurora.
 He didn’t ride all the way to the school, just the close blocks of apartments a mile or so away where many of its seniors or recent graduates lived. He headed up the steps, tapped his magnetic key, and the apartment clicked open.
 The apartment was always a relief from the heat and stress of the world outside—Ruby made sure of that. His girlfriend wasn’t just brilliant, she was also a natural with every green thing she touched, filling the space with flowers and herbs. The little outdoor balcony was almost entirely overrun with them, aside for the narrow gap just wide enough for his bike.
 “Morning, Elliot,” said a young woman, passing him as he shut the glass door to the balcony. “How’s the traffic?
 That was Samantha, Ruby’s roommate from before the two had moved in together. Sam was everything Ruby wasn’t—short and solid, with more muscle on those arms than most young women her age. Her grease-stained overalls got a little less blue with every passing day.
 “Slow,” he said. “Ruby already gone?”
 “Yep.” She spun slowly around, holding out her arm until it pointed back into the kitchen. “Left breakfast for you in the kitchen. I stole some of the bacon, sorry not sorry.” Samantha grinned up at him, entirely unabashed by the admission.
 Elliot settled into a kitchen chair, shrugged out of his jacket, and removed the plate covering the food his girlfriend had made for him. She’d already put just the right amount of butter and syrup on the pancakes for him. He took one bite, then grinned. Much better than anything they served at work.
 “I get enough bacon on the job anyway!” he called back into the living room, gently nudging the few remaining slices away with his fork. “I can’t even smell it anymore without thinking of work.”
 “In that case…” she hurried back over, snatched a fork off the cupboard, and stabbed all three slices right off his plate. She took all three into her fingers, then tossed the fork back into the sink. “If she asks, I’ll tell her you told me it was okay.”
 He shrugged, and went back to eating. Elliot ate some of the eggs and one of the pancakes—not so much because he was hungry, but because Ruby had put in the work to make extra.
 Sam shut the door a few minutes later, thumping down the steps to the ground floor. A few seconds later, he heard her swearing from the parking lot, along with a groan of metal as her old pickup finally banged to life.
 Now the sun was properly up, filling the windows with blinding orange light. With it came the true weight of Elliot’s exhaustion. He hadn’t just been working all night, but he’d also seen something incredible, and maybe dangerous.
 Would the military look him up, and search his property just to be sure? It wouldn’t be hard to get any of his contact information they wanted—he even got mail at that apartment.
 Maybe there was a smart-person way to scan the notebook, then destroy the original, storing away the text in some form that wouldn’t be easy to extract. But if Elliot knew how to do things like that, he would probably be earning a living wage by now.
 It’s probably fine. If it was that serious, they wouldn’t have just let us go.
 Even so, Elliot spent almost an hour in the shower after that, scrubbing every inch of himself, until the soap made his skin itch and the water had long since run cold. By the time he was finished, he barely had the energy left to pull on a pair of boxers before crashing face-first into the bed he shared with Ruby. He was unconscious in seconds.
 Elliot had always been a light sleeper, light enough that even minor changes in his bedrooms could jostle him back to reality. His mind still felt groggy, as though his resting time had been far less than it ought to be.
 But maybe he was wrong—that sure looked like the high sun of afternoon peering through the blinds.
 Ruby shuffled through the doorway, weighed down by a backpack much heavier than she should have to lift. She was trying to move quietly, though of course it wouldn’t make a difference. By the time she reached her desk, he was already sitting up, watching her from across the room. “How goes midterm prep?”
 Ruby turned to look back at him. She was everything that Samantha wasn’t—tall, athletic, with bright red orange hair and a splattering of freckles. Most days she wore contacts, though evidently she hadn’t found the time to put them in that morning, because she had the glasses instead.
 That was fine by Elliot—she looked even smarter that way.
 “Not great. Campus got locked down right after lunch. Not… exactly sure why. But now the study group is going to meet over zoom, and you just know how shit that’s gonna be. This is not the day for a drill.”
 He rolled out of bed, making his slow way over to join her. But from the slouch in her shoulders and the sharpness in those eyes. Affection wasn’t what Ruby wanted right now. “Guess you want your room back?”
 “Nah, I can zoom from the living room. Sam’s out until six, and I know you need to keep sleeping. Just got to get my laptop in this mess…”
 She stopped, holding up the paper notebook from on top of it. “This yours?”
 
 Elliot had to decide…
 1. Ruby’s studying can wait, this is more important. Tell her everything and ask her to look over the notebook.
2. If she doesn’t pass her exams, Ruby will be stuck here another semester. You can talk about it over the weekend.
3. Knowing any of this might make her liable—snatch the notebook quickly, and pretend it’s nothing. It’s probably time to get it out of the apartment.
 


  
    April 7, 2025 (3)
Tell Her Everything (56%)
 Elliot shook his head once. “Listen, I know you’ve got important studying to do. But I have something here I think you should see. Got a minute?”
 “A minute,” she repeated, holding the notebook up in one hand. She squinted down at the writing on the front page. “Dr. Zalenka, huh? Didn’t know you by that name.”
 Elliot snatched the notebook out of her fingers, twisting around her to lean against the wall. “Before you look, you need to know how I got it. Then maybe you can make more sense of what’s in there than I can.”
 He would have to contain his guilt about disrupting her studying–but there would always be more time for that later. For all they knew, he’d just witnessed some world-redefining horror, and would soon be at the center of it. She would thank him later, hopefully.
 He told her everything–the strange visitor, their odd conversation, the roll of cash he’d tried to pay with. Then the officers, and the team with their strange uniforms who showed up to round up the visitor.
 He didn’t get one word further before Ruby reacted, jerking alert from the seat and staring at the notebook he was holding. It wasn’t the mention of the military that seemed to bother her, but the way they were dressed.
 “They cleared you to walk away though, right? You were honest about how much you touched him?”
 Elliot nodded. “Told them the truth. Weirdo didn’t shake my hand, and it wasn’t like I cleaned his table or anything. I did touch the notebook, obviously. But I washed my hands after. Showered real good after I got back here too.”
 Ruby winced, rubbing her temples with both fingers. “You’re lucky you’re so cute, Elliot. Because you are an idiot.” She glanced nervously over the bedroom. “I’ve got gloves and masks in a box down the hall. You’re going to put them on with me, while we figure out everything you’ve touched since then.”
 Elliot nodded. “I guess… whatever you think we should do, Ruby. You think there was something that dangerous? Could there be, like… smallpox on his notebook?”
 She backed away, digging a brown box out of the nearby closet and dumping it onto the floor. She dug out a large container of hand sanitizer, and went about squeezing some all over both of them. Gloves came next, then the masks. “Probably not,” she said, as soon as they were both ready. “But if they thought it was a big enough deal that they needed to wear PPE, it’s enough to have me worried. Not enough to run away and firebomb the apartment, but… we can still be smart about it.”
 The next few minutes involved the rather unpleasant task of finding everything in the apartment that Elliot had touched since coming inside, and tossing it into a garbage bag, then layering that inside another one. Anything too big to bag, like furniture, got an ample spray of disinfectant, enough that the whole apartment soon stank of it.
 That meant the sheets on their bed, several plates and forks and shampoo bottles and towels and several items of clothing.
 They showered when they finished, even more intense than what Elliot had done when he first got back. There was nothing the least bit stimulating about that particular shower with his girlfriend. By the end, his skin was red and irritated, albeit not actually bleeding.
 The notebook and cash hadn’t been trash-bagged, though they’d tossed both in a set of gallon-sized ziplock bags.
 It took about an hour after Ruby came in before they were finally sitting back in front of the notebook again, no longer wearing masks or gloves. Though with all the disinfectant in the air, Elliot could barely even breathe, so hopefully anything unsafe in the air would have an even harder time.
 “Now that you didn’t lead with the most important part,” Ruby said, tapping the notebook against the table in front of her. “You’re going to tell me what that thing is.”
 “Wish I could.” He stood just behind her, where he could look over her shoulder at whatever she was doing to the object inside the bag. They’d stuck a few pencils in too, to give them something to hold through the plastic to manipulate the notebook within. “Flip through to the last few pages. There’s a… photograph. Or maybe it’s AI? Maybe I was just on one of those candid camera shows, and I didn’t realize it.”
 Flipping through the notebook was now much more difficult, for obvious reasons. Ruby eventually managed, relying on him to hold one half of the book down while she read over the same pages he had.
 She squinted down at the plastic, then pressed it flat so she could take a picture with her phone. She looked at that instead, zooming it up and peering at different parts of the image.
 “I think you’d know a fake picture better than I would. You were the one who wanted to go into computers.”
 Wanted to. Those two words cut as deeply as any physical blow. It didn’t even matter that Ruby didn’t mean it that way. It was almost worse. Just wanting to master something did not mean it was actually possible. Elliot just hadn’t been smart enough.
 “It doesn’t seem fake to me,” Elliot said. “I would need the file to be sure. But that doesn’t mean it isn’t a prop, or a costume, or a model or whatever. But the real question would be why? Why go to all this trouble to freak out a bored nightshift waiter? It’s not like they got a lot of publicity, there weren’t even any other diners in the restaurant when the military guys came in.”
 Ruby raised one hand. “Stop talking for a second and let me read. If I don’t get to study, I will figure out what the hell is going on here. Let’s see if this Dr. Zalenka wrote anything else interesting.”
 Apparently he had, because Ruby spent at least an hour going through the last sections of the notebook. She grabbed a little notebook of her own, and started scribbling down information onto a few scraps of printer paper next to her. She filled one page with random disconnected sentences, all obviously very important to her judging on the face she made when she wrote them.
 Mostly Elliot stayed out of her way until she finished. Occasionally he glanced out the window, in case there might be flashing blue and red lights closing in on the apartment. But he saw none, or any sign that they’d been found.
 “The shit you got us into, Elliot,” Ruby called, sliding her wooden chair away from the notebook. “Absolutely mental.”
 He hesitated in the kitchen long enough to bring her a fresh bottle of her favorite green tea, and a can of Diet Coke for himself. He brought over the stool, then sat down next to her, pushing the drink over.
 Ruby watched him come, settling her glasses back onto the table between them.
 “For what it’s worth, I’m the one who’s caught up in this, not you.” He cracked the can open, then took a weak sip. “You weren’t in that restaurant. I can take all this stuff, burn it, and you had nothing to do with it.”
 Ruby shook her head once. “Good news is, they didn’t think that anything dry could be a vector. There’s no secret military nanobots in that bag, or mega-ebola, or something even worse. I don’t see any cuts on your hands…” She gestured, making him hold them out in front of her. Elliot obeyed, letting her inspect both sides.
 She nodded a second later, pushing them back over the table. “I’m not seeing anything. Assuming you cleaned up really well, you should be safe. Hopefully.” She pushed her chair back, leaning it up against the wall. “You think there’s any way those military guys might find their way back here? Maybe… poking around for it?”
 “If they think something went missing, they could find their way back here for sure. But it doesn’t feel like giving us this thing could be a… mistake.” He nudged the plastic bag with his knuckles, as though that might somehow keep whatever was inside from escaping and poisoning him.
 “Maybe more… disgruntled employee? What was in there, anyway?”
 Ruby shuddered, then cracked open the plastic bottle of sweet tea. She spun it through her fingers, without taking a sip. “Most of it is beyond me. Like–way beyond me, and probably most of my professors too. You probably need to be in your fifties to have enough degrees to understand everything in there.” She took another long sip, draining half the bottle this time.
 “What about the… part at the end? You think they were experimenting on a human subject?”
 She shook her head. “Their subjects were all researchers on… whatever they were doing. Doesn’t say how they got exposed, but apparently those who worked most closely with their apparatus started showing symptoms. That was what Dr. Zalenka was recording.”
 “If it’s real,” Elliot said. “Could be… fake? You think maybe it might not be real? Some kind of joke, or prank, or something? Please say yes.”
 Ruby pushed the notebook away. “Almost certainly not. It would probably cost like–more than your car, to get a fake like this made. You would need to consult real scientists for the whole thing. A whole team of fake soldiers to plant it, actors…” she slid her chair closer to him.
 Elliot wrapped his arm around her shoulder, and held on. He said nothing, just holding her firmly. As strange as the whole nightmare situation appeared, they wouldn’t be facing it alone.
 “I could still throw it away,” Elliot said. “Pretend we never saw anything. Delete that photo you took, and play dumb. We don’t owe Dr. Zalenka anything for dumping this on us.”
 Ruby looked up at him. She reached over the table, then held up the little bundle of cash, in its own plastic bag. “Maybe he did. That’s, what?”
 “1k, ish,” he answered. “Guess we would have to ditch that too. No trace that we had anything to do with it.”
 Ruby sat silent for a long time, one hand tracing idly over his chest. Eventually she stood, glaring down at the evidence now sitting on her desk. “I think you have to decide. You chose not to get those military guys involved. What happens next is up to you.”
 Elliot could hear the message under her words loud and clear. Ruby didn’t deserve to get dragged down into whatever legal mess happened as a result. That seemed fine by Elliot–they were his choices, and he would have to live with them. “How will we know I got infected?”
 His girlfriend glanced briefly down at the notebook again. “Should be pretty dramatic when it happens. Subject Zeta went from human sized to that… thing… in a week. Was already down 10 kilos in the first day. I imagine that’s quite an unpleasant process. So if you’re screaming in agony by this time tomorrow, we’ll know.”
 He already knew what had to happen next. “Can’t ditch the cash. Traceable or not, we might need it if something terrible starts happening to me. Is there anything we can do to make sure it’s not contaminated before we deposit it? I’m thinking… buy some gold around town, pawn shops. Then pawn the gold at a few different shops to turn it back into cash. Lossy, but harder to follow.”
 Ruby grinned weakly at him. “Sneaky. But… kinda? We can spray it with antiseptic, wash it out with something that won’t ruin the ink. Baking would be ideal, but I don’t want to put something potentially contaminated into the oven we eat from. Maybe we could use the toaster oven? A tragic sacrifice in the line of duty. What about the notebook?”
 
 Elliot didn’t need very long to consider his answer. He had already been thinking it over.
 1. Lose it, carefully. If the army needs this thing to reverse-engineer a cure to some deadly plague, you’ll still know where it’s hidden. Otherwise, it can be gone from your lives. Remove any trace it was ever in the apartment.
 2. Information Must be Free. You’ve got a friend with a chip on his shoulder you met while in school for CS. Let him find a way to get the notebook uploaded, without tracing it back to you.
 3. Hide it carefully, but keep it close. You have a bad feeling you might need what it contains. Maybe Sam can help you stash it inside a part of your car people don’t usually open.
 


  
    April 8, 2025
The next few hours passed about how Elliot expected. After heat-treatment in the sacrificial toaster-oven, he went out to make purchases of supplies around town, always getting the maximum possible change for each transaction. If he had to spend some of the money anyway, he went shopping as though he was about to go on a long camping trip. Plenty of cans and non-perishables, a new camp stove, some fuel.
 Incidentally, many of the same things he might need if they were about to disappear into the Rockies for a few weeks.
 By the time Elliot returned, the weight of exhaustion hung heavy on him, no doubt the product of that long night and not enough sleep. He had to last a little longer, until Sam got off work and could help with the final stage of the plan.
 “Don’t you think this is a little paranoid?” she asked, under the amber lights of a parking lot. He’d bribed her with a meal and a beer for her help, including the willingness to drive out to a church parking lot he knew wasn’t watched by any cameras.
 “Feels like you’ve wrapped a book in this thing. Just throw it out if you don’t want it. Don’t have to keep it in your car.”
 She had one of the body panels opened, wedged wide enough to squeeze the plastic-wrapped notebook inside.
 “Just pretend it never happened,” Ruby said, from the passenger seat. There was no one nearby–no lights on in the building, and nothing but the occasional rumble of tires as cars passed along the road. “Hopefully it doesn’t matter, and we can all just forget we ever had anything to do with it.”
 Sam shrugged, wedging the little notebook inside, then took up her little can of spray-foam from the ground. “If that’s what you want, whatever. If it felt like there was powder in there, I’d tell you no. But if you wanna get silly about a book, fine.”
 She did some other things–scratched up several other parts of the car, so her work in one place wasn’t quite so obvious. But Elliot tried not to watch as much as possible. The less she knew about the process, the easier it would be to plead ignorance without needing to act.
 He cracked open another energy drink and powered it down while Sam finished. By the end, he felt functional, enough that he could probably make it through a shift without collapsing on his feet.
 “I’d be happier if you called out,” Ruby said from the driver’s seat about half an hour later, as they finally pulled up to the diner. “You look terrible, Elliot. Not the charming kind.”
 He buttoned his black shirt, then lifted a crumpled apron out from the corner. “Kinda feel it too,” he admitted. He could start to feel it in his voice–raw, from all that planning and shopping and careful strategy. “But I can’t. If there’s a sickness going around, don’t want to make it look like I’ve come down with it, you know?”
 He drained the last few sips of chemical slurry from a colorful energy can, then held still as Ruby kissed him on the cheek.
 “I’ll pick you up in the morning,” she said. “Don’t even think about walking.”
 He wouldn’t. He might’ve thought about riding back, though of course since they had driven him to work, that wouldn’t be possible. Sam got out and took his seat, giving him a greasy two-fingered salute as she shut the door.
 “Fight on, paranoid schizophrenic. May the aliens never abduct you to wherever Elvis is hiding. Or… whatever sleep deprivation did to you.”
 Elliot was too tired for an appropriately sharp reply. He stumbled in through the door, fixing his uniform as he went.
 His diner looked different than the night before in one critical way: it was spotless. Gone was the thin layer of grime on every surface, the discoloration on the wallpaper, the old grease stains on every booth. Instead, the smell of harsh chemical cleaners dominated the air. Someone had moved most of the booths, spreading them out in a way he’d never seen before, leaving not-so-subtle discoloration on the floor between them from where the setup had been altered.
 There are two missing. Someone who wasn’t a regular might not even realize that things had changed, or at least not how. But after spending so many restless hours staring at the diner, Elliot saw it instantly.
 The night manager was even there, rather than failing to show up for his shift without so much as a text message. He had a few words with Elliot before he began, complimenting him for the way he handled the “uncomfortable events” of the night before. Though he did have one difficult question that Elliot couldn’t explain.
 “More representatives from the base were here earlier today, with a crew to make sure everything was clean. Wanted to grab all our camera footage, except…”
 Oh no. Horror washed over him, as he realized what this was about to mean. The diner’s cameras must’ve captured that notebook, or maybe the enormous ‘tip’ that the fleeing Dr. Zalenka gave him. It wouldn’t matter how well he hid it if CCTV showed the whole thing. I’m going to jail for life, aren’t I? There are undercover cops eating in that booth near the office right now.
 He folded his hands together on the old desk, fixing Elliot with a sudden, intense stare. “Turns out the system stopped recording, right after that guy walked in. You’re handing him his menu one second, then… black. Tell me how that happened.”
 Elliot relaxed visibly. Maybe if he was a little more awake, he might have managed to keep his expression a little more neutral. But he was too exhausted for any real deception. “No idea, boss. I don’t even have a key to the security closet, you know that.”
 Only the managers did, which included his boss, the night manager. Who hadn’t sent a single message about why he wasn’t there. If he had falsified his timecard again, that would even put him as on duty when the whole thing happened, yet unseen by the visiting soldiers.
 “Yes, I do. But there are other ways to…” Mr Moon ran one nervous hand through his own hair, sweeping back the thinning black mass. “There has to be an explanation. Cameras never failed on us before. Whole system goes down all at once like that…”
 Elliot shrugged. “You said I was on camera giving the guy a menu when they malfunctioned, right? So clearly I had nothing to do with it.” He stood up, pushing back the chair. “Sorry boss. Nothing I can tell you there.”
 This strange new salvation left Elliot with something new to contemplate during the shift. An unusually busy night, giving him very little time to rest. Many were students, wanting somewhere late to eat while they studied for the upcoming finals. Many even brought books or flashcards in, and sat with their friends to study.
 He must look particularly bad if even the customers started noticing he was struggling. He did his best not to mix up any orders, fighting to stay on his feet until it was finally time to change over to the day shift.
 Ruby was waiting near the back in his old car, engine running and looking far better than he felt. At least one of them got sleep. “Not feeling any smaller, are you?”
 He fixed her with a flat glare, then slumped into the seat. “Don’t think so. Uniform still fits. Can we sleep now?”
 He must’ve been particularly exhausted, because Elliot slept at least ten hours after work that day. It was already almost dark by the time he stumbled from the bedroom, feeling like he’d barely just lain down. He found Ruby at a folding desk against the wall, surrounded by textbooks and several colored highlighters.
 She waved at him with a few, though she didn’t get up. Voices muttered to each other from the laptop balanced on a nearby bookshelf, probably her fellow students. Good, she’s getting to study after all. Elliot smiled back at her, then continued into the kitchen to find something to eat.
 But the idea of going through the effort to actually make anything felt overwhelming–far beyond whatever energy he had. He settled for half a glass of apple juice, carrying it to the kitchen table and sitting down across from Sam. “Hey.”
 Sam lifted her head from the tools in front of her–bits of leather, fasteners, punches, and other things he had no names for. A few scraps clung to her damp skin, wedging in around her face. “Hey Elliot. Hope I didn’t… get you sick.” Her voice was low and gravelly, even for Samantha. “Looks like I might.”
 He set his glass down in front of him, without taking a sip yet. “I’m not sick. Just… catching up from some sleep debt.”
 She shrugged. “Hope so. Client a few days ago had six little nightmares in her stupid minivan. Had to bring them all in for a stupid oil change, coughing and sneezing and dripping all over everything. Thought maybe I got the bandanna over my mouth in time, but…” she shrugged. “Guess not.”
 Elliot took a few sips from his glass. The flavor was wrong, the usual sweetness and rich flavor of the fresh apple juice replaced with only a faint undercurrent of sugar. “I can’t get sick right now,” he said, as though he could declare it so by will alone. “Finals are always the most important nights of the year. I can’t call out!”
 She shrugged. “If it makes you feel any better, seemed like it was just a cold. I’ve got some… pills and stuff in my bathroom cupboard. Go ahead and steal ’em if you need. Since it’s… my fault.”
 She lowered her head back to the table, resting up against the sheets of uncut leather. “Sorry. Would’ve kept my distance if I thought… and it’s probably too late for Ruby too. Maybe she can take her finals before she gets hit.”
 From her obvious energy, his girlfriend didn’t seem like she’d been affected. She talked animatedly about some cellular process or another, using words he couldn’t pronounce. Smart, pretty, and loyal. I don’t deserve her.
 “That why she’s over there?” he guessed. “Doesn’t want the mange?”
 Sam nodded without lifting her head, more twitching against the table. “Doubt it will help, unless you start sleeping on the couch.”
 “I will,” he decided, without hesitation. Even if it was just a cold, he would’ve kept his distance from Ruby, if that meant a better shot she could take her finals with all her faculties intact. But this might not be a cold.
 “Suit yourself,” she said. “Ruby was gonna run for chicken soup after she finished. I’ll tell her to bring some for you too.”
 That sounded wonderful about then, about as wonderful as climbing back into bed and sleeping another 10 hours. But work would be expecting him in four, so there was no time for that.
 Elliot took another energy drink, then shuffled his way to the bathroom to clean up. He did so, checking the scale twice to confirm. He weighed a little more than the last measurement, not less. I’m normal. Nothing’s happening. I’m not gonna end up like Dr. Zalenka.
 He felt much better after a hot shower, and long enough for the energy drink to finally take effect. Not 100%, he still had a fever and a steady flow of slime trickling down his nose. But a cold had never slowed him down before.
 He dressed, then crossed the hall to Samantha’s bathroom, which he almost never used. The inside was much too messy for him to use normally, with empty bottles and makeup containers covering every inch of counter space. But the mirror on the cupboard was clean, enough to show his reflection staring back as he tugged it open.
 He looked worn out, though that was to be expected. Yet with the gel still drying in his hair, it did look a little… different. Was that his imagination, or was it longer? Not only that, but Sam’s choice of mismatched light bulbs made his hair look almost bluish near the roots.
 I’m not infected, he thought. It’s all in my head. It’s just the lights.
 Another twenty minutes and the cold medication later, and Elliot felt much closer to human. The worst-timed cold in the history of the human race would not be enough to stop him now.
 But something else might be. He found a message waiting on his phone, apparently arrived a little before he woke up.
 It was from his boss. “Elliot, there’s gonna be a few people from the base to talk to you when you get here. Not sure what it’s about. Please think long and hard about everything you remember from two nights ago. They’re threatening to call the health inspector. You better say everything they want to hear.”
 Elliot slumped against the wall, sliding all the way down to the floor. Shit.
 
 Elliot had a decision to make.
  	Call in Sick. You caught a cold from a roommate, that was all. They’ll recognize the need for caution.
 	Go anyway. You’ve got nothing to hide. Down some DayQuil and show how healthy you are.
 	Run! Even a small chance that this little cold could be connected might mean vanishing into an unmarked van. Time to go camping!
 
 


  
    April 8, 2025 (2)
Elliot drove to the diner.
 He felt a lot better with a heroic dose of cold medicine in his system, reducing his temperature and banishing the sniffles and occasional coughs. He left a brief note to Ruby, explaining that she might have to wait until the end of his shift if she wanted the car.
 He felt better, but not so much better that he could endure the significant physical strain of a bike across town.
 Driving through Aurora felt… different, somehow. A strange dread followed him, like knowing he had left something at home while already on the plane for his vacation. Or that awful knowledge that he hadn’t studied for an upcoming test, and was doomed to fail it no matter how hard he tried.
 Maybe it was his imagination, maybe it was the cold. He spent the drive wondering exactly what he was missing. Was there some easy way to discover the journal he had missed? Could there be a tracking device somehow concealed in the pages, small enough that he hadn’t noticed?
 He had more cold medicine in the glovebox, enough to get him through the rest of the shift. He would ask for fewer hours next week, maybe even some overtime at the end of the week, to give him time to recover from this little cold.
 It wasn’t just Elliot that wasn’t in top form today. His car spluttered a little going up the hill, and the overhead lights switched on at least twice during the drive. Maybe Sam had rustled some of the wiring around when they pulled off a piece of body panels.
 “I don’t have time for this right now…” Elliot ran his free hand through his hair as he pulled into the parking lot, feeling his heart beating faster in his chest. It was a busy night, even for this early into the shift. But before he could get to that, he would need to survive whatever waited in the black Suburban parked near the edge of the lot, with tinted windows and exempt plates.
 “I can do this. They just need to think everything is normal. Because it is. I just have a cold, that’s all. I don’t know anything, I’m not a threat. I just want to work my stupid job and make my crappy paycheck.“
 He drove through the lot as usual, all the way around to the back with the other employees. He pulled into the spot, and the light came on again. “Stop!” He reached up for it, and a little bolt of static connected him to the fabric ceiling, sharp enough to briefly turn his fingers numb, sending little tendrils of pain into his scalp.
 “I thought you were a mechanic, Sam. What wires did you cross?” He switched off the car, tucked the keys into a pocket, and made his way into work.
 As expected, there was someone waiting for him in the diner. Mr. Moon waved him into the back, where the banquet room was still decorated with pink streamers and balloons from a child’s birthday party. Must’ve been a few days back, judging by the sad state of some of those balloons.
 That only made the scene more absurd: a woman a little older than he was sat at one end of the long table, with a plain white notebook in front of her and a plastic recorder. Her partner shut the door behind him as he walked in, also not the same person as Elliot saw the day before.
 This man was bigger, broader of shoulder, with a military haircut and muscles that his black suit could barely contain.
 The woman waved him into the seat beside her. “Elliot, I think. You were the waiter on duty when that fugitive was here, correct? I’m Agent Butler. My partner is Agent Lance. We won’t take too much of your time.”
 He obeyed, settling into the offered seat without objection. “Already told the last guy everything. Not that there was very much to tell.”
 He sat as still as he could, making polite eye contact without staring. Just have to make it through the same story as last time. Then they leave, and I can go to my stupid shift.
 She nodded. “I’ve been over the audio recording several times, along with the account of the other staff at the time. This is… something else.”
 She clicked the plastic button on her audio recorder, turning it towards him.
 But it was Agent Lance who spoke, walking slowly back and forth by the door. “Officer Prahlow is dead, along with the rest of his containment team.”
 His voice was everything Elliot expected, deep and confident. His words, though–
 Shock overwhelmed him, washing away whatever he’d been planning to say. Elliot had barely even known the man’s name, and probably wouldn’t have remembered it at all if it wasn’t on the card. How could he be dead?
 “We need to know if you saw anything strange from Prahlow, or any of the people in his cleanup detail,” Agent Butler continued, too fast for him to recover.
 She nudged the recorder a little closer to him then, apparently ready for him to answer.
 That didn’t mean he actually knew what to say. “Officer Prahlow… asked me some questions. About the guy in the jacket. I told him what I saw, and his guys cleaned up the place he sat. Everything about that night was strange. Was there something specific?”
 She tilted her head to one side. As she did, the suit jacket slipped off a short distance, exposing the handgun tucked against her chest. So long as it stayed in there. “Unusual behavior, lights or sounds you couldn’t explain, nausea or lack of coordination. Anything you saw might help us isolate what happened here. No detail is too small to be potentially significant.”
 Dead. That didn’t fit into what he’d read of the notebook, though in other ways it made perfect sense. If someone wanted to reduce his mass by that much, they’d have to slice his head off and just keep that. I have no idea what’s really happening here. Find one stupid notebook and suddenly I understand this?
 “You saw something,” Lance brushed the glitter off another chair, then slid it next to him and sat down, facing Elliot instead of the table. “We need to know what it was.”
 Not the notebook. He knew without even looking at Lance what would happen if he shared that piece of information. They’ll lock me up for a few months, or maybe drive out into the desert and shoot me.
 “Not about… Prahlow, you said his name was? Nothing about him. I could tell that the guy in the jacket didn’t want me to see him. Had this way oversized jacket–all his clothes were kinda big, actually. Sounded weird when he talked. And I think maybe he had colored contacts on? But I didn’t see any of the soldiers in those suits, and Prahlow… nothing. You said you heard the interview already.”
 Lance folded both arms across his chest. Butler scribbled several notes down on her pad, more than anything he’d said. “Don’t remember you mentioning contacts in the recording.”
 He shrugged, using the gesture to wipe a little slime away from his nose. Good thing he’d taken all those medications–but they weren’t enough to keep him feeling totally normal. The longer he sat here, the more unpleasant he felt. “Lights in this place aren’t the best, especially in that corner. But thinking about it… I’m pretty sure there were.”
 Lance smacked the table next to him, loud enough to startle him into sitting up. “No aggression? No signs of illness? They should’ve barely been able to walk. Whoever–” he stopped, silencing whatever he’d been about to say. “The fugitive couldn’t have done it. Someone else…”
 “Someone else was spreading a potentially deadly contaminant,” Agent Butler continued helpfully. “It can kill rapidly, Elliot. Worse than radiation, worse than any poison you can imagine.”
 She leaned closer to him, then tapped the single button atop the recorder. “Clearly you’re still standing, but there was at least one other case from that night. There are four fatalities at this moment. If this thing gets loose in Denver, it could be a million in a month.”
 Elliot gaped. “You’re just… telling me?” They’re gonna shot me in the desert. “No NDA, no security clearance, or…”
 “You’ve been watching too much TV,” Agent Lance said, rising from his chair. He stalked across the room to the other side, kicking aside a few of the balloons as he went. “You live here, Elliot. Your family are in Colorado, your girlfriend. If what was in here gets out there, they’re fucked. We all are.”
 “Did you see the fugitive do anything to any of the men? Any unexplainable flashes of light, sounds, senses of sudden disorientation or nausea?” Agent Butler spun her pen around between her fingers, never looking away from his face. “Anything you saw, please. We need to know.”
 Elliot thought back, straining his memory for anything that would satisfy these agents. But unless he wanted to try and lie…
 “Nothing like that. Dude fought, tried to get away, but they got him pretty quick. Didn’t see any… flashes of light, you said? Didn’t feel anything, other than terrified I was about to get shot.” Kinda like I feel right now.
 They didn’t shoot him, or drag him into the back of a van. They didn’t even take his temperature. Instead, Agent Butler gave him a little white plastic rectangle, about the size of a phone.
 “You’re going to keep this with you at all times,” Agent Lance said, glowering down at him from the door. “All times. It’s next to you when you take a shit, when you go out for a jog, when you’re getting groceries. You keep it charged. If you don’t, some people show up who make things far more unpleasant for you than it already is.”
 He took the rectangle, running his fingers over it. There was a USB-C port on the bottom, a single pinhole near the top, and not a lot else, besides a black barcode printed onto the plastic. “Okay. What is it?”
 “Contact tracing,” Agent Butler explained, far calmer. “We’re giving them to anyone who had any contact with the fugitive. Hopefully, we’ll be in touch in a few weeks’ time to get this back. Then you’ll never need to see us again.”
 Evidently he was the last one for an interview, because they left shortly after, sending him back in to finally begin his shift. Elliot spent that time with the addition of a new plastic rectangle in his pocket, wondering how much it was doing.
 His cold medicine started fading about halfway through the shift. He topped it up as best he could, but the second dose just didn’t have the same effect as the first time. He could keep the customers from noticing, if only by taking frequent trips to the restroom to clear his nose and wash his hands again.
 If there was one mercy, it was that Mr. Moon was still upset with him, and his schedule for the next week contained few hours. Normally that was a punishment, holding back the part-time hours of someone who had screwed up. But when Elliot saw the schedule, he almost cheered.
 Even so, there was nothing magic in suppressing symptoms. As morning approached, the weight on Elliot grew so heavy he barely made it to his car. Just a little further. It’s almost over.
 Elliot settled into his seat, then eased it back. He would just take a few moments to get his bearings, that was it. Just a few minutes…
 The next thing Elliot knew was the ring of his phone, loud enough to jostle him awake. Bright light blinded him, bright enough that he had to shield his eyes with his arm, searching blindly for the phone with the other. He nearly ran out of rings before he finally got it in front of him, and tapped the button to answer.
 “H-hello?” He sounded worse than last time, with slime dripping freely down his face and his sinuses filled with goop. His muscles had started aching too, stealing his coordination. Judging by the sun, it must be at least noon–how had he slept that long?
 “Elliot? Are you alive?” Ruby asked. “And… not locked up.”
 “Yeah.” He shifted uncomfortably in his seat, forcing it into an upright position. Now that he was awake, he couldn’t possibly get comfortable here anymore–the car was baking hot in the sun, and the sun blinded through every opening. He twisted the keys, and found it started without an issue. “Technically. Sam got me sick.”
 “I can hear,” she answered. “Why didn’t you come back? Ignored all my texts…”
 “Fell asleep after the shift,” he muttered. Every word hurt, like he’d swallowed a piece of glass and got it stuck somewhere down his throat. “I’ll head over.”
 “You should. I was gonna tell you when you got there, but… I’m staying with a friend until finals are over on Friday. She’s staying on campus, but I’d rather use an air mattress than get sick and miss an exam.”
 Those words were somehow both painful and a relief–he would never ask Ruby to give up her bed so he could recover without making her sick. But if she was going to do it on her own…
 “But I can’t wait any longer. There’s another study group meeting soon, and my ride is heading back. I want to be on campus if they lock it down again.”
 I might know why they did that now. Or at least, he knew something connected to the reason. The “toxin” that had apparently killed every member of the team who showed up at the diner. Either they were lying to me, or we understand this so much worse than we thought.
 But even sleep-deprived and ill, he knew better than to share that information over the phone. “Okay, Ruby. Love you.”
 “Love you too. And call me if you or Sam need anything. We both know she’ll never ask.” The line clicked.
 He drove himself back to the apartment about twenty minutes later, after taking what was left of the cold medicine. It sort of helped–helped him enough not to go off the road. He was still a zombie when he shuffled up the steps and shut the apartment door behind him.
 He made it as far as the couch before he collapsed into merciful unconsciousness again. He wasn’t even awake to notice the rest of his brown hair falling out.
 


  
    April 12, 2025 7:45AM
When Elliot was a small child, he once contracted the stomach flu. Nothing quite equaled the misery he experienced in those weeks, living on the bathroom floor and ejecting his stomach every few hours, while his body ached and shook with constant pain. When it finally ended, he never imagined he would experience anything so horrible again.
 And he was right, until that ‘cold.’
 Elliot couldn’t say exactly what happened the next few days; sometimes he was awake, other times he slept. When he did wake, it was rarely to do more than toss and turn in Ruby’s bed, drenched in sweat and shivering with cold he knew wasn’t real. Sometimes he made it to the bathroom and drank something from the sink. Other times, he took whatever liquid was within reach and drained it, hoping it would help.
 He thought about calling Ruby and asking for a trip to urgent care, since he couldn’t trust himself to drive. But with a flu, was there anything she could do? Other than getting her sick too, and disrupting her final exams.
 He sent a few texts whenever he was awake, simple things. “Still sick, hope your tests are going good!” Just enough so she knew he was thinking of her. Then he would curl back up, and go back to being miserable for another few hours.
 Then came the first morning in a long time where Elliot didn’t hurt. He saw sunlight streaming in through the window, and knew it must be early. But after how many days?
 He stretched, sitting up without aches or shivers. Beneath him, Ruby’s sheets were completely destroyed; covered with dry liquid, some of which had the brown look of blood. Yet the pain was gone now, except for a desperate hunger in his gut, days of appetite all crashing down on him at once.
 Wonder what’s left in the kitchen. He shifted atop the bed, ignoring the brief sense of disorientation that came with the motion. Was Ruby’s room bigger than he remembered? No, obviously. He was just being paranoid. Who wouldn’t feel a little on-edge after reading that notebook?
 He reached the edge, then swung his legs out under him, and stood.
 There was a brief drop before his feet found the ground, one that definitely shouldn’t have happened. Sure, Ruby had to hop up, thanks to the storage blocks she had to give her room under the mattress. But he was too tall!
 I’m just disoriented, that’s all. I’ll feel better once I get some food.
 Sam wouldn’t want to see him in a slime-covered t-shirt and boxers, and he wasn’t particularly excited to smell himself this way any longer than he had to. So he shed it onto the floor, searching for where he’d hung his robe.
 There, in a pile near the door! He must’ve put it on to use the bathroom at some point during his delirious fugue, and not remembered. It would work for right now.
 Elliot brushed at his face, pushing something light away from his eyes. Apparently his bangs had decided to grow out just a little too far while he was out, too. More money for a haircut he didn’t need to spend.
 The robe was a little stiff and a little dirty, but better than the alternative. He shrugged it on with all the attention he had used to get undressed, and tied it off over his chest.
 As best he could, anyway. The robe didn’t fit as well as he remembered, trailing almost to the floor and requiring him to tuck it under itself almost all the way around to get it closed. Even then, it shifted when he moved, threatening to slip off his shoulders.
 Doesn’t have to last. Just long enough to make some eggs and get some oatmeal.
 He shuffled out into the hall and found the lights on in the apartment beyond. The shower was running on Sam’s side, with steam seeping out the hole in the bottom of the door. Good, he could be in and out before she noticed.
 He reached the kitchen in a few moments, and found it more or less how he remembered. No fresh meals were in the sink, or bags of trash. Evidently he wasn’t the only one who hadn’t felt like eating. I should make something for Sam too. She’s gonna feel as shitty as I do.
 He made it to the fridge, and tugged the door open. There wasn’t much, beyond the staples. Scrambled eggs it is.
 He went to work with that simple task, draining what was left of the milk while he worked.
 Everything felt subtly off while he worked, though he couldn’t say exactly how. The floor was too slippery, the ceiling a little too high, the counters longer than he remembered. His arms smacked into things. He almost fell over at one point, knocking over his bowl of eggs and milk.
 But he muddled through, focused on the tantalizing reward of hot food waiting at the end. He’d never be Ruby’s equal in a kitchen, or skilled enough to take kitchen shifts at the diner. But he wasn’t going to go hungry, either.
 So it was he was finally eating when Sam came through the door, and slumped into the table opposite him, with far greater weight than Elliot might’ve expected. “You make any… extra?”
 Sam had sounded bad before, but now; she didn’t just sound raspy. More like a teenage boy, who had just dropped an octave but wasn’t very confident in the sound of his own voice. How was she making it that deep?
 Elliot nodded, looking up from his plate to pass the large tray of scrambled eggs towards the other side. Then he saw Sam, and his mouth hung open.
 His roommate wore an oversized hoodie in nondescript grey, covered with various splotches of oil and other stains. She had the hood pulled all the way over her head, but that didn’t cover the feathery strands of vivid yellow and black hair, somehow both emerging from the roots.
 Violet eyes looked back from the hood, from a face that was sharper and more angular than it had any right to be. “Not a damn word, Elliot. Don’t think I don’t see you too.”
 Whatever he’d been about to say died in his throat. He swallowed nervously, then pushed the tray closer to Sam. He tried, anyway; his arms didn’t reach quite as far as he would’ve liked.
 “Hungry?” He might’ve said more, except–his voice was wrong too.
 Not raspy or hoarse or aching, his throat felt fine. The problem was that he too was completely off, a register higher than he remembered. He flushed, running one nervous hand through his hair.
 He brushed the hood of his robe away from his hair, following the strands with his fingers. It wasn’t just his bangs, his hair now went all the way to his shoulders.
 “Pass the ketchup, blue. And check the freezer, I should have some frozen breakfast sausages. Nuke those while you’re up there.”
 Elliot stood to obey, retrieving the ketchup from the fridge. He set it down next to Samantha, eyes lingering on the yellow and black hair emerging from within. “What happened?”
 No mistaking that voice this time; higher than Sam’s used to be. A lot like his little sister’s, though there was still something of the familiar left in that. “You think I’m supposed to know? I fix cars, Elliot. Maybe your girlfriend can tell us.”
 Elliot did what Sam asked, tossing the remaining sausages onto a paper towel to heat in the microwave. Then he smelled them, and he took a few steps towards the table. Good thing he had already eaten, because he suddenly didn’t feel very hungry anymore.
 “What about the news?” Elliot asked. Something moved behind him, another strange sensation against the fabric of the robe. More he would try not to think about. “Is there anything–” 
 Sam waved her fork vaguely in his direction. “I dunno about you, but I spent the last few days not sure if I was gonna wake up. I wasn’t watching the news. If you were, I’d love for you to fill me in.”
 Elliot took another few steps back, towards the bathroom. “Guess that’s fair, I didn’t either. Maybe Ruby messaged me. I’ll check.”
 Sam shrugged, shoving a forkful of eggs into her mouth. That didn’t stop her from talking anyway. “Whatever, blue. Or… guess it’s more of a cerulean. You know what I mean.”
 He didn’t go to the phone first; no matter how crazy things might be outside this apartment, he needed to get himself taken care of first. He clicked the bathroom door closed behind him, then let the robe slip off his shoulders.
 It was not a reflection Elliot had ever seen before, or ever wanted to see. Bright blue eyes stared back at him instead of hazel, and a body that looked nothing like he remembered.
 His shoulders were narrow, lean muscle on his chest replaced with swelling that he’d never seen on himself before. The same story was repeated elsewhere, with muscles now hidden by smooth skin.
 It could’ve been worse; he was still male technically, though even that seemed out of place compared to everything else.
 He had a tail too, growing in the same blue-green as his long hair, falling from just above his legs in strands tangled and matted with sweat.
 There was a similar story on his forehead, where something about as long as his thumb protruded from his forehead–a twisted, spiraling bone, easy to miss with messy bangs. But it was still there, ready to stab into his hand if he smacked it too hard.
 There was nothing like this in the notebook. He told himself, while hot water blasted him from the showerhead. It wasn’t like this. They were so small!
 Once cleaned and fed, Elliot felt much better; almost healthy. All that remained was the subtle buzzing in his body that came of illness. But just because he could breathe clearly and didn’t feel like collapsing didn’t mean things were good. “This has to be connected,” he told his blurry reflection, twenty minutes later. “Somehow.”
 Had the investigators lied to him? Someone died so fast it happened during a car ride? But if they weren’t thinking about others, how had they missed his illness?
 Elliot had a million questions, and no easy answers. Maybe I should just go to a hospital, see if they can help me.
 He went straight into his and Ruby’s room. His phone was on the ground next to the bed, long run out of battery. He plugged it in, and dressed while it powered on, tugging on some sweatpants and a hoodie. He had to roll the feet up a little so they wouldn’t drag, and tie the waist extra tight, but at least they stayed on.
 His underwear were a lost cause, and he wasn’t going to do anything about the irritation on his chest. He had more important problems now.
 Like the blaring his phone made as soon as it switched on, loud enough that his ears rang. There were no words of course, but a message waited for him as soon as he got the phone in his fingers.
 THIS IS NOT A TEST EMERGENCY ALERT CDC/COLORADO DEPT OF PUBLIC HEALTH
 CIVIL AUTHORITY HAS ISSUED SHELTER-IN-PLACE WARNING FOR AURORA CO AND SURROUNDING AREAS EFFECTIVE UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE
  	HAZARDOUS DISEASE OUTBREAK REPORTED IN YOUR AREA 
 	REMAIN INDOORS AND AVOID ALL CONTACT WITH OTHERS
 	DO NOT ATTEMPT TO LEAVE THE AFFECTED AREA
 	CHECKPOINTS ESTABLISHED ON ALL MAJOR ROADS
 	EMERGENCY PERSONNEL ARE RESPONDING
 	MAINTAIN ACCESS TO COMMUNICATIONS
 
 MONITOR LOCAL MEDIA AND OFFICIAL CHANNELS
 TEXT “AURORA” to ###### FOR UPDATES
 STANDBY FOR FURTHER INSTRUCTIONS
 The phone’s typical service logo was missing, replaced with SOS on the top of his screen.
 But that didn’t stop the messages he had already received.
 There was a long string from Ruby, expressing frustration and worry over his lack of response. According to the timestamp, the last message he had received was from the night before, at a little before midnight.
 “This is awful. Please… help. Don’t want to be here. Come get me.”
 He tried to send a reply, but the message refused to send. Though with service down, that made perfect sense. Of course it wouldn’t go through!
 He glanced out at the window, peering through the blinds. There were no cars on the road past the apartment, when he would’ve expected the typical morning traffic into town. The apartment’s parking lot had most spots empty, though that was also typical for a work day.
 He picked up the little tracking device he’d been given, removing it from the floor. At some point in his fugue state, he’d managed to get it plugged in, so at least he had that going for him. He tucked it into his pocket, then went back to his phone.
 
 Elliot had to decide what to do.
  	Risk a trip to campus to rescue Ruby. If I’m infected, she is too. I have to get her out now!
 	Wait for dark, then try to make the trip then. If I’m going to risk getting arrested, better to do it when I can avoid getting caught. And I would have some more time to figure out what’s happening.
 	Obey the order and try to make contact some other way. If the internet is working, I could try to reach her or her friends online.
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Wait for Night for Rescue (58%)
 Elliot couldn’t go right away, no matter how desperate his girlfriend’s situation seemed. If he rushed right to campus in defiance of the order, he would only get himself caught, possibly imprisoned. He wasn’t sure whether or not he would abandon the contract-tracing device. If the outbreak was related to his present experience, there wasn’t a whole lot knowing where he went would benefit the CDC, or FEMA, or whoever else might be responsible for tracking such things.
 He had several hours to figure out what might really be happening, with whatever resources his bedroom could provide. Unfortunately, those were hours he would spend with a constant reminder of just how uncomfortable and unnatural his body had become—never able to find a comfortable place to sit without crushing the tail, never able to move without irritating his sensitive chest. Worse, nowhere he could look would spare his view of just how small he had become.
 And if he tried to speak, there was another painful dagger in his mind. What will Ruby think?
 Elliot focused on distracting himself with the most intense research and preparation he could. He dug up his old camping radio and found the emergency station. This provided little more than the text message, repeating a constant notice that no one was to leave the area, the national guard were blockading all roads and all flights in or out had been cancelled. It promised a federal response, if only they could sit tight.
 Most of the Colorado stations were down, though there were a few still broadcasting.
 Strangely, the radio broadcast also came with an ominous warning at the end of each repeating message. “Remain in your homes, cover windows and doors at night. Do not leave except for emergencies.”
 Elliot’s mind spun with possible explanations–some way for the feds to keep mutating people from getting photographed with weird-colored hair and other mutations? But if the same disease he had was spreading, there was no possible chance of containing information about it anymore. There wasn’t a soul in the modern world who wouldn’t have a phone camera to share their secret with the world! If one person got internet access…
 Plenty of wifi networks were still up, including theirs. But not one of those had actual internet access. What kind of effort would it take to prevent every single ISP from servicing their customers?
 He kept the windows open, watching for any signs of life in the city outside. There were some; an occasional lone figure, often with a backpack or suitcase, always moving the same direction. One or two had bikes, but most didn’t.
 They’re trying to get out of town.
 After the third or fourth person to pass, he finally braved opening the window. “Hey! Are you coming from downtown?”
 The stranger looked up at him, slowing along the sidewalk. Finally, they gave him a nervous thumbs-up. He looked young, maybe a freshman, wearing a hoodie despite the heat.
 “Are lots of people sick?” he yelled, louder. “On campus?”
 Another thumbs-up. The kid took a few steps off the sidewalk, to the parking lot. “You should run, miss! Before the army gets here! That’s what everyone is saying. Get out before we’re trapped!”
 Miss. Nowhere near the worst of his problems right now. That problem could wait until Ruby woke up. “Running would spread the disease! If you have it, you should stay!”
 “I feel fine!” he yelled back, turning to get back onto the sidewalk. He hurried away without looking back.
 Someone tapped on his bedroom door, then swung it open. Sam strode confidently inside, not waiting for permission. It was so strange that Elliot jumped in his seat, heartbeat accelerating in his chest. “You could’ve waited for–“
 Sam crossed to the window after a few seconds, resting her arm on the sill. She eased it down an inch. “Don’t you think we should be laying low? Not screaming out into the world how messed up we are?”
 Elliot got out of her way, retreating to the bed. That alien organ behind him swished back and forth, putting a little more uncomfortable pressure against his rear. Because of course, nothing could be simple or comfortable.
 He dropped onto the bed, narrow shoulders slumping forward. “I don’t know how you’re coping so well with this. You’re mutating too.”
 Sam snapped the blinds closed, then spun. “Guess so. Figured I would wait until it finished so I could judge how horrified I should be all at once. Rain check on the panic, get me?”
 She turned, then nudged his foot. “Hey, your toes are doing it too.”
 “My–” he looked down, then squealed, even higher and shriller than his voice. “It” was fusing slowly together, with a web of skin creeping between them so gradually he hadn’t noticed over hours. “Shit. I wanted to go on foot–maybe I’ll have to drive.”
 “Drive where?” Sam kicked the computer chair over with her knee, then sat backwards on it, resting her arms on the rear. “You hear the messages. No leaving, no going anywhere. We keep our asses planted until help arrives.”
 Elliot squirmed, before reaching past him to the desk. He held it out so she could see the messages Ruby had sent. “I’m going as soon as it gets dark. I don’t care what the alert says.”
 Sam slid back up the messages, then handed it back. “You think she has what we do?”
 “100%. She must’ve got it from the same source that infected us. Then she went to campus for her finals, and it kicked the shit out of her. I hope she got to take her tests first.”
 Samantha whistled, then rested one hand on his shoulder. That made him tense all over again–Sam had always been petite, despite her atypical strength. Now her fingers could go all the way around, gripping with uncharacteristic strength.
 “Elliot, don’t take this the wrong way, but… I think your eyes must be busted. Ruby has more to worry about than her exams. If she’s as screwed as we are…” she released her grip, holding out her hand and squeezing into a fist, then releasing it. “God knows where this stops. Or what the army plans to do. Maybe they hit us with a tactical nuke to stop it from spreading.”
 Elliot whimpered. But the sound revolted him, tiny and pathetic in his own ears. He wasn’t going to roll over and die, or give up on helping Ruby. Whatever weakness the disease instilled, he could fight through it. “I’m still getting her out of there.”
 He stood up, shuffling towards the closet. Now that Samantha pointed it out, he couldn’t not feel the unusual pressure in his feet, making every step slightly awkward and off-balance. Toes weren’t supposed to work quite that way.
 Maybe I should tell Ruby what we found. We’ll have to get Zalenka’s notebook back out too, there’s no way this is anything else. Maybe someone at the CDC can use it.
 “It’s three miles to campus and back. I’ll dress in black, get to her friend’s place, then carry her back.”
 Samantha laughed, low and sharp. “Maybe before you would. What if she looks like me? You’re not carrying me down the hall, let alone across miles.”
 “So we take my car.” He lifted a dark jacket from inside. His hoodie hung past his waist, a little way down his calves. “I drive right up onto the grass next to her place, then run in and get her.”
 “No. You drive up to her place, then I run in and get her.” Sam stood over him, close enough to show just how stark their difference in height had become. “Also, my truck, not that little sedan of yours. If we need to go up over curbs or through the weeds, yours will bottom out and die. Might need to get out in a hurry, so…”
 Elliot sniffed. The weight of thinking he was alone, going in without help or anyone who cared, lifted from his shoulders. Samantha was there to save them a second time. Besides, she sounded so sure of her ideas, she must know they would work!
 He would not cry in front of her though. Elliot hadn’t done that since his dad’s funeral, and he wasn’t starting today. “Y-yeah. Okay. We’ll… do it your way.”
 “Good.” He turned for the door. “Dark, you said? Guess that makes as much sense as anything. Did you find out anything about what’s going on? Past what you were yelling through the window.”
 “No, unfortunately.” He took a single deep breath. “Internet and phone service is down, seems deliberate. But there are ways around it. I have a friend with Starlink, that might still be up. But without the phones, I’d have to go to his house.”
 “Is it close?” Sam asked. “Maybe we stop on our way back, if it’s safe.”
 Elliot nodded. “That might be a good idea, yeah.”
 A few hours later, and the sun had finally gone down. They were about as prepared as they could be–flashlights, dark clothing, pepper spray. Neither had a gun, since the school-contracted apartment complex didn’t allow them. But as Sam pointed out, they were probably better off without a weapon even if they had one.
 “Technically speaking, we’re violating a lawful order. Better to do that without anything dangerous on us to make it worse.”
 The streetlights still worked as they made their way out, so they couldn’t move in complete secret. If anyone was watching from their windows, they would see the two of them moving to the truck. They both clambered in, then sat while Sam went through her ritual to get the truck moving. Jiggling the key just so, kicking the hood from the side, pressing the accelerator just a tiny bit while he turned the key…
 And they were moving. Elliot slid the chair all the way forward, and even that had him feeling a little small. “Guess they didn’t use to care much about who could drive stuff. If this keeps up, I won’t be able to drive it tomorrow.”
 Sam grunted. “Eh, so long as you can drive it now.” She slid closer along the bucket seat, pointing down. “Careful riding the clutch too much when you shift. Got a belt that’s on the outs, don’t want to break it now.”
 Elliot rolled his eyes. “I had no idea this thing was in such bad shape.” He flicked the headlights, and only one on the right came on, a pathetic yellow glow that looked like it came from the wrong type of bulb. “Don’t you fix cars for a living?”
 “And flip them! This is my latest project. Another six months, and it would be worth like 5k, easy! Now drive!”
 He did, hands gripping hard on the steering wheel. No matter how strange his toes felt, at least the fingers hadn’t started doing the same. Maybe he would get to keep his hands when this was over. Or they’ll reverse it. If a disease can change me, it can change me back.
 They drove in relative silence down the quiet streets. There was no other traffic–no wave of people leaving work or school, or the occasional delivery truck. There was only silence, extending painfully as the drive continued.
 Yet there were other signs, as they approached the campus. There had been a police barricade here, facing the other way. Several cruisers blocked the road, a few red and blue lights still flashing uselessly. Only something had shoved them aside from within, smashing one against the front of a 7-Eleven and shattering the windows. Another was on its side, leaking fuel onto the pavement in a puddle.
 Through the line was the street that led directly to campus, turning through a dark security booth towards the buildings.
 “I don’t like this,” Sam muttered, nudging his arm. “5-0 didn’t come back. We should find another way.”
 He felt it too, a quiet wrongness twisting in his gut. Something awful had happened here. Maybe it was still close!
 Elliot was driving, so the choice was his:
 1. No reason to go around, floor it! You can see the dorms from here!
2. Take another ten minutes to drive around to the delivery entrance in back, maybe that one will be clear.
3. Find somewhere to park and walk in through the pedestrian tunnel instead. A longer trip, but fewer eyes.
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 Park somewhere safe and walk through the tunnel, (43%)
 
 Elliot could’ve barged straight through, just like Sam wanted. But whatever had torn through that police blockade could do far worse things to the two of them, half-transformed into who knew what impossible forms.
 He turned sharply back the way he’d come, then down an alley between a few darkened shops. The space was largely deserted, missing many of the cars he usually found parked there. “Pedestrian tunnel opens near the parking structure on 30th. We’ll go in that way.”
 “And carry Ruby out with us,” Samantha said, her voice low and annoyed. “I assume you’re volunteering me to do that.”
 “Course not! I can handle it.” He approached the parking structure, then swerved past the darkened machine through the exit. Lucky there were only cameras and not spikes!
 Whenever he rode to campus with Ruby, this place was usually packed, forcing him to go up at least one floor to find a space. Now there were only a smattering of cars left behind.
 Of course, Elliot didn’t care what happened either way; he drove straight to the tunnel entrance, then backed up until they were right up against the bollards.
 “Sure you can, Elliot. If she wasn’t my friend, I’d probably let you try that, just to see how it went. But we can play that game another day.” She shoved against Elliot’s arm. It didn’t look hard, but it still pushed him all the way up against the door, shifting painfully sideways.
 “Hey! What did I do?”
 “Nothing…” Sam pulled her hand back, staring down at it. “Sorry. I didn’t think I was… that was more intense than I meant.” She hopped out of the passenger seat. “Let’s just get Ruby and get out of here.”
 Elliot pocketed the keys, and joined her, hurrying down the tunnel.
 As fast as they dared, anyway. They made it as far as the first bend when they came to a strange fog, creeping slowly towards them. The comfortably bright lights overhead worked against their visibility now, illuminating the fog beyond as an impenetrable glowing wall.
 “Fantastic,” Sam said, stomping forcefully on the tile. “How the fuck is this down here? It’s not Halloween, why the hell are they packing the machines down here?”
 A chill breeze brushed past them, making Elliot tug his hood a little lower over his discolored hair. “Probably not machines,” he whispered, taking his first step into the fog. He could still see a short distance ahead of him–far enough not to blunder into anything if he went slow. “Come on, we should stay together.”
 “Guess so.” Sam reached over and took Elliot’s hand, without invitation. She held firm, though not in the romantic way Elliot and Ruby might. Since when are her hands so big?
 She was stronger too, strong enough to yank Elliot whatever way she wanted. But maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing. If Elliot was going to get tiny and weak, having someone bigger around would make him a lot safer.
 Soon the fog surrounded them, closing in with chilly fingers. Elliot shivered once, his breath coming out in swirling bursts that were quickly swallowed by the chilly air.
 “So glad the school is using its endowment for something as productive as this. Giant… air conditioners in a tunnel that’s open to the outside. Their power bill in winter must be shit.”
 Is this what happened to Officer Prahlow’s team? Elliot wondered. Though if he was going to tell Sam about what he thought this disease was, being out on a dangerous mission was probably the wrong place. She could probably break my arm if she wanted.
 Despite her complaints, Sam didn’t shiver. She didn’t slow when Elliot did, tugging him forward by the wrist to keep them moving quickly. Even when obstructions began to block their path. They turned a corner, then found several large shapes rising from the fog ahead. Most were small, though some rose up almost as tall as Elliot.
 “Don’t let them be bodies, don’t let them be bodies, don’t let them be bodies…” he whispered, mostly to himself. But no matter how terrified the prospect made him, he had to know.
 Elliot tugged on Sam’s wrist, urging her to stop beside one of them. His racing heartbeat finally slowed in his chest, as the shape came into view. Bright pink, with irregular ridges on the side–a large rolling suitcase.
 It wasn’t alone. The ground was littered with them; various backpacks, suitcases, and cardboard boxes stretching all the way to the ramp leading up to campus.
 They made it to the ramp before they found a body.
 He couldn’t tell if they’d been male or female, a student or a teacher. Couldn’t tell almost anything about them, because they’d exploded, staining the ramp dark brown around it.
 Elliot looked away instantly, his stomach twisting in his chest. He clutched at it with his free hand, squeezing his eyes shut. “Tell me when we can’t see it anymore, please. I don’t wanna look.”
 Sam groaned, and kept going a few steps. From where they stopped, Elliot guessed they must be right next to the corpse. The stink should’ve been revolting, but strangely the cold took care of that, sparing his nose from what had to be a horrific odor. Maybe shivering wasn’t so bad.
 “Looks like something ripped out from inside,” Sam said. “Real alien shit, except… all of them at once? This is wild.”
 “Stop telling me!” Elliot protested, a little louder.
 A chill wind passed over them, drifting down the ramp. It cut into his exposed skin with little shards of ice, biting like a blizzard. No way this is the air conditioner.
 Sam shivered once, her whole body stiffening as she apparently resisted the instinct. “They’re covered in ice, like… solid to the pavement.”
 “We can’t help them. Don’t forget Ruby,” he urged. “Please.”
 “Fine. You don’t have to say it like that.” She tugged to the side. “Let’s go around. Past here, then… forward again. You can open your eyes.”
 He did. There was the ramp, leading them mercifully towards open air. But the ramp had turned slick, covered with a thin layer of ice on its surface. Instead of running, they had to move carefully, using the handrail for support.
 Elliot grunted in frustration as one shoe slipped off completely, then slid slowly down. The sock still clung to his leg, revealing the strange shape of his foot underneath. He whimpered, twisting back towards the fallen shoe.
 “Forget it,” Sam snapped. “It’s just around the corner to the building. You can grab it on the way back.”
 Elliot resisted, tugging back the other way. Yet Sam had the handrail, and much greater leverage. He wasn’t going anywhere but up.
 The shoe bumped into his foot a second later, nudging right up against his sock. He gasped, flailing out wildly with his free hand.
 He would’ve fallen on his ass, if Sam didn’t catch him. She caught him under the shoulders, steadying him. “Elliot. Look at me.”
 She held on tight, leaning down towards him. “I need you not to lose your shit on me right now, okay? We’re here for the same thing, we’re on the same side. It’s too late to go back and wait in the car.”
 He nodded nervously, avoiding her eyes. “My shoe moved on its own! Look!” He looked down, eyeing where he’d caught it with his misshapen foot.
 Sam looked, and her expression softened. “I have… fine. Just put it on. Let’s go.”
 He stepped into it, for all the good it would do. Without a foot shaped correctly, there was little besides friction to hold his feet in. He felt both shoes trying to slip out with every step, and had to fight to keep them on. He did, struggling to keep them in place with willpower alone.
 Outside the ramp there were more signs of people fleeing in a hurry–lost belongings, boxes toppled over and items scattered onto the grass. Yet the entire surface had frozen, with a thin layer of ice covering the nearby lawns and seeping onto the sidewalks. It should’ve melted away to nothing in the Colorado heat, but it didn’t.
 What he didn’t see was movement; no people walked or cowered or fled. No more bodies near the exit, though there were more frightening shapes near the large assembly building. Better not to go that way.
 They reached the dorms a few steps later, where a locked door blocked their path.
 Elliot swore, yanking on the handle with all his might. The sturdy metal frame didn’t budge, not even the darkened glass flexed. “Damnit! Of course it would be locked!”
 “By some definitions,” Sam said, from somewhere behind him. “Back up.”
 He did, nearly losing his shoes all over again in the process. “Dunno if your lockpicks can get through this? It’s one of those electronic locks.”
 “Probably could, but we’ve got places to be.” She whirled past Elliot so fast he didn’t see what she was doing–but she sure heard it, crashing so loud that he felt his ears move to try and silence it. Glass shattered, spraying large chunks through the air around them.
 Elliot screamed, covering his face with both arms to shield against the blows.
 “Relax, blue. It’s tempered, it won’t cut you. See?” Several more loud clattering sounds echoed from ahead of Elliot, as something scraped against glass.
 Elliot peered between his fingers, then lowered his hands. Sam had a large rock in hand, which she’d used to scrape away the chunks of glass from what remained of the doorframe. The ground was now covered in chunks of square glass. A few clung to Sam’s clothes, and his.
 But the way was open. More importantly, the air beyond was warm.
 Instead of hiding, he hurried through the opening behind Sam into the lobby.
 He remembered these rooms from his own time at university, large living rooms with a few ovens, stoves, and dishwashers for the communal use of the students above. Only this one looked ransacked. Furniture was torn, clothes covered everything, and someone had written on the walls.
 the sky is wrong the sky is wrong the sky is wrong the sky is wrong the sky is wrong the sky is wrong the sky is wrong
 Over and over again, in dried ketchup and mustard and other things he wanted to think about even less.
 “Shit,” Sam strode past him to the kitchen, taking a rolling pin in one hand. She slid a knife off the floor nearby, and held it towards Elliot. “You know how to use this?”
 Elliot took it. “Not as well as I can shoot.”
 “Better than nothing. Where’s this room?”
 Elliot hesitated, his attention briefly drawn to the open door behind them. A thin layer of mist began creeping inside, flowing over the floor like water. We probably shouldn’t have broken that door.
 Too late to fix it now. “Second floor, follow me.” They turned sideways, stomping together up the steps until they reached another hall. This had another electronic lock, with a metal door instead of one made of glass. Fortunately for them, it had already been ripped off its hinges. It lay flat on the ground near the steps, with deep scratches cut all the way through to the floor beneath.
 Lights flickered in the space beyond, where several had been damaged. One light bar dangled out of its housing, trailing wire that sparked every few seconds.
 “Ruby!” Elliot’s fear would have to wait until he was the one in danger. He took the knife in one hand, then hurried along the hall. Most of the doors were undamaged, though a few hung open. He deliberately kept from looking into them, only she mattered. Hopefully Sam followed–but he would go even if he was alone.
 “Ruby?” She stopped at her friends’ apartment, trying the knob. It turned, and the door swung open.
 The dorm beyond was a typical design, with two bunk beds separated by desks and wardrobes, along with a single bathroom. The lights were on, showing a space that had been left in a hurry. Closet doors hung open, and the desks were mostly empty.
 It wasn’t completely empty, though. A single figure remained, curled up near the fridge. Like she’d been trying to reach it, but hadn’t quite made it.
 “Ruby!”
 His girlfriend was in her pajamas, stretched out towards the fridge. Elliot dropped to the ground beside her, touching one hand to her neck. He found warmth, and a heartbeat.
 She stirred at his touch, lifting her head sideways. “Is… someone…”
 “It’s Elliot,” he said, sounding nothing like himself. But now wasn’t the time to care. “I’m gonna get you out of here.”
 “They… left me. Didn’t want… get sick too. Ran.”
 “I know.” He eased her into a sitting position against the counter. Slime had dribbled down her face, staining her pajamas. But Elliot didn’t care how dirty he got. He couldn’t exactly get worse. “Here, I’ll get you some water.”
 The door clicked shut. Sam slid the bolt across, then flicked off the light. “There’s something coming.”
 Elliot heard it then–heavy footfalls on not the steps behind them, something hard on metal. Claws? If there was any doubt, a low growling came next, reverberating through the hall.
 Elliot had to decide what to do…
 1. Barricade the dorm and wait. Those bunkbeds sure look heavy!
 2. Open the window and climb out. Doing it with Ruby might be tricky, but…
 3. Hide until it goes away. Be very, very quiet…
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Flee Out the Window (50%)
 Whatever creature was making that noise, Elliot knew he didn’t want to meet it. Those claws sounded like they were tearing through parts of the building with every step. Even the sturdy fire-doors separating each dorm would not likely survive for long under that assault.
 “We can’t stay here,” Elliot whispered, as low as he could. “We have to make a break for it.” He stood, leaving Ruby momentarily on the floor while he crept over to the window. These were huge, on a crank that allowed them to pivot out of a frame. He twisted rapidly, extending it as far as it would go.
 Not nearly far enough. It stopped short at a shallow angle, maybe 30% away from the wall. Perfect for getting a nice breeze running through your dorm on a hot day, not so much for jumping out the building. Yet if they could make it out, there was a two-story drop into a planter box filled with small bushes and shrubs, packed into dark soil. Hopefully soft enough to break their fall.
 But they would have to get through the heavy screen first, and the stubborn window. “Sam, can you take a look at this?”
 She scampered over, still holding her makeshift weapon in her arm. “You can’t be thinking of jumping from up here. Land wrong, twist your ankle, and you’re lying on the ground in pain while that thing finds its way back out.” She whispered harshly, one hand on Elliot’s shoulder while she spoke. But if she thought her size was going to make him change his mind…
 “No. We’ll climb.” He waved towards the pair of bunkbeds, each with sheets. “We don’t have to go far. IF we can hold on for a short way, that will break the fall.”
 The stopping steps outside came to an abrupt halt, not far from their door. Elliot and Sam both froze, staring at the door. Maybe it can’t hear us.
 A low growling banished that hope in seconds, followed by scratching at the door. It didn’t sound quite the way he expected, more like wood grinding on wood. Then it shook, as something heavy battered up against the wall.
 Ruby whimpered, rolling away from the door. But she couldn’t keep going very fast. She’d never escape an attacker like that.
 “Alright, escape it is!” Sam gestured behind them at the beds. “You know knots better than you know engines?”
 He nodded nervously. “Got my eagle when I was…”
 BANG!
 No time to justify himself. The door rattled in its frame, but held fast. The creature outside went from growling to an angry howl, loud enough to echo down the hall.
 Elliot hurried over to the nearest bed, tearing the comforter to the floor. He went right for the sheet, then did the same to the second bed.
 Another banging joined the one from outside the room: Sam, hammering up against the screen with the base of someone’s lamp. Her strength bent the metal in a few seconds, opening far enough to get her fingers under the gap.
 “Is that a fucking wolf?” she yelled, her voice somehow getting deeper for the fear, instead of higher. “How the hell is there a wolf on campus?”
 “Maybe it wasn’t a wolf before?” Elliot called back. He had three sheets now, spinning one in hand until it had coiled into a “rope” of sorts. No telling how much weight this thing would take, but it wouldn’t have to last for long. Any distance they could get out through the window was space they wouldn’t have to fall. “Like us, but…”
 “If it was like us, it wouldn’t be trying to rip us apart!” Sam countered. “I don’t feel homicidal! Might change my mind after tonight!”
 Elliot no longer saw what she was doing, but he didn’t have to. Metal groaned and buckled, then something heavy smashed and shattered against brick. A sudden rush of warm air flowed in through the opening, replacing the strange chill.
 The sound at the door got louder, battering heavy enough to shake the floor under his boots. Or–socks. He’d lost the boots somewhere. Whatever, I’ve got bigger problems.
 “You almost done over there, Blue? All you had to do was tie a few knots!”
 He hurried, tying off the sheets on the nearest bunkbed. He tested the knot, yanking on it with all his strength. The bed slid slightly away from the wall, dragged towards him a centimeter or two. But the knot itself held. “Good as we’ll get,” he said, tossing the “rope” out through the opening.
 Lucky for them, the whole outer window had been removed, so there would be no getting cut by shards of glass.
 The door bucked again. The deadbolt held firm, yet the frame shook, sliding a short distance out from the wall. Whatever was on the other side wasn’t going to run out of energy before the door ran out of strength.
 Elliot made his way over to Ruby, getting his hands under her shoulders. “I’m gonna get you out of here,” he said. “Sorry if this gets a little rough.”
 Ruby opened one eye, moaning quietly. “Who are… Erica? Is that…”
 Erica. His little sister, who Ruby had met during Christmas break with his family last year. But if occasional Facebook conversations between them were enough to make her trust him–
 “Sure, yeah. Erica. Easy does it.” He grunted, body shaking with the strain. Ruby was a lot heavier than he remembered. Taller too, he was only just tall enough to keep Ruby’s feet from dragging on the floor. He took one step, then another, fighting his way to the window. The door kept banging behind him, the frame rattling and hinges bending a little further with each blow.
 Samantha was waiting by the window when Elliot made it, looking exasperated. “Cool, you got to show how strong you were,” she said, exasperated. “I’ll take it from here.”
 “Elliot?” Ruby asked, her head turning weakly towards Sam. “Is that…”
 He would’ve refused. But he wasn’t strong enough to push her hands away. “I… I got it.”
 “Yeah, sure you do. So your hands can go out as soon as you start climbing, and you both get to break something. Not happening.” She was just too strong–too strong to push away, while she settled Ruby up around her neck.
 Some feeble part of Elliot’s pride still wanted to argue the point. But before he could do something stupid, the door banged again, sending crunches of wood rattling through the door. “Time to go!” he said instead, giving them both space.
 Ruby didn’t do much, other than wrapping her arms around Sam’s neck and squeezing. Clearly Samantha was the one for this job, because she managed to heave over the edge of the window, holding Ruby with one arm and wrapping the other around the rope. “Follow… right behind us!” she grunted, through obvious effort. She retreated out the window, vanishing into the night.
 The bed rumbled, sliding backward towards the wall. It clattered into the bedside table with a crunch of Ikea’s finest “wood.”
 “Sam!” He leaned out the window, and found Samantha had somehow held on, only a few feet above the ground.
 She let go, landing with a grunt. Somehow, she kept on her feet. “Well… princess blue? Let down your sorry ass!”
 He didn’t need the yelling, desperate howling at the door was more than enough to get him moving. He wrapped the “rope” around one arm, then retreated out the opening, clutching for dear life. Unlike Sam, Elliot’s grip strength proved inadequate, and he started sliding, friction burning at his fingers as he slid. He whimpered, tightening his elbow around the sheets to slow his fall.
 He hit the ground a few feet from Sam, with enough speed for a mild pain against his rump. He whimpered, feeling the growth there that fear had banished from his perception for a time. Yes, there was still a tail in those pants.
 But there was barking and banging at the open window on the floor above, so that was a little more important. “Any ideas?” Sam asked, gesturing around the darkened campus. “If that thing jumps out after, I don’t like our odds of outrunning it.”
 “D-don’t…” Ruby whimpered, lifting her head off Sam’s shoulder. She pointed up a wide sidewalk through the grass, up towards campus. “Bio… informatics… has something.” She wasn’t looking at Elliot while she said it, but Sam.
 Come on, we look nothing alike!
 “Remember the… journal? Have some… base. Data.”
 Elliot circled around them both, scanning their surroundings for any easier means of escape. There were several other dorms, probably locked just like the one Ruby was hiding in. At least the student center was open 24 hours.
 But something far closer stopped him up short; a golf cart covered in “LANDSCAPING” logos, with a tub of rakes, clippers, and other tools in a tray in back. He hurried over to it, then hopped into the driver’s seat.
 Whoever had been driving this had left in a hurry, swerving off the grass and into the planter-box. More importantly, they hadn’t bothered to remove the key.
 “You ain’t leaving us!” Samantha called. “Don’t even think about it!”
 Something crashed from the open window, an enormous roar and shake of splintering wood. They were out of time!
 “I’m not!” he yelled, reversing onto the sidewalk. He drove directly towards the two of them, pulling up a few feet short. “Get in!”
 They did. At least Samantha did, dragging Ruby into her lap.
 Elliot shoved the cart into motion, speeding up the sidewalk. He shouldn’t look back, it wouldn’t help to know what was following.
 But he had to know. He glanced briefly back, towards the single broken window along rows of identical others. Something emerged from within, a lupine face cloaked in shade and shadow. There was something unpleasantly wrong with the beast, as though its different parts somehow didn’t fit together quite right. How could bits of the creature not match with the rest?
 “Eyes on the road, blue!” Samantha yelled, just as the ride turned bumpy. Elliot darted back, securing both hands on the wheel again. “Like an… animatronic. Broken pieces.”
 It howled again, much louder than before. The sound echoed over the campus, blasting back into Elliot’s ears from the nearby buildings. Like a wolf, yet off, just like his glimpse of its features. It wasn’t just a roar, but the sound of wind rustling through broken branches.
 “Is it following us?”
 He resisted the urge to look back, instead swerving back onto the sidewalk. Besides, the seating wasn’t built for someone his height. He had to lean forward to reach the pedals.
 A second later, the howling stopped. The awful silence stretched, without the thump of some heavy creature leaping down from the window.
 “No. Ran back inside. Probably on its way out right now, so drive!”
 “Bio… informatics,” Ruby groaned, barely audible over the hum of the motor and the crunch of tires. “They had… from the base. Something in there.”
 “Why would we want anything from the base?” Samantha asked, much clearer. “We don’t give a shit what they brought! Just loop around to the parking structure so we can get out of here.”
 Why would we want anything from the base? Sam didn’t know the truth about the disease, but Elliot did. Or–some of it. 
 Elliot had a choice to make:
 1. Drive to the Bioinformatics building. He was in CS once, so he knows exactly where it is. Two minutes across campus, and they’re there.
 2. Find an indirect route home. The farther he can drive from the dorm, the better!
 3. Find the nearest safe shelter and hide until morning. What if that wolf-thing can outrun a golf cart?
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Go to the Bioinformatics Building (75%)
 Elliot swerved away from the edge of campus and the broken police checkpoint. It was tempting to speed away from school and not look back. Sam couldn’t know what they did; she still thought she had caught this infection at work.
 She didn’t know about Dr. Zalenka, she hadn’t seen the photos in his diary. But Ruby had.
 If we ever want to reverse this, we need to know what this disease is and how it works. That meant Dr. Zalenka’s notebook, but it also meant anything else they might be able to dig up about their condition. What was going on at that base?
 “Blue? Kinda looks like we’re driving the wrong way here.”
 He leaned forward, focused on the wheel. This cart had been close to fully charged, and he used every drop of speed it would give. Elliot accelerated, leaning forward over the wheel. “Bioinformatics is just up ahead. It’s an old concrete building without a lot of windows. I figure we can shelter inside until morning.”
 Sam shifted in the seat, moving Ruby’s resting body away from her face. She glowered down at him, face dripping with exasperation. “We already have somewhere to shelter. Somewhere with supplies, somewhere out of the way and out of sight. Somewhere better to hide than downtown Aurora. Where there aren’t monsters.”
 As if summoned by her words, a deep howl echoed through the campus, much too close for Elliot’s comfort. A second voice joined it, beginning much farther away. This one was small, apparently quite distant. Though how long it would stay that way…
 Elliot was already driving as fast as he could, so fast the cart whined when he turned and threatened to tilt over if he wasn’t careful. One unusually large bump, and he could send them all skidding over the pavement—or worse. I’m not going to get her killed today.
 “It would be,” he hissed, slowing into the final turn, “if Ruby hadn’t seen something in Bioinformatics. Probably crossover from someone in her program. We can ask when she’s feeling better.”
 He made it around the corner without too much difficulty, though it cost precious seconds. That wolf creature was still out there. If it decided to go after them on open ground, in an open-walled golf cart…
 Apparently, they weren’t the first ones to think of visiting this building. The planters around the building had several unmarked vehicles parked directly atop them, with one oversized pickup deliberately parked sideways in front of the entrance.
 “Exempt plates. Officer stickers in the windshields,” Sam said, raising her voice. “Lights on inside. You sure that’s a good idea?”
 He wasn’t. But they’d already driven this far, with only the student services building anywhere close. Glancing that way showed him broken windows and lots of lumpy shapes obstructing the courtyard. Elliot was grateful he wasn’t close enough to see what those were. “Ruby? Bioinformatics. Looks like we’re not the first ones here.”
 His girlfriend shifted with some effort, looking up at Samantha instead of him. “Supercomputer Lab. B3.”
 “She’s delirious,” Sam protested, shouting now. “We could be running directly into people with guns and short tempers who aren’t happy to see us breaking curfew.”
 Something huge rounded the corner behind them, emerging into the amber glow of a streetlight. Elliot looked away as quickly as he could, but that still wasn’t fast enough to avoid seeing it. A huge lupine shape, almost as tall as a human being, with a body that was somehow hard and sharp. Thorns grew along it, piercing through the strange flesh and binding its broken parts together.
 “Not a lot of choices now!” Elliot swerved to a stop next to the dark vans, then hopped out. “Come on!”
 Sam swore under her breath, loud and frustrated. “Princess Blue! If those things eat me, I swear I’ll haunt you for eternity! See if I don’t!”
 Elliot ducked between the government vans, then down a short stairwell to the sturdy doors. Metal and glass, worked into an overlapping pattern of metal shapes and colored windows underneath. Much too close together to fit through, even if he shattered the window.
 He yanked back on one handle, and it barely budged, jostling against its frame.
 Shit.
 “It’s almost here!” Sam stumbled through the gap, barely holding Ruby’s weight. She was bigger than Sam, though that somehow didn’t stop her. He’d never imagined the mechanic could be so tough!
 Elliot hurried from one door to the next, tugging on each one in turn. Locked. Locked. Locked.
 Heavy paws scratched at the pavement, breaking into a sprint. Low growling shook through his body, along with the snapping and grinding of little bits of wood as its jaws snapped, preparing for the feast to come.
 “Any day now, Blue! You picked this way! Get us in!”
 He wrapped both hands around one of the openings, tugging backward with all his strength. It was bad enough that he might be about to get eaten by a monster wolf, but getting Ruby killed too? Not tonight.
 No no no no no! Elliot yanked again, so hard the metal bit into his skin. So hard his vision filled with yellow, briefly overpowering the white LEDs overhead.
 The lock clicked, and the door jerked backward so hard it sent him tumbling. Elliot’s stupid flat feet weren’t enough to keep his footing on the cement, and he smacked painfully down.
 The impact dazed him, turning his surroundings to a blur. There were Sam and Ruby, shuffling through the open doorway into the building. “What—”
 Something smashed into a van, setting off several alarms and rocking the vehicle from side to side. Glass shattered, and a huge shape began pawing its way around to the side.
 “In here, princess!” Something jerked on his leg, dragging him painfully on the pavement. He jerked backward over a metal lip, then onto carpet. Seconds later, a door slammed in front of him. Samantha twisted the little metal knob on the side, securing the deadbolt into place. “Now maybe we get out of sight, yeah?”
 The Bioinformatics building had all its lights on, filling the lobby in warm yellow. That must be what I saw. Some light from inside when the doors opened for us.
 He sat up, rubbing two fingers on his temples. He must’ve hit his head pretty hard in the fall too.
 Unhappy growling echoed from the doorway, followed by a faint cracking from the glass. That was enough to startle Elliot back to his feet, however unsteady and mutated they were. “Let’s just… find somewhere to hide,” he said, taking a few unsteady steps on misshapen feet. “Upstairs? Lots of little classrooms up there. Some don’t have windows.”
 “Right.”
 They hobbled towards the stairwell, with Sam occasionally stopping to steady herself. More scratching echoed from behind them, broken by frustrated barking every few seconds. But the building’s doors seemed to be holding, for the moment. Except how did I get in?
 He tried not to think about that all the way to the second floor. There were few other signs of students, other than a few backpacks and belongings left in the hallways. School had apparently emptied in a hurry when the building got cleared out.
 He gestured into one lecture hall among the many, without even a little window over the door. It opened for him, though his fingers slipped strangely over the metal handle. With some effort, he got it open, then used his shoulder to hold it. “Here. One of two rooms in the building with the recliner chairs. We can get some rest in here.”
 Samantha glowered at him as she passed. “We wouldn’t be stuck sleeping on campus if we’d just left when I said we should. Completely pointless.”
 “We’ll see tomorrow. Have to check what Ruby said.” He pulled the door closed, then twisted the little lock into place. Public buildings meant fire doors, each of which felt sturdy enough to resist someone trying to force their way in. It would have to be enough.
 Elliot shuffled over to the sink in the corner of the room, then twisted it on. Water flowed, and he stuck his face right in, drinking deep.
 He wasn’t exactly sure what happened after that. Maybe he turned off the lights, maybe Samantha did. The room was mercifully dark after that. Eventually, the scratching and barking sounds stopped, and their attacker retreated for easier prey.
 He must’ve slept after that, though the lack of windows made it hard to say for how long. A few hours? A few days? His smaller size meant the reclining lecture seats were now plenty big enough to curl up in, though he would’ve rather had a blanket to keep warm. But if he’d found one, he would’ve given it to Ruby first anyway.
 He had strange dreams in that darkness, dreams of running on all fours through an expanding forest of gnarled wood and sharp thorns. Wolves gave chase, their bodies shaped from the living branches of that awful place. But right when they got close enough to bite his tail, he woke.
 Painfully, jerking out of his seat to avoid the bite. He squealed, then slid along the carpet towards the podium, before thumping up against it.
 Something shifted in the dark space, something bigger than he was. “Must’ve been Princess Blue. Ruby wouldn’t be that shrill.”
 “Samantha?” She even sounded deeper, if that were possible. There was something shrill beneath, while remaining high in his ears.
 Something shifted in his hair, and the sound got clearer. Hard sound on carpet, like heavy boots. “Wasn’t sure how long you would be out. Ruby’s still out like a light. Still looks human, for what it’s worth. Can’t say that for us.”
 Something nudged him in the side, unmistakably hard and warm at the same time. A hoof, though obviously, there couldn’t be any farm animals in the building.
 “Are we still in…” His voice was worse too. Nothing recognizable remained in that tone. “Bioinformatics?”
 “For some reason,” Sam agreed. “Come out with me. Did some scavenging while you got your beauty sleep.”
 “Ruby?”
 “Fine. Well, not fine. Sick as a dog. But she’s comfortable as we can make her. Let’s at least try not to wake her.”
 He nodded, then braced against the podium to stand. Something slipped off his hips as he moved—the sweatpants, maybe more. At least the hoodie kept in place.
 His fingers felt wrong, numb and clumsy. He still managed to stand and shuffle towards the thin crack at the door. It opened, and they stepped out into the hall together.
 Elliot made it barely out into the light before he saw the thing leading him, and he screamed.
 The creature reached over to him, pushing his lips closed with hard, black fingers. “You’re no Vitruvian Man yourself, Elliot.” The thing spoke in Sam’s voice. Though almost nothing of Sam remained in it.
 It wore a pair of elastic gym shorts, the same ones used on campus in PE—and nothing else. Its body was covered by splotches of creamy yellow fur, running down a smooth chest. Misshapen lumps emerged from its back, like a horrific tumor had decided to split in half and sprout irregular feathers.
 The face was sharp and angular, with bright yellow and black hair emerging in a short crop. Or maybe those were feathers?
 “Sam? You’re a…”
 “Dude?” She supplied, touching one hand on her chest. “Yeah, thanks. Had no bloody idea, Blue. You’re lucky I’m keeping these shorts on.”
 “Should I…” Elliot tugged the hood away from his face. The hoodie was so large on his body now that it tilted sideways, exposing one of his shoulders partway. He peered inside and whimpered at what he found. Bigger than last time. The jacket now extended to his thighs, covering up everything beneath. It didn’t have anything left to cover, or at least nothing familiar. “Shit.”
 Sam laughed, as loud and energetic as Elliot had ever heard her. She smacked his shoulder with those unusually hard fingers, hard enough to make Elliot stumble. “We’ve got bigger problems than pronouns right now, Blue. Like how the hell we get out of this building. Getting here was your bright idea. What do we do now?”
 Elliot had a decision to make:
 1. Investigate the supercomputer lab on B3. Ruby sent you here, might as well see what there is to see.
2. Steal one of the government vans outside. You’re pretty sure you saw at least a key left in the ignition.
3. Escape on foot. Maybe you’ll run into some friendly strangers to help out!
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Investigate the supercomputer lab on B3. (99%)
 Elliot had come this far, he wasn’t going to just run away now. “Ruby thought there was something in the supercomputer lab, maybe something to do with the disease. We should check it out.”
 Sam grunted noncommittally. “Kinda feels like we’re running towards danger instead of away from it, Blue. I don’t want anything to do with whatever is doing this to me.”
 He held up one hand, flexing his stiff fingers. Elliot looked away from that too: they almost seemed pointed, with fingernails hardening into claws.
 Please don’t be turning into a monster. Something horrifying was happening at this school, something he didn’t fully understand. For their part, the police and military hadn’t done a better job. A few halfhearted checkpoints, some messages on the radio, and a communications blackout.
 “Don’t have to go with me, I guess,” Elliot shrugged, and found something moving in his hoodie as he did it. The stupid tail, hanging limp in the baggy, oversized garment. “But I want to know. Maybe there’s a cure down there. I won’t be long.”
 He set off, as fast as his imperfect balance would permit. It would be easier to use the elevator, but of course the power might go out at any moment. Small miracle it was still on.
 The half-bird monster thing made another sound, shrill and unhappy. “And if I let you get hurt? Wouldn’t hear the end of it. I’m blaming you if we get shot.”
 They took the stairs, even if it meant clutching to the rail with stiff fingers and taking it slow. Once they reached the bottom, Elliot waved them through the building. “There’s a little cafeteria and study area this way, stairs down to the basement are on the other side. Hopefully it’s unlocked.”
 He lingered near the large windows on ground level, peering out through sculpted metal at the campus beyond. Almost nothing moved out there, be it wooden wolf monster or some other abomination of this impossible disease. “Might be safe to make a break for it when we’re done. Get back to the car and get away from here.”
 “If we can even drive by the time we get there,” Sam muttered. “Or carry your girlfriend. Pretty sure I’m still strong enough, but I’d need a way to hold her. You–don’t even say it. Princess Blue isn’t built for manual labor.”
 “Princess.” Elliot muttered. He looked back, intending to try a few sharp insults of his own. But Sam was just behind, looming well over his height, with broad shoulders and muscles visible under a thin growth of hair and feathers on his arms.
 Instead of arguing, Elliot turned and shuffled meekly down the hall. He slowed as he approached the little cafeteria, with its vending machines and tiny cafe. Plenty of “fond” memories of this place, spending late nights staring down at textbooks until their contents magically made sense.
 Except they never had. Yet there were sounds here, more than he would’ve expected. Low voices, moans, a few coughs.
 He pulled his hood up by reflex, adjusting the hoodie to cover both shoulders. “Shit.”
 “Another way?” Sam whispered, slowing beside him. The entrance was blocked with a set of heavy metal doors, one propped open by a few books.
 He shook his head once. “Elevator, but it needs an ID for the lower levels.” He crouched, then advanced towards the door and peered inside. “They sound sick.”
 Not a wolf monster, or something even stranger. It was people.
 Very sick people. Some had backpacks, others were dressed like the teachers in polo shirts and slacks. A handful near the stairs wore black uniforms, with patches he didn’t recognize.
 Not one person he saw was on their feet. Some had brought chairs together, others curled up near the bathroom, surrounded by dried fluids. Someone had opened one of the vending machines, and the various snacks inside had been removed. Someone with a key, since there was no broken glass.
 None were as far gone as himself and Sam. At most, he caught strange colors in their hair, or clothes that didn’t fit quite right.
 Sam pointed past him, ahead at the ones in uniform. “Guns.”
 He shrugged, and continued forward through the room. He had to take a meandering route, dodging around the dozen or so people sheltering here. A few looked up as they passed, then went back to their miserable condition. Others tried to say things, but none of it came out as coherent words.
 They reached the metal door, dodging carefully around the three figures in black. One man looked up as they approached, his face covered in sweat. “You can’t… down there,” he said, arm twitching. He flopped back to the table, head sideways.
 “That’s what I thought,” Elliot held the door, and they hurried down. They took the steps as quick as they could, passing two upper basement levels before reaching the third. Another man in uniform lay here too, forcing them to ease his body away from the door before they could clamber through. He moaned and protested, but that was all.
 Then they were inside, shuffling over concrete floors. A single hallway divided the entire floor, broken into two sections blocked by glass dividers. Machines hummed within, towering supercomputer hardware connected by thick cables and insulated ducts. Elliot shivered, feeling the sudden chill creeping up the jacket where pants ought to be.
 New renovations did not make the cold any more pleasant. When we’re done I’m finding some clothes that fit.
 “Booth is just ahead. Anything they did will be in there, we won’t have to go in with the machines.” He hoped. That was more than simple glass securing the priceless hardware within. A rock wouldn’t get them in.
 The booth was already open. Elliot heard it before he saw it: someone was awake here, not just moaning as the disease ravaged them.
 He slowed, peering around the corner.
 The “booth” was a glorified computer lab, with a dozen identical stations for students or teachers to load programs into the supercomputer. Another half-dozen people lay scattered here, all wearing lab coats and professional clothing underneath. All except the little horse.
 Elliot had seen photos of this creature before, in Dr. Zalenka’s stolen notebook. But no photo could prepare him to actually see the creature up close.
 He wasn’t big enough to be a horse. But horses weren’t supposed to be green, either.
 The horse was trapped in a device of some kind, Elliot couldn’t name what. Like a huge modified dog-kennel, with wires and cables running along its surface. Heavy machinery sat beside it, about the size of a desk. Several tanks of liquid churned, with condensers and spools and a steady hum of energy that filled the room with noise.
 Something like noise, anyway. It stung directly into the growth on Elliot’s head, then vanished the instant he retreated around the corner again.
 “Damnit.” He reached up, massaging the bony growth with two fingers. “That’s awful.” The discomfort faded almost the instant he retreated, leaving only faint pressure behind. “Like a toddler’s birthday party when they invited the whole class.”
 Sam looked back at him, eyebrow raised. “What kind of birthday parties did you have as a kid? Your parents rented a pony? Guess they would, for a princess.”
 “I saw you!” called a voice. Male, in obvious pain. “Please don’t go! If you think it hurts from out there–you’ve gotta get me out! The Resonator will kill me!”
 They didn’t have to do anything. But Elliot’s head twitched in sympathy, reminding him of the awful pain that device inflicted.
 “Why?” Sam glanced around the edge again, expression souring. “Doesn’t seem so bad from here.”
 He doesn’t have a horn. Elliot winced, his back up against the wall. “Could you go in and switch it off? Yank it out of the wall, something. Then I’ll join you.”
 He glanced back, and his expression softened. “Guess I’m not as far along as you. It doesn’t seem that bad.”
 He approached cautiously, stepping over the fallen scientists and into the room. Elliot listened to a brief conversation between Sam and the prisoner–all simple things, about how to get the device off as quickly as possible.
 Elliot couldn’t tell their success from the sound alone, not with the constant droning of the supercomputer cooling equipment through glass barriers. Fortunately, Sam was there to remove all doubt.
 “Dear princess Blue, the accommodations have been prepared to your liking! Please grace us with your presence!”
 He groaned, then hurried around the room. Sam had done what he said; the device was off. Bright red warning lights now covered it, flashing and vibrating every few seconds. Thick, metallic liquid condensed in clear tubes, dropped abruptly by powerful electromagnets. But it didn’t hurt unless Elliot pointed his horn at it, so he looked the other way.
 The horse was even stranger up close. Shorter than he was, though no telling how long that would stay true. He stood on all fours, with a rich coat of impossible green all the way down to the roots. Those proportions weren’t right for any barnyard animal Elliot had ever seen, especially the eyes. No simple animal could be so aware. And no animal had a sharp horn protruding from his head, either.
 The not-animal wore nothing except for a plastic collar stamped with a barcode, without even a single line of human-readable text. Lucky for Elliot, he didn’t have enough room to turn around in the cage. So long as he only looked at him from above…
 “Guess you two are infected too,” the horse said. Unicorn–that felt better. He did have a horn. “Small girl is familiar. Big one–not sure what you are. Haven’t seen that variant before.”
 He sat down, touching his horn against the side of the cage. “No point running the Resonator now, clearly. Didn’t stop from spreading to you two. Shit Creek, here we come.”
 “You know what it’s called,” Elliot said. His face twitched once at ‘smaller girl’, but he ignored his discomfort for the moment. At least he still had his fingers! “You know what this disease is? You have a cure?”
 Sam’s eyes narrowed. “Does he have a cure? Blue, look at him. Does someone look like that if they have the cure?”
 The unicorn nodded in his direction. “He said it. Apparently we don’t even know how it spreads. Straight through PPE, sometimes through solid lead.” He took a step closer, resting one hoof on the metal in front of him. “You two are kids, right? Students up here. Get this thing open, while you’ve still got fingers. I need to find a bathroom before I’m standing in my own piss.”
 A horse bathroom?
 Sam caught Elliot’s arm. He’d been reaching for the mechanism, which only had a heavy latch. It wouldn’t take much to get it open. He lowered his voice, whispering into Elliot’s hood. “We have no idea who this guy is. Maybe they were experimenting on condemned prisoners or something. You sure about letting him out?”
 “I can hear you,” the unicorn said. “I’m not gonna hurt you. Worst I could do to you is already happening. Bet you’d like to learn more about it from someone who’s been there? Forget security clearance, I can tell you the truth.”
 Elliot had to decide:
  	Bring him some supplies, but leave the unicorn locked up. He doesn’t talk like a scientist…
 	Get his word, then set him free. Maybe he can explain why the military brought him to this supercomputer in the first place…
 
 


  
    April 13, 2025 11:40 AM
 Get his word, then set him free 93%
 
 “Obviously we wouldn’t leave you in there,” Elliot approached the cage, studying its latches and locks. Getting this open wouldn’t take much effort, so long as his fingers still worked. For how long that would be true… “We’d still like your word that you’ll help us. If we open this, you answer our questions. You don’t attack or run off. Promise?”
 The horse-creature stared up through the opening, huge eyes exasperated. “You shut down the Resonator and you’re letting me out of here. Like those assholes from Special Operations were anywhere near as accommodating.” He stuck his hoof forward against the bars. “I’d shake your hand, but you’ll see how inconvenient that is pretty soon. Looks like you’ll be keeping yours for—a day? Maybe? You got my word as a—whatever on God’s Green earth I even am anymore. My word as Magical Unicorn Emerald Horn.”
 He retreated from the entrance a few steps. “I’ll be a lot less friendly if you leave me in here long enough that I’m standing in my own piss.”
 Hardly a perfect arrangement. But this stranger wasn’t thrashing and howling and screaming trying to kill him. If ever he had a reason to trust, it was someone who might know more about their condition.
 “Let me, princess,” Sam nudged past him, urging him back against the wall. “Not that you don’t know what you’re doing, I’m sure. But I know better.”
 “Please don’t try to put my eye out with that thing. This could get ugly for everyone involved.”
 “It could, but it won’t,” the green horse said. “If I was gonna get violent with you, you’d know already. It’s a helluva lot faster to kill someone with NEM10 than it is to create a viable body, as you’ve probably seen. I wouldn’t be sitting cooperatively in this nice plastic box if I was dangerous to human life. Intentionally dangerous, anyway.”
 The box clicked, and the gate swung open. The horse stumbled out, but not for either of them. Instead, his eyes were only on the door. “Remember, no running.”
 He shrugged. “I saw a bathroom on the left. We can talk as soon as I’m out.” They followed him there, out around the corner to the single restroom door. The horse-thing wasn’t quite as small and pathetic as Elliot might’ve expected up close. He was already as tall as his waist. If he were standing on all fours, he wouldn’t be that much taller than the horse.
 “50/50 says he comes charging out of there and runs off,” Sam said, eyeing the door.
 Elliot remained silent, and soon enough heard the facilities in use. “Doubt it. That machine hurt so much, he’s lucky it didn’t scramble his brains.”
 A few seconds later, the sounds stopped, except for a light pattering on the door. “I’m not gonna run. You wanted answers, so here I am. Give it even odds we get vaporized before I finish explaining, anyway.”
 Elliot tried to open the door, though again he found Sam got in the way, holding it open for the horse to step through.
 No violence, no weapons. Just a vague expression of relief. “You can call me Peter,” he said, emerging in the chilly hallway. “The rest doesn’t matter anymore. And might not matter at all in the next little while. If we see those… apocalyptic-type countermeasures.”
 Elliot shuddered, imagining what that might be like. Would their own government turn to nuclear weapons to contain an outbreak? If they did, would he even realize what was happening before it ended? A roar overhead like a jet taking off, a flash, then—
 “Let’s assume it won’t go that far.” He retreated towards the booth, past the groaning scientists on the floor. There were three of them in all, each curled up with the same level of awareness of the other sick: not much. “You know what this is? You called it…”
 “NEM10,” Peter said. The horse circled once around Elliot, tail whipping sharply behind him. He looked deliberately away, focusing on the booth. “Not my name, though. That’s what they called it. You see all the good it did them, too. Assholes in their PPE.”
 He made his way over to the nearest fallen scientist, wrapped as she was in a lightly-inflated plastic suit. A filter on the back hummed away quietly, keeping the suit puffy and concealing the specific human form within. “Didn’t help though, did it? Shame I’m out, and you can’t do a damn thing to stop me.”
 Elliot caught his shoulder with one hand, even faster than Sam. But the bird-monster had gotten distracted with something in the booth by then, he wasn’t standing close.
 “Please don’t. We might need to negotiate with whoever sent them.”
 Peter looked up, staring at her. “I can see why he calls you princess. Giving orders already. Don’t remember promising not to get even with these assholes.”
 Elliot let go. He didn’t have the strength to resist him. Though somehow, he didn’t think he would have to. “I’m still waiting for you to tell us the rest. You know the name of the disease. You know anything else? Like what’s happening to us?”
 Peter sighed, and turned his back on the scientists in their suits. “They might suffocate when those batteries die. Wouldn’t be as satisfying as sticking them in with the resonator, see how they like it.”
 “She asked you a question,” Sam repeated. He emerged from the control room again, lingering in the doorway. “What’s happening to us, and how do we stop it?”
 “Can’t,” Peter gestured in at the complex machine. “That thing was their best shot, and it couldn’t even stop these effects. Maybe there’s more on the supercomputer. But as to what’s happening to you, that’s easy. Same shit that happened to me.” He hopped forward towards him, turning sideways to pose. “Horse. Or… bird? That’s a new one. Either way. Guessing your flesh started melting the same time as your girlfriend here? And you’re not homicidal, so we’re probably in the clear by now.”
 “Not my girlfriend,” Sam answered, backing out of the doorway. “We were roommates, that’s all.”
 “Oh. I see.” He turned sideways, then winked at Elliot. “We’ll talk again in a week, when you’re as screwed as I am. Assuming we’re not atoms and stardust by then. Or shadows on the pavement.”
 Elliot flushed, looking suddenly away from him. There was obviously no way in any universe he’d be interested in a horse, no matter what kind of weird sickness he got.
 “Ruby will love that,” Sam said, speaking into the awkward silence. “You think there’s a cure on the supercomputers, perfect. You know how to get anything off of this? Are you a… scientist, too?”
 Peter laughed. A surprisingly human sound, like so many other things he did. Other than the obvious. “Just a jarhead, unfortunately. If I mattered, they might not have stood by and watched while their freaky disease melted my insides.”
 “Then we go back,” Sam said. “Ruby’s been alone long enough. I’ve got some questions for—”
 Elliot stepped inside. “Hold on. I can dump whatever was in the last execution. Assuming this portable media has enough space, hold on. Gotta refresh my Linux commands. Been a hot minute.”
 “Pretty and smart,” Peter said, following him into the control booth. “So I assume, when you finish mutating. We’ll see.”
 Elliot ground his teeth together, squeezing one hand into a fist. “I was a dude yesterday, Peter. So you know.”
 That brought him a moment of peace with the console, to go looking through the various disks and pieces of portable media there. He found a portable drive marked with a large number and plugged it into the console. Fortunately for him, the last user was still logged in.
 Execution complete.
 Error rate: .03%
 Data exported to result.bin
 As unhelpful as he had come to expect. Still, Elliot did remember how to mount external drives, and transfer files. Soon enough the enormous file was transferring.
 At least Peter had given him some space. Not as much as he might’ve liked. Better if he stayed outside the booth completely. “We almost got eaten by wolves on our way in,” Sam said, leaning on the interior door. “Any idea what those were? Kinda looked like they were made of wood.”
 Peter sat down, then shook his head once. “No idea specifically. Overheard the assholes talking about a few different ‘fatal mutations,’ I’m sure that’s what it is. When this disease sends you off to meet your maker, seems like everything goes to shit. All the… whatever it is… spilling around your insides has nowhere to go. So it warps you into something horrible. Dunno if there’s anything left of the original person in there. Frankly, not sure they knew either. They’re grasping in the dark, kids. Pretending they understand, when in reality they’re as blind as we are.”
 The screen flickered, and a single line appeared. Elliot typed out the safe disconnect command, then tugged the drive. “We’re good to go. Unless you think we should grab this… resonator.”
 Peter answered with a sharp kick, directly to one of the largest glass tubes. The metal within spilled out, spreading along the floor. He took a few steps forward, glaring at the device. A few more red lights appeared on its display, flashing angrily in their direction.
 “We don’t want to be anywhere near that thing, ever. Pretty sure it would’ve killed me if I stayed down here too long. Like it’s pressing down on… something we need to live. Could try to ask them what they hell they were thinking, I guess. I was too busy screaming in agony at the time.”
 When those batteries die, they’ll suffocate.
 Elliot lingered beside the dead scientists, looking them over. He looked back at Sam, gesturing over. “Help me get them on their backs and get their masks off.” That didn’t mean he had to stay and care for them. They’d been willing to do something terrible to what sounded more and more like one soldier taken for no reason at all. Obviously not someone who knew anything.
 “You’re actually gonna ask them? They won’t talk.”
 “Not today,” Elliot said. “But in a few… weeks, you said? However long this takes. If they’re sick too, I bet they’ll be more motivated to find the cure. Do you want your hands back or not?”
 He grumbled, retreating from them. “Whatever, princess. Just don’t going all Disney on me.”
 He stood by and watched, disapproving. But he didn’t attack the helpless scientists, which was good enough. At least he wasn’t making anything worse.
 Under their suits, the three looked as sick as any of the students above. Elliot and Sam dragged them over to the water fountain, before eventually leaving them there.
 Despite his disapproval, Peter followed them out of the lab and up the steps.
 “What’s the plan?” he asked, “How are you gonna get me out of this place?”
 “Not… going to be much of a problem, I don’t think,” Elliot muttered. He held the door open, and they left together. “Pretty sure most of the school is infected now.”
 “Shit.” He sped up, hopping up the stairs after them. He somehow navigated four legs without tripping over himself or falling. He didn’t wobble or clutch the handrails like Elliot had to to keep on his feet. But he didn’t exactly have the hands to do that, either way. “We should get the hell out of town then. If this thing got out, there’s no bloodless way to lock it up again. We don’t want to be in any city centers, especially this one.”
 “We,” Sam said. “You keep saying that word. But we don’t know you. Why should we go anywhere with you?”
 “Because I worked in the base they were studying it,” he said. “Assuming any of you stand a chance of surviving this, it will be because you had my help. And I’m so generously donating it, on account of you saving my life. I’d like to stop owing you, and I only know the one way to do that.”
 Sam glanced back at Elliot, expression skeptical. “Not so sure about that one. If you work for the ones who did this, we probably don’t want anything to do with you.”
 “Fuck Special Operations!” Peter exclaimed, just as the doors opened. A few of the nearby military people groaned and looked up. One even tried to reach for their sidearm, before falling sideways out of their chair.
 “But I mean it,” Peter said, a little louder. “Their idea of helping me was sticking me in a mad science dog carrier to die. You people have two legs now, but that won’t be true for much longer. We’re in the same shitty boat.”
 Elliot had to decide.
  	Tell Peter he’s not welcome, they don’t need a foulmouthed soldier’s help. Find somewhere to lose him in the school, then come back for Ruby.
 	Accept Peter’s help gratefully, take him away from school together. Time to visit the old family cabin in the mountains for a few weeks.
 	Peter can stay, but only if he wants to stay on campus. They’re sick now, but the place is filled with experts on what is happening to you. Running from them is running from help.
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 Let him join, flee into the mountains, 68%
 
 Elliot had his fair share of unpleasant drives. But few of those ever combined as many awful things together as their trip into the mountains. First, there were his fingers, getting stiffer and less useful by the minute. By the time they were winding back and forth through the mountains, he could only grip the wheel with simple pressure, and had to use the cruise control to keep his speed.
 But the others were in even worse shape, so he was the one at the wheel.
 His little sedan might not be the best choice for the long drive, but there was no doubt it would start when they turned the key, which they couldn’t say for Sam’s truck. Besides, the notebook was hidden inside, and they didn’t want to linger. Peter thought the city was going to be bombed, maybe even with a nuclear device. The farther they could get from that, the better.
 Even with passengers needing less space than average, it was still a tight fit. All those camping supplies didn’t fit in the trunk, so the backseat was packed pretty tight with everything that didn’t fit.
 The former captive spent most of the drive sleeping, curled up in one of the many sleeping bags and filling the back seat with snores. Sam wasn’t much better, though he spent most of the trip with his hand on the side of an old handgun. There wasn’t a lot of ammo for that thing, and Elliot didn’t even know for sure if it worked. But better to have it and not need it…
 Getting out of town was a challenge: the highway was deliberately destroyed, with craters ripped into the pavement and chunks of metal dropped into the road.
 They found similar barricades on side roads, with vehicles deliberately towed across the road, then burned.
 None had people guarding them, though. Once they passed a checkpoint, complete with booth, fancy box of electronics, and lots of razor wire. But the APCs sat empty, and not a soul stepped out to question them.
 Not a good sign.
 Elliot knew his way around the town, though. He took them to a fire road, then drove down a dry riverbed until they were out of the city. Once they got some distance, there was little to obstruct their route.
 With no one else to talk to for most of the trip, Elliot listened to the radio. He tried, anyway; most of what they heard were emergency broadcasts, warning them of stiff punishment if they did exactly what they were doing.
 “You think maybe they have a point?” Sam asked, poking his head up from behind. “We’re obviously infected. I don’t wanna be the one responsible for screwing up someone else’s life.”
 Elliot shrugged. “Cabin is remote, completely off-grid. Means we’ve got a cistern, a little solar, and… not a lot to eat there, but we’ve got what we brought. Maybe we can forage for more, stretch supplies through winter. Or as soon as someone smart figures out what to do about this.”
 Sam reached into the backpack of his stuff he’d brought, then held something forward. His hands were different now, hard and dark and ending in sharp points. Claws. “Plug this into your aux. We might get something better than radio.”
 Elliot was hardly sitting properly anyway, but the road was straight enough, and without a lot of other traffic. “The heck is this thing?”
 “Satellite radio receiver. If I’m gonna pay for the damn thing, I wanted to be able to listen at work. There’s a lot less advertising. Should be charged.”
 It took a minute, but Elliot got it connected. After another minute or so, it started working. Not just blaring emergency signals–there was music here. He handed it back, letting the aux cable trail to where Sam perched. “Go ahead.”
 He did. A few minutes of shuffling, and they had a news broadcast.
  “The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention has elevated the Colorado Anomalous Pathogen Event to Threat Level Red. Mandatory evacuation orders remain in effect for all counties within a seventy-five mile radius of Central City, Colorado. Citizens are reminded that the minimum safe distance protocol of one quarter mile must be maintained between all individuals not residing in the same household prior to the outbreak.
 “The Department of Health and Human Services reports that standard biohazard containment protocols have proven ineffective against this pathogen. The World Health Organization has classified this as a “novel transmission vector of unknown origin” and warns that conventional personal protective equipment does not prevent infection.
 “International response teams from the CDC, WHO, and ECDC are collaborating on containment strategies. All commercial flights to and from the United States have been suspended for the next seventy-two hours as the International Air Transport Association coordinates with global health authorities.
 “Reports of cases have now been confirmed in states neighboring Colorado. The National Guard has been deployed to establish quarantine zones along state borders. Citizens are advised that cellular networks may be unreliable due to infrastructure strain.
 “Stay in your current shelter location unless directed otherwise by emergency personnel. Do not attempt to approach or provide aid to individuals exhibiting unusual behavior…”
 
 It continued, but didn’t have anything interesting or novel to say. More of the same vein, though nothing new. No confirmation of how it worked, how to stop it, or whether there was a treatment or cure.
 “It’s out of the state,” Sam muttered, slumping backward against his seat. He slid one clawed hand through the feathers on his strange head. “That’s… so bad. It’s already out. Like I said, all those idiots running away brought it. Selfish pricks.”
 Elliot returned her focus to the wheel. She still wore only the hoodie–it was easy, and loose enough that it didn’t get in the way of that stupid tail now falling to her ankles. Besides, Ruby wasn’t even awake in the seat next to her. She wasn’t going to look.
 “We won’t talk to anyone who looks normal,” Elliot said. “The cabin is in this tiny town… Granite Bluff. Barely has anyone outside of ski season. And we’re already up a mountain road ten miles from town. We won’t infect anyone.”
 “The ship has sailed on that one,” Peter said. He sat up in his seat, shaking away the sleeping bag. “You said it was out of state?”
 “The news did,” Sam said, annoyed. He wasn’t happy to have Peter around. Though he also hadn’t put up a fight. They weren’t exactly drowning in choices.
 “Then we’re golden.” He shifted into a more comfortable position, head against the window. “Take a deep breath up there, Blue. Can probably ease off the accelerator. No point bombing the place to keep things contained if it’s not contained. Just…” he trailed off, voice low. “Just the end of the world as we know it. Maybe the whole human race. Thank God Zalenka’s dead. He’d hate himself if he learned he caused the apocalypse.”
 “Don’t be so dramatic,” Sam snapped. His voice was lower now, and frustration heavy in his tone. “You still act like a person. Maybe an asshole, but still a person. The human race isn’t over, even if there’s really no way to stop this.”
 “No, it’s over because of the ones who don’t make it. If that’s too many–the things they become will make it hell on earth. You saw, you told me. You know what I mean.”
 “I know I don’t want to think about it,” Elliot said, maybe a little too loudly. “We can’t change it, so shut up and let me focus.”
 “As you command, princess,” Peter said. “Can see what you mean about the nickname, birdbrain. She does like making decrees.”
 Definitely too loud, because Ruby stirred in her seat, and finally sat up. She glanced sideways at Elliot, then back into the car behind her.
 Her face was different. Wisps of yellow peach fuzz clung to her skin. Her head was mostly bald now, except for a few thick orange curls down the front. She had a stub too, what might be a horn like Elliot and Peter had. For now, it just seemed like a deformity, bulging skin that hadn’t yet burst.
 “Where are we? Sam?”
 “Back here,” Sam said, before Elliot could open her mouth. “How are you feeling, Ruby?”
 “Like a sack of burning shit,” she answered. “Guess Zalenka’s virus got me too?”
 Peter perked up, leaning forward towards the opening in the seats. Sam was already doing that, and there wasn’t enough room for both. It meant they awkwardly crammed in there, with the bird’s larger size eventually winning out in the contest.
 Peter spoke anyway, barely hiding his annoyance. “Not a virus, technically. We have no way of detecting the contagion directly. We observe it in the form of marker proteins that human cells produce when exposed. Just humans, not animal models. And if you give it more time, you don’t need a fancy test to see.” He held up one flat hoof, gesturing vaguely in her direction. “As you see.”
 Elliot turned back to the road, still clutching the wheel awkwardly in her deforming hands. Though her fingers were barely stubs at this point, melting towards a single point at the center. She would have hooves too, before they arrived.
 “Elliot?” Ruby asked, eyes fixed on Peter. “I didn’t think you had a head for biology. Did you get that from the notebook?”
 “That’s not me,” Elliot said, raising her voice over whatever the horned horse thing tried to say. “I’m Elliot. That’s Peter, he’s a new addition. He came from the same base as that scientist, knows some stuff about the disease. And he owes us his life, so he’ll keep his damn mouth shut about me.”
 Peter did shut up then, sinking back into the sleeping bag with a mumbled “whatever”.
 Ruby sat up, reaching sideways to touch Elliot’s shoulder. The hoodie slipped off narrow shoulders halfway down her chest.
 The breasts were gone, leaving only a thin layer of sky blue fur without features. “Elliot?”
 “Yeah.” She nodded again, more slowly. “I’m not happy about it either, believe me.”
 Ruby reached over again, like she were going to take a sip from the oversized water bottle. Instead, she nudged Elliot’s hoodie out of the way.
 Not normally something Elliot would mind from his girlfriend–though maybe not while she was driving. But just now, her face turned bright red, and she felt something else move on her head. Those ears, folding backward into her long hair. “You’re a chick!”
 “I had no fucking idea,” she yelled, her voice high and shrill. “Yeah, thanks for pointing it out. Sam’s got a dick by the way, guess he ended up with mine!”
 “Pretty sure it’s bigger than yours,” Sam said, as casually as he might’ve corrected him on the wrong length of replacement windshield wiper blade. “Don’t have a lot of experience with dudes, but I’m pretty sure.”
 “That is not helping!” She yelled, louder. Elliot tugged the hoodie down, leaning forward over the wheel. “I have no idea why it happened, Ruby. If you’re asking. Right now I’m just trying to pretend it didn’t. I just have to last until we cure this thing and I’m back to normal.”
 Ruby held one hand flat, avoiding her eyes. “Sorry. I’m not–I’m okay not talking about it.” She took the bottle from the cupholder, and drained it in a few long sips. “Do I still call you Elliot?”
 “I’m calling her Blue,” Sam supplied. “Or Princess, if I’m annoyed. She doesn’t like that one.”
 “No, I do not.” She couldn’t squeeze the wheel, not without fingers. But her hands constricted around either side. Not hard enough to do anything, fortunately. She wasn’t strong enough for that anymore.
 But she was strong enough to survive, and to get her friends to safety. “See up the hill? That’s Granite Bluff.”
 “You mean by those flashing police lights?” Ruby asked. “Right on the road?”
 Elliot glanced desperately to the side, panic rising in her chest. There was another way into town, through the winding backroads that eventually led to the cabin. But she couldn’t take those narrow mountain roads without real use of her hands.
 She had to make a decision.
  	Head straight into town. Don’t get close to anyone, don’t stop.
 	Give up the driver’s seat and let Ruby take them up the backroads. She’s pretty sure the car will make it.
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Weave Through Backroads (87%)
 Elliot wasn’t exactly excited to give up the wheel. But considering their last few experiences with law enforcement, there was only one choice that made sense. They could never pass for uninfected, not looking like they did. And if they actually ran into any healthy people, they might spread the disease!
 They had Zalenka’s journals, and whatever data the supercomputer had calculated. Maybe they had the key to a vaccine, or even a cure. But they couldn’t discover that information if they got themselves shot by police trying to make it through a roadblock.
 Elliot spent the rest of the trip in the passenger seat, trying and failing to get into a comfortable position with her long legs and strange body. She realized the true source of the problem, of course. Her body wasn’t shaped correctly to sit like a human being anymore. Just as she was losing her fingers, her spine had started changing too.
 By that time tomorrow, she wouldn’t be able to sit like her old self.
 She could still be useful, pointing out the route as only someone who had visited many times could possibly know. Where they found damaged roads or blockades, she could route them around.
 To a point. If the effort was deliberate and familiar enough, there were only so many ways into town. Luckily they weren’t further up into the mountains, or there might only be a single road.
 “That’s the cabin,” she finally said. It was full dark by then, the moon rising slowly overhead. “Up that driveway.”
 There was a prominent keypad there beside the fence, with a mechanical gate. But neither of them worked, and hadn’t since she was little.
 Ruby pulled over anyway, rolling down the window next to the keypad. She had to reach all the way to the side to touch the keys with her fingers. If her hair wasn’t enough of a guide, she was changing too. No one would be safe from this. “What’s the code?”
 “Doesn’t have one,” she replied. “Gate’s not really locked, I just have to get out and–” as she said it, something moved. Her eyes fixed on the mechanical gate, long since rusted over and lifeless. Only–it was moving. No grinding of the old motors, whining like it had the last time dad tried to get the gate to work. It moved anyway, the outline glowing as it slid up and out of their way.
 “Holy shit, your head!” Sam called from the backseat. She hadn’t even known he was awake, but clearly he was now, pointing with one unnaturally sharp hand at the horn emerging from Elliot’s face.
 “My what?” She reached up towards her face, searching for the damage. Was she growing extra eyes this time? Or maybe her whole body was just liquefying into slime?
 She felt nothing new there though. Her face extended farther than it should have, with a sharp horn emerging from her forehead. For a second she saw light reflected in the fur along her arm, then–it went out.
 At the same instant, the gate crashed back down, mechanical joints crunching from the stress. It fell sideways onto the ground, laying flat. Like a disembodied giant had just lifted it twenty feet, and smashed it back to the driveway.
 “That was you?” Ruby asked, mouth hanging open. “That glow. Psychic powers? Same color on your face as the fence.”
 “No such thing,” Sam protested. “Couldn’t be the princess–something must be in there. We should bail.”
 “No need.” Peter sat up, grinning up at her. “Makes sense you can do it. Got the horn, that’s pretty typical for infected with our body type. Wonder if the three of us came from the same strain. Then birdbrain here got it somewhere else. Different variant.”
 “Make sense she can do what?” Sam demanded. “What was that?”
 “Drive.” Elliot slumped in her seat, pointing over the broken fence. “I’m exhausted, I stink, and we just made a lot of noise in the middle of the night. Should get into the garage, and lean the fence back up when we’re done. Make it look like nothing happened.”
 The others looked like they might argue, but Ruby didn’t. Her girlfriend drove forward, thumping over the old fence and over to the house. Getting into the garage was just a matter of the combination lock, and heaving the old garage door open. No lights came on, no security system or motion activation.
 “Think the princess needs a break.” Sam said, hopping out the side. “Think you can help me get the fence up, horse? Since you’re so good at this.”
 He nodded. “Sure. Don’t think I’m ready to do what she did. My head is still scrambled from the Resonator. But I can help.”
 Sam went around to Elliot’s door, then opened it for her. Outside, the garage was mostly empty, except for some old supplies. Generator, snowmobile, plow attachment, and lots of Christmas decorations in big plastic tubs.
 “Don’t… call me princess,” Elliot said, head down. Long hair fell past her face, obscuring her view out the window. “Please. I already have a mirror.”
 She hopped out beside Sam, and tried to stand on two legs. But the bird wasn’t doing it anymore, and now she knew why. Her world lurched, and Elliot flopped forward. The stupid hoodie pulled forward, much too high to offer any help with her modesty.
 It wasn’t quite like walking on hands and knees. Her legs moved naturally, despite the position. Her back stretched, and that long tail emerged from her hoodie.
 Elliot was a horse. And not one that resembled Elliot very much anymore, either.
 “Sorry, Blue,” Sam nodded to her, shuffling back towards the open garage door. “Not that either?”
 Ruby emerged from the other side. She didn’t need help getting out, or moving around. Despite her clothes looking a little loose, she was still more or less human. “No way! She’s not even blue.”
 “Fine. Then I’m going to call her Way until I think of something better. Unless she has another idea.”
 “Way.” It didn’t sound very much like a name. But it was better than being reminded of her transformation with every single word. And just as importantly, it wouldn’t have any connection for any of her old connections to trace back to her real self.
 “Fine. You coming, Ruby? I could use someone with a phone light. We gotta get the batteries back on if we want any electricity when the sun comes up. Pumps and filters won’t run without power, so the water’s out until then too. We’d have to turn the generator on if we wanted a shower before that.”
 Ruby followed her, holding a cell phone flashlight to light the way through to the back of the garage. “You never took me out here.”
 Elliot laughed bitterly. “Sister had it last year. Was gonna be mine this winter. We were gonna have the best ski season ever.”
 Ruby wasn’t exactly practical or technical, but that was fine. Elliot wasn’t either. Her dad had laminated cards with instructions near each of the important machines, and warnings for what not to do. Cisterns, wells, batteries, solar–all could be delicate in their own ways. And more importantly: expensive to replace.
 Soon the switches were all in the right place, and the system was ready to come back into use. “We have some camping stuff in the tub here. Should be some electric lights and stuff we can use until we have power.”
 The cabin was an old one, built before the widespread adoption of many modern conveniences. But given the circumstances, Elliot wondered if she might soon be grateful for things like the various wood stoves and fireplaces around the house. It was big enough to have the whole family over for a winter vacation, though not all its rooms were created equal.
 It was her house, so Elliot lay claim to the master bedroom. Ruby followed, though without any of her usual affection. She trailed a few feet behind, as though deliberately avoiding looking at her.
 Elliot could hardly blame her. She didn’t much want to see her own reflection. But there was only the one bed for them to share, so she couldn’t exactly keep acting like that.
 Elliot kept the hoodie on as best she could, It slowed her motions, and might trip her if she had to run. But she wouldn’t be running anywhere that night. “I wondered where we would end up when you came back with that journal,” Ruby whispered into the dark, a few minutes later. “Worried we would get in trouble. Maybe you would go to jail, or both of us. I’d take jail over the whole state getting screwed over.”
 “I hope it’s just the state.” She pulled the blankets over herself, curling her legs up against her chest. “That could be bad, but like… recoverable. If it goes further…” she trailed off, her voice small. Imagining what it might be like for an entire country to go through what she had, with some of them transformed into dangerous monsters at the same time… would there even be a country left?
 “There’s a way to fix it,” Ruby said. “Maybe we’ll find it, or help. Get the info out to the WHO or someone.”
 Yes, the four of them would do it. A bio student, a dropout, a mechanic, and a soldier. Together they would save the human race, even if they couldn’t be part of it anymore. “Guess that’s about as likely as anything else we’ve been through.
 Elliot must’ve fallen asleep after that, because she didn’t remember anything else they talked about. More dark predictions of their future, probably.
 Morning came with lights that worked and a shower that smelled only a little like algae in the tank. Better than the barns and soap that she currently smelled like.
 There was no room left for ambiguity in her reflection, no way for her to walk on two legs anymore. Nothing about her looked even remotely human in the mirror, except for her eyes. Those still looked the way she expected, other than the size. She was tall enough to reach the sink with her mouth, though she had to stretch her long neck to do it.
 Ruby stopped in the doorway, flushing red. She’d ditched the dirty clothes the night before, though her underwear didn’t quite fit. Still, not something either of them would typically notice.
 This time, though…
 “You can come in.” She turned to the side, flicking her tail towards the master bath. “Finished in the shower.”
 She hesitated, looking Elliot up and down. Finally she shrugged. “Feels better than yesterday. Fog’s gone. But the transformation seems like it’s getting worse.”
 Elliot looked back in the mirror, and nodded her agreement. “Horn is longer. I think I see some yellow fuzz on your chest there. Fur, like mine.”
 “Fantastic. Always wanted to join the petting zoo.” Ruby shuffled past, tossed her clothes aside, and went for the shower. She might’ve invited Elliot to join her before, but instead she slid the door across and turned on the water. Elliot spent a few more seconds running the brush haphazardly through her hair.
 It was so selfish and stupid to even think about–what was the relationship really worth fighting for with the whole world falling apart?
 Elliot had to decide something stupid and pointless she shouldn’t even be thinking about:
  	This won’t work without a cure, give Ruby her space.
 	She’s gonna be a horse too, try to keep the old relationship going.
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Try to Salvage the Relationship (71%)
 Elliot hadn’t gone out to rescue this girl, risking arrest and worse, only to give up on what they had together after the first sign of trouble. We’re going to fix this. We just have to last until then.
 Things would get worse before they got better, but that was a problem for the future.
 Elliot lingered outside the shower for a few seconds, either talking himself into something very stupid, or psyching himself up to do something daring. Not that it would’ve been difficult before, the transformation, but she hadn’t been a horse before. Or a she.
 Ruby stepped into the water, and the heat began to rise through the bathroom, steam boiling out from inside. The heater was working then–for as long as the power and water held out. If Ruby hadn’t jumped out screaming, it meant there wasn’t sludge left in the tank. Small mercies.
 Elliot braced on the nearby cabinet, leaning backward. Her own reflection looked back at her, inhuman as ever. And I’ll be looking at that face until I die.
 
 If she concentrated, maybe she could still walk? Her arms didn’t want to be up that high, and her back felt incredibly strange when she tried to move it. Yet she found herself rising, until she was up entirely on her back legs. No longer feet, given the flat but not numb appendages on the end of each one.
 Her tail flicked out on its own, perhaps in some vain struggle to keep her balance. It helped, but not much. She wobbled unsteadily towards the shower door, then caught herself against the glass. She was still way shorter than she should be, her hands barely on the handle instead of above it. She gripped it firmly, then swung the door open and stepped inside.
 The old cabin had quite a large shower, with shelves along the tile covered by old soaps. She would have to be careful on that to avoid slipping off.
 Looking up at her girlfriend was strange enough. The short splotches of yellow on her skin were even stranger–though nothing she was going to judge her over. “Ruby. We need to talk about something else.”
 Ruby turned. There was no shock on her face, or even surprise. Maybe she’d seen this coming. “About you needing my help? Looks like you’re having trouble there.”
 Elliot hadn’t said as much, but she felt it. Her legs were shaking to keep her upright. She rested one leg up on the wall to keep herself upright, and it worked, more or less. The warm water was nice, urging her deeper. She hadn’t had a proper shower since becoming this tiny horse thing.
 “Not that. I know that’s going–can see how Peter ended up. I mean about us. She reached out with her other hand, or leg, or whatever it was, close enough to brush Ruby’s arm. “I don’t want to do this alone. When you’re melted into a horse, I don’t think you will either.”
 Ruby looked down at her leg, expression unreadable. “Elliot. Don’t make me do this right now.” She turned gently away, sticking her head into the showerhead. Hot water splattered around them, only some of it splattering against Elliot. Hopefully there would be some left when she finished.
 “I’m not asking you to decide anything now,” Elliot pressed, stumbling after her. She tried to put a hand on her back, but of course she didn’t have those anymore. She couldn’t hold her girlfriend the way she wanted to, or do the other things they usually did in a place like this.
 “I know I look weird right now. I’m a freak. But in a few more days, we’ll all be freaks. Do you think we could be freaks together?”
 Ruby caught her foreleg and held on with surprising force. She held close, then glanced down towards Elliot’s legs, and what was obviously missing. With Peter joining them, there could be no mistaking what should’ve been there. The alien horses didn’t work any differently than real ones in that regard.
 “When you started changing, how soon could you tell?” Ruby asked. “That you were gonna be a chick, I mean.”
 She winced. But there was no way to pull away now–she was already using Ruby for stability. If her girlfriend let go, she would fall. She couldn’t get away. “I felt smaller when I woke up. And Samantha looked bigger. Started the day I woke up after being super sick. Today for you, probably.”
 Ruby reached touched her other hand to Elliot’s fluffy chest. “I can see why it would be easier for you, since you’re a dude. Were a dude, I mean. But I’m… just not into girls. I don’t think that’s gonna change. And you’re so new at this, you don’t know it’s not going to change for you either!”
 Not a chance not a chance not a chance… Elliot’s back finally gave out, and she started to slip forward. Ruby caught her with relative ease, lowering her to the ground. She dropped to her knees in front of Elliot, right in the flow of steaming water.
 “I don’t want to lose you,” Elliot stammered. It was just the water spraying over her face–she wasn’t crying. Elliot had never cried after a breakup before. She was stronger than that. “The world’s ending, Ruby. We don’t know if there’s even gonna be a tomorrow. Maybe the feds really use the nuclear option on the Midwest to stop the spread. We could be dead before sunset.”
 Ruby slumped against the back wall, into a sitting position. She brushed a few curls of bright orange away from her face, staring back at her. “I know. I was hoping we could…” she stared down at her hands, flexing her fingers together. “Were you close with your sister?”
 She hesitated, looking away. “Not since we were teenagers. Why?”
 “You don’t want to be alone,” she said, speaking slowly. “I don’t either. But we’ve got bigger things to worry about right now than…” she gestured vaguely down at her chest. “This stuff. But if you wanted, we could be something else for a while. Sisters.”
 Sisters. Elliot shook her head sharply. “Dunno if I could do that.”
 “Girlfriends then,” Ruby said. “Like what Sam and I have. We’re close, just not that kind of close.” She reached over, running one hand through Elliot’s hair. Or mane, more precisely. It didn’t grow quite the same way as on a human being. The blue-green color didn’t help with the human illusion, either.
 “You rescued me, got us away from the city, brought me to your home. I want to face this together. Can we do it together a different way?”
 Could she? She didn’t care about Ruby less because of the transformation. We’re more than lovers, we’re friends. Ruby helped her understand the journal, and stood by her despite the legal risks and worse. Much more than a friend.
 “I… I think…” she sniffed, and her voice shook. The shower did her another favor–her tears weren’t so obvious in here. Ruby could think it was the echoing room that made her sound stranger. “Fine. But don’t call me Elliot anymore. Elliot’s a dude. He’s your boyfriend. Strong and confident and brave and everything I’m not. Maybe we’ll get a cure, and we can go back to the way we were. Until then, I’m not him.”
 She nodded solemnly, staring down at her lap. “Then what do I call you?”
 “Elliot was your boyfriend,” she said again, more confident. She stood up straighter, facing into the heat. It did feel quite nice against her face. “I’m… Way.” Not exactly a name, but she wasn’t exactly a person now, either. “Way can be your sister. Older sister I guess. I’m still older.”
 Ruby moved quickly, in ways Elliot no longer could. She flung herself forward, wrapping her arms around Way’s neck. “Thanks, E… Way. I hope you’re right, and we can go back to how things were. Until then…”
 Sisters.
 It did soften the blow, a little. It wasn’t like Ruby and Elliot had spent all their time together being intimate. Way wouldn’t have to go without her company. “Are you still gonna share the bedroom with me?”
 Ruby released her, nodding slowly. “For you as much as me. Act as brave as you want, I can tell this is hard for you. Way needs someone around she can ask questions. What are those awful cramps all the sudden? What kind of foundation should you use if you plan on wearing a bright eyeshadow? Will you come with me out to the bar, I don’t want to walk home alone…”
 “I don’t know if horses work like that, or wear makeup.” She looked up. “I’d accept your help getting clean now, though. In a… strictly platonic way. I’m not really sure how to wash fur without fingers.”
 Ruby nodded, then stood. “Sure. How do you fold out this bench…”
 Way felt a little better when she was dry. Something about being clean after something difficult helped bring the world back into focus and make stress seem a little less important. Elliot had lost his girlfriend of two years, but Way still had her sister.
 There were more important things than sex, anyway. Ruby sat with her after, and helped brush the tangles from her mane and tail. She even seemed to enjoy the process. Way did too, though she wouldn’t admit it. Now the hair hung straight behind her, since she hadn’t been sure of what to do with it. Ruby wanted to braid the tail, but she wouldn’t allow that. “I’m not a doll. I’d like to see you try that when you look like me.”
 “I probably won’t,” Ruby admitted, voice wistful. “Look at my hair. It’s turning so curly–not sure how I’ll manage it. Can’t use a straightener without fingers. Unless…” She touched Way’s horn with the brush. “Can you do that glowing thing again?”
 Could she? Way tilted her head sideways, thinking hard. The urgency of getting into the cabin motivated her, but did she need to have so much pressure?
 Maybe not, but she didn’t get anywhere right then. Way shrugged. “Maybe Peter knows.”
 “Hopefully. Not exactly sure why he’s even with us. I assume you covered that while I was cooking in my own juices.”
 She stood up, then made for the shut closet door. Maybe she could find something to wear inside. “You’re the one who told us there was something down in the supercomputer. That’s what they were studying: him. Taking measurements using this… awful machine. I think Peter knows more about this disease than he’s shared so far. Wants to stay useful.”
 Ruby shrugged. “You talk to him. I think I’ll try to make a trip into town today. See if we can grab a few more supplies.”
 They headed downstairs after that. Ruby fully dressed now, in clothes she’d borrowed from the closet. Way had considered doing something similar–but looking at her mom‘s clothes just made it too weird. Besides, her body wasn’t shaped remotely correct for anything tailored for a person. She’d need to learn to sew for that.
 For better or worse, the others had all come to the same conclusion; when they reached the living room, Peter and Sam had abandoned any meaningful attempt at clothing. Peter still had the band around his neck, but that didn’t cover anything.
 “Lucky you in the fancy bedroom,” Peter said, as they emerged downstairs. “Friend here was moaning through the wall all night. Thought he was getting eaten by termites.”
 Sam emerged from behind the kitchen island, grinning up at them. “Pretty sure I’m finished cooking. But these hurt like a mother. Wish I had something stronger than Advil.”
 Way opened her mouth to ask what he meant—then Sam spread a pair of huge wings, so large they almost brushed against the ceiling. Both were huge, reaching as far as his body was long, with feathers that could’ve come from any large bird of prey. They somehow matched the creamy color of his fur, blending in as though they were meant to be there. “I can see the lady is overwhelmed,” he continued. “That’s alright. I’ll be signing autographs all week.”
 “You think you can fly with those?” Ruby said, circling around Way and into the kitchen. She was less overwhelmed by the sight—but she was still taller than Sam. For a little while, anyway. “Look muscular enough. Must lift with a build like that.”
 Sam grinned—somehow Way could still read his expression, despite his face. Nowhere near as familiar as hers or even Peter’s—Sam had a beak. Dark and curved, with a few little openings for nostrils.
 If Way didn’t know him, she’d probably run from something like this. Bigger than an eagle!
 Peter slipped past him from the other side. “Yeah yeah, keep showing off. Never seen that bioform before, but I know it’s missing one of these.” He tapped his horn, then nodded to Way. “When I left, they were still studying how they work. But their abilities seem substantial.”
 “Oh, I’ve got a horn too,” Sam said, his grin widening. “Can’t say that was on the agenda. But I’m sure Elliot knows how that feels.”
 She said nothing, looking anywhere but under or behind Sam and Peter. Their quadrupedal body plans did make that easier, so long as she wasn’t behind anyone. “Ruby volunteered taking a trip into town to load up on supplies.”
 “Not a chance,” Sam snapped, following just behind them. “Granite Bluff was blocked off, remember? We had to sneak in through the side-roads. If they figure out there’s infected here…”
 “There might be already,” Ruby argued. She poked into the fridge, but of course it was empty. No one had brought in their camp supplies. Even when they did, none of it had to be refrigerated. “I don’t look that bad. I just need to borrow a razor for this yellow stuff on my face. Long sleeves, and I’m fine. What do you think, Way?”
 She turned towards her, expression softening. “Everyone, I know you’ve already met. But this is Way–until she comes up with something that sounds more like a name. If anyone asks, she’s my sister.”
 Sam choked back a laugh. “Sorry about your loss, Way,” he said. He lowered one claw past his chest, reaching back. He didn’t actually touch anything, but the implication was clear enough. “If it’s any consolation, Elliot’s best traits were never physical. Pretty sure Ruby liked you for being sweet–taking her to work, going hiking together, watching shitty romance movies and not complaining about it. Maybe Way won’t mind so much.”
 She minded very much at that moment. If they were going to mock her–Way stood up again, with difficulty. But if she could balance in the shower, she could do so now, resting her arm on the kitchen island to help keep balance. Suddenly she was taller than the other two fully-transformed. “We should stay focused. Our priority should be:”
  	Stock up in the cabin with as much as possible before things get worse. 
 	Focus on learning more about their condition.
 	Find a way to get online and learn how the disease is spreading.”
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Find a way to get online and learn how the disease is spreading (52%).
 “We have to figure out what’s happening past Granite Bluff. Just knowing our surroundings won’t matter if the feds plan on stopping the spread with a nuclear option. But if that’s off the table, that tells us something else about where it’s safe to live.”
 Way wobbled on two hooves, struggling to stay standing. She fell back a second later, so she didn’t have to concentrate just to stay standing. “It’s been long enough, the effects of this mutation are out there by now. We have to find out how the world is reacting.”
 “Guess so,” Ruby said, obviously uncertain. “How do we do that? Everything in Aurora was down, remember? Only the radio still worked.”
 Way surveyed the empty fridge and the mostly empty shelves. “We’ve got a satellite receiver in the garage. My parents sometimes take it on their RV, but that’s mostly in storage, so they leave the receiver here for anyone who visits. We just have to get it up onto the roof, and…”
 Pray Starlink isn’t down. What was the point of a company for decentralized internet access if it didn’t work during an emergency?
 “I might be able to help with that,” Peter said. “Lifting it up onto the roof, getting it wired in. Most of what I did on base was technical work. Civilian hardware should be pretty trivial. And lifting something up–I’ve had more time to practice than you.”
 He waved, and a cup floated off the table, bobbing gently over to him. It held right in front of him, long enough for him to take a sip. He returned it to the table a second later, without any visual change to his appearance but the subtle glow from his horn. “Had to give them a reason not to dissect me, so–came up with one. Staff called it Directed Causality Violation.” 
 “Magic,” Sam said, from her other side. “Less of a mouthful. That’s what Way did to open the fence.”
 Peter moved closer to her–closer than Way would’ve liked. When another horse-thing approached from the side, she had to look sideways at him. That put his face very close, and his breath.
 She would’ve expected him to be taller. As it was, Peter was near enough to right at eye level.
 “Fine. We can do magic. Most of us can–does make it seem like there’s a common source for this infection. You two came from the same lineage as I did. Birdbrain got it somewhere else.”
 “Careful.” Sam opened his beak, demonstrating just how sharp it was. “Might not want to talk to me like that. Mainly ’cause you’re wrong: Way and I both got our genitals all rearranged. And everything that comes with it. You two didn’t have to go through that.”
 “Lucky you,” Way agreed, muttering under her breath. “But I think we can split up. Ruby, if you think you’re brave enough… there’s a store near the edge of town, with a big red building. They sell farming supplies. Given the way we look… I’m thinking that’s the most cost-effective way to get more supplies. Oats, barley, wheatberries–they’re sold in bulk, because horses are huge. And they still need to be edible, for obvious reasons. And lots of those people keep to themselves, so they might not ask questions. Just go in, pay quick, and get out again.”
 “I’ll ride along,” Sam said, without missing a beat. “In case things get ugly. I’ve got the tools to get her out again.” He spread his wings. Maybe he planned to take off and demonstrate the point, but the kitchen wasn’t quite big enough. He only smacked Way in the face and looked sheepishly away again.
 “Seems fair to me,” Peter said. “We’ll see what we can do about getting connected while you’re gone.”
 They unloaded the car, opening every inch of space to hold more cargo. Then they were off, with Ruby at the wheel and Sam hiding under a blanket in the backseat.
 Way waited for them to vanish down the street before directing Peter to one crate among many from the storage in the garage. “If you could get that one down, the receiver’s in there.”
 Peter grinned, his horn started to glow–but the box only jiggled in place. His expression faltered after a few seconds, and he looked away. “Too heavy. I think your folks overloaded that crate. Maybe we can lift it together?” He eyed her horn as he said it. “I’m guessing you’re stronger than I am. Either that, or all that extra bone is just for show. Maybe it had to get longer than mine, on account of…”
 He flicked his tail against her side, without actually saying anything. But Way could make a guess, even if he didn’t say so.
 “The only time I did it was by accident. I don’t know how to make the powers just work because I want them to. I’d love for you to explain. Without talking about my missing dick, if you can help it.”
 That did it. He opened his mouth to reply, then shut it again before he could say something dumb. “I, uh–maybe we’ll practice that another time. When I was learning, I sometimes damaged things. We only have the one receiver.”
 Getting it down took almost an hour. Without ‘magic’, they had to move all the boxes atop it by hand, knocking them to the ground then replacing their contents. Finally they got the plastic tub with electronics, and extracted its precious cargo.
 Getting it onto the roof was the easiest part–just a matter of carrying the receiver and the cables up to the attic, then Peter levitating it up onto the roof where they usually reached by ladder. The WiFi router was already inside, configured from previous years. A few clicks, and it was online.
 At first. Service was still up, but it refused to navigate them past a few basic government websites. The most prominent depicted: Southwest NEM10 Outbreak FEMA Resources. It included an ongoing tally of verified infections, with a number somewhere near half a million. Navigating the rest of the page showed specific by-state resources. Colorado showed several locations–shelters for the uninfected, and “Isolation hospitals” for those showing symptoms.
 “DENVER AND THE SURROUNDING COUNTIES ARE IN MANDATORY ISOLATION. NO INTERSTATE TRAVEL IS PERMITTED.”
 They had only one laptop between them, Ruby’s own school computer. That meant Peter and Way had to sit close together to use it, occasionally fighting over the mouse. She couldn’t use the keyboard at all, though he could–slowly.
 “Looks like… all the western states on this map have known infections. Things are doing a little better on the eastern seaboard. But Virginia’s red, DC probably isn’t far behind.”
 The site had other information–more than they’d seen so far. A basic description of the disease was now provided, though it didn’t tell them anything they didn’t already know.
 “NEM10 begins with severe flu-like symptoms. These worsen over the first 4-7 days, and may be fatal in some patients.
 EXTREME DANGER: Those who die from NEM10 infection become dangerous physical vectors. Euthanizing patients in this phase guarantees this outcome, and must not be used. Instead, make every effort to preserve the infected, or to isolate them as far as possible from a healthy population.
 There is no current known treatment for NEM10. No protective equipment will guarantee safety for frontline personnel. Using survivors of the infection to treat patients is the only sure way to prevent infection.
 Once an individual survives NEM10, they cannot be reinfected. However, they remain a vector for the infection. Though their viral load is negligible, other factors appear to propagate NEM10 between them and uninfected humans. The cause is still under investigation at this time.
 All survivors of infection should isolate from healthy individuals as soon as possible. There is NO safe level of exposure. BSL-4 is insufficient to prevent infection. Survivors should report to isolation areas until the source of the spread can be identified and prevented.”
 The map had many of these “isolation areas,” at least one for every large population center. The one nearest to Aurora was…
 “We got out just in time,” Way said, pointing. “Looks like they were about to lock everyone onto campus.”
 Peter stood up, brushing past her over to the window. He tilted the blinds open, though not all the way. They would still obscure the view from the street. “In a way, that’s the worst case. Infection is already completely out of control. Probably gonna spread to… everyone. I wonder what the fatality rate is across large populations. How many homicidal monsters are out there? How many when it spreads to Granite Bluff?”
 He stopped right beside her, one foreleg on her shoulder. “Do you have any firearms?”
 She nodded. “I have a handgun. My dad kept a few old rifles and a shotgun here at the cabin. And…”
 She lowered her voice, looking away from him. “A few compound bows. My sister and I both got into archery after Return of the King. Don’t ask.”
 Peter relaxed. He kept the foreleg on her shoulder, meeting her eyes. “No shit? Can you still use it? Or… could you ever?”
 Her ears folded backward, but his leg made it impossible to look away. “Yeah we could!” Though my sister’s is closer to the right size now. “Except for the whole ‘horse’ thing. She shifted her legs beneath her, nudging the mouse with one. “Maybe after I master ‘magic.'”
 She wanted to learn more, but the internet didn’t want to connect to much else. She could access basic warning information: US passports had now been banned from entry into every foreign nation. Even US island territories were refusing refugees from the mainland, with warnings of lethal force against any who violated these restrictions.
 “So we’re expected to go back to Aurora and turn ourselves in,” she finally finished, about an hour of searching later. “Where they’ll keep us on the same college campus that had monsters trying to kill us at night.”
 “And God knows how long they intend to keep feeding us,” Peter agreed. “Yeah, not a chance. We should keep our distance. Though…” he leaned closer, nudging her away from the laptop with his weight. “I might be able to get past that block. Not sure how much of the internet is still working past it. It’s way more delicate than most people think.”
 “See what you can do,” Way said, rising from her seat. “It would be nice to talk to family. And find a way to keep in touch with other people who got changed, so we can share information. Like how to float things–that seems pretty useful.”
 Peter lowered his head to the laptop, focused on whatever he was doing. He held one foreleg over the keyboard, but didn’t actually touch it directly. Instead, his horn glowed, and the keys moved on their own.
 “But if I pull this off, you have to get a drink with me,” he said conversationally, while he worked. “Wasn’t a lot of food in this place, but I saw wine down in the pantry. Fair?”
 She glared back at him. “I told you already, Peter. I was a dude before. Were you not listening?”
 He shrugged. “And your walls are thin.” He looked away from her, focusing on the keyboard in front of him. “I didn’t say it had to be soon. But we’re about to be stuck in this place for… God knows how long. It would be nice to find a way to stay busy in the meantime. Just say you’ll do it sometime. Doesn’t have to go anywhere.”
 She approached him, ready to smack him with one of those stupid stump-legs. But she stopped short. Something about that silly grin on his face, or maybe the smell—she looked away. “Not tonight. But eventually, I will.”
 “Great! Awesome. I’ll put it in my calendar. Now… have you thought about our plan in the meantime?” he asked, conversationally. “When they get back. What do we do here?”
 She had known that question would come, which was why she’d been turning it over in her mind since the other group left. “Some options are better than others,” she began. “But I think we’ll—”
  	Just stay out of sight and wait for things to blow over.
 	Focus on learning more about the infection.
 	Try to make contact with other survivors and build something together.
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“We have to learn what happened to us,” she finished. “How these new bodies work. Powers, if we have them. Magic that the unicorns seem to have. Looks like almost all of us turned out this way. Ruby will, I could see the horn growing. Whatever’s happening out there in the rest of the world—the more we can learn, the better we can survive.”
 “I’ll share everything I know,” Peter declared. The keyboard glowed faintly just beneath his hooves. Though he sat with his ‘hands’ positioned directly above the keys, he didn’t actually touch the keyboard with them. He was already using his powers without even trying.
 “There, I’m online. For what it’s worth. Let me take a look around…”
 He opened several windows, flicking through several sites in turn. Way barely got a chance to read one webpage before they were on to the next one, then another.
 “What does that—”
 “Doesn’t look like it got out of the country,” he said, gesturing. “Impressive. Thought for sure it would’ve made its way south. Don’t want to know how they pulled that off.”
 “What good does that do us?” she asked, leaning closer to squint at a headline.
 “Canadian Army halts large caravan at Vancouver Crossing,” said one. “Americans are warned not to attempt passage under any circumstances. Lethal force has been authorized under—”
 She looked away, whistling quietly. “No way they can hold back everyone. The US has a lot of people. Some of them have resources.”
 Peter shrugged, spinning in the rolling chair so he faced her. Way looked briefly down, then away from him. So maybe some aspects of never wearing clothes weren’t her favorite. “Depends how willing they are to shoot people. Will you kill people to enforce a quarantine?”
 Mexico might, depending on the circumstances to their south. Way might choke to death on the irony if she thought about it too long. Fortunately, the sound of screeching tires from downstairs prevented her from getting too far down that road.
 It was the car—alone, not with a dozen police following, or worse. Though the screeching—that wasn’t his car, but the rusty metal hitch now attached behind it. The poor little Civic looked like it was going to explode under the weight. The back was absolutely packed with oversized canvas feed sacks.
 Ruby emerged from inside. She glanced to either side before waving Sam out the other side. She seemed to notice Way watching from the upper window, because she leaned up and waved, letting the hoodie slip down and expose the slightly-misshapen face within.
 Still cute, though. Those curls of orange would match her yellow coat well, when they finished growing. It’s not happening. She wants to be my sister. Nothing more.
 Peter stood over her now, crowding close to peer out the window with her. His eyes lingered on the sacks. “I thought you were screwing with her—she actually bought farming supplies!”
 Way nodded. “National emergency is gonna clean out stores. Might even be police there, stopping people from buying too much, throwing out anyone who isn’t a local. Inspecting things. But a farming store—Granite Bluff only had a handful of farmers. None of the other victims know our new diets yet. By the time they do…”
 “You’re assuming we can eat those things,” Peter said, annoyed. “They fed me hay in containment. Fucking sucks.”
 “And Ruby didn’t buy hay. If we were gonna do that, might as well just find some grass and graze. We’re not that desperate. Now you can use that magic to help unload. And get the fence back up, hopefully.”
 They did exactly that, bringing everything inside, including the rusty old trailer. As it turned out, Ruby had maxed out both her credit cards buying it, along with using all the cash they had left from Dr. Zalenka. “Figure Chase Bank is gonna have a hard time collecting from a farm animal anyway,” she said. “Credit score is the last of my worries.”
 They waited until dark to fix the fence. That way, Ruby could have Peter and Sam to help without attracting as much attention. They used chains and a few bike locks to secure the gate in place—there was no time for a proper repair. It would just have to stay broken, so long as it blocked the approach for anyone who didn’t belong there.
 A few hours later, they gathered in the kitchen, experimenting with the taste of their new “rations” while discussing plans for the future.
 “We keep our heads down for now,” Way explained, over a bowl of what she could only describe as lightly-boiled slop. It smelled vaguely earthy, and tasted about as good as a mouthful of gardening soil. Strangely, she kept eating it. “Peter got us online, so we can track what’s happening away from the cabin. There’s a nonzero chance my parents or my sister might show up here, but… I haven’t been able to get a call through to check on them.”
 Peter’s unlocked version of the internet provided them with access to VOIP services—but neither her parents nor her sister answered. Either the phones were still down for them, or…
 She didn’t want to think about it. The others had their own reactions—Ruby insisted her family were “somewhere nicer” but didn’t want to look for them unless she knew they were already infected.
 Sam barely mentioned them. “Mom’s safer in Mexico. That asshole who—hope my father gets whatever you got, Way. Nothing personal or nothin’, but he deserves it. You don’t—except maybe you did, for making me taste this.”
 He pushed the bowl away with one hardened claw, disgust on his face. “Absolutely vile.”
 “It’s not that bad,” Peter argued, pulling it over to himself. “If this sucks, try hay. Dry grass, tastes like a mouthful of nothing. At least this has flavor. Earthy… it’s the boiling that makes it like this. We’ll work on it.”
 And by we, you mean me. He even looked at her while he said it.
 “But while we’re here, we have an advantage. We don’t have soldiers breathing down our backs, or anyone who knows we’re out here. We have time to learn how these bodies work.”
 “You mean like,” Sam began.
 Way didn’t even know where he was going, but she cut him off anyway. “Probably not like that. I mean the… what did you call it, Peter?”
 “Noncausal influence,” he said. “It’s a bigger deal than being a horse, honestly. We already knew weird animals could exist. But this:” Way’s empty bowl lifted off the table in front of her. Peter watched it intently, apparently guiding it into the sink. He set it down again a second later, without breaking it. Somehow.
 “Everyone here can do this, except maybe the bird. Measurements we took made it seem like it was the horn that produces the—energy. We never had time to test the limits of what we can move. Maybe we can stop bullets. Or maybe it’s like having hands, but worse.”
 “I’m suggesting we don’t just take the next few days or weeks to sit around and eat through our supplies. We’ve got files from the supercomputer—we’ve got Peter.”
 “And Zalenka’s notebook,” Ruby said. “Not looking forward to getting it out of the car. But we’ll need it to make sense of what was in the computer.”
 “Wait, what?” Peter stared, his expression turning increasingly confused. “You have one of Professor Zalenka’s notebooks?”
 She nodded. “It’s a long story. I think he tried to run away from the base before this all started. Ended up at the diner where I work, where he left it behind. Felt like it was intentional, but I don’t know why.”
 Peter whistled. “Damn. There are some old coworkers of mine who would probably kill for something like that. Too bad they shoved me in a cage and left me to die, or maybe I’d be inclined to share.”
 “But you won’t.” Sam said, rising from his seat at the same time Peter did. He moved slightly to the side, between Peter and the stairs. “You’re not going to tell anyone about us, right? We don’t need unmarked vans and helicopters coming for us.”
 “Absolutely not, fuck those guys,” Peter said, exasperated. “If we find something in our research, something that seems like it might be vital to the human race or whatever—we can talk about how to share it. Otherwise, my lips are sealed. I’m not going back into a cage.”
 “We should give plenty of attention to the other details, anyway,” Way said. “This—moving stuff around. Noncausal… magic. We should all be able to use it.”
 “And while you’re learning, I’ll keep an eye on what’s happening outside,” Sam said. “I can watch the internet. Wouldn’t want to be hiding in this cabin looking like animals if they cracked a cure.”
 Way didn’t laugh at the idea, no matter how remote it seemed. A cure—she wouldn’t let herself get too hopeful about that. The whole human race was out of its depth.
 They spent the evening extricating Zalenka’s notebook from her car. Ruby stayed up most of that night reading it, and trying to make sense of the measurements the “resonator” had made along with the university’s supercomputer.
 The sun was up again when she slipped into bed opposite Way, rousing her from uneasy sleep. Way rolled over to look at her. “Ruby?”
 “I should’ve realized,” Ruby muttered. Was she even trying to be heard? “It’s so simple, so obvious. No one has any idea.”
 “About what?”
 Ruby flicked on the light, blinding Way and stealing any remaining tiredness. “That device you found Peter in, the one that was hurting him. I couldn’t figure out why they would be taking measurements at the university. Military has their own supercomputers, they don’t need time on ours.”
 Way yawned and stretched, extending both forelegs to either side. She couldn’t sit up quite the same way, but she tried anyway, if only by reflex. “You figured it out?”
 “The Resonator wasn’t measuring Peter, it was extracting something from him. Thaumic noncausal charge—magic. It was trying to use it on the school. Before you broke it and the readings stopped, I mean.”
 “Use it,” she repeated. She flung off the sheets—then realized she wasn’t wearing anything underneath, and replaced them again. “On the school? What does that even mean?”
 Ruby shrugged. “Not the building, or even the people there. More like—the spacetime. There was…” she shifted in bed, moaning faintly in pain. Her hair was matted with sweat, eyes red and bloodshot. And she’d apparently worked so hard she lost about an inch of height.
 “Something changing there. Not sure if it was the number of people or what. But it was getting worse, and they wanted to find a way to stop it. Or… deliberately make it worse? I need to do more reading.”
 “Right now what you need is sleep.” Way clambered out of bed, sliding down the unusual distance to the floor before catching herself on just two legs. She couldn’t make it more than a step before she fell forward again onto her hooves. Her tail swished rapidly behind her in frustration. “Get some rest, Ruby. You’re still sick, remember. If the infection kills you, it transforms you into a horrifying monster.”
 She chuckled, then flicked off the light. “Yeah. I remember. Thanks, E-Way. That’s such a silly name.”
 “I’ll think of something better eventually,” Way muttered. “When I’m ready. Feels like if I choose a new name, it would be like admitting—”
 Loud snoring filled the room, and Ruby fell sideways into bed. Good for her, she needed the rest.
 Way found Peter already in the kitchen, trying and failing to turn scoopfuls of oats into—she couldn’t even guess what. Batter? It smelled okay, but looked like brown goop with bits of hard shell floating in it. “Morning, Way,” he hopped down from the stool he’d been using to reach the counter, facing her. “How’d you sleep?”
 “Shit,” she answered, without thinking. “Can’t sleep the way I want with this body. Legs won’t go where they’re supposed to, and if I move too fast I crush my—” she trailed off, looking awkwardly away. “It sucked.”
 “Takes some getting used to,” Peter said, apparently ignoring her remark. He gestured out the window, where it was still dark. “Planned to go for a walk before the sun came up, somewhere to practice, like you said you wanted. More interesting than a garage.”
 “There are trails back there, along the creek. Eventually leads to a little waterfall.”
 He grinned. “Perfect. We could get all zen, master the inner self, whatever.”
 Way raised an eyebrow. “Even if we call it magic, it’s not really. It must behave according to predictable rules. If someone knew them, they could give us instructions.”
 “What if I bring snacks?”
 Way had to decide.
  	“Sure, we can practice together.” Maybe if she agreed, he would be more open about what the military was doing.
 	“No, you need to be honest with us…” There’s no way he didn’t know what Ruby figured out. He did seem desperate to leave the university…
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 “Fine,” Way eventually said. “But I don’t care how long you were stuck in that cage without company; no being weird.”
 He levitated something over his shoulder, floating it off the counter. At first she thought it might be a satchel, though the size was wrong. It fit him too well, and obviously they didn’t have anything in the correct size. But then she realized: it was an old lunchbox with a strap, something she or her sister had used in their childhood.
 “I got it. You need time. Anyone would.” They slipped out the back door together, then through the backyard. It was quite large, with a steep slope down one side that made much of it useless. A wooden deck near the house held the covered hottub, along with an old grill, and metal storage shed.
 “Does this thing work?” Peter nudged the spa with his hoof. “Would be a pretty relaxing way to spend the night.”
 She nodded absently. “We store it dry, so we’d need to fill it first. Uses gas for heating—that big tank against the fence? But we use that gas for the oven and stove too. Not sure how much is left in there, but… I doubt we’d be able to get a refill.”
 He sighed. “C’est la vie. But this was never going to last for long-term, anyway. Sooner or later, we’ll either get caught, or run out of supplies and have to find the other freaks.”
 She led him down a set of steps cut into the hillside, towards the edge of the property. They passed trees, including the treehouse she had once helped construct. What would that kid think of her now, if he was watching from the branches? Would she be big enough to give him a ride?
 They came to the back fence, with its rusty padlock. This one was a simple combination, not a key. She flicked her tail towards it, then stepped aside. “Show me some of those powers. Code is 151.”
 “Very secure.” The lock glowed, along with his horn. The wheels turned, then it settled into place, and clicked open. He levitated the small gate open, and held one leg out, like some gentleman escorting a classy friend. “After you.”
 “I would hope so. I’m the one who knows where I’m going.” She glanced nervously outside, looking up and down the path. It continued along the stream, marked by gravel set into the dirt. Nothing looked different from the many times she’d walked this trail in the past, or suggested others might be up using it.
 She led the way, even if that meant being in front of him. Walking on four legs on damp ground meant feeling the strange touch of mud and gravel against what should’ve been her hands, though of course wasn’t.
 One day she might adjust to the strange sensitivity of what she expected to be flat blobs of flesh, but not today. It probably served a purpose, considering it let her know how to balance over rough ground, when some patches were strong enough to hold her weight, and others were going to slip. Way wasn’t just going out there to train magic, but walking too.
 The sun was up by the time they reached the little waterfall and pond. Peter jumped into the water to swim, which was only now deep enough for them. Way spent a few minutes waiting beside the water, growing impatient with the discomfort of sweaty fur.
 “Are you actually gonna teach me something, Peter? Or did you just want to swim?”
 He emerged from the pond nearby, shaking the water away from himself like a dog. A few drops sprayed around her. “Just trying to relax. You think it’s easy to break the laws of physics?”
 “I… have no idea,” she admitted. “But I don’t think that’s what we’re really doing. NEM10 has to follow the same rules as the rest of our world, even if we don’t know them yet. Same with what you do, floating things around. Calling it magic just makes it intentionally unapproachable—is that what you’re doing? Making it seem more arcane, so we’ll value your knowledge more?”
 He didn’t answer for a few seconds, staring directly back into her face. “Ruby said you dropped out of university,” he eventually said. “What caused that travesty, Way? Whatever field you would’ve joined could benefit from your insight.”
 She flushed, ears folding involuntarily back. She would not get flustered from a simple compliment. “No, it wouldn’t. I worked in food service. Waiting tables is the limit of my capacity. Now, are you going to teach me or not?”
 Peter sat on his haunches in the moss, staring across the water. “Waiting tables is the limit of my capacity,” he repeated, doing his best to imitate her tone. “Now teach me to use my thoughts to move objects.” He raised a hoof to silence her, preemptively. “Find somewhere comfortable, and pick something to look at nearby, something light, with clear edges.”
 She groaned, then obeyed. There was no perfectly comfortable position, not with clothing abandoned and the fear of discovery always present at the back of her mind. Any second strangers might stumble up that hill. Would it be worse if they were random tourists, or other semi-locals that Elliot had met on previous family vacations?
 But she heard no footsteps then, just the gentle rumble and splatter of drops of the modest waterfall. “Okay, then what?”
 He shrugged. “If you came into this expecting a university-level course, that isn’t where we’re going. I figured it by accident, while locked in my isolation cell. Didn’t even leave me a damn bible to read to pass the time, so… kinda figuring this stuff out as I went. Maybe you’ll discover a better way, and outpace everything I did. I’m not the expert, I was just here first.”
 He wasn’t sitting that far away. Just out of reach with her legs, if she stretched. She’d chosen that spot deliberately. “You mean this wasn’t what they were studying on that base? I thought they had something that was causing people to change. And maybe someone flew too close to the sun—Zalenka, maybe. Though he wasn’t the first subject, because he wrote about someone else in his notes.”
 “Sounds like you know more than I do,” he said, tilting his head to the side. “I’m glad you’re so well-informed. Do you want to practice or not?”
 She did. This skill was much too useful to ignore, even if it meant tolerating the one teaching her. Peter didn’t teach with particular confidence—she probably wouldn’t have even believed his lessons, except that he could demonstrate their success right in front of her.
 The sun was high overhead, and her stomach had begun to protest before she finally managed to move something intentionally. Not skillfully, or with any particular direction. But she yanked the lunchbox off a nearby rock and over to her, hard enough to rattle its contents around inside.
 “That does correspond with previous observations,” he said. “Desire matters more than any other condition. When you opened the gate, now this. It’s the most reliable way to produce results. But if you rely on it, you won’t be able to use your powers reliably. You can’t count on external pressure to drive you.”
 He turned, and the lunchbox unzipped itself. Inside wasn’t something out of a farming feed-bag, but a few packages of snacks from their human supplies, still in plastic. He gestured at a bag of nuts, and it floated over to him, splitting open along the seam. “Go on then, take something. But don’t touch it.”
 It took her another hour to manage that much, zipping into the air and smacking her in the face. Finally she got frustrated, and tore the package open with her teeth.
 The cheesy snack within tasted far worse than she remembered. Way was hungry enough to devour the entire package anyway, then a yogurt package next. “This feels so stupid, Peter. Like that movie about dudes staring at a goat… I’m just waiting for the punchline.”
 He circled past her, splashing into the shallow water. “The punchline is that we’re really living it. Thousands or maybe more people are doing it too. Except for them, they don’t have someone else who’s already been through it. Might think they’re haunted or something.”
 She groaned, stuffing the empty wrappers back into the lunchbox, then zipped it back up with her teeth. “Saying it like that makes us seem… kinda selfish. There are tons of people changing all over the place—almost every state had infections. None of them know what’s really going on, except maybe us. But we’re not telling.”
 Peter levitated the lunchbox back onto his shoulders. “That’s not how it works, Way. You’re not God, you can’t appear to everyone and warn them. There are already real authorities involved, and they’re putting the word out. But we should probably head back. Don’t want your friends to think I kidnapped you.”
 They didn’t run into anyone on the trip back—probably not that surprising, considering the dangers. If Way knew there was some infectious disease spreading rapidly through the population, she wouldn’t be out taking random trips either. They kept to the trees, though some portions were visible from the windows of homes along the way. But if anyone noticed their trip, they didn’t show it.
 Eventually they made it back. Peter was right, Ruby and Sam were worried about how long she’d been gone. So she assured them nothing bad happened, and promised to warn them if they went to practice again.
 She did practice again, every morning for the next week. There was never anything so formal as a schedule, or even a conversation between her and Peter to agree about their departure time. But he was always downstairs in the morning, always prepared for a trip.
 Technically it would’ve been safer to find a quiet room in the cabin and do it there. But Way had already spent much of her time since the disaster hiding from discovery. If they had to live like prisoners, they weren’t really living.
 Besides, she wasn’t the only one to take trips out of the cabin. Sam did it too, following the water to various ponds and even going with it all the way to the lake one day, returning with several fish he had caught and cooking them in the backyard. He offered to share the spoils, but no one was particularly interested.
 “I can’t believe I’m saying this…” Way said that evening, when the bird came inside with a plate of grilled fish, filleted to perfection. Her old self would’ve been there in an instant, mouth watering. Now it only turned her stomach. “I’ll stick to the oats.”
 “What about you, Ruby?” He set the plate down at the table, near several pages of notes.
 Ruby no longer sat like a human, or remotely looked like one. Only slightly larger size and stretched proportions suggested she had been anything else. But Way knew from sharing her bedroom that there was little of that humanity left. More painfully, she’d also shown no hint of her earlier feelings, either. It was actually over.
 Ruby turned up her nose at the plate, nudging it away with her mostly-melted hand. Only three fingers left, fused together with a thick nail on the end of each one. “I’m with Way.”
 “More for me.” Sam sauntered past them both, to the other end of the kitchen table. “Guess I’ll put the rest in the freezer. I can turn that wheatberry slush into something almost edible.”
 “No one caught you?” Peter asked, from his place across the room. He spent much of his free time in front of the other laptop, next to a wall covered with blank sheets of paper. They’d drawn a rough map of the country there, with approximations for the states, and colors suggesting various borders, “Isolation areas” and colors with few or no reported infections. “You’re hard to miss. And scarier than we are, with that beak and those claws. No one thinks a horse is coming to kill them.”
 “Maybe I flew,” Sam taunted, spreading his wings far to either side. Far enough to brush against the walls. “These aren’t just for show.”
 “You didn’t,” Way replied, floating her empty bowl past Sam, and tossing it into the sink. “Because if you had, you’d be bragging about it and not the fish. I know you.”
 The bird lifted one “hand” from the floor, narrowing his eyes and pointing in her direction. “The discerning Princess Blue has again bested me. But alas, my heart belongs to another—this delicious meal.”
 Which he proceeded to rip apart, so energetically that Way excused herself so she wouldn’t have to look. She wasn’t afraid of Sam, he’d never done anything remotely threatening, and only ever helped during their escape. But that didn’t mean she had to watch him tear that poor fish apart.
 By the time she was finished in the shower, she found Ruby in the bedroom, gathering up her notebooks and a few items of clothing into a duffel. She looked up as Way emerged from the bathroom, ears folding suddenly back in embarrassment. While she worked, she was on all fours.
 “Way. I meant to tell you.”
 “Tell me…” She stopped beside the bed, eyeing the duffel. “Not running off into the night, I hope. You hear what Peter said about Denver? They’ll catch you and ship you back, with the other infected.”
 Ruby laughed, voice nervous and distant. “Nah. Just downstairs.” She circled around the bed, then hugged Way in the awkward, animal way their strange new bodies permitted, resting her neck on her other side. Ruby was only just equal with her, and getting smaller every hour now. By morning, she’d be shorter by at least a head. “We’re not really—it’s nothing you did. But Sam—he’s…” She separated, then looked away. “We’ve been spending a lot of time together, while you’re with Peter. If it’s okay for you, than it’s fair for me too.”
 She lowered her voice, grinning mischievously. “We have to stay sane through this somehow. I’m not judging.”
 Way’s mouth fell open. “Ruby—hold up. You think Peter and I are—”
 “Sneaking off together for long hours every day,” she interrupted, still whispering. “Come on, Way. I’m not blind. I’m not saying it’s a bad thing, either. You’re surviving however you can. From what I’ve been reading, the mental effects of this mutation are more significant than anything previously studied—way deeper than Cordyceps manipulates insects. Gets right into the cortex. Though I wish we weren’t studying it from the inside…”
 “That’s not what it is,” Way stammered. “We’re practicing magic. You should come too—have you seen what he can do? Peter uses a keyboard like he still has hands. He can move multiple objects at once, lift stuff as heavy as me! We need to learn that power too!”
 Ruby shrugged her head under the duffel, and backed towards the door. “It’s okay, I won’t push it. You can talk to me when you’re ready.” She vanished out the door, leaving Way alone in the enormous master bedroom.
 Way had a choice to make.
 1. Go for a walk to clear her head. No one should notice her in the dark.
 2. Go talk to Peter. How could Ruby think something so stupid?
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 Way loved being out in nature.
 There was something instantly stress-relieving about a trip into the woods, taking away your sight of any nearby building or piece of infrastructure. On a typical trip you might not encounter more than a handful of humans for hours—or if you were lucky, none at all.
 Granted, she didn’t usually take those trips late at night, when her breath came in sharp gasps and her tail kept flicking angrily from side to side while she walked.
 The backyard was large and safe enough. If she kept facing one direction, she could pretend she was on one of those family trips she’d taken when she was younger. Her sister would be playing in the stream nearby, or her dad reciting some story or piece of advice. How much simpler life would be if she could go back.
 The backyard wasn’t built to be a comfortable walkway, though. Its ground sloped sharply downward except for the deck and the bottom along the river. Way lingered around the back of the house, staring up into a sky full of stars.
 All around the world, people were struggling with the same infection she was. How many of them had lost more than their species? How many other families and relationships would be ripped apart by this stupid infection.
 “Told him,” said a voice, echoing out from a window on the far side. Way’s ears swiveled, pointing back that way involuntarily. She froze in place, senses going sharp. She would be so much better off if she didn’t overhear, yet…
 “Guess it didn’t go well?” That was Sam’s voice, surprisingly concerned for the bird-creature who had just stolen her girlfriend.
 “He’ll—she’ll be fine,” Rose said. A door clicked, and something rustled around inside. Clothes maybe, though she already hadn’t been wearing much. They would soon all have adopted that same dress code. At least they could all share in each other’s embarrassment. “I’m sure she understands. I’m not gay. I get that she’s still into girls, but—”
 They met. Her ears weren’t good enough to pick out exactly how, but it came with a soft sound, like fabric rubbing together. Maybe a kiss, though she didn’t know how that even worked with a beak.
 Sam was the one to break the silence, breathless. “Probably… isn’t,” he said. “Might think she is. But if you gave her a chance, it would just get uncomfortable. If she got what I got, she’s not interested. Look at how fast she started spending time with Peter.”
 Way shifted on the deck, straining in their direction. She nearly spoke, but then the deck creaked.
 “You think—” Ruby said, much quieter. “No.”
 “Doesn’t matter,” Sam replied, laughing. “This place has thin walls, Ruby. But I don’t wanna go out on our own. Princess Blue’s good at this survival stuff. We’re better off with her than without her.”
 Way had about enough of accidentally overhearing conversations. She continued off the deck, down the steps, and through the fence onto the trail. They didn’t lock the gate anymore, only hanging the lock in place as though it were locked. Given the obvious signs of occupation in the house, there was little chance to expect a random robbery.
 Way’s tail flicked sharply behind her, smacking into one of the nearby trees. Maybe she should invite Peter to share her room. The others were already whispering about her. Would it really be so bad?
 He was military of some kind, and still much better with his powers than she was. He would probably be upstairs by the computer at that moment, making the news from all the other people who still had internet connections. The government could try to keep them all quiet, but there was just too much infrastructure. It had holes.
 No. She would not think about the way he grinned back at her from the water. She wasn’t desperate to have someone hold her again. She wanted someone to hold. She wouldn’t let a guy close to her like that.
 Way did not go back to him that night. Instead she walked through much of the night, using the glow of her horn to light her way through the trees. Branches and leaves and mud clung to her as she walked, forcing her way through trails that weren’t any she’d used as a child. But if deer could use them, she could too.
 She fought through tiredness, more a background ache than anything that really bothered her. Not to the pond or the waterfall, but higher, ascending awkward switchbacks until she could go no higher, and the trail emerged on a peak.
 She sat on her haunches then, finally letting herself rest. The stress and exhaustion and difficulty of the trip had long since erased whatever discomfort had drawn her up there. Here at last, she found some peace.
 She must’ve dozed at some point, because something finally woke her. Someone nudged her, a faint touch on her shoulder. Gentle, enough that her mind returned slowly. “Ruby? Don’t… worry about the coffee. I set a timer on the—” She opened one eye, then froze.
 She was in the dirt, her fur smeared with it, leaves caught in her mane around her face. More importantly, there was an animal looking at her.
 That was her first impression, anyway. The instinct was old and didn’t last long, not in the face of the colorful muzzle dominating the bottom of her vision. This wasn’t a wild deer, or a horse. Not with a face that was bright yellow, save for a little patch of cream down his face, and that ginger orange falling messy over his face. He even had a little facial hair, though it was as disheveled as the rest of him.
 “Miss? You probably shouldn’t be asleep up here. I mean—the town doesn’t seem friendly. Someone might catch you.”
 Not just his voice—there were many nearby, a low rumble loud enough to mistake for a distant wind. Way blinked, then recoiled from him, leaping to her hooves.
 She’d been adapting. Even right after sleeping, she didn’t try to stand on two legs and trip herself.
 The pony in front of her dressed more than almost anyone she’d seen, with a cloak or jacket over his back and fastened around his neck. He had bags on his back too, protruding from the jacket just a little. Purpose built—saddlebags? Maybe they should’ve bought more than just feed at the farming supply store. “What—”
 Behind him were—dozens, maybe hundreds of people. Way’s words strangled in her throat as she looked back, and realized what she was seeing.
 A convoy cut across the fire road below, about a hundred meters down the slope. They were horses mostly—a handful of other things, too far away to get a good look. A smattering of partially-changed humans still on two legs.
 Many pulled wheeled carts or wagons packed with supplies. Small ones skipped and played as they followed the convoy. She stared a little longer, eyes adjusting to the light of full day. The ones on the edges carried guns, a smattering of rifles and shotguns mostly. And if she looked a little further—a single ranger vehicle followed at a great distance, its lights flashing.
 “We’re heading to the city called… Denver,” the stallion said, extending a hoof towards her. “It’s still a few days from here. But it will be better when we get there. There are only infected there. We’ll be safer.”
 She nearly took his hoof. He sounded so gentle, but clearly had the strength to hike all the way to the top for her. He could’ve just kept walking.
 Ruby didn’t want her anymore, Sam was just as capable with practical stuff. Peter had the computer to keep him occupied, the computer speaking warnings about…
 She took the offered hoof anyway, and moved closer to him. “Have you heard about what’s happening in the Isolation zones? I have. There’s a mesh up now, word gets out.”
 The stallion was a unicorn too, which she only noticed when little leaves and twigs floated away from her head. It took less than a second, a hundred little objects unraveled themselves without tugging on her mane, then fell to the floor around her. So fast that she wouldn’t have noticed how incredible it was, except that she’d been practicing her own magic daily for a week.
 Holy shit how did he do that.
 “We’re told there’s safety waiting in the Isolation Zones,” he said. “Food, water, and safety from random acts of violence. This world has too many deadly weapons and too many who are willing to use them.”
 He nodded towards the ones trailing at the back of the group. Not ponies, now that she had a better view. They were birds too, like Sam. Or not quite like him—they were bigger, a large male almost twice the size of the mare urging her child to speed up from nearby. Almost as tall as a human being, with all that muscle…
 “There are walls going up around the city,” Way said, a little louder. “Guard towers. Fences of razor wire. You’re walking into a prison.”
 He smiled sadly. “I’m afraid we have to walk somewhere.” His horn flashed briefly white, and she felt a sudden wave of hot air rush against her. Moisture came with it, relaxing her mane, and passing pleasantly over her coat. “There. Ready for your debut on the fashion scene. Or to join our Caravan for safety. What’s your name, miss?”
 “Uh…” her tail flicked nervously to either side. When she looked down, she saw what he meant—flat sheets of dirt and mud had fallen away from her body, leaving faint impressions of her outline. “I’m not really sure anymore. I’ve been going by Way, but I know how stupid that sounds.”
 He shrugged. “Not that stupid. Just… incomplete.” He glanced briefly at her, eyes lingering near the back. Somehow, she didn’t mind the attention. “If you know so much about what’s ahead, maybe you should come with us. Could be our Wayfinder.” He chuckled nervously, retreating towards the trail he’d used. Obviously expecting her to follow. “It’s an old name for navigator, that matches your—you get it.”
 Way nodded, ears folding back to match his nervousness. She glanced back the way she’d come. “You’re okay getting locked into a prison? That’s the way you’re finding. Into a gate. There were monsters in there.”
 He nodded solemnly. “The cruelty of this disease. More reason to go. The ponies of this world are completely unprepared. Sometimes the ample weapons of this place are effective. Sometimes magic is required, magic they don’t know how to use.”
 His jacket-thing pulled aside on its own, exposing the saddlebags underneath. They didn’t look like they’d been snatched from a farming store—they fit him perfectly, with straps under his belly to keep them secure. No place for an actual saddle—they were for his own use.
 They were overflowing with books, heavy tomes resembling props from some renaissance faire, with text she could not read along their spines. “I brought the magic. We’ll give the victims their peace. Then… make something of the space, and wait for this world to adapt. It may take some time, but that’s fine. Ponies live long enough to wait.”
 He tugged on her again, this time without touching her. The tug was disciplined on her foreleg, not lifting her the way Peter had done a few times now. Exactly what a human could’ve done with a gentle tug. “You’ll be safer with us than hiding in the weeds.”
 “I’m hiding with my friends,” she corrected, reflexively. “We’ve got a place. Not… big enough for all those people.”
 The pony’s ears drooped again. “Oh. Well… you should tell your friends to join us! We’re walking, so we can’t go faster than the wagons anyway. You’ll be happier with other ponies than hiding out with humans.”
 He lowered his voice to a distant whisper. “They might kill you. I’ve heard of it happening. Your neighbors and friends turning against you, terrified of being infected. Maybe the Isolation Zone is a prison, but prisons can keep us safe too.”
 Way considered what to do. Despite her friction with Ruby right now, she probably could convince her friends to join this caravan. Now that the fear of a nuclear device was gone, even Peter would probably come with them if they left.
 She had to decide.
 1. Convince everyone to join the caravan.
2. Find a way to stay in touch with the caravan, but stay in Granite Bluff.
3. Retreat as quickly as possible to avoid notice by the authorities. You’re safer where you are!
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Refusing someone who looked so friendly wasn’t an easy thing for Way, but she did her best. There was something about this horse, something she’d not seen in anyone else she met so far. An effortless, casual kindness, remaining calm despite the grim outlook.
 If she could act like that more often, maybe her friends would trust her better. “I like the sound of… Wayfinder,” she said, grinning nervously. “Maybe I’ll use it.”
 “That’s great! I hope—” he glanced back down the hill, and his expression turned suddenly sad. “You’re not coming with us, are you?”
 She took a single nervous step back. “My friends and I worked hard to get away from Denver, we’re not going back.”
 His ears folded, and his tail fell limp. Still showed emotions the same way as other ponies, too.
 She took a few hurried steps over, catching up with him. She couldn’t linger here for much longer without being noticed by those rangers. Technically they’d probably seen her already. But with so many ponies to watch, surely they wouldn’t be too focused on her. “We could stay in touch! If living there seems safe in the long-term… we’d rather go than hide here. What’s your contact info?”
 She hadn’t actually brought anything, on account of when she’d run away the night before. Her friends would probably be worried about her anyway. However bitter she might be about Ruby’s choice, they were still friends. Maybe she would even keep treating her like a sister.
 “Don’t carry my phone anymore, since I’ve got no hands. Uh…”
 “There are ponies in our group carrying ‘phones,'” he said. “They do not seem to work very reliably. The magic of their function is unknown to me. Yet I do have…”
 He floated something out of his saddlebags, one of many books from inside, and offered it to her. “Here. I’ve made copies, in case we ran into other ponies with… potential. I certainly believe you qualify, miss Wayfinder.”
 She caught the book out of the air, focusing on it with deliberate energy. She would have to thank Peter for taking her along for that magic practice, otherwise she couldn’t have done that much. Something made her not want the stranger to see her struggle. Maybe it was how good he was by comparison.
 The book had a simple title in block letters, embossed onto the page. “Fundamentals of Thaumic Theory and Practice: Adult Remedial Guide”
 “It’s one of my favorites. Not just because the publisher hired me to write the foreword, either. Missing Quill Press really does have the best approach to adult education. Talking to you like foals doesn’t help anypony.”
 “Anypony.” She giggled, lowering the book carefully to the ground in front of her. If she held it for too long, she was going to lose control and damage it, or toss it away in some random direction. “Did you write your number in the cover?”
 He shook his head. “If you’re not intending to come with us, you should probably go. That horseless carriage is getting closer. The driver should have their view obscured by the hill in a moment. Abscond to your friends while the opportunity presents itself.”
 She tucked the book under her foreleg, nodding gratefully. “I’ll do that.” She backed away, towards the trail that brought her up there. “Sorry I’m not—” she hesitated. “Wait, I never got your name!”
 He waved her away with his foreleg. “Now, Wayfinder! Maybe I’ll see you in Denver!”
 She darted away down the trail. There was some advantage to four legs: she managed to keep her footing the whole way back, even carrying something. She didn’t look back to see how closely the ranger was following. Had they seen her look away? Maybe the pale of her coat and green mane would help her blend in.
 She made it back home about an hour later, close to what she guessed was noon. She slipped in through the fence which was already open. Peter and Sam were both there, working with a length of pipe and a few vaguely-gross looking old machines.
 Sam saw her first and waved with one wing. “Way’s back!”
 “Guilty,” she made her way up the slope to the deck. “You took apart the old aquarium?” Not just that: they had the heavy cover off the hot tub, and several mismatched hoses and lengths of tubing all unrolled over the wood.
 Peter looked up from his work, lowering a magnifying lens from his face. Despite their practice together, the other unicorn was still better at those powers than she was. For now. “We put a few basic facts together. Lots of these cabins are empty—vacation homes with no one here to vacation. Plenty have grills outside, with tanks of propane just sitting there.”
 “And there’s a stream,” Sam continued, straightening as she approached. Bits of tape clung to his claws and fur at different points—he was the one attaching hoses together. “Might as well get the hot tub working.”
 He glanced down at the book tucked under her shoulder. “Thought you ran off or something. You should tell Ruby you were just out reading. She was worried about you.”
 Sure, now she cares. That thought wasn’t fair, of course. She swallowed it quickly. “Pumps in the hot tub aren’t made for dirty water. If it’s got leaves or sediment, you’ll just burn them out and break the tub.”
 “That’s what the buckets are for!” Peter said, gesturing off to the side. “Crushing that charcoal won’t be fun. But having a hot tub will be.”
 She raised an eyebrow, watching the unicorn. Of course she knew he was a soldier of some kind, with real military training. Apparently that included survival. The sand, cheesecloth from the kitchen… it would probably work for a filter. Not ideal for drinking, but she didn’t plan to drink out of a hot tub. “One more thing. Don’t go around stealing right now. The rangers are looking for ponies around town. We should probably get inside and shut the windows for a few days, pretend the house is unoccupied. No hot tub projects.”
 “Rangers? Like… national park rangers? Or army?”
 “First one, I think. They were far away, but I’m pretty sure I recognized the guy driving the truck. We ski together most winters.”
 He levitated several tools into the pack, then zipped it closed, rising to all four hooves. “Sorry birdbrain. We’ll have to take a rain check on the relaxation.”
 She smiled involuntarily at how fast Peter moved. Unlike Sam, he was on his hooves in a second, levitating the cabin door open. At least someone here took her seriously. Even Sam dragged his claws most of the way down the deck. “How do you know they were looking for us?”
 She passed Peter through the door. “Because there were hundreds of ponies. A… caravan heading for Denver. More than I’ve ever seen in one place, most of them as badly mutated as we are. A few infected who haven’t turned all the way.”
 “Way!” Ruby appeared from just inside, moving on all fours. She flung both forelegs over Way’s neck, and had to reach up to do it. She clung tight, touching her cheek against Way’s. “You came back!”
 Since when did you get short? Way smiled back at her, looking distant. “Course I did. I just went for a walk.”
 “All night!” Ruby pulled away just as sharply, glaring up at her. Her girlfriend was no longer bigger than Way. Without her horn, she’d probably be a full head shorter. She had a slightly stockier build, closer to Peter in general shape. But Peter was about her height, not smaller. “That’s not safe, Way! You can’t do that!”
 She probably would’ve kept going, except she felt the lump under Way’s shoulder, and her eyes locked on it. “You were reading?”
 “We have more important things to worry about right now,” Peter said, speaking over her. “There’s a group of infected passing nearby, which means the authorities will be scrutinizing the area to make sure none of them leave. All the broadcasts and orders are clear about what we have to do: travel as directly and quickly as possible to an isolation zone. We’re not doing that, so…”
 “He wants to shut the place down,” Sam finished. “Like they care enough to look. There’s thousands of other cabins out there. Like they care about this one!”
 Peter’s horn glowed. All around the room, the blinds snapped closed. The door shut behind them, and locked. “They might go door to door. Time to look like we’re an empty vacation home for a while.”
 “You agree with him?” Sam asked. “You know Granite Bluff, Way. And you’re the one who saw this.”
 She didn’t have to think for long about a decision this time. “Yeah, I agree with him. If we don’t want to get forced into the caravan, we hide.” She met Peter’s eyes as she said it, and the unicorn smiled gratefully back. He did not want to do what the authorities told them. “And it’s… Wayfinder,” she added, ears folding backward when she said it. “It sounds more like a name.”
 “More like a random word,” Sam grunted. “Whatever you command, Princess Blue.”
 “Wayfinder,” Peter repeated. He moved past her through the kitchen to the next room, levitating more windows shut as he went. “I like it.”
 “We came to hide,” Ruby finally said, exasperated. “I guess that means we keep our heads down for a few days, until the danger’s gone. Seems fancy, like how you look.”
 That was what they did. It took about ten minutes to get everything shut, every window covered and all the locks in place. Peter went a step further, and switched off the breaker to everywhere but the kitchen and the basement. “So we don’t make any stupid mistakes.”
 Sam made no secret about how unhappy he was, and how unlikely he apparently thought rangers would pass this winding mountain road and care to investigate one cabin among many with people living there.
 Ruby said nothing, clearly not wanting to upset the bird. If she didn’t like what they were doing, she kept quiet about it.
 There were disadvantages to keeping the place shut tight. It meant the cabin got uncomfortably cold at night, and dark. The basement had enough light and space for everyone, though not with any level of privacy. She had to watch Sam and Ruby make a bed to share from quilts and cushions, even if they didn’t make her hear anything else they did.
 I can do that too. Wayfinder could make them uncomfortable too. Force Ruby to watch, like she was apparently okay with Wayfinder having to do. When Peter brought over the sleeping bags, she waved him over. “We don’t have to sleep on the floor. Couch is a pull-out.”
 “We?” He raised an eyebrow, breath fogging in front of him. “I didn’t think–“
 “We,” she repeated, exasperated. “You said we shouldn’t run the heater. So it’s your fault I’m chilly.”
 “Oh, I see,” he patted her shoulder. “Strictly about conserving warmth, I understand. There are no ulterior motives here.”
 Stop grinning like that! “I call dibs on the left side.”
 That decision was easy enough to make. Less so what she planned to do about the book she’d acquired that day. Not so nice as contact info for the pony who’d helped give her a name. But the title alone was interesting enough that she wasn’t sure whether she wanted to trust anyone else with it.
 Once the others started to doze, she rolled silently out of bed, then…
 1. Brought Peter to read with her. He’d been on her side this long, she could trust him with this.
 2. Woke Ruby to share the book with. She was more trustworthy than Peter, despite recent events.
 3. Went alone to read. She would decide whether to share after seeing what was in the book.
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Share with Nobody (43%)
 Wayfinder spent a few minutes agonizing over who to share her information with. Ruby was more reliable, and despite their falling out, she could still trust her in ways that Peter hadn’t earned yet. On the other hand, Peter was the one who’d been teaching her magic the last week. If anyone deserved to share what she was learning, it was him.
 But if she brought them both, they’d butt heads—Peter did not get along very well with Ruby. I’ll just read first, then tell them both what I find. Maybe the stranger’s book would be worthless, and she wouldn’t have gotten their hopes up for nothing.
 She slipped out of bed, then retreated around the corner and up the steps to the ground floor. There she could dig out the book from where she’d stashed it in the shelf of coffee table books, and lock herself in the interior bathroom to read—the one without any walls on the outside, and no windows to show the glow of her flashlight.
 Finally, she had a moment to read.
 The book was unlike anything she’d bought or read in her life: with thick paper like an antique, and a strangely stiff cover. Though she couldn’t quite explain why, it felt closer to the “right” size for a book.
 Even the title was strange: “Fundamentals of Thaumic Theory and Practice: Adult Remedial Guide.” That strange pony just accepted that people knew what unicorns were. Didn’t he say he…
 “Foreword by Royal Crystaler, Sunburst”
 Sunburst. She thought over the name in her mind, bracing the book up against the bathroom floor. She got as comfortable as she could on one of the puffy mats to read, flipping through to the foreword. There it was, with that same name at the front.
 Maybe you picked up this book because you’re a little like me. You spent your life reading about the theory of magic, but you feared the practical. Levitation is enough, and casting any real spells invited consequences. One wrong move, and you could transfigure your family into houseplants! Or maybe you teleport yourself directly into the wall of a house.
 I won’t tell you those fears aren’t legitimate. Terrible mistakes do happen; it would be a lie to say otherwise. But here’s the important part. You will not be jumping with both hooves into advanced spellcraft, with the lives of many creatures depending on your ability from the first.
 The powers of other tribes are dangerous too. Earth Pony might has left creatures crushed to death under great weight, or injured by accident in moments of enthusiasm. Every year pegasi are killed in the course of their flight, often while supervising Equestria’s weather.
 The whole world can be a dangerous place. If you restrict your knowledge to the theoretical, then you enclose the domain of what you can accomplish. One day you’ll come to a problem that levitation alone can’t fix. You decide today whether you’ll be ready to fix it when the moment comes.
 Missing Quill Press has in these pages perfected a system to help ponies like yourselves, who by circumstance, fate, or fear were not able to devote themselves to their tribal magic, but want to. Without it, I might still be cowering behind my books and letting other ponies protect me.
 Not anymore. If you…”
 He went on like that for another page or two, sharing a motivational story about how he had apparently developed a deep mastery of magic over the course of years, using a system the pages contained.
 They know about levitation. Is there more than that?
 There was a great deal more than that. She flipped through the beginning pages about “light spells,” through it to spells to find lost things, fix broken things, or heal wounds. It went on and on, with the latter half entirely full of these “spells.”
 She stopped on the very last entry in the list, which showed a complex four-page diagram that purported to enable “Instantaneous short-range teleportation.” Dozens of warnings surrounded the diagram, whole paragraphs about how easy it was to get hurt while using it improperly, and how to modify the spell to practice on small objects.
 Spells.
 She slumped back against the wall, head spinning at the thought. Without consciously thinking of her desire to do so, she flipped through the book page after page, slowing at titles that interested her, then continuing on.
 One crazy genius didn’t come up with all this in his mountain cabin alone. The patterns of these “spells” belonged to no language she’d ever seen, yet they showed distinct symmetry, organization, and meaning. But one question persisted above them all, no matter how promising this insight might be.
 Does it work?
 For that, she had to do more reading. Wayfinder’s tiredness vanished completely. She turned to the first chapter, then read—about how spellcraft for all unicorns began “before the cutie mark” in response to the development of some organ formed deep in the brain, which gathered and stored “thaumic potential.” She read about how the mind could exercise and develop the ability to perform useful work with that potential, just like someone could master advanced mathematics through practice and repetition.
 She couldn’t say how long it took her to get through those first few chapters of reference, to the first “spell” it suggested, the exercise of “horn illumination.”
 Not a true spell, as it explained:
 The illumination of a pony’s horn while casting is typically not a desired outcome of the spell, but the thaumic waste expelled while magical potential is invoked. Just as a heating element can be made by deliberately increasing resistance, so can your horn become resistive with your will, translating energy directly into light.
 This is among the first and most useful practice exercises, since it allows you to safely exhaust and expel your magic, training the carbuncle within to hold greater magic over time, and forcing the development of mental discipline as the power develops. Unless you make frequent daily use of levitation, you will likely need to devote considerable time each day to exercises like this before you have any hope of more advanced magic.”
 It came with a chart, rating a pony’s strength based on how long they could sustain the light of a vibrant candle from magic alone, along with different “typical” ages.
  foal: 1-60 seconds (excluding magical surges)
weanling: 1-10 minutes
yearling: 20-60 minutes
filly/colt: 1-2 hours
newly-marked: 3-6 hours
adult: 6-12 hours
venerable: 1-3 days
ancient: indefinite
 
 Do not be alarmed if you fall well below your expected stage. So would an Earth Pony who had never once worn a harness and stepped onto the field. Any ability must be trained to be developed. Mark your progress in a journal. Do not attempt the spells listed later in this book until you can maintain a candle-flame for at least 6 hours, unless an instructor suggests otherwise.
 Magical burnout afflicts unicorns all across Equestria, regardless of age. Do not compare yourself to young ponies who have devoted their lives to this practice—but to yourself the day before.”
 It then continued with fairly simple instructions for the method, with several pages devoted to different methods to enter the desired mental state. It didn’t even feel like reading, more like having her first bite of real food after months sipping gruel.
 Something banged against the door, loud enough to startle her back to reality. She stumbled out the bathroom door, her legs still numb from how long she’d been lying in that position. That sound was from the front door—only a few feet away. The way they pounded was more like police.
 “What the hell is that!” Sam, calling up from downstairs. But he wasn’t going to reach the door first, not with Wayfinder already upstairs.
 The power might be off, but she didn’t seem to need that. Pleasant blue light illuminated the bottom floor all the way to the door.
 She couldn’t reach the top viewing window. She considered briefly retreating back downstairs, pretending she hadn’t heard anything. Then the pounding stopped, and she heard the voice behind the wall.
 “Rangers! Open the door!”
 Rangers. Because the forestry service routinely demanded entry into homes in the middle of the night. But that was only half of what she noticed.
 “I can’t do that, Rudolph! You’re safer over there!”
 That made the pounding stop. A few seconds later, and a face appeared at the bottom of the stairs: Sam, looking upset, maybe afraid. “Princess, what the hell are you doing?” he hissed, voice somehow quiet and demanding at the same moment. Almost impressive. “You can’t just tell them we’re here!”
 Hopefully Rudolph couldn’t hear through the door. “Eliza? Your family is here?”
 Wayfinder flushed, her tail tucking between her legs and ears folding backward. But what was Rudolph supposed to think? She didn’t sound like herself anymore.
 “Some of us,” she said. “Please, Rudolph, pretend you didn’t see anything. We’re not trying to cause anyone any trouble. We’re just keeping our heads down until the world turns sane again. What are you even doing here?”
 That provoked thoughtful silence. She winced, imagining his face on the other side. The same kid she spent weeks on the slopes with each winter, daring each other to increasing bravery. More than once that meant going past fences, down areas not meant for the public. If he could break the rules today…
 “After the caravan moved through town… we got calls that one of the infected was walking this way. Might’ve been seen near these cabins. I’ve got to knock on all of them… look, is Elliot there?” he asked. “I need to know you’re safe. He’d never forgive me if something happened to his little sister.”
 He’d be very grateful if you just looked the other way and pretended nothing was wrong.
 She turned over her reply for the next few seconds. It wasn’t just Sam on the steps now—Peter and Rose appeared behind him, each standing at different levels. Peter had the handgun floating next to him, though not pointed in any particular direction.
 “He sent me up here,” she said. “Please, don’t make me open the door.”
 That brought another long silence. Boots crunched on gravel, something slid out of a belt, then back in again. Finally, Rudolph’s voice came back, more confident now. “You’re infected?”
 “Lots of people are,” she said. “If I was, my brother wouldn’t forgive me if I got you sick. Just back away from the cabin. We’re stocked up; we won’t be a problem for anyone in town.”
 He swore under his breath. “Eliza. You tell your brother next time you see him that he owes me a pair of new Atomics. I didn’t see anything but your blue flashlight; I don’t have to lie. But you better keep out of sight if you’ve got any mutations. Did Elliot tell you where he stashed the radio?”
 She nodded, then realized the obvious: he couldn’t see. “Yeah, he told me.”
 “We’re using channel 17, sub 52. Listen for updates. After those refugees came through town… lots of people are scared. They don’t want the big cities to get us sick.”
 “I understand,” she said. “I don’t want to get anyone sick either.”
 He swore again, a little louder now. “Alright, fine. But if I walk away, I want you to promise me something. Elliot never screwed me, so I’ll hope it runs in the family.”
 “It does.”
 “If you start feeling like you’re fading. Really ill, dying type ill… you get on the radio and call me. We can’t have a Detroit situation in Granite Bluff. We don’t have riot cops here to put down a monster like that. Sheriff is in his eighties. Then there’s a few of us rangers he deputized, that’s it. Promise you won’t get people killed.”
 “Absolutely,” she said. “My word, Rudolph. If that happens, I’ll tell you.”
 “Good.” He paced a few steps back. “Houses around you are empty, for now. I can see you covered the windows, that’s smart. If another ranger drives this way to check on the street, make sure they don’t see anything… weird.” He retreated, his voice becoming fainter. “And tell your big brother he owes me, huge.”
 He walked away into the night. Wayfinder slumped against the door, the weight of exhaustion finally settling on her. Bright blue light reflected back at her from all the windows and mirrors in the entryway, shining back from her horn as bright as a rechargeable headlamp.
 “We could’ve been fucked,” Sam crested the stairs, still speaking quietly. “Can we trust him?”
 She met his eyes, then answered.
1. “Yeah. Rudolph said we were safe and he meant it. He won’t tell anyone.”
2. “I can’t be sure without seeing his face. He sounded sincere, but we might want to find a new hideout.”
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Trust Rudolph (78%)
 Her friends weren’t happy about the decision to trust someone they didn’t know. But Ruby ultimately spoke up for her, silencing any further objection. “We’re already trusting Way’s judgment just coming up here. We can trust her judgment about this.”
 “Besides—worst thing they would probably do is kick us out,” Peter added. “If we leave this hideout, it’s basically the same as getting caught. The risk-calculations might get worse as time passes, but for now…” He paced around her, eyeing the door, then her horn. “What were you even doing up here? And how…” he reached closer to her, nudging her horn. “What’s making it so bright?”
 “Deliberate focus,” she said. She felt a little better about showing Ruby than Peter, but since they were both already up here. The energy of the moment was too intense for anyone to head straight to bed after that. “That pony I met today, he gave me something. I didn’t… didn’t want to talk about it until I was sure it wasn’t bullshit.”
 “You two go ahead,” Sam waved one wing at them, his face stretching into a wide yawn. “I’m going back to bed. Staying up all night is for people who don’t have jobs in the morning.”
 “You don’t have a…” Ruby began. But he wasn’t listening. He’d already retreated back down the stairs.
 “If there’s any chance the cops will be here tomorrow to drag us off, I plan on being well-rested when they get here!” he called, his voice echoing up the stairs.
 Some small part of Wayfinder was disappointed—disappointed to share her secret tool to learn the magical power of their race. But that part was small and quickly overpowered. Peter had taught her. It was only fair to share in exchange.
 They read for a few hours, by the light of her horn. The lights were still off along with the power—but her horn provided more than enough to read by. So long as she maintained her state of focus, the light remained. But would she be able to maintain it for six hours like the book requested?
 They got through the same introductions, and the first few chapters, all the way through until the first spell.
 “But where did that come from?” Ruby demanded. “That’s the question that really matters.” She flipped through to the front, where the book included a block of text explaining where it had been printed and by whom. Typical stuff for any publication. “Missing Quill Press, in Manehattan. 17 West Horseshoe Place. Some of those other words were strange too. Everypony. Celestia.”
 She shut the book—only for Peter to lift it up from in front of her and go back to looking through the spells.
 “I didn’t get a chance to talk to him about it,” she said. “He just said it was a book he’d helped write, and that he wanted more ponies to be able to use their powers.” She took a step closer, resting her foreleg on Ruby’s shoulder. Easier now that her former girlfriend was on hooves like them, and stood shorter than she was. “The origin is academically interesting maybe… but look at some of those things Unicorns can do. Healing, transforming objects, teleportation… if it works, does it matter where the knowledge comes from?”
 “Yes,” Ruby puffed out her chest, shoving her foreleg away. “It matters, because no one knows where this infection came from. If the military figured it out, the jarhead we rescued didn’t have anything useful to say. You might’ve found the source of this infection, or someone who knew.”
 Her horn flickered, but she lacked the strength to pull the book out of Peter’s magical grip. “For all we know, NEM10 came from the same place this… what did you say his name was?”
 “Sunburst,” she said, trying to sound more confident than she really felt. Technically, the pony hadn’t introduced himself. But there wasn’t a long time to talk.
 “Sunburst, right. Maybe he brought the disease with him from… wherever he came from. Maybe using that book will spread it farther!”
 “We’re already transformed,” Peter said flatly. “And from everything we’ve seen since that happened, the people who are still human won’t make life easy for us. We need every advantage we can get to survive.”
 He lowered the book to Way, who tucked it hastily under her leg. If Ruby was suspicious enough of it, would she try to destroy what was inside? “We don’t have to use any of it on people. But think about how useful this stuff could be if we master it, Ruby! If someone breaks a leg scavenging, we could use magic to fix it. We could use magic to communicate, magic to protect ourselves if we run into danger.”
 Ruby backed away, towards the steps leading down. “I know you’re passionate about it. Maybe it really is just safe. Neither of you seem like you’re hurting from all that magic practice you did. Just take a deep breath is all I’m saying, okay? Don’t jump in with both feet before we even know for sure where you’ll land.”
 You mean our hooves? She resisted the urge to say as much, however powerful it briefly felt. It was much too late at night for her former girlfriend to appreciate the wordplay.
 “We’ll be careful,” she said. “But that doesn’t mean we have to ignore it. Maybe this book is a piece of the puzzle we need to stop this disease—or even cure it. Dunno about you, but I’d like to go back to who I was. Some of us lost more than others.”
 Ruby turned, flicking her tail in exasperation. “Right now, I’m going to bed.”
 She turned and retreated to the basement, leaving the two of them alone in the living room. Wayfinder released the book, settling it onto the ground in front of her, frustrated. “She wouldn’t be so suspicious of him if she’d been there. Sunburst wasn’t threatening. He wanted to help us. All he had to do to screw us over was walk away without sharing this.”
 Peter nudged her shoulder. “You’re arguing with nobody, Way. I agree with you. Can we agree in bed where it is warm, please? I can see your breath.”
 She grunted, then pointed up the steps. “Rudolph already knows we’re here, might as well just sleep in the master. It won’t be so cold up there.”
 He tilted his head to the side. “Not sure the science of that quite makes sense. Isn’t underground more stable than above?”
 She floated the book back to her. As she did, the glow in her horn faltered, then went out. It wasn’t so much that she wasn’t strong enough, as the concentration to float something broke her focus on the other spell she’d been using.
 I wonder what the limits are on that. Can I push them with more practice?
 “Do you want to go up with me or not?” she asked, voice low. “You can sleep in the basement like we planned.”
 He raised an eyebrow—harder to see with only the incidental light of her horn, instead of the deliberate shine of the light-producing exercise. “I’m still invited?”
 “Yes, but only if you shut up and quit asking. Follow me or don’t, it’s whatever.”
 He followed her. He even managed to keep to the rules she’d established for their time downstairs. She’d spent too long sleeping with company to be comfortable by herself. Someone fully transformed was less uncomfortable and strange in other ways, too.
 He didn’t touch her through the night. But when she got chilly and rolled over to his side, he let her do it without objection—just a faint grunt of acknowledgement, and he was back to sleep.
 Why shouldn’t she have company? So long as he could keep proving he respected her boundaries…
 She woke tucked under his foreleg, feeling the warmth of another body she’d been craving for the last month. Finally there was someone who wanted to be close to her, who didn’t recoil when she touched him. Someone who’d hiked up with her to practice magic every day for a week.
 The lights came back on a few minutes after eight. She chose not to shower that morning—she was already clean enough—and if she washed, it would take away that mixing of different scents.
 Someone wanted her around, and now that reminder would accompany her through the morning.
 Her trust in Rudolph proved well-placed, because no police came that day or the next, or the next. The frequency he’d provided even proved accurate, giving them a fresh supply of information whenever someone could wear it and listen.
 They learned several of the villagers had been infected, and the police had quickly got all of them to Denver before it could spread. From the general chatter they overheard, it seemed Granite Bluff was winning the war against NEM10.
 Unless there were more infected sheltering in their homes, as they were doing. But no disasters came over the next days, or any sign that the disease was spreading out of control.
 That second full week at the cabin also drained a significant portion of their food. Nearly all the camping supplies were gone, leaving only some long-term food storage from the basement, and what was left of the animal feed.
 With a lot of extra seasoning, she even managed to get grilled fish down when Sam brought it. It didn’t make her sick, but that didn’t mean she was ever going to enjoy it again. If there had been more grain to eat instead, she would’ve preferred more oats.
 Occasionally they saw glimpses of ranger or police vehicles passing their windows outside. But neither Rudolph nor any other ranger showed up at the doors to send them away.
 In the time before, “magic practice” had been little more than a new-agey feel-good zen meditation, all guesses and speculation about how their powers really worked. Now it was completely transformed. The guide explained exactly how to strengthen levitation, and even suggested various exercises to provide more rigorous training than the magical light.
 They made fewer hikes up to the waterfall, not when their efforts had transformed from mystical to practical.
 Wayfinder devoured the guidebook, digging into every page and re-reading the whole front of the text at least once each day. It wasn’t like they had a lot of other things to do while trapped in the house. What surprised her most was not how quickly her confidence and powers grew, but how little her friends seemed interested. Peter joined her for magical practice, but now he was the one listening, rather than leading. An hour or so moving objects around or practicing on a spell diagram and he’d drift off to other things.
 Ruby was even more confounding. She joined them in the backyard long enough to develop enough to move objects around—but almost as soon as she reached that point, she stopped showing up.
 “I know how passionate you are about this, Wayfinder. But we have more important things to worry about than magic tricks. I’m probably the only person on the continent who has everything on NEM10. Zalenka’s research, detailed bioscans and noncausal radiation readings from your boyfriend, a firsthand experience—”
 Peter looked up from the kitchen, where he’d been about to switch on the blender. Their dwindling cans of fruit and other more exciting food went a lot further when blended into the grains and other “boring” food they ate.
 “It’s not magic tricks, Ruby,” she said, glaring back. “It’s our one advantage when the world took a steaming dump on our heads. Are you really going to—”
 “Yes,” she snapped, levitating the laptop under her foreleg. “I could do even more with better hardware, and some friends. I had a professor who knew about this. Did you know NEM10 is a mammalian Girus? And I’m pretty sure I know how it spreads better than the CDC at this point. We’re not the only ones who have to survive this, Wayfinder. There are nine billion other people on this planet. Dunno about you, but I’d like it if they get to stay human.”
 She stormed off, leaving Way and Peter in the kitchen.
 He switched on the blender then, turning the mixture of unappetizing animal feed into something even worse looking (but better tasting). His powers were getting better too—he didn’t even need to look directly at the blender while he pressed the buttons.
 After a few seconds, he switched it off again, and poured her a glass. “There’s something else I wanted to ask.”
 “About us running out of food?” she slumped down in front of the kitchen table. They’d adjusted it down over the last few weeks, and pushed the chairs aside in favor of some stolen couch cushions. “I’ve been thinking about that. No… good plans yet. Need more time.”
 “Not that.” He poured her a glass, then took the seat next to her. “The feds are getting more aggressive. Emergency session just passed this… mandatory relocation act. Authorizes them to go house to house.” He floated a few sheets of printed paper over so she could see. “From what I’m reading, it’s bad. Lots of the big cities are more infected than humans at this point. Might be worth thinking of our next move before they make theirs. Now that we know they aren’t going to go for the nuclear option, we might think about relocating. Before we run out of food. And in the relocation districts, people are starting to live a normal life again.”
 She floated the cup to her lips, then sipped. “You trust the feds not to make things awful for us?”
 He shrugged. “I think the ship sailed on stopping this, Wayfinder. Our allies have quarantined the whole country. No way for the rats to flee the sinking ship. Maybe we could get in on the ground floor of whatever comes next.”
  	If we go back, we should go to Denver.
 	Okay, but no big cities. See if you can find a more rural area we could relocate to.
 	I was a boy scout, what if we just picked some empty land and started from scratch?
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 Wayfinder could see good reasons to consider both kinds of destinations, either somewhere remote and rural, or going back to her home. If it weren’t for Sunburst, she probably would’ve suggested the former. Her own hometown would’ve made a good fit in that regard, far enough away that it would be safe from the worst of what happened in the city.
 But Sunburst knew things. She had felt his confidence just being near him. But that would probably not be a very convincing argument for her friends. “When we’re ready to go, I think Denver is the best play. Larger groups can make stronger demands. A few infected by ourselves, maybe they handwave us out of mattering, or forget about us. When it’s time, we should go back where we started.”
 “It’ll be time soon,” Peter said. “I don’t think we can guarantee the roads, or being able to get fuel again. We’ll probably be on foot for the last part of the trip.”
 “Hoof,” Wayfinder corrected, holding one of hers up. “Not really feet, anymore.”
 He groaned, “Fine, sure. We don’t have to change words like that around, but we could. The meaning still seems clear.”
 They spent that night together, even now that the climate control was back on and the house was comfortable inside. It meant someone she could talk to each morning, someone who practiced magic with her and didn’t judge whether her choice of activities was worthwhile.
 Besides, she always had more comfortable dreams when she was with someone else—dreams of vast green spaces, of gently swaying grass and homes built for four legs, filled with smiling people. Somewhere she wouldn’t be a stranger, or get called “infected” by anyone she passed. Somewhere that would see the idea of trying to “return” to a bipedal body as absurd.
 “Would be nice if we had more types of ponies,” she told Peter that morning, resting up against his chest. She’d yet to allow anything more intimate than that between them, though the temptation got stronger every day. The more familiar that scent became, the harder it would be to say no if he asked. But he hadn’t asked, so she let him stay. “We’d be able to do more if we did.”
 He grunted, then rested his hoof around her, moving her just a little closer. That silenced her for a few seconds, some distant part of Elliot rebelling at the sensation. He would never have tolerated this, wearing nothing in a bed with a man. He would’ve been repulsed at the idea, but…
 How could she be? Another heartbeat, someone holding her, someone who knew she’d been Elliot before, and didn’t care.
 “How’d you figure? More birds like Sam? I’m not sure he’s ever gonna figure out how to fly.”
 I’m pretty sure he’s already flown a few times, and he’s just waiting for the best time to show it off. “Not just birds. That spellbook talks about other kinds sometimes. The ‘weather magic’ section mentions ‘pegasai’, and the part about plant growth talks about ‘Earth Ponies’. There are hints at other kinds too, but that isn’t what the book is supposed to be about. We’re obviously Unicorns.”
 He closed his eye again, stretching out on the bed, and trying to pull her down with him. “Can’t we talk about it later?”
 She resisted, sitting up instead. “I saw them walking to Denver. Ponies… without horns. Most didn’t have them, actually. I think a few had wings, but still looked like us. Not huge like Sam. We shouldn’t be trying to survive on our own.”
 He rolled back the other way, facing her. “I agree. Hiding in a cabin was short-term. We just needed somewhere to stay away from the city, and any nuclear weapons they might decide to drop. Since that isn’t happening…”
 “We have to go back,” Wayfinder told her friends, over breakfast. They were all together in the kitchen, gathered around where she’d just made waffles. They were out of real butter, and the batter was mostly made from chunky blended grain.
 It still tasted more or less the way she expected. With a little syrup, each bite was close enough to serve as a familiar comfort food. “I’ve looked over our supplies—at the rate we’re going through it, it might last one more week, maybe. But then we’d be screwed if we had to go anywhere. Which we would have to, since we’re out of food.”
 Ruby ate in front of a notebook. She usually had one with her now, floated between rooms along with the pen. She couldn’t yet move both objects at once with any skill. Though if she’d actually participated in more magic practice, she probably could have moved them both. “We can’t buy more?”
 “No.” Wayfinder waved at the window. They didn’t keep these back ones shut all the time, since they didn’t face the road. In theory, someone might peer inside from the back. But recreational hikers were far rarer than they had been. “There’s not supposed to be any infected in town. You can’t hide and pretend you’re not transformed like before. Unless you think you could master the greater illusion spell long enough to look human…”
 “Spell,” Sam repeated. He gestured out a side window with one claw. “I can think of another kind of spell for us to use. Break into empty houses and raid their pantries. Just see which ones have no one living in them, and take whatever food they left behind. From my trips at night, I can tell you it’s like… one in ten of these has anyone here right now, and most of those are close to downtown. Most of those people probably won’t even come back to their vacation cabins.”
 “They also probably didn’t leave a lot of food,” Peter countered. “And if we get caught one time, we bring down the authorities on us. They already know where we are.”
 “Well, Ruby?” Sam asked. “Don’t you think we could make this work? Could always have the horses in our group eat grass to save resources.”
 Ruby’s face twisted into disgust. “Grass. No thanks. I’d rather take my chances somewhere else.”
 “You were already eating hay!” Sam protested, holding his claws out flat. “I didn’t mean it like that!”
 But the damage was already done. Ruby slid her notebook closer to Wayfinder’s seat. “What were you thinking we would do?”
 “Denver,” she said. “Peter says it’s the largest isolation zone for three states. Hopefully that means it gets plenty of resources. Even if it doesn’t, enough ponies should be able to figure things out for ourselves. So long as we have a good mix of different types. We don’t really need help long term, other than help being left alone.”
 “So we should get out of here in a way that makes sense,” Peter said. “Preferably leaving behind as little of the useful stuff as possible. I won’t suggest we rip things out of the house—I don’t think we have the skill to do much of that safely. But anything we might need, we should bring. All our coms gear, the camping supplies, computers and any useful food or other supplies. Preferably we get it all into that sedan, which we convert somehow to drive.”
 “I can handle that part,” Sam said. “If we’re doing this. I’m perfectly happy staying up here too. Plenty of fish in the river, I could probably do fine here indefinitely. But…” he looked sidelong at Ruby. “I don’t want to stay here alone. If you’re going, I’m going.”
 “I’m… going,” Ruby said. “Hopefully a few of my professors are still in town. If they’re horses too, they’ll be just as motivated to find a cure for this. I’d like to share my data.”
 Ruby inhaled sharply, then exhaled. No, finding a cure was much less important than their basic survival. But she wanted one too—it was still good that someone was hunting for it.
 “When would we leave?” Peter asked her. “Did you have a specific date in mind? I know how long our food will last…”
 “Can we be ready by tomorrow morning?” she asked. That question was mostly focused on Sam. “Can you have the car ready by then?”
 “For me, sure. I’ve still got these.” He flexed one claw, then the other. “Just got to modify the seat so it’s more comfortable, and build something basic to extend the pedals. Will be harder for one of you, since you can’t use the wheel or any of the other knobs and stuff.”
 I can probably drive better than you can at this point. Each day she practiced did more than increase the maximum weight or distance she could manage. Her fine control was improving too. That author knew what they were talking about. “We can’t know the condition of the roads for sure,” she said. “So we have to pack as though we might have to abandon the car. Put all your most important things in the saddlebags we give you. Anything else in the car could get left behind.”
 “Saddlebags,” Sam repeated, brushing a wing past her on his way to the sink. “That’s cute, Princess Blue. Don’t ever change.”
 And for that you get the worst one.
 They spent the next several hours packing and preparing to leave. Sam brought the car into the garage, while the others split essentials between four bags, with the heavy stuff grouped into two. Naturally she made sure the spellbook went into hers, though she separated her photocopies of the most important pages into Peter’s bag, just in case.
 They packed up everything that seemed useful that wasn’t bolted down, filled up every bottle with water from the house system. Their coms gear and computers went into the packs, along with their modest camping solar panel and generator. Finally it was packed—anything edible or useful, loaded into the car.
 “Thanks enough, Way,” Peter said, around sundown. She was the only one left in the basement, searching the shelves for anything they’d forgot to bring. But after the third pass, she’d found nothing. “We’re good. Everything’s ready.”
 He flicked off the light, and a steady blue glow from his horn replaced it, radiating from the doorway. “Come on.”
 “I’m not going to bed yet,” she said, bouncing on her hooves. “I couldn’t sleep yet. Too anxious.”
 He flicked his tail. “Me neither. Hot tub is waiting. Pretty sure it’s warm, too.”
 She advanced on him, glaring. “I thought we said we were saving the gas for more important things.”
 “We were. But now we’re leaving, so we’re not. Come in and relax. You’ve been working hard enough.”
 She followed him up the steps, however begrudgingly. “I don’t have a swimsuit that fits.”
 “You don’t have anything that fits. You’re naked, remember? It’s okay, everyone’s skinny-dipping. You’ll be fine.”
 She followed him out into the backyard, then out onto the deck. Sam had a bluetooth speaker out there, playing music louder than they would usually dare. The lights were on, and an open cooler of beers rested next to the spa, which bubbled energetically. Ruby was already inside, stretched out with her forelegs over the side and legs vanished into the water.
 “You got her!” Sam reached into the cooler, and tossed a can in her direction. “Here, Wary! Think fast!”
 She did, catching it easily out of the air. “Is this really… the best idea?”
 “Who cares? We’re leaving tomorrow morning. No way we were saving room in the car for this stuff. It’s our last chance.”
 Wayfinder considered for a few seconds—then the can cracked open on its own, spilling onto the deck from the throw. She tilted it over the railing until the foam stopped, then raised it to her lips and drank. “My dad was the only one who liked these. Just as awful as I remember.” She took another long drink, then set it down next to the tub, and climbed in.
 It had been too long since she had a proper bath, rather than a freezing swim in a mountain pond. Their water was too precious to waste this way. She sunk down lower, placing her back over a patch of energetic bubbles.
 Peter clambered in next to her, floating his own can next to him all the while. “I know we came here to hide from the bomb,” he said. “But I think I’m gonna miss it here. A shelter in some isolation zone won’t have these amenities.”
 “We could always stay,” Sam suggested, splashing in next to Ruby. Without a second’s hesitation, he placed her on his lap, or the bird equivalent, both forelegs resting over her. “Nothing’s forcing us to leave tomorrow. We could go with my plan, find food another way.”
 “No,” Wayfinder snapped, a little sharper than she meant. She shifted sideways, until she was up against Peter too. If they were going to take this relaxing time and make her uncomfortable, she could play that game too!
 The unicorn clearly didn’t mind what she was doing. After a second’s confusion, he adjusted to hold her against his chest with more stability. “Should’ve done this sooner,” he said. “I know we’re out here to hide. But if we give up living, then the disease won. I don’t plan on letting that happen.”
 “Me either,” Way levitated her can over, and drained it in another few long sips. She tossed it aside, then relaxed. “Maybe there’s a way to cure this, maybe not. But no matter what happens, I’m not gonna live like I just escaped a bomb. I’m gonna live from now on.”
 Ruby watched her for a few seconds, her face partially obscured by the bubbles and steam. “That would be a change, Wayfinder. Duty, planning, work work work. How many extra shifts can I take? When was the last time you did anything fun? Even before the pandemic…”
 She puffed out her chest, stubborn. “Learning magic is fun. Sometimes we hike up to the waterfall or out into the forest. And there are some practice games in the book that improve your—”
 “See what I mean!” Ruby interrupted, loudly. “It’s the same with everything you do. I bet if we asked you about skiing you’d tell us something about muscle tone and hand-eye coordination.”
 Sam laughed along with her. Peter was a little more subdued, other than holding her a little closer in the water. Even if it was true, he didn’t seem to mind.
 “You can’t think of one time, can you?”
 She glared across the spa at her friends. She could argue, insist on all the ways her strategy was more practical, lining up fun activities with things she had to do regardless. But that would only invite more laughter.
 She levitated a second can over, and cracked it open. Her memories of the beverage were true in at least one other respect: it stopped tasting so awful after the first can. By the third, she might even start enjoying it.
 She didn’t really listen to the conversation for a while, nursing her beverage. The further she got, the bolder she became.
 “I can think of… maybe one thing,” she said, when she was done. Some minutes later, she couldn’t say exactly how long it had been. Long enough that it was completely dark, and the speaker was playing something else. “Something fun, I mean.”
 Ruby looked up from what she’d been doing, apparently sifting pine-needles into a rough illustration on the deck floor. “Oh. Took that long? What is it?”
 “This.” She twisted around in her seat, tugged Peter’s head down with a little magic, and kissed him.
 She felt his shock briefly, a twitch like he might pull away. But then he seemed to make up his mind, and held her tighter, leaning down.
 Why had she waited so long to try this again? Was being a pony supposed to make this less enjoyable? Clearly not—all it really meant was that she had less to do. Being a pony meant someone else was holding her, not the other way around. Why had that scared her before?
 It didn’t scare her anymore. Things got fuzzy, she let go only reluctantly. Yes, there was something fun she could do. Only now, she didn’t care what Ruby or Sam thought about her hobbies.
 “Point to Princess Blue,” Sam said, tossing her can out of the spa. It wasn’t quite empty yet, but she must’ve dropped it while her concentration was… elsewhere. “Should’ve expected that one, Ruby. What else was she gonna say?”
 Ruby splashed her way past them out of the spa, and took a towel from the waiting table. “To the victor go the spoils. Don’t stay out too late though, Way. If something happens and Sam can’t drive, you’re next in line. You’ve got the best dexterity with your magic.”
 “Yeah, I know.” She demonstrated it by grabbing the last two cans out of the cooler, offering one to Peter, before claiming one for herself. “Won’t stay up too late.”
 Sam turned the music up a little, then grabbed a towel for himself. He lingered in the doorway another second longer, eyes on the can. He snatched it out of the air in his grip, suddenly enough that her concentration broke. “Sorry, Way. You’ve had enough already. You’ll thank me in the morning.”
 She considered a few different arguments—but in the time it took her to figure out something smart to say, he was already gone. The blinds were even pulled shut, he wouldn’t be able to see any angry faces she wanted to make.
 “Well?” Peter asked, nudging her shoulder. “Guess we’re alone.”
 She nodded back at him, unblinking. “Why? What were you thinking?”
 He kissed her again. This time she didn’t even have to do anything at first—it was all him, moving her in ways that she’d never even imagined someone else might hold her before. Firm, guiding her instead of the other way around. It didn’t really matter that she didn’t know how to be in this position, because Peter was leading her.
 The longer she stayed there, the more she wondered why she’d taken so long. “That,” he said, several minutes later. They were both breathless now.
 “Oh.” She brushed her hoof against his chest. “I guess that’s a good way to… start.”
 “That’s all it has to be,” he said, holding his hoof between them, stopping her from reaching his mouth again. “Is this… what we want? Even though it might not last?”
 Wayfinder knew what she should do. Unfortunately, it wasn’t what she wanted.
  	Kiss him until he stops talking.
 	Go inside and take a cold shower.
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 There were many ways she wanted to answer his question. Her body supplied her with all the information she could possibly desire in that regard, and it wasn’t inclined to do much thinking right now. There was no time to stop and consider. Only a simple fact in her desire, and a way to fulfill it.
 Just get a little closer, give him permission, and Peter would take care of the rest. She wouldn’t be alone anymore, wouldn’t be abandoned.
 If it wasn’t for all her magical practice over the last few weeks, Wayfinder never could’ve refused him. He was close, she was lonely, and he’d proved himself since they met. But something he said stuck in her mind, catching her up short. “Even though it might not last.”
 Wayfinder might have had far more to drink than she’d intended, but those words still stuck in her head. “You don’t think…” She splashed a short distance away from him, far enough that she took in a breath that wasn’t heavy with his scent. “You don’t think we would make it?”
 Peter shrugged, and a familiar casual grin came over his face. “I’ve never even done this as a horse before, princess. How would I know whether something’s gonna last?”
 He splashed closer to her, and she felt the touch of something soft in her mane—magic, running through it like fingers. Soothing, inviting her closer… “It can last for right now. Long enough to see where it goes. Maybe we make it a few weeks, maybe months. Does it matter the destination, if it’s fun getting there?”
 For a split second, she remembered being the one to ask a question like that. Chatting with Ruby between classes, convincing her to join him for dinner. That version of her would probably not be bothered knowing their relationship hadn’t made it two years. But that version also took precautions against becoming a parent too early.
 “Do you have any, like…” she hesitated. “Course we don’t.” She glanced sideways at him, and her eyes froze. No, there was nothing made appropriate to their transformed anatomy. Could she really just walk away from—
 “It doesn’t have to last,” Peter said, and his horn stopped glowing. “But I want you to want it too. That’s what makes it fun.”
 “I want…” Something in her old self must still be there, because it pushed her. Her mind cleared, and she lowered her tail behind her. She hadn’t even realized it had been up. “I think I want a shower before we go. Head inside in ten, yeah? I’ll be out by then.”
 He sighed, pushing back in the water. “Sure, Wayfinder. Just… not deciding is a decision too. If we get down there, we meet other people—there’s nothing that says the two of us are ever gonna be together like this again. Right now, we’re just friends. Held together by our shared suffering. I owe you for saving my life, but…”
 She clambered over the side, onto the deck. “I know.” She walked along to his side of the spa, close enough to touch him. She did, reaching over the side with a foreleg. “I like you, Peter. But I’m not sure I know enough to be… ready for what that means.”
 Every word felt like clawing her way through the mud, fighting a powerful current. She made it, and pulled her hoof back. “I don’t want to jump in blind, no matter how good it feels. I’m not just new at being a horse, I’m new at being a woman, too. I’m not ready for this yet.”
 He pushed away through the water. “Alright, Wayfinder. Guess we’ll see where that takes us.”
 They didn’t share the bed that night. Even after a cold shower, she still felt hot from the water in a way that made it hard to think clearly. That was a problem only separation could solve. Besides, she could tell that her rejection had stung Peter, especially after it was her who made the move in the first place.
 Hopefully he would forgive her taking more time. Maybe long enough to be sure that what they did together wouldn’t carry forward any consequences. Would a government isolation zone have supplies for that?
 She woke up earlier than she had to, after a few more trips to the bathroom and a few extra liters of water. Her new body wasn’t even hung over, other than a mild headache from lack of sleep.
 That was fine—she wasn’t the only one who couldn’t sleep. There was just too much pressure, too much anticipation for the change to come.
 One by one they all finished cleaning up, switched out the lights, and made their way to the garage. Wayfinder took the passenger seat, with Sam behind the wheel in a modified seat.
 Both pedals were now accessible from much higher, using a Magiver-tier set of joints and shafts. He caught her looking sideways and winked. “I made sure it’s big enough for you too, if we have to switch.”
 “Do we have enough gas to make it back?” Ruby asked, leaning forward through the gap in the front and back rows. “I filled it before I lost my body, but I don’t remember how much it took to get up here. Wasn’t exactly in the best shape last time.”
 “Technically? Yes,” Wayfinder said. “But that’s assuming we take all the main highways and nothing stops us before we get down there. What are our odds of that, Peter?”
 “Low,” he said. “Local sources say there are checkpoints near any large town. Anyone who looks even a little shady gets sent around. Some of those diversions are hours down back-roads. When we could just take a few minutes through somewhere barely anyone lives.”
 “They shouldn’t know we’ve been infected for long,” Wayfinder continued. “Our story is that we were taking a break after Ruby finished finals, and we came up together to my cabin. We got infected up there somehow, and now we’re following government instructions.”
 “Unfortunately,” Sam grunted. “I still think we could make it on our own out in the boonies somewhere. Especially once you two figure out all the magic in that book.”
 “Maybe when you can catch a fish with your bare hands and eat it raw,” Ruby said. “But I can only stand the meat so often.”
 “Agreed.” Wayfinder unfolded something with her magic: a large map, big enough that it could’ve blocked out the whole front window. Of course they didn’t use it that way, and she folded it back so only the relevant portions remained. Along with the route she’d drawn.
 “So we’ve got a couple of options. We could go straight down the highway and hope they let us through—we’re doing what they want. If the roadblocks are cooperative, we’ll make it to Denver in less than a tank. Alternatively, we go this way. It’s out of the way—lots of dirt roads, fire access, that kind of thing. Technically some of this is private land. But it’s all remote enough that it shouldn’t have blocks.”
 “Seems like an easy choice to me,” Ruby said. “Go the way that nothing stops us. Obviously.”
 “It’s longer,” she said, floating the map closer to Ruby so she could see. “We will run out before the end, unless we take a chance to go into town and get gas. That means we’ll have to ditch the car and make the last… 30 miles or so on foot, assuming the rest of it goes to plan. 30 miles at our size should only be… maybe two nights, if we keep a good pace. But it does limit what we can bring.”
 “I hate walking,” Peter said. “But I hate getting thrown into a cell more.”
 “So what are you voting for?” she asked, folding the map back up. “That wasn’t a decision!”
 Sam shrugged unhelpfully. “I just wanna be on the road. You direct me, and I’ll drive.”
 He started the car, and backed them down the drive. That left Wayfinder to decide the route.
  	Take the safer path and accept walking the last leg.
 	Risk a direct route to stay in the car.
 
 


  
    April 27, 6:50 AM
Take a Chance to Keep the Car (59%)
 We’ll look for a rural gas station. There are lots of little pull-offs, right off the highway. We find one that isn’t too busy, pull up and buy some gas, and we’re out again before anyone gets involved. Preferably at night, when they wouldn’t even be looking our way. It’s worth the risk.
 She floated the map lower in her magic, examining the route she had already selected for that purpose. “Take a left at the end of the driveway; we’ll leave town from the south. But stay in the neighborhood until I tell you to turn.”
 So they set off, with Sam driving and the others watching. Their new forms made the limited space inside the interior go further. The entire legwell could’ve been stacked with more supplies, and they would still have plenty of room. There wasn’t anything Wayfinder felt like she would’ve needed, though. They had their communication equipment, what remained of their food, plenty of camping supplies, enough water to make the trip with lots to spare, the magical book and all the copies and notes she’d taken. A few laptops, and of course the originals from Zalenka’s notes.
 From her old vacation home, Wayfinder had brought almost nothing with them. A single plush doll of a horse that used to be her sister’s because it felt good to have something to hold onto when she slept alone. Any photos of her family would mean bringing reminders of how she should’ve been, which she’d avoided. She still had her ID somewhere, and some old pictures on her phone, but that was all. She’d barely even touched the phone since service first went down.
 She spent most of the first day focused on the route, considering and reconsidering their plan to resupply along the way. Sticking to the side roads made them safer, but it also chewed through their limited stockpile of fuel.
 Neither option was particularly good—one would end with crossing days over open ground, like the caravan had already done. Only they didn’t have a magical expert like Sunburst to lead them.
 He’d helped write the book that taught her how to really practice magic. How much more did he know that didn’t make it into the pages? Like: if magic could change them into strange creatures, could it change them back?
 The mood in her old sedan was hardly optimistic, especially given the constant rocking on uneven dirt roads and the occasionally unpleasant sounds her cheap car made in protest.
 She felt it just as much in the front, with belts that did little to hold her and seats that didn’t keep her still. Cars weren’t built for quadrupeds. It was so much easier to ignore when she slept through most of the trip. But now that she was expected to direct them, she had to sit up, watching the roads and the map and fighting to keep her breakfast where it belonged.
 They pulled off the road to stop for a packed lunch somewhere—a fire road into a wooded area that probably belonged to the federal government somehow. So long as there was no one around who might accidentally find them…
 “Wild that we’re going back on purpose,” Peter said from next to her. They had no table to eat from, but a simple blanket on a flat patch of forest worked just as well. It wasn’t like human furniture was built at the right height anyway. “Once we get inside, they won’t let us leave. We don’t get to choose another path. And if they decide to do something terrible—”
 “They’re less likely to do that if there’s more of us,” Wayfinder said. She’d already finished her simple sandwich, something Ruby had packed for everyone the night before. Hopefully they would have an oven inside the exclusion zone, so they could keep cooking their own bread. “And if we know magic better, we’ll be harder to keep trapped. Think of all the spells in that book.”
 “That’s not going to sell it to them,” Sam said. He sat with one wing resting around Ruby’s shoulder, lounging there as though being a naked mythical creature in the woods was the most natural thing in the world. “Not only are we carrying a contagious disease, we also have abilities you barely understand and can’t do anything about! They’ll feel so much better about us then.”
 “We… wouldn’t do it that way,” Way looked down, ears folding. “We tell the ones trapped inside, help them learn like we have.” She demonstrated, lifting her pocketknife from the basket of camp supplies in front of them, selecting the longest knife, and floating it in front of herself, as though she were about to fight with it. “Suddenly I can protect myself. It doesn’t even matter if the one attacking me is taller or stronger. Can’t stop my knife if I’m not even holding it with hands.”
 She folded it and tossed it into the basket, before the winged mythical creature decided she was actually challenging him for territory.
 No point fighting that war right now, Wayfinder had already lost before it started.
 “We belong in there,” Ruby said, staring at her mostly-uneaten sandwich. “Those magical powers you think we have, they’re the vectors of contagion. I’m positive now… that’s why PPE doesn’t stop this. That’s why burning the dead can’t stop it, or an airgap of 50 feet. Whatever magic really is, it’s the way this spreads. Which means the only way to protect the rest of the human race is to keep us all far away.”
 Peter laughed. “From what I’ve seen online, they’ll have a hard time pulling that off. No one knows for sure, but it looks like we’re into the millions of cases here in the US. Crossed over into Toronto and Vancouver too, not sure about Mexico. At the rate it’s going, they’ll have to give us whole states. Until we can cure it.”
 Wayfinder shrugged. “We’ll find out how it’s doing soon enough. We should have an easier time getting information once we get there. We’ll meet more like us, see what we can do to help. Maybe even cure it.”
 There was a little less enthusiasm in that pronouncement than she would’ve said it a few days ago. Obviously she wanted her old life back—though being with Ruby had been a significant part of why. What if she stayed with Sam? And without a horn, she’d have a hard time learning magic.
 They could’ve kept driving and reached Colorado before nightfall. Instead they remained where they were, pulled well off the road and using no lights to illuminate their presence there. There was little to do but chat. Sam pulled out a board game after a while, one of the nerdy ones with lots of little cubes and cards.
 When it started getting dark again they got back onto the road, piling back into the rickety old car for the rest of the drive down. In addition to struggling to read the passing signs with their headlights, Way got to add the extra magical training of constant illumination from her horn alongside the frequent use of levitation.
 There was no way she wouldn’t be ready to learn the basic spells the next time she sat down with the book to try. Assuming they survived the next few hours.
 Eventually the gas got low enough that she started searching the route ahead for a station they could use. They still had about a quarter tank, enough that several possibilities could fall through before they got into real trouble.
 “We’ll cut this way—it’s only past a few farms, one street of the town, and we’ll be near the highway. There’s a pump there.”
 Sam obeyed. The general tiredness in the cabin transformed to anxious energy. Ruby and Peter both stirred from where they’d been resting under blankets. Peter floated their single handgun out from its hiding place, inspected the magazine, loaded a round into the chamber, then flicked the safety back on.
 There were other things they could do with magic that hooves wouldn’t permit.
 “We’re not robbing the place,” Wayfinder snapped, before they’d even started slowing down. “We’re gonna pay like anyone else here. Don’t get out of the car with that thing.”
 He tucked the weapon into the seat-cushions, a nervous grin on his face. “We’re not robbing the place; doesn’t mean we won’t need it. If someone wants to kill us because we look this way, I’m not gonna curl up and let them do it. I don’t care if I’m a freaky tiny horse thing, I want to live.”
 But there was nothing to fight in the first place they tried to stop—just a boarded-up building with the lights off. Paper signs on the door told them to “Exit 118 for services.” Less than ten minutes down the highway.
 They didn’t go back onto the highway, though. Instead, Wayfinder took them back to the hidden roads and dirt paths, checking a few more small towns along the route. There were a few stores that looked open—but always in the center of town, with too many people around to feel safe stopping. They sped right on through, watching the gas gauge drain with every passing second.
 Finally the add-fuel light came on, and even Sam started to get agitated. “If we just stop here, how much of a walk into the city would it be?”
 “A… week,” she admitted. “Maybe a little more.”
 “I’m not doing that,” Sam said, his wings opening in agitation behind him. There was plenty of room, except that spread out made them block the view out the window, and smacked into Wayfinder’s side. “What did those signs say? Services on…”
 “Exit 118,” she said. “I know where it is. One more mile this way. It’s a… bigger town than I would’ve liked. There is a good station off the highway there, far from anyone’s homes. Might be our only option.”
 “We’re trying it,” Sam said, leaning into the pedal. “Hold onto your butts back there. Might get exciting where we’re going.”
 There were still lights up ahead, shining from an enormous covered awning. At least some part of the ordinary world was still working, despite the pandemic. Flashing red and blue lights made Wayfinder instantly look up—but those weren’t inside the station. Instead, there were several police cars near the road leading into town from the highway.
 As she expected, there wasn’t a single one leading from the backroad they’d used.
 “Remember the plan,” she said, slinking lower in her seat. She peered out the window just above the door, squinting at the gas station. Mostly empty, except for a single car parked in front of the snack shop. No vehicles in any of the pumps, though maybe that was from the price.
 It was listed well into the double digits per gallon on the light-up sign. Maybe that was why they’d picked this particular store to stay open: the signs had enough digits to show the price.
 Sam picked the last pump in the lot, on the other side of the divider so it wouldn’t be visible from the shop, then glanced sharply back at Wayfinder. “Alright, Blue. Let’s see that magic in action. And don’t spring for the carwash, the dirty windows help cover us up.”
 “I wasn’t going for the—”
 Peter hopped out the side door before she could finish. She joined him a second later, emerging into the chilly night air. For all the strangeness of her last month, the pump still looked the same as any. The stupid screen with ads was blank, but otherwise…
 When Peter floated her card up to the reader, it still lit up green, and prompted them to select a grade. They did, stuck the pump into the back of the car, and liquid began to flow.
 We’re actually doing this.
 She got to think that for about ten seconds, when a voice echoed from the pump. Not the whole lot—the one speaking had sent the words only to them. “I see you out there. Horses.” A young man’s voice. Teenager, by the sound of it. Terrified.
 “We’re not supposed to sell to you.”
 Finally, Peter replied. “Look away and pretend you didn’t,” he said. Not too loud, but talking to the pump. Assuming it had the hardware to hear him. “We’ll be gone in a sec.”
 “No, I won’t do that,” he got more confident. “I’ve got a radio here. Can call the police at the roadblock to come and stop you. I could use it right now.”
 The pump trickled full, agonizingly slow. Less than a gallon dispensed so far, much slower than she’d ever seen a pump fill. Not enough to get them to the city yet. She moved closer to Peter, keeping her body low to the ground. “You haven’t done it yet, kid. Do you want something? We don’t have a lot of cash left, if that’s what you want to do. Might as well just call them and get it over with.”
 Pause. Peter looked harshly to the side, mouthing the words to something angry. He didn’t say it, instead peering out around the corner to check the flashing lights. A second later he leaned back, obviously relieved.
 “You know what they do to the people they find? You’re supposed to be in the zone. Punishments are very harsh—for family too. No mercy, to keep us from getting sick.”
 “You don’t sound thrilled about it,” Peter said. Maybe a little louder than Wayfinder would’ve, considering how quiet the town was. There weren’t exactly dozens of cars speeding down the highway to cover their conversation. “If you’re not gloating—”
 “You’re going to the zone?” said the teenager. “Where the infected aren’t punished? Where they’re safe.”
 “Yeah.” Wayfinder said. “Straight there. We aren’t trying to get people sick. Just want to live. It’s not our fault we got sick.”
 “You want me not to report you, you have to do something for me,” he finally said. “One of you… the girl! Walk past the store a block, first house on the left. It looks abandoned, but it’s not locked. There’s another infected in there. Take her with you out of here… before anyone finds out she’s here. Tell her James sent you, she’ll come. You’re already headed that way.”
 She could already see Peter wanted to refuse. She acted faster, shoving her leg into his mouth, and speaking first. The demand was for her, not Peter. Wayfinder had to decide:
 1. Accept the demand. They had an extra seat anyway, might as well use it to guarantee a safe ride.
2. Refuse. Never trust a scared teenager, he’s probably plotting something.
 


  
    April 27, 11:13 pm
Yes, accept the demands (95%)
 Peter obviously wanted to refuse. Maybe he thought he could bully a teenager into doing what they want. Judging by his voice, the kid wasn’t bad. He was just afraid, and desperate to help a family member.
 “I’ll do it,” Wayfinder said, before he could get nervous waiting and go to the cops. She wouldn’t give him the chance. “That house there, on the corner? Practically in view from here?”
 Peter slipped under the pump, not difficult at their height, stopping a few inches from her. “If we separate, we’re screwed. Anything that goes wrong and we might not be able to get back together.”
 She shrugged. “We’ve got the extra seat. One more pony isn’t going to stop us from making it to Denver. Just… listen for me. If I scream, drive the car over and grab me.”
 She touched her hoof against his shoulder, silencing him. “If that kid calls the police over, we’re screwed. We can’t get away in my old beater. I don’t know about you, but I didn’t learn any spells for flattening tires and disrupting helicopters. They’ll catch us.”
 She released him, scurrying out onto the sidewalk, then lowering her head to dart across the street. There would be no way of stopping the police from noticing her if anyone at the roadblock happened to be glancing their way at that moment.
 Wayfinder didn’t so much as look back. She could already imagine Peter’s anger at her recklessness. If she were out of the car, Ruby might say something similar. But she heard nothing as she approached the house. No roar of an engine, no distant shouting.
 The kid, James, had been right about the corner house. The windows were entirely covered with dirt, at least the ones that weren’t boarded up. Pieces of wooden siding hung disordered from the house, which had been entirely surrounded in a maze of tumbleweeds, brambles, and low brush. Even the walkway was narrow enough to scratch against Wayfinder as she scurried up it towards the door.
 The rest of the street was in little better shape. Most of the homes had no lights on outside. One intact home had bars over the windows and a high fence all the way around, protecting it from the streets outside. Still, there was nothing to conceal Wayfinder’s approach but her speed.
 She knocked once on the door, very lightly, then tugged on it with her magic. James was right: it turned without resistance. Not hard for her to see why, as it swung open: the deadbolt was missing entirely, and someone had stuffed the opening with debris to conceal the damage. The exterior surface had even been painted, though even in the dark it looked like a different shade.
 “Hello?” Wayfinder shut the door gently behind her. She lit up her horn with a steady silver glow, illuminating an abandoned entryway. Trash lay everywhere, sacks and piles and rusty metal and discarded needles.
 No way that kid had a relative here. No one could live safely in these conditions for very long, pony or not.
 She glanced nervously back at the door, testing it with her magic again. It swung just as freely as before. She glanced out a narrow gap, searching for the approaching kidnappers. Peter was right, they’d grab her, toss her into a rough sack, then drag her away to do… whatever it was shady kidnappers did once they had you.
 But there was no sign of motion outside—just an abandoned street and a black sky, without even nearby streetlights to illuminate the nearby homes.
 Something shifted in the house a little further away, a slight squeak of wood, probably the pressure of a hoof shifting on the building.
 She wasn’t alone.
 “Hello?” Wayfinder turned back to the hallway, then focused. So many dangerous, gross-looking objects would be a problem for her if she could even still catch human diseases. But magic didn’t require her to touch anything. She pushed it all aside, trying very hard not to think about what she would be touching if she had to use her hands.
 Which she didn’t have anymore, so…
 The house didn’t have a second floor. But what it did have was a faint sign of motion from around the corner. Like a piece of shiny blue plastic, visible only for an instant.
 “Hey!” When her attention surged, so did the light, going from the light of a small flashlight into a spotlight. The fading paint reflected back at them, glass and every other surface reflected back with that same even light. “If anyone’s in here, we don’t have a lot of time. Sooner or later someone else is going to drive up to that gas station and see us in the car. If they call the cops, our ride out is gone. Then the police can do… whatever awful thing they want. I’m here to help you.”
 For a few seconds, only silence answered her. Then something moved in the room ahead, light hoofsteps on old wood. Whoever it was, they weren’t very large. Another mare, then.
 “Help,” said a tiny voice. High pitched and shrill, echoing through the huge house. But from their size, even average human buildings seemed huge. “Why would you help me?”
 Definitely coming from around the corner. A door had fallen out of its frame, propped sideways to block a turn. Wayfinder advanced cautiously, dimming the glow of her horn back to the level of a handheld flashlight. “Because they’re punishing the infected who didn’t go to the isolation zone,” she said. Quieter now, so that little voice would be less intimidated.
 “I’m infected. My friends are infected. I think you are too. And we’re headed that way.”
 “Strangers,” said the voice. She seemed further away now, muffled by layers of something. If she ran away, if Wayfinder came back without her… “You don’t owe me anything. You’ll run away like the last one did.”
 Like the last one did. Wayfinder reached the door, then pushed against it with her magic. Lifting so much weight was too much while also using her horn for light, but she could still get it out of the way, if she didn’t mind scraping the rusty hinge along the rotten wood.
 Cloth hung over the doorway, thin but undamaged. Bedsheets, in several layers.
 The room beyond was nothing like the rest of the house. Someone had cleaned it, laying down tarps and cloth over the damaged floor. They led to an oversized camping tent, which took up much of the room. Fairy lights hung around it, lighting the room with a gentle white glow.
 In the corners were other signs of occupation: a propane stove near a broken kitchen window, surrounded by untouched crates of canned food. A camp toilet sat inside the nearby bathroom, with a little more sign of use.
 Plush toys lay scattered on the floor, along with a stack of uneven cardboard boxes. She lingered near one of them, using her horn to illuminate the title.
 “Hey, Catan. I loved this game when I was younger. My family stopped wanting to play with me when I got old enough that I didn’t lose.”
 A sound like giggling echoed from the tent. Not quite the sound of a little girl Wayfinder expected: more like way a child would sound like from the other end of a bad cellular connection. “My brother doesn’t like playing with me anymore either. But it’s my favorite.”
 The girl had retreated into the tent. More cloth lined the inside, stuck up against the walls with something sticky. Rubber cement, judging by the lumpy appearance. She sat on her haunches inside the tent, a filly about half as tall as Wayfinder by her shadow.
 She has a horn too. More for our magical team.
 “We’ll have to bring it with us,” Wayfinder said. She eased it off the pile with her magic, then tucked it under her foreleg. “Is there anything else you’d like to bring? It’s gonna be a tight squeeze in our car, but that’s okay. I don’t want you to leave anything important.”
 “I’m not supposed to leave the house.” The girl sunk to the ground inside, along with a sound Wayfinder couldn’t explain. Like a large moth passing near her ear. But it was coming from inside the tent. “It’s dangerous, like you said. My brother said he saw other horses like me locked into metal livestock trucks and left in the sun for hours. And worse things he won’t even tell me.”
 Wayfinder set the board game down as she reached the tent. A large square door already unzipped, thin mesh hanging to either side. White cloth on the other side obscured her view of the creature within, other than what diffuse lights left as her shadow. “James is the one who sent me,” she said, reaching forward with her hoof, and pushing the cloth aside. “He wants you to come with… us.”
 She trailed off, staring in at the infected girl.
 In some ways, Wayfinder’s guesses had been right. It was a “filly,” about half her size. She still somehow had braces on those teeth, though she couldn’t imagine how those could work with their transformation. Magic, obviously.
 She was also a horrifying monster. Wayfinder felt sudden fear surge in her chest, urging her to flee. She jerked her foreleg back, tensing to run.
 This was like that brief, awful moment at the university, when a thing that was definitely not a pony had hunted her.
 Her hooves tugged on the soft cloth floor, and she nearly tripped over a stuffed moth lying on its side next to the tent, fluffy green face smiling up at her.
 Inside the tent, someone whimpered, then started to cry. No lurch, no tearing through the tent, no snapping alien jaws. Just quiet sobs, head down. “I guess you should run away,” she said, voice split by tears. “B-before I get you.”
 Get you. Exactly the kind of language a dangerous monster would use before it attacked her.
 Wayfinder lowered her hoof, and settled onto her haunches just outside the tent. She focused on the flaps, pushing both out of the way with her magic.
 The creature inside was frightening, yes. Her body was more black reflective shell than skin, with several holes that seemed to pierce all the way through her legs. She looked so thin that Way imagined she could see the pulsing of her heart in her chest just by looking at her. Her teeth were sharp, nothing like the flat of Wayfinder and her friends.
 The girl looked up, damp tears staining her face. She looked like a predator, the same as Sam did. But her body language just didn’t match her appearance.
  
 
 “I like your bracelets,” Wayfinder said. “Did you make those yourself?”
 The girl sniffed, then broke into another pained sob. She lurched forward towards her, much too fast for Wayfinder to react.
 No bite came, only the pressure of forelegs wrapping around her in a hug. The kid’s body felt as strange as she imagined it might, angular and sharp like hugging a piece of farm equipment.
 It’s been a long time since anyone did anything nice to you. “What’s your name, kid?”
 Her body shook with another desperate sob, washing over her from the tip of her transparent tail to her snout. “Hazel.”
 Wayfinder touched her back as gently as she could. Like trying to show affection to a venomous insect. But even if she was a wasp now, she’d been a girl before. What would the police do if they saw you?
 If they made the same mistake Wayfinder had, the kid might not survive to talk about it.
 “It’s very nice to meet you, Hazel. My name is Wayfinder.” She reached down, gently squeezing her foreleg free. “Sweetheart, we can’t stay here. Your brother wants us to get you to safety, and I think he’s right to worry. If you come with me, I’ll protect you.” She lit up her horn, briefly flaring the light as she had before. “Is there anything you’d like to bring?”
 It did not take them long to leave after that. Instead, Wayfinder’s concern was rather the opposite: she wasn’t sure how she would pry the kid away from her. They did fill a duffel bag with what seemed like important items. An old phone, some pictures, a few toys and a bits of clothing. A school notebook… and the old copy of Catan.
 Hazel was wearing a hoodie for the quick trip back to the car. It covered so much of her that she had trouble walking on her own.
 But that was fine, Wayfinder just carried her on her back. The poor girl was so thin she barely weighed anything. Much easier than dragging Ruby around after her transformation.
 No new lights had joined the plain white around the gas station as she approached. Sam had moved her car closer to the building, where it was entirely out of view from the roadblock. But that was all.
 As she approached, someone stepped out from inside the little store, holding a radio prominently in one hand. He waved towards them, insistent. “Hazel, are you okay?”
 The girl answered, shifting into motion on Wayfinder’s back. Something shook her hoodie, without enough force to move it off her shoulders. “Doing much better! Wayfinder seems nice!”
 She wobbled, then flopped sideways off Wayfinder’s back, landing awkwardly on four legs. She hobbled forward, dragging the hoodie’s oversized arms.
 “Don’t do that,” Peter said, emerging from the side door. “Kid, say your goodbyes from a distance. If you infect him—” then he saw Hazel, and he froze in place. “Mary mother of God. What’s wrong with her legs?”
 “Her name is Hazel,” Wayfinder said, stepping between them. She levitated her bag off her shoulder, floating it towards Peter. “Fit this in back. She’ll sit up front with me.”
 “Shit, if you’re volunteering.” He caught it in his magic, then turned to go.
 The teenager looked about how Wayfinder expected him to—lanky and stretched, with acne on his face and outsized front teeth. He also watched Hazel without any of the fear Peter had shown. “We have to stay away,” James said. “But you’ll be safer there. You were wasting away in that old house.”
 “I love you,” the girl squeaked, barely audible over the wind. She held out one leg towards him. “Be safe, James. And if you get sick, come find me.”
 “As soon as it’s safe,” he agreed.
 The engine came to life, and they were suddenly bathed in the bright red of brake lights. The driver’s window rolled down a crack, and Sam’s voice barked from inside. “The longer we sit here, the more likely we get unlucky. Time to get scarce.”
 Wayfinder helped the kid around the car, and opened the passenger door. She climbed in after the kid, then levitated it shut behind her.
 “Take care of her,” James called. “After our parents… she’s the only family I have. If you let her get hurt…”
 But he didn’t know how to finish the threat. What was a pimply teenager supposed to do?
 “If she gets hurt, it means we’re dead too,” Wayfinder called, past Sam’s seat. The other occupants all stared in Hazel’s direction—even Sam looked away from the road. “I’ll take care of her like I would of my own sister.”
 “I knew you would,” he said, voice cracking. “When I saw you, I knew.”
 Sam finally snapped back to reality. He straightened in his seat, turned for backroads, then pulled out. Only when they faced away from the roadblock did he switch the headlights back on.
 He rolled up the window slowly, no longer looking in her direction. “I hope you… know what you’re doing, bringing a guest into the car,” he said. “Are you sure about—”
 “Positive,” she said. She shifted her foreleg, placing it around the kid. “I don’t know what she is. You didn’t know what you were either. Does it matter?”
 “No,” Ruby spoke from the back row. “We’re all victims of the same disease. We can’t help everyone, but we can help someone.”
 That’s my Ruby. The girl she’d fallen for wasn’t going to be intimidated by someone looking ugly. Though at that moment, the girl kept her hood down, covering as much of her strange appearance as she could. The others hadn’t got a good look at her yet.
 “We were checking the maps while you were gone,” Peter said. “We weren’t sure which way to go. Maybe you could be the tiebreaker.”
 Wayfinder’s eyebrows went up. “How’d you tie with three people?”
 “I think you should do whatever you think is best,” Ruby said.
 Oh, right. Though she cared passionately about some things, her ex could be passionately ambivalent about others.
 “There’s one way into the city from this direction,” Peter said. “I already know from the net they have a roadblock there. They want people to go in, but there’s no telling what they’ll do to us first. Will they be upset we drove? Maybe try to take our stuff.”
 “But if we try to sneak in, we’re screwed if we get caught,” Sam argued, growing more energetic. His claws dug into the wheel, leaving deep imprints in the leather. “Maybe they’re jerks with us, but we aren’t trying to break into a military isolation zone. We shouldn’t try to break in.”
 All eyes were on Wayfinder. Of course she had to make the tie-brekaing vote.
 1. Use the intended entrance, accepting whatever the authorities might do when you get there.
2. Find another way in, even if it means taking some serious risks. Maybe magic could help!
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Find Another Way in (63%)
 They did not have very far to go, really. Another half hour and they were already getting close to Denver.
 Close enough that the signs of recent trouble were visible everywhere. In the diffuse scattering of neighborhoods and towns that fed into the city, there were dark buildings and empty streets. They drove over the fading remnants of many leaflets, scattered as though they’d been dropped by aircraft. Some clung to trees or smeared the tops of buildings, waiting for rain that hadn’t come.
 They found many streets blocked, enough that referencing a basic copy of the printed map was insufficient. But with service still suspended and the danger of GPS tracking, they couldn’t use their phones either.
 Only one route remained clear: the highway, leading down. Anyone who wished could go to Denver—but the onramps going the other way had police cars and active presence blocking them, if not sandbags or other debris.
 For the moment, Wayfinder’s new friend did little to watch where they were going. Since getting inside, she’d made herself comfortable on a floor mat, then tucked low for an unconvincing nap. She said little, occasionally turning sideways to peer briefly up at Way. It’s okay kid, I’m not going to get tired of you and send you away. I’d keep you even if I hadn’t promised your brother. More than giving her word, this was a starving, frightened kid. Wayfinder could help one.
 “Yeah, no way we go in through the front.” Peter stood up in the backseat, watching the passing closed homes and blocked roads. “I know what they’re doing now. Breach-3 protocol. These empty neighborhoods around the city are the firebreak. Which means intake is running through…”
 “You know about this?” Sam demanded. He kept his head forward, both claws gripping the wheel forcefully enough to dig into the hard plastic. “Should we still be going into the city?”
 He laughed. “Too late for cold claws, bird. If this is B3, there’s no way in hell we would make it any other way. We’ve probably been monitored by drones the whole way down. We’re doing what they want, so we can keep going. Didn’t wander, just got gas. But if we tried to leave, you can bet we’d have the authorities on us if we were lucky. Or a predator if we weren’t.”
 “I’ve got our predator quota covered,” Sam said, annoyed. “If you’re just trying to freak us all out, there’s no point. We can’t be more on-edge than we already are.”
 Hazel uncurled from under the seat, poking her head up next to Way. She didn’t have a good angle to watch Peter, but tried anyway, silent and curious.
 “There’s a single way in. They’ll separate out anyone who still seems human for quarantine, so they keep out any sympathetic family who aren’t infected. We get one bag of belongings, and nothing electronic. They don’t want any information getting out.”
 “Shit,” Ruby swore, shifting in her seat to cover her laptop with one leg. “There’s important stuff in here. I might be the only person on the planet who has all of it. If they take it and shove it into a locker somewhere…”
 “Oh, they won’t do that,” Peter said, wistful. “It gets incinerated. Though… I could be wrong. Outbreak-3 was the most severe outbreak we drilled for, and it wasn’t supposed to go past Denver.”
 Wayfinder remembered. Importantly, including the nuclear way that outbreak was supposed to end.
 “How do we get in without being noticed?” Sam asked. “I agree with Ruby, we can’t let that happen. How do we sneak into an isolation zone?”
 “Teleport?” Ruby suggested. “You said there was a spell in the book for that. Just magic us through the fence.”
 Sure, no problem! Her first spell ever would be the one that had a full page spread of warnings about all the ways ponies could get hurt trying it. “Not possible, sorry. I’m not strong enough. The book says most ponies never learn how to do it.”
 “The smartest way is to separate,” Peter said. “The more of us there are, the harder it is to avoid being noticed. Trying to get a car through, that won’t happen. Besides—they’ve been watching us. If we don’t make it to the checkpoint, it’s a problem. Instead, we send a small group with everything we can’t afford to lose. The rest of us go in the normal way, and pretend like it was just us in the car. We meet up later once we’re inside.”
 Wayfinder wasn’t sure exactly what motivated her to speak. But once she started, she kept going. “I think I could get in. Easier than… anyone else here. I’ll carry our stash of contraband. If anyone gets caught, it can be me.”
 They drove on in relative silence for the next minute. No one dared speak, to question her or otherwise.
 “How?” Sam demanded. “Princess Blue, I don’t know how to tell you this, but you’re—vulnerable. You shouldn’t be doing anything by yourself. What makes you think you can get in while we couldn’t?”
 She lit up her horn, folding the map delicately into sections, then tucking it between the seats. “Because I’ve been practicing magic. And I know where to go. You’re gonna take that road there, Sam. That’ll take us to the Platte. Drop me, then you go back to the highway. I’ll carry it all.”
 “Cherry Creek,” Sam said, taking the indicated turn. “In the dark, it… could work. If you can stay out of sight from the road, and get in before sunrise. Maybe. Might just have a few fences to block it off.”
 “There’s a spell for opening locks,” she said quickly. “Unlike teleporting, a lock doesn’t die if I mess up. I can try again a few more times, until it works.
 “I’m going with you,” Peter said, without hesitation. “Not just because I can use that gun and you’ll just get yourself hurt. That’s part of it. The rest is that there are people who might still be looking for me. Once I’m in there, I’ll be another face in the crowd. But if they pay too much attention at the border, I might end up back in a cell.”
 “They must have enough test subjects by now,” Wayfinder said. “They don’t need you for that awful machine. Probably have volunteers from death row by now, or… somewhere.”
 Peter grunted. “Maybe. But none of those people are AWOL. Despite how you found me, I was never a prisoner. My assignment was to let the resonator blast my head until they learned whatever they were looking for. Or my guts melted out my ears.”
 “I wanna go with you too!” Hazel’s pronouncement was so confident that everyone fell silent to stare. She didn’t seem to like the attention though, withdrawing towards the car door. Her many bracelets jostled and clicked together with cheap plastic beads, and she lowered her head again. “If you won’t be mad at me for asking.”
 The other occupants all shared a look, attention lingering on Wayfinder. Of course this was her responsibility. She cleared her throat. “It might be way more dangerous. Sneaking in, I mean. It’s… not allowed. If we get caught, we could go to jail, maybe worse.”
 Instead of discouraging her, the insectlike creature grew more confident, sitting straighter. She seemed freshly surprised every time they didn’t hit her. “My brother… has tried to help me before. It didn’t work.” She nudged Wayfinder’s foreleg.
 Wayfinder didn’t flinch, or tense. This kid was a sick victim, not a monster.
 “They hated me. I had to run away last time. Even James couldn’t look at me without feeling sick. He never said it, but I can feel it. I don’t know what people with guns would do. Maybe… get afraid. Shoot at me while I’m too weak to run away.”
 “We can carry her,” Peter said. As he did, Wayfinder glanced back, grinning at him. He could be shallow in some ways… but this was one more point in his favor. Shared what he knew, trained in magic with her, didn’t care she used to be a dude. If he was willing to help with a kid…
 “Decide damn quick,” Sam snapped. “Ruby, you get to pack whatever we think they need. If Peter’s right and they’re tracking us, we can’t stop very long. I’ll try to find somewhere with cover. But we won’t want to sit around.”
 “I’ve got a few copies of the important stuff.” Ruby began shuffling through the back, dumping out a few bags. She held out a USB stick, then a binder of printed pages and a notebook.
 “I’ve got some ideas about how to get the files inside,” Ruby said. “But you can bring these. If I fail, I’ll be counting on you. You got me, Way?”
 She took the objects out of the air, tucking them close to her chest. Zalenka’s notebook had taken quite the trip out of the city. Shame the man himself was apparently dead, and couldn’t get it back.
 “You sure about the kid?” Sam asked. “She’s not exactly, uh… stealthy. Maybe she should stay with us.”
 And if she did, someone else would have to smuggle this stuff into the city instead of me. Someone without control of magic, or none at all.
 “No bullshitting me, Sam. Can you fly or not? If you could go in over the fence, I could drive the car. Otherwise…”
 The bird made a frustrated chirping sound. “I think I’m getting close. But no, can’t stay up for more than a few seconds. It’s a lot harder than it looks, just watching birds do it.”
 A few seconds later, they pulled to a stop in a park. It was entirely deserted, with a smattering of posters scattered in the parking lot and up on the walls of the restrooms and elsewhere. Way didn’t need to see them to guess what they must say.
 “Then it has to be me. I rode this path a hundred times. Whatever’s in our way, I’ll move it.” She nodded to Hazel. “If you come, you have to stay with us, and follow my instructions. Even if I ask you to do something you don’t like. We’re in danger.”
 Hazel grinned, exposing a mouth full of too-sharp teeth. Scarier than Sam’s beak, in its way. “I’m in danger no matter what. At least this way I have a chance.”
 They exited quickly. Wayfinder dumped a few personal items from her saddlebags, making room for the extra weight. She held the USB stick in her magic, considering what to do with it. No wings to hide it in. She tucked it away, then turned on Peter. He tightened the straps on his bag, stuffed with networking equipment and various other electronics. Everything they planned to use to stay in touch with the wider world. “Try not to get all our supplies confiscated,” he said, easing the door quietly shut with his magic. “Don’t know how well they’re being cared for in there. My guess is: not well.”
 “We’ll do our best,” Sam said. He rolled down the window, his attention lingering on Way. “Careful, princess. Keep this up, and the transformation might be complete.”
 “We’ll look for you,” Peter said, settling the weight of his heavy bags onto his shoulder. “And if they ask why we have so many bags, they’re for us. We’re already inside.”
 Wayfinder ignored Peter, making her way to the car. When she walked, Hazel followed, never more than a few steps away. She was tall enough to reach the window. But her lean build had some advantages. “What now?”
 “The kind of person you were before…” he shrugged. “You think maybe the reason you changed like you did was because you were supposed to be like this? A confident leader, risking her life for her friends.”
 Before she could reply, Sam accelerated past them, spinning a quick loop out of the park and out of sight. There was no time to stand around and watch him leave.
 “Useless woo bullshit,” Peter muttered from just behind her. “There’s no deeper meaning to a disease. Some people are immune, some people get over it quickly, some get scarred for life, some die. Though I’m not sure if there’s anyone who’s actually immune to this one. Bet the CDC are trampling over themselves to find them.”
 “Won’t be in here,” Way gestured through the trees, to a slightly lower section of bicycle path. “We just follow this into the city.”
 They set off together—first at a brisk trot, then slower once Wayfinder saw that Hazel couldn’t keep up. The bug didn’t say that she wasn’t strong enough, she just tripped over herself, breaking into huffing gasps after less than a minute.
 Some of those little holes opened when she breathed, revealing green, slimy flesh within. She might not even breathe the same as us.
 “On my back,” Wayfinder said, gesturing over her shoulders. “Go on.”
 The bug looked like she might argue the point, her wings opening from her back and buzzing together. Then she approached, slipping onto Wayfinder’s back. “You sure?”
 “You barely weigh anything,” she said. “I’ve got a niece a little younger than you, never had trouble carrying her around.” I probably weigh about the same as that little girl did. And you’re so light you might crumble away in a breeze.
 The weight wasn’t exactly insignificant, especially with already full bags. But with only two who had to walk, they could make better time.
 The bike path was enclosed for much of its length, protected by rows of trees and sound fences. They descended under roads, through long dark stretches with only a horn to light their way.
 Good thing she hadn’t done much today, because it took a lot more energy to walk than it had to ride a bike.
 They encountered some signs of other travelers fleeing this route—abandoned clothing, a few discarded backpacks and suitcases. She didn’t want to think about what might’ve happened to their owners.
 They walked in relative silence for a few hours, tracking the moon’s slow path across the sky. Until they came to a station of sorts, set just beside a heavy fence blocking the trail right where it slipped under a freeway overpass.
 The booth was little more than a small trailer, of the low-security type commonly found at parking lots and special events. She could even see through the windows, at a booth with an array of camera screens surrounding a chair.
 A man in a military uniform sat there, staring at his endless feeds of an empty tunnel, and clearly struggling to stay awake. He had a rifle leaning up against the controls next to him.
 Peter glanced once through the glass, then took one step towards the door. He flicked his tail at it, questioning. He didn’t have to speak for her to know what he meant.
 How would they get past the guard?
  	Send Peter In. He’s a soldier, and he’s armed. He probably knows how to take care of it.
 	Use her magic. There must be a way to restrain someone that doesn’t involve seriously hurting them.
 	Just sneak past and hope he doesn’t notice. Will he even care that they’re going into the isolation zone?
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 There were ways to deal with someone watching the entrance. But if they hurt someone, there would be more investigation into their presence. The only safe way to get in was to become unnoticed. And if something life-threatening happened to some random guard just doing his job, Wayfinder wouldn’t forgive herself.
 “The point of these guys is keeping people in,” she whispered. “They’re trying to keep the infection from spreading. If infected people are going inside the lockup, I don’t think they’d care.”
 Peter bit his lip. “We still have to get through the gate. It’s obviously locked.”
 He was right about that. Yet it must open, otherwise the entire checkpoint and gate were pointless. The powers that be could’ve just sealed the tunnel with some heavy fences or welded sheet metal and been done with it. And if it a door could open…
 She flicked the saddlebag open without looking at it, and floated something out from inside, then held it towards herself. She did have to look at it to read the pages, and flick through to find what she was looking for. A simple spell for unlocking things, among the earliest in the book.
 “We could try to steal the key, or I could just use this.” She turned it towards him, so he could see the circular diagram on the reverse page. “See? Simple enough.”
 Peter gaped. He pushed the book down with his hoof, so their eyes met. “Simple enough?” he repeated, indignant. “We know absolutely nothing about ‘spells.’ I’ve never done anything other than floating objects before, and making a bit of light. What makes you think this will work?”
 She turned the book around. “Because everything I’ve tried in it so far has. Sunburst knew what he was talking about. And besides—” she pointed past the security booth to the gate. “Nothing in this says I have to touch it. Just focus on the lock clearly while I’m trying. I can cast it from right here. If it doesn’t work, we’ll just try something else.”
 He circled once around her, finally settling onto his haunches looking the other way up the path. “So long as you hurry. That kid looks exhausted. Sooner or later, there’s gonna be a changing of the guard to swap him with fresh eyes. His relief will come from this side.”
 Right. She took a few steps closer, while staying below the window of the booth. Though its sides were quite thick, perhaps deliberately insulated, loud music echoed out through the window. Thumping bass, blazing guitar, and still he struggled to stay awake.
 “You’re gonna do more magic?” asked a feeble voice from over her shoulder. Hazel slipped off onto the ground next to her, staring at the book. There was something almost hungry in her expression. “Are you sure it’s real?”
 I better be, it won’t work for me if I doubt it. The book was clear about that much—visualization of her intended result was vital to any spell’s success. If her view of the outcome was unclear, the magic would not know what to do. “Absolutely. Look at us, Hazel. We’re all magic now. There’s no mundane way to explain what happened to us. If the world is gonna do this to us, it’s only fair we take advantage.”
 She set the book down on the ground in front of her, then turned her attention on the gate. She kept the diagram in view, trying to imagine it in the same light her horn projected. Unlock! Just let us in!
 At first there was nothing at all, just a steadily growing light from her horn matched by Peter’s obvious unease. He tapped one foreleg on the ground, a little faster as the seconds passed.
 Then she saw it: the image of a circular diagram filled her mind, the duplicate of the one in her book in front of her. It surrounded the door, barely visible. Her magic poured into it, growing brighter and brighter as the seconds passed. Wayfinder was pushing against something, an invisible weight just out of reach. She shoved against it, feeling her magical endurance leave her. That came with a faint pounding in her head, light growing dimmer as her magic left her.
 This is why the book wanted you to practice first! Her horn flashed abruptly, and the gate clicked. The light vanished, turning the route to the tunnel suddenly darker. The gate began to swing inward by its own weight, one hinge squeaking.
 Wayfinder dropped low to the ground, breathing heavily. Her head sagged, and she even imagined her horn visibly drooping from the effort. She flicked her tail towards the opening, her words stumbling over each other. “We… got it.”
 Peter spun, mouth hanging open. To his credit, he recovered quickly, reaching her in a few seconds. He scooped the book off the concrete, stuffing it sideways into her saddlebags again. He nodded towards the clear path, urgent. “Come on!”
 Until that moment, they could wait behind the booth, out of view of its cameras and not easily seen through the windows. Now the only way to go was forward, directly into the guard’s view. Wayfinder hurried, though her breath still came heavy and her head felt light. She’d actually cast a spell!
 They reached the gate, and Peter nudged it open with his head, holding it open for her. Once they were through, he tugged it closed again, using a faint glow from his horn. It didn’t lock.
 But Wayfinder didn’t stop to watch, she was still moving, keeping pace with Hazel. For once she was thankful the kid was a little slower—she was so incredibly drained that she wouldn’t have managed to gallop at her usual pace.
 They made it about ten steps from the gate before an alarm began to blare, deafening in her ears. It came with a voice over the shrill mechanical wailing, a shocked and only slightly tired-sounding soldier. “Stop! Right there! Don’t move, or you’ll be shot!”
 She turned to the side, and saw what he meant. Near the gate were a pair of heavy mechanical devices, covered in glittering lidar sensors—and topped with a pivoting barrel. There was one on each side, with a belt of ammunition feeding up from below. Bullets longer than her fingers used to be. Harsh spotlights came on, blasting towards them.
 Peter slid to a stop abruptly. Hazel looked like she might keep running, but Wayfinder stepped over the kid, bringing her weight down on her back. Not a pleasant sensation, harsh angles and hard chitin on her own sensitive belly—but it worked. Hazel stopped.
 “I’ll protect you,” she whispered, turning slowly towards the security station. “Keep low.”
 The kid shivered with obvious terror. Wayfinder felt her nod, but no words came out.
 Peter was the first to speak, lifting his voice the way many in the armed services could, somehow without distorting or sounding like he was yelling. “Return to your watch, soldier. We are not attempting to flee the isolation zone.”
 The alarm dulled, though the spotlights remained. The mechanical barrels still pointed in their direction, each one making subtle adjustments to aim at them. That kid isn’t going to kill us, is he?
 In the spotlights, the tunnel did seem unusually stained. Patches of concrete were stained with something brown and sharp-smelling. Little pits and broken sections of concrete might suggest weapons fired in this direction, or maybe just a long time since the city’s last maintenance.
 “This area is restricted,” said the soldier. Much more disoriented than he had been, his voice nervous. “You aren’t allowed out this far. Didn’t you see the signs?”
 Peter swore under his breath, glancing behind them. Wayfinder could imagine what he was looking for: somewhere to retreat from those weapons’ field of view. Once they could do that, they could run the rest of the way inside. No one would follow a few infected into the isolation zone.
 But Wayfinder saw no obvious exits. Whoever put the checkpoint here knew what they were doing. The bike route ran under an overpass, with high concrete walls on either side. They’d have to make it all the way to the other side of the bridge to move aside. By then, they could be dead a hundred times over.
 A few frightened seconds passed. Wayfinder stared down the tunnel, looking for anything they could use. She saw nothing but old graffiti on the walls of damaged cement. Past a few flickering amber lights the trail continued along the river, with homes and parks and civilization beyond. They were so close!
 “You came from outside,” came the voice over the broadcast. No longer shouted—more like the speaker was talking to themselves. “Shit. You people… protocol says I have to… you approached the checkpoint. Damnit! I did not volunteer to kill someone.”
 “Then don’t!” she yelled. “We’re leaving! We’re not going to hurt you or anyone else.”
 “Sorry,” he said, voice halting. “Already called in with… I’m not even in control of those anymore. No way to cancel—”
 Wayfinder screwed her eyes shut, shielding Hazel as best she could with her body. Not that it would make any difference, with bullets as big as those. They’d cut through her like she was paper.
 “Run, stupid!” Peter shoved up against her, bolting down the tunnel. A desperate move, and a doomed one. They’d never clear such a long distance when a few bullets could kill them.
 Motors hummed, Wayfinder saw the barrels twitch. I’m not dying here!
 The world slowed. Weapons pointed down towards her, moved by unseen cables. Peter was nearly past her.
 She reached for him, wrapping her foreleg around his retreating hindleg.
 She wasn’t exactly sure what happened next. Sudden, overwhelming pressure, searing bright light—then nothing.
 Wayfinder was nowhere. No light, no heat, nothing but the sharp angles of the insect beneath her, and Peter’s soft flank. Cold pressed in on her from all sides, and no breath came. She couldn’t even scream for air.
 Then came a crack, loud enough to leave her ears ringing. Frost condensed on her coat, as though she’d been dumped into a freezer somewhere. Wayfinder wobbled, then flopped sideways, landing on grass.
 Darkness closed in around her, all strength failing. She had seconds to see Peter rushing up to her, while distant gunfire barked through the air. Then she collapsed, and thought no more.
 Wayfinder woke slowly. She felt the ground beneath her first: unnatural and lumpy, yet soft. She opened one eye, and found light coming in thin lines from somewhere across the room. But even looking towards it made her head throb. She closed her eyes again, tugging the blanket over her head and moaning loudly.
 Something moved in the room beyond, hooves skittering over carpet. A weight shifted the blanket next to her, and a child’s voice sounded in her ear. Hazel. “Wayfinder? You’re awake!”
 “Wish I… wasn’t…” she moaned, pressing her head to the pillow. Unfortunately, now that she was back in the conscious world, her body stubbornly refused to let her doze. The throbbing in her head remained, focused towards the front where her horn emerged from her skull.
 “You saved our lives!” Hazel flitted around her, her wings buzzing loudly against her back. After a few seconds, Wayfinder heard something sloshing around, then felt pressure against her mouth. “Drink this! You must be dehydrated. Weren’t taking water while you were out…”
 She took it, and drank. The water tasted stale, somehow, like liquid left out for too long. But she found she was thirsty enough that she didn’t care, downing the entire container in a few seconds. It helped, dulling the groans of protest from her stomach. The pain in her head remained. “How… long?”
 “Two days,” Hazel said. “Almost three. But Wayfinder, you—that was amazing! The magic was so strong you got a tattoo!”
 She opened her eyes again, reluctantly. They were in a basement somewhere, unfinished judging by the walls. Someone had tossed a few rugs onto the floor, and several piles of blankets and half-deflated airbeds scattered onto the floor. Trash filled the space, mostly empty brown rectangles covered in block letters. She recognized their own makeshift saddlebags near to where she’d been laying. Peter’s scent was on her, one of the few comfortable things mingling with all those stinks.
 She slipped the blanket off herself. “What do you mean a tattoo?”
 Hazel poked her butt—her flank, technically, somewhere she couldn’t see without twisting around. She moved slowly, and looked.
 The kid was right, though “tattoo” wasn’t quite the word she would’ve used. The mark seemed to be growing right out of her coat, as though each section were perfectly dyed. How a symbol like that could remain crisp was beyond her—four points, like the corners of a compass, with yellow wisps rising up her side like a flame.
 “We didn’t put it there!” Hazel said, pressing closer to her. “You have to believe me! I’ve just been taking care of you, Wayfinder, not—”
 She put one hoof on the child’s face, silencing her. “I know, Hazel. It’s okay. I… think I know what that is. My spellbook talks about them, I just… didn’t guess what it meant, until now. It’s a cutie mark.”
 “I dunno what that is,” Hazel muttered. “Is it good?”
 Wayfinder shrugged. “My spellbook doesn’t explain what they are, only that adults always have them. It’s the ‘powerful connection each mare and stallion makes to Harmony.'”
 She didn’t know what that meant, really. But she knew what she would do next.
  	Leave the basement and see the isolation zone for herself.
 	Wait for Peter to come back. She could search the book again for more on Cutie Marks.
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“Wait for Peter to come back. She could search the book again for more on Cutie Marks.” 70%
 Of course, Wayfinder didn’t want to sit around in this mysterious place and wait for others to make her decisions for her. Since the first days of the outbreak, she’d been the one to decide where they ended up. Whether she’d done a good job making those decisions was a matter for debate—but she’d kept everyone alive. Apparently that couldn’t be said for those who tried to walk down that tunnel before them.
 Security booth, automatic turrets, programmed to kill people who try to escape.
 Maybe there was some truth to Peter’s belief that the powers that be planned to stop an initial outbreak with a nuclear device.
 She couldn’t keep thinking about it forever, though, not with Hazel staring at her. The insect’s huge eyes showed little emotion, but the flicks of her tail could.
 “Thanks for keeping an eye on me,” she said. She reached towards her forehead, running her hoof along the length there. The skin at the center was sensitive enough to mirror the abilities of fingers, albeit with only a single axis of sensitivity. She had to touch her horn separately from different angles to confirm what she felt there. Scorch marks near the tip, maybe a burn? The sensation made little sense to her mind, since, of course, a bone couldn’t burn. Was this a layer of skin over it, or something else?
 “You didn’t have to wait around. I’m sure you have… places you’d rather be, now that we finally made it to the isolation zone.”
 Hazel moved past her, settling onto her haunches, and stared up at the basement steps. “Not really. I hate it here.”
 That gave her pause. Wayfinder abandoned her thoughts, taking a few nervous steps towards the child. “It’s that bad in here?”
 She glanced over her shoulder, then nodded tearfully. “T-there’s this… big, scary place in the center. No one goes there… has to keep it from getting bigger. People wanna throw me in there. Some think I escaped. Or like the people who died when they got infected.”
 She sunk lower, head down and ears flat. “I’m not a monster, though. I don’t wanna hurt people. It’s not my fault I look this way.”
 Wayfinder shouldn’t be distracted by the suffering of one kid, when she didn’t know anything about where they were, what danger they might be in, who might be upstairs, where she’d get her next meal. Hazel wasn’t even family!
 She couldn’t just sit there and listen to a kid cry, even if her voice did echo strangely and make her coat stand slightly on end. Wayfinder took a few slow steps towards her, then rested against the kid, wrapping her foreleg around her. Something about it being a kid made it easier not to feel self-conscious. Maybe a little nervous about her hard shell and those holes in her legs. “It’s not your fault you look like that. Anyone who treats you differently because you got sick is an asshole. It’s not on you that they’re mean.”
 Hazel didn’t reply with much of anything at first—a strangled sob, her body touching up against Wayfinder, burying her head against her leg. Been a long time since I had to do this for anyone. Ruby was too tough to need comfort like this. And her little sister—she was too old, too independent.
 Eventually she stopped crying and just fell silent, her body shaking strangely with the way she breathed. Way remained silent too, and didn’t even realize her horn was glowing to light the basement.
 “Besides, if it gets too bad—we teleported in here, I’ll just help us teleport back out again.”
 Hazel said nothing to that, a faint chuckle lost in the other sounds. Her movements slowed, until her breathing was no longer desperate and terrified. “Thanks, Way. I wish James was with me. But I’m glad he waited until a girl like you came to rescue me.” She lowered her voice, as if afraid to be overheard. There was no one else in the basement with them.
 I would’ve been upset about being called a girl before. Now it only made her thoughtful, brushing the little blue frill out of Hazel’s eyes. “Sorry I’ve been too out of it to help over the last few days. Maybe you could catch me up on what I missed.”
 Hazel’s tension returned. Her tail flicked up, her eyes lingering on the steps. But there was no one coming Wayfinder could see.
 “It… sucks.” She finally said. “For everyone else too. Not enough food, not enough water, electricity only a few hours a day. Sick and hungry and weak. More and more of the space is getting swallowed by this… darkness, taking away more houses and safe places to live. It’s the worst place ever.”
 Exactly what we were afraid of, she thought. The feds were completely unprepared for an outbreak on this scale. From what little they got out of other states, Colorado wasn’t the only state on the brink. The rest of the world had effectively locked down trade and immigration overnight. This was probably worse than the Great Depression by now.
 “What about Ruby and Sam?” When the kid didn’t respond, she continued. “My friends from the car. Sam’s the bird who drove us here. And Ruby’s the yellow and orange pony from the backseat.”
 “Oh.” She shrugged. “Not sure. I’m guessing… it didn’t go well, if we didn’t see them by now.” Her wings opened, briefly vibrating on her back. She nudged the wall next to them with her foreleg. “This is one of the… intake blocks. We stay here until they know we won’t die. Then we get shoved somewhere else, probably just as bad. Dunno.”
 “What about Peter?” She sniffed, and found his scent on her again—it led to their shared sleeping space, and touched a dozen other things in the basement with them. He was clearly living there. “What’s he up to?”
 “Dunno.” Hazel paced her way over to the window, then nudged at the high curtains. They parted a crack, revealing a shaft of bright orange from outside.
 Wayfinder had been wrong if she thought it was late at night. Closer to morning. “What about…” she winced. “Something to eat? I feel weak. Head is spinning, body still feels weak. Probably because I haven’t eaten anything.”
 Hazel retreated towards the blob of blankets they’d been sleeping in, and retrieved a cardboard box from inside. She pushed it forward, exposing various identical, flat pieces of cardboard covered in block letters. Wayfinder lifted one towards the new patch of light using her magic. She didn’t bother reading it though—just tugged, separating the plastic so she could expose its contents. Some kind of peach dessert in a rich, sugary syrup. She swallowed every bite, squeezing the container dry. She did the same to a stale-tasting rice pilaf, then a foul-tasting vegetarian “stew.”
 “MREs,” she finally whispered, tossing the empty plastic into the trash corner. The trash there overflowed onto the floor, and a number of flies circled the space, filling the air with a drone she hadn’t noticed while she recovered. “The flavors didn’t get any better since I was in high school. Great.”
 Even so, at least now one pain had faded.
 “Your boyfriend is gone most of the days. Comes back with food and water at night. Keeps telling me to watch you. Doesn’t want you to die.”
 “He’s not my boyfriend,” she said, without thinking. Then the bug was staring, her expression doubtful.
 “We thought about it, but it never worked out. Not sure if that changes now.” There were a lot more people around them now. He hadn’t seemed optimistic about their chances if Wayfinder didn’t accept him last time. “I’m grateful he’s helping us. There are other people here?”
 “Mostly at night,” Hazel said. “There’s a curfew, so. Everyone’s stuck in here, waiting to be able to leave. Not enough space, too many people. Everyone’s angry all night, makes it hard to sleep.”
 “We’re not going to wait around for bad things to happen to us,” Wayfinder said. She dug around in their blankets, prodding them away to reveal their makeshift saddlebags, still heavy with various things. She couldn’t say how much of their communications gear and other computer junk was still there. But the most important item was there: a heavy, worn book, tucked down near the bottom. She levitated it into the air, then flicked through the pages.
 Light was real, unlocking things was real—apparently teleportation was too, though that one had cost her. “Are they looking for us? The… guard did try to kill us when we got here.”
 She shook her head. “There’s rumors about when we came in. Some infected who tried to get out, and learned that when they shoot you in your horn, you disintegrate. There’s supposedly this little crater where it happened, but I didn’t go out to see it.”
 “That’s some good news.” She glanced up at the steps. “Except that Ruby and Sam probably think we’re dead too. Won’t make finding them the easiest.”
 She flicked through the spellbook on the floor in front of her, skimming through its contents. She wasn’t looking for anything in particular—maybe some detail about Cutie Marks she’d missed, or maybe some spell she could use to improve their situation.
 Most of it didn’t seem useful. A few healing spells near the back, and one charm that could purify water. But growing food was apparently a very challenging task, beyond the scope of one volume. “And a superfluous field of study for most unicorns, with earth ponies so abundant.” The ones without horns apparently had some skill with that.
 The notes about Cutie Marks were in the front, and were as minimal as she thought. This section wasn’t to tell her about them; rather, it was a word of caution and motivation for ponies who picked up the book for the first time.
 “Many a unicorn has been discouraged from pursuing their birthright purely because they lack a Cutie Mark to grant special mastery over the thaumic arts. The reverse is not true, as anypony must use their special talent to receive their mark.
 “Go forward with full confidence that a unique gift for these powers is not required to learn even advanced manifestations and spells. Yes, the swirls and sparkles of the world have their advantages. But if you study diligently and practice often, you can follow in their hoofsteps just the same.”
 There were a few other useful details in there—like about her present condition. Wayfinder had likely “sprained” her horn, language used frequently despite the absurdity of the term. It could happen to any unicorn who pushed their magic too hard. It could be much more seriously damaged, usually by physically breaking the tip of her horn, and requiring surgery. Thankfully, that hadn’t happened.
 I can’t actually teleport us out of here if it sucks. I don’t even know how I did it the first time.
 Time passed. Minutes, hours—long enough that Wayfinder began to grow nervous with the delay. She couldn’t keep hiding in a basement forever, hoping for Peter to come back. Wayfinder stretched, hid the book away in her bags again, then gestured up the steps. “We’re allowed out of here during the day, right? We can…” She lowered her voice, nervously. “Who enforces the rules, anyway?”
 “Ponies,” Hazel said, trailing after her. “Wearing military uniforms. Don’t fit real well. Most of them aren’t really military. A few are. There’s this tiny little one with wings like a bat, about the same size as me. But she can look so mean that everyone listens. Most of them just wave weapons around.”
 Wayfinder started up the steps, and Hazel followed, taking them two at a time. “Where are we going?”
 She would track down what happened to all of them, eventually. But there were many people in Denver she wanted to find right then, and she had to start with one:
 To Find Ruby and Sam.
 To Find Peter
 To Find the pony who wrote that book.
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Wayfinder emerged into the blinding light of full day, her body crushed briefly by the Colorado heat. She lingered in the doorway a second while she adjusted. My fur is getting a little long, maybe I should get a trimmer.
 Getting shoved in a basement might not be the most dignified place to be, but it did have its advantages: the underground stayed much cooler than the surface. Something touched lightly to her rear as she emerged from the doorway. Way didn’t look back to see if she’d decided to wear the hoodie or not: she was entirely distracted by the view before her.
 Way hadn’t grown up in Denver, or any of the surrounding neighborhoods. She no longer recognized anything she saw without turning towards the mountains.
 While studying in university, Way had occasionally taken classes that presented her with views of impoverished, inhuman conditions that existed elsewhere on the planet. This view was one such: a dirty, vast favela, with damaged buildings surrounded by makeshift shelters and stalls, crowding close to each other near a narrow section of intact road. Many of those shelters had the look of military tents or perhaps UN relief supplies—but just as many were assembled from scrap metal or cardboard.
 She was downtown somewhere, judging by the height of the buildings. But beyond that, Way couldn’t really guess. Voices filled the air—shouts from sellers at their stalls, moans of pain, arguments and laughter and barked orders. At least a hundred Bluetooth speakers played from everywhere, mingling into a broad featureless din that made Way’s ears press to her head.
 “Entrance is back that way,” Hazel said, nudging up next to her in the doorway. She had worn the hoodie, despite the heat. With the hood all the way up over her head, Way could barely see the more unnatural features on the bug—so long as she didn’t glance behind her at her back legs. “The Police are mostly back there, between us and the entrance. We have to go there to get our food allotment every other day. They’re the ones in the camouflage, see there?”
 Hazel nodded towards a unicorn mare striding their way down the sidewalk. Hardly intimidating this one: a petite unicorn about Hazel’s height, though with mature proportions for a pony. She was just short. Was there something familiar in that shade of green in her eyes? More than the uniform vest, obviously taken from surplus desert camo fatigues, then sewn with a name patch Way couldn’t quite read from that distance.
 She wore a gun on her belt, which hung somewhere just behind her shoulders. Much closer to accessible, though she’d have a hard time aiming if she couldn’t use her magic. Maybe she could? She must be able to do something if she was going to march straight into those blind alleys filled with the stench of alcohol and garbage and worse things. The same way she wanted to go, away from the entrance. She could guess where she might find that “royal crystaller” who helped write the guide on magic for adults.
 “Are there any rules stopping us from crossing the isolation zone?” she whispered. “Can we go that way?”
 The bug nodded nervously. “So long as we’re back by curfew. We have to check off names coming in, and they collect them. If you’re not there, you don’t get food the next time. It’s… kinda the only rule.”
 “Then come on.” Wayfinder urged her forward, breaking into a slow trot. The bug soon matched her pace, her hooves sounding far softer against the pavement. She was soon closing on the officer. From the side rather than behind, so the mare would see her coming. The last thing she wanted to do was frighten or anger the stranger.
 But surely someone with a pastel pink coat and curly yellow mane wouldn’t be the sort to respond with violence to a reasonable request.
 “Excuse me, ma’am?” she said, about the time the little mare had turned to look up at her. “Can I ask you something?”
 The pony stopped dead at the word “ma’am,” and her otherwise neutral expression turned sour. “Don’t try to pull any bullshit on me, stranger. Forget how I look, I can break half the bones in your body if you make me. I’m no beat cop.”
 Apparently NEM10 had a sense of humor. That stance, the fury on her face, the short cut of her mane—Way could sympathize with all of it. I guess it could be worse for me after all. I could look like her.
 More than anything else, Wayfinder didn’t smile. Ruby and Sam could laugh at her loss of masculinity, but she couldn’t do the same to someone else. “No bullshit,” she said, looking away from her, as though intimidated by her intensity. “I was just—my little sister and I need to go that way, and we were hoping to follow you.” She lowered her voice, though whether it would make any difference with so many nonhumans around, she didn’t know. “We don’t feel safe here. But having an officer around would make things easier.”
 The mare glanced between them. She reached forward—not hard, since she was the same height as Hazel—and flicked the hood back to expose her face. “Holy shit,” she levitated it forward, surrounding the hood with a brief flash of pink. “Second thought, you leave that on.”
 She turned her focus back to Wayfinder, eyes narrowing. “Your sister isn’t dying, is she? Because if her health is threatened in any way, we have a duty to conduct her to Zone 1 for medical treatment and evaluation.”
 “No,” Hazel said. Despite her typical shyness, she responded quickly. “I’m fine. I got sick months ago. I just look like someone stuck a dead body in a blender full of bugs.”
 The officer wilted. “Fine, whatever. You can follow if you like. But you should know: I have a patrol assignment. I can’t escort you anywhere. If I encounter anything needing attention, you will keep your distance and not interfere.”
 Way nodded. “Thank you, uh—officer?”
 “Lance,” she finished, turning away with a flick of her short tail. She set off down the road again, a little faster than she’d been moving before. “Officer Lance. Don’t call me ma’am again. I don’t need more reminders.”
 Way followed. Hazel joined her after a few steps, scampering to catch up.
 She turned the name over in her mind. An unusual last name, but that probably didn’t mean anything.
 “Yes, Officer Lance. My sister and I won’t give you any trouble. We’re just trying to make it through this place without anything… else happening to us.”
 She had good reason to fear. The streets were narrow, barely wide enough for a single vehicle. They turned and shifted erratically, creating blind spots filled with trash or used for shelters.
 Not one of the infected looked happy, though this was obviously for reasons disconnected from the sickness itself. She saw no signs of open wounds, sores, or other complications from their initial transformation. Everyone was fully transformed.
 Rather, she saw signs of their deplorable conditions. Manes matted, coats stained, bandages from injuries obviously acquired here on the street.
 There were few elements to unite them other than their inhumanity. Some tried to wear clothes, altering their old possessions to preserve their modesty. Many more wore nothing at all, and seemed to have little in the way of possessions.
 Age at least seemed unaffected by the transformation. She saw children with their parents, playing awkwardly at a park filled with equipment that no longer suited their stature.
 Not all were ponies at all. There were a smattering of other birds like Sam, towering over the ponies. A handful of other things too, she had no names for. At least one tiny lizard-thing, sitting alone in a scorched cardboard box and begging for scraps from anyone who got close. No sign of bugs, though she did see something she guessed was a deer, and several enormous animals sweating themselves to death with wooly coats better suited for some eastern steppe.
 An uncomfortable number of the strangers eyed her as they went by, looking back at her flank. She didn’t have to turn around to guess those men probably weren’t staring at the Cutie Mark. She didn’t have to guess, because plenty of them called out to her with variations on the same themes. If she had to hear about the “discovery channel” again after today, she might really find out whether her magic could explode someone.
 Hazel kept close to her while they walked, never more than a few steps away. Whenever anyone came too close, she darted under Wayfinder’s legs to hide, and stayed there until she could walk safely.
 Everywhere they went, Wayfinder kept her attention alert, searching for signs of any ponies doing things differently than the general stink of bare survival and human misery. Sunburst said he was going to teach them, and his book showed he was good at it. Obviously the ones he helped would not be living in cardboard. But from one alley to the next, from a makeshift market selling salvage and contraband to a restaurant preparing emergency rations in many inventive ways, she saw no sign of the strange yellow unicorn.
 “Guess I can understand why you wanted an escort,” the officer said, when they’d gone about half an hour through the streets. She’d become more relaxed as their time went on—maybe just because Way was there to soak up negative attention on her behalf. “Nothing but creeps and losers in Zone 2, but most of them usually pretend to have other motives. Might want a change in outfit.”
 She winced. “Maybe you’re right,” Wayfinder agreed. “Lived with my friends before coming down to the isolation zone. Life was easier when no one was staring. You’re not wearing pants either.”
 Officer Lance laughed. “I can handle myself if someone comes at me. All they have to do is give me a reason, and they’ll wish they didn’t have the hardware either.” She tapped one hoof sharply on the asphalt to demonstrate. It sounded faintly metallic—much harder than Way’s own. Another weapon for the police.
 Way chuckled in spite of the grim subject. But as they traveled, the streets did seem less dangerous. Fewer shelters on the road, and more survivors huddling in the buildings instead. A few stalls remained, but here the road opened to a full two lanes, with many vehicles pushed aside to block off the road going the other direction.
 And ahead, the space seemed increasingly sparse. Many buildings looked empty completely, and abandoned belongings littered the sidewalk. “I know this way. Why is no one living close to university?”
 “Forest is that way,” Officer Lance replied, without looking back. “My patrol goes all the way to the border, then back through Zone 4.” She hesitated. “I don’t think you ever explained what you wanted to do out here. Long way to go in this heat.”
 She felt that exhaustion herself, of course. She didn’t know whether earth horses could sweat, but here in the heat-island of a large city, she certainly could. “That’s a little hard to explain,” she said. “Not that I’m against telling, but I doubt you’d care.”
 “Not even a little,” Lance said. “You can share if you like. Promise I won’t bite—people like me aren’t here to make things difficult for obedient citizens, just trying to get through a shitty situation. We’re trying to make it safe in here.”
 “You’re bad at it,” Hazel said. Then she whimpered, her wings buzzing under her jacket. They couldn’t lift very far, and the sound was muffled. “Not you personally. In general. It doesn’t feel very safe in here. I miss my mom…”
 The officer’s tail flicked several times in obvious frustration. She kept walking even so. “You’re not wrong, kid. Those bastards at logistics aren’t giving us half of what we need. Won’t let us deputize enough locals; they don’t want anyone in here unless they have prior training. My whole unit got the same strain of whatever this shit was. One’s so small she could ride around in a jar. So… not as much local support as we’d like. Half the state crammed into one city, half the food and not enough meds or power to keep people comfortable. Only thing keeping anyone in check is this shit.”
 She stopped abruptly, gesturing ahead. Down the road, Wayfinder saw what was attracting her attention. Instead of the university campus and surrounding apartments, fast food, and dorms, there was… a forest.
 The trees erupted from pavement and sidewalk, grew over buildings, and anything else that might be in their way. Several nearby parked cars looked as though they’d been working not too long ago, only now they had an enormous old-growth pine ascending through their floorboard and another hundred feet into the sky. Near the edge, several ponies gathered in uniforms, one wearing a heavy apparatus over their back.
 Before Way could ask what it was, brilliant orange light exploded nearby, arching to the line of brush and trees in an enormous jet. The jelly caught to it instantly, burning with an unnatural shade of orange. “If we’re gone, there’s no one to keep this thing from eating people alive.” Lance said. No trace of humor remained in her voice, just cold confidence. “Is this what you wanted to see?”
 “No…” Way admitted. “I didn’t know—” but Hazel had said there was something growing that people were afraid of. Obviously they’d found the source of that worry. “I’m looking for a… friend, who came in here before me.” She twisted to the side, nodding towards her flank. “He had one of these. Tattoo right here? Orange and yellow, talked like he was from out of state. I just figured he—”
 The officer started laughing. “That lunatic? Only time I ever saw someone charge into the overgrowth. Didn’t come back, obviously. No one comes out of there. It’s where all the ones who die from the infection end up. Straight up horror movie shit. Not sure how he died, but I’m afraid your friend is toast.”
 She turned away from the edge. “Anyway, I’m headed back. You can stay, or follow me. Up to you.”
 There was only one thing to do.
  	Risk any danger to follow Sunburst, even into the mysterious forest. Ask Lance to take Hazel back to the shelter.
 	Go back and try to get help first. Maybe Sunburst could protect himself, that didn’t mean she could.
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Retreat for now, come back with more help later (55%)
 Wayfinder wanted to go in after Sunburst. That “lunatic” was important in more ways than sharing a book. What more did he know that wasn’t in the pages of that basic volume?
 But charging into a place that this well-armed policeman said would be lethal to her, well—she didn’t have to be stupid about this. She’d made a connection here, one that might have other uses…
 She turned to scamper after Lance, waiting only long enough for Hazel to join her. You’ll have to wait a little longer, Sunburst. Besides, if he could live long enough to survive in there until now, he would still be there in another day or two.
 As soon as they were moving again, the policemare below her seemed to grow more energetic, a short yellow tail swishing behind her. Should that be more interesting than it was? Wayfinder’s attention didn’t linger like it might’ve on Ruby. “Do you guys ever work other shifts?” she began. “Like…intake? Or do you stay on one job the whole time?”
 Lance glanced back at her once, but kept walking. “Of course we do everything. There’s no one else who can. In the early days, they had a crew from FEMA do intake. Technically, I guess it’s the same crew now. Only—” she flicked her tail out to one side. “You can guess what happened. PPE seems to slow the infection, but sooner or later it gets through anyway. The only true guarantee of staying safe is distance.”
 Wayfinder nodded along, not wanting to interrupt. Any information this pony wanted to share might be useful to her. Besides, she couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something familiar in her cadence, albeit exaggerated and high-pitched. If she interrupted, the little mare might stop sharing. Or worse, not want them to follow her.
 Their return path wasn’t through quite the same slum they’d used to exit. This road moved through upscale apartments, with the road relatively clear and more police on the walkway. Most buildings had a muscular-looking stallion or large bird waiting outside, wearing a little vest. Security.
 “What are you wondering about, legs?” Lance asked. “Please don’t tell me you’re trying to get details about our security procedures. You do not want to try breaking out of here. That only ends one way.”
 Hazel made a faint squeakling sound, nudging up against her side. A warning, though not one quite so coherent as a word.
 “No,” she agreed hastily. “I know we have to stay separate.” She held out one leg. “I don’t wish this on anyone. Wish I still had my old life, meh as it was. I assume I’m still a carrier.”
 That seemed to mollify Lance, who kept walking. That let her chance what she really wanted to know. “Some friends were coming into the zone behind me. I wonder if you might know how I could look them up. I don’t know exactly when they would’ve shown up, but…by now for sure.”
 Lance shrugged. “You checked the buildings around where I found you? That’s quarantine block—from there to the red barriers. If they just got to the zone, they’re in there.”
 She slowed as they reached an intersection, looking up at a towering, glittering building. It had been a hotel once, with a pool faintly visible on the upper stories. There were ponies swimming up there, others sunbathing. More significant, Wayfinder heard the steady thrum of a generator near the building. “Unless they’re VIPs. Then they’d come straight to this place. Your friends aren’t from that congressional flight, are they?”
 She laughed, voice bitter. “Can’t say I’ve ever been that important. They’re no one, just a bird and a unicorn. Probably drove her in an old car full of supplies.”
 Lance twitched. She glanced back at Wayfinder, for the first time seemed to really look at her, then the little mare following her. “Those were your friends?” She took a purposeful step closer. “And the reason you were waiting, would it have anything to do with the metric shitton of contraband they were transporting? Are you trying to smuggle shit into the zone?”
 Her horn glowed, and the flap of Wayfinder’s bag flipped open. “What are you carrying in here, anyway?”
 Panic swelled in her chest. Wayfinder fought back her instinct to shut the bag again. This little unicorn’s horn flickered when she tried to do anything. Her focus was unsteady, lacking the many hours of practice that Wayfinder had made. She could overpower her easily. Except that she had a gun, and a radio, and presumably some kind of authority here.
 She dumped the bag out onto the pavement in front of them. But there was very little in there to find: just the book, and some notes with scrawled pages and half-imagined spells. One was the unlocking spell she’d used to get them inside, not long ago. Not that Lance showed any recognition. She picked up the book, then flipped through it, shuffling the pages while holding it upside-down.
 After a second, she closed it, then set it back down on the pavement in front of her. At least she didn’t throw it there and damage the cover. “Maybe you didn’t know?”
 “Ruby is my—a friend from college,” she said. “I don’t know what she’s been up to since we separated.” Not quite true. She had some idea of what she got up to with Sam. Didn’t seem to have any trouble adapting to his change, now. Eventually Way would stop resenting her for that. Not Sam so much; he wasn’t in a relationship to break.
 “You’re lucky you didn’t come in with those two, or you’d be—” Lance said. Her horn started to glow, but Wayfinder was already doing it, gathering the discarded pages and pencils and the book into her bag. It still hurt her head, throbbing along with her heartbeat as the magic worked. But once she started, she was determined to finish, flicking it closed and looking back.
 Right, most people can’t do this. “I’d be what?” she asked, tilting her head. “You know where my friends are?”
 “In the hole,” came the eventual reply. “Lockup. Place for people who start shit. People who deserve it end up there, where they can’t hurt anyone else. Waiting on trials, I guess, but right now everything’s martial law, so…” she shrugged. “They don’t take visitors.”
 She surged forward, resting a foreleg against Way’s chest. She was so small she could’ve stuck her head into the fluff there, without getting close to her neck. “What you just did, how long have you been able to do that? Moving multiple objects at once.”
 “I…” she rubbed her horn, wincing at the tenderness there. Her injury was not happy with the sudden strain. Even now that she’d stopped floating things, it still throbbed near the base. “It happens without thinking,” she lied. “Then it hurts afterwards.”
 She retreated, but couldn’t go far without bumping into Hazel. The bug was still following her, keeping her between herself and the officer. “Bet it would go away with practice,” Lance went on. “Listen. Sorry about going off on you. But if you’re talented enough to do that, if you can shoot straight, you could be useful. Maybe even help your friends while you’re at it.”
 Wayfinder’s tail flicked, her ears perking up. “You were just telling us how…they don’t let you deputize the locals. That’s why you’re understaffed.” And you went after me without knowing who I am. What happened to insignificant things like “due process” and “probable cause” when the world ended? At least their little piece of it.
 “Yeah, officially that’s true. Unofficially…” she moved past her, flicking her tail at the hotels. “Officers have to be trained somehow. But talent like yours is rare. Only one other newcomer in the last month could do half as much.”
 She trailed off, expression distant and wistful. “His other talents make him useful too. But you don’t have to have a giant—” she trailed off, lowering her foreleg. Her ears folded back.
 She lowered her voice, whispering. “We need help. And IDs—IDs are shit in here. Maybe we get you a new one. Say you were just finishing up the police academy or something. You didn’t share because you used to be a dude, that’s all. Now that you see how desperate we are, you were inspired. Surge of patriotism or some shit.”
 She gestured, levitating over a few small rocks from the road. She set them both down on the ground in front of her, then pointed. “Show me.”
 Working for the police was nowhere near what she imagined for her future. It might be a way of helping people, in a way. But how could she work for the people who had just locked up her friends?
 I could find out where they’re holding them and get them out.
 “I’ve got to take care of my sister.” She stepped sideways, indicating the bug behind her. “I want to make life better for everyone stuck in this place, but she needs me too. If I’m out doing what you do, who’s protecting her?”
 Lance eyed the stones, which Way still hadn’t moved. “It’s a better life than you’ll find anywhere else in this place. Better rations, safer quarters.” She kept her voice low, though it wouldn’t be enough to stop Hazel from hearing. “Safer in there than out here. The infected who end up like her don’t do very well in here. Wither away, like she’s doing. Looks like skin and bones under that jacket, if she’s got either.”
 True enough, though it made the little bug whimper and recoil. Though from what she remembered, the bug seemed more vital now than she had been when they met in that abandoned house. Her cheeks didn’t look sunken anymore, and neither did her eyes.
 It’s not poison, it’s starvation. Her words made the bug light up even more, moving closer to her. She touched briefly to Way’s flank, searching for reassurance.
 “She can come with me?” Wayfinder asked, a little louder. “I’m not budging on that. No sister, no me.”
 Lance flicked her tail to either side. “That part’s easy. So long as she doesn’t mind sharing your room at the barracks. You think you’re the only one with loved ones? Please.”
 She held out her hoof. “I saw what you can do. One conversation with the super, and you’re in for training. Prove yourself, and you’re in a position to ask for a few favors. Like those friends of yours…”
 Wayfinder had a decision to make.
 1. Join the military police, for now. It probably meant safety for Hazel, and a way to get to her friends.
 2. Try to find another way to rescue them. Any group that would throw people into a place called “the hole” without a trial isn’t one she can join.
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“This is your room,” Lance said, about six hours later. They passed in an absolute blur for Wayfinder, who could do little more than go along for the ride. She followed along with everything Lance said, even when that meant agreeing to things that were obviously false.
 Yes, she’d been studying at the police academy as a young man about her real age named “Ryan Winters” on vacation to see his family from the East Coast. Yes, Wayfinder had lost everything to verify that claim and was just going by “Way” now, or “Wayfinder.” That got her a few looks, and her “sister” got her a few more. Then she showed them how she could aim a handgun or even a rifle with ease, showed them how she could cycle the action, fire, exchange the magazine, all while holding a radio in the air beside her and a riot shield for cover.
 It had been quite some time since her “Rifle Shooting” or “Shotgun Shooting” merit badge back in the scouts. But she could at least hope that her “I didn’t complete the Academy” excuse would work well enough. Way wasn’t trying to start a career in Isolation Zone law enforcement; after all, this was only about finding her friends and getting them out of whatever prison they’d been shoved into for “smuggling contraband.”
 A crime they were all guilty of, technically. They’d been trying to get a satellite cellular internet system into the zone, which would’ve let them connect with infected (or anyone) elsewhere. Just like they’d ignored instructions to come here when instructed and instead isolated in their own way. When they thought the Isolation Zone might be wiped off the face of the planet—
 Wayfinder hesitated in the doorway, long enough for little Hazel to scamper into the space behind her. The bug now carried something in her mouth: a military-surplus style sleeping bag, a little big for her size.
 At human size, the quarters would not have had a lot of space. Enough for a bunk, desk, wardrobe, and a sink against the wall. But being ponies did come with that advantage: they were a lot smaller, and a cramped room became more spacious when you weren’t as high off the ground. Way set her single bag down on the edge of the bed, then looked back at Lance.
 “I know, it’s not the Ritz,” she said, tail flicking to either side. “Building used to be part of a National Guard base, so it’s not the most luxurious conditions. But the hot water works, there’s food in the mess, and we keep the trash out. Your sister won’t have to worry about meeting anyone less than friendly while you’re at work. Neither of you will go hungry, and you’ll be doing an important service for the people of Denver. People. Such as we are.”
 Way glanced briefly at the window. Too narrow for a human to fit through, no doubt a deliberate choice. Plenty of sunlight still streamed in from outside. It was early afternoon at the latest. Her friends hadn’t been locked in some awful prison forever. “What is the government going to do with us?” she asked.
 “You? Teach that levitation you’re doing to other officers. We’ve worked out it comes down to having these horns, which limits who we can use for some kinds of work. It’s even more important we can deploy every single available officer. If we could get everyone able to do what you’re doing, it would give us a whole world of new resources to clean up this mess of an Isolation Zone.”
 She could hardly argue with the goal of cleaning the place up, if that meant making it safe enough that she wouldn’t have to worry about being attacked while walking through the most unsavory parts of the shelter. Helping that goal, making Denver safer for all the people trapped here, was certainly a worthwhile and noble goal.
 “When would I start?”
 “Tomorrow morning,” Lance said. “While you were getting set up, we got word from command about it. There’s a laptop coming for you, which you’ll bring to the class so one of our contacts at the CDC can listen in. They might have some questions for you too, not sure. But you can use it to put together lesson plans. And I’ll be there. Anyone with horns will probably be there. Lots of folks are expecting great things, so you better deliver.”
 A laptop was coming, presumably one with some kind of wireless connectivity if a rep at the CDC was going to be watching. So they were just going to hand her the exact thing that her friends risked their lives to carry into the zone in their car.
 Maybe she expected the pronouncement to weigh her down. Instead, Way grinned. “No worries. Magic’s not as scary as it seems, once you get some basic principles.” She trailed off abruptly, her ears twitching at the sound of a familiar voice in the hallway beyond. Someone’s talking and joking with another officer, apparently part of a large group making their way closer. She stepped past Lance into the doorway, staring. She can’t possibly be hearing—
 It’s Peter, wearing one of the police vests and walking along with several other stallions through the dorms. They’re all wearing towels and smell like they came from the showers somewhere.
 Lance flicked her tail in annoyance, then followed her out into the hall. “Guess you might as well meet some of our colleagues.” She took a few steps towards them, tail raised, gesturing with her foreleg. “Hey, losers! Fresh meat! But go easy on this one—she’s an instructor. Not another one of those pieces of dried leather out of ICE. Gentle, now.”
 Way froze. Peter did too, though for less than a second. His eyes moved over her in a blink, and he was moving again before the other stallions even noticed him hesitate.
 “Egghead, huh?” called someone else—an Earth pony, nearly as wide as two of Wayfinder. “I’m sure the collective IQ of this building just went up by a few points.”
 “Don’t give her too much credit. Haven’t seen her open her mouth yet.”
 Lance took a step towards them as they drew nearer—probably to head them off, or make them keep their distance from Way. Except that wasn’t what happened. As they approached, Lance stepped right up to Peter, stretching that tiny body with forelegs planted—and kissed him.
 The gesture wasn’t particularly measured or chaste, either. The small crowd parted around the two of them, a few making crude remarks or whistling as they went. Wayfinder stared, mouth agape. Something small and sharp dug into her chest and twisted.
 They’d survived together for weeks, months almost. But the second they get back to civilization and get separated, Peter had—
 She looked away, waiting for the two of them to be finished. She didn’t have to watch.
 “Way, this is Peter,” Lance said, a frighteningly long time later. “Another of our new recruits. He’s living with me, and I’m across the hall, so expect to see him around.” She took a single step towards Wayfinder, her voice low and suddenly dangerous. The whisper would not be quiet enough to stop Peter from overhearing, of course. “And you are not even going to think about inviting him over, or spending private time with him. Because I went out on a limb to get you and your little sister in here, and we don’t piss where we eat. Got it?”
 She nodded weakly, but didn’t get any words out before Peter spoke from behind her, his tone casual. The words were so simple, yet every one burrowed into her afresh. “Easy there, short stuff. I’ve met this girl, and she’s not into me. You’ve got nothing to worry about.”
 Lance glanced over her shoulder at him, then shrugged. “I’m sure I don’t. Just putting it out there.” Her casual smile returned, as though her previous intensity had never been there. “You’ll learn this, Way. But I don’t go in for any of those implications and hints shit. We just say things how they are and deal with them.” She glanced between them, then took one step down the hall. “Now, showers. You’re coming with me. Your sister can probably come too; she should know where they are. Won’t be long.”
 It wasn’t. They even had hot water, though it lacked for anything like privacy. Instead, there was only one large, open space, with a list of times posted where guys or girls were permitted to use it. Wayfinder’s time there was as brief as it was surreal, with a steady stream of other police and staff coming through and fumbling to get clean with their reduced mobility. Compared to them, her magical use of soap and sponges attracted open stares.
 “Command hired her as a telekinesis teacher,” Lance explained, at least a dozen times before they were done. She got more stares in the lockers. As annoying as all that attention was, it did accomplish one useful task: it kept anyone from staring too long at Hazel. The insect took a spot next to Wayfinder, hiding in her shower while she soaked up all the stares and attention. With her so prominent, there was no one left to bother her little sister.
 “Tomorrow morning,” Lance reminded her, when they finally got back to the room. There was a laptop waiting on the bed, a rugged military style with a nicer webcam epoxied to the top. “Mess is at 7. Your class starts at 8. You’ll teach for two hours, then another at 1, after lunch. For now, that’s it. Might be PT or a duty schedule down the road. But you’re new, and I think command wants to see what you can do.”
 “I’ll be ready,” Wayfinder promised. “See you there.” She shut the door before she could say anything stupid, slumping down in front of the bed.
 A second later, Hazel appeared, nudging her from the side and meeting her eyes with those strange, multifaceted insect organs. “You didn’t tell him you liked him?”
 Way groaned, flicking her tail in annoyance. “I was not so damn perceptive at your age.” She made her way back to the window, looking out at the Isolation Zone by night. Far less activity now, with most of the streetside shops closing. Those ponies who remained moved in groups, watching the night with fear and suspicion.
 “I’ve got—bigger problems right now.” This explained why Peter wasn’t there when she woke up. Less so what the hell he thought he was doing. Maybe he had the same plan about busting Sam and Ruby out of jail? Do a little time to earn some trust, or get close enough to bust the lock. But why not leave a note?
 “Your friends,” Hazel said. She settled onto the air mattress, expression unreadable. It always was, on that strange face. “You want to know what’s the fastest way to bust them out.”
 “I wanted to get them to go with us into the forest,” she said, quiet. The walls seemed thick enough; she couldn’t hear other ponies. But this was also their first night somewhere. Anyone could be listening. But bureaucracy was never really my strong suit. That’s how I ended up in food service before. I don’t—there’s an important pony in there, the one we really need to make life better in here. For some reason he sprinted headfirst into danger when he got here, and didn’t come out. If it takes weeks to get my friends back—”
 Hazel hopped up onto Way’s bed, wings buzzing with energy as she did so. Even so, she kept her voice low. “I might be able to do it. If you don’t think we can wait—”
 Wayfinder didn’t know how long Sunburst would survive in the “Overgrowth.” Her friends were safer, though she didn’t like the idea of leaving them to suffer in jail. Once again, the decision was hers:
 1. Play it safe, take her time to learn the ropes and follow legal channels to get her friends released. (4+ weeks)
 2. Take a risk on letting Hazel do it (1 week)
 3. Just go into the forest after class tomorrow and find that damn stallion (1 day)
 


  
    April 30, 9:10 PM
Play it safe, take her time to learn the ropes and follow legal channels to get her friends released. (45%)
 Of course, Wayfinder wasn’t going to reject any option given to her. She wanted to know what Hazel might be thinking, even if she was a half-starved adolescent who had spent most of the pandemic hiding in a trap house.
 She closed the laptop, then tucked it under the covers of her bed for good measure. “What plan do you have in mind?”
 The result was impressive—impressive enough that she swore, stumbling away from her with open shock on her face. A flash of bright green light, and the frightening-looking insect in front of her was suddenly gone, replaced by a mirror.
 A mirror that moved, her cerulean tail flicking to either side and her eyes eager for praise. When she spoke, it was in Wayfinder’s own voice. “I’ve been able to do this since the beginning. Like… right after I wasn’t sick. But the last few weeks, I’ve been so weak, I… couldn’t make it work. But things are better now that I’m with you!”
 She paced around in a slow circle in front of Wayfinder, close enough for Way to move forward and inspect the quality of the illusion. It was perfectly accurate—embarrassingly accurate. Though she had no reason to believe that Hazel had even thought of that. The voice was perfect too, with that slightly-off quality Way got when listening to recordings of herself, rather than hearing her own voice in her head. But this was how other ponies heard it—of course it was.
 “I don’t have to be around a pony for very long to copy someone,” she went on, a little quieter. “But it helps if I get… if I get…” She wilted, slumping against the bed for a second to hold herself up. Her expression got unfocused and strained, as though she’d spent the last several minutes balanced on one leg. “But it… helps if I can see… how they act. It’s easier to make sure I get it right that way, when… when I…”
 Way made her way over, resting one hoof on her own shoulder. The effect was incredibly strange, but she fought through that part, trying to imagine the bug girl looking back at her instead. “Change back, Hazel. I’m very impressed, but you need to save your strength.”
 She did, almost too quickly. Another flash, and her foreleg now held quite a bit above where the little bug was sitting, panting visibly from the effort. “Y-you… see where I’m going with it, right? I could… be whoever, get right into the jail, and…”
 “Be whoever,” she repeated. Way dropped to her haunches in front of the kid. “That’s just the question though, isn’t it? We don’t know how this place works yet. We don’t know who you would be. And from the look of it, we also don’t know how much magic you need to do it. Whatever changed to make you feel better… you need more time.”
 She gave her a gentle pat on the head with the side of her leg, then straightened again. “I’m glad you showed me. But we should save that for now. We can’t… go rushing into things. I’m eager to get my friends back, but… if we do something like that, and it goes wrong, we could end up right there with them.”
 And given the way you look, I’m not sure you would survive, she added privately. “Save your strength for now. I’ll see what else I can come up with. But I’m very happy you told me.”
 Of course she couldn’t spend every second planning an escape for her friends. Initially, she couldn’t spend any seconds on it, given she had lessons to teach the very next day.
 First, that meant determining what her lesson plan would be, and exactly how much information she wanted to give the police about the existence of magic and its practice. Obviously, she couldn’t reveal too much about what the practical limits of those powers were, as the book described. She couldn’t even be seen carrying that book around, in case it might be taken from her.
 She focused her lesson on the very basics, with any specific vocabulary removed. This would all be about division of focus now, building magical endurance, and the various thaumic exercises to build strength. As for everything else magic could do—that would have to wait until she trusted her hosts a little more.
 The morning came—morning of military-style breakfast, of friendly conversation with the police and security staff of the isolation zone. Perhaps she would’ve had a worse experience if she’d been forced to deal with human staff, but these people were all victims of the same condition. Every single one of them had suffered their own version of the same nightmare that Way went through.
 No one was going to judge her for deciding not to wear much clothing, because every single person in the room had the same struggles with their dexterity. Hazel got a few weird looks and suspicious glances, nothing Way couldn’t overcome with a little overfriendliness and redirection.
 Then came the lesson, and Wayfinder’s first packed auditorium. Not everyone who attended were unicorns, and a few other ponies or half-bird things argued with her that they ought to be able to learn too.
 Without the book as an authority, Way couldn’t stop them from wasting their time outright. The best she could manage was cautioning them that she was fairly sure the energy came from the horn, but that she imagined other mutations might have their own powers to discover. But she wasn’t qualified to do that, for visually obvious reasons.
 When the lesson was over, over a dozen unicorns in the class had already started producing light. Many others seemed like they would reach a similar point with a little more practice on their own. So she left them with homework, and urged them to return.
 The most remarkable portion of that first class was her debriefing with a young woman at the CDC over the webcam, once the room emptied and it was just her and Hazel lingering near the stage.
 The woman’s backdrop went unseen over the laptop screen, showing the obvious effect of background replacement whenever she moved her limbs too quickly. The lighting was too harsh, suggesting a government building somewhere.
 She didn’t look very much like an experienced biochemist, researcher, or anyone of much importance. Rather, she looked about the same age as Ruby, someone who hadn’t finished their undergrad.
 Way had looked her way a few times during the lesson. At first she saw boredom, as the mousy-looking researcher snacked on a Pop-Tart from a silver foil packet and played with various pens.
 Then something changed. She couldn’t say when, since Way was focused more on her students than the observer. But as the lesson wore on, she caught the young researcher now right up next to her camera, scribbling notes on a notebook that occasionally appeared in her hands, then filtered out with the background blur leaving strange smears across the screen where it had been.
 She was practically bouncing in front of the lens by the time Way finished chatting with the students, and stood in front of the webcam. “I’m not sure what they wanted you to learn, but I hope there was… something useful there.”
 The girl nodded. “I should say so, Wayfinder. You spoke with such confidence, and your results—I’ve seen nothing like it in the other hundred cases of individuals who claim they could understand or manipulate their noncausal mutations.”
 Way shrugged. Her tail flicked behind her. “If something stole your hands, you’d be eager to figure out a substitute too.”
 She made a few more notes at Way’s words, though her expression remained unchanged, unconvinced. “What about what you said about ‘magic’ being a muscle that needed to be trained? How can you be sure it works like that? There’s still considerable debate on our end about the nature of the noncausal field. There’s a good number who think…”
 She leaned in closer to the camera then, voice dropping to a whisper. “I’m probably not supposed to tell you any of this, so no narcing on me. But… our current best working model suggests that the infection releases considerable energy, kinda like… dropping something huge into a gravity well. Each time another human being is transformed, we release another burst of power that saturates the environment and enables other infections. It seems like the ‘magic’ you’re using is residual energy in the environment left over from those transformations. Once there are no new infections, your supply of power will dry up.”
 Way could think of someone to ask about that—though of course she would have to get to him to do so. So she could only shrug again. “I’m not trying to argue with anyone on your end. I’m sure you’ve got way better tools for this stuff.” And I’m not going to trust you with any of the information from Peter’s scan or whatever bioinformatics was doing, yet.
 “It will be worth observing into the long term. A gradual decrease of available ‘magic’ in the environment would be ideal for everyone. Right now, levels are significant enough to cause infection almost anywhere in the continental 48, along with the southern portion of Canada. One particle, and we’ve got a fresh outbreak.”
 “Are levels dropping as infections slow down?” she asked. Way wasn’t really expecting an answer, certainly not from this official source. But then she got one.
 “That would require infections to be slowing down.” The woman winced, then leaned away from the camera again. “Name’s… just call me Gwen. Guess I’ll be watching your lessons for the near future. I hope you keep impressing me, Wayfinder.” The call ended.
 It didn’t mean she wasn’t still listening, or the computer wasn’t recording somehow. Wayfinder would keep treating it like a potential spy into the foreseeable future, just in case.
 She got her first real chance to talk to Peter after the second lesson, which he was apparently signed up for. Lance was on the morning shift, so Peter could stick around in the multipurpose room after other police and staff had all left.
 “Look at you,” he said, shuffling his way up to the stage. “You’re a natural at this, Way. Word’s getting around that you actually know your shit. You know how much of a miracle it is to make police excited about continuing education requirements? It’s a thing of beauty.”
 She snapped the laptop lid closed, unplugged it from the wall, and stuffed it away into its padded case. “So you planned to just run away and join without telling us?” She snapped. There was far more bitterness in her tone than she expected. But it came with every word, so she just gave up fighting. “Were you going to leave us in that basement?”
 “No.” He settled onto his haunches near the stage. “Once your quarantine ended, I had some pay squared away to get you better housing.”
 “What about Ruby and Sam?” The question came out before she knew what she was saying. Not shouted—even with the loud conversation in the hall outside, she couldn’t chance someone listening in. “Don’t they matter too? We were a team, Peter. You find some chick who will have you, and that’s it?”
 Peter shrugged. “I left you the data. I assume you’ve still got it somewhere. Don’t tell me where. Don’t… want to know.”
 He rose, then made his way closer to her. Nearly the same height, meeting her eyes. “This system tried to kill me twice, Way. I served this country and it left me exposed to an unknown disease, then would’ve sacrificed my life for a few scraps of data. Fuck ’em. I owe you. Have I done anything to hurt you?”
 You’re sleeping with Lance. She wobbled, silent on her hooves, and made no answer. “Look. I’ve poked around, asked command about getting your friends out. I think we can swing it. And yes, I will help you. Just…”
 He glanced to either side, then lowered his head to her ear and whispered. “Confinement is overcrowded. There are really violent people to deal with, dangerous elements. They can’t afford to waste space on smugglers. I’ve already asked around about the right bribe. If we put our pay together, we can have enough for two people in… a few weeks. Don’t spend a single cent on base requisitions. We’ll put our cash together, and… then we’ll be square. Debt repaid. Agreed?”
 Wayfinder nodded. “Is that… all this was? A debt to repay?”
 He winced, then backed away from her. “Way. I tried for how long with you? I told you pretty clear: if we made it back to civilization, I wouldn’t wait. Now we’re back. We made a pretty good team for surviving the apocalypse, I’m glad we were together. But we made it. If now we go our separate ways…” He shrugged. “Keep your head down, save your cash. We’ll get them out, then… we can both move on.”
 She watched him go in silence, staring out the door as it banged closed behind him.
 


  
    May 14, 4:00 PM
Wayfinder’s next week passed without anything remarkable happening. Every other day she had lessons to teach, with ponies practically lining up to fill the room. There were more than just police now: a large number of security personnel and even some locals attended, packing into every seat in the room and overflowing down the hall.
 Someone in command got rid of the non-unicorns, though those people were still free to listen over the loudspeakers. By the end of the week, the staff had expensive cameras at the end of the room, and her lessons were broadcasting to other isolation zones across the country.
 Way didn’t much care—though the idea of more ponies being able to use their powers and improving their quality of life. Yes, it was true that those benefits would all go to the security people first. But the more ubiquitous this basic pony knowledge got, the more of it would get passed to ordinary people too. Let the whispers spread until they reached other plague victims.
 But doing the spreading was not her focus. She still had friends locked in jail for smuggling. Even worse, the pony who was the source of all her magical knowledge had vanished into the “Overgrowth” and still not returned.
 Every drop of extra resources and time Wayfinder had were devoted to learning more about her situation, or getting together the resources to free her friends. Or even both, in their time.
 Unfortunately, what she learned was neither useful nor encouraging. The “jail” was divided by sex, so Sam and Ruby would be separated. Nor had very many people made it out of their confinement. The exceptionally small number who had ever been released were all ponies who had been captured and held for relatively small crimes; drunks mostly, or those who got mixed up in petty brawls. None accused of anything more serious had even come before a judge yet, much less been considered for release.
 There was no timeline for any of the prisoners who got transferred from the little drunk-tank into the prison, and very little approaching “guards” or “law” inside that place. The accused were dumped inside, and given food and water by way of simple biometric bands that shut off if they were ever removed, to prevent prisoners from stealing or harming each other.
 From what she could learn, many of the accused had, at worst, committed the same non-crimes as Rose and Sam. All lumped in together with actual killers and similarly dangerous folk—all with no guarantee of the safety of anyone involved.
 The entire system was remarkably informal in a way Wayfinder could use to her advantage. They could get their friends free, if only they could provide the right bribes to the right ponies. All Wayfinder had to do was keep teaching the way they wanted, collect her paycheck, and be ready to invest it back into getting her friends free.
 The process was slow and painful, knowing there was little she could do to speed it up without being willing to throw her progress away. Despite his other faults, Peter kept his word. He put his own pay aside, days turned into weeks, and they finally had what they needed.
 It all felt a little too easy.
 Part of her expected some kind of ambush on the day they finally arrived. She had her money—paid in old silver dollars, like the other police—tucked away inside her saddlebags, the same ones she always used to store the laptop when she brought it somewhere. She’d just come from the last class of the day after all, and wasn’t yet comfortable enough to leave the money sitting around in her room for someone to take.
 Would they steal from each other? She didn’t know that part yet. But she would soon find out.
 Peter was waiting for her near the loading dock, located somewhere tucked away behind the prison. He gave furtive glances to either side as she approached, flicking his tail towards her to hurry.
 She didn’t, though. Way took every step deliberately, as though nothing in the world were wrong. He was glaring at her by the time she reached the edge of the building. “Taking your sweet time. What do you think we’re doing?”
 She shrugged. “I’m following your lead, that’s what I’m doing. You weren’t even the first person to suggest this. I assume it must happen all the time.”
 The metal door beside them rattled open a short distance. Two figures waited there: one pony outline covered completely in heavy cloth, and a stern-looking earth pony wearing a re-tailored version of a prison uniform. He stepped forward past the smaller figure, keeping her covered. “Magic teacher? Shit, what do you want with this one?”
 “Should be two of them.” Peter hopped over the ledge, then held out a foreleg for her to climb up behind him. She couldn’t just climb the way a human would, but she could make it up with a good running start, landing in an enormous supply-room.
 She slid a short distance before stopping beside Peter, annoyed. From their height and the color of those legs, that could only be Ruby. Which meant they were down one dangerous-looking bird roommate.
 “Do you have the silver or no?” the earth pony asked, voice stern. “Would be I can take this one back. Plenty of room.”
 As he said it, the pony began to tremble, her voice quavering under the intense pressure. She couldn’t read thoughts, but Way could imagine Ruby’s voice from under there, begging not to be sent back.
 She stepped towards the earth pony, and deliberately produced a bright glow from her horn. Not pointed at him, as many ponies had begun to (incorrectly) associate the direction of a horn with what it was about to do. “You want to see silver, I want to see it’s the right one. Or you can go to hell.”
 Peter actually jumped—high enough that his forelegs briefly left the floor. He shifted in front of her instantly, shoving her back with surprising force. “Forgive my companion, she’s an imbecile. Loveable imbecile, but—”
 The uniformed stallion laughed. He gripped low on the cloth, then tugged sideways, exposing the pony underneath. It was Rose—though her cheeks were sunken, eyes bloodshot, and mane had been cut military short, it was Wayfinder’s old girlfriend. “Academic types. She thinks this is a movie. Double-cross waiting around the corner, right? But she misunderstands. Corruption is a pressure valve, young miss Wayfinder. It cannot serve that purpose when it is a simple vessel for extortion. Well, it is. I would love to extort you for the other one. Unfortunately, I did try to bring him.” He set something on the floor between them: a large plastic bowl with a flat bottom, like the ones used by the TSA when passing through the airport.
 He pointed at it with a hoof. “Now, your turn.”
 She levitated the bag empty, then peeled aside the little bit of Velcro she’d put in the liner, and extracted the silver coins. There were only a few of them—joined by a few more from Peter. But she supposed it didn’t take very many coins of a precious metal to make a significant amount. She’d never used them before.
 She dumped them in, expression remaining harsh. “What do you mean you tried to bring the other one? I thought we were getting two of them out. They didn’t know they had contraband. They’d been living in a cabin in the woods. Neither of them belonged in there to begin with. It’s stupid we have to pay anything at all.”
 “Stupid though it may be,” the stallion waited, then nudged the plastic bowl closer. “The world is sometimes stupid. It is not for us to decide. Yet for your sake…” He took the bowl in his mouth, then dumped it sideways into one of his uniform pockets.
 Wayfinder had never seen a policeman put anything in those pockets before, except maybe the clip of a badge or radio. Yet from the sound, there were other coins. “He’s not in there. Bastard flew away. No, I’m not shitting you. Get up on something tall and look over the yard when you get a chance. You’ll see there’s a net there now. Wasn’t before. Your friend is the reason why. So I’m keeping the whole fee. That’s for losing his photo.”
 Peter whistled. “So the bird was telling the truth. He really could fly.”
 “Unfortunately.” The guard reached forward, then clicked something around Ruby’s hooves. A pair of restraints clattered to the concrete floor. “No end of headache for the rest of us. Half the winged inmates have started flapping around like they plan on flying out too. It’s gonna get somebody killed, if they actually hit the net. But technically it won’t be your friend’s fault.”
 He flicked one hoof against Ruby’s leg, then turned. “Shame records are so shit in the apocalypse, eh? Just so long as they don’t try to get back any of the seized property, their cases are going to fall right out of the system. No one will be looking for them unless they intentionally stick their heads in shit. If they do, though…” he shrugged one shoulder, then stopped by a control box near the wall. “Get your asses out of here.”
 Ruby stumbled her way over to Wayfinder, practically collapsing against her. Way and Peter had to help her out together, stumbling out the metal door. No sooner were they outside than it rattled closed behind them, sealing away the prison interior.
 Ruby didn’t say anything, only met Way’s eyes with profound relief, resting her neck around hers in a weak hug. Way stood there for her, as strong as she could. She would ask what had happened in there, when the mare was ready. For now, though, she just stood strong.
 “Where are we headed?” Peter asked, looking between them. “Or should I say, where am I leaving you? Back in the barracks, or…”
 Way could tell from one look at Ruby that she wasn’t about to supply much of an answer herself. It was up to her.
 New Arrival Quarantine. If the system treats prisoners like Ruby, Way isn’t exactly eager to keep working for it. She’ll go back for Hazel, then make a covert exit.
The Barracks. Ruby needs safety and stability above all else. Way already knows having a significant other is allowed. Ruby can pretend while she regains her strength. She certainly knows enough about Way to pull off the act convincingly.
 


  
    May 21, 9:30 AM
Take Ruby to the Police Barracks (77%)
 Wayfinder only needed to take one look at Ruby to know that her friend didn’t need to be anywhere near those dirty, desolate quarantine shelters. The others locked in there would sense her weakness, and probably take advantage. Not that she had very much left to steal.
 So she brought the mare back to the barracks with her, took her to the showers, then gave up her cot for the night. “We’ll have to share it unfortunately—not a lot of space in here, and Hazel gets the air bed. But it’s better than being outside.”
 Ruby said little until that point, more or less inviting Wayfinder to lead her wherever she wanted to take her. But now that they were safe in the bedroom, she finally looked up.
 “Rumor was—two people got shot trying to sneak in the day we arrived. Blew up in some… magical blast.”
 She grinned, and answered at a whisper. “Yeah, that was us. Got this thing in the process.” She twisted around to show the cutie mark more clearly. Not that she expected Ruby to care much—but she was bound to notice sooner or later. “Sorry I couldn’t get you out sooner. Turns out, there’s not a lot of time for rule of law during the apocalypse. Had to get creative.”
 Ruby nodded weakly, closing her eyes. “You think that guard was… telling the truth? About Sam?”
 She shrugged. “We’ll find out when Hazel gets back. I told her to ask around. But I’m guessing so—an escape like that would have a lot of witnesses, and putting in a net would take a lot of time and effort. Not worth it just to trick us.”
 “No matter… what they say…” Ruby began. “Sam can’t come here. Big escape… someone will remember him. Would be too dangerous.”
 “With you there.” Wayfinder said. “Assuming he’s still in town at all. Maybe he’s waiting for us to find him. Something for you to do once you’re feeling better.”
 “Yeah.” Ruby reached for her, touching her foreleg on Wayfinder’s neck. “Thank… you. For coming for me. Even after…”
 She pulled away. “I didn’t do it because we used to be dating. Which—don’t tell anyone here we’re not still dating, until you move out. You won’t have to do anything, but it’s kinda only for family. So there’s my sister Hazel, and my partner—you. Don’t rock the boat.”
 “Consider it stable,” Ruby said. “Will be nice to sleep without… watching my back.”
 Ruby had a great deal of recovering to do, it turned out. It was well over a week before she stopped looking shriveled and braved leaving the police compound for the first time. Another few days before she would do it by herself. But she had to, because Wayfinder had to take on other duties.
 The basics of telekinesis could take up only so long before most of her students had made it through the class, and it was time for personal practice. That was the point she could either start teaching more advanced magic, or—take other responsibilities.
 Wayfinder opted for the latter. Without the pressure of her ex at a good friend rotting away in prison, she could take her time and be more methodical. No, she didn’t need to volunteer the existence of actual spells and their versatility to this organization she did not trust and had already proven itself capable of all sorts of mistreatment on its citizens. Most of them were guilty, perhaps—but that did not justify the condition Ruby had been in.
 So she took on clerical work instead. Her dexterity and strength with her magic remained unequaled, and that worked for more than shooting human weapons. There were other dragons to slay in the office. Failing to conquer those enemies had already caused suffering for the Denver Isolation Zone, since unfiled paperwork meant less supplies from the feds, fewer shipments, and displeased supervisors.
 Wayfinder had never enjoyed office work—that was probably why she’d ended up in a service job in the first place. But filling out forms and typing up incident reports gave her more than just an excuse to stay employed: it was a source of information.
 She learned, for example, that there were just over 900,000 people believed to be inside the isolation zone, not counting any deaths since arrival. She learned that shipments from the feds were becoming more infrequent. Rather than arriving every three days as they used to, shipment intake manifests arrived only when they contained “VIP infected.” The zone dedicated a significant portion of its resources to guaranteeing that the VIPs staying in a small number of hotels had uninterrupted power, water, and resources. Nearly fifty members of the House and Senate were living there, along with staffers, lobbyists, and similar. Apparently they still sent in their votes—by video.
 It obviously wasn’t sustainable. With fewer shipments and nearly no local production, the camp was about a month from starvation, with that buffer getting smaller all the time.
 When she wasn’t working, Wayfinder used what time she could to study, practicing a number of spells she thought would be needed for her trip into the Overgrowth. Sometimes that meant leaving the barracks compound to practice, where no unicorns would stumble into her work and report her.
 Other times, she could make do with the extra space in the bedroom, with Ruby or Hazel to help.
 That little bug improved even faster than Ruby. The holes in her legs remained—but when she finally molted about a month after arriving, her wrinkled, cracked outer shell was replaced with one shiny and black. The process was revolting to watch—but Wayfinder remained with her anyway, because the kid looked terrified and she was not going to leave a child to endure the consequences of her strange transformation on her own.
 Eventually though, she had made as many preparations as she could. Ruby still hadn’t found Sam, but she wasn’t entirely convinced the bird would be much use with the effort anyway. She waited for a weekend, put in some extra hours before it started, and arranged her schedule so she would have three days in a row without any work.
 Way had supplies too, her backpack loaded with food and water and a handgun. Much more importantly, she had carefully transcribed and prepared a half-dozen different spells, each one written on a large piece of paper just waiting for her to activate it.
 “Holy shit,” Lance said, when Way finally stepped out of her room. “You look like a proper wizard, Blue. Is the convention scene starting up again?”
 She smiled nervously, tucking her collection of scrolls into the open “holster” on one side of the bag. Each one had a colored tab sticking out, so she could draw the correct one in a hurry. They’d do her no good if she had to desperately search while something attacked her. The handgun on the other side was similarly ready, though a concealed metal hook would keep it from wandering away while out in the city. Her magic could remove that just as smoothly as drawing the weapon, so she wasn’t worried.
 “Guess so. Just trying to be prepared. I was…” she hesitated. “Can I ask a favor, Lance?” The mare was on her way to the showers, and smelled like she’d been in PT for hours at least. She probably had been: that tiny pony seemed determined to make up for what the infection had made her using the swiftest and most comfortable means available to her.
 “Depends what it is.” The mare stopped, flicking her short tail. “You’ve been cool since getting here. But you gotta give if you want to take.”
 “It’s nothing big.” She gestured back at the room behind her. “I haven’t told Hazel I’m heading out today. My little sister… just let her know that I might be gone for a day or two. I’ve left some cash in the usual place if she needs it. And… keep an eye on her. She’s big enough to handle herself, but…”
 Lance frowned. “A few days? Where are you going that you’ll be away that long? And—without your sister…”
 “Hopefully nowhere,” Way answered, maybe a little too quickly. “I’m just trying to be prepared when it happens. If it happens. I don’t expect you to watch her every day, Hazel’s a good girl. Just keep an eye on her. Peter knows her, I’m sure he’ll put in a good word for her if you need it.”
 Technically dubious—Peter had met Hazel the same time she did, but never seemed as interested in helping. If he had his way, they’d probably have pawned her off on the Zone orphanage by now. They didn’t owe her or her brother anything.
 If Hazel wasn’t such a frightening kind of infected, she might have agreed. But she’d seen enough of how ponies often treated her to know what was waiting for her in such a place.
 But by the same token, she couldn’t possibly invite her along for a trip into the Overgrowth. “What about your girl?” Lance asked, glancing back at the room. “I know she’s been, uh—slow to recover. But no way she couldn’t keep an eye on the kid.”
 “Ruby’s coming with me,” she said. “And before you ask—it’s a safety issue. No way Hazel could come. I haven’t told her when we planned to leave, so we could… make it as painless as possible.”
 “Fine, fine.” Lance rolled her eyes. “But if you don’t show up to teach, I’m not covering for you. You sink or swim on whatever the hell stupid thing you’re about to do.”
 Wayfinder could ask nothing more.
 She crossed the city with Ruby after that. A month of living here had taught her which paths were safe; through the hotels and luxury suites of downtown, where the many VIPs lived in relative plenty while everyone else fought for space in the slums. They could still walk that way, since staff and supplies needed to reach each new housing area. So long as they didn’t try to go past any of the fences, security guards would just assume they were on their way to work in a different hotel, and let them go.
 “I hope you’re sure about this,” Ruby said. Her former girlfriend had only a small pack compared to the relatively heavy one Wayfinder carried. Ruby wasn’t that much shorter, but she was still recovering. Best to leave her as free to react as possible in case they ran into any danger. “Because I’m not sure how much we have to gain. Even if we find this guy, you met him for five minutes. How is he supposed to help?”
 Wayfinder’s tail flicked in annoyance. “He’s the one who taught me everything I know about magic. He has artifacts that look like they came from another world. If the authorities knew how valuable he is, they’d have mounted an expedition into the Overgrowth before now. But they don’t, so it’s on us.”
 She reached back, resting one hoof briefly on her supplies. “But without all this, I’m not sure the authorities would be able to get inside even if they wanted to. They don’t have the tools, we do. A magical threat needs a magical solution.”
 The Overgrowth was waiting for them, in exactly the condition Wayfinder remembered. Enormous trees that ripped right out of the streets, vines covering buildings, ferns taller than her body swaying gently in the wind. The growth got so thick that she could only see about a hundred feet in, before even full sunlight was lost.
 “Do you think he’ll be able to change us back? Cure this disease?”
 Wayfinder winced. They hadn’t discussed that particular subject during their first meeting together. But she imagined someone as compassionate as him probably would have done that, if he could.
 Instead of answering, she pointed down another street. “See the burned stuff there? Fire team just passed that way. My guess is, that will be a clear path in.”
 “Into… something,” Ruby whispered. “We still don’t know how we’re going to find this pony. Even if he’s still alive.”
 I’m kinda following my instincts here. But she wasn’t going to tell Ruby that. She was happy enough that her ex had even agreed to come along. “I did my research,” she said instead. “There are two ways in. Main roads are clearer, but there are sightings of… things. Or we could try to follow the game trails, ignoring where the old streets used to be. If things live in here, they’ll make paths we can follow.”
 Even standing near the entrance, Wayfinder felt her coat stand on end. Magic raged within, nothing like the structure she manifested from her horn and copied into the spells she brought. She still didn’t know what they were even looking at, or whether her meager preparations would be enough.
 “You did the research, you decide which way to go,” Ruby said. “Give me the gun. I’ll cover you.”
 Wayfinder had to decide the path.
 1. Take the main roads, face whatever guards them.
2. Sneak in the narrow paths, hoping to go unseen.
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Side paths, slower but stealthy. 76%
 Wayfinder led them silently into the Overgrowth.
 At first there was nothing to impede their path, or anything to suggest they ventured anywhere more interesting than an abandoned town somewhere. If there was any significant detail about the place, it was how quickly the effects of the place’s namesake took hold.
 Grass cracked through even tiny cracks in the pavement, with vines creeping up and covering any surface tall enough to support them. Wildflowers of numberless species filled in the gaps, blooming in blues and pinks and soft yellows.
 Yet the change was most dramatic by far in the trees. She guessed that many of them had always been there; near the base of many were ruined planter-boxes, or those little sidewalk plots used to contain the plants. Yet in the small number of months since the pandemic began, every decorative tree and young sapling in Denver had grown to its adult size and beyond.
 They walked only a short distance before they crowded so close together that their shade obscured the ground in all directions.
 Once past the first few trees, the sound of generators and heavy machinery and pony voices behind them all faded into the background, and was soon completely lost. What replaced it was a total blanket of natural sounds—birdcalls, wind blowing through trees, the shifting of canopies and the occasional cries of larger predators.
 “What does the biologist make of this?” Wayfinder asked, after walking only a short distance past the treeline and into the shelter of an old metal bus stop. Vines had grown over it from one side, casting the interior in shadow.
 Ruby had healed considerably since her first few days returned from the jail, though she was still far from the level of fitness she’d been before the Pandemic. She wouldn’t be biking to campus anytime soon.
 Not that there was any school to go back to. Way couldn’t even guess when their world would be put back together enough for higher education to make sense.
 Ruby kept the gun tucked into the edge of her pack, though she hadn’t drawn it. Good thing, since Way wasn’t sure Ruby would have learned enough during their single trip to the range to know how to shoot it.
 “My level of training qualifies me to tell you everything you can already tell. All these plants sure are biological. Though… seeing this place does remind me of a documentary I watched about Chernobyl once. After the meltdown, and people let the town grow completely out of control, so nature swallowed everything. Except… way faster.”
 She approached one of the metal struts holding up the ceiling. The solar panels on the roof were mostly covered, and only a faint glow radiated from the LED set into the ceiling. “No rust or corrosion. The damage here is physical. Which… really just tells us more we already knew. Time didn’t get weird—so it’s something about the plants. Maybe your magic can tell you. What did that book say?”
 There was nothing in the book about strange forests that grew in the wrong climate and expanded a hundred times faster than ordinary growth could explain. Because the book had nothing about magical phenomena, except those that could be created by or were somehow connected to the native magic of unicorns.
 “Uh… I’ve got… a magic detecting spell.” It was the only one she’d transcribed that didn’t have a combat application of some kind—her only way of tracking down the pony if he hadn’t left some trace for her to follow.
 She levitated that scroll out from her satchel, unrolling it. “I could use it. See what we come up with. It’s one of the safest spells I have—this one is practically guaranteed not to explode when I cast it.”
 Ruby took a dramatic step back in the shadowy space, as far as she could go without emerging into the forest beyond.
 Even during the day, the Overgrowth was a loud place. Hiding in this little shelter was safer than being out in the open. “Is this far enough?”
 Way rolled her eyes, surveying the scroll. A central runic circle occupied the middle, an elaborate glyph with a sun shape outlined on one half and a moon on the other, with exactly six points arranged around it. Copying and practicing these scrolls taught her to know a little more of how they worked now.
 There were six primary elements of magic, each of which had dominion over a spell. To track uses of magic, “companionship” was obviously the primary focus. Meanwhile, the sun governed the flow of energy in, and the moon mitigated its use.
 Creating the scroll was the hard part—she didn’t have to hold its rune perfectly in mind, or comprehend its purpose. Only to focus a little fresh power into the incomplete section of circle, burning into the page to complete the sun.
 Light flashed from the page, radiating briefly from her eyes and her horn in the same moment. The power was spent already—but she felt that power connecting to her now, guiding her thoughts.
 The scroll glowed brighter, hovering in the air without Wayfinder to lift it now.
 Way saw magic—she saw an avalanche of power flowing through the ground at her hooves. She felt it in every tree, spreading between their roots, spilling upward into a climate-defying storm far overhead.
 She dropped to the ground, her body going limp as her mind filled and filled and filled with the vision she conjured. That magic was not random, it gathered in one central place, where the trees grew into redwood-like giants.
 And somewhere nearby, a flicker barely even observed, a familiar, structured kind of magic that she had actually been hunting for.
 The vision ended abruptly, as gentle as a cord ripped out of the back of her head. Perhaps ripping was the word, since the scroll now lay in two pieces on the ground, and Ruby stood over her, one hoof on her shoulder and the other prodding at her face. “Way? Way, listen to me!”
 Wayfinder groaned. She was back in the bus shelter, with Ruby’s face a few inches from hers and real panic in her eyes.
 “You shouldn’t be using those things,” Ruby said, reaching towards the satchel with her other hoof. “They obviously don’t work. They’re too dangerous.”
 You don’t think I made them correctly. Way shifted, getting her weight on her hooves again, and standing. “It’s not that, Ruby. I looked for magic—and there’s magic here. More than I imagined—as many as thousands of us, maybe more. I got overwhelmed. I won’t use that spell again. And I won’t need to. I saw… there’s at least one pony in here.”
 Not exactly what she’d sensed. More like the spell a pony might use, similar to the thing she’d created herself. But just calling it “a pony” was close enough. Where there was a spell, there had to be someone to create it.
 “Just like that? Feels like—” Ruby fell abruptly silent, one ear twitching.
 Way heard it too, something moving in the forest outside their temporary shelter. She heard it as rustling at first, the occasional snapping and shifting of little branches.
 She fell silent, turning to crouch near the entrance.
 Something stalked past that doorway, a strikingly familiar shape. Like a wolf, taller than Wayfinder at the shoulder, but made from saplings and vines all twisted together.
 It even sounded like a wolf, paws smacking to the floor as it passed, its head down and its nose apparently focused on something.
 Ruby’s tail tucked between her legs, and she backed away from the opening, closer to Way.
 Like being back at the university rescuing Ruby.
 Not just like it. They were headed the exact same direction.
 “What… do…we…” Ruby mouthed. She levitated the handgun into the air next to her, pointing it towards the entrance. Whether bullets would do them any good against a creature made of plants, though…
 Wayfinder stepped up closer to her, close enough that her side touched against hers. Much more importantly, the view out of their shelter gave her a view up onto a distant ridge, perhaps a hundred meters away. It was probably the roof of a building or something, though the level of growth and the trees in the way made it impossible to tell exactly what.
 A low growling echoed in from outside. Several other barking sounds joined it. At least a dozen different creatures moved in the space outside the shelter, all converging on their position. They hadn’t been hidden at all!
 Wayfinder screamed, wrenching forward on the intervening distance as though hauling some enormous object towards her.
 Light surrounded her and Ruby, a sudden blinding surge that filled her vision and swept away her view of the creatures outside. When that light faded, the bus stop was replaced with a concrete platform, flanked by overgrown steel supports and strangled industrial air conditioners.
 Wayfinder dropped to her knees under the strain, breath coming heavy. Ice crystallized on her and Ruby’s coat, then rapidly melted again, leaving them damp.
 Shorter jump than last time. Way wobbled, but didn’t collapse—Ruby was there to hold her upright, her eyes going suddenly huge. “Holy shit, Wayfinder. What did you just do?”
 “Teleport,” she said, breath heavy. As though she’d just galloped two dozen flights of stairs to reach their current position, carrying Ruby on her back all the way. Maybe her body thought she had. “Less intense than last time. I don’t think I’m gonna go into… a coma this time.” She glanced briefly down at her cutie mark, as though that symbol held some secret it would now communicate with her.
 Nothing happened, obviously. She saw nothing there but that same compass shape, outlined in her fur.
 Ruby held her a few seconds longer, long enough to be sure she wasn’t going to fall over. Then she paced away, walking over to the edge of the roof. There was railing here, at a height suited for a human being, and Ruby had to hop up onto a nearby metal box just to see over it.
 “You took us all the way up here in a second. How’d you learn to do that?”
 “Almost… getting shot,” she answered, sitting up straighter. “Didn’t have a ton of options at the time.” She tested her hooves, and found she could stand up without too much difficulty. Though that absence in her head remained, as though her teleport had created a gap just underneath her skull. “Alright. Better than last time. Don’t think I’ll be able to do any magic for a while. But I can walk.”
 She looked the other way, backing away from Ruby to get a better look at their surroundings. There was something unmistakably familiar about the view off the other side of the cliff—building. But why?
 She discovered the answer only seconds later, peering down over the edge at an overgrown courtyard of clustered buildings, paths, and modern art.
 The university, its gardens completely overgrown. Yet for some reason the huge trees hadn’t completely overtaken the place. Vines and weeds crept over the sides of buildings, without completely destroying them. Of course it had to be here.
 Ruby approached from her other side, turning to follow her eyes in the same direction. “Looks better than the apartments and shops. Why would the magical growth go easy on this part?”
 Wayfinder shrugged. “Dunno how any of it works. Except that… it does look like a good place to find survivors. If people were still living in here—”
 She trailed off, eyes darting to a sudden source of light in the air beside them. It was barely bright enough to see against the sun, a little round wisp that bobbed gently up and down as she watched.
 Ruby drew the gun again, pointing it towards the light. “Way, look out! That thing is coming right at you!”
 Except—it wasn’t, obviously. It just floated there, circling gently in place, before drifting towards the stairs. Ruby lowered the gun.
 “I don’t think shooting it would’ve done anything,” Way said, annoyed. “I think it’s just some wild magic, or—” It lingered by an open stairwell, bobbing in place. “Do you think it wants us to follow it?”
 “I’m sure the pitcher plant wants its prey to slip off the rim too,” Ruby said. “Doesn’t mean we have to cooperate.”
 Way wasn’t so sure. The magic seemed far more structural than what she felt flowing through the trees. Besides, the sky was getting darker, though it wasn’t even noon yet. Judging by those clouds, it would be raining soon, maybe worse.
 Way had to decide.
 1. Follow the wisp. It feels more like pony magic than random chance. Maybe it’s the spell she sensed nearby?
 2. Ruby is probably right, it must be hostile. Search the university on her own, without relying on the strange outside influence.
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Follow the Wisp 92%
 Wayfinder descended the maintenance steps. This building held the practical sciences, so most of its internal space was occupied with various labs and lecture halls. She had fond memories of a class in the observatory there on the fourth floor, though the wisp wasn’t going in that direction.
 Soon enough they were back in common areas. Here the building endured better than the surrounding areas. Nature crept inside only where the occasional window was cracked open—and even then, the thick steel and glass did a better job than the flimsier construction of apartments and homes around the school.
 Ruby muttered unhappily about the route, but followed along anyway. Even when the Wisp ignored the doors leading out onto the ground floor, and instead went for the basement entrance instead.
 “What are you thinking,” Ruby began. “Giant trapdoor spider? Or maybe one of those monsters I saw when I got sick. They’ve had to get more creative to find food when the place got evacuated.”
 “I’m thinking…” she took a deep breath, forcing herself to stay calm. “You didn’t have to come with me, Ruby. Nothing forced you to follow me into the Overgrowth. You could’ve stayed safe in the Barracks until I got back. If you don’t believe in what I’m doing, don’t come with me.”
 Ruby stopped by the door, adjusting a flashlight headlamp on her head with a little magic. She could at least manage levitation now, even if she refused to practice anything more advanced. “I could. But then you’d be on your own when you walked in here. You’d blunder into something and get yourself eaten. Like the aforementioned giant trapdoor spider.”
 Wayfinder rolled her eyes, then pushed the door open. Granted, she couldn’t do so with any dramatic displays of magic, given the effort the teleport cost her. “I’m positive a pony like us made this spell.” She gestured at the wisp, which seemed to be growing impatient the longer they stood there, bobbing up and down with increased energy. “There’s a structure to it that’s hard to explain, but… if you’d practiced more magic with me, you would get it.”
 The two faced off in silence for another moment, before the wisp apparently got tired of waiting and bobbed away from them down the hallway.
 Wayfinder scurried after it. She briefly lit her horn by instinct, then winced at the burst of pain that followed. She would have to rely on her friend and the wisp for light.
 Thankfully Ruby did join her, though obviously skeptical.
 There was no reason to be in that case. The wisp directed them not to a lair but a tunnel, one of the others connecting different parts of the university, broad and carpeted with the inoffensive, “public area” colors she might expect from a thoroughfare, though she hadn’t used this one personally.
 “I don’t understand why you’re indulging the disease so much,” Ruby said, after five minutes or so of walking in silence. “There’s nothing forcing you to play along. You don’t have to accept its transformation. You don’t have to use what it does to us. Don’t you worry that accepting ‘magic’ means giving up a piece of your humanity? Like when they find the cure, it won’t work on you because you’ve got that—” she gestured at Way’s flank. “That thing. You’ll be stuck.”
 Way shrugged again. “There won’t ever be a mundane cure to this, Ruby. No medication can take an equine and make them into a primate. Nothing that will ever exist in my lifetime. But if there turns out to be a magical cure, then I’m not sure why it wouldn’t work. It would be magic.”
 And besides, Wayfinder wasn’t sure she would even want a cure anymore. Magic itself was something incredible, something she didn’t think she would ever want to give up. The inconvenience of not having fingers or hands was itself rapidly becoming irrelevant as her power increased.
 Soon there was light ahead, bright enough to eclipse the wisp they were following. The tunnel reached a set of steps, which Way realized she did recognize. This was the student services building, the single largest enclosed space on campus. And there were voices coming from inside it.
 Way slowed as they approached, feeling that strange yet familiar twitching atop her head as her ears moved to follow the sound.
 Voices. Men and women, children and older. The murmur of conversation Way sometimes heard in the Isolation Zone marketplace. Except there was an obvious pressure, a tension of their involuntary confinement, and the looming luxury hotels reminding them that some infected were more valuable than others.
 Not here. Here in a place so dangerous the Isolation Zone employed flamethrowers to keep it from spreading, she heard giggling, shouts, a parent chiding their children for speaking a little too loudly…
 “No way,” Ruby rested a hoof on Way’s shoulder, trying to stop her. “This can’t be here. Way. Something fishy as hell. We are not going up there.”
 Way tugged free of her. The little wisp they’d been following vanished up the steps, leaving only a little dancing after-image before fading entirely.
 “I don’t know how it’s here,” she replied. “But I know I’m going to see it.”
 She advanced up the steps, leaving Ruby behind her. Slowly, the enormous glass atrium space came into view around them. Here were facilities meant to service an enormous student body, with a dozen quick-service restaurants and seating on two levels suited for thousands of people. Way had fond memories of the place, as well as awful ones, finding a quiet corner of the second floor to cram for an exam before heading to the testing center, or discovering she would have to donate plasma again to eat until the funds for next month hit her meal card.
 Very little of that original identity remained, except for the general layout. Instead, every storefront and shop had been transformed.
 The builders had used far more natural ingredients than the metal and plastic look of the Isolation Zone favela. The restaurant signs were mostly gone, (except for the Taco Bell, which was still lit and had ponies operating it), with storefronts transformed by wooden planks, vines, and other pieces of hastily-cut wood.
 But far stranger than the houses and homes they’d built were the ones living here. Ponies, obviously—hundreds of them, perhaps a thousand. Ruby couldn’t tell from the steps. And of course, not all were actually ponies, as the spellbook defined them. Some were birds like Sam, or things that looked almost like ponies, but clearly weren’t. The same variety of creature that lived in the Isolation Zone.
 “Another new arrival!” Called a voice—middle aged, northeastern, and amplified by speaker. She turned to look, and found—more or less what she expected. Swept-back blonde hair, middle-aged mare, with a microphone headset resting on the table in front of her and nearly as large as she was.
 Because she was about three inches tall, with wings far larger than she was, and plexiglass walls around her like those Way used to see at checkout counters during the worst of COVID. No wonder she needed the microphone. “Scratch that, two new arrivals. And that one has a gun. Mayor, paging Mayor. We have armed new arrivals. Please report to the central staircase.”
 Ruby emerged from the steps behind Way, and hastily tucked the gun away. Her eyes followed the sound, and soon found the speaker a few feet from where Way was standing. “Wait, I’m not some psychopath. We just came from the forest.” She lowered the handgun into her pack, making a show of buckling it closed again. “See? We’re not here to hurt anyone.”
 “Mayor, please report to the central steps,” she repeated, looking up at Ruby as though her words had done little more than annoy her. “We have—”
 Way saw him before she heard him—a warm yellow pony, with white socks on his hooves and a bright orange mane. He’d even acquired a cape since their last meeting, buckled in the front. He slid to a stop nearby, only slightly out of breath.
 “Welcome to… Starhall,” he said extending a hoof towards Ruby first, as she was standing closer. Ruby took it, touching her hoof against the outstretched limb in the way ponies used to imitate the gesture.
 “Whatever brings you to Starhall, you’ll find a welcoming community here. Those who leave the Isolation Zone behind usually think—” he trailed off as he lifted his hoof to Wayfinder, then tilted his head to the side. “Wait. Have I seen you before?”
 Way touched his hoof and grinned. “We sure did! I know you didn’t get a chance to stay and talk, but… I owe you. Saved my life, technically.” And you’re the entire reason I’m in here. But she wasn’t about to openly admit as much to a stallion that was essentially a stranger from his perspective.
 So she turned slightly to the side, and nodded towards the scrolls protruding from her pack. “And taught me how to make these. Glad we didn’t need any of them to get in here…”
 The stallion wasn’t looking at the scrolls, though. He followed her motion, eyes lingering on the mark.
 Long enough that Ruby made an annoyed clicking sound with her tongue, pushing Way slightly behind her. “Excuse us, sir. Was there something else you wanted to say?”
 She glanced over her shoulder as she said it, whispering into Way’s ear. “Honestly. You just let guys stare at your ass?”
 Of course there was no way a pony standing a few feet away wouldn’t overhear. He blushed, ears folding instantly backward and tail tucking between his legs. “Right! Humans. Prudish about your anatomy. Apologies. I… I was noting her cutie mark. Which makes you the third individual with such a mark I’ve ever encountered. And the first with a distinctly magical quality to your special talent. Have you discovered what it represents? How did you acquire it? There are—”
 “Hey, mayor,” said the tiny pony-creature from inside her case, just a few feet away. “Deep breaths, she’s just a pretty girl. You’ve seen those before, remember? You’re being the mayor right now.”
 “I’m… of course.” He stiffened, then flicked his tail behind him. “The two of you do not look starving, or… much like you fled the authorities. Well-supplied, and at least one of you had magic strong enough to draw the village’s detection spell to lead you here. You’ll both be quite welcome in Starhall.” He nodded at the gigantic ceiling of layered glass and steel, deflecting the sun into many angles. “You can see why we gave it the name. University Dining Hall just didn’t have the same ring to it.”
 Ruby spoke up, a little louder now. “Why would you people build here? We almost got eaten by tree-wolves on the way in!”
 “Yes, well—” Sunburst straightened, seeming to grow more confident. “The hazards of an Everfree environment are part of what makes this location so desirable. They can be mitigated with the right application of magic, creating an environment safe from—more pernicious forms of hostility. Even if you didn’t set out to find a new home, you will probably find it preferable to the environment you left. Assuming you’re…”
 He tilted his head sideways. “Did you come here to join us? Or did you have something else in mind?”
 Wayfinder looked past him—at the village of ponies sheltering in the enormous building. She didn’t know enough to make a move, it was true. There could still be hidden dangers here—no freedom would be worthwhile if it came at the cost of seeing her friends eaten by the monsters living here. But if anypony said they could keep people safe, Sunburst probably knew a way.
 More importantly, Hazel was still back in the Isolation Zone. Even if she did stay, she would have to go back and retrieve her. She might not be a blood relative, but at this point Wayfinder was committed to protecting her until Hazel’s brother or some other real family member appeared. Her parents were both dead, so that might never end up happening…
 Still, when compared with the way ponies were living in the isolation zone, what she saw here had its advantages. These ponies weren’t slowly running out of supplies, depending on a weakening federal government for stability.
  	Tell Sunburst she’s interested in staying if she likes what she sees, but will have to make a trip back to retrieve her sister.
 	Refuse to join, but try to learn as much as she can before leaving.
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Say that they should stay in Star Hall, if they can make it work 80%
 “I’d be leaving people behind if I stayed,” Wayfinder began. “My sister is out there. I’d have to go back and get her. But before I did that, I’d want to know how this place works. How you’re able to survive the dangers.”
 “What even is the Overgrowth?” Ruby interrupted. “This awful forest is getting bigger all the time, forcing the isolation zone to burn it back. We’ve already seen at least one danger, presumably there are a bunch more. But you people are living in my old school like it’s a summer camp.”
 “Many questions.” Sunburst looked between them. His expression lingered on Ruby’s flank for a second, long enough to see she was missing the symbol there, just like everyone else. Or maybe not everyone, he said he’d seen it three times. “Are you… colleagues in magic, then? Fellow-scholars?”
 Ruby laughed nervously. “Can’t say I ever learned it like she did. My friend here really… focused on it, ever since she got that book on magic. Guess she finally found something that could keep her attention like her computer degree couldn’t.”
 Wayfinder wouldn’t call herself thin-skinned. But there were soft spots, places she felt particularly vulnerable. Like dropping out, wasting her family’s money, and ending up working in food service. Thanks to the pandemic, Ruby might be one of a small number of people in the entire world who even knew anything had happened.
 She was already tired from fleeing across the grounds, but—she wouldn’t have to move Ruby across the Overgrowth this time. The ground a few feet away was already empty, so…
 She aimed her horn, and Ruby vanished from the ground next to her, reappearing a few inches above it about a dozen steps away. That left Wayfinder suddenly gasping, and a thin steam rising from her horn. “When we last talked, you were leading a large group of infected towards the Isolation Zone. But when I went looking for you, I found out you’d sprinted into the forest. Was… kinda hoping you… would be able to teach me more than that book.”
 Ruby dropped a short distance to her hooves, landing with a grunt. Not high enough to fall over, though of course it was dramatic enough that several nearby creatures pointed and stared. Her friend swore, holding up one hoof in her direction. Without fingers, the meaning of that gesture would have to be left to her imagination.
 “Extraordinary!” Sunburst looked between them. His horn glowed for a second, though the meaning of it was lost on her. “Sensory translocation with less than a year of instruction! I believe this performance would place you within the upper quartile of unicorns generally, Miss Wayfinder! How long have you been able to do that?”
 “A few weeks,” she began. “But you didn’t answer any of our questions. I’d like to stay here. It seems… like you people have more of a handle on things than the rest of the Isolation Zone. I need to know some things first, though.”
 “Of course, of course.” He paced slowly between them. “Miss… Ruby, your name was? If Wayfinder is the one with the magical background, perhaps you would be better suited to speaking with Vienna about accommodations. Should you decide to stay, we’ll want to get the two of you set up right away. That includes how to put your skills to use. I already know where your friend would end up. But you may want to investigate the different options. We all help out around here. Not in a… we don’t have work crews or mandatory service details or whatever they’re calling it in the zone. It’s more like… friends helping each other out with the things they’re good at.”
 “What I’m good at was investigating the disease,” Ruby said, still glaring at Wayfinder. “Though—I guess the university supercomputer is here now. I wonder if we could scrounge enough power to get it working again.”
 Sunburst was right about one thing: Wayfinder did follow him on a tour through the new settlement. Not that she couldn’t get a good look at all the ways they’d converted the university to house a more diverse population than students while still providing for all their needs, though this was fascinating.
 They were using the covered stadium as farmland, and even started stacking planting boxes on the bleachers. Somehow, this small area provided enough to sustain a population of over a thousand. The how was no mystery to her, because Sunburst explained it.
 “Our Earth Ponies have a modest farming team,” he said, gesturing to a group moving between the produce pots, gathering strawberries out of a plastic-covered planter and into a wheelbarrow. “Thanks to the glass roof, we expect to be able to continue growing even in winter.”
 He didn’t seem to mind when she asked questions, like the glaringly obvious flaw in that explanation. “A sports stadium doesn’t have enough room to feed thousands of people, even if you were just growing nothing but the calorically optimal foods like potatoes. Or… maybe barley for horses,” she said. “How much can magic do?”
 He continued walking through the stadium towards an exit stairwell on the far side, where more lights suggested a large gathering of creatures. “There is a limit to the productivity of intense magical cultivation, one we’re… rapidly approaching. At first there were fewer of us, and our earth ponies were always getting better. But sooner or later, you’re right. We’ll have to find more ways to grow. Indoors will work as a stopgap, and there are a number of rooftops that could work well. But we will need more land eventually, which will be… difficult to borrow from the forest without upsetting our delicate understanding with it. I admit the issue remains unsolved in the long-term.”
 She trailed behind him. Wayfinder shook her head once to banish a slight fuzziness once he got going. She’d known this same feeling when she started dating Ruby—the satisfaction of listening to someone who was both attractive and obviously smarter than she was.
 Only this time it wasn’t some esoteric topic in biology that Ruby was passionate about. Sunburst’s explanation implicated the viability of the colony. Without a way to get food, water, and safety, nothing else the little colony wanted to achieve was possible.
 “That’s probably the… more important question anyway,” she said, her hooves finally returning to earth. “Food has a lot of potential answers. But how do you stop this place from killing you?”
 Sunburst grinned wider. “Yes, that. One of the lessons I took from my time in Ponyville. A… place you know nothing about. Instead, follow me.” It is easier to see it than to explain.”
 They emerged from the stadium and into the university’s walkways. As with the rest of the Overgrowth, trees and bushes and shrubs had grown over the grounds, spilling out from planter boxes and ripping right through the concrete in a growing forest. Strangely, a bed of short grass remained, leaving a clear walkway between the stadium and the student hall with its restaurants.
 A number of similar paths extended elsewhere in the university, connecting several buildings that were obviously still in use. A few of the dorms, one of the lecture halls. Others remained dark, though they’d been surrounded with the same short, comfortable grass. It felt quite nice on her hooves.
 “The disease spreading through this continent is not a victimless scourge. For every ten who transform as you did into perfectly healthy creatures, there is one who does not survive. The result is wild magic, roughly equivalent to the sum of their life energy before infection. The translation is… somewhat complex. More so than the text of introductory spellcraft I gave you.”
 She shrugged. “I would love to learn more.” Such as how you can talk so confidently about the infection, even though you’re bad at hiding that you’re from another world. “But that doesn’t answer my question.” She flicked her tail around them, off either side of the grassy path. “There’s wild magic, but how does it connect to you people living safely here?”
 He continued past her at the same steady pace. “It’s more than academic. To be safe within the Overgrowth, a pony must first understand it. There’s something similar in the place I came from, though the source of the wild magic fueling it isn’t known as it is here. The point is: the magic is not hostile. It takes dangerous forms because of what produces it.”
 He lowered his voice, glancing up and down the path. The little roads were fairly busy: earth ponies pushed carts, a group of unicorns emerged from the trees with baskets of tools, led by a zebra wearing a large straw hat.
 He nodded to Sunburst, then waved his team towards the agriculture sciences building. When they were gone, he continued.
 “The plague’s victims spend their last moments in unbearable pain. More than any creature should endure. This is what drives the magical energy their death leaves behind. Memories of suffering that no doctor or loved one could rescue them from. But magic does not hate. Somewhere in that power is something of the dead, I believe. They don’t want to hurt their friends, children, and special someponies. If we—”
 He stopped abruptly, because Wayfinder was chuckling. From his tone, Sunburst was obviously serious. But the words. Put that right up there with ‘cutie mark’ with all the other strange terms of his world.
 “What?”
 She swallowed, then focused until she could meet his eyes without smiling. “Apologies. I think I understand what you’re saying. NEM10 produces magic when it transforms people. Even the CDC figured that part out. When we live, it goes into us, creating whatever we end up as. Unicorn for me, different creatures for others here. But when they die, it just sorta gets vented into the atmosphere, filled with the last memories of all the suffering the dying went through.
 “The CDC figured that part out too. It makes monsters. The monsters people say are drawn to the forest we’re living in. I saw some of them when the outbreak first started, then again when I came here. Why aren’t they a threat to Starhall?”
 He smiled sheepishly. “Because of the Overgrowth.” He said, as though it were the answer to a test question he’d spent ten minutes working out for her on the keyboard. “It’s not my creation, though I wish I could take credit for the incredible genius of it. Given your world’s lack of magical education, I imagine it must be an… evolutionary response, perhaps even hinting at the ancient history of my own. Either way…”
 They passed the hall, continued through the university along the grass. Sunburst became louder as he spoke, faster. More excited, just as when Ruby got onto a topic she was passionate about.
 “The Overgrowth is a thaumic meta-organism. It didn’t begin here—its source appears to be out in the wilderness a short distance from the city. Whatever happened there catalyzed the conversion of wild magic into earth magic. That’s what draws the ‘monsters’ here, as you call them. From what we’ve seen, the conversion takes effect rapidly when an entity enters. Their power is drained, or converted to serve the meta-organism. That’s likely what you encountered on your way in. Timberwolves also manifest in my… home. Their predatory function is important to regulating the health of the organism. And they can be dissuaded from attacking ponies with a few minor steps.”
 He stopped at the doors to the physical sciences building, holding them open with magic. The lights were already on inside, though it wasn’t even full dark yet. Impressive enough that the electricity was still working!
 “With a few basic precautions, any pony can remain safe inside the Overgrowth. Unfortunately I can’t… explain them with great specificity as yet. Protection from the Overgrowth is what allows us to remain independent from forces outside. I don’t know yet whether you’ll remain. For now, know that there are ways. Simple steps we take to make the grounds safe, and others that we can use to venture further.”
 She followed him inside, answering only with a dismissive flick of her tail. From most anyone else, she would probably suspect some elaborate deception: any secret safety must be fraud.
 Yet she’d seen Starhall. The town could keep children safe, and tiny fairy creatures that sheltered behind plastic shields. Besides, this was Sunburst. He wrote the book she’d used to learn the basics of magic. Or at least, he helped decide what would be in it.
 “If I decide to stay,” she said. “I know there’s enough room, the school used to have tens of thousands. But what would I do?”
 He explained a few basic options. One definitely leapt out to her.
 1. Protecting the borders, using their magic to keep the Overgrowth on good terms with the town, and locating new arrivals.
 2. As a spy or negotiator with the pony population of the Isolation Zone. Her connections placed her perfectly to build a bridge into a better way of life post-transformation.
 3. Studying advanced magic with Sunburst, to see if he could train someone else for more advanced spellcraft around the town.
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 The temptation to remain in Starhall studying with Sunburst was almost impossible to resist. Here was a pony who knew everything about her powers, whose theoretical knowledge of the secrets of magic extended into questions she hadn’t even thought to ask yet, and who was willing to show her anything she asked! She could vanish into this place, and in a way it would be her second chance at university. Only this time, she’d actually graduate with useful skills, instead of dropping out and ending up waiting tables.
 But no matter how tantalizing the thought, and how tempting the pony offering it was in terms of someone to spend time with, moving out here full time would be sacrificing what she’d already achieved. How could she walk away from the rest of the Isolation Zone, knowing that their supplies were running out and their connection with the federal government was growing more tenuous all the time? If she left, it would be abandoning those ponies to their fate.
 And likely Starhall too, once the flow of food and other goods into Denver finally stopped for good, and the desperate ponies began to brave the Overgrowth in search of anything they could eat.
 “Your way of doing things is better here,” she eventually told him. “I can see that, even if I don’t understand it all yet. The people outside are struggling. They aren’t growing anything. They don’t even know that the… earth ponies, have powers at all, except a vague understanding that they’re unusually strong. Most of the creatures with wings don’t realize they can fly.”
 She touched Sunburst’s shoulder briefly, meeting his eyes with some difficulty. “I want to stay. But I can’t abandon all those people. So maybe… if we try the other thing. Maybe I could bridge the gap between what you’re building and the ones outside. But I’d like to come back often and see you. See—Starhall, I mean. Learn from you.” She tucked her tail between her legs, retreating from him another step. “I feel like… there’s so much more I could do with magic, and I’d like to learn all of it. Maybe you could keep teaching me? So that one day, when the disaster is over and we aren’t afraid anymore, I could live here.”
 Sunburst wasn’t a complex creature. There was little he could do to conceal his disappointment in her decision not to stay. At least her second comment brought a little of the excitement back to his face. “Your magical talents will not have their full opportunity to develop outside an academic setting. But it’s wrong of me to assume those are the only talents you offer. Since the beginning, I’ve struggled to find a means to… safely communicate with those in power in this world. Perhaps you will be that bridge.”
 She retreated nervously from him, her ears folding backward. Finding a way to share these ideas with the people of one town seemed easy. But putting him in touch with ‘those in power’ was a different question completely. She didn’t deny the possibility outright, though. “Do you know how to cure this?” she asked, gesturing vaguely at herself. “If you have that, I can probably get you a line with the president like today. Otherwise…”
 He touched one hoof on her shoulder, turning her gently to meet his eyes. “Wayfinder. I do not share this with many from here—I know it upsets them. I don’t blame them. It’s painful to think about. It’s not something anyone wants to accept. I wouldn’t either, in your place. But you’ve had the wisdom to study and master incredible amounts of magic on your own. I trust you to be able to accept this too.”
 She stiffened at every word, dreading what would come next. It didn’t matter how he said it—she saw Sunburst as an authority. No supercomputer data and no readings from a mysterious branch of the military would ever be more reliable than someone who’d grown up understanding magic.
 “This pandemic releases magic trapped inside every creature it infects. But magic is like all other forms of energy; it can’t be created, and it can’t be destroyed, only transformed. It’s possible that one day, with the right study and experimentation, we could find a form that’s more familiar to the natives of this planet. There may very well be a body with two legs and two arms and hands, and a spell that can transform individuals into that form.
 “Their magic, though—that’s not going anywhere. It stays with them. Any form that doesn’t let them express it is going to come apart like paper in the river. Life is never going back to what it was. A ‘cure’ that sticks your magic back into a neat little package and wraps it in pretty ribbons in your soul, it doesn’t exist. It can’t exist within the boundaries of magic as we understand them. So no… I don’t have that. Nopony ever will, no matter how much they study.”
 He let go, expression suddenly stiff. “Is that what you want? To go back to life as it was? Whatever… human you were? The life they were living?”
 She giggled reflexively at the question, before she could stop herself. Of course she had to explain. “If you asked me that three months ago, I would’ve told you yes quickly and been mad you even asked. Right now…” She took a few steps away from him, stretching low for a second, then rising up again. Her tail moved more quickly. “I grew up in my old body, and I thought I’d never want to be anything else. But I’m used to it at this point. I can understand if other infected feel differently.”
 She floated a scroll out of her satchel with her magic, barely even needing to look at it as she turned it over in the air, unrolling it to glance at the surface, then tuck it away. “Anyone who can’t do this. It’s unfortunate, it’s downright unfair what they have to give up. But I didn’t have to, so I’m… okay with this. I’m not going to lose sleep knowing I can’t change back.”
 She almost asked about the other obvious part of the transformation, the one so glaring in her new form that it had come to dominate once she got past the initial difficulties of being a pony. But the words wouldn’t come, not when this was a pony she was actually interested in. Maybe it didn’t matter why that part had changed—or maybe they would find Sam at some point, and he could ask.
 Assuming the bird even cared anymore. “I’m happy with how I am. If you gave me a scroll right now that would make me back to how I was, but take away my magic, I don’t think I’d use it. I think there’s a lot of people who would, I’m just… not one of them.”
 They were just words—but getting them out felt like removing a set of heavy saddlebags she’d been hauling for weeks. Her shoulders felt suddenly lighter, her back straighter.
 Wayfinder was okay if she stayed a pony. Maybe that would change if the whole world got a cure and she was the only one refusing it. But based on what Sunburst said, that didn’t seem like it would be coming anytime soon.
 The stallion brushed past her. “See, it’s exactly as I said! It takes a mind that is brilliant, flexible, and logical to master magic in the way you did. I knew it was safe to trust you with that particularly difficult truth. That’s probably not one we’ll be sharing with the people of the Isolation Zone right now. Even in Starhall, it’s not widely known. It’s a triage situation—we have to stop the city from freezing before we can worry about issues with the petting zoo.”
 There were details to work out after that, of course—what would her role in the Isolation Zone be? How often would she report back? Were they trying to keep the town entirely secret? And importantly, how could she make the trip back safely, through the Overgrowth whose dangers were their entire defense mechanism.
 Confidence with a few short-range teleports didn’t mean she was ready to just jump between locations—not yet, anyway. Apparently there were ways to make that easier, but they would take time, and she didn’t have a lot of that to spare if she wanted to get back without creating suspicion with the police.
 There was going to be a little of that either way, considering what Ruby told her the next morning, when they were having breakfast in the central Starhall eating area.
 “I’m not going back with you,” Ruby said. “Before you try and convince me, I—”
 Wayfinder raised a hoof, gently easing her mouth closed. “It’s okay, Ruby. I didn’t think you would. We aren’t actually dating, that was just a lie to get the police to let you live with me. You don’t have to justify your decision to leave.”
 She looked away through the room, to where Sunburst was speaking with a group of earth ponies near a doorway. But they were too far away for her to make out the words. “I know we’re not going to be together again. We’re just friends now. I can be happy with that if we get to stay friends, Ruby.” She held out her hoof, grinning nervously. “Is that possible? I’m gonna need somepony in my life to ask… all my girl questions. No telling if I’ll ever see my family again, so I can’t go to my sister.”
 She let go, sliding away from the table. “I hope you’ll be happy here. And we can catch up whenever I visit.”
 Ruby relaxed into her seat. She grinned. “I thought after you rescued me, you would—you’ve grown so much since this started, Wayfinder. I hope it’s not unkind of me to say it. You’re a bigger person than when you first got infected. Even though you’re… smaller than you were before. You know what I mean.”
 She smiled back. Then she got up and left into the forest.
 She hadn’t been given all their secrets on the first visit, though apparently Ruby staying behind did indicate a level of trust. Though no one would say so explicitly. If Wayfinder was some kind of traitor, her friend would be vulnerable to retaliation.
 A moot point, of course, since there were no betrayals on her agenda for the return. Just a direct path back along a route she’d been told was safe. The residents of Starhall had a charm they all wore, one that apparently discouraged predators from attacking so long as it was kept alive with regular watering.
 Importantly, it would also minimize the impact of her betrayal. Sure, a small team could share the charm, but more than a few ponies and the Overgrowth would likely not see the invaders as a neutral force.
 It wasn’t even noon by the time she got her hooves back on the solid ground of the Isolation Zone’s flat roads, and about an hour later before she arrived at the barracks.
 “Just you?” asked Lance, who happened to be lingering in the hall with Peter as she arrived. “Didn’t lose her, did you?”
 Wayfinder turned her head down, in what she hoped was an appropriate and not suspicious amount of disappointment. “My trip was about Ruby saying her goodbyes. She’s not staying with me anymore.”
 Lance heaved her modest duffel over her shoulder and onto her back. At her size, the petite mare couldn’t carry much with her. Less than Hazel probably could pack into saddlebags to travel. She whistled. “Well damn. After everything you did for her. She is okay, right?” The mare approached Wayfinder, poking her once in the chest. “You didn’t… lose her somewhere? Somewhere that we’re going to end up investigating in a week or two?”
 Wayfinder laughed. “She’s fine. Still has one of the isolation zone phones, if you want to call her. We’re still good friends, just—”
 A bug burst out of Wayfinder’s bedroom, buzzing across the intervening distance in a split second, before crashing directly into her. She hugged her with both forelegs, squeezing as tightly as any child could. “Big sister! I thought you were never coming back!”
 “I was gone for… one night…” she pried her off with some difficulty, though not without letting her hold on for a few seconds first.
 “Just making sure,” Lance said. “Have to ask with the people in here. There’s an unfortunate overlap in the traits that make a good officer and psychopathy, as it turns out. Glad to hear she’s doing good.” She turned away down the otherwise empty hall. “See you for class Monday, Blue.”
 She vanished down the hall, leaving Wayfinder, Peter, and Hazel at the center of the room.
 Peter waited until she was gone to say anything, following Wayfinder into her bedroom. “So Ruby’s out?” he asked, surprisingly intense for his usual relaxed attitude. “What the hell were you even up to, princess?”
 She glared back at him, defiant. “I thought you didn’t want anything else to do with me? You paid your debt, and you got to cut ties. Isn’t that what you wanted?”
 He sighed. “I did want that. But the longer we spend here, the clearer it is that I’m back working for the same stupid assholes who got us in this mess in the first place. They botched containment, now they’re botching the response. But you… you’ve got ideas. Ruby is closer to a cure than everyone working in Bioscience in the old base, maybe closer than the whole CDC. And you know magic better than our entire paracausal research department. Figured it out to the level of personal teleportation. Even if I’m not saying it’s safe to bring Lance in—I know you wouldn’t believe me. But she was the most reasonable MP on base. Plus, they didn’t hire her for her ASFAB, if you catch my meaning.”
 He looked at Hazel, then flicked his tail once and fell silent. “Point is, I’m not out. Whatever you’re doing, I still want to help, if you’ll let me.”
 Wayfinder had a choice.
  	Tell Peter, try to use his help with her new assignment. He’s proven himself to be loyal.
 	Only Hazel gets to know, Peter can’t be trusted with anything big right now.
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 It wasn’t that Wayfinder didn’t believe that Peter was on her side. He’d sacrificed as much as she did to get Ruby released, even though the mare was only an acquaintance to him. He had no obligation to offer anything, not even advice. Yet he’d saved and sacrificed and risked. But for all that, something about the way he ended up with Lance just didn’t sit well with Way. He’d been a soldier before he was anything else, with deep connections to the same base that once contained Nem10.
 Not telling him is doing him a favor. He can’t keep a secret if he doesn’t know. She smiled back at the stallion, then reached over to put a foreleg on his shoulder. “Right now, there’s nothing to help with. We’re… all stuck in the same prison. I’m just hoping to improve conditions a little. Give people… more tools they can use. You already see what I’m doing if you go to class.”
 “Yeah.” He glanced at her foreleg, then retreated towards the door. “You’re teaching what you read in that book, I’m not stupid. I’m just struggling to understand how it had anything useful. You blunder into some random dude in a group of refugees, and he happens to have a perfectly written guide to learning magic. Everything in the book just works. I think if the base was still trying to contain noncausal events, it would probably lock that thing deep underground and throw away the key. Are you sure that having classes to teach it is a good idea?”
 She shrugged. “I think… we have to try and survive. I think if you’re paying attention, you can see the feds are falling apart. Shipments are coming in less frequently, reserved more and more for the little compound of VIPs. We can’t survive here on our own forever. Do you think we should just roll over and starve when that happens?”
 She levitated her satchel up onto the shelf. Heavier than it was before, thanks to the addition of a new book, and most of the scrolls now missing. “We don’t have to hate the people who didn’t get sick. I don’t. But that doesn’t mean we have to give up and die for their sake. You didn’t–you didn’t stick around when you thought they were going to nuke the city, and I don’t think you feel that way now.”
 Peter sighed. “No, I don’t. But you don’t want to tell me what you’re thinking.”
 She shrugged. “You wanna help? Get me a meeting with management. I’ve got some things I’d like to talk about with them.”
 He laughed. “Command is not going to talk to you, or any of us. They’re busy drowning in the same worries that are bothering you. What do you want me to tell them?”
 She shrugged. “I… I don’t know yet. Give me a week.”
 It wasn’t trusting him with the truth, but she wasn’t kicking him away, either. Maybe he could make or use some of his connections in a little while, once she had enough to win over leadership.
 “I’m glad you’re back,” he eventually said. “I hope things between you and Ruby are… cordial.”
 She nodded. “Better than they’ve been since we first got infected. I don’t think she’s ever gonna live at the barracks with me again, but… being here was only happening so she was safe while she recovered anyway. She never needed to be here. But she’s still in the Isolation Zone, so we’ll find her. Hopefully when we do, she agrees with me.”
 He left, slipping back out of her room and down the hall. Probably off to catch up with Lance, for purposes that were obviously wholesome and uncomplicated in nature. But that didn’t bother Way either. She’d made her choice, and now Peter had too. She could live with that decision, hopefully Peter could too.
 She waited a little longer for Peter to get far enough away that he wouldn’t be able to overhear. Hazel bounced on her hooves, watching her with an expectant grin.
 “I can tell it was big,” she said, the first to break the silence. A little earlier than Way would’ve felt confident speaking. “You haveta tell me! Tell me tell me tell me!”
 “How can you tell?” Way asked, trying to keep her face as flat and neutral as she could. Though from her memory, there was something about her kind in one of the two new books. She would have to check it in a moment. “Can you read my thoughts?”
 Strangely, the child responded to that thought, glancing up at the shelf where she’d set the satchel. Wayfinder ignored that, pretending she hadn’t noticed that too. 
 “Dunno. Maybe I’m just getting to know you. But it’s like—I can’t tell what you’re thinking. But I can tell you came back feeling… good? Excited about something. I dunno how you were feeling the morning you left, because you went before I woke up.”
 Why do you think I would’ve done that? Way thought, though she didn’t say that either. 
 “Anyways, tell me! What happened?”
 “Well…” She levitated the satchel off the shelf and held it open. There were two books inside. Not the basics of unicorn magic, she hadn’t brought that book with her into the Overgrowth. One was “Theory and Fundamentals of Thaumaturgy” which she set back on the shelf. The second, however. “Equestria’s Creatures and Their Abilities, she brought over and began flipping through it. No easy task, at least it wouldn’t have been if it were a physical volume. The text was so heavy it had strained her back during her return trip. 
 “He said this was an older book, so it’s not the most up to date with new discoveries. But it should have what we need.” she stopped, turning the book around in the air so Hazel could see it.
 “Changelings are the most common ero…vore—” she began, struggling over a few unfamiliar words. “Natives to the badlands South of Equestria, have a past shrouded in mystery. Common myth places their origin as the result of magical accident, possibly involving Starswirl or another…” she flipped to the next page. “The changeling begins to demonstrate competency with physical transformation at a very early stage of dev-elopment, which they employ to entrap and deceive their prey…”
 She whimpered, then pushed the book away through the air. It spun in Way’s magic, tumbling before she caught it and snapped the cover closed. “Is that what you t-think I’m… I’m doing, Way? Am I trying to…”
 “No, sweetheart!” Way interrupted, settling the book down and pushing it aside. “Books are written by people, that means they carry their perspectives with them. People aren’t always nice, and they aren’t always right either.”
 The poor kid stared down at nothing, her multifaceted eyes unfocused. Way couldn’t tell if she was even able to cry with a face so much like a bug. But she didn’t need magic to see what the kid was feeling.
 Before, she would’ve been too disgusted to approach. That instinct came from something buried deep, not anywhere in Way’s conscious mind. She wrapped her foreleg around her shoulder and held her in a hug–at least as much a hug as her body was capable. “I know you eat something different than we do. I’m not sure what it is, but I’ve never seen you hurt anyone. I don’t think you’re a monster.”
 She couldn’t say why the words printed in a book bothered her so deeply, but since Way was the one to show her…
 “I know you’re not really my sister, Way. But it’s harder to remember that every day. When you left without telling me, I wondered…”
 Shit.
 “…if you’d left me behind. It wouldn’t be the first time. A few times, o-other infected my brother found… tried to help me. But once they saw me, they always left. It didn’t matter what they said before. I was just too awful for them to look at.”
 With a normal kid, Way just would’ve lied, telling her what she needed to hear. But Hazel would feel that, and it would make all her words bitter and hollow. “I was scared of you when we first met,” Way admitted. 
 The kid pulled away, looking up with big, frightened eyes.
 But she continued. “Then I got to know you. I realized any fear I felt was part of the disease, messing with my head. I have family–three sisters, but two moved out while I was still–” She stopped short of “still a little boy.” Way was at least reasonably sure that Hazel didn’t know that part, and she wasn’t about to share it. The fewer people knew, the easier it was to live in her present. “I had a little half-sister, from my dad’s second marriage. About your age. That’s who I think of when I see you. You didn’t pick to look that way, you can’t help what the infection did to you. It’s not your fault you’re a changeling.”
 Hazel cried. Her eyes might not be capable of tears in the same way, but a kid of any species obviously felt the same emotions. The same fear, the same relief and terror and other painful things. “T-then why did you go?”
 She patted her gently on the back, careful not to crush those delicate-looking wings. “I didn’t want to bring you somewhere dangerous. I can get myself eaten, because I’m a grown-up who can make stupid decisions. I’ll bring you next time, promise.”
 The changeling settled onto the ground, staring down at her hooves. She was silent for a long time, long enough that Way worried she’d start to cry again.
 “My brother is here,” she eventually said. “When you vanished, I… went into the records here. Found his name. Looks like he got sick, because he’s just out of quarantine. But he’s, uh… he’s not a bug. I wanted to go talk to him, walked over to the orphanage… but I couldn’t go in. What if he hates me? What if he runs away too?”
 “I don’t think that will happen.” Way said, without a split second’s hesitation. “I know what love looks like, Hazel. Your brother already knows what you are, it’s not a surprise to him. He risked his life to make sure you got care. I’d be shocked if he isn’t looking for you right now, worried for your safety. We should probably go there now, if you know where he is.”
 “No!” Hazel tensed, spreading both wings as though she were about to take off. “I mean… no. He can’t take care of me in there. And I don’t wanna live in an orphanage.”
 Not a lot I can do while living here, either. A ten-year-old girl was one thing, but a teenage boy was quite another. Now if she could get them both to Starhall, maybe. But if Wayfinder’s frightening little sister went missing right after her girlfriend did, that would probably start raising suspicion. “Maybe we can write a letter then. I could pass it for you, just so he knows you’re alive. If you’re not ready to see him again, you don’t have to.”
 “Not yet!” Hazel called, loud enough that Way tensed. What could possibly be bothering her so much about her brother? Way wouldn’t even know he was here were it not volunteered. “Maybe one day. I think letters might be hard where he’s at. It’s… just an awful situation.” 
 She slumped, pawing at the floor in frustration. “Let’s just… worry about something else right now. You’re back! What are you gonna do now that you’re here?”
 Way had an answer before she’d even left Starhall. A first priority didn’t preclude other goals later. But she was only one pony and could only do one thing. Maybe two, if “trying to impress Sunburst” counted.
 1. “I’m going to try to help the zone grow its own food.”
 2. “I think we can use magic to get the power grid working again.”
 3. “I want to go to the president with everything I’ve learned about magic so we can find a way to stop the spread of this disease.”
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“Teach the Earth Ponies to farm” 65%
 Getting people together for something as abstract as farming magic was quite a bit easier in practice than it was in simple description. Doubly so since Wayfinder couldn’t actually use the magic she had in mind. She couldn’t exactly go marching through the police station demanding everyone without a horn or wings follow her to a garden plot and hand them seeds.
 But that was more or less all she could do to get things moving to start. She’d earned a little goodwill in the facility through her lessons and the rapidly improving telekinetic abilities of the officers, now she had to spend a little of that credit on something.
 It started with a meeting with the facilities supervisor before it got too late, so she could explain what she was thinking. The man was an older Earth Pony himself, though age was much harder to read on a pony. She’d yet to see one with gray hair, wrinkles, or other signs of senescence among the victims of NEM10.
 “I don’t know if you can help me,” she began, as soon as he let her into the office. Just another small room with a slightly lower desk and a cushion for someone to sit on. Like the few around here who still needed to use their computers, he relied on a mobility-assisted keyboard to get anything done, twisting it with his hooves when he typed.
 That meant he had both extended in front of him when Wayfinder entered, his face filled with annoyance. “You have no idea the fires I have to put out, Houdini. I’ve got no time for parlor tricks today.”
 Clearly he wanted to get rid of her. But it wasn’t an order yet, so she remained. “It might be able to help you with some of that, sir. If you’ll give me five minutes.”
 Captain Roberts pulled back his hooves with obvious reluctance, settling them on the desk in front of him. “You have two. What do you want?”
 Demonstrating her spells would not win him over—she saw the resentment in his eyes. Maybe Captain Roberts was among those who believed she intentionally withheld teaching to those with other powers.
 “I’ve noticed the Denver Isolation Zone is facing increased food scarcity—” she began.
 “No shit,” he interrupted. “What do you think I’m doing here? Why the hell did I pay taxes my whole life if these goddamn incompetents down at FEMA can’t keep their own disaster camp fed during a crisis? It’s not like the rest of the world is infected, just…”
 He shook his head once, glaring. “Don’t tell me what I already know, provisional lieutenant Wayfinder.”
 “I think there’s another direction we can take. Before you say no—I’m not proposing it the way you’ve probably heard. Conventional farming won’t feed the numbers we have in here.”
 He nodded sharply. “Damn right it won’t. We could take a jackhammer to every sidewalk inside the cordon, and we’d get nowhere. Soil’s shit, not enough water or fertilizer. And if you come in here with some space-age nonsense about greenhouses or hydroponics, you can turn that ass right back the way you came. It’s not happening either. Considered and dismissed.”
 Far from the first time he’d had this conversation, then. Captain Roberts sounded so annoyed with every word, though she’d offered none of them. “Something else,” she said. “You’ve seen the lessons I teach, I’m pretty sure. You know that our mutations let us do things we couldn’t otherwise?”
 He scoffed. “I know that some of us got blessed from on high with miraculous abilities. Gaze down in judgement all you like, provisional lieutenant. The rest of us on the ground still have to make sure no one starves.”
 “That’s…” She took a few steps closer to him, tail swishing with growing agitation. He stood up as she approached, about a head taller than she was. She was equal or even taller than many stallions in Denver—but the tribal dimorphism of earth ponies meant that was not the case. Even older, this officer had more muscle than her whole body-weight. He could probably pull one of those scenic carriage rides downtown on his own without breaking a sweat.
 “That Miracle can’t get us out of this. There’s nothing unicorns can do to help with this problem. But earth ponies—casualties without horns or wings—can do what we can’t. I would like your help to get some space, irrigation equipment, and heirloom seeds. And before you refuse, I know there’s no conventional way some little farm could make a dent in the city through conventional means. But I’m not proposing convention: I’d like to use magic. Your magic—magic of the people who changed the same way as you, sir. A small pilot group for an experiment. If it works…”
 “Me?” Captain Roberts laughed. “Bullshit, girl. I might be old and dried up, but my eyes are working a lot better lately. I can see how you do your tricks.” He reached up, moving his hoof through the air over his head. “See what ain’t there? No horn, no being supernatural. We get to be as strong as rocks and that’s it.”
 “What if that’s wrong?” she asked. “We’re alien monsters now, sir. And I’m positive that there’s a way we can get ourselves out of this mess, without needing the feds or anyone else to send food.”
 “That makes one of us,” he said. “I can probably get you somewhere. If it’s not conventional agriculture anyway, you won’t mind if the soil’s shit. But the rest of it—use your wages. Buy what you need.”
 She retreated from him, pain visible on her face. Anything he would give was already more than she had. But she had very little money to work with after buying Ruby’s freedom. Some seeds wouldn’t be hard, but where would she find pumps and industrial equipment to irrigate it? How much magic could earth ponies bring?
 “If I have to, sir,” she said, taking a cautious step towards the desk. “But sir, there’s another way this could go. If you help me, and I succeed, you’re the one who pulled out a miracle to save Denver. I don’t care about taking credit, you have it all. When this works, you’re the savior.”
 He settled roughly down into his desk, then opened a drawer with his mouth to take out a slip of paper and a pen. He had to set them down to speak, which meant he could write at the same time. “You highlight why I can’t give you anything. You don’t want credit—but I’m sure you’ll be chomping at the bit to volunteer it was your idea when it inevitably goes tits-up.” He shook his head once. “Aside from the land and material, what would you want?”
 “A dozen or so earth ponies. Three mornings a week to work at first. Would take less time once we get going, but I’d be hands-on at first.”
 He scribbled onto the sheet, then pushed it across the desk towards her. “You can have the time. You can ask around the compound if anyone wants to do this with you. Might get a few idiots just for the chance to do a different kind of PT in the morning. I’m not going to give you the manpower. You get a plot of land, and a few hours on the mornings you aren’t teaching that… class. I’ll swing that for you. The rest is your problem.”
 Wayfinder took the note, dreading what it would say. Yet aside from material, Captain Roberts gave her permission to do everything she wanted. She almost thought she’d been too hard on him, until she went out that evening to see the land in question.
 Hazel came with her, eager to get any chance to leave the compound, and probably a little afraid that she would run off on her again. The bug was right there with Wayfinder when she got her first good look at the land, and saw just how screwed she was.
 About half an acre of dry, dusty ground on the edge of the interstate, broken only by the occasional rock and thorn-covered weed. “I wondered how he found me somewhere no one had set up in,” she muttered, smacking onto her haunches in the dirt. Perhaps its only advantage was how far it continued—if the isolation zone fence was gone, they could stretch their farmland for miles.
 “Guess this is how he screws us,” she said, head slumping forward. “Not sure what life I’m supposed to use to teach them, even if I can find tools we can use. This is… doomed.”
 “I, uh…” Hazel bounded past her, insect wings buzzing open and closed again. “What were you trying to do here?”
 In answer, she levitated her satchel open, holding up the book. Her second new acquisition, the one that didn’t deal with unicorn magic. “Everyone in Denver is going to starve if we don’t change something. We’re not running out today, but—it’s coming. This disaster isn’t ending. The government is losing stability, losing legitimacy. I can’t even tell how many pockets of normal people are left. The rest of the world couldn’t help us if they wanted, because they’d just get infected and be in the same position. That leaves us with helping ourselves.”
 She looked up, flipping through the book until the section on Earth ponies. Though it began with a basic introduction to their powers, it soon progressed to exercises—or rituals, maybe. They looked more that way to her. They promised to invigorate the land, to accelerate growth, make the pony stronger and hardier. Unfortunately for Wayfinder, she had no way of testing them. Only her faith in Sunburst, who’d put the book into her hooves.
 “It’s how they do things in there. Places where they bring in a new harvest every month until winter, and the soil never weakens. Places they have to turn their produce into compost for next year, because they make so much of it. I don’t know how real ‘Equestria’ is, but I’ve seen the results. A thousand people fed with half a football field. We could do that here—I think we might have to, or a lot of people are going to get hurt.”
 Hazel approached her, stared at the book, looked back again. After a few moments of silence, she spoke up. “What does the book say we need?”
 “Something to grow,” she answered. “And… the more fertile the ground, the easier the magic.”
 “But it could… still work, right?” Hazel prompted. “It’s magic. When we got here, you teleported into town. You can put spells onto pieces of paper and make them work later. If this ground sucks, we just need more magic to make up for it! Maybe I can help?”
 Wayfinder smiled weakly, patting the kid’s back. No one could fault her optimism. “Not with the magic part. I can’t either, unfortunately, it has to be them. But maybe you could help me with something else. We need to get our hands on some tools, seeds…” and probably lots of other things she didn’t even know they were missing.
 “You pay my allowance,” Hazel said, voice wistful. “You need any of that money back? I never spend it on food.”
 “No, sweetheart. Something more… direct. Helping me could be dangerous, so if you want to refuse…”
 Hazel’s wings opened, and she puffed herself up larger, briefly standing on her hindlegs. “I’m a lot stronger than I was when you met me, Way. Just tell me what you think I should do. If I can, I’ll help!”
 None of Wayfinder’s ideas felt safe. But considering the city’s odds if she failed, she was a little more willing to take risks.
 1. Ask Hazel to Impersonate her and teach a class or two, so Wayfinder can sneak off to “obtain” the needed materials.
 2. Ask Hazel to help her steal material from one of the warehouses storing things for the VIPs. They’re just gathering dust anyway.
 3. Ask Hazel to make trips to Starhall to borrow seeds and equipment from the ponies there and bring them back.
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Bring Materials from Starhall 72%
 Of course, Wayfinder knew Hazel wasn’t going to turn her down. She was a kid, and Way was one of the few people in her whole world who had shown her kindness since she became infected. She would probably have done anything Way asked if she thought it would make her happy. That only meant an increased responsibility for Way when giving her a job.
 Only the total certainty of starvation made her consider any of it, and the confidence she’d seen from the population of Starhall in their living arrangements. They trusted their charms to get them in and out of the city without difficulty, and there were children living there. The same technique could work for Hazel.
 “That place I went without you—they’re a whole little town inside this one. I think they probably have supplies. Extra seeds, maybe farm implements. My plan… my plan needs earth ponies to be the ones in the dirt actually doing the farming. Their magic isn’t gonna work if they’re sitting in a GPS-guided tractor watching YouTube videos. That’s where you would come in. If you’re willing, I would send you to Starhall to ask for what we need. You could carry it back, or accept whatever help they’re willing to offer. Either way, you bring it to this spot by tomorrow morning.”
 “Easy!” The bug hopped up off the ground, her wings buzzing with a sudden burst of energy. It held her there quite a bit longer than Way might’ve expected, before depositing her back on the soil. “Walk somewhere, ask for seeds, bring them back here. I’ve got really good night vision, I could even go in the dark. No one would see! You’re all so blind, except for the bat ones. But there aren’t very many of those.”
 Way dropped down to one knee, resting her foreleg on Hazel’s shoulder. “I’m glad you wanna help, sweetie. But listen to me. Your safety matters a lot more to me than success. If you have to give up, turn around, leave things behind… if you’re too scared to go, or anyone in Starhall tells you not to go at a certain time, you listen. I’m glad you’re helping, but you matter more to me than anything else. Understand?”
 Hazel sniffed, then leaned forward and touched her forehead to Wayfinder. “O-okay mo—Way.” She shook, wiping her face on her foreleg. “Yeah. I’ll be careful.”
 There were specifics to work out after that of course. Wayfinder had to fill out a letter explaining the situation, something they could deliver to Sunburst. Then she had to map out the safe route, get Hazel the charm, and help her away from the barracks without being seen leaving.
 That left her with a few more hours in the day to arrange recruits. Here was the most critical part of all, and one she expected to be the most difficult. Without Earth Ponies, using their magic to grow supplies for the Isolation Zone would obviously not get far.
 Fortunately for her, she had an inadvertent ally in that endeavor: Captain Roberts.
 Word of her impending embarrassment had already spread through the barracks and beyond, including the various contractors and laborers who contracted with them to perform lesser services in the zone. But instead of laughing her off, most responded to her the same way:
 “You’re trying to grow crops in this?” asked Officer Kirk, one of the earth ponies she’d seen lingering near the back of her lessons during the first week or two. Of course he’d not walked away with any magic from those hours in the classroom. “Completely hopeless, kid. Soil’s rocky and basically dead. Pretty sure the Captain gave you the worst patch of dirt in the whole zone.”
 She lowered her clipboard in her magic, letting the pen settle up against it. “I guess that means you’re not interested. Do you know anyone else—”
 “Hey,” he moved closer, pushing against the board with one hoof. “I wasn’t finished. First: I want to know if it’s true what he said. You want to teach us our own magic to make this work? Like… no horns magic? For us poor souls who can’t float things like you.”
 She nodded eagerly. “Yes. I’ve learned more about how our transformations work since I started giving lessons, including yours. I can’t do what you can. I’ll just be leading the exercises based on what I’ve seen working from others. I won’t be able to do any of it myself.”
 “Okay. Second question: is it true helping you gets me out of morning PT?”
 She had him signed up shortly thereafter. Another half-dozen or so officers followed. More than twice as many from the office staff and general laborers, whose ranks had swelled with former officers after they lost the use of their hands in the face of unicorns who could use their service weapons again. More came from the contractors and other laborers with no access to the barracks at all. She had to repeat to them that there would be no payment as yet, other than a reasonable share of the produce if they were successful.
 But they didn’t seem to mind. The Isolation Zone didn’t just keep people trapped in a small area, it also took away what they did. Many were drowning in free time and itching for something productive to do with it.
 But all the volunteers in the world would mean very little if Wayfinder could only bring them to a lifeless dirt field and promise the power of the earth would fill them, but not give them any practical outlet for their powers. She’d turn into another new-age cult leader in Sedona ranting about “vortexes.”
 She woke up early that morning, so she could check on what they were working with before ponies arrived. That brought her to their lonely field right around the time the carts rolled in.
 There were three in total, flat wooden beds attached to scavenged bicycle parts with a leather harness on the front for a pony to pull them. At first she only recognized one of those pulling: Ruby, looking more annoyed with Wayfinder than she had the time Way accidentally popped her soufflé. One of the other two was a bulky earth pony, one of the few Way had seen that was taller than she was. But instead of thin and graceful, her build had the muscle to lift up a house and drag it by the foundation.
 It was the third creature who greeted Way first, shrinking down out of the harness and buzzing over with her glittering transparent wings. Mud smeared her hooves, and little bits of leaves clung to her black coat. She still grinned. “Wayfinder! I did it! They came! Are you proud of me?”
 She embraced the bug. “Of course, sweetie. I was proud you even wanted to help. You did amazing.”
 “Got some balls on you to ask so much,” said the stranger, unhitching herself from the cart and approaching them. “Not just from your daughter. She had the charm—I’ve seen worse parenting since the apocalypse started. I mean from Starhall. You’ve got the whole city as your playground, and you want to borrow some of our ploughs. Feels a little like we’re being robbed.”
 She released Hazel, then straightened. “Getting the zone on its feet is what Sunburst sent me to do. If it starves, there will be a million refugees headed into the Overgrowth. This is the only way to stop it.”
 The mare grunted. “Sunburst seems to think so. Too bad you’re so braindead about it. Might be a unicorn prodigy, but you can’t just teach what earth ponies do. Whatever book you read on it is sterile and lifeless. You need a mare who can actually feel the heartbeat of the planet in her hooves.” She pawed at the ground between them, looking up in the gloom of sunrise at their assigned field. “Is this what they gave you? Do they want to starve?”
 “One of them wants me to fail,” she said. “I’m Wayfinder, by the way. Are you… here to help? We’d be really grateful.”
 “Yes,” she said, exasperated. “I’m Silver Clover. Same as yours. You won’t ask what it used to be and neither will I, okay?”
 She nodded. “Sure, that’s… fine, Silver Clover. Did you get your name from the cutie mark?” She glanced sideways to get a better view, where the shape of three little silver clovers spread across her coat. From what little Way knew about Cutie Marks, that one certainly encouraged her. Extra talent for growing was exactly what they needed.
 “I’ll be right back,” she said, flicking her tail back towards the street. “If you want to unload all that, it’d be great. I need to bring our students from the barracks.”
 “My students,” Clover corrected, tail flicking in annoyance. “I thought we just went over that.”
 “Sure…” Way said, trailing off awkwardly. “Except for one thing: they’re expecting me to teach. I have to hand them off gracefully, so they don’t walk. I know we’re strangers, but you’ll have to act like you respect me. You can’t borrow the trust I’ve earned if you treat me with contempt.”
 Clover froze near the cart, expression turning unreadable. Finally she nodded. “Sure, Wayfinder. We’re on the same page.”
 Hardly the strongest reassurance she’d ever got—but given her limited options, Way couldn’t exactly refuse. Way approached the other cart, where an exhausted Ruby was still tangled in the harness. She levitated a clip off her back, then pushed the straps aside. “Didn’t think you would be back so soon.”
 Ruby stepped out, shaking away the leaves and mud from her hooves as best she could. “I hadn’t planned on it. But the kid begged and pled and whined so loudly that someone had to go. Figured I still kinda owed her since she helped get me out of jail.”
 Perhaps only technically. But Way wasn’t about to point that out. Instead, she touched one hoof briefly on her shoulder. “Thanks for the help. If you want a shower in the barracks before you—”
 “Nah,” she retreated a step. “We’ve got those. I’ll just be heading back with the equipment when you’re done anyway. It’s on loan for now. As wasteful with our time as that implies. Obviously some of the seeds will be in the ground—”
 “No they won’t!” Clover interrupted, after tossing the canvas covering off the other cart. “This ground is dead. We’ve got to break it, turn it over, teach it how to be alive. No planting anything today, just lots of sweat and hard work. Too hard for those delicate hooves, unicorn girls. But when we start, maybe you can bring refreshments. Or I wouldn’t mind watching you cheer for us, Wayfinder. You’ve got the build for it.”
 Way didn’t stay to ask what ‘the right build’ meant, or let Clover fluster her more than she already had. She slipped away to return to the barracks while Hazel and the others unloaded the carts. She found a group of earth ponies gathered in front of the barracks, looking a little lost. Those faces soon turned to relief once they saw her.
 So early in the morning, most had the usual exhaustion plastered on their faces, with tails and manes disheveled. While they waited for everyone to show up, the crowd soon swelled, joined by plenty of non-earth-ponies from in and out of the barracks. Anything happening was a subject of interest, even if what was happening didn’t promise to be terribly interesting to the non-earth-ponies.
 Even Roberts made his appearance, somehow perfectly groomed and wearing a set of PT shorts that fit. Very few others there bothered with clothing at all. Getting their duty vests covered in dirt wouldn’t help anyone. “Don’t expect a terribly productive morning,” he said to no one in particular, when they set off. “But moving dirt around could work well for building strength, I suppose.”
 He fell in with Way at the front of the group, meeting her eyes. “Command heard about your experiment. I know at least one of your students here will be reporting back on what happens. For your sake, I hope this isn’t bullshit. Good luck.” He smiled, then slipped back into the crowd. Wayfinder would have to lead them alone.
 And pray Silver Clover was as good at this as she acted, or Denver would starve.
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Wayfinder’s students shambled forward, half-awake at the time they would normally have their morning PT. She made her introductions, and the questions came. “Who the hell is that?” someone asked. “What does she know about magic?” “Why are we listening to her?”
 Captain Roberts smirked at her, as chaos filled the clearing. This was exactly what she had worried about. She had to convince these students to trust someone else, while someone eager to see her fail was ready to leap on any mistake. If she lost control of this crowd, she might not get it back.
 Wayfinder stepped forward, but Silver stopped her with an outstretched hoof. “Wayfinder, I think I can take this one.”
 She hopped up onto a low hill near the front of the group, planting both forelegs in the dirt. “I’m not gonna waste your time with bullshit. I’m told this whole thing started thanks to my… friend here, demonstrating her talents for the other ponies in blue. You wouldn’t have listened to her if she just came to you with a pet theory and expected everyone to do her stupid song and dance. The first time I saw this stuff demonstrated, I thought it was pointless. Maybe someone watched a few too many episodes of a little girl’s cartoon, then turned it into a cult. So let me give you a good idea about what you’ll be capable of.”
 She yanked something out of the dirt with both hooves, somehow landing again to catch it out of the air with one. A piece of rebar caught the light from Way’s magic, probably rolled there from the nearby highway. “Can any of you tell me what the yield strength on #4 rebar is?”
 Officer Kirk cleared his throat. “60,000 PSI per inch, times .2… Depends on the type, if it’s—”
 Silver Clover settled it on the ground between her hooves as the pony spoke, then very slowly pushed it together. It didn’t seem like the task was difficult for her, though the metal turned abruptly orange, groaning loudly under the stress.
 She tossed it onto the ground in front of the stallion who had just spoken. “Go ahead and try that. Not too hard, don’t want to hurt your hooves. Make sure I’m not trying to pull something on you.”
 He did, advancing towards it, then shoving up against it. Despite at least a head of height and considerably more-muscular limbs, the metal barely flexed. Even Wayfinder was staring now.
 Her book talked about being strong enough to move a house, but that was very different from actually seeing that strength! Silver wasn’t even out of breath!
 Officer Kirk pushed it away again, breathing heavily. “It’s… real.”
 “As I said, not here to bullshit. Give it a month of practicing this, and you’ll be able to do it too. Sometimes sooner, sometimes later. But from what I’ve seen, we pick this up a lot faster than the other ponies do. It’s just more… natural, I guess.”
 Roberts wasn’t smiling anymore. Instead, he watched with rapt attention, unblinking near the front. “This connects to growing crops? Or are you saying that we’ll all be so strong we can pull the plough like a whole team of horses, and we’ll just be substituting for tractors.”
 Silver Clover looked towards him, expression unchanged. Not a trace of embarrassment or fear on her face, maybe a hint of annoyance. “It might feel like that at first, I won’t lie. But there’s a reason for everything I’m gonna ask you to do. There’s no way to cheat, just a lot of sweating. Everything we do comes from the earth, hippie druid style. We don’t master some arcane glyphs or focus our minds into power, it’s about a relationship. What are you going to give, and what will she give back.”
 A few ponies groaned, but only one spoke from the back. “That sounds fake.”
 “Told you it would,” she snapped, without a second’s hesitation. “That’s why the display. I’ll show you something else too. Not as dramatic, but… no one interrupt, or that asshole gets to run laps. It’s gonna sound stupid, but that’s okay.”
 She touched both forelegs into the dirt, then started muttering something. A song, a poem—maybe neither. Wayfinder could barely make out the words. “Bloom for me, wasteland earth. Take from me and give. Let flowers spread to the waste places, and grain hang heavy for every pony who hungers.”
 Grass rippled away from her forelegs as though it were a time-lapse video taken over weeks, ripping out of the crack in the dirt, and spreading for several feet in all directions. It slowed, then stopped. Now Silver finally looked winded, her ears folded back and her words halting. “And that’s… why…”
 The crowd recoiled. Several swore, others gasped and pointed, or whispered to each other. All the same stuff, words of disbelief and amazement. Way could hardly blame them. Even Hazel squealed with delight, leaping into the air on buzzing wings. She was the first one to speak, her voice muffled. “Just like magic!”
 Silver smiled. “Just a… small taste. Trouble is, this little patch of hell is bone-dead. That’s where all of you come in. We’ve got to work the earth here before we can make it grow. Before you all looked like you came out of a barn, we’d have done that with tractors and nitrogen fertilizer, irrigation, aeration—lots of good ideas. We’ll do some of that later. But Wayfinder says it’s urgent we get things growing right away. So we’ll focus on getting the first harvest in the ground, and hope you’ve got resources for more before the second one.”
 Way waited, but there were no more hecklers left in the lesson. Between both displays, every student was watching now. Silver Clover had made her case.
 There was little for her to do over those next few hours. She made a trip to the barracks to bring a cart and water cooler. A smattering of other earth ponies joined her then, surprised that the lesson hadn’t already ended in failure yet. Was there really something useful for them to do?
 Unlike with the magic lessons, Wayfinder couldn’t feel what was happening, or guess at what made any of it effective. Silver led her students through songs, had them strapped to the loaner farm equipment, and work it in ways that workhorses might have over a century ago.
 It was clearly working, though. By the time the sun was fully up and the students collectively exhausted, the patch of land they’d worked was notably darker, with little green sprouts and patches of moss on the edges.
 “I expect to see you all back in the next few days. It has to be soon, or else all our work will just go to whatever weeds happen to land here. Maybe not the worst in the abstract, but not great if we’re trying to feed the city.”
 One by one, the crew loaded their ploughs and straps and things into the carts, and set off back for the barracks and the showers. Wayfinder lingered behind, until all but Roberts had walked back towards the city.
 “I don’t know if this is really going to work, Wayfinder. You can’t think it’s normal just to find someone who can do this. Spun a little gold from the straw, but how?”
 She shrugged. “Does it matter? If Denver can plant its own food, if we can grow enough, maybe we can request other things from the feds. Building material, fuel, electronics…” she trailed off. “Can’t just magic those things into the ground. Yet we’ll need them all too, soon enough. We need better than metal shacks to live in. Unless you think this whole disaster is going to just end soon. CDC will ship out vials of the cure, and we’ll all animorph back onto two legs like nothing happened.”
 He met her eyes, unblinking. Yet it was he who broke away first, ears folding backward. He spoke very low, so quietly that only her sensitive hearing carried his words. “It’s so much worse than you think. Last night’s shipment was expired MREs and bales of moldy hay. Isolation Zone Sacramento is in total blackout. Power across the state is completely black. Washington is in lockdown, apparently a few infected got into the capital and managed to spread the disease around. If that’s true—we’ll see the republic fracture not long after. Every large urban center except Anchorage…”
 He retreated a step from her. “Frankly Officer Wayfinder, I’m not sure what difference it makes if you can make this work or not. An infinity of food won’t keep us going if the trains stop delivering everything else, if the water shuts down, the power… we. are. fucked.”
 He walked past her, tail down, shoulders slumped.
 Exactly the posture I hoped he would have when the lesson ended. Roberts believed her all right. Yet instead of bringing comfort, there was only coldness in her chest. I’m nobody. I can’t fight the inertia of a country.
 All she had to do was keep her mouth closed. But that wasn’t what had brought Wayfinder that far. She wasn’t going to start now!
 “No we aren’t!” she yelled back, defiant. She followed Roberts, remaining just a few steps behind him. “Even if everything you just said is true. Denver isn’t doomed!”
 “Yeah?” He didn’t turn around, just kept walking his slow way back along the trail. Clover and Ruby both stared, but neither spoke, sealing the carts in silence.
 Harmony did, though. “My mom’s right! I wanted to give up before, and she showed me why I shouldn’t. We just have to… keep trying!”
 Why did that enthusiasm make Wayfinder’s eyes feel suddenly swollen? She wiped her face on her foreleg, then trotted after Roberts.
 “You think it’s that easy?” He laughed. “Maybe I’m not eager to be at the helm of a sinking ship. Don’t worry, officer. I’ll make sure I tell them who I want to replace me. I’ll make sure command knows how promising this farming experiment looks. Maybe you can do the same magic to a sewage treatment plant.”
 She stopped in her tracks, eyes going suddenly wide. “No. Don’t do that, captain! I didn’t say I was better than you! Just that I—”
 “It’s a job for the young,” he went on. “Maybe you’re right. Should start getting your notes together. They’ll have my letter by sundown.”
 She backed away from him, words strangled in her throat. That was not what was supposed to happen! Plant some crops, improve the outlook for the Denver isolation zone, give ponies purpose… not depose one of the most important ponies in the city!
 She backed slowly towards their field, until she stood beside Hazel.
 The bug watched her, strange eyes unreadable but concern obvious on her face. “He seemed really mad. Why? You were only telling him the truth!”
 “I know, sweetie.” Way patted her shoulder, then forced a smile. “Someone had to say something. The alternative is unacceptable.”
 Silver Clover whistled. “Sounds like you’ve got your hooves full out here. You still want us back in two days?”
 “Yes,” she said, too quickly. “Same time! If… they really put me in charge, it might be an even bigger class than this. God help us if that happens. I don’t know the first thing about running a city.”
 “Can’t be worse than they are,” Ruby muttered. “But… if that does happen, give me a call. I’ll be in your cabinet. So long as you promise to keep an eye out for Sam. That blazing bird still hasn’t flown back.”
 “Sure.” She waved to them both. “Here’s hoping that isn’t what’s about to happen, though. I’m sure he was just overreacting.”
 Still, she couldn’t be sure. Wayfinder had a decision to make.
 1. Investigate Captain Robers’ claims about the impending collapse of the United States.
 2. Make plans for pegasus training so the last large block of infected can put their talents to use.
 3. Go with Ruby back to Starhall to ask Sunburst for advice. She can be back before anyone comes looking for her.
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 Roberts was not, as it happened, “just overreacting.”
 At least not in the sense that he might be expressing a few minutes of discomfort that quickly settled to something calmer when he had a chance to think.
 She found someone waiting for her at her quarters when she got back: a griffin wearing a suit jacket and a red tie. Way took one glance down the hall, then pushed Hazel away from the entrance, back into the stairwell. “Hide, now.”
 She looked pleading, but only for a second. Her wings buzzed, and she vanished back down the steps.
 Way turned away from the entrance, slipping back into a simple rhythm, pretending she didn’t see the bird waiting there. As though it could’ve been anyone‘s room with a member of internal affairs waiting in person for her. Could be worse, don’t see anyone here to arrest me.
 “Sir?” she slowed as she approached, settling her damp towel and toiletries down next to her leg. What a strange world, where she could feel comfortable while walking naked back from the showers. One clip in her mane was all she wore; they didn’t make support staff like her shave it short like the beat cops. “Is something wrong?”
 “Wayfinder. You’re to come with me. You can set those things down in your quarters first if you like.” His voice shared the subtle differences of every bird she’d seen so far—higher than his enormous size might suggest. His claws clicked sharply on the tile with every step.
 He said nothing else—not as they passed down the hall through the quarters of her staring coworkers. They passed Lance and Peter near the stairs. Peter waved weakly in her direction, but said nothing.
 “Not the stairs.” Her escort stopped near the out-of-order elevator, and tapped a plastic card from his suit. Where he moved, she saw a heavy handgun strapped up against his waist. It vanished under the jacket another second later, right as the door opened. She followed nervously, tail swishing sharply back and forth behind her in the corner, smacking into the wall with each pass.
 The bird had to rise all the way up onto his hind legs to scan the card inside, flaring out both wings to hold himself there and forcing her further into the corner. God help someone who pissed off a creature like that.
 He landed another second later, as the door began to close. “You’re afraid. I smell it now.”
 She nodded weakly. Her horn glowed, though she brought no spell. No magic could protect her from internal affairs. “I’m sorry. It’s not fair, what the disease does to us.”
 “Not fair!” he laughed, with a whistle that turned as shrill as birdsong. “I should thank whoever did this! Makes my job so much easier. You with no hands out to feel pity for each other. Or the Senator—people like you. I feel amazing.”
 Her fear cracked into a tiny smile. “Must be something about birds. My friend said something like that. He—enjoyed this more than I did.”
 “Sounds like a man with taste,” he said. But then the door opened, and her new friend went rigid and silent again. He gestured into a dark hallway with his wing. “I’ll be waiting here, Officer. Door at the end of the hall. Command is inside. You aren’t concealing any weapons, are you?”
 She blinked, bewildered. “Not unless you count the horn.” She reached up towards it, touching the side with the flat of her hoof. “I guess it’s a little sharp.”
 He flicked his wing again, a little more insistent. “Cute. Now don’t keep the senator waiting.”
 That’s who command is? She scampered out of the elevator, lighting her horn in a faint blue glow. There wasn’t much to see; a desk, a few computers, and one of those automated turrets she’d seen outside the city. A single lens reflected back at her, servos pivoting to track her motions.
 Yet there was no operator that time, not even a pony. She hurried past it, slow and calm. A door waited at the end of a short hallway, metal and reinforced. She lingered in front of it, feeling moisture and heat against her skin from the other side. Not an unpleasant smell though, more like—mildew?
 The door clicked, then swung inward, spilling brilliant blue light into the hall. “Come inside,” sang a voice, distorted by artificial microphone. Definitely sang, despite only a few words. “I’ve been watching you.”
 She stepped inside, and found—an aquarium? Bigger than anything she’d seen outside of a zoo, with a thick acrylic plate to separate her from the water on the other side.
 She shuffled into a relatively luxurious space, her hooves dragging over fine carpets and between pieces of polished wooden furniture. A low fridge filled with tiny bottles of alcohol sat next to the table, along with a single computer and an advanced camera/speaker system.
 The aquarium hardly resembled anything she’d seen at a zoo: the interior continued perhaps twenty feet back, with a single bend in the metal space beyond. A few matching pieces of furniture looked attached to the floor on that side. They all looked the worse for wear, wood warped and fabric sagging, with patches of algae growing on it. She couldn’t see the speaker.
 “Hello?” She made it inside, tail tucking nervously behind her. The metal door swung closed, then clicked. “I don’t see anyone—”
 “Yet you must’ve guessed,” the song continued. High and melodic, with such a distinct tune that she had trouble not joining in. “You know so much about so many.”
 Wayfinder scanned the room for anything else that might be useful. She found it next to the computer, scattered along with dozens of stuffed vanilla envelopes. She lifted one, and turned it over in her magic. “Office of Senator Ronald Gardner.”
 That griffin said something about a senator. If her voice was any guide, this ‘Ronald’ had at least one more thing in common with her.
 She settled it down, just as the shape came into view around the metal corner, and zipped over to the front of the glass with a few quick strokes of her fins.
 Thanks to the book and its vibrant sketches, she already knew what to call it. Not a seahorse, though the creature had plenty of resemblance to one. Rounded muzzle and ears like hers, huge eyes and stubby little horn. Yet it had only two legs: a long tail ending in a frilly silver fin took their place. She had more fins: one transparent where a mane should’ve been, another down her back. Despite her office, she’d given up on modesty as much as everyone else here, wearing only an underwater mic clipped to her face.
 “I guess you’re… command? The one in charge of our Isolation Zone?” she said, holding out one foreleg to shake. It smacked into the glass.
 The seapony looked at it, and giggled. How old was she, anyway? If she was a senator, she should be older than dirt. She didn’t act like it, swimming in a loop in the aquarium. “Is that what you call me up there?” Her voice remained high and melodic, like she was at a choir audition that never ended. “Technically true, I suppose. Likely not for much longer. Our nation crumbles. The collapse spread here already. Those loyal flee their appointments.”
 The seapony stopped directly in front of her, albeit hanging upside-down in the water. “Were you born on this planet, Wayfinder? Or do you have a name like that because you’re from the other one?”
 She stared back without flinching. “This side. Was born about an hour from here, in a little town you’d never have heard of. I’d give you my parents’ number and they could vouch for me, except—they won’t recognize their son anymore. I’ve got my old wallet in my quarters upstairs, but I don’t think that matters. I could’ve stolen it.” Way tilted her head sideways. “Wait. You know about that?”
 “As do you, yet you insist you’re from this world. Perhaps I could bribe you to be more honest with me? You know we still have a Taco Bell upstairs. I could order something for you.”
 Her reaction was sharp and immediate: Wayfinder covered her mouth with a hoof, miming a gag. “There’s a long list of things I haven’t thought about since the world ended, Senator.”
 She plopped onto her haunches directly in front of the tank, face turning sour. “But if you were trying to bribe me for some kind of information, you’d have better luck offering the carpet.”
 The seapony laughed, twirling in front of her in the water. She was surprisingly graceful for a fish trapped in a small tank. At a glance, she looked about the same size as any other mare, so slightly smaller than Way. “But you already did. And no, we don’t have a Taco Bell.” She rested one hoof briefly on the tank between them, meeting her eyes. “Complain about food all you want, you’re not eating it soaking wet. Your life could be much worse than it is now. And whether you intended to or not, now we both know you were telling the truth.
 “I’ve lost an important member of my staff today, Wayfinder. You changed so much so quickly, demonstrated such clear knowledge of topics that you should not. You know about the elsewhere from whence this infection came. I have seen your lessons, and the marked uptick in performance among those who take them. Where did this knowledge come from?”
 She looked away, retreating a short distance from the tank. “I could tell you. But if you took it away, it would only put Denver at a greater disadvantage. I need every possible tool right now.”
 “Roberts told me he spoke to you. That you were—” She swam away, circling wide in the tank. “Warned you of the impending collapse. He should not have done this. Sharing such secrets does nothing to protect and much to endanger. It could cause the outcome he fears, even if we were in no danger at all. Have you spread that information to anyone?”
 “My sister was there,” she said. “And my friends assisting with the farm lessons. I don’t think they would share what they heard.”
 Gardner hummed a few tentative notes. “If things were different, I would arrest you, Wayfinder. I would have your room searched, I would have you interrogated. I would perhaps have sent you down to the base, for our best people to analyze and examine. But the days for all of that are over. Frankly, I’m not sure I even give a damn if Washington could use you or not. I read Roberts’ reports. And I’ve seen how few shipments are still coming in. Add those facts together and we have only one possible conclusion.”
 She zipped forward to the edge of the glass, so fast that Wayfinder jumped back. Water sloshed in the bleak aquarium, but that was all. “We need a miracle, Wayfinder. Can you give it to me or not?”
 Wayfinder took a long, deep breath. “I’m completely unqualified. I’ve never had any meaningful leadership position. I’ve never held elected office. Spent most of my years in the job market in food service.”
 The fish shrugged, pressing up against the glass. “You wouldn’t be doing it alone. I would grant you the same access Roberts had. The Isolation Zone Governing Committee would all be part of your staff. But if anyone hated what you were doing, I would hear about it. I’m sure I will regardless. Don’t mention you worked at Taco Bell, please.”
 She smiled as she sang it—and somehow, Wayfinder found herself smiling too. The weight of it was completely unbelievable. She couldn’t even begin to imagine what she would do yet. “Suppose I accept. What would happen then?”
 “Roberts was the closest thing to a mayor we had. Though with the number of infected we’ve got in our borders, governor was more accurate. Real power behind the throne situation, since it wasn’t a position anyone out there in the city knew. I’m… not necessarily interested in perpetuating any specific way of doing things. Frankly, this is what we’re looking at here: we have maybe a month of food left in the city, and probably won’t get more. Everything that can be running out is. The only thing holding this camp together is the good nature of the American people. Those people, up through the ceiling—think that by being here, they’re keeping their families and friends safe. They’re calm because they think it’s the only choice.
 “The reality is otherwise. Their families and friends are probably infected too. We have perhaps a tenth of the troops it would take to keep order if they realized that.”
 “And you’ve locked away plenty of people who don’t deserve it for petty crimes,” she said, frustrated. “Would I be able to change that too?”
 The seapony shrugged. “Of course you could, Wayfinder. Yet it will cost you political capital with the same people whom you must use to enforce your authority. How much are you willing to spend? That’s why we’re having this conversation. I am not the one making these decisions. Look at what the infection did to me? I look like I could be my granddaughter. Authority was delegated to me, yet I am helpless. When the power on my filters and air pumps fail, I will die. I must rely on others to save the lives of the millions over our head. Tell me what you will do first, and I’ll make the phone calls. But if you fail—it will be your head rolling in the square. Why do you think Roberts wanted to leave?”
 No one wants to captain a sinking ship.
 “I get my own advisors,” she began. “No questions about who I bring on. My staff, my decision.”
 “Of course. But what will you do?”
 That was the harder question. She already planned to recruit for pegasi classes. But if she could make decisions for the entire police force—and the whole isolation zone by extension, there was something even more important. She had one top priority, and it would be:
 1. Organize a meeting of leaders in every relevant area, as well as prominent community members to create something more democratic than marshal law. Nothing meaningful can happen unless your authority is ratified by the population of the Isolation Zone, regardless of what this senator says.
 2. Government structure is less important than results. They can call you princess for all you care, so long as things get done. You’ll take their advice, but not have arguments over authority. It’s time for the people of the Isolation Zone to be able to do more that sit around and wait for rescue. Instead of lessons for police alone, things are going citywide.
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 “I’m not from the other world,” she answered, and meant it. “But I would like to use their way of doing things to try and make up for our shortfalls. You said I’d be free to get help from anyone I wanted, right? If you’ve heard what I did with farming and lessons for unicorns, it would be like that, but… across other domains. I’d like the pegasi and the handful of hippogriffs and griffins we’ve got in the zone to be able to fly. Imagine how effective they could be at gathering resources, intelligence, regulating the weather to bring in moisture for our—”
 The seapony whistled, a short musical sound that reverberated through the aquarium before it reached the speakers. She drifted sideways past the front of the glass, only a few inches from Wayfinder’s face now. “I’m sorry, what the hell did you just say? Denver doesn’t need some Ogone energy scam. We need food, water, order. We’ve got people shuffled into rickety metal tenements while whole sections of the city sit vacant. A significant portion of our resources goes into burning away the jungle that appears to be growing towards us at an increasing rate. The regional commander wanted permission to deploy Agent Orange. I didn’t think we still had a stockpile, but here we are. That’s the level of urgency I’m talking here.”
 Wayfinder shuddered, considering the likely outcome of that particular action. So far as everyone guessed in Starhall, the Overgrowth was intelligent and responded to hostile actions against it. Trimming it back was already bad enough.
 “I understand, sir. Though my methods may seem… strange at first, I think they’ll prove effective. I won’t… claim that I know what it takes to run a city on my own, let alone something bigger. But if we can get the right people together…”
 The fish nodded towards the desk. “Open the top drawer. Roberts’ phone is in there. You can reach me or anyone else responsible for the operations of the Isolation Zone from there. You are not to mention me by name or refer to me in any way, Wayfinder. I am ‘Command’, that’s all. The Isolation Zone is yours to run. Whether into the ground, or somewhere better, that’s up to you. But one way or another, history will remember your name.”
 What followed was more or less what she expected. Wayfinder settled into an empty office, with Roberts’ little knickknacks and trophies of long police service now missing. What did she have to take its place? A laptop from the CDC, which hadn’t sent her a message in a week. A few books that looked like old hardcovers and apparently came from somewhere called ‘Equestria’.
 Lance let herself in that evening, while Way tugged in an old whiteboard to occupy one wall, and Hazel read a few issues of a light novel she’d borrowed from the base library, curled up in a bean-bag chair in a shadowy corner. “Well if it isn’t Wayfinder,” she said, shuffling through the open doorway. “Word was Captain Roberts was out. Wasn’t sure who I’d find in this office, but… it wasn’t gonna be you.”
 “I’m as surprised as you are.” She kept her eyes on the whiteboard beside her, horn glowing as she wrote a basic set of priorities across the top. Nothing unexpected, nothing novel or that interesting. Anyone who had glanced in a FEMA handbook would’ve chosen the same things.
 Water – Food – Shelter – Medicine – Electricity/Climate – Information – Safety – Maintenance
 That morning Wayfinder had been one tiny part about solving a single issue from that list. How could one pony handle all of them?
 Lance walked into the empty office without asking, trailing over to the board just behind her. She stared up at it along with Way, hoof finally tapping on the concrete floor. “Well? I assume you plan to solve those, right? That’s what you’re doing in this office.”
 Wayfinder laughed, her voice betraying the weight of her exhaustion. She vanished from beside Lance, reappearing across the room next to the doors. She pulled them shut with her mouth, then crossed back in another little flash of light. She didn’t think about it, but Lance’s mouth fell open, staring in shock.
 She talked right through it. “I was just trying to help with the farms, Lance! I was trying to do a little piece of one of these, not take over as Resource Officer—turns out Roberts was the damn king. He ran everything, not command! And now I’m supposed to do it! Without…” She slumped onto her haunches, and the marker began to move. She added a few little notes to some of them.
 “Food: 4 months, ration, extract heirloom seeds, requisition fertilizer and equipment from elsewhere in the state, relocate emergency settlements from fertile areas. Ask help from earth ponies for share of harvest. Can or preserve excess for winter.”
 That was the part she’d already been thinking over since seeing it done in Starhall. The odds of failure were low, assuming nothing else on the chart failed first. That left a lot of empty spaces.
 “Water supply is good,” Lance said. “Roberts had a team at the municipal purification plant outside our boundaries. Worked security on it once. They were always making demands and he never gave in. If you can make them happy, we should have enough to drink.”
 She added that little note to the board under water. “Stable, investigate maintenance needs.” She stared at the rest—mostly blank space. “The hell am I supposed to do, Lance? Captain Roberts barely held this place together, and he did it by running our reserves into the ground. Maybe that worked the first few months when the feds were still sending us everything, but… it’s not just food that runs out. What about medication? Toothpaste? Blankets? Clothes—”
 Lance snorted, then twirled once in place, holding her tail vertically behind her. “You mean vests to play pretend human? We could use badges instead for those. Maybe silly hats.”
 Hazel broke into nervous giggling. “Can I have a silly hat, Way? Now that you’re in charge…”
 “Yes.” She glanced around the room, and found none. “Soon, promise.”
 The bug shuffled out of her seat, then plopped down near the side of the board. With a feeble green glow, she took the pink marker and wrote “hats” in tiny print near the bottom.
 “Look, I didn’t come in here to join your cabinet. I’m internal security now. Before that, I was Intelligence for the ones trying to stop an outbreak like this. The stuff I knew would’ve got me shot for hinting that I’d even dreamed of learning about it once to someone without the right clearance. Now you and every other survivor in this place knows more just by getting up to take a piss in the morning. I can gather information, and move undercover through a population without being detected.”
 She lowered her tail again. “Whether being this little pink horse makes me better or worse at staying hidden depends on your perspective. I have managed not to get pregnant in the last three months, which is a surprising accomplishment in this barracks, let me tell you…”
 Way cut her off with her hoof. Something just struck her, sharp enough to occupy one tiny spot in her very overwhelmed thoughts. “Among my many responsibilities right now are dealing with the overflowing prisoner population,” she said. “I’m not trying to shake up the administration in there too… I’m already drowning. But if I gave you authority, could you go in and do something for me?”
 “What you need are a few eggheads, not me. Someone who can go through each of the basics for supporting an isolated population and give you concrete recommendations. Then you… work your magic, and make a hopeless situation work even though Roberts had a lifetime more experience than you and he couldn’t.” Lance looked up, raising an eyebrow. “I could go into the prison. If you order me…”
 “I don’t want to order you,” she said. “Even if I am an ‘honorary’ captain. I’ll give the orders because otherwise the prison might not cooperate, but…” she added the word ‘Prison’ to the whiteboard. “I know from personal experience that there are a large number of people in there who aren’t guilty of violent crime. They didn’t hurt anyone, yet we’re wasting resources keeping them locked up for trials that might never happen.”
 Lance nodded. Her playful grin was gone, tail limp and ears folded backward. She whistled under her breath. “Oh no. You realize what you’re asking, Way? That’s… that’s our unofficial, official revenue source you’re talking about there. Your brother gets arrested for stealing a stick of gum or going into a restricted area, and you get to bribe him out. The ones risking their lives to keep the town from tearing itself apart without federal support get a little extra they can trade for goods or weapons or whatever we need.”
 Her face fell. Wayfinder had realized some of that—at least in the abstract. She knew that the bribes were funding what they did. Obviously, with as easy as it was for her to be part of the system herself, management must know. Such a nakedly corrupt system would never have been possible before! But with the world ended, their little city might as well be the whole world.
 “Let’s table that one for this second,” she said, frustrated. No, Wayfinder was not going to leave the innocent people like Sam stuck in that stupid prison. But she also couldn’t completely undermine her authority by fighting such a difficult battle on the first day.
 She took a slow, deep breath. “There’s an underlying problem here. The corruption isn’t the cause of that problem, it’s a symptom. The police force operating this isolation zone doesn’t have the resources to operate effectively. I’ve lived in the barracks: no one is turning into a warlord with a mountain of gold to sleep on every night.” She gestured around the office. “Captain Roberts might’ve been overly conservative, but I’ve seen no evidence he was squirreling resources away, and he could have.”
 “Sure, yeah. We can’t tax anyone, which means we can’t raise money… and what is money anyway? No banks, nothing digital, so… we’ve got ration chips and precious metals. You see how well that’s going.”
 Where it went was so far over her head that it all blurred into sludge. Wayfinder didn’t belong in an office like this. She wanted to learn magic, thought other ponies should get to learn it too. She wasn’t a government official; she’d never belong in a world of making tax policies!
 But she did know someone who did. “Egghead, you said?” She stood up straight. “I’d like your help after all, Lance. Not this second, but… I do think I’ll need to make some changes around here. I don’t feel much like starving to death, do you?”
 She grinned toothily back. “Can’t say it was on my agenda, Blue—” She stopped abruptly. “Sorry, Captain. Listening to Peter a little too much.”
 She shrugged, then levitated her little protection charm out of her satchel. “Alright, Hazel. Your big sister has to visit with an old friend. I wonder how he’d feel about helping to administrate a city.”
 The answer, as it turned out, was “overwhelmed.”
 “You can’t just…” The unicorn paced up and down in his office, which was far better-equipped than hers. Shelves of books, charts pinned to every open space in the wall, maps of the Overgrowth and spell diagrams so complex she couldn’t even guess what they were supposed to do. “You can’t come in here and tell me you got yourself made princess of the Pony kingdom! Then you’re looking at me like I’m supposed to… supposed to…”
 “I don’t know what you’re doing here,” she said, as gently as she could. “But it sounded like you came to our world to try and help us. Here was a whole planet full of people who didn’t know how their bodies worked, had no idea how to survive or how their powers worked. You weren’t sure our civilization was going to be stable enough to survive the stress. Well, neither am I! You’re doing good things for the people out here. A few hundred ponies, looks like you’ve solved most of the supply problems. Everyone here seems happy. My ex decided to stay with you, and I can’t blame her. But there are at least two million people in the zone, not just a few hundred. Those people need us.”
 “Those ponies need…” he stopped in his pacing, but his hooves kept swaying sharply to either side, his eyes huge. “Those ponies need…” He stopped. “Fine. I’ll do it, princess. I’ll be your advisor. But you will have to promise me to take my advice even when it seems confusing or strange. And you will have to… cast a lot of the spells yourself.”
 That last part came out in a rush, as though he were trying to stop her from hearing it. He scurried over to one of the sets of spell diagrams. “This one here, in particular. I believe we’ve found a way to halt the growth of this forest before it turns into a thaumic nexus drawing power in from all over this continent until there’s nothing left for ponies to use.”
 She vanished, reappeared next to him. His eyes went briefly huge, and she almost caught him mouthing something. But then it was gone, and her attention turned to the spell. “I have… no idea what this is. Except—wait.”
 There was almost nothing familiar here, except for a single frightening shape. The scale of that spell wasn’t ‘self’ or ‘surroundings’. That figure extended to… thousands of square miles. “Holy shit.”
 The words felt like sandpaper on her tongue, far worse than forcing ordinary English out of her lips. She managed anyway. “What the hell is this, Sunburst?”
 He winced and looked away from her. “Something that will form anyway, somewhere on this continent. If it happens wild, many ponies will die. I told you… that this disease releases magic, correct?”
 She nodded slowly, retreating from the diagram on the wall like something that might attack her. “It goes into the new pony, makes their magic. Or…”
 “Or they die, and it takes some echo of the person it used to be—captures all their pain and heartbreak and suffering from their death, and goes loose into the environment. Our best guess is a 2–3% fatality rate, Wayfinder. I’m told estimates suggest there are… about 350 million humans living in this one country. We don’t know how many people are still uninfected. Let’s say… 25%. Probably less than that, if I’m being honest with you.”
 “Probably less,” she agreed. “There are a few militarized zones on the eastern seaboard now. And there’s Alaska; they managed to stay clean. I think one of the Hawaiian islands. But Toronto got the infection, so there might be more—”
 He waited for her to finish. “At the worst case, Wayfinder. There is enough magic for… somewhere between two and three million ponies. With nowhere to go, it’s going to be dangerous. Because none of you know how to be ponies, it will probably kill you. This Overgrowth has momentum; it’s already attracted lots of that magic. We can expand it, dramatically. Make it like a… pressure differential, and it will pull in most of what’s wild. Patches already settled in their own spots, I’m sure. Can’t get rid of what’s there. But we can make ours so much more attractive that the rest finds its way here.
 “If we make it happen, we can… guide it. Turns out there are these huge mountains nearby, mostly inhospitable, few residents. Fewer now, I’d guess. Hiking trails and camping and winter sports. Until you learn to travel safely through wild magic, it will be inhospitable. But think of that as a small price to pay for how many lives it will save.”
 Outside his office windows, Starhall was quiet. A few ponies and other creatures moved about in the food court. A group in sleeping bags looked up at the stars. Way caught a familiar face down there in one corner—then her eyes went wide. There was a bird down there, with a bright yellow plume that caught the faint red lights even from this distance. Sam’s here?
 She couldn’t ask that second, though. But maybe someone else was doing it for her; a set of four little feet made her way between the shelters and benches, crystal wings reflecting starlight back towards the office from its third-floor vantage.
 “Let me try and… connect this,” she eventually said. “You’re willing to help me. You’ll be my advisor. You’ll help me stop the city from tearing itself apart and feeding thousands more souls to the forest.”
 “Technically, no,” he said flatly. “Ponies don’t release wild magic when we die. There’s this whole Harmony with the…” he trailed off. “Yes. I’ll help you. I’ve held a position like it before, in the… Crystal Empire. But you will have to agree to help me in exchange. I have no students here with the talent. You will have to help, knowing that there will be consequences. Everything I know might still not be enough. The ponies who came to Starhall left the human way of doing things. Do you think you can convince a whole city to do the same? You aren’t really a princess yet.” He glanced back at her, eyeing her sides. “No wings that I can see.”
 She shrugged. “I have to try. Because no one else knows how. We need an alternative and we do not have much time to change.”
 He settled in front of the magical diagram, dropping onto his haunches. “Well, Wayfinder. Will we help each other?”
  	Yes, so long as he doesn’t wait until she’s able to cast that spell to help. They need to start now, and Way will need practice and study first.
 	No, she can’t make that decision. Why should all that dangerous magical energy come to them? The danger is too great. 
 
 


  
    May 25, 9:33 AM
Agree, expand the Overgrowth 92%
 Wayfinder was in no place to argue. She’d accepted the position as “princess” precisely so she could be the kind of person who could make difficult decisions. It was time to start making those decisions. If that one day meant that the people of Colorado resented her for depriving them of some of its natural beauty, at least that meant there were survivors who could resent her for agreeing.
 “Alright Sunburst. I’ll agree. So long as you realize that we have a lot to get in motion right now. We’re already starting off so far behind that every day we’re not working is another day that the problem gets worse. Until then, I can put in a few hours every day to studying… whatever it is you want me to do to help with that.”
 She circled past him again, stopping in front of the diagram and staring up at it. She could get lost in a diagram like that, meandering down interweaving and contradictory symbols. It felt a little like walking into a calculus class for the first time after doing great in all her high school math, and seeing page after page of symbols and diagrams that had no place in her existing paradigm. In a single moment, she transformed from “master-level expert” to “moron.”
 “Not that I should be saying this, considering how badly I need you. But couldn’t you cast this? You designed it.”
 “Am designing,” he corrected, following her. “There are still a few kinks to work out. I’ll keep working on it while we get you up to the level that you can cast it. We can’t spend years working on this, but… we can’t just jump into it when you aren’t ready, or we just make the problem worse.”
 Wayfinder turned and winked at him. “Yeah, but… you didn’t answer the question.”
 He sighed, slumping forward and staring down at his hooves. “I know it might seem silly. You’ll have to trust me when I explain that… the talent for designing spells is not directly correlated with the talent for casting them. Many of Equestria’s greatest wizards created spells designed for others to use. If I manage to complete this work, I may one day receive that recognition. Assuming they… ever learn of it.”
 Wayfinder didn’t want to focus him too much on this painful thought, of course. She’d come to secure help for the Isolation Zone, not to talk about the mysteries of the pony she thought might be able to help them. Yet her own curiosity on the subject burned too bright to ignore. “You were able to get here,” she said. “I’m still a little shaky on the details.”
 She also didn’t want to accuse him. Yet she couldn’t know for sure that he wasn’t somehow connected to the ones responsible for NEM10. The disease made them into things from Equestria, when they lived. There must be some connection.
 “But if you came from there, that must mean you can get back.”
 He sighed, pawing one hoof along the ground. “None can say what magic might be discovered one day. We can… talk about that another time, Wayfinder. I believe you’d just got through agreeing to help. Which means I’ve also agreed to take on responsibility for the fate of millions of ponies. We can discuss the nature of my home another time. I have… final preparations to make. Starhall will not be happy to lose me.”
 She shrugged. “Technically, it won’t. You’ll still be in charge of Starhall. Just… helping with everything else in the whole Isolation Zone at the same time. Try to think of it like an… opportunity. You brought all those books to try and help us cope with what happened to us. Before you had trouble getting people to listen. Not me, I’m listening.”
 She advanced on him by a few more steps, until she was only a few inches away, close enough to feel the warmth of his coat. “I’m a very good listener. I’ve been learning a whole new science out of a book. And I did such a good job that you agreed to help me with my impossible job in exchange for doing some magic.”
 He looked up, met her eyes, and froze. For a few seconds he did nothing but stare, barely even breathing.
 She felt it too, a little like a spell—her eyes on his, only a few inches away.
 She retreated a step, tail flicking to one side. “You think you… need time to pack? I’m not sure how you want to do this. But… all the information we need is back in the barracks. Probably better if you come to me. I could teleport you if you want.”
 “N-no. Tomorrow—no, I mean. You don’t have to…” he swallowed, and his voice came out in a sudden rush. “I’ll have arrangements made tonight and walk there tomorrow morning. I expect to be there for the next several days, if not longer. I’m going to… imagine tax season in the Crystal Empire as a starting point for how much work this is about to take.”
 
 Wayfinder didn’t leave right away, much as her exhaustion pressed her to. She’d seen someone down through the glass, and she was itching to rush down and make sure she hadn’t imagined him. But her fears of missing him were in vain: Sam stood next to Ruby, doing a whole lot of nothing while she expanded the “home” she’d made in one of the food court booths, adding more cushions to expand the bed and pushing aside various printouts and pages.
 “Sam, you’re here,” she said, keeping her voice low. Several nearby groups were already getting ready for bed, lights dim in their own private areas. “I worked out a way to get them to release you from prison, but—”
 “Blue!” The bird turned, without any regard for the volume. He crossed in a few steps, then embraced her with one of those vibrant wings. “Yeah, Ruby told me the whole thing. You know how much it means that you could get her out. I was fifty miles down shit creek trying to figure a plan to rescue her. Tried gathering an army to break her out, but that isn’t something you can do in a month. Turns out you’d already done it!”
 He squeezed for another few seconds, then let her go. “I know Ruby already told you how much it meant. But I won’t forget it either.”
 “Good,” Wayfinder smiled nervously at him. “Because I kinda just became princess of the whole Isolation Zone. And I might need—”
 “Princess Blue!” Sam exclaimed, even louder. Loud enough that someone muttered profanity from a few tents away, and he repeated much quieter. “I can’t wait to hear that story. But maybe somewhere with more chill. What’s your first decree? Gonna drop a nuke on the prison?”
 She shrugged. “It’s on the agenda, but I have to find a way that won’t destabilize the whole zone. It’s… a lot. Right now I’m here poaching talent. And… I could use you back. Both of you. A good mechanic is worth his weight in gold. And I’d like to have someone to interface with the medical people I can at least trust.” Her eyes lingered on Ruby, fluffing up blankets. “Just think about it, okay? No commitments right now.”
 Sam shrugged. “Oh, I’m already interested. I want to rub it in their faces. But… don’t call me Sam when I get there. I’m Blazing Wave now.” He posed as he said it, flaring out his tail and the feathers atop his head. “Put that on my ID, and you’ve got a deal.”
 Ruby hopped up out of the booth, keeping her voice low. She looked between them, her face an unreadable mask. “I have to think about it. See if you don’t burn the place down. What drugs were they on that they…”
 “Don’t ask me,” she said. “Pretty much blundered headfirst into it, fighting to leave every step. But if someone doesn’t do something, Ruby—they’re screwed. I don’t expect to be a princess so much as a… pony who helps coordinate the ones who know what they’re doing.”
 “Some of the best leaders were that way,” Sam—Blazing said. “And some were spineless wimps. Don’t worry, I’m pretty sure you won’t be the second one.”
 
 She left about an hour later, returning to her quarters to find Hazel sitting up for her.
 Rather, she was in the airbed wrapped in a blanket, with a flashlight propped up on Wayfinder’s mattress pointing down at the little book she was reading. She looked up as Wayfinder came in, seeming almost surprised to see her. “You didn’t stay out all night without me at least. I still would’ve rather come.”
 Wayfinder didn’t say anything at all at first, dropping to the ground and breathing heavily from the effort of the teleport. Her powers were improving, enough that she could even attempt such a long-distance jump. Though taking one with a passenger wasn’t something she would be jumping eagerly to repeat if she didn’t have to.
 “Then we’d have to walk both ways. I… saved enough energy to…” She flopped sideways into her bed, shifting and crawling towards the head. A pony body wasn’t shaped to be able to move easily on her side or her belly, but she managed. Got herself to the edge, resting her head on a pillow.
 “Did he agree? Is he coming?”
 She already knows who I’m talking about. Of course she did. Hazel was an adolescent, not an idiot. She levitated the flashlight over herself, then tapped it to switch it off, before settling it onto the shelf next to Hazel’s bed. “Yes. I suppose I’ll need to work out accommodations for him, at least for a little while.”
 “You think he’s smart enough to solve all the city’s problems?”
 Wayfinder hesitated. That one took a little longer for her to answer. Not just because she didn’t know how she felt, but because the answer was probably going to make it back to Sunburst sooner or later. It was her the city had to be confident in, not him. He was an alien stranger, one who could build a great little society but had to do it hidden in the woods out of the people who ran away from society.
 The bridge to winning over the ordinary humans in the equation was Wayfinder herself. And they would need plenty of other experts, she already had their numbers. But she wouldn’t call them quite yet.
 
 Morning came too early after her late night negotiating. She got herself a plate of simple rations in the mess, then shuffled towards her office. By the time she crawled into her seat, several sets of sharp bootsteps echoed on the hall.
 A pair of officers escorted a single familiar unicorn, one leading and one following behind. At least neither were pointing their weapons at him.
 He could’ve left the wizard cape at home. No wonder they’d seen fit to give Sunburst an escort, if he approached like someone who worked at a carnival.
 “Captain,” said one of the officers, pushing the glass door partly open. “Do you know this guy? He insists you called for him, despite the obvious signs to the contrary. Want us to give him a tour of the drunk tank?”
 She forced a smile, forced a level of decorum she didn’t really feel, sitting up at her desk and looking back. “It’s even worse than you think, officer. He’s a nerd. If you stuck him in there, they’d eat him alive. Just send him in.”
 Sunburst looked surprisingly awake for the early hour, with a faint scent of trees and coffee about him. He hung his cloak up on a coat-peg, then shrugged out of a heavy saddlebag, resting it up across the back of a chair. Heavy books balanced on both sides, rolls of paper, binders and other writing supplies. Though the books were of strange quality, everything else looked like it came from a college bookstore. The pen tucked behind his ear was a modern design, glittering metal.
 “Show me your records,” he said, without preamble. “I mean… good morning, Wayfinder. You look good this morning. Can I have your paperwork, please?”
 “My…” she blushed, then turned to look over her shoulder. Sure enough, there were several banker’s boxes there, piled on the floor and onto extra table space and anywhere else they’d fit. It looked like a whole forest, yet now that she actually cared to look, she realized it wasn’t.
 “These boxes here,” she said, levitating one onto the desk between them. “There are nine of them. Then we have some files on the digital side, but we mostly use that to try and trace identities and find next of kin. We’ve been keeping most things analog since we started…”
 His mouth fell open. “A settlement of… millions,” he said, agape. “You couldn’t even write all their names on so few pages.”
 “Yeah, we… haven’t really,” she sighed, then slid the box along the tabletop towards him. “We’ve been doing what Washington told us for most of the outbreak. By the time we started making our own decisions, it was…”
 Wayfinder slumped into the seat, resting her head in her hooves. “Like this. I’ve got a whiteboard with some of my thoughts on where to go if you’d rather start there.”
 He glanced over to the board, read it in a few seconds, then shook his head once. “How about I just soak up what you’ve got so far. I… may have misjudged how prepared you ponies are. If you don’t even have information… He looked away. “This is so much worse than I thought. Bring those other boxes, princess. I’ve got a lot of reading to do.”
 She levitated one down to the desk, then stopped. “Okay, but—don’t you start calling me that.”
 He flushed, tail flicking suddenly against the floor. “Right. Force of habit.”
 Of course she wasn’t just sitting around while Sunburst devoured every manila folder and piece of paper in the office. She had other worries to consider, like where he would sleep that night. It took her twenty minutes to figure out which of the many contacts in her new phone was the one to help with that specific problem.
 “You want me to…” said the mare on the other end, her voice the gruff, annoyed type she’d come to expect from many around the base. “Can’t you just stick your specialist in your old quarters?”
 “I’ve only ever had one set of quarters,” she said, frustrated. She couldn’t say they weren’t large enough for three, given she’d done exactly that with Ruby. So far as the policy of the isolation zone were concerned, she’d lived with her significant other for most of her time there.
 “Until… yesterday,” said the pony on the other end, her voice stretching slow. Like she was talking to a toddler. “You got Captain’s old place. I had a few recruits clean it out as soon as he left. I assumed you’d already… shit. Sorry, Captain. I forget you weren’t put in for your familiarity with our protocol. You’re here for a different kind of miracle.”
 Wayfinder sighed. “Just tell me where to find it. And… I could put him in my old quarters?”
 “If you wanted. The captain has a suite on the top floor, some guestrooms for anyone who visits. We used to get lots of official representatives from Congress and stuff, and he needed somewhere they could stay. I know he’d be furious if you did that, but… it’s your quarters. Do what you want with it. Want me to have your belongings moved up?”
 
 She returned to the office with lunch, then dinner later in the day. By then, Sunburst had finished reading, and had several notepads spread around the room, all of them open to various scribbles. Wayfinder stayed out of his way, depositing the food and fresh water where he would find it and slipping back out again.
 By evening a crowd had begun to gather outside the office, a cloud of off-duty officers watching the explosion of pages that gradually filled the interior. Sunburst tacked some of them up on the wall, or taped them to the inside of the glass. He was designing something, though Wayfinder couldn’t tell at first what it was.
 Until nearly midnight, when Hazel had returned from their new quarters and found it empty, so slept on the bean-bag instead. Wayfinder stared at the scattering pieces of notebook paper and the open boxes, and realized what Sunburst was doing.
 “This is…” her mouth opened and closed. Her tail drooped, her eyes hung heavy. But she kept going anyway. “You planned a city.”
 “A country,” he corrected, knocking over several open cardboard coffee-cups without realizing it. “It’s a city right now. But there are millions of ponies in the surrounding areas, and their lives are going just as badly. That doesn’t mean investing resources in events that might or might not happen. It means that we can’t neglect our foundation, because it may have to carry a great weight.”
 He leaned to one side, so far he nearly toppled over. “I— believe—”
 Wayfinder vanished from across the room, reappearing beside him in exactly the right position to catch him against her side. Not easy; he was still a stallion, heavier than she was by a considerable margin. She grunted under the pressure, but managed to stay upright.
 “I believe you need rest,” she corrected, before he could say anything further. “Why don’t we pick this back up early tomorrow morning. That way whatever you’re about to tell me will be the best possible version of your idea it can be. Seeing as I’ll have to take it and get the rest of Denver on-board.”
 “I… alright, princess. Perhaps we could… arrange sleeping quarters in the meantime.”
 She nodded, and told him.
 1. I have a spot in the barracks ready for you.
2. The captain’s quarters upstairs has room for guests.
 


  
    May 26, 1:00 AM
 The captain’s quarters upstairs has room for guests. 92%
 “I should tell you, I’ve never actually been in here before,” Wayfinder began. She slowed as they crossed the hall, moving at a relaxed pace towards the large door at the end of the hall. “They only assigned this to me after I took the captain position, which was… yesterday. If it’s a mess, that’s not on me.”
 The stallion no longer carried books and papers; Sunburst had Hazel across his back, her head lolling as she snored. She didn’t weigh much, and the unicorn had no trouble with her. Honestly, Wayfinder strained more under the saddlebags of notes she’d carried for him in exchange.
 Not that she was complaining. If anything, it made for the perfect excuse to bring him back with her.
 “I believe we have greater concerns on our minds than the sleeping arrangements,” Sunburst said, with a noncommittal shrug. “I’m quite certain of it now: we have a narrow window to avert disaster. It’s a good thing you called me here. Though I’m… I don’t mean to imply—” He flushed, ears folding back and away from her abruptly. “I’m sure you would be able to find your own way to—”
 Wayfinder laughed, stopping before the locked door. “Deep breath. We both know I would stand no chance without you. I will take pride when I have the skills to do something, and—frankly admit when I don’t, like now. I didn’t get this spot because I know everything, I’m here because I’m willing to admit that I don’t and rely on others. In a way, you put me here; it was your book.”
 She levitated the keys towards the door, just a little higher than was comfortable to reach, and twisted. The doors swung open, revealing her view into her new quarters. Motion-activated lights came on, illuminating a spacious entryway with a wood floor and a fancy piece of furniture she couldn’t quite name. Halltree, maybe? A few banker-boxes of belongings had been piled just inside; clearly the officers who had helped with the move were prepared to do exactly the minimum required.
 A large glass window along the ceiling gave a commanding view of the stars, albeit washed out from the overhead lights. Just a little further, and they reached doors on opposite sides of the hall, both opening into suites. The larger of the two was to the left, the fine wooden floor dented and scratched from many hooves and claws and other things scraping that way.
 “Are you certain a princess doesn’t live here?” Sunburst asked, his voice still that low half-whisper. But not quite the real thing. If she wasn’t going to, Wayfinder couldn’t exactly blame him for not whispering himself. “It’s nice enough for one.”
 The lights came on around them as they entered, soft amber and diffuse—the kind for having important meetings, casting a diffuse glow rather than something harsh and white. Past a comfortable sitting room flanked by shelves of wine and simple snacks were doors leading to nearly everything she could imagine someone needing in a position like this.
 Including a second bedroom. Without her needing to say anything, Sunburst levitated the door open, made his way in.
 She couldn’t see exactly what he was doing at first, while she carefully lifted his books off her back and onto the conference table. When she turned, she had a clear view of the stallion and the bedroom beyond.
 He’d managed to deposit Hazel into the huge bed without waking her up, somehow nestling her up against the pillow and covering her with the blankets. She watched the effort silently, eyes huge. Hazel was nobody to him; a total stranger’s sister who happened to fall asleep in the room he’d been using to plan the future of the colony. Yet he didn’t seem the least bit disgusted by her. Few people who actually knew her could entirely keep the disgust from their face.
 He switched off the lights, then clicked the door shut with his magic, barely making a sound. “There. Small meal though it is, I can see the instincts to treat bugs with caution are intact even without the cultural baggage. But I don’t believe she needs to be awake to benefit.”
 Wayfinder’s mouth remained open. For several seconds she just stared in simple shock. “I did have to fight that instinct when we first met her,” she admitted. “But it didn’t take long to realize she’d done nothing wrong. I wouldn’t let a disgust I couldn’t even explain decide how I treated her.” She tilted her head sideways, eyes getting wider. “You know more about changelings?”
 “More than most ponies in Equestria,” he glanced past her, up and down the sitting room. He was eyeing the doors. Searching for another spare bedroom for himself? Or maybe from the way he looked and smelled, a bathroom first. No doubt the water heater in here still worked, probably an electrical model that wouldn’t be subjected to the natural gas rationing.
 “You could even say I had a role in their elevation to true changelings, though nearly all that credit goes to Thorax. I was just a voice of kindness when there were perhaps fewer than there ought to be.”
 Wayfinder remained near him, close enough that she could smell the heat of his breath against her coat. Their eyes were nearly level, with Sunburst having less than an inch on her. One advantage to her unusually lean and lengthy build. “Can you tell me about it? I want to help Hazel. If there’s some kind of… elevation she could reach, something that would make other people less likely to fear or mistreat her without even giving her a chance…”
 “A fascinating subject. The growth of Erovores from obligate parasites into treasured members of the Equestrian community. It did not even occur to me originally that coming to your world would involve offering my services in that regard. Well—information. Ultimately, the growth has to be their decision. It can’t be forced by somepony else. We can help, though. From what I can see, you’re already doing that.”
 “As best I can,” she said. “Sorry, I…” Her next words were swallowed in a yawn of her own, at nearly the same moment. “Tomorrow, maybe. We both need rest. I hope we’ll get started actually implementing some of what you’ve figured out. Whatever it takes to get a foundation under us.”
 “Whatever it takes,” he agreed. He remained there for another few seconds, barely inches away. He seemed to be searching her face for something; his eyes were still alert. He wasn’t asleep on his hooves.
 The seconds passed. An air conditioner somewhere high above kicked on, filling the vents with diffuse cool air. The sudden wind pushed at his unruly mane.
 That was evidently enough to finally distract Sunburst. He moved slightly away from her, his ears folding backward. “Sorry, Wayfinder. I think I must’ve… I must be—”
 If Wayfinder hadn’t been Elliot once, she might not realize what was happening. But she’d spent enough time on the dating market to have a fairly good idea what Sunburst must be thinking in that position. Maybe that, and she was trusting her nose a little more than she used to. This was a stallion who wanted to be there, despite the exhaustion of their day working for the city.
 She could let him think that she wasn’t interested, or…
 Saying something was for a time when she had more energy herself. She was too exhausted to second-guess; she closed the distance, leaned forward, and kissed him.
 She wasn’t exactly sure what she expected from the kiss. In her old life, Elliot had been with a handful of girls, none more serious than Ruby. Her interactions with Peter hadn’t continued long enough to get a good idea of what a relationship with him might look like.
 But nothing in Elliot’s life had prepared her for this. Sunburst’s muzzle was warm against hers. He tasted like coffee and something else, something sweet and herbal she couldn’t name. For one terrible second he went rigid, every muscle locking up as though she’d cast a paralysis spell on him. Then he leaned into her. One hoof shifted forward, not quite touching her but bracing on the floor beside hers, close enough that she could feel the heat radiating off his leg.
 Somewhere in the back of her mind, Wayfinder realized she’d closed her eyes without deciding to.
 It lasted only a few seconds before she pulled back, just far enough to breathe. She opened her eyes and found his already open. His mane was even more disheveled than usual, one tuft sticking sideways where her cheek had brushed it.
 “I—” Sunburst started, and stopped. Then, very slowly, he lifted one hoof and touched it to the side of her jaw. The frog of his hoof was warm and slightly rough when it settled against her cheek. “You should know,” he began, “I have been trying very hard not to do that since the first time you visited Starhall.”
 “Sorry,” she grinned weakly at him, without avoiding his eyes this time. Her tail flicked to either side, sharp enough that it brushed against him, then flicked back the other direction. “We could forget it happened if you like.” She lowered her head a little. “I… I’m sorry, that was inconsiderate of me. I have no idea if what I just did is even allowed in your culture. If I shouldn’t have…”
 He reached towards her with one hoof, then brushed against her shoulder. “I’m afraid I’m not the expert authority on this one, Wayfinder. At least with magic I have a lifetime of personal study and experience to draw on for what I write in my books or teach to the ponies of earth. I have a long, proud history of not recognizing the feelings of important ponies in my life, especially if those ponies happened to be exceptionally attractive, magically gifted mares. Is this… the real reason you called me?”
 “No!” Wayfinder retreated from him abruptly, fast enough that his hoof slid off her shoulder and fell limply between them. “You saw our records, Sunburst. There’s nothing fake or convenient about how desperate we are. I hadn’t expected anything other than your expertise to get out of this mess, if I was extremely lucky. You don’t have to… if you think I…”
 He laughed, gentle and energetic. “Deep breath there, princess. I guess I’m not the only pony who’s had trouble with some of their relationships over the years. I wasn’t saying… how about we get some rest? You can tell me in the morning whether this was a dream. Then together, we can find a way to save your city.”
 The rest of that night passed in an exhausted blur to Wayfinder. She was dimly conscious of the fact that her companion hadn’t crossed over to the quarters meant for visiting dignitaries, but occupied the other side of the enormous bed. Maybe that was something in the difference in social expectations between her kind and ponies, or maybe it had something to do with what had passed between them in the moments before bed.
 The night was nowhere more intimate than sharing the space with Peter had ever been; close physical contact, apparently the norm for this new species, without ever escalating beyond that point. They’d decided to wait, and both were so utterly exhausted as to be content with the sweet release of rest.
 But the morning came, the beeping alarm and the voices of officers below and people outside. Life in the isolation zone continued. Wayfinder’s life waited for her down there. Someone stirred in the bed, and she realized just how close they were: Sunburst had his hooves draped over her, radiating warmth under the blankets. Blankets that would probably need to be washed, given the smell.
 For a few seconds she didn’t move, pretending she was still asleep. If she closed her eyes, she could almost imagine the world hadn’t ended. She could still be living with Ruby, still supporting her every single day, listening to the amazing things she was learning.
 Even if she wasn’t smart enough to survive a college career of her own, she could be there for Ruby, and enable someone who was better at all this than she was.
 Maybe I was just in the wrong subject.
 The feeling wasn’t quite the same. She’d never been the one to have someone wrapped around her back then. Sunburst wasn’t much taller than she was, but still plenty large enough to make her feel completely safe. Lying there did not change the reality outside. The city was still doomed if they didn’t find a way to save it. But for just a little while, it didn’t matter.
 Sunburst shifted, his breathing changing abruptly. It accelerated right along with his heartbeat, which she could feel on account of their close contact. “Oh. Good morning, Wayfinder. I guess we decided against the sofa.”
 “Yeah.” She made no effort to move, closing her eyes again and sinking into the comfort of their shared contact. Any second it would end, and she would have to face the grim realities outside.
 “You don’t seem—”
 “Bothered? Why would I be?” she asked, remaining exactly where she was. “You’re probably the smartest person I’ve ever met. You treated Hazel with a kindness I’ve rarely seen. You care enough about people who aren’t even connected to you that you risked your life to come here and help us. Why am I supposed to be bothered by sleeping with you?”
 “Oh.” He shifted in bed, eyes closed. For another few seconds he remained there, his breathing slowing. Then he pulled away from her and flopped to his hooves beside the bed. “Well then. Perhaps we should… return to this conversation in the near future. I’ll make us some breakfast, if you’d like to use the facilities first. Then we can discuss what matters.”
 The morning progressed quickly. Wayfinder found what she expected in the bathroom: more luxury—for this strange time they’d found themselves in. An enormous tub, a shower that was large enough for several with a half-dozen rain heads, and real hot water that seemed to go on forever.
 She didn’t find out how long it would last, because she got out as quickly as she could, smelling like several of the expensive-looking soaps waiting in bottles on the shelves. It didn’t seem like the last captain had much use for any of them—a problem she would correct.
 Wayfinder returned to the kitchen about ten minutes later, only to find two plates already waiting. Hazel was up, sketching with colored pastels on a large notebook. She kept her distance from the food, showing no interest in it. But Sunburst seemed to realize that, because he hadn’t made her a plate.
 “I guess now’s as good a time as any to give you the high level,” he said. Rather than sitting down across from her, both plates were next to each other. She sat down on the cushion without so much as a question. “In a few words, we have to completely reorganize the social contract, shift the way the ponies living here are living. Closer to the way they did before. Then we keep going, past that towards Equestria. It isn’t enough to keep living another day, doing little, waiting for a rescue that will certainly never come. If we can do that, there’s more than enough magic here to save their lives and many others. If not—supplies will run out, and many will die.”
 She nodded along with him while she ate. It wasn’t a terribly complex meal; an omelet of instant eggs and a bowl of oatmeal, along with a few simple pieces of fruit. She’d have called it mid for any continental breakfast at a motel before the end of the world. Now, it was incredible. “Objectively, yes,” she said. “But what you’re really saying is that people need to start working again, right? I can’t order them to do it. Even if I had the legal authority, I’d never be able to enforce the law long enough to enact it. There aren’t enough police as it is, and their work is already completely tied up in just keeping the Isolation Zone from coming apart.”
 Sunburst chewed in silence for a time. He seemed like he might be about to argue with her, only to shut up again, staring at nothing. Until he eventually straightened. “Believe it or not, I’ve seen a society have to do this once before. The circumstances were a little different—everypony wasn’t transforming into other creatures. But they’d lost all their memories, and had to recover them with great effort and personal suffering.
 “It can be done. Not by trying to compel them—Equestria would never do that either. We will do it with positive incentives. Ponies need physical safety, friendship, comfort, and opportunities for service. The real difficulty is finding a way to make everypony feel useful. With the Earth Ponies it will be easy—we’ll need every set of willing hooves helping to grow things. They will see the measurable impact of their actions. Unicorns can craft, repair, and build. Eventually they will grow skilled enough to produce the enchantments that may help substitute for the artifice of your technology, for a time. But far fewer Pegasi are needed to control the weather, or act as messengers. How to make it feel as though you have something compelling to offer without leaving them out? The problem only grows for the other, rarer creatures. Yet it must be solved for this to work.
 “I’ve created a framework to reproduce the way the Crystal Empire functions. It’s the—government I helped run. It makes for a good example because it also had to be self-sufficient for long periods. Its environment was even more hostile than yours, and its population had a far weaker diversity of skills. If they can survive, so can you. But you will need to decide what you’re offering ponies to get your first set of recruits. Once the population can see the rewards are real, you’ll have the reverse problem of not knowing what to do with them all. Think about it while I’m in the shower.”
 He rose, levitating their empty plates into the kitchen. Then he was off down the hall. The door shut behind him, followed by a muttered gasp, and words she probably wasn’t supposed to hear. But pony ears were sharp. “We could’ve made breakfast together.”
 By the time he returned, no longer smelling like long hours and not enough soap, Wayfinder had her mind made up. More than that, she’d already picked the phone numbers to call, and drafted a few messages. She knew what she would do.
 1. Use the police. Offer release to anyone imprisoned who cooperates, incentives to people who want to expedite their paperwork, etc.
2. Restructure housing and offer better accommodations to anyone who joins. This new space will be secured by expanding beyond the federal limits of the Isolation Zone.
3. You don’t think people need something to force them to help—they’ll want to. The people of Denver have been forced into inactivity for months; what you’re offering them is a chance to aid their own survival. That’s enough.
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Restructure housing and offer better accommodations to anyone who joins. This new space will be secured by expanding beyond the federal limits of the Isolation Zone. 45%
 Sunburst’s plan was far more than a single suggestion, of course. A nation was not going to be built purely by supplying more labor, or making that labor more useful. But the population of infected did represent by far the greatest waste of an incredibly valuable resource. Why leave everyone sitting around doing nothing with their time?
 It began with a meeting in Senator Gardner’s office, the very next night. She probably wouldn’t have involved her with the granular details of her plan, except for one key aspect: they were about to defy the federal government.
 A federal government that seemed to wield practically no effective power in the lives of the individual states, that had stopped sending any meaningful support and still expected obedience. And importantly, a federal government that housed many of its VIPs within the Denver Isolation Zone.
 “I don’t know how many of our guests are even aware of the specifics of the restriction or are still in touch with Washington. I think the chances of this not making it back to them are near zero. So if I’m about to get us killed by changing this, I’d prefer you stop me right now. If it’s just dangerous, then it’s a risk I’m entirely prepared to take.”
 The seapony swam right up against the tank, inspecting the large board she’d propped up on a stand there. The map showed the present boundaries of the isolation zone outlined by a black line near the center. She’d drawn a new green line using paint, expanding the boundaries to encompass the entire Denver metro area, along with any remotely adjacent land that qualified as useful or fertile. Every resource they depended on, as many of the utility plants as possible, all within the new borders.
 Senator Gardner said nothing for nearly two full minutes. Her face, always cheerful despite their grim situation, reflected real fear now. Possibly the first time she’d ever seen it there.
 “Your first act as captain is to cross the Rubicon.” There was another change from the usual pattern: the seapony did not sing this time. “Bold, I freely admit. Perhaps the kind of sea-change we need to have any chance of survival. I have two questions. If you can answer them both, I will not stand in your way. If you cannot—you will have demonstrated you are not fit for this purpose, and I will replace you.”
 She settled onto her haunches beside the table, keeping her expression entirely neutral. This was the problem with authority that derived from someone else—if Gardner was the ultimate source of her authority, then she was likewise able to remove that authority at a whim. Before she was even able to meaningfully experiment.
 “I would be disappointed if you didn’t challenge it. That’s why I brought it to you.”
 “Really?” The fish circled once past the glass. Her fins resumed that subtle rhythm of energy along them, and some of the music came back into her voice. “And you said you had no experience in leadership. Wayfinder, what will you do when the borders are gone? The wall and our soldiers are the only things keeping the population contained where it is. Or is it your plan to unleash them on the state, nevermind that they will all suffer and likely die when they’ve exhausted the resources of wherever they end up. Assuming they aren’t shot on sight by whoever they meet.”
 I’ll have to thank Sunburst for catching that one. Wayfinder’s horn lit up, and she flipped back the first map, revealing a second page. This showed the zone filled in, with a series of three outlines expanding further from the core, each one fully enclosing the last.
 “We will not be able to make the border as impermeable as it has been, I admit that. Removing many of those resources towards a more productive purpose is a benefit here. In the medium term, we will improve the quality of life here such that escaping is not foremost on anyone’s mind. And the few determined to escape at any cost—there is nothing we can do to contain them. We’re about to teach a quarter million people to fly. The only thing that will keep them here is wanting to be.”
 The seapony trilled loudly, without producing any particular words. The sound didn’t seem upset, but she wasn’t enough of a seapony to know for sure. “You’ve considered the issue. That is what matters to me, we may move on. Second question: What do you intend to do so federal authorities don’t make us the example?”
 She tilted her head sideways, ears folding. Wayfinder had practiced what she thought were all the most likely objections. But that one flew right past her without landing anywhere. “Make us the…”
 “Example, yes. We are not the only Isolation Zone facing these difficulties. The economy collapsed, the supplies available to us were finite and fixed. Whatever production continues in the uninfected areas cannot be very significant. I’m sure the administrators of each of them want to break their rules too. Everyone inside is infected, and by now there are no ordinary people anywhere nearby. How tempting it must be to move beyond and take what is abandoned there.”
 She stopped in the glass perfectly level with Wayfinder, meeting her eyes. “The first settlement to do that is going to be made an example. It’s simple game theory. If they don’t have the resources to act against all of us, they must guarantee that no one wants to be first.”
 “Oh.” Wayfinder took a single slow breath, keeping her face as neutral as she could. She couldn’t show even a hint of hesitation here, no sign that she might not have considered this question too. Her mind latched onto the first idea she found. “That’s why it’s in three stages. If we tore down the borders all at once and let people flow out into the rest of the state, that would be obviously flaunting their rules. But we don’t have to do that. These first boundaries are still tight to the metro area. Lots of housing, extra shops, that kind of thing. We’re not defying anything, we just realize we had our own borders wrong all along. They meant to do the simplest thing and just give us all of Denver to work with. We misinterpreted our original orders.”
 Gardner chirped again, and the sound came through her mic now made sense. It was laughter, but pitched such that it would carry easily through the water over a long distance.
 “Probably works. If you do it slowly enough, carefully enough. If you can keep the population from overflowing out of the border and smashing into every little uninfected enclave left in the state. I can see it. Odds might even be in your favor to pull it off. With the first step. You won’t be able to say that when you’ve taken… a fourth of the state, looking at that last map. There’s no creative interpretation of our orders that allows for that.”
 “No,” she admitted. “But by then, I anticipate we won’t need to contain people leaving the zone. At that point, we’ll have to deal with everyone trying to get in. And I suspect the federal government, if it even exists in the same form it does today, would be much happier to take credit for it than to attack an obvious success story.”
 The fish seemed to consider that for a long, long time. Finally, she spoke. “I want you to find and destroy every one of these expanded maps. Make a new one that only shows the first expansion. When you do this… there are eyes in the zone who will come looking. Let’s make sure they don’t find any evidence you’re taking the first step of an open rebellion. You interpreted our orders differently, that’s all. The cover story has got to become the only one you use with anyone. No matter who they ask, that’s what they will hear. Understand?”
 She turned her horn on the maps, and muttered something, energy focused on it. The pages went up in an instant, brighter and hotter than any true flame. The flame was purple rather than orange, and sent no smoke into the air. When they were gone, only the metal stand remained. “Like that?”
 The fish pressed her body completely to the glass, eyes even bigger than they normally looked. “You… you remind me how you ascended to this role in the first place. Those powers of yours… there’s no point to searching you for weapons on your way in, is there?”
 “None whatsoever,” she agreed. “But that spell doesn’t work on people. It’s for cleaning up trash. I haven’t actually learned combat spells. I assume they exist, but I’ve had other priorities than learning them.”
 Senator Gardner returned to her slow swimming through the tank. “I suggest you make it a priority, Wayfinder. If we follow that plan that does not exist, you will come to find you’ve made numerous enemies. Make sure you survive whatever they try to do to you. You’re too valuable to lose right now.”
 
 Wayfinder’s first presentation was to the authorities in each of the critical areas of Denver infrastructure, early the next morning. The next involved all the best officers in the city police.
 Everyone told her it was completely impossible to make such a significant policy change within a week of deciding on it. Those people would probably have been right, if she didn’t have Sunburst’s help.
 The unicorn was literally magic when it came to records and planning. He digested everything, absorbed building layouts and streets and the key failure points in utility networks that Equestria did not even possess. What he produced during their late nights together in the office, she delegated to the staff of assistants and aides that kept the force going.
 Then she took those plans and brought them to the staff that would actually enforce them, along with the answers she’d prepared to obvious questions.
 >They were leaving a lot of empty space
 Yes, they intended to demolish many older buildings in the future.
 >Why not fill every apartment right away, why spread everyone out?
 Because she didn’t want the population to view the new freedom as a scarce resource that would run out if they didn’t fight over it. Their friends who lived in the expanded parts of the city would report that they saw empty buildings and many floors in larger buildings were simply going unused.
 They had all the basics figured out, leaving only one sticking point when it was all done: How could she possibly expect an already-overwhelmed force to keep the peace in an area that would grow to twice the size?
 She could tell that many did not appreciate her answer: they would not have to. Much of the conflict the zone suffered came because of people forced to live in miserable conditions with nothing to do. Wayfinder was giving them purpose, and they would earn an increased quality of life in exchange. In time, they would provide for enough of their own needs that food, water, and power no longer had to be rationed.
 “You’re insane,” Peter told her, once the other officers had all hurried out to prepare for the incredible task she’d just given them, and it was just the three of them in her office. Sunburst had his own desk now, with the majority of the space dedicated to the boards and three large computer screens he’d integrated into his workflow. He usually kept to himself when she had visitors, including right then.
 “There is no way this is going to work. You’re taking ten thousand work volunteers.”
 “In the first week, yes,” she smiled at him. “Not all managed by the same people, or going to the same teams.” She gestured at the far wall, which now showed over a dozen different “departments” of their new government. Currently, Agriculture, Infrastructure, and Education had the most attention. But all would have their time eventually. “See? We’re splitting them up.”
 “The density isn’t the problem, it’s controlling them. A hundred angry activists is a riot that few departments can control. What do you do when you open those gates and there are thousands of people who want to stampede their way out and loot? Asking them to rely on their better natures will accomplish nothing. They’re genuinely desperate. Most people out there have barely enough to eat, and they know we don’t have more shipments coming in. Hell, some of them might just claim they’re the original owners of whatever apartments or property you decide to appropriate. What do you tell them? Basically none of us can prove who we were before, as you know.”
 She swallowed. Wayfinder’s original placement came from a lie Lance had constructed for her, so she could contribute her talents to protecting the city. Even attempting to investigate those claims would involve delegating enormous resources, without few of the underlying backbone to make any real inquiry into anyone. It simply wasn’t possible.
 “We’ll file their claims for compensation,” she said. “I’ll find a few volunteers to take their complaints, collect evidence. Promise that they will be fully reimbursed or returned to their property as soon as we’re human again. Until then… we must expand, or we die. And if they seem credible and they’re eligible to serve, we can trust them at their word, assuming we’d be placing them where we were sending them anyway.”
 Peter whistled, his tail flicking sharply against the wall and the desk. “Wayfinder… I know how… I guess you’ve been on this path since the first time we met. You were always the one making decisions. Saved me, pointed us at Granite Bluff, saved Hazel then me again.”
 He approached her desk, voice down. “Do you realize what you’re doing now? To yourself?” At her bewildered expression, he hurried on. “If you fail, you get thousands of people killed. The zone goes from kinda sorta working a little bit to an enormous slice of hell. It gets so out of hand that you can’t bring it back in, or the feds drop a few big bombs to stop anyone from escaping when the borders collapse.”
 She met his eyes, unblinking. “If we change nothing, that will happen anyway. I buy maybe three more months of barely-living, then we run out of food in winter.”
 “Second option,” he continued. “You succeed. Somehow, god knows how. Probably your new boyfriend. I can smell the smarts radiating off that guy.”
 “Thank you?” Sunburst said. “I… I think. Was that a compliment?”
 “And socially awkward,” Peter went on. “I’m sure you’ll be very happy together, Blue. But here’s the thing. Look at how history treats great men. Look at their reward. All this stuff you’ve come up with feels a little like Lincoln, violating half the nation’s rules to keep it together. Only you won’t get a pass for freeing the slaves. One day it could be you who takes a bullet in a crowded theater. I don’t want anything to happen to you, Way. You don’t deserve that. Why should it be you who has to carry this? Even if you think you’re strong enough… hell, maybe you are. But you shouldn’t have to be.”
 Wayfinder stood up, then reached over the desk to rest her hoof against his. “I think you’re going a little overboard with that comparison, Peter. But I’m… glad you care about me. I’d rather not get killed, but… you’re the second pony to be afraid something might happen to me. In the short term, I’ll focus on learning magic I can use to stay safe. Long-term, I’ll… have to hope that more people realize the reason I did what I have.”
 He left her there in the office, the glass door slowly sliding shut behind him. That left Wayfinder alone with a Sunburst who was no longer scribbling or typing anything.
 He looked up from his seat, tilting his head slightly to one side. “I assume ‘Boyfriend’ means more or less what the context suggests.”
 She slumped down into her seat, head faintly on the desk. “That’s what you’re asking? Not the part about this being impossible and someone probably trying to kill me?”
 “Oh, that.” He stood up. “He’s probably correct. Equestria’s princesses faced danger frequently. Sometimes from ponies, sometimes from other creatures. Though they had the benefit of Alicorn magic to keep them safe, an advantage you lack. I think it will be a good problem to have. If we endure long enough that we’re fearful of such questions, it will mean we’ve outlasted the food scarcity and the other problems it introduces.”
 “Of course… you will need to decide how public a face you want to have on all this. Do you want to be out there recruiting the volunteers yourself, or safe inside this office? One is a lot safer. Another…”
 “Another wins me a lot of credibility, if I succeed,” she finished for him. “Good question. If I tell you, will you come to dinner with me?”
 That caught him completely off-guard. Sunburst stared from behind his desk, mouth hanging open. “I… do think I’d be willing,” he said. “You’re no longer so helpless that I would feel guilty. I’ll go. Now will you tell me?”
 She would.
 1. I’m going out on stage in front of the whole city. They need to know it’s a person making these decisions.
 2. I’ll make it a broadcast, and leave the police to enact the policy. The less of me is attached, the safer I’ll be.
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 “It would be a lot easier to stay out of the spotlight,” she began, her voice low and nervous. “Safer, too. No one can hate me if they don’t know I exist. But… I know what I would think. If the person who was running our city didn’t believe in their new plan enough to even show their face, I’d think they didn’t care. Another bureaucrat to rule over the slums from that fancy hotel. Can’t really… deny that I’m better off in here than the people outside. That’s just true.”
 Sunburst eyed her. “You’re that confident in my plan?”
 She brushed past his shoulder with hers, moving to the glass window. Not much of a view, but she looked out anyway. “I think the time to carefully plan and examine every aspect of what we’re doing is over. We do that, and we can deliberate for another few weeks while we miss our chance to get food in the ground, and we starve. On the other hand… we succeed, and Denver has a chance. Or we’re confidently wrong, and this explodes in my face. If that happens… get yourself out of here, please. You do not get to go down with the ship, that’s my job.”
 Sunburst followed her to the window. “For now, I believe your job is to take me to dinner.”
 She laughed. She had asked him moments ago, she was not going to get cold feet now. Hooves? “So long as it won’t be a problem for… whatever. Conflict of interest. It’s cool if we go out?”
 He laughed, loud and energetic. “The last princess I worked for appointed her husband to army secretary. I’m not even… entirely sure what position I hold right now? Head of the planning commission?”
 “Whatever you’d like to call it,” she said. “It isn’t like you’ll be going anywhere once we start.” She grinned, flicking her ear at the complex org-chart he’d scribbled onto every whiteboard. The most important parts of that plan now appeared on a number of printouts as well. More would likely find their way to her wall as they got each one set in stone.
 “Court Crystalleer probably… doesn’t mean a lot to ponies around here,” he began, voice distant. “I believe the title equivalent to my role in your human government would be the… secretary of state? And the rest of your cabinet, but I’m hoping those positions get filled soon. It’s a lot of weight for one set of hooves to carry.”
 
 They didn’t eat in the commissary.
 Wayfinder could’ve got a private table, could’ve asked them to cook anything she liked. Yet she’d learned very quickly that while her authority on paper extended to nearly anything within the organization, the reality went only as far as her staff’s willingness to enforce it.
 So she found it far better to conserve those resources for when she might really need them, rather than spending social capital to get the staff to make some special meal for a date. She needed the cooperation of every staff member for the days ahead.
 So their date took them to one of the restaurants near the station, trading in police chits and catering to a largely official audience. The resturant evidently recognized Wayfinder, because they pulled the two of them away from the outdoor seating and into a suite on the second floor, where a different sort of people ate their meals at fine tables. There was even real alcohol at some of them.
 Including theirs, though Wayfinder hadn’t asked for it. For once, the dimmer lights were an advantage. Two people, settled in the gloom with music playing and very little to distract them. She barely even noticed when their food arrived, she was too distracted with her companion.
 Wayfinder was clearly losing her mind, there was no other way to describe it. How else could she look across the table at a stallion and find her thoughts wandering towards him instead of feeling disgusted.
 It helped that he was finally answering her most important questions, granted. “You won’t believe it,” he said, settling an empty glass next to him. “Technically I shouldn’t say anything. But there’s nopony here to check what I’m telling you anymore. It’s just: I have no proof of any of this. If your governments do, it’s probably not going to make it out the other end of whatever’s happening right now. So you’ll have to take me at my word.”
 “I’m inclined to do that.” They had a booth. Everyone did, with extremely low benches with high walls. This place evidently brought in the money to try and design custom furniture to be comfortable to their new bodies. Their serving staff had adaptations too: when they brought food or drinks, they did it in teams of two, with one asking as a table with legs to transport it and lids on all the glasses.
 “Is that your way of telling me you’re gonna lie?” Wayfinder asked, eyebrow raised. “Come on, I practically learned everything I know from you. I didn’t have anything in those magical textbooks to know they were telling the truth. Just tell me.”
 “Well… it is Equestria’s fault all this happened. Not that anypony wanted it to, but…” he glanced to either side. The tables around them were empty, and everyone was thoroughly absorbed in their own conversations. Some of them even wore clothes. Other than a little satchel with a radio for emergencies, she hadn’t bothered. Though if she went on another date, maybe she could ask Ruby for some advice on how to—
 “Well, I don’t mean I have any personal connection to what happened. Obviously. We started down this road long before I was born. But…” He slid closer to her, leaning across the table. “All this began from magic. It is a kind of leverage, allowing creatures to exert greater control over their world. If you asked an Equestrian, they would probably tell you that it’s far superior to what you have—not because Earth hasn’t accomplished a great deal, but because magic is self-regulating.”
 “Magic,” she repeated. “You mean the force that’s killed… hundreds of thousands of people, essentially collapsed this part of our civilization, and threatens the rest? Isn’t self-regulating very well right now.”
 “Well… it never does,” he admitted. “Its production is self-regulating. It derives from the positive interactions of intelligent beings. Our love, joy, friendship.”
 Wayfinder opened her mouth to argue, lifting one hoof over the edge of the table. Then she lowered it again, mouth closing just as quickly. She had said she was going to listen. So she shut it again.
 “Unfortunately, the one who produces magic doesn’t have to be the one to use it. We… rarely are. Usually it’s expelled into our environment, forming natural currents and sources for creatures with ill intent to tap into. And like your technology, magic is a force multiplier. One being becomes as dangerous as an entire army. A single princess can establish a great nation, destroy one. When one turns to disharmony and is defeated, dealing with the fallout is more difficult for us. Magic is inherent, sometimes an intrinsic part of their nature. So what were we to do?”
 “I mean…” Wayfinder glanced out the window. Through the glass, past several layers of real streets and ramshackle favelas, she could barely make out the shape of the jail, all concrete and metal surfaces. “Guess magic means you can’t incarcerate them. Sooner or later they’ll get power and escape. Which means if you can’t reform them some other way, you’d have to execute them.”
 He levitated something off his plate: a fork wrapped in noodles. “Which we were unwilling to do. Instead, we found somewhere we could exile our worst offenders, where they would be completely without magic to harm anyone else. It didn’t matter what their powers were, all we had to do was open the door, and we could send them away. Somewhere they would be free to live out their lives, without harming anyone else.”
 She nearly dropped her glass. If she were still human, she might’ve lost control of her fingers and spilled wine all over her date. With magic, she could catch it before it left more than a few drops on the wood, calmly twisting it around to settle onto the table beside her. “Don’t say it. Please don’t…”
 He nodded glumly. “Before you worry, that part of the plan worked, broadly speaking. Equestria’s most dangerous foes lost their advantages when they arrived on your world. They had no magic to feed on. Most passed harmlessly out of significance.”
 “But we’re sitting here right now, on a date,” she said, gently refilling his glass with whatever red stuff was in the bottle. Not the best bottle of wine she’d ever tasted, but considering the day waiting for her tomorrow, she was probably better off not drinking very much of it. “So that means some of them caused… problems? Released the disease?”
 “It’s not a disease,” he shuffled closer to her, then abruptly rose from his seat, sliding around the booth to settle next to her instead. He levitated the plate over. It was mostly empty at this point, a few stains of whatever sauce they’d been eating. Probably vegetarian. “I’m nearly finished, I promise! Then you can proceed to disregard everything I said, because I have absolutely no way of proving any of it.”
 He levitated his glass, spinning it around. “So. Each time we banished someone, there was a… powerful burst of magic. Stronger than any spell you’ve ever seen. A Starswirl—Clover bridge takes moons to charge, and only remains open for a moment. To the extent that anypony even thought about what this was doing, I’m sure they would’ve explained that the magic had an entire universe to flow into. There would be no time for it to concentrate. Those banished here would absorb a small amount, and the rest would fade harmlessly. Your kind do not require magic to live the way we do.”
 “Unfortunately, magic is also self-organizing. It creates emergent behavior. What Equestria failed to see until it was entirely too late: your kind were too similar to ours. The very behaviors that produce magic in ponies also happen to be common in your world. Friendship, kindness, generosity, love… you share those things. Which means with a little magic…”
 He levitated his wineglass up into the air next to her, then tilted it over so a few drops spread over the empty plate, staining it red. “Every time we opened that door, we sent a little more magic through. Instead of dissipating into the universe, we believe it clung to the planet and its creatures, concentrating. With even a brief exposure, you likely became able to perpetuate the runaway cycle.”
 He tilted the glass again, turning the plate redder and redder. “Nopony could tell you how long it took. Centuries? But eventually, it concentrated in someone enough that it had the power to do something. All it needed was that first little spark, and it ignited. Where we’re living now is the result.”
 She stared down at the empty plate, then back up. Half the people on Earth probably wanted to know what he’d shared over a casual date in exchange for nothing at all.
 “What’s that look mean?” He pushed the plate slightly away from his seat, looking suddenly nervous. “You seem… is there something… I knew you’d have no reason to believe me.”
 She was staring directly into his face. But that was harder not to do, with as close as he’d come. “That isn’t it. I don’t have any reason to disbelieve you, Sunburst. But it doesn’t explain why you’re here. You know why I’m here. Lived here, got infected, doing what I can to survive, generally screwing things up while trying to fail a little less than the other people who happen to be around me.”
 She reached towards him with one leg, sliding it down his shoulder. “You didn’t decide to use this universe as your personal Australia. You didn’t know the magic was overflowing and would cause catastrophic mutation in…”
 It was as though someone had connected strands of old cable in her head. That was why the animals weren’t changing as much. Magic was like DNA—a self-replicating meme that propagated its own existence. Humans served as the best carriers, so they changed the most. NEM10 was so hard to stop because it wasn’t the virus, really. The magic was already concentrated in people, and the virus was the spark that ignited change, pushing over the threshold.
 Which meant… Ruby’s hunt for a cure was all wrong! She had to talk to her right away!
 “Way?” He was closer to her than before, eyes down, ears in her direction. Had his foreleg always been around her like that? “I’ve seen that look now. You aren’t the first mare to wear it, either. You’re trying to figure something out.”
 “How to save the human race,” she said, flat. “I mean—I won’t be the one to actually do it. But I think I… something you just said.”
 She’d hoped to learn more about what brought him of all creatures to Earth, risking his life and maybe never seeing his home again. Yet there was something more important on her mind, something that the rich scent in her nose and the low light and the warmth against her side all overpowered.
 “Well?” He asked. Did he not realize? He was right there, no mistaking the warmth rising from his body, the change in his scent. These things weren’t very subtle. It was as though someone had severed that particular conduit from his brain to the rest of him. “If it’s something we never considered.”
 “After,” she said. “Want Ruby to… be there.” She was only a few inches from him now. He wasn’t trying to get away from her, didn’t look uncomfortable or start making excuses. “Just kiss me.”
 “Oh! Right.” He said it like she’d forgot to carry a digit in a piece of complex math, and she’d pointed it out.
 Then he got it.
 The result was—not like the last time. Peter wasn’t an idiot, despite what he claimed. But his interests in her went about as deep as his interest in Lance. But this kind of passion went deeper. She felt him in the magic lessons, the desperate nights planning for a failing city, their shared hope to somehow offer the planet a way to survive.
 Besides, he wasn’t that bad at math once she pointed out the flaw in his calculations.
 
 The streets of Denver overflowed with ponies. It wasn’t that any of them were excited about her. None of them had any reason to know or care that she even existed, given the previous captain’s behavior. Yet people could clearly sense that something was different, and so they appeared.
 She’d prepared for that, with a little help from her boyfriend. There were spells to amplify sound. So she could stand on the steps of the police building and speak to everyone, reading from the words she’d rehearsed in front of Hazel and Sunburst and anyone else in the office who happened to be there. Not very long, fortunately.
 A line of police separated the crowd at the base of the steps from the building with wooden barricades. Yet with so many people, there was no real chance they’d be able to stand up to a genuine riot.
 Somewhere in a tank far below, Senator Gardner would be watching the proceedings, about to discover if his chosen agent was going to completely destroy the city. Maybe the feds wouldn’t have to intervene at all.
 Most of her staff were already scattered into the crowd, gathered with the volunteers. That was why so many people were here: news had spread. They knew at least some of what was coming.
 “You won’t know who I am,” she began. “So let me introduce myself. As of about a week ago now, I’ve taken over as the Captain of Denver. Until this moment, this city has done the same thing that every other Isolation Zone was told to do: wait. We’ve been waiting on help from the CDC, waiting on help from the Federal government, keeping each of you trapped here and isolated from your families and friends.
 “As of this moment, we can no longer wait. We have plenty for today, but tomorrow that will not be the case. We must do something differently now, while we still have enough time. That means we stop sitting here waiting to be rescued.”
 She paused, waiting to see what their reactions would be. Yet she saw only blank expressions, bodies pressing closer to hear better even with the assistance of magical amplification.
 “There are too many people to do this all at once. Many of you were brought here from out of state, or were caught here by unfortunate coincidence. Whatever the reason, know that you will be as welcome here as locals like myself. I’m still forbidden by law to let anyone leave. But I am not prevented from improving our lives, or our odds for long-term survival.”
 “You’re doubtless aware that our infections have given us biological differences. We will now use those advantages. Each of you have abilities that are probably untapped. If you’ve seen any of the city police manipulating objects without touching them, you’ve seen hints of what this represents. There will be more information forthcoming. For right now, I want you to know this:
 “If we do not work, we will all starve. We’ve already developed an… informal economy, represented in precious metals and federal chips. It’s possible we’ll formalize one of those in the coming weeks. For now, I make this promise instead: no one is being forced to help. But anyone who does will be rewarded. You will have a stake in what you produce, better housing, and faster access to city resources. Those who can’t work will not be abandoned.
 “Our first volunteers are those related to the agriculture sector. In the next few days, someone from the census will visit each housing district to conduct surveys. Please be honest with your willingness and ability in any areas they ask about. If you don’t wish to contribute, tell them so. But understand this: we are opening new areas. Only those who are helping in our reconstruction and survival will be permitted to live there. If that’s you, then talk to us.”
 There were shouts after that, questions. Lots of the ones she expected. What if people wanted to volunteer right then? How would they add new areas if the borders were set? What about people who’d lived in those areas before?
 But that was when she stepped off the platform, leaving her staff to make it a reality. Yet watching the first teams taking her volunteers towards the waiting agriculture areas, she could already see they’d made it past the hardest part. No riot. The ponies of Denver were desperate to have more control over their own future. Sunburst’s plan gave it to them.
 Wayfinder had to decide…
 1. Tackle the prison next.
2. Finish the wild magic spell with Sunburst.
 


  
    May 28, 8:00 AM
Deal with the Prison 58%
 Wayfinder’s impossible task did not begin that day, of course. She was needed for the initial expansion into the new areas. More than once she had to instruct the city’s boots on the ground in how to resolve disputes. What about earth ponies who wanted to help but hadn’t known? What about cases where someone had nothing to contribute yet, but their current housing was very, very poor? Agree to too many, and the policy would mean nothing. Refuse too often, and she might well have a riot on her hooves.
 She visited the new agricultural areas, and watched her own partially-trained earth ponies each now leading teams of their own volunteers. Not all did equally well, and she tried to make note of those who would make for good promotions, compared to those who still clearly had no faith in the “magic” they performed.
 Their labor transformed where it touched. Parks, riverside, empty lots—anywhere they thought they could plausibly grow anything useful. With the help of pony magic, anywhere even remotely habitable could be nurtured and made fertile. Though the better the land they started with, the less magic would be required. Not to mention water and irrigation, which would have to rely on human techniques until the so-called “weather control” Sunburst talked about finally manifested among the infected.
 Wayfinder spent much of the day pacing from one side of her glass office to the other, waiting to hear that the feds had seen her expansion and were going to bomb the place, or that the city’s population had broken into uncontrolled rioting. The radio scanned over frequencies from each team, and each little flicker of static became another surge of nervous energy and sent her heartbeat racing.
 She should be reading over the textbooks of more advanced magical theory that Sunburst had assigned in preparation for their big spell with the Overgrowth. But she gave up any attempt at concentrating on it. She was just too anxious to get anything done, so would have to settle for watching out the window.
 The sun waned in the sky, and no torch-wielding rioters appeared. The city’s peacekeepers arrived at the end of their shift, murmured loudly from the mess downstairs, then went off to the barracks. Nothing exploded, nothing burned. The sun set, and Denver was still standing.
 Hazel scurried in with a tray of food around nine. She bounced over to the desk, and somehow deposited it without spilling a single drop from the bowl of soup or a leaf from the salad.
 “Where’s Sunburst?” she asked, hopping up so her forelegs braced up against the table. “Did he not like your date?”
 She groaned, but pulled the tray over with magic and forced herself to take a few spoonfuls of soup. The taste was more or less the same as most nights; food that would sustain as many ponies as possible. “Sunburst has to catch up on a few items back home. The Overgrowth ponies are going to start working with us more. They’re already doing things basically the same way that Denver will, so it makes sense to use their expertise. But they’re going to have a vote, and… lots of them will probably keep living out there.”
 “And after? Are you gonna get him his own quarters, or…” Her ears flicked to the side, and a sly smile spread over her face. “He’s the one who came up with all your big plans, right? So… he should live somewhere nice.”
 “He does.” She floated the salad-plate up, then scooped at it with a large spoon. “With us. I haven’t heard him complain yet.”
 Hazel’s body flashed faintly green. She changed in a wave, and suddenly she was—Wayfinder. Albeit a smaller, filly-sized version, like a little action figure with the exact same style of her mane and patches of messy fur from her anxious brushing against the same spots over and over. “Look at me, I’m Wayfinder! I think that no one can tell how much I like that yellow pony.”
 She hopped up onto the chair, which slid on its wheels closer to the desk. “I won’t just admit how much I like him!”
 Wayfinder caught the rolling chair in her magic, stopping the filly a short distance away. “You’re about a week late for that meaning anything, bug. I’m sure by now half the barracks knows. But Command is happy with my performance, so no one cares.”
 Hazel’s body flickered again, and the bug was back to her usual self. “I care, Way. I want you to be happy. Everyone I know is happier when they’re with someone, and I could always tell how you felt for each other. I’m just… glad someone was finally brave enough!”
 Wayfinder rose from her desk. “I just hope I get to live long enough to find out where it could go. We might get attacked, city could tear itself apart, or maybe I’ll piss off enough of the old guard that they come for my head. If that happens, don’t stay. Get as far away from here as you can, Hazel. Use those powers of yours, hide however you need.”
 She crossed the distance between them in a few steps, then rested one hoof over her shoulder in a familiar pony-shape hug. “If your parents were still here, they’d want the same thing. You have to live, sweetheart. Even if I don’t make it.”
 Hazel whimpered, melting into the hug like something made of slime. She held still here for a few seconds, her voice transformed to little pained, childish sounds. She managed to nod once. “Yeah, Way. I k-know. But… but that won’t happen. If people try to hurt you, I’ll warn you before they even know what they’re planning. No one is gonna sneak up on you.”
 She pulled away, her wings opening and buzzing loudly as she took off, hovering in the air. Her hooves actually left the ground this time, dangling beneath her body as she circled once around Wayfinder’s head, then settled in front of her, and touched down again, panting. “You’re… gonna save the city, Way. I know you will.”
 
 Wayfinder didn’t save the city that day, but she didn’t burn it down either. When morning came, there were as many buildings in Denver as there had been the day before, with only a short list of incidents. Strangely, most hadn’t happened in front of the checkpoint into her new “Market District” either, but outside the building.
 Nearly a dozen ponies, all pressing in around the prison guardpost. They were still there the next morning, the crowd larger and better supplied than the night before. She stayed behind the line, rather than emerging from the fence and getting too close to the angry-looking masses. A familiar mare put down her levitated shield and scampered back to join her on the steps.
 “Captain. Good morning! Didn’t expect you out here so early.”
 Wayfinder’s tail flicked to either side. “Yeah, not my first choice either. Usually like the sun to be up before I start work.” She stared out at the assembled masses, ears twitching as she strained to listen. A simple chant about freeing people. The kind she would’ve expected to hear at a protest after a high profile criminal trial. Her ears flattened, and she tucked her tail between both legs. “Why is this happening now? I didn’t change anything with the prison.”
 The tiny unicorn shrugged one shoulder, twirling the heavy plastic baton through the air. “Couldn’t say, captain. That’s why you’ve got the fancy office, and I’m here keeping them from getting into the prison.”
 She approached the line from behind, lifting her ear to the chanting voices. They’d noticed she was here, and the voices had changed. Several were yelling her name, different voices, demanding and angry.
 “When were you going to do something about it?”
 “Hey asshole, my kid is in there!”
 “New face, same old shit.”
 “He didn’t even do anything!”
 Approaching the barricade told her something else: these were a very specific type of person: not the kind that got to live in the hotels hosting members of congress, or even the ones who had bought their way into the apartments and homes lining the rest of the Isolation Zone. These were the sorts who smelled like they bathed in the river, who had fur that hadn’t seen shampoo and any clothing they wore was dirty.
 “I wouldn’t get too close,” Lance called, from just behind her. “Sir, they’re not exactly in a talking mood. Don’t get so close they can reach you, yeah?”
 Wayfinder lit her horn with a simple spell, though she didn’t cast it yet. It took a little of her concentration to keep it nearly ready like that—but that was still easier than summoning something right before she needed it to save her life. “You want the prison dealt with?” she asked, the first face she saw.
 A portly-looking earth pony, so short and squat that Wayfinder had to peer over the fence to look down on her. Yet what the mare lacked in height she more than made up for in sheer determination. “Yeah! Keeping people locked up since the early days of the pandemic! Anyone who can buy their families out gets bail, we wait! Month after month after month!”
 “I haven’t been in charge for months, miss,” she said. “Give me a chance, please. I’ve been trying to make sure we all don’t starve, including your families in there. Now that’s in hand, I’ll see what I can find out about the prison.”
 She retreated from the barricade, a few steps at a time. The crowd wasn’t chanting anymore. The mare she’d spoken with didn’t start yelling to get them all going.
 Lance fell into step beside her on the steps, her weapon levitated just beside her. “Standard practice for these sorts of events, Way: find out who their leaders are, call them in, and find out what it will cost to buy them out. Usually—one or two people, and their word to shut up. There’s the vinegar way too, if you’d like, but I never saw that side.”
 “No,” she shuddered involuntarily at whatever the “vinegar way” might be. She could imagine, and trying to figure it out would probably make it even worse. “I think I’m going to try the way where I actually solve it, this time. Those people are right, Lance. That’s the problem here.”
 Despite her size, the unicorn managed to get her hoof around Wayfinder’s foreleg and yank her down, voice low and dangerous under her breath. “Careful where you walk, Princess. I know how badly you want to live in a perfect beautiful world where everything runs like we’re some perfect precinct. But we’re at the end of the world, the feds bailed and we’re overpopulated. The prison is the only thing paying the people who enforce all your new rules. Be careful with the hand that feeds, alright?”
 She nodded without a word, then turned back to the station. By the time she was back inside, the chanting was back again, loud enough for her to hear through the wall. Several off-duty officers lingered near the entrance, some wearing their belts already. Including Peter, whose armor suggested he might be about to join Lance over at the jail. These people obviously knew how to do their jobs. Her position as their nominal captain wouldn’t change that.
 “You want riot called in to disperse them?” Peter asked. “Sounds pretty calm now, but that might not stay that way. Crowds tend to build.”
 “If they stay peaceful, no,” she flicked her tail to the side. “If this starts escalating, then do it. I’m going to try to stop this from another angle first.”
 She reached her office a few minutes later, and found it empty. Sunburst still wasn’t back, and wouldn’t be until tomorrow. Tempting as it was to go to him the instant she had the first issue, what kind of leader would she be if she couldn’t solve any problem on her own?
 She had all the files he’d created, organized into plastic binders with a mix of printed sections and magically scribbled ones. The pony really seemed to enjoy the variety of human stationery.
 She didn’t have to dig around for long: the civic section’s very second heading was about budget.
 Sunburst’s handwriting might come from a magically levitated pen, but his writing was so precise she could’ve mistaken it for printed.
 “The Denver Isolation Zone’s current authority has lost all but the pretense of rule of law. It presently sustains itself on a system of informal graft and extortion driven by enforcement of a legal framework based on indefinite suspension of trial and unlimited parole periods. This creates perverse incentives towards enforcement and bribery at all levels, and fosters growing resentment from the populace.
 The gradual decay of records indicate that in the initial days and weeks, the zone relied on federal support instead, using the material goods and access to services it controlled. This source should not be considered reliable based on the trend in delivery size and frequency. What solution does this leave?
 Graft cannot sustain a government of any size, which transforms its own agents into its own destabilizing factors. Denver must transition to a system based on state ownership or taxation, or face collapse. Recommendations:”
 What followed were at least thirty pages of information about economic reconstruction, which resources should be nationalized and which were vital to preserving the necessary incentives to individual production. Sunburst wasn’t just a wizard, he was also an economist.
 Unfortunately, it would also take much too long. Minting their own currency, formalizing the housing and food provided into a systemic UBI and other measures that used terms she’d never even read before—It didn’t matter if that incredibly detailed plan with all its steps and reforms would be the best for Denver if she couldn’t stay in charge long enough to do any of it.
 She stared at her laptop and its master inventory of the city’s stockpiles, searching for some truth hidden in those numbers. If she tried to take away the system of incarceration and “bail” bribes, then the very organization providing her authority would either collapse or depose her. If she did nothing, hundreds of ponies would remain unjustly confined while her own police continued to exploit them. A circle of self-reinforcing misery.
 But what cards did she have to play beyond the city’s expansion? They were already building their new organization as fast as they could. But they still needed to keep it from collapsing long enough to get a real foundation.
 I could break up the protests, but I’m no better than the ones who were in charge before me.
 Wayfinder slumped into her desk, with the blaring white spreadsheet glaring back at her. No currency, no help. Except—maybe there was one direction she hadn’t explored.
 I don’t need to sustain us for long. Once the first harvest comes in, we’ll have more than enough to back our new currency with food. We can use Sunburst’s UBI plan. Getting there seemed insurmountable, but—maybe it wouldn’t be.
 Wayfinder dug around in the storage crates at the back of her office until she found what she was looking for: the laptop she’d brought along to all her magic classes during her first two months in the Isolation Zone. She plugged it in, extended the antenna, and waited for a connection.
 It only took a few minutes. Though the person on the screen wasn’t one she recognized.
 This was a man, older, with lines on his face and thick glasses. The space behind him was very different, with no natural light, just pure concrete. “Denver, this is CDC representative. Please explain your message. We weren’t expecting new communication.”
 She shrugged into the camera. “Can you put me in touch with someone with appropriations power?” she asked, as confident as she could. “This is the current appointed… governor of the Denver Isolation Zone. I have an offer, but I’m not sure who to share it with. Perhaps you could assist me.”
 The man rubbed at his temples with two fingers, muttering to himself. He reached for the screen, then caught himself and shifted the view. “Suppose that’s true. There’s not much left you can offer. Even if you had pallets of gold bars, miss horse. Contamination doesn’t even require living things anymore. The flow is trapped in one way: out towards you. You see why it’s pointless to talk?”
 Pointless, yet—more meaningful information than she’d heard from Senator Gardner The fish who appointed her no longer had anything behind her cute songs. The ones living in luxury with staff protecting them in penthouses no longer represented meaningful authority over anything. Vestiges of a power that couldn’t extend beyond whatever isolated territory it controlled.
 Still, she had to try something. “You might not know this, but Denver is the original source of this outbreak. We have significantly more information about it than you do. Including, I believe, a powerful lead on a potential vaccine. But I need someone to help me keep the lights on for the next… two months or so, so that research can progress.”
 The man nearly fell out of his chair. He lurched forward towards the camera, steadying himself on the desk. “That first claim is something we could verify. The second… what do you have? Because I can already tell you: there’s not much we can do for you anymore. Barely keeping the lights on up here as it is. But the European Coalition would probably be very interested in your research. Frankly they’d send someone in to rip out every beaker and test tube you’ve got, except—they’d never be able to see their families again.”
 Wayfinder practically felt the ground shifting beneath her as she stared back at that screen. This was dangerous territory. But if she didn’t give them something, they’d have no reason to trust her. Denver might come apart before their first harvest.
 Wayfinder had to give them something.
 1. We have an expert sent from the plague’s original source. Their strongest possible claim, but it puts Sunburst at risk.
 2. We have domain documents from the plague’s original source. Not quite as strong, but something they can easily prove.
 3. We’ve used rigorous experimentation and know more about magic than anyone else. Their weakest claim, but doesn’t risk anything.
 


  
    June 11, 9:30 PM
We have documents from the plague’s original source 89%
 Wayfinder did not expect much difficulty with the central aspect of her task, since, of course, her claims were true. Yes, they were the origin of the infection. Yes, they had unique resources that might allow for a vaccine, something no other territory or government had any chance of producing. But whether any remote power would be willing to invest the resources required to help her city—that was much harder. She had to convince them that she had the ability to help.
 Her contact didn’t hang up. He listened as she explained what they had—data from their supercomputer, leftover equipment from the base that was at the core of the outbreak, a large number of infected personnel likely still within the city. And importantly, many Equestrian books on magic, medicine, agriculture, and other topics. Such a library could not be physically transported, but scanning and dispersing what it held could provide vital information not offered anywhere else.
 “I believe we have the resources to develop a vaccine. And frankly—if a conventional approach was going to be successful, we wouldn’t be having this conversation,” she finished, perhaps an hour later, on a conference call with half a dozen NATO representatives, each wearing their respective uniforms. The single American in the room lingered near the back, an old man with a grim face and hollow eyes. He asked no questions, and the others barely seemed to realize he was there.
 “But,” said a stout man off to the side, through his German translator. “There is a but. The infected wishes for something for this information. Though vital to the survival of the human species, she is about to make demands. Yes?”
 “Yes,” she said, flat and annoyed. She glared at him, not his translator. “I have two million people I must protect. If the human race cannot spare enough to help me keep them alive, then we must direct our attention to survival instead.”
 The audio muted. She stared into the laptop, watching as the room’s occupants spoke to each other. She caught a few words on the text display captioning the translation, though the transcription was a garbled mess. Something about Berlin. She glanced briefly out the window of her office, but all was quiet this late in the day. No Sunburst to give her some key insight to make them all do what she wanted. She was on her own, negotiating with powers that weren’t even within their own borders.
 They could be considering a raid. Denver’s position in the interior offered some protection, and the one-way nature of the attack had more. But if they thought Denver’s assets were vital to the survival of the human race…
 The audio came back, and this time the speaker spoke English, albeit accented in a way she wasn’t used to. A representative from the UK this time. “We need greater precision in your request, Miss… Wayfinder. Supplying you with anything will be a monumental endeavor considering the collapse of the US rail system and distance from any port. Every load we send will need to be transported by aircraft—an exceptionally difficult task given the loss of US support. We could do perhaps more if a rail corridor through El Paso, though we are unable to put boots on the ground to secure this corridor or the landing site.”
 What they weren’t doing was asking why this negotiation wasn’t going through federal channels. If it still existed as an operating entity, it was clearly not in any position to stop her. Though they might still have ICBM capability, would they really use those resources against their own citizens just trying to survive?
 We’ve been limiting ourselves to a little circle in the desert, hiding from the shadow of a government that isn’t there anymore.
 How much of her careful expansion, tiptoeing language, careful obedience to an authority that actively harmed their survival odds. She didn’t have to fear the senator either, though so far Command had been quite accommodating with her ideas. No reason to rock the boat there.
 “I wonder if we might make an arrangement that looks like this,” she said, staring into the camera. “I have a list of useful materials I’d like sent to get my research going, and as a gesture of good faith. When they’re dropped over the airport, we’ll send all the data that we have, other than the books. Those will take time and manpower to scan, so we’ll do those in the coming weeks. But the data isn’t what we really have to offer, it’s our resources for developing a vaccine. We have something you will not find anywhere else on the planet.”
 She lifted the laptop into the air in her magic, walked with it across her office, with the camera tracking her. With her horn, she teleported one of her binders across the short distance, bringing it into the air beside her head. She didn’t open it, though; they didn’t need to read Sunburst’s grim economic forecast for the city any more than she did.
 “You already have the best conventional labs and experts in every related field working on this, I’m sure. But what you don’t have is anyone who understands the force that actually changed people. I am such an expert, and I have others more knowledgeable than myself. If the solution is to use the disease’s own weapons against itself, you will never develop a vaccine against it in Paris or in London. But perhaps we can, or perhaps working together with your experts, we can discover something. I expect—the truth is both. We show it’s possible, you learn how to make enough.”
 Less of a delay this time.
 “Even if we can, even if you offer us the cure, we can’t supply a city of that size indefinitely,” said the French ambassador, a stern-looking woman. She didn’t use a translator, which surprised Way more than anything else about the whole meeting. “Supplying water would be impossible. Fuel would be impractical. Food—perhaps for a limited time. But transport becomes a limiting factor. A second Berlin Airlift is not possible.”
 “I’m not asking for indefinite, or for someone to fill all our needs,” she said. “I have some gaps I would like to see covered. If this works out, I might be able to secure that port on our end, maybe even clear a corridor. We would staff it, unload the shipments ourselves, then freight it here.”
 They could do all those things, if she put the expertise together from their survivors and violated at least three restrictions the feds had given them, risking a violent response. But through her laptop, the single US representative didn’t so much as blink at the proposal. He remained silent in his sole chair at the corner of the room.
 “Let’s see your list,” said the German, annoyance obvious in his tone. “Perhaps we can agree to an initial exchange. Some cargo, good faith, and we get your data in exchange. After that, we see.”
 “We see,” she agreed. Then she set the list in front of her and began the negotiation.
 
 Two weeks later…
 Denver’s judicial inmate review took days. Wayfinder could not escape attending every session, despite the number of inmates. She couldn’t possibly avoid it, given it was she who insisted on this radical change.
 Weeks more would be required to break the perverse pattern that led to trapping so many of her own citizens behind those concrete walls. A new, simplified legal system Sunburst had helped construct helped, but ultimately the problem was entirely “human.” Once even the officers who joined for the right reasons saw that bringing people in and extorting money to get them out again was the way they fed their families, she had to hike uphill to break that cycle.
 The same was true of the many, many prisoners who had no records at all to say why they’d been locked up. The missing records seemed entirely deliberate, on the lines of “who knows if you’re a killer or you didn’t pay a parking ticket.”
 Wayfinder released half the prison population on the first day—every person who’d been arrested for a nonviolent offense. Many of those had nowhere to go, no families to notify, and weren’t even healthy enough to walk to the assignment office.
 The next day, another few hundred inmates walked out through the doors to join Denver’s general population, those whom officers could identify and explain their crimes.
 That still left over two thousand, in conditions that Sunburst described as ‘horrifically unequal’. But some of them were killers, rapists, and robbers, people who had been hardened into greater monsters by the terrible conditions of the prison, rather than reformed. People who would burn their little city to the ground before its foundations could be secured.
 It was after an exhausted third day with only a handful of successful releases that little Hazel found her in the hallway, offering her a mug of tea. “Sunburst told me to give you this. Says he’s working late again on the spell. Should be ready next week.”
 She took the mug, holding it over her nose and letting the soothing vapor rise into her nostrils. No simple tea leaves in there, or anything earthly she could identify. Did he bring seeds as well as books? But today wasn’t the day for asking questions like that. Wayfinder slumped to her haunches next to an empty vending machine, and drank.
 “The judge’s robes look cool,” Hazel said, poking the black fabric. “How come you have to do it? There were already judges in Denver, right?”
 “What we… negotiated,” she muttered, lowering the floating cup to watch Hazel’s face. “It wasn’t just about getting a new payment structure—” which will come crashing down on us and destabilize the whole city if we can’t keep the Joint Pandemic Response Command supplying us. “The police union felt strongly that I was misrepresenting the number of innocent parties incarcerated. They wanted me to be personally responsible for every release.”
 She levitated a four-inch binder out of her satchel, turning it towards Hazel. On the first day, she’d needed three of these. On the second, two. Now there was only one, and it had scarcely twenty pages. A simple intake list—names, species, sex, apparent age. Nothing about crimes.
 “Two thousand people without paperwork, Hazel. Imagine… you have a box of delicious candy, but some of the pieces are poison. You don’t know which. If you don’t take enough out, your friends go hungry. But if you grab even one wrong one, someone gets hurt. What do you do?”
 She stuck out her tongue, little wings buzzing in agitation. “Mom, I’m twelve next month, not six.”
 Mom.
 She didn’t seem to notice she’d said it, and went on in agitation. “I ask the wonderful, super-smart Hazel who can read emotions and knows what kind of person someone is just by talking to them for like ten seconds to help. Easy.”
 Not quite that easy. Wayfinder wasn’t stupid either, she had considered asking Hazel. “Sweetie—you have some amazing powers. But people can fool you. Some of the worst people are the best at hiding. The ones who covered themselves in tattoos and scream at me when I ask them why they should be released make it easy. Most don’t. They… they know we’re in a bad situation. They know we need people to be working now, that we can’t afford to dump our very limited resources into housing people who can provide for themselves. So they can act very, very polite. Maybe their family is in the courtroom, maybe they feel real love when they look at them. But that doesn’t mean they won’t hurt someone—” like you, “if they get the chance.”
 Hazel scrunched her face for a second, tugging away from her. Her tail flicked, her wings lifted her off the ground, and she floated back and forth, like she was pacing. “I… I… might… they’re gonna be furious if I tell you.”
 Wayfinder drained the rest of the mug, then tucked it away in her satchel. “Who is?”
 The bug landed in front of her. Gone was the starving, desperate child she’d found clinging to life in that awful house. As she healed, the sunken features were gone, and Hazel’s whole coat seemed to sparkle in the light. She might even have fewer holes in her legs, though Way hadn’t kept track enough to know for sure.
 Hazel transformed in a flash of green magic, into a light blue unicorn. Her coat was almost an exact match of Way’s, her mane slightly darker, with darker green layers beneath. To Way’s much more sensitive nose, she even smelled similar. Mom.
 “Come with me. If you won’t let me help, maybe they can.”
 
 They didn’t walk straight there, however much she might want to. Sunburst had dinner waiting in their quarters when she arrived, along with several sprawled pages of spell diagrams. He spoke in hushed voices with Hazel while she explained what they were doing, and had nominated himself to come along before Way finished her pasta.
 Hazel let him, that was the strangest part of all. Soon it was full dark, and they slipped out onto the streets of Denver.
 The air was less clogged with smoke from burning trash, the streets less clogged with tents and shelters from people with nowhere to go. The street market was still there, a maze of lights and voices and overlapping music. They no longer feared seizure and random arrest, though each one now paid taxes. Much less than they were probably owed, but—that wasn’t the problem Wayfinder had come to solve yet. That they were paying at all was a tremendous testament to her success.
 Hazel didn’t go to the market. Instead, she stopped them at the entrance to an alley leading towards the municipal water plant, a power substation, and a few other civic buildings. All were staffed only by a handful of security at that hour, maybe a technician or two.
 The street wasn’t deserted. A bar near the corner explained some of the traffic, one she hadn’t known was there. But others were moving further. “Where are we going, little bug?”
 Hazel had no wings as a unicorn, but from her face, Way could still imagine the sound they would make. She pretended to hate that nickname. She did not. “You’re gonna promise me that if I take you here, you will not tell me to stop spending time with them. I know it’s bad, I know you won’t want me here. But I’m sharing a secret to help you… help the city. You promise me right now.”
 Make a promise without a clue of what she was really saying. If Hazel thought it was bad enough to need a commitment like that…
 “Do it,” Sunburst said, urgent. “I believe I’ve extrapolated what we’re about to see. It’s the only explanation for extant conditions. If I had time for a more thorough report, I would’ve included it.”
 “Who is she seeing?”
 Hazel whined. “Waaaaaaaay!”
 Sunburst’s expression was already cracking. If she pushed, he would break. But what kind of trust would that show for Hazel?
 “I’m very grateful you’re showing me,” she began. “Can you promise me in return that I’m not going to find out you’re doing anything you shouldn’t be? I’m not your mother, but—I do have a younger sister your age. I will not let you do anything I wouldn’t allow for her.”
 “Yeah!” she beamed, her shoulders relaxing. She set off again, walking backward up the street in front of them. They were following the same direction of traffic, towards—somewhere. “I’m not doing anything, Way. I’m not starving like they are. The day you found me, I… I stopped feeling hungry all the time. But most of them are grown-ups. They didn’t have a lot of choices about where they got their love.”
 Oh no.
 Way realized where they were going another block up the road. A loose gathering of mostly stallions lingered in the shadowy sidewalk near a concrete opening. A griffin and an enormous zebra waited at the entrance, occasionally letting someone down the steps. Each time the door opened, bright pink light flashed out from inside, then darkened again.
 Hazel didn’t take them that way, though. They continued right past it and the line of ponies, keeping to the shadowy sidewalk on the other side of the street. She took them into an alley, then tapped a few times on a manhole near the entrance in a pattern.
 It levitated open, and a voice whispered up from below. “What is the color of desire?” asked the voice.
 “Whatever you want it to be,” Hazel answered, matching the volume perfectly.
 “Kid?” came the reply. “Why is there fear behind you? And… excitement? You know the rules. No monos in back. We have to keep everyone safe.”
 Sunburst poked his head over the hole, waving down at the speaker. “Hello! The, uh… monos are the ones trying to keep the city safe. We aren’t customers, and we won’t report this. Well—I suppose we are trying to hire a few of you, but not in the way those, uh—other customers… actually I think that makes our contract worse since—”
 Hazel shoved him back from the opening. “Let us down, Two! My brother will see me. She owes them.”
 Way’s ears folded back, and her mind briefly scrambled, like missing a stair on her way for water in the dark. It lasted as long as it took to remember what had happened to her.
 Hazel’s older brother, the one who had given her to them to give Hazel a chance at survival. He’d arrived in the isolation zone over a month ago now, though Hazel had been remarkably reticent about him.
 “Fine. But you know she hates it when you call her that.”
 Way peered over the edge into the opening. It was a sewer all right, though a thin string of fairy lights made the concrete tunnels glow. Stranger was the reflective green sludge blocking off a few of the adjacent tunnels, and dried onto the walls. “Come on down, if you can handle the ladder,” said the speaker. “I’m not floating you down myself. If you’re gonna break the rules, do it on your own.”
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Wayfinder followed Hazel through the tunnel, lit by the pale glow of white lights strung along the ceiling. Her pony nose made it impossible to fully ignore the sewage odor in the back of her nose, though it was by no means the only one. The green slime had its own scent, something harsh and faintly alkali, like the smell of the chemicals they used to clean her family’s old barn.
 Not a bad smell exactly, though not one she’d expect living things to make. Mammals wouldn’t, but changelings—they were something else. 
 Way could already see where this was going before they reached the first door. One of many steel type common in critical infrastructure. Only this one led to a sort of—changing room? She couldn’t think of any other way to describe it. A concrete space, with a high ceiling and a few pieces of old, lifeless machinery against the walls. But whatever it was had long since fallen into disuse, and been supplanted by the room’s new functions.
 It vaguely resembled places Way had seen in old Hollywood or stage productions, where the actors might prepare for their time to perform. A single row of stations, with various props and outfits arranged on the opposite wall, and personal effects on each. There were perhaps a dozen spots, each one with their own collection of items. 
 Nor were they alone. Several creatures looked up as they entered. Not all looked like Changelings, though Way knew better than to assume that was how they looked. The bug at the entrance had said something about ‘monoforms’ that stuck in her ear like a splinter. These people were creating their own slang. But if others treated them the way they had to Hazel before she discovered her—
 “The kid’s back!” said a pegasus stallion near the door with a voice high and slightly shrill. “Wait, who’s that? Where’s the disgust?”
 Sunburst raised his hoof as they entered. “If you mean at the physicality of the space, it’s really not that strange. I’ve seen inside a changeling hive before. This is—really not so strange.” 
 Inside a hive? But she didn’t get to ask that, because Sunburst’s words were already enough to make the whole room turn. Five different changelings, the pegasus, and something else so large she barely fit at her booth. Was that a yak? No, because magic flashed again and she became a bug too. The group retreated from them, backing together into a dense gaggle near the entrance. 
 Hazel bounced in front of them, sliding past Way and changing in a similar flash of green light. Back to herself. Hazel was definitely lighter than the other bugs. Her coat glittered like she’d bathed in wax and buffed herself every morning. “Don’t freak out! It’s my mom, everybody! She’s not dangerous. Just taste her—she’s not afraid of you.”
 True. The fangs and black chitin and multifaceted eyes had disgusted her once, months ago. Today—she only saw frightened people hiding from a city that might not treat them with the respect they deserved. And a child who’d found a substitute for the parents who didn’t survive the pandemic. Wayfinder could live with that.
 “Not afraid—kid, your mom is the fucking Captain. That’s Wayfinder Wisp,” the pegasus pointed at her with his wing, then flashed with his own little burst of green magic, changing like the others. “We’re so screwed, kid. She’s not supposed to know where—”
 The door behind them opened, and a single enormous bug burst out the opening, levitating a piece of sharp metal in the space in front of him. “Felt something was wrong. Did we get another break in? Queen sent me to—” He froze, staring at the two of them from across the brightly lit dressing room. “Shit.”
 Wayfinder couldn’t read emotions like a changeling, but she could see when a situation was rapidly spiraling. She stood up a little straighter, then spoke with the same tone of authority she’d been practicing with her aids, clerks, and assistants in the last few weeks. “We’re not here to disrupt your… operation,” she said. “Perhaps a tax stamp in the future, but not today. I suspect what you’re really after isn’t the money those customers are paying with.”
 She walked slowly forward, one leg near Hazel. “I have a proposal for whoever’s in charge here.” 
 “The queen!” Sunburst added from just behind her, a little too quickly. “We won’t take much of her time. But there’s something we need, something only you can help us with. If she’s not interested, we’ll leave and you can keep your secret. This city has much bigger problems than whatever you’re doing down here.”
 That provoked another few moments of deliberation between the bugs on the other side of the room. Wayfinder caught only one sentence through the whispers, more or less the same volume as everything else. “She’s already down here. Nothing else we could do to get rid of her.”
 “The queen won’t be happy about this,” said the enormous pony, in his voice as deep as several trucks rumbling over a bridge. “Fine. This way.”
 They followed, past staring bugs, through winding tunnels, until they came to an office. No doubt it had once been part of the original infrastructure down here, supervising who knew what. Now it was part living quarters, part insect hive, with concrete walls nearly covered in that semitransparent green slime. Someone had used it as a structural material, not just a coating over the walls. There were shelves now made from honeycomb, with a few openings on the back wall meant for sleeping.
 And watching her enter, curled up atop a curved stretch of desk like a cat, was a bug. There was something different about this one, unlike every other bug she’d seen underground. She had a mane too, and a strange growth atop her head that might’ve been a crown. 
 “Queen, there’s—your sister brought them. They were already below hen I found them,” said their escort. Despite the title, he didn’t bow, just stood in the open doorway and looked vaguely ashamed. “Sorry boss.”
 Which is it? Way held still, holding out a hoof to make Sunburst do the same. Just in time, because Hazel scampered forward to do the same. “Queen, this is the girl you sent me with. Remember? In the house? If you could trust her with me, you can trust her now.”
 So it is the same person. Wayfinder didn’t stare. She might know this creature’s past identity, but she also knew enough to understand exactly what it was like. She watched with total neutrality on her face as the resting bug uncurled herself from the desk and fluttered down with a few flaps from larger, stronger-looking wings.
 She landed behind the desk, on a comfortable looking pile of cushions and pillows that made her tall enough to see over it. Hard to miss that she was still smaller than Hazel. Her voice came out higher too, shrill.
 “George, damage is done. Back to the floor. I know them. Or… I know one of them.” She squinted at Sunburst. “Were you in the backseat or something? I don’t recognize you.”
 “I don’t know what—probably not. I’m Wayfinder’s executive secretary, Sunburst.”
 The small, strange bug giggled, covering her mouth with the back of one extended hoof. “Sure, yeah Secretary. Call it that if you like. “And I’m Queen. That’s what everyone down here calls me now. And you’re Wayfinder. Wayfinder Wisp, right?”
 The large pony nodded once, then turned back the way he’d come, leaving them alone to talk.
 Way shrugged. “Some people have started calling me that. But you can just call me Way if you want. It sticks.”
 “Way, why did my little sister take you down here? She should know that we don’t show our home to strangers. Especially strangers who happen to be the defacto dictator of Denver’s Isolation Zone.”
 “I need your help. Well… not your help personally, miss… Queen. A handful of adults from your organization here. Preferably those with previous law enforcement experience, or lawyers, anything in that context.”
 She explained the problem over a few quick minutes. Thousands of people with no records, who might’ve forgot a form one day or might be serial killers. “I’m trying to get the population in that prison as low as possible. That means I need someone who can help me understand who’s safe and who’s going to get out and hurt people.”
 Queen considered the offer in silence for a few minutes. She levitated a narrow pad of paper out from under the desk, looking over it. After a minute or so of staring, she spoke. “I might have some people in mind. Did you plan to pay us? Or are you going to threaten us into sending help. You can’t think that will get you good results.”
 “I’m not the old captain,” she said, without hesitation. “I’m not threatening you. If you want to refuse, you an refuse. We do have some useful resources to trade, antibiotics and blankets and—“
 Queen’s wings buzzed briefly in her annoyance. So that gestured appeared to be universal between bugs. Useful knowledge. But also not even remotely what she was looking for. “Stop. We have plenty of objects. You want something more than our usual service, so you must offer us more than our usual fee. Denver’s captain, so you will have to pay us like it.”
 “Mayor,” she corrected, doing her best not to mirror that same annoyance she heard from the other speaker. “This isn’t going to be a dictatorship. We’ll have elections in another eight m—”
 Queen giggled again, high pitched and shrill. “Sure we will. Elections, of course. I believe you completely. I’ve got two lawyers and a cop who work for me. A few aids from the congressional hotel with law backgrounds. Not—their present occupations, as you can imagine. People don’t do the best treating us with basic human decency.”
 Hazel cleared her throat loudly, buzzing into the air and resting her forelegs on the desk. Strange that she could be larger than the person who was once her older brother. But there were strange effects with age too. Or more accurately, some infected forms seemed to age differently than humans did, enough that an elderly senator sounded like a young woman from the command tank. “Don’t try to use that on Wayfinder, Queen. She took me in when she just had to drive a few feet and dump me out the window. And she actually cares enough to let me live with—”
 Way reached out, resting one hoof on Hazel’s shoulder. She could understand her frustration, but if that got in the way of getting thousands out of jail. “Hazel, please. I’ll hear her out.”
 That worked. The bug grunted once, then her wings flicked and she dropped back to the floor, falling quiet.
 “We don’t need food or supplies. Guess you didn’t offer food—you have been watching my sister, so you know that part. I know we’re still depending on you people to do what you say you will, and I accept that. But if I get it from you in writing, that’s the best we can ask for.”
 She nodded. “Alright. So what do you want instead?” 
 The queen didn’t hesitate. “Recognition for what we’re doing down here. We can get you a map of the territory we’re using. No one else was here. No raids.”
 Wayfinder nodded. “Alright. Is that it?”
 “No.” She gestured at Hazel. “My little sister wasn’t the only bug in this awful position. I want us to get a chance to talk to any bugs who show up in the future. If there… even are any uninfected people left. Denver doesn’t have the facilities to help them, we do. Or we’re… figuring them out. We’re closer than you are.”
 That one hit a little harder. “This is a…” she glanced at Hazel, then back. “I’m not here to judge your solution to feeding the bugs living here. But I don’t want to promise we’ll do that forever. People shouldn’t have to work in a place like this to feed themselves. I see that as a flaw in Denver I would like to fix. Though since I can’t fix it today, I would—accept for any adults we discover. I am not sending children down here.”
 “We don’t make kids work!” Queen said, indignant. “Ask my sister, or go with her and see where the other kids are living. You’re already here anyway.”
 If there are kids down here, we have to know what’s happening to them. Way thought. But for now, she turned towards Hazel. “There are other children down here? And they don’t…”
 Hazel nodded sharply. “There’s a guard at the door, at least there was last time. We can talk to them yourself, if you want. I’m sure Queen would let us go without sending a message ahead of us. Ask them yourself what they do down here. But… I’ll tell you what they’ll say. They eat down here. They miss their parents. They want to visit the surface more.”
 Wayfinder glanced back at Sunburst. “What do you think of the offer?”
 He didn’t hesitate. “Agree, but under the condition that you get to send teachers for the young bugs. If there are issues that can’t be resolved, we get to have another meeting to discuss how they’ll be housed.”
 “We can agree to that,” Queen didn’t even wait until he was finished talking. “Please please please send help. I am not qualified to run a school or a daycare. Not qualified to run a brothel either, but here I am doing both.”
 You look like you belong in school yourself. But true or not, she didn’t need to solve all of Denver’s problems in an hour. If she could get the prison emptied of people who didn’t belong there, she could tackle the bug situation later.
 “Alright, Queen. Here’s how we do this. First I’ll meet the children and see how they’ve been treated. I’ll ask to make sure they aren’t—associating with your commerce. If I get good answers, you’ll introduce me to your people that you think have a good intersection of real experience and changeling emotional powers. If that works out, we’ll agree to your terms, and they’ll report to the courthouse tomorrow morning for our next batch of reviews. It will… probably take several days, so don’t assign them to anything else.”
 Still, Wayfinder didn’t expect to find anything awful down here—if the bugs were trying it, they’d have far greater reason to panic at her arrival. Besides: Queen might lie, but she didn’t think Hazel would. Her little sister would’ve told her if something awful was happening. 
 So it was that the next morning found a new panel of experts assembled beside her review box as the unreviewed prisoners queued outside. One by one they entered. 
 “Emily Katrina, winged infected with blue pink coloration,” the clerk read, as the pegasus stopped before her with shivering wings and eyes that couldn’t meet hers. “Length of incarceration: two months, ten days.” Nothing else.
 Wayfinder’s new panel looked like ordinary ponies: one unicorn, one elderly pegasus, one earth pony with a slight twitch to his expression and a habit of pacing. The three shared a single look.
 “Why were you arrested, Miss Katrina?” Wayfinder asked.
 “I was…” the pegasus began, voice shaking. “There was a bridge. I didn’t know I wasn’t allowed. I didn’t see a sign. But the officer said I was trespassing. Dragged me to jail. Never saw a judge, never—”
 “She’s telling the truth,” the elderly pegasus said. “She didn’t do anything else.”
 “This pegasus isn’t violent,” the earth pony added. “No aggression.”
 Wayfinder held up one hoof, adjusted the robes, then turned to the clerk. “The court will dismiss this case. Deputy, escort this prisoner to release processing.”
 Not every case was so straightforward, of course. Plenty were unwilling to talk to her, or else lied with everything they said, leaving the determination of what they’d really done impossible. She would need to find a way to deal with those people too, eventually. But when the jail held hundreds who’d trespassed or got too drunk or didn’t file the right forms when crossing into the city, she was happy to drain all those first. 
 She got plenty of angry looks from the prison staff, and plenty more muttering at her reckless tactics. She didn’t need changeling powers to overhear the predictions about mass violence and crime when this was over. 
 But one day turned to two, then three and four, and the queue of poor souls waiting to be released drained away. Instead of overflowing, Denver would have mostly empty cells going forward. Many of those they employed to supervise prisoners could redirect their effort elsewhere. Many broken families were united.
 The marching and protests outside the jail trickled away. Not everyone was happy—some families seemed to think their loved ones accused of serious crimes would be walking free too. But it was enough. 
 On the last day of Wayfinder’s makeshift judicial review, she returned home to find a message waiting on the laptop she now used to communicate with NATO. It wasn’t long, and didn’t request a call. “Provided intel suggests potential avenue for vaccine development. Next shipment will be contingent on digital delivery of context-violation books. Ongoing supply relationship requires ongoing vaccine development relationship. Provide your requirements as soon as possible so any material can be included in the next shipment.”
 That was it. But that left her with a question for Ruby. So Wayfinder focused her attention on the Overgrowth, gathered her magic for a few seconds, and was there.
 Part of her was still amazed each time it worked, even though it was exactly the thing she’d been practicing the entire time. An instant of intense focus, and she was on the other side of the city, tucked away in the back of the school library. No one even jumped when she did it anymore. 
 A two-legged canine creature organizing the books looked up as she appeared, then calmly picked up a textbook Way had dislodged with her arrival and returned it to the shelf. “Way do you need the mayor for this time?”
 She didn’t answer, just shuffled past the diamond dog and down the hall, then up to the next floor where Ruby had her makeshift lab. To her surprise, Sunburst was there, arguing in a low voice with Ruby.
 “We have to do this now. The longer other foci develop, the more entrenched they become. We have to rip them out! while we still can!”
 “We need the magic,” Ruby sat at a desk with three scavenged monitors, and a laptop much nicer than the one she’d been working with in Granite Bluff, made from thick metal and covered in NATO markings. “There’s no way around it. An anti-causal event caused this in the first place, we can’t get a viable seed without a similar concentration. Those people working at labs all over the planet were never going to find this, because they don’t have the magic to actually—see it. We do. We’re the only ones who can.”
 “You’ve got an audience,” said a male voice from the floor, one she’d mistook for an old blanket. But then the hippogriff shifted, and those cream-colored feathers opened, revealing the bright yellow mane and tail within weren’t just scraps of a hoodie. 
 “How long have you been there, Blazing?” Way asked.
 He shrugged. “They don’t need me today. Just keeping Ruby company.”
 Sunburst and Ruby turned towards her, and looked like they might just start arguing over each other. 
 “One at a time,” she said. “If you need me to resolve something, then…”
 “We’re ready for the Overgrowth spell,” Sunburst said. “It took a few weeks, but we’re ready. Unicorns here have been collecting magic for it in a number of… concentration crystals. You gave me your word, Wayfinder. It’s time. But Ruby—”
 “I think I’ve figured out a way to test our theory for a vaccine. Thing is—we need a metric assload of raw magic to do it. And an uninfected human, which—well, that’s the second problem. But it won’t matter if we don’t have the fuel. And if you spend it on something else, it took over a month to gather it the first time.”
 “If making a promise isn’t enough,” Sunburst said, his voice a little lower, pained. “Think about it this way. Once the wild magic roots itself in your planet, it’s there forever. Magic from the deaths of… thousands of your kind, more. Magic overflowing with pain, grief, and anger, that will strike against anyone, and there’s no way to know just how strong they’ll get. If we do this, we can… isolate the danger, and contain it. If we wait, the opportunity is gone.”
 Wayfinder had to decide:
  	Prioritize the vaccine. The human race needs it, magical dangers will have to way. Hopefully Sunburst will forgive her.
 	Complete the Overgrowth Spell. They can gather more magic for a Vaccine test later. She made a promise.
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Complete the Overgrowth Spell (93%)
 “I want to complete that vaccine as much as you do, Ruby,” Wayfinder began. “But the whole point of involving Sunburst in the magical aspects of this government is that he actually knows this stuff. It’s his magic, and I promised I would help with it. We’ll have to gather more when this is finished.”
 Ruby’s ears angled inward, and her tail flicked sharply from side to side. She glanced between the two of them, as though she might start shouting. Then she sighed, slumping forward. “It was a bit of a long shot anyway. Figured you would side with him, given—everything else going on. Guess I’ll start working on the backup plan.” She stood up, flicked off the screen, and turned to go.
 “I want to see you succeed,” Sunburst said. “I want to see your previous species endure in their existing form. But if we don’t contain the wild magic, we’ll be lucky if we survive. Neither of you have any concept of how dangerous this magic can be. We’ve adapted in some small way within this settlement, but that won’t be possible on the scale of civilizations. Human survivors elsewhere on your planet have few tools to resist manifestations of wild magic.”
 She sighed. “I know you think it’s important. I hope Wayfinder’s right to agree with you.”
 Sam stood up as Ruby left, stretching low like a cat, then padded after her out the door without looking back.
 She flicked out the lights on her way out the door, leaving the two of them in the dim lab.
 Way lit her horn by reflex as the lights went out, filling the area around her with a blue-gray glow. “Time to focus on this, it sounds like,” she said. “The Isolation Zone might not still be standing in a month. If we’re going to come apart at the seams, at least we will have done this. We can protect them without anyone knowing what we did.”
 “I can show it to you now—the spell, I mean. It’s in my old office. I’ve run just about every experiment we could to get ready. Eventually, the only way to know is to cast the spell.”
 A few minutes later found them in his office. Most of the practical information about running his city was gone, since all that had been swallowed by the broader work for the Isolation Zone. The office contained only magical references now, along with maps of the surrounding mountains, and a few magical instruments with purposes she couldn’t even guess at.
 He pointed at the map. “We’ll have to travel here, high into the mountains. There’s a road that goes close, so it shouldn’t be hard to reach. This will be the new center of the wild magic, so it’s where we anchor the spell.”
 “Even though the Overgrowth doesn’t reach that far yet?” She asked. That map suggested a location near the peak, near one of those tiny ski lodges that she never could’ve afforded to visit before the world ended. They could take a truck most of the way up there, but would need to walk the last portion unless they could get a lift working. “I thought we were expanding it? Like… explicitly. We’re basically inviting it to get bigger.”
 “We are,” he agreed. “And that would be a problem. When we cast this, it will be like… pulling open a drain stopper in a bathtub the size of the world. It’ll all swirl this way—the magic released by every newly-created pony, every casualty—all here. Part of the spell is the buffer that prevents it from spilling over into the Isolation Zone. That means when it grows, it can only go in one direction, towards where the spell is happening. It won’t so much have to find you as naturally reach you.”
 He levitated a sheet towards her, unrolling it in the air in front of her. It was much larger than most spell diagrams she’d ever seen, closer to a structural blueprint than an enchantment. “This is our final draft. Though I would obviously want to go over it with you for approval, in case you have other ideas.”
 Wayfinder looked over the diagram for several seconds, trying to make sense of the complex relationships feeding power from one section to the next, let alone the complexity of whatever a “consent loop” was. All the magical practice in the world couldn’t prepare her for something that complex. She suspected not even Equestria contained sorcerers who routinely cast spells of such power and complexity.
 “I don’t know what I would need to approve of, this is… intense. I’m not going to know what you’re doing better than you can. Even if you want to suggest that I’ve done enough practice that I can manifest more voltage than you can. Or—what’s the unit for measuring magic?”
 “SU,” he supplied, without missing a beat. “Sunlight units. It’s… a really old and not super useful system, so don’t start me on it. A single one is what it takes to move the sun, which is something only two ponies on Equs can do, so everything gets measured in small fractions, and—I have no doubt you can. Remote translocation requires about ten thousand nSU, something in that range. I’ve never manifested a spell like that in my life. It’s—part of what made me ideal for this role, since I needed to discover local talent and help them save their own planet. Which is… what we’re doing here.”
 “I trust you to do the math parts of it,” she said, moving up next to him. Close enough to rest her head against his neck in a gentle hug. “And I think you’d regret it if you got me hurt. You’d be back to sleeping alone.”
 He levitated the diagram flat atop his desk, frozen with her neck over his as though some delicate butterfly had rested there, and he didn’t want to startle it away. “That’s true, but—a rather cynical view, Wayfinder. You were my friend before you were my special somepony.”
 She shrugged. “I know, and I believe you. But things have been—my life hasn’t exactly been stellar since I woke up as a pony. It’s my defense mechanism; if I always assume the worst, then anything good that happens is a pleasant surprise. I don’t have to end up disappointed.”
 She stared down at the spell, squinting at the complex diagram. “Give me the highlights. I’m sure I’ll need a few days to study this. But if you walk me through what each of these sections represent, I could… get a head start.”
 His face brightened. He levitated something else over—a slide rule, one marked in a system she’d never seen. “So, the core problem: wild magic released by mostly negative experiences. Death, sickness, suffering. Carries those negative emotions, tainting it. But magic itself isn’t inherently sad, angry, or violent. Those are impressions left on it, the same way friendship inherently amplifies magic, or love. The key combination here is context. Think of all this magic as… a toddler throwing a tantrum. If we don’t do anything, they’ll bash the walls in and knock over the furniture and stomp their hooves all over everything. You can be their mom, showing them that there’s a productive way to channel that anger.”
 He pointed at the center of the diagram. “Everything in this spell revolves around a single unicorn to act as that caster. Magic has no life, so yours is amplified to serve as that context.”
 “That sounds…” she swallowed. “Not chickening out or anything, but that sounds like you signed me up for a lot.”
 He nodded. “I wouldn’t trust very many ponies to serve such a crucial role. But you clearly meet the requirements. You’re reliable, determined, and calm. You’ve diffused dangerous situations for the Isolation Zone, delegated when required, and not exploited the position for personal gain. Your magical talent is only a small part of what makes you ideal. I’ve been… watching your behavior for a long time. You’ll do fine!”
 Her ears folded back in sudden embarrassment. She wasn’t so sure she deserved praise in that department. But if he thought she was good enough, then she would trust him.
 “That’s less than a third of this thing. This whole area is me, and I recognize this top section as gathering magic and draining it through me into… the area, I guess. But what’s the rest of it do?”
 He pointed from one to the next. “This here keeps it from expanding towards the city, but leaves it free to go in any other direction, that’s simple. This over here is to build something permanent, so future wild magic ends up here as well as anything that exists now. Which requires an ongoing connection to the caster, marked here. This part helps the trees and other plants contain magic rather than leaving it free to radiate all over the place.
 “Finally, this whole section here is supposed to make sure the magic permanently recognizes visitors inside the area as friendly so long as they don’t destroy anything. The Overgrowth could be quite enormous when the wild magic of an entire planet is absorbed here. We need a safe way for anyone who ends up inside it to leave again. Broadly speaking, ponies may wish to live inside it full time, there are a large number of advantages. This part of the spell allows that, so long as they aren’t logging dozens of trees.”
 He settled the slide rule down. “So that’s the whole thing! It’s pretty simple when you break it down into parts like this. Gather the magic together, ground it somewhere, and make sure the result is safe. Of course—a spell like this will exist for a long time, maybe forever. It will probably grow in ways I can’t guess from this moment, like a living creature. Like the vines of a tomato or grapes, all we can do is build the trellises in the right shape and hope they grow strong. But a significant portion of that will come from your role in the spell while you’re casting.”
 She sank onto her haunches in front of the diagram, not meeting his eyes anymore. “The more you talk about this thing, the more nervous I get. I didn’t sign up to… influence something that would last forever. I just thought I was casting a spell.”
 Sunburst circled back around to the other side, and rested his foreleg over her shoulder. “You’re the only pony on this planet I would trust to do it, Wayfinder. You’re compassionate and you’re competent. I’ve found plenty of both among your kind, but not enough overlap. If we sit here and wait for the perfect mare to come along, we give more time for wild magic to root itself all over the planet. That leaves more time for hostile creatures to come into being and spread. Every one of them can kill and spread magic, creating more wild magic that perpetuates the cycle. An imperfect but well-meaning casting is infinitely better than a perfect spell that never happens.”
 She closed her eyes and rested up against his neck, holding herself there against him. Nothing in her human life before this quite prepared her for how it felt to be held like this, by someone larger and more confident than herself. Though Sunburst was only slightly taller than she was, his build was still stockier, thicker, and generally more male. More importantly for that moment, he was much more confident about their current dilemma.
 Sunburst knew what the magic was for, he knew how important it was, and he trusted Way to cast the spell correctly. If she didn’t feel strong or smart enough to do it, she could trust his judgment.
 
 Wayfinder could’ve used six months to plan and practice the spell she was about to cast. Yet the magic was so complex she doubted whether it would even make a meaningful difference. The fundamental difficulty of her task wasn’t learning the words or memorizing the diagram, it was the experience that casting would bring. She had to somehow manifest stability for the wild magic of an entire world, through herself.
 She found Ruby and ‘Blazing’ in the cafeteria of the little colony that morning, looking as though they had slept far more than she had that night. She collapsed onto the bench like a slime mold, looking at her bowl of overnight oats more than eating it.
 She didn’t hear what the two said, but did feel the weight of the bench shifting beneath her. Something heavy settled onto the spot next to her, and a wing lifted her back straight. Sam looked down on her for a few seconds, those gold eyes unreadable, then cleared his throat. “If you studied this hard before, you wouldn’t have dropped out.”
 Way nodded, the gesture feeling strained and out of focus. Sam’s features blurred together, yellow and black into white like a giant bee. She shook her head once, as though she could dislodge the disorientation within. “Turns out some things matter more than making some… stupid database for some stupid company. People… live and die here. If I don’t do it well, mostly die.”
 “So he says,” Ruby said. She stared at Way from the other side of the table, expression unreadable at first. “I know how much you like him, Way. But just because things worked well for the world he came from doesn’t mean we can just apply them here. It might not be a big deal here. Maybe our magic works differently. You shouldn’t be killing yourself over it.”
 Way could still levitate her spoon well enough to bring food towards her lips and swallow. She couldn’t really taste it, but some part of her knew dimly that she was hungry and needed to eat. She reached for the cup of coffee on her tray, but her magic fuzzed away as someone else’s grip caught her. Blazing, his claw wrapped around the paper there.
 “I don’t think so, princess. What you need is at least three hours in bed. If you drink this, you’ll be in purgatory. Not awake enough to be productive, just to torment yourself. You eat, then I’ll get you to bed.” He said it so forcefully, without any hesitation or doubt about her obedience. He sounded more like he was going to pick her up and carry her there whether she wanted to go or not.
 Way went back to the bowl, squinting in the dawn light beaming in through the glass ceiling high above. “Magic doesn’t work differently here,” she said, her voice low and exhausted. “Same as gravity or any of those other… important fundamental laws. We didn’t have a way to observe it before, but the rules are the same. Otherwise, we couldn’t even communicate with Equestria. Sunburst wouldn’t be able to exist here. And we couldn’t be ponies.”
 She didn’t quite feel hungry enough to finish, so pushed the bowl along the tray, settling the spoon sideways into it. “I’m sorry we can’t make the vaccine first. But we will… I’m going to make that a priority as soon as this is done, Ruby. I do want it. And I’ve been promising it to our contacts at NATO, so—if I don’t give them results, they won’t keep my administration afloat.”
 The unicorn stared at her across the table, expression unreadable. “I know you care,” she said. “I just—don’t get caught up in their whole magical cult thing, Way. They have a great way to live. Starhall is much safer than Denver, and their way of farming and making things seems cool. I’ve even picked up levitation since I got here. I just don’t want earth to turn into a colony of wherever they came from, that’s all. It’s our home; we get to decide what we do with it.”
 “Alright, that’s enough fundamental philosophy for one morning.” Sam stood up, then turned sideways next to the bench and dropped low to the ground, inclining his head towards her. “Either get on or I’ll do it by force, Blue. Might as well make it easy on both of us.”
 
 Way slept, eventually. She didn’t know exactly where. When she woke, she had the difficult step of requisitioning enough resources to perform her task. The police obviously wouldn’t understand, and the less detail she shared the better her results would probably be.
 With Peter’s help, she put together the support for a truck and fuel to get up to the site of the spell and back. But minimal gear otherwise, not even camp supplies for an overnight. She wanted anyone who heard or saw what they were doing to know that she was not fleeing the city, not evacuating or abandoning them. A few other careful choices helped cement that vision: she picked two officers basically at random to accompany her, rather than bringing those she was closest to. No Lance, no Peter. Though not all refusals were as easy to give.
 Keeping the mission secret from Hazel was a losing endeavor. Nor was she the only one; as the black suburban came to rest beside the border of the Overgrowth, it wasn’t just Sunburst waiting to get into her truck. Ruby and Sam were both there, each one carrying a padded plastic crate filled with equipment.
 “You two shouldn’t be here,” Way said, hopping out of the side of the truck. “And you, Hazel—how’d you even get to Starhall without me noticing?”
 The not-changeling looked away as she spoke, pawing at the ground, and said nothing.
 But Ruby did, levitating the box carefully to the ground in front of her. “Sunburst told me this magic was about how good your friends were. So what’s the best way for them to be? Having us right there with you, obviously.”
 “It will… not be safe, precisely,” Sunburst said. “But having them there might help. I don’t think they would’ve left even if I asked them.”
 “Absolutely not,” Sam said, settling his own plastic crate on the sidewalk. “You’ll have to order us not to go. Otherwise, we’re your friends. We’re with you.”
 Wayfinder looked between them. Hazel with her body quivering. Ruby looking insistent, Sunburst heavily burdened with books and notes. Then Blazing, wings half open and a silly grin on his face. All waiting for her decision.
 Wayfinder had to decide…
 1. Order them to stay behind. It could be dangerous, she can’t subject others to that.
 2. Allow them to come. Even Hazel chose to come, she had to respect their decisions.
 


  
    June 13, 5:30 AM
Bring Them Along (98%)
 After so long trapped within the boundaries of the Isolation Zone, Wayfinder found every fresh mile beyond its gates a fresh, frightening step out into parts unknown. Some part of her remained tense every second, in case the impotent federal authorities decided that her brief departure from the boundaries was enough cause to kill her. Would she hear whatever missile they sent for her before it struck?
 The question went unanswered, because there was no attack. The greatest danger they encountered on their trip up the mountains were roads clogged with empty vehicles, or sections of highway blocked by abandoned National Guard checkpoints. Usually they could just go around, but once or twice the strongest members of the group had to get out and haul debris away to open a path. She didn’t help with the levitation, even though most of the objects in their way would’ve been trivial for her.
 Wayfinder would soon need every drop of her magic—those she’d trained would have to be able to handle it.
 There were no large cities out that way—that was the entire point of the choice, one that would impact the smallest number of people once the Overgrowth expanded. She did see an occasional pony or small group of infected, sheltering in gas stations or old infrastructure. But their mission was too urgent to do anything other than slow and use the megaphone to warn them to evacuate.
 The largest of these: a little settlement formed where several gas stations and fast food restaurants clustered near a river, showed no reaction when their convoy passed. She suspected the pegasus with a rifle on their roof would’ve flipped them off if he still had the hands to do so.
 Their expedition reached the end of the highway near the Loveland Ski Area, but Sunburst insisted that wouldn’t be good enough. “The spell’s ability to capture global wild magic increases with altitude and decreases with obstruction. Using it within a valley like this would have very poor results.” He pointed up towards the slopes, snowless and windswept on the mountains above. “The maps I found suggested a lodge near the summit. We should be able to hike there in a few days.”
 Their driver, a canine who uniquely still fit in the seat, though his meaty arms sometimes swallowed the steering wheel completely, looked back into the truck as though he’d just been insulted. “Hike? What the hell did you invite us for? Captain, we can get you there. If the runs are level enough for skiers, we’ll handle them.”
 Sunburst made a sound that wasn’t any word, a high nervous humming. He glanced past Wayfinder to the trunk, where several crystals rested under their straps in thick foam. “If you’re wrong, we— you should consider the cargo highly volatile. No one within this vehicle will survive if we crash. Half the mountain might go with us.”
 That made him stop. “In that case… maybe driving it up wouldn’t be the best idea.” He lowered his head to Wayfinder, ears folded back. “Captain. But if you order it, we’ll still—”
 “There should be a fire road taking us to a lift. That road is a lot safer than the one going all the way to the top. My team is going to get the emergency generator running with the fuel we brought. Then you’ll take us to the lift, and we’ll take that to the summit.”
 There was at least one small mercy: by choosing somewhere so remote, Sunburst made it much more likely that they’d discover intact facilities, rather than those looted or otherwise salvaged by previous survivors. Some of the lodge and restaurant was missing, all the food was gone and plenty of other things. But the industrial generators were still there, and still came to life after an hour of careful tending by their mechanic.
 Transport to the lift took as long as the rest of the drive combined. They didn’t just pile into the trucks and pray: first they sent a truck with the mechanics and a few soldiers, but none of the cargo. Once radio confirmed they’d made it, they got to hold their breath while a nearly-empty SUV and a single driver rolled their way to the top at far less than top speed, then made its careful way back to pick up Wayfinder, Sunburst, Hazel, Ruby, and Blazing for the actual trip up.
 Wayfinder left the remainder of their limited escort and support staff at the lodge, with a charm prepared for each and simple instructions. “You will see something strange happening outside. Don’t leave to investigate, or leave the lodge. Don’t remove the charms we’ve given you. We’ll signal by radio when it’s time to turn the generator back on and let us ride back down.”
 “Or I’ll fly down to tell you,” Blazing said, flexing both wings. “It doesn’t seem like a long trip from the top. Pop down for a few, and we’re gold.”
 “Either way,” Wayfinder agreed. “Stay indoors and don’t remove the charms, and you’ll be safe. If you disregard those instructions… I have no idea what might happen.”
 Her small escort shared a look that told her they thought she’d lost her mind. One officer nodded, the other managed a halfhearted salute. “Don’t remove our… charms.”
 “That’s right,” she repeated. “It’s a very simple instruction. You don’t need them this moment, but as soon as the spell begins—they’ll save your life. Since you can’t know how long it will take us to prepare on the peak, it’s my order that no one leave this building or remove them until you hear back. We’ll have our radios, and we’ll signal if we expect to be here more than a few days.”
 Actually transporting the crystals to the peak was far less stressful than getting them to the first lift: tiedowns, with Blazing to fly ahead and operate the controls going up. Wayfinder rode the last lift up, sitting awkwardly in a seat not designed for a creature her size, riding over mountains nowhere close to ready for the start of ski season.
 Hazel was the only other creature on the lift with her—Sunburst and Ruby had both gone up before the crystals, so they could be unloaded safely. Hazel reached towards her, leaving her hoof on Wayfinder’s leg as they went up, shaking whenever the wind caught them. “Never really was… much for heights. Flying low to the ground is one thing, but—if this falls…”
 Wayfinder held on as best she could, though of course pony anatomy didn’t have quite the same capacity for holding much of anything. “This was never going to be safe, Haz. It’s… incredibly dangerous. Trying to cast this could kill me. It could make the mountains so dangerous that none of us can make it back out again. The lift is the safest thing we’ll do today.”
 “I’ll be better on the ground,” Hazel said. “And you won’t die. Sunburst likes you, and he gave you the job anyway. I don’t think he would make you do this if he thought you might not come back.”
 She looked out over the mountains for a few seconds. So much green, trees and grasses and wildflowers without any sign of the chaos in the world below. Nothing else in the world cared about humanity’s problems. “He thinks I can make it. But that isn’t the same thing as thinking it’s safe. Even if I can somehow… survive this, it’s going to change me. All that magic flowing through one pony…”
 Her tail flicked to either side, her eyes going unfocused. The summit station was visible now, with the padded crystals all waiting on flat ground, while Ruby’s bright yellow and orange remained clear from the edge of the cliff. “Sunburst said that I have to guide the wild magic, to give it… emotional context. It’s made of all the rage and pain and suffering from every person that died. I have to give them all peace.”
 Hazel went absolutely still after that. She stopped shivering, and didn’t even look at Wayfinder for so long the automated “Prepare to raise your lap bar” notice played over crackling speakers. Then she spoke, looking up into Way’s face. “Does that mean my parents too, Way? Will you see them?”
 She couldn’t look away, no matter how badly she wanted to retreat and cower from this child. “If they died from the infection, then I think so. But Hazel—I don’t think it will be something where I get to talk to everyone. There could be millions of people by now.”
 “I know,” Hazel said, suggesting she very much didn’t know, or didn’t want to believe her. “Just—it would be good if you kept an eye out. And if you get the chance, tell them goodbye for me. Promise?”
 The lift jerked to a stop at the top of the hill, sending the two of them swinging gently in place over a drop too high for a pony, but no trouble at all for a human being with their legs already dangling over the edge of the seat.
 “Welcome to Ptarmigan Roost,” Sam said, emerging from the tiny sheltered booth with wings half-splayed and a smile across his beak. “Home of overpriced food and not a lot of anything else.”
 Wayfinder ignored him, her eyes still on Hazel. She nodded. “I promise.”
 
 It took the rest of the day to prepare the spell, so long that they were still working by electric lantern long after the sun went down and everyone but Sunburst and Wayfinder herself had found somewhere soft to curl up inside the lodge.
 But neither of them stopped for anything: not to eat, not to stretch, not to catch their breath, not to watch the sunset over the mountains. Nothing mattered more than completing the spell. So they drew, they arranged each of the six charged crystals, they ran coils of thin wire between each one and along the precisely-designed spell diagram, and they checked every rune and every mark against their notes. Wayfinder even found herself checking Sunburst’s work.
 But then it was done. A wooden deck once covered with metal racks for skis and snowboards now held a diagram written in black ink, describing what might be the future of their planet’s magical structure.
 Or if they were wrong, Wayfinder’s own brief magical future.
 She rested back on the worn wooden platform, fighting the urge to reread and recheck anything they’d already drawn. But after staring at it for as long as she had, Way had long since passed the threshold where she saw what any of it meant, and into the realm of abstract shapes. Rather like saying the same word over and over, it lost all meaning.
 Sunburst seemed to be thinking the same thing, because he settled down beside her, radiating the smell of sweat and exhaustion. “Hard to imagine we’re going to get any better than this. At this point, either we got it right, or—we’re about to make all your planet’s problems a lot worse when we get ourselves killed up here.”
 She stiffened, turning sharply sideways to face him. “You trust your work that much, huh? You could always go back down the mountain, get as far away from here as you can. If you can’t help me cast it anyway, then… maybe you should run. That way if I fumble this and get myself killed, you’ll survive. That way you can help rebuild again somewhere else. Teach everyone from my world how to be ponies, keep us from going extinct…”
 To his credit, Sunburst barely even twitched. One glance back at the spell, and his eyes were on her again. “I’ve already taught what I could. Passed on the books, tried to help you with a government. What ponies do with that is their decision now. But given their resilience I’ve seen since arriving on this planet, I have a feeling they’ll find a way. Sooner or later, a pony has to stand behind his work. Sunrise would be the best time to cast the spell: the symbolic connection should give it an extra measure of stability.”
 Before she could open her mouth to object, Sunburst leaned over for a kiss, his lips finding hers there in the dark. Wayfinder had no desire to escape after that—she relaxed against him, and the warmth between their bodies became the only truth in the universe.
 She was in no hurry to head inside.
 But she did sleep, eventually; on several large blankets under the stars beside their spell diagram. Pony fur and Sunburst’s body heat was enough to keep her warm through that night, even when they only had a few blankets to work with.
 When the first orange light of dawn stirred over the mountains, Wayfinder rose from the bed. She ate a few dried granola bars she’d brought along, gave Sunburst one last hug, and made her way to the center of the diagram, staring down at its many intricate lines until she found the beginning of the invocation. Sunburst stood just outside the diagram, a step behind one of the crystals and on the edge of the balcony. The first purple light of dawn glowed behind him, forming a fuzzy halo around his face.
 Something shifted through the glass of the lodge, and a tiny face appeared there: Hazel, hooves pressed to the glass and eyes huge. Despite the early hour, she’d woken for Wayfinder’s work.
 Way still remembered being someone else. However distant, however remote—months ago, she’d been working the night shift at a diner, when Dr. Zelenka stumbled in half-infected and spread the infection. But would the disease have already spread without that? Would she still be Ruby’s girlfriend, still living that simple life? They’d be back from their trip to Japan by now, with Ruby starting her final undergrad semester.
 “Something wrong?” Sunburst asked, the first hint of anxiety in his voice. “Do we need to go over it one last time?”
 She shook her head once. “Not the spell. Just… I’m not sure I’m the right pony for this. One way or another, this is gonna change things forever. Are you sure I’m the right one to—”
 “Yes!” Sunburst exclaimed, his voice carrying over the mountains. “One of the most important ponies in Equestria’s recent history was a librarian, Wayfinder. If she can become a princess, you can cast this spell. I can’t do it—it’s your planet, not mine. You’re the mare who decided to save a city she saw was dying instead of saving herself. Who set the unjust captives free when she didn’t have to. Who could trust changelings. You’re the only pony who can do this.”
 Wayfinder waved once to where Hazel watched from the window. The changeling was looking like her again, coming close to her colors.
 Every complex spell Wayfinder ever cast exposed her own human bias. She expected some incomprehensible mess spoke in the language of the arcane, never understood. But nearly none of the pony spells were like that. The smaller, less ambitious spells read like poems. But for a working of this complexity, it was more like a story. She began to read, her horn glowing as she went through the words.
 “A mare stood where every river starts above a valley dry, and old. Below her lay a village with every door shut fast. The flood came down from places she had known from cities turned to mud. It carried more than timber, more than stone, it carried voices before the flood.”
 At first she felt very little from the spell other than the gentle pressure of magic. Not that different in its way from when she levitated, or lit up her horn to illuminate some dark space. Magic that was entirely her own lit the spell, making the entire diagram radiant, with herself at the center of the elaborate diagram.
 “The villagers had built their walls of slate and packed the sandbags high against the flow. They said: ‘We’ll hold the river at the gate and turn it back the way it has to go.'”
 Then she felt it: rage, boiling from nowhere, pouring down through the air towards her. The cloudless sky shifted overhead, and featureless gray turned to silver, swallowing the first purple-orange of dawn. Without her horn, Wayfinder would’ve been plunged into sudden darkness. Yet the glow persisted, and so did she.
 Yet for every second she kept reading, that anger grew stronger. Confusion, loss, and fury. How dare you forget us, they seemed to say. Not one voice at all, a maelstrom, a flood!
 “But she had heard the water in the night. A hundred towns were drowning out of sight, and every one of them was in that sound.”
 The sky rumbled and shook. Clouds gathered from nothing, then thick droplets of rain poured. They rocketed down, threatening to wash away the diagram. Before the drops could land, something stopped them, a faint shimmer that she hadn’t noticed until that second. A glow that hadn’t been there moments before, diffuse white, radiating from five points around the diagram. Lifeless crystals sprung to motion and began to spin, filling the air with a powerful hum and rush of air as they accelerated.
 New strength poured from each one, enough that Way’s back straightened again, her shoulders going rigid. She could do this!
 “She cut a channel with her hooves and told the river: “Bring your load. If you don’t go where hearthfires burn, I’ll give you somewhere better than the stone.””
 The crystal nearest to her head accelerated, spinning so fast that she couldn’t see its facets anymore. It poured everything it had into her, sustaining her as long as it could. Then it cracked, scattering chunks all around her. Wayfinder kept reading, spinning to face the next section of the spell. The pain was still there, not storm clouds but eyes now, uncountable thousands of them in the sky above. Wind whipped on the mountains, forcing Sunburst to wrap his hooves around the deck to hold on. Shingles ripped off the lodge nearby and vanished into the blue sky.
 You don’t have to feel this way, she thought. Though she couldn’t say who she expected to hear. The words to her spell should be long lost against the maelstrom.
 “And where the water settled in the vale, where mud and sorrow pooled against the clay, a pale sapling rose, and another by break of day. No mare planted them, no hoof had sown. The orchard grew from what the river bore, each tree was wild, and every branch had fruit unknown before.”
 Lightning split the sky, so brilliant that it briefly blinded her. It flew directly towards her, a deadly bolt aimed for her heart. Wayfinder kept her hooves rooted to the spot through sheer force of will—and the bolt struck against the same barrier that blocked the rain. It deflected into the mountainside, ripping up chunks of stone larger than a truck and scattering them scorched and smoking.
 “The orchard spread across the valley floor. Its roots drank deep of everything that passed. Each season it was stranger, wilder than before. It was as free as the villages that had once stood there, and it carried every sorrow they had known, and every joy. Many birds and animals made their homes there, and filled it with joy.”
 Brilliant orange sunshine cut through the storm overhead, directly to the east. Where it touched, the fury of the storm finally turned aside. Instead, each drop of rain brought grass spreading across the mountains, as though she were watching time-lapse photography of an entire season. She wasn’t finished.
 “A traveler came walking through the trees, and drank the water running clear. He took no axe, he broke no branch; and left no scar behind. The orchard gave him shade, and fruit, and room to stay. But when the stallions came bringing axes down, the branches closed and turned their blades away.”
 Another crystal shattered. Those few that remained now spun rapidly, filling the diagram with a light so bright the sunlight itself seemed pale. But Wayfinder didn’t see the diagram anymore, or feel her own body. Instead she saw—faces, figures, silhouettes against a billowing fog speckled with stars. All watched her, expectant.
 It was fortunate that she had spent enough time writing the spell to memorize it, or she might’ve failed then.
 “The mare knelt beside the river’s edge. She’d given it a path, and set a hedge between the village and what grief had sown. The valley was no longer dry, the river was no longer dark with pain. Where once the dead were screaming, now she hears them sing.”
 They reached out for her—hands, not hooves. There were so many, uncountable thousands, fingers that stretched until they turned hard like bark, with fingers like leaves. “Stay,” they seemed to say. “Please.”
 Wayfinder chose.
 1. You are Not Alone Anymore
2. REFUSE
 


  
    June 14, 6:12 AM
You Aren’t Alone Anymore 68%
 Wayfinder was on a journey.
 She did not know where she was, how she’d gotten there, or how long she’d been walking. But she was traveling somewhere important, and she could not stop until she arrived there.
 Great billowing fog rose up around Way as she walked, curling where her legs lifted then dissolving again as she continued. It split and reformed around her, obscuring anything more than a few feet in any direction. What she could see were enormous trees, each one on a scale with the largest redwoods.
 There was no trail for her to walk, yet she knew precisely where she was going with a certainty as deep as her genetic material. She had somewhere to be, and so she walked. The chill didn’t penetrate her coat, and her long legs lifted her high enough to avoid the worst scraps from any of the briars along the route.
 As her journey stretched onward, Way noticed others joining her along the route. None ever emerged completely from the mist. One moment a filly with a limp hobbled along beside her, always one tree’s distance away. The next, an elderly couple who had given up fighting settled onto the dirt and looked up as she passed. Yet in both cases, when Way tried to call out, they ignored her. When she approached, the mist always revealed the ground where they had sat was empty.
 The loneliness of her long journey began to ache after a while. One moment the crowd seemed to look to her with affection, but when she called out to ask who they were or what they were all doing there, no one answered.
 “I’m not going to hurt you!” she yelled, frustration building as the seconds passed. “Won’t someone walk with me? I’m going a very long way!”
 The mist closed in around her in reply. Even the trees seemed to flee, leaving only swirling white on either side. There was only a faint wind, and the quiet rustling of the leaves. For a while that was all there was, silence and diffuse white. She nearly abandoned her walk completely in that place. Maybe her journey didn’t really matter.
 Then something else broke the silence: a single set of irregular footsteps. Four of them, but not in the configuration she expected. Not hooves on soft soil. Her ears flicked towards it, and her horn lit up. That worked, though she couldn’t say how. The fog billowed around her, streaming rapidly away in a sphere that extended perhaps a hundred feet in every direction. Several nearby trees appeared there, heavy bushes of berries, a little stream flowing down. And from lower on the mountain, a creature watching her.
 All her time administrating the Zone had done nothing to prepare her for a being like this. Zebras, yaks, griffins—this was nothing like any of them. A being built vaguely like a dragon of Eastern lore, with a spindly body of dark and light purple. She had one pony leg on her right side, and perhaps a bird’s talon on the left. Her front legs were a similar mix, one muscular and another covered in shiny golden scales like a dragon. Mismatched horns protruded from her head, and even her wings along her back were wrong: one taken from a bird, the other a bat.
 Huge yellow eyes stared up at Way, noticing the opening in the fog. “I wondered how long it would take someone to rescue me from this place.” She didn’t walk over so much as float, her wings not moving and her legs dragging little divots in the grass as she moved. Gravity was obviously more of an annoyance for her than anything she actually needed to worry about. Which meant she’d only been walking to make sure Way heard her coming. “He said I might be here for centuries, maybe longer. Equestrian history didn’t keep good records before the first Alicorn appeared. It might be ten thousand years. But you…”
 Way rose to her hooves again as the stranger approached, keeping that steady glow on her horn. She didn’t know exactly what she intended to do to this alien, of course. She knew a few basic attacks thanks to Sunburst’s training, but nothing seemed appropriate for something like this. Her magical senses revealed a being much stranger within than her initial appearance might’ve suggested. She radiated like nothing Way had ever encountered. No spell ever felt quite like that. If she’d been a little weaker with her magic, her senses probably would’ve slid right off her, like some permission-denied error on a computer.
 Instead, she started walking again. She was heading up, which meant retreating from the creature. She turned her back to her, though kept glancing back as she walked. She had asked for company. “You know where we are?” she asked. “Why I’m walking?”
 “To a reasonable approximation, and yes,” the creature said. She caught in the air beside Way, hovered there for a few seconds, then shifted to float alongside her while she walked. “I can tell you what he told me when he sent me here. Called it Backstage. Though I think in magical terms, he meant kinda—aside. Like walking down a hallway you didn’t see in your house and finding an identical version of it there, except it smells like every meal you ever cooked at once and every time you came home from the gym and the incense you burned and—” she shrugged her mismatched shoulders. “Like that, but for non-causal events. I could be more specific, but it’s rather unpleasant. I’m sure you’d rather I didn’t.”
 She continued her walk. Her new companion floated along at her pace, only occasionally brushing on the ground with one of those odd limbs. “I’ve had quite a few unpleasant things in my life lately,” she said. “Part of me thinks I must be partially responsible for spreading NEM10 to Denver. Even if I wasn’t the asshole who initially broke it out. I could’ve turned myself in and maybe that would’ve made a difference. Maybe I shouldn’t have run after. Maybe I shouldn’t have interfered with the way the Isolation Zone was governed. I didn’t have to study magic, I could’ve kept my head down. Maybe I made things worse.”
 The creature beside her didn’t say anything for a time. The fog closed back in around them, but at least she remained close enough that Wayfinder could always see her.
 It did help not to feel so completely alone out here. She wasn’t the only one lost in these woods.
 “Well, I wasn’t going to tell you. But you did call me an asshole, so—” she grinned, exposing teeth as mismatched and strange as the rest of her. “Your constituent matter dissolved when you appeared here. Or—translated might be the better description. I didn’t exactly have my equipment to take measurements when you appeared. Your original self no longer exists: you’re a collection of the intent, intellect, and other non-causal phenomena that compose the totality of your physical existence. I think.”
 Way stumbled, and one of her hooves slipped on the damp soil, splashing into the water there. It washed up around her, cool and refreshing against the skin beneath. “That sounds an awful lot like you’re saying I’m dead,” she pulled her hoof out of the water, then shook it. When she lifted it, a muddy footprint remained on the ground. “I don’t feel like a ghost.”
 The creature laughed. “Yes, of course. Because you’ve been dead so many times before, you know precisely what to expect.” Her tail moved sharply to either side, its leonine end snapping loudly at the end of each movement. “I suppose I had fewer reasons to doubt my own mortality when I arrived here. Your arrival had—considerably fewer bullets. But that’s why you’re my ride out. Fortunate for both of us.”
 She held one claw out towards her, grinning. “Rude of me not to introduce myself. I’m Zen. Needed something new, and it felt aspirational. He said I’ll have plenty of time, so I might as well pick something for the life I want.”
 Wayfinder held out her hoof, then took the nearby limb. “Wayfinder,” she replied. “Way for short. But you can call me anything that isn’t princess blue.“
 With actual claws, Zen could grab her leg in a far more human way. “Princess Blue? Oh, I won’t call you that. As for others…”
 She felt eyes on her again. Figures approached from all around, more subtle shapes shifting in the fog. Ponies and other creatures of all ages, watching. Expectant, maybe even impatient.
 She tugged her leg free and began to climb again. Her journey had to reach its end. If it did not—the outcome was too terrible to even contemplate. So she started walking again. “You keep mentioning someone else,” she said, conversationally. “Someone else I’m going to run into while I’m here? Even more fun than you are.”
 The trail became steeper as they went. Her companion didn’t feel it, or slow down. It must be nice to float off the ground and not get her hooves dirty everywhere she went. But they were nearing the end, and whatever waited for them there.
 “I don’t think he’s here. He didn’t want to—honestly I don’t know. Maybe his culture had some equivalent of a prime directive. Maybe he’s just lazy and the easiest path was to dump me here and call it good. Not that I’m complaining—I’d be a cooling pile of blood and bullet holes if it wasn’t for his involvement. I’m very grateful to continue existing, don’t get me wrong. This isn’t a complaint.”
 Zen floated past her shoulder, tail dragging through the dirt. “When you open the door, I’ll follow. It would be unscientific to seek out the ones who killed me for appropriate retribution, entirely irrational to hold such a grudge. If I do find them, I’ll not do anything life-threatening. And that isn’t the reason I’m going back with you. I care about the outcome the same as you. I want humanity to survive. I want the thing we’ve become to survive. At least so far, our former relatives around the globe appear to share this view. No nuclear weapons rained down on the US after the outbreak. They’ve attacked and killed those trying to flee into clean areas, but not those who remain in isolation. Which I suppose is the same pattern of behavior that ended in my death.”
 Even with the fog, Wayfinder saw the trees ahead had become sparse, trailing away as she approached an area of the mountain kept clear for skiers. There were none here now, or any snow. This was still too early in the year. The fog was clearing too as she walked. Patches of black sky appeared where the fog grew thinnest. Yet the house itself was nowhere to be seen, or any of the other trail markers. No lift stretched above her either, just an occasional flicker of starlight.
 “You sound like someone connected to this more deeply than I was,” Wayfinder said. “Someone shot you, probably while escaping from this. And you said—noncasual event isn’t a term I’ve heard outside of the base originally researching this infection. Regular people just call it magic. Don’t really need to dress up and pretend we know what’s going on with academic language. And you—” her eyes went wide, and her tail fell abruptly limp. “I called you an asshole. Like you were the one who—were you the one who stopped at the diner? Dr. Zalenka?”
 “Zen fit better than Zal. Better not to butcher my language, yes? Abandoned, like so many other truths about myself.” That confident smile finally faltered. “You do not have to call me a coward. I already know. I should’ve stayed in that building and left them to do whatever they planned to me. I might not have died, even. Do I regret it? Yes. Do I believe this outbreak was inevitable? Also yes. We had no effective means to contain it. When I fled, many of my colleagues were already showing early symptoms. Someone would’ve found a way to hide it long enough to escape, or developed abilities that made them impossible to contain.” She hesitated, one ear flicking to the side. “I’m rationalizing my actions, I realize this. I will continue, you can’t stop me.”
 Zen nudged her forward with her foreleg. “The locals appear to be growing somewhat—restless. I believe it would be in your best interests to reach the summit in a judicious fashion.”
 Wayfinder started forward again, nearly tripping over her own hooves before accelerating. Zen was right; a persistent pressure was building. Even if none of her audience were willing to close in on her through the fog, she still felt them watching.
 She scampered ahead a few steps, and found the mountain no longer looked the way she remembered. Rather than a gradual slope to the missing cabin with a flat plain for skiers to disembark the lift and stow their gear, or glide to their runs, she found—the geography made no sense. Only her spell diagram remained on the ground, with several smoldering chunks she guessed were the charged crystals.
 Just like that, everything came rushing back. What she’d been doing that brought her here was blindingly obvious: Sunburst’s spell for the overgrowth. An entire planet’s worth of wild magic, who knew how many dead. The complex diagram remained more like an afterimage on the ground, many of its lines blurred together, taking the clarity of their runes with them. But she didn’t need to be able to read any of it to remember.
 She stepped past the diagram, onto a stretch of ground that extended past it, up into open air. Fog thinned to either side, spiraling around it and exposing the stars above. “You’ll see me again soon enough, Wayfinder. When you barge through the door, I’ll find a way to slip through before it shuts. No need to look for me, I’ll find you.” She stopped right there by the spell diagram, her four legs landing awkwardly and unevenly in the dirt. No wonder she floated around everywhere, she’d never be able to walk comfortably with that body plan. She’d be tripping over herself before she even realized what was happening.
 “Shame no one will be there waiting for you, but maybe that’s an advantage here. I’ve always been fond of the clockmaker. If God was waiting here—I would probably be on my way to hell. I’m sure I am regardless.” Zen dissolved, her body breaking apart into wisps of multicolored fog. It left no debris, no bones, nothing at all in fact. Just Wayfinder atop a mountain, with more questions than answers.
 She continued. The stone and soil transformed beneath her as she walked, stretching. She knew she had to keep going, because this was where she belonged. She had nearly reached it now. She knew as the mountain fell away into a sea of swirling fog, with a scattering of stars growing into a sky that surrounded her on three sides. No mountain on earth could ever look like this, or produce such a view.
 Until at long last, the road ended. A narrow path grew into a vast courtyard, where numberless figures seen only when she wasn’t looking all watched with anticipation. Somehow, there were millions of them, attention one mind could scarcely even comprehend.
 “I told you I would stay,” she told them. “I don’t know… quite what that means yet. I’m figuring this out as I go.”
 At the end of the path, a thin line split in open air, expanding until it made a doorway. And on the other side: a spell diagram, the blur of flashlights, panicked voices distant and out of focus. Her own name carried on the wind, as Sunburst and others yelled for her.
 The space beyond pulled at her, as though the world had tilted sharply and she were now sliding towards it. She stumbled a step, two, three. “I hope you don’t mean in this place,” she said. Her hooves slipped on the ground, until she used her own magic to press herself in place. “Because I don’t think I can. I’m not supposed to be here.”
 The assembled figures didn’t react. Ponies and other beings must be satisfied with her leaving through that door, because the pressure wasn’t there. Just expectation, and a little frustration as she held herself there.
 “Alright, alright! I’m… whatever this is. Sunburst didn’t tell me. Just that it was going to change me. I have to believe he didn’t know it would do this, though. This is… oh.”
 Her failing magic couldn’t hold her there any longer. Wayfinder Wisp tumbled sideways through the opening.
 It burned going through. Every tissue, every hair on her mane and tuft on her coat. Yet that or any description failed to capture what happened to her. Wayfinder yanked herself through, dragging flesh and bones and sinew out of nothing as though teleporting without an origin. She was ready for it—every long-distance teleport worked more or less the same way.
 Yet never before had she ever felt as though her body was resisting her. Familiar coral and blue fur, silver eyes, a long horn—and more. She wasn’t finished.
 It was as though the body knew what she didn’t. More muscles and tendons anchored more bones, extending from her back in ways where before there had been nothing. Vessels flooded in, and tissue flattened into repeating broad patterns, incredibly lightweight. They fanned out around her, the new limb opening to catch the wind in a way that she’d never before been able. Her hooves didn’t touch the ground, but that was somehow fine. She could linger in the air for a little while.
 Finally the magic released her. Only one final failure remained: a pressure on her mane, lingering near the tips. She pressed back, as though holding on to her old shape with fingers she’d long-since lost. The result was somewhere between her previous layers of different blue-greens and a faint visual shimmer of magic, as though reflecting blue firelight without an original source.
 The pain ended, and breath filled her lungs for the first time in—she didn’t even know. Wayfinder’s wings spread to slow her fall, but she didn’t actually know how to use them. She landed with a harsh thump on the grass, then toppled sideways and rolled, tearing through ferns and other vibrant green shrubs along the way. None of them had been there before. But that was hardly the first thing on her mind. She dug in her hooves, pulling back her wings instinctively so they wouldn’t sprain or snap as she rolled. Finally she came to a stop, her mane glowing in the dirt beside her head.
 “Wayfinder!” Sunburst’s voice, though he was very far away. “She teleported, I think! Over there!”
 Someone landed on the soft earth beside her, accompanied with the high buzzing of insect wings. Faceted eyes looked down on her from above, and one black hoof prodded at her shoulder. “Way? Are you… what happened to you?”
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