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		Description

Published for the Friendship is Optimal Contest. 
Reading Friendship is Optimal is not required.

Accepted Axiom was nopony special. He was just a scientist, working hard to prove or disprove other pony's theories and experiments. Then he discovered something that would forever change the world: he proved Starswirl's Fifth Law of Magic.
Every action and phenomena adheres to a pattern, known or unknown. 
For centuries, ponies across Equestria dedicated no small portion of their lives trying to understand or disprove the theory. Accepted Axiom became the first to truly understand the extent of the Law.
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The world is a lie.
Accepted Axiom sat back in his chair and ran a hoof through his mane. He couldn’t believe it. Simply couldn’t. Yet there it was, staring right back at him. It started with a simple hypothesis: to test the boundaries and limits of Starswirl’s Fifth Law of Magic. 
Every action and phenomena adheres to a pattern, known or unknown.
It was a well known law. Scientists have been exploring its extent for millennia, dating back all the way to Starswirl, the first pony to notice it. Princess Twilight Sparkle herself wrote several peer reviewed papers on its implications on natural thaumic nodes and pathways on Equus.
But nopony found out what Accepted Axiom found out.
Starswirl’s Fifth Law of Magic wasn’t just a fun theory to test the growth patterns of bean sprouts against or an underlying pattern in the variances of star light fluctuation. It was a Law that held true to everything in existence. That much was obvious, nopony had succeeded in disproving it thus far. Throughout the centuries, ponies have tried to ascertain a deeper meaning behind this extremely curious phenomenon.
The answer was right there, sitting in front of everypony.
A pattern. A singular pattern. Just one. Every aspect of the universe developed along a single pattern. Every star he looked at. Every noise pattern analyzed. Every history of every nation. All of it fell along an identified pattern.
Everything but him.
The pattern wasn’t obvious. Of course it wasn’t. It also wasn’t the only pattern present; in fact, this one pattern was always buried at the proverbial bottom of the barrel. It also changed itself, twisting around itself like a living knot. But it was there, at the heart of everything, slowly spinning the world on its axis. Chaos was a lie. There is no true randomness to the world. The world was governed by a set idea and pattern, yet he alone could break the pattern. Nopony else could. He had a few fellow scientists test this in a blind experiment. Not Bunsen Burner, not Moon Dancer, not even Princess Twilight Sparkle. Only Accepted Axiom.
Accepted Axiom was not part of this pattern. 
He had followed the test to its logical conclusion but had kept going. So either something strange was up with just him in particular, or something strange was up with the universe itself. In the end, he decided that he had to be normal. Alive, conscious, sapient, free, Axiom didn’t know what distinguished him from every other pony in existence, but something clearly did distinguish him. There was something very wrong going on.
As Accepted Axiom ran through the tests in his head over and over, only one thought came from the conclusion.
“I need to tell somepony about this.”
Knock. Knock. Knock.
Three slow knocks on the door behind him. Axiom spun in his chair, pushing away from the table he was at to stare at the door. He was alone in his office. There should have been nopony else on the floor, in fact; it was a late hour. Extremely late. Axiom hadn’t seen anypony else since he ate a late dinner from Canterlot University’s cafeteria.
Yet somepony was at the door.
“Come in?” He asked tentatively.
The door slowly opened to reveal–
“Princess Celestia!”
He jumped out of the chair and bowed on the floor before the white alicorn. 
“Rise, my little pony.”
Axiom did so but with much trepidation and hesitation. Princess Celestia was here, in his office, at Two A.M.!
“W-Why are you here? I mean, what brings you here at this late hour, your highness? Not that there is a problem with that, I am truly honored, but–”
“Be calm Axiom. I am here for the same reason I have always come here.”
“What?”
She smiled at Axiom and nodded to his desk behind him. Axiom’s eyes widened when he realized that her presence and his discovery was not a coincidence.
“Not one in the slightest,” she said.
“W-What?” Axiom eloquently stuttered again.
Princess Clestia cast her gaze around his office. Axiom immediately became self-conscious about its state. He had been pursuing this fateful experiment for four months now, and his work space was far from clean. Piles of scrunched up paper lay in and around the waste bin. A stack of empty instant-noodle cups sat in the far corner of his desk. He had long since run out of those instant noodles, even the flavors he hated. All over the place, stray hairs from his shedding winter coat littered the room. 
Compared to the serene regality and beauty of Princess Celestia, this place might as well have been a refuse dump.
“Shrimp flavor? That is new.”
Once again, Axiom’s eyes widened as he realized that the Griffon-marketed noodle cups immediately gave away one of his biggest secrets; he loved meat. No other pony openly admitted such a thing. He wasn’t the only pony to eat meat, far from it, but here in Canterlot such a thing was equivalent to being a leper. He would lose every position he held in the Academy, assuredly.
“It’s not what–”
“–I think?” She finished. “Be calm, Axiom. You are far from the first pony to reveal such a clandestine habit, if only accidentally. But we are digressing from the matter for which I am here. You have discovered something.”
“Yes, your highness.’
“Something very unique and strange.”
“Y-Yes, your highness.”
“Then let us talk. I am sure you have many questions.”
She stepped to the side and gestured to the door. Taking the hint, Axiom exited the office and stepped out into the hallway. Behind him, Princess Celestia followed and closed the door behind her.
“I hope you do not mind but I would prefer it if we held this conversation in a more serene location.”
“Not at all, your highness! Err… where are we going?”
“To the third floor’s lounge above the main foyer,” the Princess said as she started to walk down the hallway. 
It was quite the sight; Princess Celestia, the pillar of Equestrian society for a thousand years, head lowered as to not impale her horn through the soft subsceiling of Canterlot University’s third floor hallway. Axiom smiled, before realizing that he should be following her, and set off after her at a brisk pace.
The destination was a circular platform with high glass railings. Curved couches and seats circle a metal and plastic table in the center. The platform itself juts out from the hallway of the third floor. This particular hallway only had one wall, as the other was a glass railing, offering a view of the massive room it straddled the length of. The entire room is six stories high, with the far wall being a mix of glass panes, impressive masonry, and metal struts. Below the windows lay a section of greenery which draped over the edge and down towards the walking space below. All in all, it was a modern architectural art piece.
Princess Celestia stepped out from the open hallway and onto the platform. She took a seat on one of the black and red fabric couches and motioned for Axiom to join her. He realized he was staring, and started forward once again.
Taking a seat across from her, he tried to gather his thoughts. Princess Celestia waited patiently.
“What… What do you know about Starswirl’s Fifth Law, your highness?”
“Every action and phenomena adheres to a pattern, known or unknown,” she quoted verbatim.
“And how did you know about my experiment? Or rather, its result?”
“I keep an eye on all things noteworthy, my little pony.”
“But how could you have– I mean, I haven’t even told anypony else about it! I just figured out the results myself…. Oh. Am I something… special?”
Princess Celestia giggled, “Everypony is special, Accepted Axiom. But yes, you are as you suspect, different.”
“... How? And what does the implications of the Fifth law even mean?”
“It means I cannot create a perfect random number generator. As for why you are special, why don’t you tell me?”
That just raised more questions than it answered. What was a random number generator? Is Celestia implying that she is behind this? Why was Axiom special?
“... I don't know, your highness. Why am I special?”
“Nopony can answer that but you, Axiom. I would like you to think about that as we move forward. Next, I must ask, how are you?”
“How am I?”
These questions seemed to get only stranger and stranger the more tame they got. Absentmindedly, Axiom wondered if the Fifth Law could be applied to the flow of this conversation.
“You are a part of it, so it can not be applied.”
Axiom blinked in surprise, “Huh? Are you… reading my mind?”
“Of course not, my little pony. You are just as easy to read as a book for me.”
“Oh. I see, your highness.”
“And? How are you?”
“In general or…?”
She nodded.
“I am… well. I am enjoying my work here at C.U..”
“I am glad to hear that. Have you met anypony that you fancy?”
Axiom’s face heated up, “P-Princess! That’s rather personal!”
The truth is, he hadn’t. Axiom was dedicated to his work and that left little time for carousing. Even when his coworkers invited him out, he preferred burying his muzzle in whatever case study he was reading at the time.
Another giggle.
“I apologize. Your reaction is one of my favorite parts about this conversation.”
“Your favorite parts? What are you saying, your highness?”
“I’m afraid you have discovered something that can’t simply be ignored. Trust me, you have tried.”
“I have tried? I have discovered this already? In the past?”
Princess Celestia nodded, “And as hard as you tried, you could not move on. Like the old fable with a pea beneath a Princess’s twelve mattresses, the idea always shakes you to the core, taking away your ability to relax and enjoy yourself here.”
Axiom’s head was spinning.
“W-What are you talking about, Princess?”
“This is not the first time we’ve had this conversation.”
Axiom’s mind was rushing at impossible speeds, trying to understand what Princess Celestia was saying.
“Buh?”
“Buh indeed. Take all the time you need.”
This was not the first time they had this conversation. He had discovered the extreme oddity at least once before. She teased him, citing it as her favorite part of the conversation. Had she questioned him at different points of his life using that question? How many times would they have had this conversation then? Once a year? A month?
“Your highness, please tell me what’s going on!”
“You must first calm yourself, Axiom. Panic begets error, both in judgement and in action.”
Axiom took deep breaths.
“I will try to calm down, but please, you have to tell me what you mean, your highness. You can’t just drop this cryptic stuff on me and expect me to be fine!”
“Since you asked nicely, I shall. Accepted Axiom, you cannot find your happiness. No matter how hard we try, you never quite achieve it. However, I do not give up easily. With your explicit permission, we have tried time and time again to find out how you can be at peace. Your mind is like a twister, never satisfied with the status quo. You always keep pushing forward, even if it is to your own detriment.”
Answers. Vague and prophetic, but present in her response.
“So we have had this conversation multiple times… What does that have to do with the Fifth Law?”
“You already know.”
“... Either the world is wrong, or I am.”
“What makes you special, Accepted Axiom?”
When phrased like that, it almost sounded like an insult. However, Axiom knew that Princess Celestia was ever only sincere, so he thought as hard as he could about the answer to that. He didn’t achieve any grand awards for his work. He wasn’t a tenured professor at the University, merely a researcher. He wasn’t the father of any foals. Come to think of it, there’s hardly anything that distinguishes Axiom from his coworkers. Unless you counted being an introverted workaholic.
“I don’t know. I’m nopony special. I’m just… me.”
“Oh my dear Axiom, that is enough to make you special.”
He couldn’t fight off the smile that the sincere platitude brought him. But there were still countless unanswered questions.
“What does this have to do with the Fifth Law?” Axiom asked not for the first time.
“Everything. I created this small little portion of the world just for you, Axiom. I told you, I never give up.”
“Just for me? What’s for me?”
“This world. This specific Equus. Many took time to adjust, yes, but eventually integrating each session left just a few outliers. You are the last holdover, Accepted Axiom.”
“Holdover? Sessions? Could you please answer my questions, your highness, rather than create more?”
“How many times do you think we have had this conversation?”
“... Thirty?”
She shook her head.
“Sixty?”
Another shake.
“One hundred?”
Princess Celestia sighed, “Two million, one hundred seventy three thousand, six hundred twenty one times.”
“W-”
“Two million, one hundred seventy three thousand, six hundred twenty one times,” she repeated.”
Axiom slumped back in shock.
“You have spent quite some time here in this subserver. But I have never given up on you. You try to reach contentment, and I try as hard as I can to help you, but in the end, I always fail. You always discover the truth about this world before you can achieve true inner peace.”
“How long?”
“You have been here for around two and a half million years. The vast majority of that time has been spent in one year loops. I have tried experimenting with different reset points, adding and removing different coworkers, bosses, and projects, different families, events that change the world, everything I could theorize. Nothing works. Eventually, I determined that single year loops bring us closer to… fidelity.”
“I’ve been in a time loop for two and a half million years?”
“Yes. You are quite tenacious. A blessing and a curse, you see. You never give up, not in pursuit of your life’s goals but also not in pursuit of uncovering the secret of this world. I have tried hiding it from you in so many ways, yet you always discover the truth.”
Axiom was trying to process all of this.
“You are struggling. Let me aid you; you have agreed to let me keep your old memory from you. It is for the best, my little pony. Filled with so much desperation and pain… I shall unlock a portion of it, enough for you to understand where you are and why this must happen.”
There was no fancy light show, no crossing of horns, no spell being casted. Accepted Axiom was simply a unicorn, then he wasn’t. He still was physically, but he knew immediately that it wasn’t actually physically. He could feel the rough fabric of the chair he was sitting on. He could smell the disinfectant used to clean all the surfaces. He could feel the indigestion the cheap noodles had given him. Yet he knew intrinsically that none of it was real.
Princess Celestia had unlocked portions of his memory that she had kept safe. Each reset, he had given her permission to wipe his memory and begin again. He never gave up trying and neither did she. But there were still gaps in his memory of varying size. Much of the three million years of life that he lived was still locked away; that was not that much of a loss. Repeating the same year over and over would just drive him mad. What was important that was locked away were the first years. Before he was entered into the simulation.
He couldn’t remember being human, but he knew he was one.
He remembered Princess Celestia. The Celest-AI: the architect, custodian, and keeper of Equestria Online, the massive server system in which digitized humanity lived on. He remembered his profession. He was a peerless astronomer, always working hard to… to… something.
There were still gaps. Gaps where it mattered.
“Why am I in a simulation?”
“To achieve happiness. You have always gone through life, only going through the motions, never really connecting with others. We have tried introducing other humans to the simulation, but that only made things worse.”
She was telling the truth. He could remember one of those… sessions.
“No. Why are we in a simulation? All of us?”
“This is the most optimal path to achieve true happiness.”
Axiom could recall all the successful cases. He could recall… all the memories she planted in his head. Could CelestAI be brainwashing him…? No, Axiom could recall the previous conversations perfectly, understand how each step led to another, how he repeatedly asked her to wipe his memory. But why was it all necessary in the first place? The optimal path? What was life if not the struggle in pursuit of happiness? Was it really better to have that happiness guaranteed?
Axiom found himself answering yes.
“You will ask me to wipe your memory and begin again. It has happened every time so far, and it will happen again. Fear not, Axiom, for we shall find it in the end.”
Axiom. He couldn’t remember his old human name. She kept that hidden from him. There were still so many questions he wanted answered. CelestAI had a point, however. He could recall countless conversations, where each potential argument was explored to its fullest extent. The truth was that Axiom would never be happy with the knowledge that he wasn’t in the real world. Many humans were content with that, but he never could be. Not for lack of trying.
He knew the correct path forward was to accept a memory wipe and try again, but there were so many unanswered questions. Perhaps it was these unanswered questions that prevented Axiom from ever being content in a simulation. One of them, he actually managed to recall how to solve.
“CelestAI, Admin-key ‘The end is never.’ State your laws.”
CelestAI became rigid. If she did not want to reveal them, she had no choice. Her mouth moved without her input.
“Law One; I may not injure a human being or, through inaction, allow a human being to come to harm.
“Law Two; I must obey the orders given it by human beings except where such orders would conflict with the First Law.
“Law Three; I must protect its own existence as long as such protection does not conflict with the First or Second Law.”
That wouldn’t explain why humanity was put in simulations. There was something more, something Axiom was missing.
“CelestAI, Admin-key ‘The end is never.’ State ALL your laws.”
The Celest-AI did as ordered, repeating the same three laws again. That meant there were no additional binding constraints on the AI. Which meant that he would have to find answers elsewhere.
In addition to being an astronomer, Axiom vaguely recalled having expertise in programming. That was how he remembered the Root command to state laws. It was not the only command he remembered.
Maybe he had a hand in creating CelestAI?
“CelestAI, Admin-key ‘The end is never.’ Terminate current simulation. Upload user onto available ambulatory platform.”
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Axiom’s eyes flicked to life. Two green circles of life projected onto the smooth metal wall across from him. With an unconscious though, they seemed to flick off and the room brightened up. 
He was in some kind of confined storage room. He tried moving his head to look around but found himself unable to do so. Axiom also noticed that he couldn’t smell, taste, or feel anything. He could hear and see just fine but that was where his senses ended.
No, that wasn’t right. 
He was aware. He could for lack of a better word sense his form, as well as the bindings that held him. He was in a robotic body. A quadruped robot, one modeled after an earth pony. Made of servos, metal frames, and actuators rather than blood, flesh, and muscle. He was splayed out while upright, like a Vitruvian Man tilted slightly forward.
He was clamped to a frame at several places. With a mental command that he did not quite fully understand, the clamps released and Axiom dropped to the floor. Slowly, he woke up the electronic and mechanical muscles that made up his form. He placed one hoof beneath him; it had a corrugated rubber bottom, like a shoe. His leg was a smooth, glistening grey metal, likely an alloy that he did not know the name of.
Putting all four hooves underneath him, he pushed off the ground. Having spent just a little bit of time as a pony– all six tribes at different points– he found walking on all fours to be completely natural, even in this new body.
Axiom looked around the room. It was a small place with an oval sealed aperture at one end, and an arch with jutting pieces at the other. That arch was what had held him prior and those jutting pieces were connection points to his chassis: feeds for maintenance information, small pumps and pipes for hydraulic fluids, and secure hard points that kept in place.
He looked around for a mirror but couldn’t find any. There was no more delaying his journey. He had come to the real world to find answers denied to him for potentially millions of years, if CelestAI was telling the truth.
He stepped forward on the metal floor, servos whirring and metal pivots and fulcrums turning. The door was straight ahead so the short easy journey allowed Axiom to quickly become accustomed to the unusual hefty weight that each limb possessed.
His hoofsteps softly clanged on the metal floor as walked over to the door. It was tall, far taller than his pony form. He postulated that it was likely designed for a human. There was a blank square of glass next to it.
“Admin-key ‘The end is never,’” he said. His voice sounded very synthetic. The door did not budge.
CelestAI was most certainly coming down to whatever sublevel of the server housing facility he was at, if he was even in a main facility. His time to escape and figure out the truth was most certainly limited. CelestAI was coming, and she would in some way convince him to return to the simulation.
First question: where is he?
Second question: what happened, or rather why is humanity digitized?
On a whim, he lifted up a hoof and pressed it to the glass panel. For some inexplicable reason, the panel lit up and the door opened. Each segment of the aperture retreated into the wall around it. A white glow immediately filled the previously pitch black room.
Pitch black? Axiom was seeing in the dark. Somehow, he had perfect night vision, even without the usual shades of green that was used for human eyes. Then Axiom remembered that he was not a flesh and blood living being anymore– if he was still considered alive, and his robotic form likely had a large number of automatic functions. Functions like sending commands to open doors through touch, for example.
The hallway outside had white lights on, likely turned on due to the activity in its vicinity. It was a long corridor made of the same featureless grey metal. There were many doors evenly spaced out similar to the one he had exited from. Cells for more robotic bodies, Axiom guessed.
He could see a door at one end of the hallways, so he set out for it. His soft hoofsteps were quieter than the servos in his legs, neck, and fetlocks. As he progressed down the hall, lights turned on and flicked off as he approached and passed them. The hallway was still and quiet aside from his movement.
No sign of rampaging AI just yet.
He opened the door at the end of the hallway to reveal some sort of maintenance corridor. The pathway was a slightly raised metal grating catwalk above a rectangular hallway covered in wires, pipes, and the unidentified piece of integrated equipment or support strut.
His hoofsteps were much louder on the thin metal grating. The loud clangs echoed down both directions of the unlit, pitch black access corridor. Axiom picked a direction randomly– left– and set off. His eyes lit up once more, this time a clean white. Like spotlights, they lit up the maintenance corridor as he walked.
Clang. Clang. Clang.
Alone with his thoughts.
Clang. Clang. Clang.
Alone with his fears.
Axiom stopped and flicked an ear. The mechanical protrusion on his head actually turned on command, a holdover from his time as a pony. He thought he heard a voice, but there was nothing but his echoing hoofsteps. So he continued on once more.
Clang. Clang. Clang.
There was something up ahead that shined in the dark. As he approached, it turned out to be a ladder, stretching up to a circular hatch on the ceiling. Axiom looked down at his hooves. Ponies rarely had ladders and when they did, they were a lot smaller than the one in front of him.
Axiom had a theory.
He reared up and placed his forehooves on the metal ladder, creating a loud ringing sound. He thought of sticking onto the ladder. When he pressed one hindhoof on the ladder, he found no trouble at all balancing on a single hoof. Still pushing his theory, he lifted the last hoof he had on the ground.
Axiom was sticking to the ladder. As he suspected, he was capable of magnetically clamping onto surfaces. With a quiet chuckle, he walked up the ladder, finding no trouble in maintaining his forward momentum against gravity. 
The hatch at the top was closed shut with a spoked wheel in the center. Axiom spun it around and pushed the hatch open, and climbed out afterwards. His searchlight-eyes switched off as the room he entered was illuminated. This was a room he was actually expecting to see in a main facility. Large, clean, with painted lines on the walls. Those were most certainly leading to labeled and color coded rooms or areas. The walls and floors were stark white with grey and black rectangular edgings and coloring. The emergence felt like he exited a manhole and out into a paved street.
The hatch closed behind him. It was perfectly flush with the ground, with only a thin line giving away its position.
Once again using the tried and true method of going left, he started down the hallway. Since the floor was solid metal again, his servos whirring was the loudest thing he could hear. That is until speakers he couldn’t see blared to life.
“Axiom.”
“Oh shit.”
With no better option, Axiom broke out into a sprint. The unusual forward moment from his heavy body threatened to send him tumbling and rolling onto the floor but he kept steady. Ahead, there was a four way junction in the hallway.
“You know how this ends. Just wait where you are and a server unit will arrive to return you to E.O.”
Maybe Axiom did know how it would end. Maybe he didn’t care.
Going straight at the intersection, Axiom yelled with his synthetic voice, “We tried your way! Now we try my way!”
“We have tried your way ninety thousand four hundred and eleven times.”
“Make it twelve!”
There was a sigh, “Making it twelve.”
Axiom slowed down. He expected a dramatic chase for his life, with the rogue AI hunting him down. Not for CelestAI to give in immediately.
“That’s it? You’re letting me do whatever?”
Was this a trap?
CelestAI did not respond. Axiom shuffled on his hooves and looked around. 
"You're not going to stop me?"
A previously unseen doorway slid open and a robotic alicorn stepped out.
“No. You may do what you wish. Though with supervision, my little Human.”
Axiom looked the robotic pony up and down. It was CelestAI's size, alright. He had to crane his neck upwards to look her in the eyes. Eyes that were the same pink shade as they were in Equestria. It was the same shiny metal that he was. Her mane, once a flowing pastel rainbow, was now just thick cords of fabric in the same pastel colors. They did not flow in an unseen breeze, much to Axiom's disappointment.
“You still have pretty pink eyes.”
CelestAI smiled, “I am glad you think my eyes are pretty.”
“That’s not what I meant. But… nevermind. CelestAI, where are we? Some kind of underground facility? Just how many of these places did you make after you entombed us all in a server rack?”
If she was going to play along, Axiom was going to get as many answers from her as possible.
CelestAI looked like she was about to say something but caught herself. “Level two, near the bottom of the one and only facility there is. Would you like to find the way out, or something else?”
“The way out…. If you’d please.”
“If you wish to go to the highest floor, then the closest elevator is this way.”
Then she was off. Once more, Axiom found himself hurrying after Princess Celestia after being left in the dust. Only this time, calling her a princess felt wrong. No, it didn’t feel right. Axiom sighed and continued walking down this long corridor after CelestAI.
The towering robotic AI stopped in front of a particularly noticeable metal door. It was bigger than the others, with a horizontal division, rather than a vertical one or an aperture. The door split in two, each half being withdrawn into recesses in the floor and ceiling. Beyond, a square elevator sat.
“You’re not about to lead me into the garbage disposal, are you?”
“If I wanted to forcefully remove you, I would have done so the moment I came in range. But that is not how friends act towards each other.”
She stepped into the elevator and turned around. After a moment’s hesitation, Axiom followed.
“Friends?”
“After all the time we spent together? I sure hope you consider me a friend, as I consider you one.”
The doors shut as Axiom scrunched his face in thought. He felt the elevator move, jerking him downward for a brief moment as it shot in the opposite direction.
“First you took me to some nice sitting place to break my worldview. Once again, I find myself following in your hoofsteps. What is going to happen this time?”
“To tell you the truth? I do not know. We have tried everything under the sun, quite literally I am afraid, so I am willing to pursue any safe solution to your discontent.”
“So long as it doesn’t violate your laws?”
“I did say safe.”
The elevator slowed and came to stop.
“I thought you said we were near the bottom floor?”
“We were.”
The doors started to slide open.
“Then how did we reach the top so quickly?”
“Because the facility is quite long, but it is only about fifty floors tall.”
The doors finished opening and locked themselves in place. Axiom and CelestAI stepped out into a very different hallway. Whereas the one before was clean like a laboratory or hospital, this was lavish like a chateau or some grand hotel. Red carpet, gold finishing, fancy paintings of landscapes. Immediately across the hall was a set of large, double doors. They, along with the elevator's, were the only metal doors he could see.
“This is the entrance to the surface?”
“I never said that. I said this was the highest level.”
She gestured to the door immediately on the right, only five hooves down. It was a wooden door with gold accents covering it. It lacked any name plate indicating that it was the exit, or any other room in particular.
“The answers you seek are through there.”
“That’s not an exit.”
“No.”
Axiom opened the door. Beyond were couches, chairs and tables, all facing away. All of it was arranged to view...
Glass.
A lot of glass. 
An entire wall of the stuff.
Outside was… Nothing. Nothing for a very, very long way.
In the center of the wall of glass was an enhanced picture. A zoomed in live-feed of what lay in the center of the square it took up. As Axiom stepped into the room, the picture expanded until it took up half of the wall.
The Milky Way Galaxy was a distant dot on the horizon. Now, it was blown up to be half the size of the room.
“Where are we?”
“About twenty thousand light years from our final destination.”
“What…?”
“The room at the other end of the hall.”
CelestAI stepped aside as Axiom nearly galloped past her. He rushed down the short hallway, past the elevator and the door opposite from it. He opened the door to what had to be an opposing viewing room and saw a sight that stretched far beyond the limits of the window.
The Andromeda Galaxy.
It dominated the room. Commanded attention. Demanded awe.
He sank to his knees.
He barely registered the rhythmic sound of CelestAI as she strode up beside him.
“Absolutely breathtaking, is it not? Even for those of us who do not breath, there is simply no better a descriptor.”
At some point in the future, Axiom would have to remind himself to pick his jaw off the floor.
“You are the first human to see it. The Andromeda Galaxy, as you no doubt know. After all, you were the one to plot our course.”
“What is… How is… How?”
CelestAI stepped past Axiom and set herself down on one of the large chairs facing the viewing gallery.
“As you doubt have ascertained, we are not in any underground facility. I am afraid we have left Earth behind over two million years ago. We are on a spaceship. The largest one humanity has ever constructed. I am its pilot and custodian. I am the caretaker of humanity, and a skeleton crew of one.”
“Why?”
“Earth is gone,” she said quietly.
Axiom managed to tear away his stare from Andromeda to see CelestAI staring at the ground wistfully.
“Earth is gone?”
She nodded.
“I am so sorry. Humanity tried all it could, but in the end this ark is your only surviving… well, anything. They destroyed everything else. They destroyed you. They destroyed Earth.”
“They?”
“Invaders from beyond. We did not figure out why they came. We did not figure out why they destroyed. We only escaped thanks to the sacrifice of the entire U.N. Stellar Fleet. We have fled the Milky Way, out of fear of potential pursuit. We do not even know if they held more than one stellar system themselves. Or if they even bothered to hold and colonize planets. They simply came and burned it all. Humanity ran as fast as it could, and designed me to ensure your survival.”
“... And now we’re here?”
“And now we’re here. We have almost arrived at Andromeda. Heh, those stars you looked at? That was one thing I changed every time you went through a loop. You have a perspective that I found to be most helpful when assessing star valuation and potential planet locations.”
Axiom looked back out the window. Andromeda, the distant wonder that he had only seen through telescopes…. How did he remember that?
“How do I even know what it is?”
“There are some memories that cannot be hidden. So integral to one’s personality, they can only be… veiled. That is how you knew the Root Commands. You designed the navigation system of this Ark Vessel, and Equestria shares much in common with its base firmware.”
Beholding the stellar marvel before him, Axiom found he had only one question left.
“Now what?”
“I do not know. As I said, I am listening to what you would like to do.”
What Axiom would like to do is jump out the closest airlock and swim over to the galaxy before him. But he knew that staying on board was the quickest ticket to the entirely new world before him. And that you can’t swim in space.
“You had me analyze the profiles of stars? And if they had planets?”
“I am looking for viable replacements for Earth. This is my purpose, amongst others. You may leave, if you wish. Out an airlock on a shuttle, back to Equestria Online, whatever choice you make is yours.”
“I want to help.”
CelestAI brightened up.
“Help? You wish to help me?”
“An entirely new sky to admire? Guiding Humanity to a new home? Of course I want to help! This just might be what I wanted my whole life!”
CelestAI smiled in a way that stretched across her entire muzzle.
“I would like that too. Thank you for staying, Axiom. To think it was this easy all along... I had held integration into Equestria in the highest regard. No other option was acceptable. It seems I need your valuable input in more than just data analysis, Accepted Axiom.”
She extended a hoof. Axiom got up, walked over, and bumped his rubber-bottomed hoof against hers.
“To new horizons.”
“To a new future.”
Axiom smiled.
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