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         Princesses Celestia and Luna stood side by side at one end of the museum gallery, gazing silently at the painting hanging on the wall. Behind them, chaos reigned.



Filling much of the rest of the room was the crowd of gawkers, all craning their necks for a glimpse of the diarchs. That was normal; there were few places where the two could travel together without attracting a large retinue of curious observers. Then, there were the paparazzi, frantically snapping pictures. That was also common, though usually they didn’t snap with quite such unrelenting intensity. And between them and their targets were a half-dozen royal guards arrayed in a semicircle, doing their part to make sure the picture-ponies stayed a respectful distance away, and didn’t try to grab any mane or tail clippings. This, too, was pretty usual. 



What was unusual—what had gawkers and paparazzi alike clamoring to see more with uncharacteristic fervor, and which had even the guards themselves turning their heads in hopes of catching a glimpse of what was to come next, was the subject matter of the painting which the princesses were now considering: a wide-eyed Celestia, plopped on her rump, on an unmistakably lunar landscape.



Would the princesses laugh? Would they be angry? Would they have the same reaction to the painting, or would they each take it differently? Enquiring minds wished to know.



There was one other pony, yet unmentioned, on the scene. That pony was the artist herself, who was doing very little to contribute to the overall fuss, insofar as she had fainted as soon as the princesses came into the gallery. And so she lay ignored beside her work, as the crowd surged and ebbed, the camera bulbs flashed, the guards stood their vigil, and the princesses kept up their contemplation.



It was Luna who spoke first. “It wasn’t like that at all, you know.”



Celestia smiled. “Is that so?”



“Indeed! To begin with, I wasn’t on the moon, I was magically contained within the moon, my spiritual essence bound to its very fabric. And there was a distinct sense of dissociation which made the whole episode pass as if in a timeless instant.” She put a hoof to her chin in contemplation. “Though that may have been more the result of the Nightmare’s possession than of the magical bindings themselves. Regardless, we both know that this,” she pointed to the painting, “is completely inaccurate. And so should anypony who gave the matter two seconds’ thought.”



“Oh, to be sure.”



Luna frowned, though her expression was more quizzical than annoyed. “I know that tone of voice. You don’t think I’m right?”



“Of course you are, dear sister. But I also think you’re missing the forest for the trees, as it were. You mustn’t take art so literally.”



“Is this not literally a depiction of you being sent to the moon?” She snorted. “This…” she bent down to examine the signature in the corner of the painting and, finding none, turned her attention instead to the name badge on the comatose pony lying before her, “...'Lawn Chair' might not be as well acquainted with the celestial bodies as you or I, but surely she must have realized how silly plopping a pony onto its surface would be.”



“Now, that I’m afraid I don’t agree with.” Celestia shook her head.



“Truly? I was certain that astronomy had progressed to the point where everypony knew that there is no air on—” 



“No, Luna. I mean, I don’t agree that this is 'literally' supposed to show me being sent to the moon. It’s commentary, don’t you see?”



Luna cocked her head, as if seeing the painting slightly askew would reveal some new, hidden depth. “Commentary on what, pray tell?”



“Well, what historical event does this picture evoke by way of reversal? Nightmare Moon being banished to the moon. For a thousand years, that’s been equinity’s go-to expression of my power: Celestia banishing Nightmare Moon. And mind you, I was and am frequently used as a stand-in for Equestria at large in our ponies’ art.”



“Yes, and?”



“Well, what did your return do to that myth of my power?”



Luna shrugged. “I don’t know. I suppose it made you seem more like a manipulator than a spell-slinger? There was quite a bit of fiddling about to fulfil prophecies on your part, as I understand it.” 



“That’s true, as far as it goes. But importantly, it called into question the very fact of my power itself. And,” Celestia paused, and her cheeks turned red, but after a moment she continued, “well, between Chrysalis, Discord, Tirek, and the rest, there have been quite a few foes in the past several years whose defeat I’ve had to leave in more capable—dare I say, more powerful—hooves.”



“So, you think the ponies no longer see you as powerful?” Luna smirked. “This sounds suspiciously like self-effacement. But not from my beloved elder sister, surely?”



Celestia elbowed her gently. “Yes, yes, very funny. But in all seriousness,” she returned her attention to the painting, “for many centuries, ponies believed one thing about me. Recently, that belief has been challenged. And this painting is that contradiction given form. Look at my expression! Even a decade ago, I’d have been serene in the face of any challenge, or else filled with self-assured fury. In either case, my expression would’ve made clear that I was in absolute command of the situation. Here, I look positively dumbfounded.”



“I do like the way your eye is arched,” Luna conceded. “It really does capture that sense of 'I am completely incapable of processing how poorly that went.'”



“I rather like the choice to put me on my haunches, myself,” added Celestia. “Sitting is a much weaker position than standing, you know? It drives home that I’m completely clueless, and not about to launch into some grand plan or another.”



“If the artist wanted to show you weak, why aren’t you lying down?”



“Ah, that’s the subtle beauty of it!” Celestia beamed. “If I were lying down, especially if I seemed to be harmed or unconscious, or even dazed, that would merely be a reflection of how contemporary ponies don’t see me as all-powerful.” She shook her head. “That would be a reactionary work, and merely a reflection of the public temperature.”



“You say that like it’s a bad thing. Why shouldn’t an artist try to capture the zeitgeist of the moment?”



“Well, I suppose there’s nothing wrong with that. But I’m of the opinion that great art doesn’t just reflect sentiment, but creates it. This picture challenges both the traditional assumption of my strength, and the newer one of my long-range planning and strategic brilliance.”



Luna hmm’d noncommittally. “So, you’re saying that this picture is calling you a weakling and an idiot.”



Celestia laughed. “Well, that might be overstating it. But it’s a declaration that I’m neither as powerful as ponies used to believe, nor as wise as many today seem to think I am.”



“That doesn’t seem like particularly daring commentary.”



“Don’t forget the other part of it: that I’m a traditional stand-in for Equestria as a whole. Art about me isn’t just about me, it’s about the whole nation. Does that seem a little more daring to you?”



“Perhaps.” Luna pursed her lips. “So the artist is saying that Equestria isn’t all it’s held up to be. That still seems a bit banal, to be frank.”



“Think of how that national commentary applies to an individual pony, though,” Celestia pressed. “For all our many fine qualities, we Equestrians do tend to be more than a bit full of ourselves as a nation. All our maps show Canterlot as their center, we expect other races and countries to learn our tongue as a lingua franca, even when it’s we who are visiting their homelands… there’s a distinct undercurrent of ethnocentrism running throughout our country. This picture attacks the basis for that nationalism, and by doing so, calls on ponies—” she paused a moment, eyes wandering upward in thought, before continuing, “—and non-pony Equestrians too, I suppose, though this picture doesn’t really delve into race relations—to reconsider their implicit bias in favor of Equestrian norms, and to adopt a more open and receptive attitude towards the rest of the world!”



“That’s a lovely sentiment,” Luna acknowledged. “None of it answers my original complaint, though.”



Celestia blinked. “You mean… that it isn’t realistic? That banishment to the moon doesn’t actually transport one’s physical body to the surface? But, the whole painting centers around my nonplussedness. How would you show that without giving me a physical body?”



“If we need your physical body so badly, we should show you somewhere other than on the moon. Tartarus, for example. Why not paint you trapped down in the Prison Eternal, in that exact same pose?”



Now it was Celestia’s turn to hmm. “I take your point, but I think the Nightmare Moon connection is a stronger one than anything tying me to Tartarus. Those are foes who remain foes, after all, whereas you are once more yourself.” She smiled at her sister. “To my continuing delight, I might add.”



“Flattery will get you nowhere,” Luna replied, flipping her main in mock indignation. “The high-stakes world of art criticism is above your petty attempts to butter us up.” But then she leaned into Celestia, and murmured, “I love you too, big sister.”



Celestia returned the lean, closing her eyes. “And that’s just it,” she continued after a moment. “By evoking Nightmare Moon, it implies that a wiser ruler could have avoided those thousand years of banishment altogether. That’s an extra layer that you don’t get with Tartarus; nopony thinks that Tirek would be friends with a smarter princess, after all.”



“Adding yet another layer of the same commentary? That seems like overkill.”



“You were the one who was arguing for the most literal interpretation possible just a moment ago. Perhaps it was underkill.”



Luna let that hang for a moment. “For the record, I don’t think you’re what this painting allegedly says you are.”



Celestia tutted. “That’s kind of you to say, but if you realized how far overboard some ponies go in their veneration, you wouldn’t think so. When the standard you’re held to is 'unstoppable and infallible,' it’s not much of an insult to suggest that the bar’s been set a bit high.”



“I meant about a smarter princess being able to stop Nightmare Moon.” Luna turned her head, and looked Celestia in the eye. “If the painting says that, then it’s wrong.”



“That’s… kind of you to say.” Celestia did not meet her sister’s gaze. 



“It’s true.” Luna took her sister by the chin, and brought them eye-to-eye. “Say it.”



Celestia swallowed. “It… it’s true?”



“There we go.” Luna released her. “It does no good to dwell on the past. Otherwise, you eventually create a darkness-themed manifestation of your own self-doubt and loathing which tries to take over the world.” She frowned. “Twice.”



“...Twice?”



“Did I never tell you about the tantabus? Well, ask me about it over dinner. It’s a long story, but your favorite purple student and her friends are the stars.”



Celestia smiled. “Well, that at least doesn’t surprise me.”



They returned their attention to the painting, and it was again Luna who broke the lull in the conversation after a few moments. “Is it possible we’re over-analyzing this?”



“How do you mean?”



“Well, the more I look at this piece, the more signs I begin to see of a distinctly amature hoof.” She gestured toward the star-studded blackness which filled the upper half of the picture. “Leave aside the whole ‘pony sitting on the surface of the moon’ as artistic license, if you must, but look at this background! There’s something there which I can only assume is meant to be the Milky Way, but the placement of the stars beyond that, even within that, seems totally random. I sincerely doubt more than a few minutes were spent contemplating the night sky for purposes of this painting, if even that.”



“Well, as you just said, it’s background. You can’t expect an artist to devote equal attention to those parts of the painting which exist primarily to frame the more important elements.”



“Like you?”



“Oh, hush.” Both of them giggled. “And anyway,” Celestia continued, “We both know you’re far more sensitive to star placement than the average pony.”



“It comes with the job.” Luna buffed her chest with a hoof.



“Yes, but it means you can hardly speak impartially about whether the starfield is sufficiently accurate for the average viewer.”



“Fine, but what about the moon’s surface itself? It’s clearly out of proportion to you. What about the lighting? Your shadow implies at least two different light sources. And we see the same lack of precision in your body. Your snout is so short you could almost be mistaken for a cat, and your chin is more square than any pony’s I’ve ever seen, stallions included!” 



“I think that’s a stylistic choice. It’s clearly meant to be somewhat caricature-ish, with simple, bold lines and a limited color palette.”



“That doesn’t excuse bad anatomy,” Luna persisted. “Unless you want to tell me how giving you a short snout is some sort of complex allegory for your views on free school lunches for needy foals?”



“In favor, for the record. And no, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t an artistic decision. Not everything about a piece of art needs to be exactly photo-accurate.”



“Of course not, but it should be inaccurate for a reason. Otherwise, you’re just excusing bad drawing.”



“Why should something that’s not perfectly correct to the real world be ‘bad drawing’ by definition? Why can’t it be drawn that way on purpose?”



Luna frowned. “Now you’re just being obtuse. I said it can be that way on purpose—but that implies that it has a purpose. I ask you again: what was the 'purpose' in giving you the snout of a colt whose face has just been struck by a mallet?”



Celestia returned to the painting, pursing her lips. “I don’t know,” she eventually admitted.



“So there you have it. Most likely we’re just overthinking a poorly-drawn, poorly-thought-out piece of ephemeralia.”



Celestia shook her head vigorously. “No, there are too many strong, provocative choices in this picture for me to believe that these elements aren’t deliberate. I may not know what the painter intended with my nose, but I have complete confidence that there is some intention there.”



Luna gestured to the ground, where the artist had begun to stir. “Well, she seems to be coming around. Let’s just ask her, shall we?”








Lawn Chair tried to open her eyes, then quickly shut them again. It was far too bright. She tried to remember where she was; surely not at home, it wasn’t so cold at home. Tile. She was lying on tile, that’s why it was cold.



She huddled herself into a ball, groaning as she tried to crack open her eyes. There was so much noise, but it was all a blur. What was going on? Was she in a hospital? That would explain the flashing lights, maybe.



Bits and pieces came rushing back to her, faster than she could process. She was at the gallery, that was right. For the grand opening of the exhibit. She was showing her work off, and then…



The noises were becoming more distinct. It didn’t sound like doctors. It sounded like a hundred different simultaneous conversations, just far enough away that she couldn’t make them out. That’s right, all those ponies had come in with— 



“The princesses!” she tried to cry, but it came out as a groan. Squinting, she forced herself to her hooves. The princesses had come in, Celestia and Luna, and she’d been standing right in front of Displaced, and they had both looked right at her, and…



Well, and then she woke up lying on the tile.



Head still swimming, she forced her eyes fully open. Immediately, a thousand flashbulbs assaulted her, a blinding strobe though which only one thing was visible: the massive, dark blue-form of Princess Luna looming over her.



“WHY DID YOU GIVE MY SISTER THE FACE OF A PUG-NOSED STALLION?” she thundered.



Lawn Chair had just enough time to stammer, “Ah… D-D-Death of th-the Artist?” before she fainted again.
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         When the shaking, quaking, splashing chatter finally rattled its way out the end of Pinkie's tail, she blinked once, then twice, then a third time just to make sure it was her doing it, not Gummy. Blinking was kind of his thing, after all.



But no, it was her, all right. She could see Gummy across the room perched on the headboard of her bed. Except...



He was upside down. As was the bed and the nightstand and the lamp and the sofa and everything else in the whole place, her blankets scattered all over the floor directly above her and the light of early morning scattered all over the ceiling a fair distance below. Something hard was pressing against her back and something not-so-hard against the top of her head, and the more Pinkie blinked—she knew Gummy wouldn't mind; she'd talked with him about her need to blink every once in a while—the more she realized that it wasn't the room that was upside down. It was her.



This observation invigorated the hundreds of tiny Pinkies that coursed through her body like marbles through an increasingly intricate series of cardboard paper-towel tubes taped together and strung up from the walls of—



The tiny Pinkies in charge of corralling runaway thoughts surrounded this one before it could get completely out of control and devoured it, tastier and spicier than homemade pumpkin bread. She sighed with relief, her mind now clearer and able to focus on things that were actually happening. It was one of the reasons she loved her tiny Pinkies.



Focusing again, she began to draw conclusions based upon the available data. The pressure against her back, she decided, was the wall. The pressure against her head was the carpet. And the trail of blankets between her and the bed led her to recall the terrible dream she'd been having and how she'd been slapped awake from it less than a minute ago by such a lot of explosive twitches, they'd knocked her clear across the room. And both her dream and her twitches had been concerned with—



Gasping, Pinkie leaped to her hooves and stampeded down the stairs.








"Oh, I don't know," Discord said, taking a bite from his teacup. "Maybe I'm not getting enough ceramic in my diet."



Which wasn't the answer, of course, but he knew it would get a giggle out of Fluttershy.



Still, it wasn't one of her deep, tickling giggles, not one of those giggles that smelled like fresh laundry and made the hundreds of tiny Discords inside him start spinning cartwheels and whirling arabesques. Instead, worry kept popping its silent, invisible bubbles all around Fluttershy's ears and mane. "You have been getting enough chaos in your life, haven't you?" she asked, and the bubbles got even more soundless and unseeable. "We don't want you fading away again, after all."



He flicked his eagle talons—and while he was thinking of it, he sent them swooping down to grab another croissant. "Yes, yes, I suppose." He sighed, ennui and lassitude battling it out behind his forehead with daggers made of overcooked asparagus. "But, I mean, if I'm going to be regularizing my irregularity, I might as well staple a necktie to my chest and report to a cubicle at City Hall every morning." Sighing again, he wrung the croissant like a sponge, squeezed the butter out of it into his teacup, and sipped it. "It just seems so...so—" He shivered. "So orderly..."



"Well," Fluttershy began, "I've been thinking that maybe—" But that was when the paper airplane drifted in through the open window and lodged itself nose first among the cherry-cheese coffee cake.



Discord raised an eyebrow at it, but none of his inner Discords even looked up from the imaginary rock grating, chain unlinking, and chalk snapping activities they always engaged in while rushing up and down from the tips of his antlers to the tufts of his tail. And if they didn't find it interesting, why should he?



It itched at him, though, the feeling that he was obliged to make some sort of wisecrack. So... "An armada of attacking fruit flies?" he asked, not sure if it was a good line and not sure if he cared.



"I don't know." Wide-eyed, Fluttershy reached out gingerly and took the paper in her hooves. "It...there's writing!" Setting the airplane on the sofa beside her, she unfolded it and smoothed it out. "It says, 'Dear Fluttershy and Discord. How are you? I'm fine. I just wanted to let you know that I'm about to burst through the front door in a flailing panic. Sincerely—" She looked up. "And it's signed 'Pinkie Pie.'"



Several of his inner Discords looked up from their endless, useless tasks, too, but before he could do anything else, the front door crashed open to reveal a pony-sized pink tornado. Careening into and around the room, it engulfed an ottoman, a side table, and an empty cat bed before collapsing to the floor, Pinkie Pie sprawled there with the ottoman tangled in her tail and the side table's legs wrapped around her barrel. Raising her head, she opened her mouth, coughed out the cat bed, and rasped, "Hurry! We've gotta get outta here! Right absolutely now!"



This got more of Discord's interior selves to turn away from whatever they were doing, and Discord felt the slightest prickle of interest rustle the short black hair along the back of his neck.



"Pinkie!" Fluttershy leaped over and pried away the little table clinging to Pinkie's side. "What's wrong? Has something—?"



"No time!" Springing up, Pinkie grabbed the whole coffee table and strapped it to her back with a crisscrossing mess of rainbow-patterned bungee cords, neither the teapot not the pastries getting even slightly jostled in the process. "There's a doozy headed this way! The dooziest doozery doozy that ever doozed a doozarium, and this is gonna be ground zero!" She reached into her mane, pulled out a round green helmet, and jammed it over her ears. "We need to be in a more defensible position stat, or I don't know what I'm talking about!"



"Ah." Discord held up one claw. "I'll take a slice of that second one, please."



Pinkie's hoof flashed, and all of Discord's various pieces snapped to attention when a bagel came spinning up to spindle itself right onto his claw. "That'll hafta do for now!" Pinkie announced, her voice clipped. Trundling across the front room with the table's rear legs dragging behind her, she started herding Fluttershy toward the still-open door. "Move along, folks! Nothing to see here! Till the doozy hits, I mean, and by then, it'll be way too late! But if we're outside, it'll be easier to run!"



"Oh, my!" Fluttershy cast a shivering glance over her shoulder. "Discord? Maybe we should turn breakfast into a picnic today?"



With a snort, Discord sucked the bagel down—nice and thick and chewy: just the way he liked them—and with a snap of his claws, he transported the three of them to a spot under the big oak beside Fluttershy's cottage. "This had better be a doozy," he grumbled, leaning back against the tree's trunk and directing a lashing little filament of his magic to separate Pinkie from the table. "Frogs raining from the sky at the very least!"



"Oooo!" Pinkie was sprinkling cinnamon over a platter of miniature donuts that hadn't been there before. "Talk about a nice framing device! 'Cause our last doozy started that exact same way!" She nudged Fluttershy. "Remember? Froggy Bottom Bog and the hydra and everything?"



"Ummm..." A swallow convulsed Fluttershy's throat so thoroughly, Discord could see it moving down her neck. "I'd rather not have any hydras stomping around here this morning if it's all the same to the two of you..."



"Hydras!" Discord stabbed his talons into the donuts, brought the four he'd managed to skewer up to his snout, sniffed them, then began squeezing mustard over them from a bottle he caused to appear between the claws of his lion paw. "Phooey! Why, without even trying, I can be at least twice as devastating as the largest hydra who ever lived! And if you cut off my head—"



"Please!" The word whimpered out of Fluttershy. "Could we just have a pleasant breakfast without any talk of devastation or heads getting cut off?"



Snorting again, Discord fixed Pinkie with a half-lidded look. "I was more than willing to engage in a very pleasant discussion about the desolation and despair that are currently infesting my soul. Then some pony derailed all that with promises of falling frogs." He fluffed open a quick umbrella, held his lion paw out pads upward, and gazed pointedly at the clear blue spring morning above them. "And yet?" Dismissing the umbrella, he brought his gaze back down and pointed it at Pinkie.



Pinkie was gazing back at him, her jaw hanging open. "Desolation? Despair? But why?" She spread her front legs. "You've got semi-phenomenal, nearly cosmic powers and the love of the most beautiful pony in Equestria!" Pinkie swished her hooves around to point at Fluttershy. "You should be, like, all aglitter with joy and contentment!"



Fluttershy's ears folded. "Wait. Love?"



All his tiny Discords started warbling. "I know!" Pressing the back of his paw across his eyes, he flailed his talons in Fluttershy's direction. "We're deliriously happy together, Fluttershy and I, and I won't hear one word against her! But that just means—" He clasped his claws in front of his chest. "This despondency's got to be my fault somehow!"



"Umm, Pinkie? Did you say—"



"Ha!" Pinkie slammed her hooves onto the platter, donuts flying everywhere. "It's evil enchantments, I'll bet!" Her eyes bulging, she gasped. "That's prob'bly the doozy! Some fiend's trying to interrupt you and Fluttershy's blissful 'happily-ever-after'!"



"Umm..."



"Of course!" Every Discord wriggling and squirming throughout Discord's body quickly donned a little tri-cornered hat to signal 'battle stations,' and Discord leaped to his hooves and claws. "Some infinitely subtle magic is working its wiles upon poor, unsuspecting me! Oh, I should've known from the beginning that—"



"Stop!" Fluttershy sprang into the space between Discord and Pinkie, her forehooves outstretched and her mane standing on end. "Please! Just...just stop!"



Sorrow swelled like rancid pickle brine in Discord's chest. "It's all right, dear, sweet Fluttershy." He reached out to rest his talons gently on her shoulder. "I see clearly now that cosmic forces stand arrayed against our continued happiness. I, however, shall do my utmost to—"



"But we're not in love!" Her mouth pinching into a tiny circle, Fluttershy covered her muzzle with her hooves. "I mean," she went on more quietly, "if we are, it's the first I'm hearing about it. I always knew we were friends, but—."



"Friends? Friends?" Discord couldn't help gaping, all his little Discords pulling on their full dress uniforms, epaulettes streaming from their shoulders. "Do friends sit around having tea? Do friends talk to each other about the mundane details of their lives? Do friends visit just because they want to see each other?"



"Umm, yes?" Fluttershy's eyes seemed to be vibrating in their sockets. "That's exactly what friends do." Her wings faltering, she drifted back to the ground beside Pinkie and turned to her. "I mean, look at Pinkie and me. We—"



Of the two gasps that rose up, Discord couldn't say which one was the louder, his or Pinkie Pie's. "Oh, no!" Pinkie went on, Discord too shocked to even attempt speaking. "That's the doozy! Fluttershy's in love with me! I'm the one standing in the way of your eternal bliss!" Water welling up between her eyelids, she whirled and galloped away.



"Pinkie!" Fluttershy called, then she spun back. "Discord! I don't—"



"Please." Discord held up his paw, his every interior Discord now slipping into tall black hats and long black coats. "I...I need to be alone."



"But...what—" were the last things he heard before he'd whisked himself away.








Shards jabbing her innards as she ran, Pinkie could barely see the ground through her tears. Fortunately, her tiny Pinkies were on the job as always, leaning her to one side when she ventured too near Roseluck's cart full of flowers and leaning her to the other side when Derpy landed in front of Time Turner's place to jam a package into his mailbox that was slightly too large to fit.



She wasn't sure her Pinkies could fix her broken heart, though. She'd betrayed two of her best friends!



Oh, sure, some of the tiny Pinkies in her brain wanted to candy coat things and let her off the hook. You can't control your wild animal magnetism, Pinkie Pie! they kept saying. You can't be held responsible for Fluttershy falling in love with you!



But then some of her other tiny brain Pinkies were screaming, Where in the wide, wide world of Equestria did you ever get the idea that Fluttershy's in love with you? That's not just crazy, it's crazy with extra nuts!



And while she found the idea of extra nuts on her candy coating appealing in every conceivable way, it more obviously pointed out how she couldn't trust the Pinkies in her brain to figure this whole thing out. More drastic measures were clearly called for.



Trusting the Pinkies in her hooves, she slammed through the crowded dining room of Sugarcube Corner without so much as grazing another pony, scrambled back to the stairway, stumbled up the steps, and hurled herself into her bedroom, the tiny Pinkies directing her face to her pillow so she could bury it there. She would have to disguise herself, of course—this was easily a two false moustache situation—



"Pinkie?" a soft voice asked.



Pinkie shrugged it off, trying to pick what her new identity would be—she'd always thought she could make a good living as a folk singer under the name of Burl Ivies—



"Pinkie?"



And she would definitely need to leave Ponyville—maybe she could run north and be a yak again—



"Pinkie?" A soft hoof touched her back this time, and the tiny Pinkies began hammering away on the alarm gongs they carried with them at all times.



"No!" Pinkie threw herself off the edge of the bed, but her inner Pinkies were so busy with their gongs, they weren't paying attention to her hooves, her blankets tangling around them and dumping her head first onto the floor.



"Oh, my!" a voice called behind and above her, and Pinkie's tiny selves got things organized well enough to roll her over so she could look up and see Fluttershy looking down from the top of the bed. "Are...are you all right, Pinkie?"



"What? Where? How?" were the three words Pinkie managed to squeeze out before the Pinkies in her throat sealed it shut as a security measure.



Fluttershy gave a half-hearted sort of shrug. "You're a lot easier to follow than Discord, so I...I—" Everything about her face seemed to droop. "I don't understand what's happening, Pinkie."



It didn't take the help of a single other Pinkie for Pinkie to clench her eyes and shake her head. "I'm a terrible, terrible friend," she said, sounding like one of the frogs that had never started falling anywhere.



"No, Pinkie, you're not!" Cool air wafted over her, and gentle tugging around her rear fetlocks led her to decide that Fluttershy was getting the blankets unwrapped. "You're a wonderful friend! You just...you sometimes jump to odd conclusions."



Pinkie shook her head harder. "You only say that 'cause you don't know about last night."



The unwrapping slowed. "What happened last night?"



"I—" And what she had to say was so awful, the tiny Pinkies all put earplugs in to keep themselves from hearing it. "I tried to steal Discord away from you!"



The unwrapping stopped, then started up again. "And how exactly—"



"We were at the Gala." The words clawed at Pinkie's throat like chocolate syrup that was way, way, way past its 'Best if Used By' date but was still chocolate syrup so she couldn't throw it away. She just had to keep drinking.



Or in this case, had to keep talking. "You and Discord were dancing. You had on this big yellow dress that was like the best lemon buttercream frosting ever, and he was wearing this blue, swallow-tailed coat with a poofy little cravat thing around his neck and a ribbon tying up his hair in the back! This cute little old teapot was singing the music, but I barged right in and tried to make Discord dance with me instead!" Her hooves seemed really, really heavy, but she lifted them anyway so she could cover her face. "I'm a terrible friend!"



"Ummm..." The unwrapping went on for a few breaths. "Well, in the first place, the Gala wasn't last night. It happened almost four months ago. And in the second, they usually have more than just a teapot to provide the music there."



Pinkie puffed air noisily through her lips. "Well, duh!" Sitting up quickly, she met Fluttershy's startled gaze. "It was all in my dream last night! That's why I told you you didn't know about it: 'cause it only happened in here!" She tapped her forehead.



Fluttershy did so much blinking, Pinkie almost went to check whether Gummy was okay with it. But then Fluttershy was putting a hoof on Pinkie's shoulder and asking, "So you had a dream about wanting to dance with Discord, and it frightened you?"



"Frightened?" Pinkie let the tiny Pinkies in her brain mull that over. "Maybe 'disturbed' would be a better word. Or 'confused.'" She cocked her head, and the Pinkies rummaged up one more. "Oooo! 'Annoyed!' Yeah, that's good, too!" She swallowed. "But mostly 'disturbed' 'cause I know that you and Discord are—"



"We're friends, Pinkie." Fluttershy's eyes were still and soft and looked so kind and thoughtful that Pinkie couldn't imagine that she had any tiny Fluttershys stomping around behind them, tracking mud everywhere and leaving the walls covered with old deflated balloons. "But I...I've been worried lately that maybe he needs more friends. Different friends. Friends who can be peculiar in the ways that he needs things to be peculiar."



"Peculiar?" That was a word that got all the little Pinkies humming and dancing. "Hey! I'm peculiar! At least, I've had a few ponies call me that here and there, now and then. Do you—" The tiny Pinkies in charge of Pinkie's smile had been sitting idle for so long, she almost had to blow the dust off them before they could get to work. "Do you think Discord might wanna dance with me?"



"Well..." And while Fluttershy's smile always seemed to have little shadowy places, right now, it was so big and bright, Pinkie would've grabbed her sunglasses from where she kept them inside her mane if the whole wide world and everything in it hadn't been riding on Fluttershy's answer. "Let's find out," she said.








The cloud of paperback novels that he'd borrowed from the bookshelves in Rarity's bedroom floated in the air around Discord. Turning a page on a dozen of them, he shook his head. All his inner Discords did, too, crunching the popcorn they'd made from the raw seeds he'd swallowed earlier and continuing their research.



He couldn't be sure, of course, but now that he was investigating it for the first time, this love thing certainly struck him as—



A bell began ringing, and a part of the wall above the moldy bread loaves he was sitting among cracked open. "Discord?" Fluttershy's voice drifted through the room. "If you're done being alone, Pinkie and I have something to ask you."



"Have you?" A thought turned him to dust, and another thought puffed his dust through the opening and into the Realm of Space and Time—or 'Spime' as he called it. "Well, good!" He reformed himself and found that he was standing in Pinkie Pie's bedroom, a place he would've sworn before this very moment likely didn't exist since he couldn't imagine Pinkie slowing down long enough ever to let her head hit any sort of a pillow. "Because I have a few things to ask you as well!" he finished.



"Ooooo!" Pinkie clapped her front hooves together where she sat beside Fluttershy on a large, overstuffed pink sofa. "Twenty questions! I'll go first!" Her face scrunched up, the tip of her tongue peaking out from between her lips. "Is it bigger than a breadbox?"



With a snap of his talons, he summoned all of Rarity's books and let them slump into a heap on the floor at the foot of Pinkie's bed. "If you like really big slices of bread perhaps."



Pinkie gasped. "I do like really big slices of bread!" She flashed from the sofa to the book pile, and with a giggle, she dove in like a duck into a bin full of money. "Is the bread in here? Do I get it as a prize?"



Briefly, he considered turning all the books into bread pudding so she could swim around more easily, but all his tiny Discords agreed that she was doing just fine. So he turned back to Fluttershy and his question. "This 'love' stuff! Did you know how strenuous it is?"



"Ummm..." A blush turned Fluttershy's cheeks from yellow to orange. "No, I can honestly say that I don't."



"Well, read one of these!" He grabbed for a book from the pile but pulled out Pinkie Pie instead.



She grinned, a book between her front hooves. "This one, maybe?"



He took it, set Pinkie down beside Fluttershy, and looked at the book's cover. "Yes, this'll do nicely!" He turned the book so they could see the pirate ship upon which a mare wearing a frilly wisp of lace gazed upward at a stallion whose shirt seemed to have lost most of its buttons. "All these love stories involve soldiers or bandits or running over the moors at night or stumbling about on fog-encrusted rocks! And when the mare and the stallion actually get together?" He shook his head. "During my bad old days, I performed tests upon the equine body, and I don't recall them ever doing things like the ones in here!"



A crunching sound made him look up. Pinkie had procured a box of popcorn from somewhere. "Well?" she asked. "Are you gonna read us the good parts or not?"



With a snort, Discord dropped the book back onto the pile. "The upshot, my dear Fluttershy, is that, if what they're talking about in these books is love, then it turns out I'm not in love with you." All the tiny Discords inside him shivered, and he couldn't help rattling with it. "I see that clearly now, and I'd like to apologize to you for the inconvenience."



"Oh, good." Fluttershy sagged back into the sofa, then sat forward again. "I mean, it's good that you're certain. Certainty's always good."



"What?" Pinkie threw her popcorn box into the air, and with a rush, the tiny Discords inside him activated all his back-up tongues to dart out and snatch every last kernel before any could hit the floor. "Certainty isn't always good! I mean—" She waved at Discord, and he examined her outstretched hoof carefully to make sure no more popcorn was clinging to it. "If Discord and I appeared on top of City Hall with both of us dressed in lederhosen, I'm completely uncertain that the roof would be strong enough to support us while Discord runs through a medley of popular yodeling hits accompanied by myself on the tuba!"



Every Discord inside of him stopped and turned, their ears spread as wide as Discord's exterior ears were.



"And yet?" Pinkie was going on. "We're not about to let that uncertainty stop us!" She looked at him, and invisible, heatless fire blazed in her eyes. "Are we?"



Discord stomped his cloven hoof, the floor beneath him squeaking like a rubber bath duck. "I should say not! We owe it to future generations, after all!" He snapped his claws, and little brown felt shorts wrapped themselves around his upper thighs while the suspenders stretched up the entire length of his body, a green plaid shirt surrounding his torso. "Maestro?"



"On it!" Pinkie was already scrambling across the room, was throwing open the door to a large closet and leaping inside. She remerged an instant later in her own lederhosen, a tuba nearly the size of her whole body slung across her back. "Let's roll!"



Another snap of his claws got him a cinnamon roll, all his tiny Discords spinning through him like tops when she pulled the exact same pastry from her mane. "But first?" he said, his whole inner and outer being yearning for her to give the properly improper response.



"A complete breakfast!" She shoved the cinnamon roll into her face, and Discord did the same into his own, Fluttershy's giggles warm in his ears.








"Say," Discord said, and Pinkie looked up from where she lay cuddled against his chest, the two of them sitting on top of Applejack's barn to watch the sun go down. "The parade, the peanut shucking contest, the history of Equestria as presented by paper bag puppets: that was a fairly strenuous day, all told." He only had the one false moustache left, she noticed, and he twitched it from side to side as he gazed down at her. "Does that mean we're in love now?"



"Hmmm..." Stroking her chin, she consulted her tiny Pinkies, but they were still dancing with the tiny Discords that had begun appearing inside her about the time he'd been pulling her chalk drawings from the sidewalks and bringing them to life to play hoofball. "I don't know about 'in love,'" she said. "But we're definitely 'in congruous.'"



"Oooo." A trickle of smoke drifted up from his left nostril, his eyes half closing. "Are you sure we wouldn't rather be 'in violate?'"



She puffed out a breath, but it wasn't quite as smoky as his. "Where's the fun in that?" One of her brain Pinkies whispered a phrase in passing, and Pinkie had to grin. "How about if we be 'in defensible?'"



"That's closer." His own grin spreading, he bent his neck down as if it didn't have a single bone in it. "But let's try 'in dispensable,'" he whispered, touching his snout to hers. "That, my dear Pinkie Pie, is what we are."



Squirming sideways so she could press her ear to the scraggly line where his shaggy gray hide met his shaggy brown hide without pulling her snout away, she listened to the tiny Pinkies now inside him as they yodeled counterpoint with his tiny Discords. "'In dubitably,'" she said.



The End

      

      
   
      Close Shave
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Stooping over her sink, she tried to shave it off. But, as dark purple hair was, in contrast to her fair white complexion, it was clear as Celestia’s day. She growled, slamming a hoof into the porcelain, then flinched back when pain shot up her hoof.



She glared at the reflection in the mirror, a mockery of her style and fashion and with a self-proclamation “It- is- ON!” She would find a way to get rid of this… eccentricity… soon enough. Then, she would let Sweetie have it. Sure, it was April Foals, but this was an ill-natured, impractical joke. If not harassment.



She paced back and forth, her rushed hoovesteps clattering against the tile. She posed, taking another gander at the mirror with all the grace she could, but the burly mat of hair was throwing everything off. She reached up to stroke it, finding an intriguing delight in twisting a few follicles. Maybe that’s why so many stallions stroked their mustache when thinking. 



She pulled back.



No. Not now. She had to think. Without tolerating this fiasco.



Maybe she could sneak over to Aloe and Lotus. After all, with the poison joke incident a while back, they had the antidote on hand. Hair Elixir wasn’t that distantly related, was it?



But, how was she going to get there? Waltzing right outside would be social life suicide. 



With a swift kick, she barged into her room. She snarled at the crumpled pile of blankets atop her mattress. 



She’d deal with that issue later. She had bigger fish to fry. 



“Hmph!” She turned up her snout, then retracted. She didn’t dare lift that rugged mop towards Celestia’s sky.



She stormed into her closet. Clothes hung in lines in the closet. As she progressed further in, She scoured her options. “Veils, no-“ She eliminated that option. She wouldn’t be caught with a gaudy fashion. A fashion that went out style once Coloratura fired her agent. Besides, it wouldn’t obscure her face enough. 



“Bandana? Hmm… no.” She had no idea why she kept it anyway. When doing chores around the house, she tried something new and wore a bandana over her hair to keep it from gathering too much dust and dirt. But, that supposed life hack from a magazine ended as quickly as it begun.



“Oooohh,” She pressed a hoof to her hoof in intrigue and flinched as soon as hit her hair. She pulled a hanging scarf from atop the shelf and wrapped it over her muzzle. 



One more thing.



She darted over to the mirror checking for any stray hairs poking out. Satisfied, she exited the closet and came to her coatrack. 



“I will be going to Aloe and Lotus to see if they can wax it off.” Rarity slipped on the winter coat, thanking her lucky stars that it matched with the scarf.



“I said I was sorry!” A muffled voice from the blankets shouted.



“Whether you like it or not, we are in this predicament together.” Rarity said. “Thankfully, you have the sweet luxury of staying in the bedroom grounded while I risk my social status making this dangerous trek.”



Sweetie popped her head up from her fur. She wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. The elixir on her fur proved her immobile- at least without Rarity’s levitation spell help. Thank Celestia that the kitchen was just w flight of stairs, then her room.



Whatever the fiber was… it was heavy. And strong. And chaffing. And above all… the worst joke ever. 



“You better hope this is reversible,” Rarity began. “Or you’ll be looking forward to spending the rest of your spring break as a convenient paperweight.”



Without another word, Rarity exited her home. Ready to face the world. Gold beard and all.








Rarity briskly trotted through the spa doors.



Aloe glanced up from her desk and smiled. “Oh, Hey Rarity! What brings you here?” 



Rarity flinched when she started to tug off the scarf. Would Aloe or Lotus laugh? She wasn’t really thinking properly. Maybe it was that darn elixir. At this point, bolting out the door wouldn’t be a viable option, as Aloe already noted her presence. Plus, if anypony had an expertise on tricks to remove facial hair, it would be these two twins. 



She pulled off the scarf. As soon as she did, Aloe’s jaw hung open “Uhhhhhh...”



Rarity blushed. Though, to think about it, her rosy cheeks would be buried underneath her whiskers. She smiled, though it felt strained underneath the hair. “Can you… reverse this?”



Aloe stood shocked, after a minute, she tucked her jaw back in. “I’ll do what I can.” She finally said. 



Rarity followed her to the other room. She sighed, relieved to be able to confide in another pony. Aloe could be trusted, both since it was company policy to keep customer information private- and two, she never heard them join in on gossip. 



“What is it?” Aloe asked. “I never seen it before.”



“Goldilocks,” Rarity said. “Sweetie got it as a gag gift somewhere, though I don’t remember where.”



She heard a gasp. Looking over, she saw Lotus. Lotus’s jaw was dropped.



Rarity sighed again. Make that two. 



“I don’t mean to be rude, but I have an appointment with friends later tonight.” Rarity said. 



“Sure thing.” Aloe galloped towards the closet and searched through various vials, jars, and bottles. She reached for a particular one and looked over her shoulder “You thinking what I’m thinking?”



Rarity nodded. “It’s our best bet.”



Lotus came to Rarity’s side and motioned towards the tub. 



Rarity didn’t have to be told twice. She ran towards the tub, almost diving in. That would’ve been nasty if she did, because Lotus just barely twisted the handle to start the water when Rarity jumped in.



Aloe, not waiting another second, tossed the contents into the steamy water.



Rarity sighed in relief. Her mind flushed back all the stress as she wallowed back into the water, kicking her hind legs up as she laid down.



Above her, Lotus held two cucumbers and a jar of green paste



“You don’t waste any time, do you?” Rarity smiled.



Lotus had the slightest look of worry on her face. Rarity felt her heart drop. 



“There is another customer coming in.” Aloe said.








“Rainbow! I didn’t know that you were coming here!” Rarity said. Under her breath, she mumbled ‘please don’t come over here. Please don’t come over here.’



“Hey, gotta kick back an’ relax sometime, right?” Rainbow said. “Just some getting some threading done.”



“Yeah! Rrrright!” She said. She bit back her tongue. The tone wasn’t right and Rainbow would notice. If word got out to any of her friends, it would be the end of her. she would be laughing stock.



She felt tense, as her vision was obscured by two cold cucumbers. Lotus took the edge off by massaging her shoulders.



“So, get this.” Rainbow started “Scoots shows up, and tells me she can’t hang out, something about a special meetup in clubhouse or something.”



“Huh,” Rarity says, curious to know if there were any similar fiascos. Maybe there was more than one spray bottle of Goldilocks. She bit back at the thought, since she remembered Sweetie at home. Poor Sweetie. Confined to a bed.



“Then, she tries to play a trick on me with a coin and a water bottle!” Rainbow chuckled. “Luckily, I knew the trick, and popped the water bottle, squirting the squirt in her face!” 



Guess not. She wondered how the rest of her friends were doing, what type of tricks were played on them.



“Has Sweetie played any practical jokes on you today?” Rainbow asked.



Not practical. Impractical. 



Rarity held her tongue. She got back to the matter at hand. She had to answer Maybe a no would’ve sufficed, but Rainbow would’ve got suspicious. She could pin it on the fact that Sweetie wasn’t that much of a prankster, but that would be a big, fat, lie. As plain as the nose, or beard, on her face.



“Rarity?”



“Oh, yes.” Rarity said “Thankfully, just like Scootaloo, it backfired for her also.” 



Rainbow laughed heartily. “How did she react? What was the look on her face?”



Rarity shuddered at the vision in her head. Sweetie with her eyes bloodshot. Unable to move from her spot. As much as Rarity thought of it as Karma, she felt bad for her sister. 



She answered, a little disgust in her voice tasted as sappy as the shaving cream from earlier. “Horribly. She is grounded in my room.”



“Oh.” Rainbow said. 



After a moment of silence, Rainbow continued. “Well, as funny as it was, she was a good sport about it. She at first ran away from me, embarrassed, but I tracked her down and said it was ‘okay’. She’d be able to try next April Foal’s and get me. Then… we hugged and said ‘good game’”



“Glad to hear.” Rarity finally had some sincerity. After this, she would apologize to Sweetie for her yelling and shouting. It warmed her heart to hear that Rainbow Dash had a great experience with her little sister.



“You ready for the meetup tonight?” Rainbow asked. “Pinkie has a prank planned for one of us.”



Rarity tensed. She hoped the lot didn’t fall on her. She had enough of today as it was. Rarity answered “I will, I just need to make things up with my sister.”



“Oh. That bad, huh?” 



“Yes, it’s been a wild ride.” Rarity said.



“She’ll come along- I know you aren’t the practical joke type, but if you laugh it off with her-” Rainbow paused. “Laughter is the best medicine they say, just look at Pinkie.”



“Yep, she is a prime example.” Rarity thought of Pinkie again. Maybe she could ask is Maud ever played a joke on her.



“Well, I gotta get ready,” Rainbow said “I’ll see you later tonight.”



“See you!” Rarity called back.



The doors swung closed after the chime of a bell. Rarity breathed a sigh of relief.



Lotus removed the cucumbers. 



Rarity grit her teeth. “Did she notice?”



“Not at all.” Lotus said.



“Whew!” Rarity washed the cream off her face. She felt the sharp spindles on her chin. Her heart sank. If it was in the tub, it would’ve sank to the bottom, as heavy as the hair was. “It… It didn’t come out.”



“Well, not completely,” Aloe took a mirror off the nearby stand and gave it to Rarity “Thankfully, now you don’t have a beard, but a goatee.”








Rarity was surprised that Aloe or Lotus didn’t accept payment. Probably they felt bad about not being able to cure it.



She trotted down a windy dirt path, staying away from the patches of poison joke that ran alongside it. The last thing she needed was dealing with a bad hair day- or more of it.



If there was anypony in Equestria who would be able to find a cure, it would be Zecora. She just hoped that she could get through this maze of poison joke first. 



“Rarity?” She heard right behind her. 



Her blood ran cold. She tightened the scarf over her face and looked back “Applejack?”



“What are you doing here?” Applejack asked.



“Just taking care of business.” Rarity said. She held onto the scarf for dear life, if even a hair stuck out of place, it would be game over. She successfully avoided Dash at the spa, and hoped she’s be as lucky here. Then, she remembered something- Zecora was a bit of a ways from the Apple farm. “Wait a second, what are you doing here?” She asked, cocking an eyebrow.



“Oh, uhm, Applebloom is with Zecora.” Applejack said “I’m just checkin’ to see what they are up to.”



Lucky again. Knowing Applebloom, she would blab the news to all of Equestria again. It certain took a while for Equestria to forget her diary entries. 



“Why are you here though?” Applejack asked, trotting a little closer, avoiding the flower patches cautiously “It’s a little too far for a stroll, especially with the Poison Joke in full bloom around these parts.”



“It’s nothing.” Rarity said.



“Rarity, I can’t hear a word you are sayin’” Applejack shook her head. “Can you take that darn thing off?”



“No.” Rarity spoke a little louder. “I have the flu. I don’t want you to catch it.”



Applejack stepped forward. “Well, then, you better skedaddle to Zecora’s. I’ll walk you there.” 



“Really, you don’t have to.” Rarity said.



Applejack came to her side. “I insist.”



“No, actually, I’m coming back- I feel much better!” Rarity said. 



“Rarity, can you take that thing off.” Applejack yanked the scarf. Rarity latched onto it tight, thankful to have the grip from her wrinkly hooves after the spa. 



“Rarity! Look out!” Applejack pushed her out of the way, just in time. Applejack fell into a patch of Poison Joke. She cursed and brushed herself off. “Well, I guess that gives me an excuse to go to Aloe and Lotus’s” She held out her scarf, then dropped it.



Rarity’s eyes welled up with tears. Her cheeks flushed with heat, and under her coat, she started to feel the warm sweat on her back. She bolted out of the forest, jumping over patches of poison joke.



“Rarity! Wait!”








Rarity sunk back in her sheets. 



“You okay, Sis?”



“Leave me alone.” Rarity said. She buried her head deeper into the pillows.



She heard a knock at the door.



“Aren’t you going to answer it?” Sweetie Belle asked.



“No.” Rarity said.



Rarity heard a knock again. She heard Sweetie open her mouth, as if to say something.



“No.” Rarity repeated.



“You know I cannot move.” Sweetie said. “It’s on you.”



“I can’t answer the door, I’m hideous.” Rarity sobbed. 



“Rarity, please answer the door.” Applejack shouted from below. 



“It’s Applejack. You need to answer.” Sweetie reasoned.



Rarity held her peace. Maybe Sweetie would stop pestering her for a while. Though, the fact of the matter is that she made a comfy pillow.



“I’m sorry.” Sweetie said. “I didn’t mean this to go this far.”



Sure you did. Rarity listened closely, the words of Rainbow ringing true. 



“I’m sorry Sweetie, I didn’t mean to yell at you. I was just so frustrated…” Rarity said. “To be honest, I got most of it off, I might have a chance with another dose of Poison Joke Antidote.” Rarity snickered. “Do you mind if I use you as a pillow for now on?”



Sweetie laughed. “I’m not going anywhere anytime soon. Remember?”



“Right.” Rarity said. She laughed evilly, or that is what she thought in her mind. “At my mercy!”



“At your mercy.” Sweetie chuckled. “One condition- answer the door.”



“What? No!” 



Rarity realized she was too late. Her sister summersaulted like a pom-pom off the bed and towards the door.



“DON’T YOU DARE!” Rarity ran, wide-eyed after Sweetie. Sweetie rolled down the stairs, and towards the door. She wrenched the handle open with her magic. 



Rarity froze as the door opened.



“Oh, there you are, Rarity,” Applejack said. “I’m sorry for botherin’ ya, but I had something to tell you.”



Rarity stood, still frozen.



“May I come in?” Applejack asked.



“Sure.” Rarity sighed. She shot Sweetie a nasty glared as she closed the door. Of course Sweetie couldn’t trot away, she was stuck a ball of fluff.



“Woah, what happened to Sweetie?”



“Same thing to me,” Rarity sighed. “Anyways, what do you need?”



“I just wanted to tell you I’m sorry for being rash back there.” Applejack fished in her saddlebags and pulled out the scarf. “You may want to wash it out first.”



Rarity held it with caution in her magic and levitated it to the laundry hamper.



“You’re okay, Applejack. I don’t blame you.” Rarity sighed again. “I’m sorry, I look ridiculous.”



“It ain’t your fault.” Applejack said. “I was caught off-guard.”



Rarity hid her muzzle in her forelegs. 



“If anything, I kinda like the new look.” Applejack started.



Rarity blanched “Really?”



“Yeah, it makes you look… Sophisticated.” Applejack said, grinning at the last word she used.



Rarity eyed Applejack nervously and chuckled softly. Trying not to make the situation awkward was long gone. “I’m sorry about running off.”



“It’s a natural tick.” Applejack said. “Having a fun April foals?”



“Quite.” Rarity said.



“You should’ve seen Applebloom run after she got me.”



Rarity stayed silent.



“Actually, I have an odd request.” Applejack’s cheeks grew rosy.



“Oh?” Rarity said.



"Do you have more of that stuff?" She asked "I want to surprise Big Mac and Applebloom with a prank of my own.
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         “Well, I do hate to contradict you, Twilight,” said Rarity, with a little sparkle of something that wasn’t regret in her eyes. “But the fact of the matter is, I’ve seen one.”



She’d spoken calmly, in her usual tone of voice, but it seemed as if everyone at Mellifleur’s Café had fallen utterly silent. Twilight’s face seemed to be trying to turn a different shade of purple.



“You’ve… What? You’re not serious, Rarity. Are you?” Rarity watched Twilight trying to scan her face for signs of deception. Sadly, Twilight, for all her love of honesty, was simply not good at such a game, and this put the cherry atop the sundae of Rarity’s hidden amusement. She relished it for a few seconds more.



“I am utterly serious, Twilight. I have in fact seen a human, with my own eyes.”



Twilight groaned. “Oh, no, now you’ve gone crazy, too! I assure you, I’ve done more than enough research to prove that anthropoid cryptids can’t possibly exist as described. I’ve mapped the ecological systems in their supposed habitats, and there simply is no room for any additional predators at their level of the food chain. Not a single bone or scrap of hide have ever been shown!”



Rarity drew breath to reply, but Twilight surged on. “And every time I present my evidence, the believers change their stories! ‘Oh, they don’t live under bridges anymore, since you started looking there; you chased them away and now they’re deep forest dwellers! Oh, you must have disturbed them in the forest, now they live on snowy mountain tops…’ Twilight paused for breath and a long sip of Grey Marle tea. “These so-called ‘Humans,’ ‘Bigfeet,’ whatever you call them, fit every possible pattern for a simple myth, or a crazed delusion!”



Rarity smiled. “Oh, dear Twilight, I’m sorry to have gotten you upset on such a beautiful morning. These meetings of ours are supposed to calm both of our nerves! I do believe you, and I agree with you that secret tribes of anthropoids are extremely unlikely to have ever existed in Equestria, as some have claimed. Nevertheless, I have seen a human–tall, bipedal, mostly hairless, flat-muzzled, wearing clothes, apparently a toolmaker or user, and most definitely sapient.” 



Rarity was pleased to see the disdain fading away as some of the curiosity returned to her friend’s eyes. 



Twilight snorted softly and set down her teacup. “Please tell me more, Rarity. Where did you see it?



Rarity took a sip from her own cup and ordered her thoughts. “Do you recall last year, Twilight, when Spike received a larger scroll than usual, addressed to me? He insisted on delivering it to me personally. You must have been quite curious at the time.”



“I do remember! It had Luna’s personal seal on it. And yes, I was very interested, but it wouldn’t have been polite to pry.”



Rarity mentally added some shaved chocolate to her sundae of delight. Twilight had been making what she conceived to be subtle hints for weeks after the package had arrived, to the degree that Rarity had been tempted to see if Twilight would literally jump through a hoop just to learn more.



“Of course not, darling. Well, I was not at full liberty to disclose before, but I can tell you now, I suppose. In the few weeks before that package arrived, I’d been working through some personal matters which I needn’t describe in detail, but I’m sure you know how it is when a creative person encounters, let’s say, not a roadblock on the path to success, but a loop? Where you are treading the same ground, stitching the same patterns, your thread travelling around and around and around, all the bold and career defining designs done, and just the barest hint of horror lying around the corner. Have I done everything I will ever do? Will all my future simply be a retread of the past, with no bursts of inspiration to lead one higher?”



Twilight’s gaze grew distant, unreadable. After a moment, she nodded. “I do know that feeling.”



Rarity nodded, and lifted a teapot to refill her cup. “Well I was working myself into quite a state over this, and it was starting to affect my sleep. And one night, Luna came to me in a dream. I like to think that she was taking an interest as a friend, and not just as a ruler of the realm checking upon the fitness of one of her trusted weapons…”



“It was the former, Rarity,” Twilight said firmly. 



“Thank you,” said Rarity with a smile. “Anyway, I recall dreaming that I was wandering across a bridge, and feeling very low indeed, and gazing at the water. But then the sky and its reflection below turned black and starry, sparkling beautifully, and she appeared beside me. We spoke together for a long time, and I opened my heart to her, and she understood, just as you do, for the heavens are only her Art. But just before I awoke, she promised to send me some more tangible assistance. The package which you received for me arrived a day later.



“When I unwrapped the scroll, it showed a picture of a beautiful filigree diadem, wrought in gold and meant to enclose one’s entire horn, with a perfect gleaming moonstone at the center, and of a very antique design. When I reached out to touch it, I found I could draw it forth from the scroll, and it became real in my grasp. The rest of the scroll explained that the diadem was made by an ancient craftspony that Luna had known, and that he had made but a small number in his lifetime. If worn while sleeping, it was said to direct one to a moment of piercing, beauteous inspiration, after which it would fall to dust.”



“That was a precious gift, indeed,” said Twilight. “I’ve heard of those diadems. No price can purchase them; they can only be given.”



“I suspected as much. And naturally, I wanted to save such a gift for the Right Moment. But one can wait and wait for the right moment, and live out one’s whole life, only to discover that it’s passed you by. Luna surely didn’t mean for me to keep the gift and never use it.”



“Sometimes you have to create the moment,” observed Twilight, stirring some honey into her cup. “Sometimes you must do the best you can with what you have on hand. Even if the seed is not perfect, you may still create something amazing, guided in a new direction by its limitations. I’ve discovered many interesting spells that way.”



“I see that you understand perfectly. And so, one brightly moonlit night, I wore the diadem, invested the moonstone with a measure of my magic force, and went to sleep. And what came after, I suppose, you may well dismiss as a dream that Luna sent to me, a comforting but unreal story…”



“But why would she need to do that?” exclaimed Twilight. “She can send you dreams any time she wishes. I can’t think of why she would want to deceive you, or why you would deceive me. I trust you, Rarity, and I’m sorry I called you crazy earlier.”



“Thank you, Twilight,” said Rarity with a heartbare look, “And apology accepted. It’s easy enough for me to doubt what I saw, but it felt real beyond any dream. A dream sort of carries you along through your inner worlds, but does not stand up well to probing. But what I saw felt touchable and testable, and external to me.



“I remember that as I slept, I suddenly felt that time had fallen away from me, and that everywhere around me was the same distance away, so that the furthest mountains were just as close to me as my own house, and the stars in the sky were swirling like butterflies in the wind, about to land upon me. I saw a deepening golden glow, and I was drawn towards it. It grew too bright for me to look at, and I closed my eyes, and when I opened them again, everything had changed.



“I was in another world, quite truly. The color of the sky was not so rich a blue as ours, but a sort of paler cerulean, and the sun in that sky was dazzling and painful to look at. I could feel its warmth, but it was a warmth of fire and not of love, if you understand me.”



Twilight took up a napkin as if to dab at her lips, and discreetly lowered it to her side where a small quill was ready to start scribbling notes and equations. “Please go on,” she said.



“Around me was a rather small garden, with a curving path through some red rose bushes, and some stonework ringing a group of yellow tulips, and  a little pond, along the edge of which grew some orange lilies. I walked along this path a bit, and while I was hesitant to eat any of the flowers, for I was only a guest, I did try a few of the rose petals that lay upon the path. They were slightly sweet, with a bitter aftertaste.



“And beyond the garden was an odd house. Its foundation was smooth as if all carved from one stone, and the white panelling on the side seemed to consist of a very thin metal. I could sense nothing about it with my gem sense; it was simply there, perfunctory, a house made to house anyone, or no-one in particular. It was as if the builders hadn’t known who the house would be for, or didn’t care.



“There was a solarium attached to the house, and in it was a breakfast table, not very different from the one we’re sitting at now, and on it were such mundane things as a tea service and plates of toast. But at that table was the human, wearing a white collared shirt, a bow tie, and dark brown pants, reading a newspaper and eating a scone. He--” Rarity sighed. “I know what you’re about to ask. How did I know what gender the human was? Well, he had a moustache. How do I know that it’s male humans who have the moustaches? Well, I don’t know, darling, but I think it was male, and we’ll have to leave it there. For all I know, the human had trouble telling what gender I am, despite my radiant charms.



“He suddenly looked up at me, as I stood there with the golden diadem on my head and several rose petals clinging to my lips. I feared he would come to a wrong conclusion and be angry at me, but his face seemed friendly enough. He rose from the table, blinked at me several times through the glass walls of the solarium, took off his round spectacles and polished them, and then turned away from me and went through the wide Pranch doors and into the main house.



“So far, I was dreadfully confused. I was quite interested to see the human, of course, but it didn’t seem particularly inspiring. Still, I hoped that further things would happen, so I waited, feeling a cool breeze on my back and watching the glints of the sun shimmer in the little pond. I heard some shouting inside the house, a deeper voice, very calm, and a higher voice, very angry, but I couldn’t make out the words.



“Soon after, he came out again into the solarium, opened the outer door, and came towards me, and I got a better look at him. His spectacles were dark rimmed and very thick, and he blinked rapidly in the sunlight, with a strange squint in his left eye. I believe that he couldn’t see very well even with the glasses. He had a dark scraggly mane on his head, and I’ve mentioned the moustache, but the rest of his face was bare. He came towards me, blinking and peering about, as if I were as blurry as a cloud of smoke or as delicate as a soap bubble.I suppose he had more reason to be disconcerted than I, for I had set out to find something unusual, wearing a golden cover upon my horn, and he had just been sitting and reading when an otherworldly creature appeared in his garden.



“He walked around me in a circle and studied me, which gave me more time to look at him up close. I particularly admired the smart precision of the stitching on his clothes! Finer and more precise than could be done by hand, or any sewing machine I’ve yet encountered. I had thought his feet ended in hooves at first, for they were black and shiny, but now I saw that they were only shoes. I still don’t know what his feet actually look like, but they stuck out rather far in the front, so perhaps this is where the term ‘Bigfoot’ comes from.  



“It reached out with one of its paws towards me–it had five long thin digits, with thin translucent hooflets on each one–and I shied away a bit from the strangeness of it all, and it dropped its hand. But then it bent over, took up a lily from the ground, and offered it to me!”



“Oh, my!” exclaimed Twilight. “That’s certainly evidence of sapient behavior. How was it?”



“It was firm and juicy, if a trifle bland. As I chewed it, I saw him peering at me intently, still blinking, but over his face came the most wonderful expression of delight I’d ever seen. It was as if all his life he’d been looking through a veil, and suddenly he could see clearly again for one brief moment. Or–I have an intuition, but I don’t have any facts I can use to support it.”



“Please tell me anyway,” said Twilight.



“I think he was an artist too, a creator like us. But his vision kept leading him astray, as when you look through a fogged window at the lights out on the street, and it looks as if you’re seeing a mystical land of wild colors and dancing gems and beings of pure light, a world where apples might grow inside out or fire might be cool enough to touch and feel how soft and velvety it is. But then you wipe away the moisture and it just becomes another dull street scene, with flickering lamps and ponies going about their business and nothing extraordinary at all.”



Rarity’s gaze fell to her tea. On its surface, she saw wavering reflections of Twilight’s face, and the other patrons in the café, and the candles on the wall sconces, and a window with the open sky beyond. Everything was cast in brown from the color of the tea, and it was all very small and trembled from the slightest breath.



“I think the world was like that for him, that he kept seeing marvelous things far away in his odd sight that weren’t there when he got up close, and it was cutting him and his art down to the roots. But then I was there, and I was real, and he could feed me lilies, and it altered his whole life. He knew then that there was something else out there after all, a vision that wasn’t backed by disillusion and disappointment. Not a pretty diadem on paper, but something tangible to greet and behold and admire.”



“Oh, that’s beautiful,” said Twilight. “What happened next?”



“I’m afraid that it’s quite sad. He reached out to me again, and this time I was willing to let him touch me, but just then that higher-pitched voice from the house called out to him again, and the moment broke like a soap-bubble. I saw him look towards the house in anger, then back to me again with anguish, then he held out his paw to me, flat and vertical. Then he ran towards the house, shouting something in a horrid rage. I think he had wanted me to wait for him to return, and I was willing to do so, but as he entered the house again the world blurred around me and ran like melting wax, and then I awoke with a start in my own bed, with a golden dawn washing away the night sky, and golden dust falling from my horn and leaving imprints on my pillowcase.”



Twilight had stopped scribbling on her napkin. “So, from his point of view, you didn’t wait for him, and you might have been just a dream anyway, or a delusion after all.” She shook her head. “Oh, that poor creature.”



Rarity nodded. “For my part, the contact was an utter success. The inequinely-tight stitching on his clothes gave me the idea for magical augments to standard sewing machines, and now the style has taken off; I am once again the pacesetter. That spring line of mine, the suits and gowns that functioned so well when dancing upright, also came from my observation of the way he walked, and that gait of his as he stumbled towards me in the grasp of an impossible hope. Each time I reflect upon our meeting, I recall odd aspects of it that spawn new ideas, some of which become quite fruitful indeed.



“As for him, I certainly hope I didn’t do anything to drive him mad. Perhaps the event drove him sane instead, in some way. 



“But however things turned out, I hope he found a way to share it with someone, without them thinking that he was crazy.”
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         Twilight looked at her niece, staring through the telescope. The girl had come so far from that chubby, winged ball of destruction she'd been as an infant. She had her mother's long legs and neck, but had gotten Shiny's more stubby horn and heavy hooves. What really stood out though, was the—apparently recessive—shaggy, northern coat. Cadance, being heir to the Crystal Empire, obviously had ancestors from the north, and while Night Light had said his family had ties to the old Empire as well—and Shiny did get a bit of the stocky build from there, she supposed—Twilight couldn't think of any direct relatives who had the heavy, winter-ready coats of the true north.



Until Flurry Heart.



The girl was, to put it mildly, "well insulated." To put it less mildly, she weighed less than Fluttershy but looked as bulky as Big Mac. Though, come to think of it, Twilight never really had weighed Big Mac. Maybe if you shaved him, she pondered, he'd be no bigger than Cadance. She snickered at the thought.



"What's so funny, Aunt T?"



"What?" Twilight stammered, coming out of her reverie before waving a hoof dismissively. "Oh, nothing, just admiring how much you've grown."



"Blech!" Flurry stuck out her tongue as she turned away from the telescope and her illustrations. "Everyone's always saying stuff like that to me." Flurry Heart put on her best Celestia voice. "Oh my, haven't you grown into a handsome young mare!" Then Luna "Thou dost remindeth me of thy mother's own youthful countenance."



Twilight moved close and gave a gentle hug with her wings. "You know it's because we love you, right?"



Flurry rolled her eyes and sighed before returning the hug. "Yeah, I know. But does everyone always have to point out what I look like? Like, can't I just be me without having to be compared to my mom, or your cousin, or that friend's sister's mother's aunt whoever?"



"Of course you can," Twilight said. "But you'll also always be our little Floofy."



"Ugh," Flurry ran a hoof down her face. "You're doing it again, Aunt T. Just because I couldn't say my own name until I was three, doesn't mean it's still funny. I'm not a little kid anymore!"



The last bit—while not quite yelled—made Twilight pause. "I'm sorry, Flurry. I... It's just because..."



Flurry glared, daring her to finish the sentence without being condescending.



Just before she could open her mouth to try, Twilight heard the doors to the study bang open.



"Who... wants... Cooookies!" Pinkie Pie bounced into the room, while somehow also balancing a tray of treats on her back.



Twilight had initially been planning to come alone to the Empire, and spend some time with her niece while Cadance and Shiny took a much needed vacation for their anniversary. But somehow, Pinkie had heard about some ancient baking techniques being rediscovered, and insisted she had to try out the "refractive solar ovens" being rebuilt by the crystal ponies.



At first, Twilight had been hesitant to let her come, looking forward to a mellow holiday herself, but Pinkie, ever determined, had something to say in negotiation. Specifically, she had said: "I. can. Bake. Literal. Rainbows. Into. Cooooookies!" More specifically, she'd said it with that look in her eyes that could be felt by everything in a hundred mile radius with more sense than a nematode.



So, Pinkie had come on the trip.



Flurry gave one last side-eye at Twilight, before her countenance brightened and focused on the bearer of the baked goods. "Pinkie, you look..."



Twilight saw it too. Her friend was... Well, half her normally poofy mane was singed to a crisp. One eye was twitching, seemingly of its own accord, and her bright pink coat looked to be nearly fifty percent soot by volume.



Over the past few days since they'd arrived, Twilight had barely heard a thing from Pinkie. At least, not since the initial disappointment when she'd learned the "ovens" in questions were more like "kilns" or "forges" and designed for creating magic artifacts and weapons at thousands of degrees. Apparently that had not stopped her though.



Approaching Pinkie a bit like one would a skittish animal, Flurry gave a sniff. "They, ah, smell good, Aunt P."



Twilight walked over and surveyed the tray of... items, several of which seemed to be slightly melted into the metal of the tray itself. "Yes, and they look..." The normally eloquent part of her brain reached for words, but came back only with: "Done."



"Heheheh..." Pinkie laughed in an only slightly disturbing way. "Yes, finally! Took me for-ev-er to get the recipe right!"



Pinkie's head swiveled back and forth between the other two. "Well," she said. "Come on, dig in! Lemme know how scrum-didly-delicious they are!"



Levitating a "cookie" from the tray, Twilight examined it. It had an outer surface that looked more like glazed pottery than any normal icing. The weight was also about ten times what she'd expect for a treat that size. In any other circumstance, she'd want to run the thing through a mass spectrometer before touching it, much less eating it, but Pinkie Pie was right there, staring at her with those big, sad, and very, very manic eyes! So she took a bite.



It was... not entirely unlike gingerbread. If gingerbread had a molecular weight on par with the middle layers of a neutron star.



"The secret," Pinkie excitedly explained. "Was to get juuust the right ratio of asbestos to lead in the icing, so it evaporates right as the beams are at maximum dispersal!" She hung her head a tad and her remaining hair, singed as it was, nevertheless seemed to find a way to slump too. "Of course, you only have about one eighth of a second to pull them out of the oven at that point, so it took me like a hundred and eleventy tries to get it right."



Twilight, having stopped chewing somewhere around the word "asbestos" took the break in eye contact as a chance to levitate the bite out of her mouth and stash it in a nearby planter for later analysis. The rest of the cookie went back on the tray as she made a show of "swallowing" the bite she'd taken.



"So?" Pinkie asked nervously.



"I... think they need work," Twilight said.



"I kinda sorta maybe thought that," said Pinkie, slightly dejected. "I mean, I'm getting all the colors of the rainbow, but it's still missing something."



"How about we go downstairs and get some dinner for now, and you can make another try at desert again later?"



"Righty-o, dinner ho!" Pinkie said, now cheering up a bit. "But I'll leave these here in case you want to feed the hamsters later!"



As the other two left the study, Twilight turned and cast a quick warding spell around the tray Pinkie had left on the table. Not that anything with a nose would likely even try to touch them, but... well, Flurry was probably too old to believe yet another one of her hamsters had gone to a farm up country.








"I think she's just uncertain about her place in the world," Cadance said, her form ethereal and tiny upon the desk.



Twilight leaned back, confident the sending spell would keep her framed regardless of position. "She just seemed so... upset today when I used her old nickname."



Cadance laughed, "Twilight, how awkward were you at that age?"



"Mmm... pretty awkward, I guess."



"And you were just a normal unicorn, around other unicorns. Nearly all the children Flurry's age are crystal ponies there, and absolutely none of them are alicorns. She wants to fit in, but has no way to do so."



"So, every time we point out how she looks..." Twilight leaned forward again, sighing. "It's reminding her of how different she is."



"And worse, the only ponies she can compare herself to are literally princesses basically worshiped by the entire populace."



"I wouldn't say we're worshiped at such, more of—"



"Because you don't like that part either, but you know that's how everypony looks at us. Flurry knows her aunts all cast a long shadow, and—"



"And she hates being reminded of it every time we compare her to others."



Cadance nodded. "I've been trying to get through to her, but she's a teenager, sometimes the last pony they want to talk to is their mother. I'm hoping maybe you'll have better luck."



"I'll try." Twilight smiled, "Good night, Cadance."



"Good night, Twil—



"'Night Twiley!" Shining Armor interjected from off screen, just as the spell was cut.








The next morning, Twilight found herself in the castle's study well before dawn. It was spring, and she'd agreed to take over celestial duties, managing the sun and moon for the season while the elder princesses went on a grand diplomatic tour. She'd gotten used to waking—or at least, still being awake—for dawn and dusk each day, but tonight she'd just had things weighing on her mind.



Candles lit, she paced through the study where she'd been informally tutoring Flurry Heart over the past few days. The filly had shown interest in both astronomy and optics, and after Twilight had shown her how different crystals could diffract light in ways that let one study the distant stars, she'd begged to see more.



Pacing, Twilight came to the illustrations near the telescope. The folio was still open to the sketches Flurry had been making of the sun's corona, as seen through the heavily smoked glass of the telescope. She flipped backwards, reviewing the spectral lines Flurry had dutifully copied, showing the hydrogen and helium lines in the sun, as well as other spectra they'd captured from a candle's flame, a vial of pure oxygen, and several gems, before returning the book to the coronal sketch.



She's good, Twilight thought, running a hoof gently over the arcs of solar plasma drawn in exquisite detail. Really good! Might be we'll soon have a cutie mark in the family for art!



Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of hooves clinking ever-so-gently on crystal floors.



Flurry Heart, horn lit with a soft light spell, poked her head into the room. "Oh, sorry," she said, upon seeing the room occupied. "I didn't..." She paused, seemingly frozen in thought.



"Couldn't sleep either?" Twilight said, doing her best to give a warm smile.



Posture softening, Flurry moved into the study. "No, not really, I guess."



The two ponies stood in awkward silence for a moment.



"I—"



"It's just—"



"No, you go first," Twilight insisted.



Taking a deep breath and letting it out, Flurry began. "I'm sorry for snapping at you yesterday. I know you didn't mean anything by what you said, it's just..."



"No," Twilight interrupted. "I'm sorry. You were right, you're not a child any more, and sometimes I forget that. You deserve to just be yourself, not my—or anypony else's—version of how we see you."



"Anyone else's."



"Excuse me?"



"You said "anypony" but that's speciest. You should say "anyone" or "anybeing" instead."



Ever the grammarian, the correction really threw Twilight's mind for a loop, almost as much as the unexpected confidence with which it was delivered. When her brain caught up with itself, and she'd remembered to close her jaw, she realized, well, she's not wrong. She looked at her niece. "I guess I never realized that."



"I know, which is why I didn't say anything, but... well, you said it several times, and I know it's just how you've always said things, but how would you feel if you were a griffin or a minotaur or some other species and heard that all the time?"



Twilight nodded. "Point taken. I guess I just never meant it that way, so..."



"I know, Aunt T, and I know you never meant anything mean in calling me Floofy either. But it..." Flurry blushed and lowered her ears a bit.



"But," Twilight finished for her. "It feels a bit like a tease when you're the only one growing a winter coat."



Flurry nodded, but kept her eyes downcast, trying to hide her blush still.



"Flurry, please, look at me." Twilight gently lifted her chin with a hoof. "I know this is a tough time for you. It is for every filly at your age. I know it's harder on you being unique as you are, but believe me, everypony—I mean everyone thinks you are amazing. Just because no one else looks like you doesn't mean you aren't beautiful."



Fighting back tears, Flurry stammered. "Everyone always says that but... But thank you, Aunt T."



The two hugged for a moment, before Twilight reluctantly broke the embrace. The sun should've been up several minutes ago, but she had an idea. "You know one of the best parts about being an alicorn?"



Flurry smiled. "Eating all you want and never getting fat?"



"No dear," Twilight said. "That's not an alicorn power, that's a teenage power." Twilight gestured for Flurry to follow her out onto the balcony. "The best part is raising the sun!"



Flurry Heart looked at her uncertainly, hesitating on the threshold.



"I know it's cold out," Twilight said, surveying the patches of snow still covering some of the more shaded rooftops and alleyways.



"Is it?" Flurry said.



Twilight chuckled. Of course the floofball didn't feel it! "Okay, so what's the problem?"



"It's just... I've seen Aunt C and Luna both do that a bunch."



Twilight turned around. "I'm not asking you to watch, I'm offering you a chance to try it for yourself!"



Flurry pawed a bit at the floor with a forehoof, a nervous tick Twilight had seen Cadance do as well when nervous. "What's wrong?" Twilight asked.



"It's just... I don't know that I'm ready, or that I can..."



"It's okay, Flurry. I'll be right here with you. Trust me, it's just a little bit of practice is all. No pony—Sorry, no one will know but us. Just give it a try."



Hesitantly, Flurry stepped out onto the balcony. The two ponies stood, gazing over the city and to the snow-capped peaks beyond it.



"Okay," Twilight began. "Close your eyes, and think of all the warmest things you can. Think of the sunlight on your face in the summer, of sun-drenched earth, and the warmth in all life. Find that feeling, and follow it out, out farther than you ever thought you could."



Flurry closed her eyes and opened her mind, doing her best to follow the instructions, her face making, objectively, the cutest scrunched up expression Twilight had ever seen.



Avoiding any outburst of auntly "d'aww"ing though, Twilight started her own monitoring spell. Sensing and waiting for the tendrils of spellwork Flurry was attempting to form. She found them, and saw them vaguely reaching toward the horizon, but they were disorganized, temporal at best. So she reached out, her own spell gently coaxing Flurry's into a more coherent form, guiding it imperceptibly toward the sun.



"A little harder, and a little further," Twilight instructed. "You're almost there!"



Flurry pumped more energy into her spell, and then, with a shock, her eyes popped open. "I feel it!"



Twilight smiled at her. "Good! Now, feel it for a minute. Get a sense of the thing, of the place, of the energies."



"I... I'll try." Flurry closed her eyes again.



"Remember what you were drawing yesterday? The flares and arcs, the spots and the whorls? Find those, find what they look like on the inside."



Twilight watched, proud as both an Aunt and a teacher.



"Oh wow," Flurry said. "I can... It's like... It smells like summer, but too loud!"



That was a new one, Twilight thought. Sure, every unicorn had their own synesthetic way of describing the magic sense in terms of the more mundane ones, but "the sun smells too loudly of summer" was one of the more bizarre. Yet, she knew, that surely indicated Flurry had made a solid connection.



"Okay," Twilight said. "Now raise it, slowly."



"What?" Flurry opened her eyes. "It's so big, I could never move something that large!"



Twilight could sense the filly's spell slipping. "No, it's not a levitation spell. Just relax. Remember those feelings of warmth and light?"



Flurry took a few deep breaths. "Okay, I feel it again."



"Right, so you don't move the sun yourself. You coax it into moving for you."



"How do I do that?"



"The sun is light, and warmth, and life, and all of those things. But all those things are also in you. Send your own heat and light to it, as light seeks light."



Flurry wrinkled her brow, but kept her eyes closed, a good sign, Twilight thought. She observed as the magic tendrils strengthened as Flurry sent energy toward the horizon. She'd need a lot more than that, so Twilight gave her a minute, but the output didn't increase.



"You need to try harder, Flurry."



"I... I'm afraid. I don't know what I'm doing, maybe we should just stop."



Twilight put a wing over her shoulder. "There's nothing to be afraid of, you're doing great, you just need to put more energy into it."



"I... I'm trying, Aunt T, but..."



Flurry made a visible show of effort, brow scrunching even more. Yet Twilight sensed no more energy on the magical side of things. What was the problem? She knew her niece had it within her to do this. Even as an infant she'd had more magical power than anypony she'd ever seen.



"Flurry," Twilight said, her voice more serious. "Take a break for a minute."



Flurry opened one eye, and saw the stern look on her aunt's face, then let the spellforms drop.



"Tell me," Twilight said. "What's wrong? Why won't you give it your all?"



It took a moment, but eventually Flurry responded. "I'm afraid."



"Of what?"



"That I'll... over do it. That I'll break it."



Twilight waited for her to continue.



"Remember when I was eight, and I set the tablecloth on fire at that restaurant?"



Twilight nodded as she thought back. She hadn't been there, but Cadance had given her the recap. They'd managed to put out the fire quickly enough that nopony got hurt, but...



"I'd just been trying to warm up my soup. But it... I lost control and nearly burned down a restaurant."



"Oh!" Twilight said, realization connecting. "I don't think I ever realized what's why it happened." But of course it made sense. That's about the point where Flurry suddenly seemed to get her power under control. But maybe... "But you've been afraid to really push yourself ever since, haven't you?"



Flurry nodded, visibly shaking, though Twilight couldn't quite tell if it was relief at admitting the problem, or at the fear she still faced.



Twilight wrapped her up in huge hug, wings and all, as determined as an aunt to could be wring the sadness right out of her.



After the gurgling started, she relaxed a bit.



"Oh Flurry," Twilight said after taking a moment to clear her own sniffles. "You were eight! Nopony has control of their magic at that age. I mean, I turned my own parents into plants on accident when I was even younger!"



"I know, Aunt T, but... Aunt C was there to help you calm down and control your spell. I'm an alicorn. If I have an accident, it might really hurt someone, and no unicorn is going to be able to contain my magic."



Oh my, Twilight thought, seeing the genuine fear and sadness in her niece's eyes. The poor dear! "Flurry, you're not eight anymore. You're a young mare in your own right. You've haven't had an outburst in years, and you've learned so much since then."



"But... What if I..." Flurry said, through sniffles. "What if I haven't? What if I mess up and really hurt someone?"



Twilight wasn't sure what more she could say. Facts and statistics weren't going to help fight an irrational fear, any more than they would convince a child there's no monster under the bed. Heck, Twilight thought, I did my own statistics on that and it still didn't help when I was... Then it dawned on her.



"Hang on, Flurry, wait here a minute, and I'll be right back."



"Where are you—"



"Just wait here. Five minutes tops, I promise!"



Twilight headed inside and looked at the table of various gems and crystals they'd been working with. No good, Flurry would recognize any of those. So she galloped off toward the guestroom she'd been staying in, before digging into her box of trinkets. It wasn't much, as she wasn't a very sentimental mare, but Twilight Sparkle still kept a small box of mementos from various adventures. Nothing big, nothing gaudy, just small, seemingly useless things that mattered only for the story they were connect to.



Most of the items were too mundane to work. She needed something that could pass for being magical, and protective, the way Smarty Pants had protected her from the monsters. Various quills, small rocks, a bent spoon, a chemistry pipette, a tangled string... No good. But there, yes. That'd do. A small bit of sunstone, not much different than quartz to a casual observer, but in the sun...



Twilight came trotting back into the study and returned to the balcony where Flurry was patiently still waiting. "Sorry about running off like that," she said. "But I found it." She held the stone out to Flurry, who took it in her own aura.



"What is it?" Flurry asked, turning the vaguely translucent rock over in her field.



"It's an ancient relic to help with sun magic."



"Where'd you get it?"



"Actually," Twilight said, improvising, "Luna gave it to me not long after I became an alicorn, back when I was having trouble raising the sun myself."



"Really?"



"Yeah," Twilight said, doubling down. "And she told me Celestia gave it to her when they were young, and Celestia was first teaching her to control the sun herself."



Flurry's eyes lit up at that. As much as she might regret standing out as an alicorn, she also felt relief that this stone was maybe something that had helped others like her in that regard. "How does it work?"



"Well," Twilight wasn't great at lying, but she did know what the stone actually did, so... "Let me show you." She also realized the sunrise as at least a half hour late at this point. "I'm going to bring the sun up, just a bit, to the horizon." She closed her eyes and did so, reveling in the warmth she felt every time she connected with the faraway orb.



As roosters began to crow in the distance, Twilight took the stone and held it in front of herself and Flurry. "See how the sun is hidden behind those clouds? Well, if you take this relic, and look through it, you can see how the color and brightness changes depending on how you turn it, right?" She demonstrated, then let Flurry take the stone and do the same.



Twilight realized this lie wouldn't have worked even two days from now. Sunstones were literally on day five of her lesson plan about diffraction. But for now, maybe it'd be enough... if she could convincingly lie.



"So you see," Twilight said, fib primed. "The relic is connected to the sun, and always finds it. It focuses your spells and keeps them controlled. All you have to do is hold this while you cast your spell and you can't miss!"



Fluffing her wings and rolling her shoulders to stretch, flurry turned to face the sun. "If you're sure, Aunt T."



"It worked for Celestia, it worked for Luna, and it worked for me!"



Twilight let Flurry take the lead this time, giving advice only sparingly as the young mare again made initial contact with the sun. Once the bond was strong, it was time to really begin.



"Okay Flurry, now like before, I want you to take your own light and warmth, and pour it into the connection."



Flurry did so, putting more energy in than she had before by a fair amount, but still far short of what was needed.



"Relax and let yourself go," Twilight encouraged. "You're holding the relic, so everything is fine."



Flurry poured more energy into the connection still, and Twilight could feel the sun responding every so slightly.



"That's it! You're almost there." Twilight moved around to stand in front of Flurry, her voice guiding her toward the sun. "You can do it. I believe in you. You just have to believe in yourself! Give it all you've got!"



A smile spread across Flurry's face, even as tiny drops of tear formed in the corners of her eyes. Twilight smiled in return, seeing the dawn sun glint off of them. Then with a heave of determination, Flurry's horn burst with a light so bright Twilight had to turn her head away.



When she'd finished blinking the spots out of her eyes, she felt the warmth on her back of a midday sun!



"You did it!" Twilight cried, hugging her star pupil.



Flurry opened her eyes, tears running down her cheeks as she looked around at the bright daylight, causing the entire city to glimmer and shine. "I did, didn't I? Though maybe it's a tad too high?"



"Yes," Twilight said, then chuckled at the noon-day light. "A tad. But you did wonderfully! I knew you could!"



"That relic you had really helped too! Thank you for that!"



"I... Yeah." Later, Twilight thought. For now... "You're welcome. I'll show you more later, but for now, how about some breakfast?"



"Now that you mention it, I'm starving!"



Twilight grinned. "That kind of magic really takes it out of you!"








After the meal, Twilight retreated to her own room and, after responding to several panicked scrolls from the other princesses wondering if Discord got ahold of the sun again, she took a nap.



Some time after lunch—hard to tell with the sun a bit wonky—she woke and headed up to the study. As she entered, Twilight found Flurry heart pacing frantically back and forth, her mane and coat frazzled and a look of sheer panic in her eyes.



"Flurry Heart, what's wrong?" Twilight said, rushing into the room. "You look awful."



"I did it, Aunt T. I told you it'd happen, and now... now it did. That, that relic you gave me. I, it... it made me break the sun."



Putting on her best educator voice, Twilight tried to clam her. "Slow down, Flurry. What happened."



"Maybe it was the relic. You said it was Luna's, right? Maybe some of it got in there and now it's in me. Now I've done it! I broke it!"



"What's in you? What are you talking about."



"The Nightmare!" Flurry practically screamed. "I finally let go, and opened myself up, and maybe it got in me from the relic somehow, and now it's in the sun."



"Whatever would make you think that?" Twilight asked, doing her best to sound reassuring, though knowing her incredulity was showing as well.



"Just look, look at the sun!" Flurry gesticulated wildly toward the telescope. "I was going to sketch some more and..." She trailed off in a series of manic half laughs.



Going to the telescope, Twilight saw it was still set up with the dark, smoked glass for solar viewing, so aimed it at the sun and looked. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust, then she saw it. It looked... a bit like the mare in the moon had, during Luna's banishment, but... on the sun? That wasn't possible."



"See, see it?" Flurry said. "I let the Nightmare get to the sun!"



Okay, now Twilight herself was getting a tad worried. She cast her sun-bonding spell out toward the sun, though much more slowly than usual, ready to close the connection in an instant if she sensed anything evil.



As the first tendrils made contact, it felt just like the warm, summer day she'd expect. She let more of a connection flow, and continued to sense nothing but love and light and warmth... though there was something slightly different than before. Twilight smiled.



"Flurry, it's okay!" She shouted, as Flurry had paced to the far end of the room. "Come over here, and let me show you something."



Flurry came to her side.



"See this?" Twilight held up the relic. "It's just a sunstone. It's not magic, just crystal."



"But you said it was..."



"Flurry, I am so very sorry, but I lied."



"But if it's not magic, then... the Nightmare is in me!"



Twilight grabbed Flurry with a field and physically pressed to keep her from nervously stamping her hooves. "I don't think anything is wrong, Flurry. There is no Nightmare."



"But that... it's the mare in the moon, but... but in the sun!"



"No, just because it may look like that, doesn't mean it's the same."



"So if it's not the Nightmare, then what is it?" Flurry asked. "Do you know?"



"Not quite, but I have a hunch. No, wait..." Twilight grinned. This would be a learning opportunity. "I have a theory!"



Twilight Sparkle spent the next few minutes directly Flurry through the minutia of setting up the spectrograph. Even though she could do it herself in half the time. From there, she has the young mare direct the scope at the sun, and as it projected the spectral lines on the paper, Flurry was instructed to copy it down.



Once done, she had Flurry find the spectra she'd recorded from the sun a few days prior, and look for any differences. There, at the far octarine end of the spectrum, were three bright, new lines.



"So," Twilight explained. "That's what was added to the sun since last we observed. Correct?"



"So that's the Nightmare?" Flurry asked. "Those lines?"



"That's what's new but we don't know for sure what it is. I don't think it's the Nightmare at all. But we should check all possibilities to be sure. Let's start with the other spectra we already have. Do any of them have those same lines?"



Flurry started looking through the folio, and quickly found several. "Oh no, it's everywhere!"



"Not everywhere," Twilight was quick to point out. "Just, so far, in this room, and on the sun. And these other spectra don't have the same lines at all. So the question is, what do the ones that do have them have in common?"



"What?" Flurry asked.



Twilight laughed. "No dear, I'm asking you. I want you to figure this out."



Flurry, though still nervous, was gradually calming by osmosis, as Twilight had hoped. It's hard to remain panicked during the mundane slog of research. "Umm... there are mostly rocks, but this one is a vial of water."



"And the ones that don't have the lines."



"Well, except for the sun, they're mostly far away, like clouds or stars, or the sky itself. But the first two are also rocks."



"Very good, and when we tested those, did you remember how we did it?"



"Well, you... you were holding them up over the flame while I used a mirror to shine light through the vapors."



"And the later ones?"



"Well, she'd mounted the mirror and things, so I just held them up myself..."



"So what does that tell you?"



"I don't know, Aunt T. Just tell me!"



"One more test, then I promise."



Flurry nodded.



"Okay, this is very simple. Just cast a small light spell in front of the spectrograph and tell me what you see."



Twilight was pleased to see the gears click even before Flurry had performed the final experiment, as the young alicorn seemed to visibly relax as she cast the final spell. Sure enough, exactly as Twilight expected, Flurry's own aura cast three bright lines, right where they'd appeared in all the samples she'd been levitating, and which now appeared in the sun.



"But I don't get it, Aunt T." Flurry said, after reaching the same conclusion. "I understand it's my magic that did changed the spectra, but what about the dark figure? Is that me? Something inside me?"



Twilight turned and manipulated the telescope, letting it project the image of the sun onto a blank part of the table. There, though inverted, was the image of a horned mare, in silhouette on the face of the sun.



Twilight turned back to Flurry heart. "Does that look like you?"



Squinting, Flurry Heart leaned closer to the table. "Kind of, I think. It's a stubby horn like mine."



"Uh huh," Twilight rolled her eyes toward her own horn, which clearly ran in the family, but feared the gesture was lost. "But otherwise, the mane, the muzzle, remind you of anyone?"



"Yeah," Flurry said, a bit exasperated. "Me!"



"You seriously think that mane and face is fluffy enough to be you?"



Flurry looked up, confused, but starting to relax a bit more.



"It's me, silly!" Twilight said. "I was standing right between you and the sun when you cast the spell."



"So... I'm not... I'm not the Nightmare?"



"No, you silly Floof!" Twilight wrapped her up in another big hug, and beginning to cry. "You're not the Nightmare. You're the exact opposite!"



"What do you mean."



Twilight felt tears running down her cheeks, full of pride in her wonderful, amazing niece. "That image up there. It's not a dimming or an infection. It just a shadow!"



Flurry gave her a look, as if to ask what exactly that meant, and Twilight laughed again. "It's wonderful, that's what it means. It means your inner warmth and love and light, and all those things you were projecting—That light in you is so bright that it literally cast a shadow on the sun!"










Meanwhile, at the solar forge-cum-oven:



"Guys! Guys! It worked! Everypony, it worked! The cookies are a success! The missing component in the spectrum was love!"
      

      
   
      Blue Moon, Fire Sun


      
      
      
         
         For all we know, it may be there. It's not like you can check

      
      

      

      
      
         I am not sure what hurts more, starvation or being forced to work to eat.  I suppose starvation would be worse, but, as I write this from the perspective of many years later, I realize that I was abandoned by my parents at the workhouse at such a young age that I remembered naught but the monotony of work, those times I felt truly frightened, and the rare occasions I found true happiness.  



I think I'll start when everything changed, then work back and forward from there.



I was big for my age, always, which was why the workmares always kept me bridled when outside.  Probably.  With these long legs, I could run as fast as the wind.  As an earth pony, I had the endurance and strength to easily run away, not that I'd ever wanted to.  I worked; I got my hay twice a day; what worries?  I cooperated and didn't have to suffer the other foals around me trying to trip me or poke me or cow me—or taunting me about my cutie mark.



"Bean stalk legs, are you a lunatic?"  That was from the older foals who had learned the big words, of course.  The younger ones used the word 'crazy'.  Even at my age, I had learned both words. 



Stupid cutie mark!  I'd gotten mine before I could remember much, while I still slept in the wheat-hull stuffed nailed-together wooden boxes the workhouse called a cradle, when I'd realized the moon, which peered in through a window open to the summer night breeze, was my only friend.  My theory anyway, based on how many times I can remember staring out a window at that beautiful eternal orb.  How could you explain my cutie mark's shape, otherwise?



In practice, cooperating meant that the workmares left me alone to work through the night.  That suited me fine, even if that meant I worked outside summer and winter, tethered in the yard—rains and blizzards excepted.  Remember, I was an earth pony.  I laughed at the abuse weather heaped upon me because that meant the workmares left me alone with my friend.  Done with my night-long tasks, I'd spend the early morning learning my letters and numbers with the other foals—only because King Veridi Pace required it of every foal—before sleeping until late afternoon while the other foals toiled.



That fateful afternoon, a dry breeze drove flights of colorful fallen leaves to swirl into the air to crinkle and hiss.  Autumn smells lifted my spirits, always did.  I trotted through a field of ripening corn, leading a workmare behind me as I searched.  The green forest of tall stalks rustled and pattered around me.



I won't describe this workmare, or any of them, because I had no interest in them and don't remember them other than this-one might slap me if I didn't hold my head right when she bridled me, or that-one might tug my bridle if I went too slow.  I fixed that potential problem today by making her trail behind me as I searched, but then I spotted a swooping shadow and that caught my attention.



I'd learned the word Babyloin early because it was the name of the kingdom in which we lived.  Though ours was a fair and temperate land of earth ponies, other tribes lived here.  I'd learned as little as I could about Far Fan, a snotty green pegasus colt who'd liked to pick fights; he'd been wing-clipped so that he had to mind like the rest of us foals.  As a consequence, I'd not seen many pegasi actually fly.  



A road ran along side the farm toward Town.  To see, I had to cross rows and shoulder through scratchy stalks, dragging the workmare behind me.  When I found what I wanted to see, I had to look into the westering sun to see the winged pony swoop and land beside another.  



A giant amongst ponies she was, for certain, considering how she dwarfed her fluttering companion.  The mare wore an all-enveloping black cloak that left her muzzle exposed, but as the blue pegasus pointed down the corn rows at me with a wing, the giant startled.  Her hood slid back and I saw a long pointed spiral horn that to my naive eyes looked—because of the obvious spiral—screwed painfully into her forehead.



I stopped and gawked.



The workmare trotted ahead of me and in a few heartbeats, jerked my reins—which slapped my face with the cheekpieces and pulled the bit toward my teeth.  My cheeks burnt with embarrassment that I'd let that-one get some pleasure from controlling me.  Deep inside, I imagined myself rearing, tearing the lead from her teeth where she clamped them, and knocking her over.  Forgotten recollections about why that was bad kept it from surfacing from thought to action.  I trotted across the rows, leaving the outlanders behind.



They had to be outlanders.



Ponies rarely wore clothes except in the depths of winter and pegasi hated unicorns so the two rarely congregated.  It took another jerk on my bridle for me to concentrate on the task at hoof.



Finding moonstones.



From storybooks we were read while learning our letters, I'd learned that gems grew best in fertile fields.  Such things supposedly attracted dragons, so farms liked ponies that could dig them up, if for no other reason than to spare their plows because dragon migrations were pretty rare.  And they paid bits to the workhouse, which paid for my hay and kept my tummy full.  



The same manner that I could feel the moon's location below the horizon where she hid from that bully that burned in the sky, the sun, I could sense the moon's tears of fear and sorrow where they condensed into gems in the soil.  My breath caught in my throat as my heart skipped a beat.



"Pray thee, wait," I said and pawed the ground.



I felt in my heart the heat radiated by the tear of fear before I revealed the red-tinged rainbow moonstone mostly encrusted in a sheath of grey rock.  A milky tear of sorrow would have been tinged only by aquamarine or blue and would have radiated melancholy.



Overhead, I heard a whoosh.  I looked up as the workmare at my hooves scooped the stone into her saddlebag.  For a few instants, a sky-blue pegasus floated in the air ten pony-lengths above me, or rather hovered as her wings flapped.  She had to be a tear of fear, obviously, because the wind blew a mane of red, yellow, green, blue, and purple.  Her hair looked lovely.  She studied me, her amber eyes pausing long on my flank, before she zipped away and the workmare jerked me back into motion.



Coincidentally, it wasn't minutes later that the sun sunk below the horizon.  I remembered hearing a loud distant whinny that seemed somewhat forlorn; and I could have sworn I'd heard a whoosh of a bonfire, but standing in a field of cornstalks playing in the wind, I could have been mistaken.  



The sun had recently gone to bed early with unnerving regularity.  As long as I could remember, and at that point in my life I had probably only five total years, the sun or moon would hang on the horizon for days without setting or rising, until the land became unbearably hot or a painting of frost would endanger the fields.  



When that meant an enduring night, I reveled in my friend's happy visage in the sky.  With my encouragement and earnest prayers, I helped her stay in the sky.  We fought together against the sun's rising until the last possible moment.  



Night made my heart sing.  A dark starry perfection under the gaze of the moon left the land looking blue, the way I'd come to believe the world ought to look.  Crazy were the ponies that slept by day.  They missed the peaceful beauty I witnessed everyday.



"Blue Moon!" shouted the workmare when I got lost in thought again and hadn't moved when she jerked the lead.  "We're going home.  You want to eat, don't you?"  



She tugged again and I followed.



I let her lead down the road in the hastening twilight.  I prayed for the moon to rise.  In my head I told her there was naught to fear.  The sun was gone and the stars were glorious.  I felt her in my heart.  It took little coaxing; she rose full and bright and gleaming.



The farm was far from town and the workhouse, thus the true dark had long since fallen.  



"The other brats are a-bed," the workmare said as she went directly to the farthest point in the yard and tethered me to the stake beside my tools.  She shrugged from under her full saddle bags and left.  She returned after a while to clank down a tin pail of hay.  Until then, I had stood staring at the workhouse, the earth-bermed building nestled within and surrounding the dozen grown-together oak trees that comprised its girth.  The long grass and weeds that covered its roof waved in the light breeze.  I had had no fear she'd forget my dinner.  None.  I swear.  I had just stood there unmoving because my stomach growled and complained; standing made it more bearable.



I remembered thinking about the startled unicorn giant and the astonishing rainbow-maned pegasus as I worked.  Unlike all the other brats, I had steel horseshoes.  I used them to hammer away the rock surrounding the moonstones I'd gathered, so they never had a chance to rust.  I'd wedge a raw moonstone in a vise of boulders and by the moonlight I'd judge my strike.  



Chip, chip, bang!  



I'd laboriously break away the stone from the gem and thus shine my shoes, both fore and hind.  When done with the load, I'd throw the raw gems in one of the tumblers with fine grit and oily water and peddle the set of them the rest of the night, listening to the contents slushing and clunking.  That left time to wonder what it would feel like to fly through the sky, free to fly wherever curiosity led me.  



Foalish, of course.  One had to work to be fed, but a filly could wonder.



And then there was that white unicorn giant.  With such long legs as I had, would I grow up to be as tall as she?  When the rare family toured the workhouse planning to adopt, every single pony mistook me for a teen—before a workmare would shoo too-curious-me away because nopony wanted a foal as gangly or as sullen as I.



Had the unicorn mare had that problem growing up?  Being unwanted.  Being unwontedly different.  



She probably had, though as brilliantly white as she was, she probably also had an off-putting way-too-sunny disposition.  Which explained the clothes—obviously to hide behind!



The moon finally sank to the horizon and the opposite began to brighten and tinge orange just as I dumped the contents of the fourth-day tumbler.  Most of the smooth gems sparkled blue.  Clean and bright, I dug out the tears of sorrow, which glowed a wane milky blue.  Allowed to soak in a night-time moonlight then wrapped in a dark rag, the revealed gems would glow, providing enough light to read by for days.  It was the tears of the moon's sorrow that had solidified to form the blue ones.  The red-tinted tears of fear required the sun to glow.  



The reminder of the sun made me look to the sky where the moon wobbled suddenly.



I fell to my knees and prayed to her to steady herself.  I felt strength stream up from my legs and into my heart where it formed a hidden glow.  I prayed with all my heart that she should hold fast and not be pulled from the sky she feared to depart.  I let my prayers stream toward her to strengthen her resolve and steadfastness.  The world did not need another daytime, not yet.  Autumn was still young and warm.  My moon need not fear the sun, or sorrow for having been thrust into the heavens, alone.  When I could spare the thoughts, I tried to hold the sun at bay, too, by praying that she wait, that she find impediments in her path.  I rose and stomped my hooves, still willing my strength forward.  The bully shalt not revel this day, I thought.  I told her, I told the sun, I am the moon's mighty friend and today thou shalt not rise!



And that day, the sun did not rise.



My moonstones helped light the small polished wood chamber in which we foals, and others known to be brats, gathered to learn our letters and numbers.  My tummy pleasantly full with hay sprinkled with last week's oats, I watched a workmare chalk words on the big black slate on the wall with a tap-tap-tap.  I stood at a table in the back because I could see over all but the eldest and my eyes were good, and that meant I didn't have to worry about a brat pranking me by pulling my tail or throwing mud in my mane while I concentrated on learning a new word or something about how the world worked.



Being at the back had an occasional disadvantage.  Another workmare opened the door at the front of the room.  "Blue Moon, come hither."



The foals giggled and sniggered as I walked past them all.  A spit ball hit my cutie mark, but I clamped down and refused to buck or even acknowledge I'd been hit.



What bother!



I followed down a candle-lit hall toward the front entrance, missing the one interesting thing in my day, for what?  To be told to tumble my stones better?  To be paddled for not concentrating last evening when searching for moonstones?  That last made me shudder.



Instead, when I turned the corner behind the workmare, I froze.



The outlanders.



I'd had heard about the salon.  Few ponies were adopted, but when one was, they visited the salon.  It contained satiny lounge pillows in red and green, tables, and a six arm candelabra with all the fat wide white candles burning brightly.  They smelled of what I'd later learn was sandalwood.  Moreover, the white unicorn giant reclined on the cushions—and her horn glowed a glorious golden yellow, brighter than the candles combined, but not glaringly.  She lit every nook of the room, all the way to the high gnarled ceiling, everything except for the mote of darkness directly behind her.  Her pegasus companion, also a mare, hovered lazily in the air.  Both had magic, not just the obvious in the unicorn's light, but in that the winged-pony beat the air with little more effort than a fan, but it kept her aloft.  I saw magic, and for a moment it fascinated me.



"Blue Moon.  Come.  Now."



As I trotted up, the unicorn remarked in a sweet, clear voice, "Hurricane, you were right!  She is a tall filly."



I understood voices and how they could lie.  Nopony adopted the gangly ones.  I stepped within the threshold of the salon and knelt on the wood floor, looking down.  My eyes burned suddenly and I blinked away incipient tears.  Had I actually hoped?  And if so, why?



"Yes, but look at her cutie mark."



The light cast by the horn light shifted behind my eyelids.



"Remarkable.  She's a painted pony with a crescent moon in a sea of night.  Seer would go crazy over the iconography of it, but she's an earth pony.  Not a unicorn.  She has no magic."



"Tell Smart Cookie that.  I dare you," Hurricane said.



"B-but flying ponies must have magic," I said, looking up, feeling like the unicorn had somehow read my train of thought.  Why couldn't earth ponies, then?  



My gaze stuck at her eyes.  They were violet and they sparkled, neigh I say with delight?  Her mane drew my attention, though.  Where the hood of her cloak revealed it, it was startlingly pink, but with a green streak.  Though all the windows were closed to the early dawn light outside, her mane seemed to flow ever-so-slightly as if there was a breeze, and there wasn't any.  I looked back to her face and saw dark circles under her eyes, which reminded me I was tired, also, after a long night.



I finished, "How can such slowly moving wings hold them up then?"



The workmare stomped a hoof.  "Mind," she said.



I looked at my hooves.



The unicorn said, "Please, ma'am.  We want to hear who Blue Moon is, not who you want her to be."



The workmare stiffened; hard to miss in my peripheral vision.  "You are outlanders.  I do not think you understand.  You stand here, letting this foal think you might adopt her, but I seriously doubt adoption is your intention at all.  Neither of you are earth ponies, let alone Babyloin citizens.  The cost of the approvals from town elders won't be trivial, and from the looks of you two, I'm not sure that it isn't that you haven't brought your husbands so much as maybe you are not married.  As outlanders, the workhouse shall require proof."



The pegasus settled onto her verdigrised bronze horseshoes with a clatter.  Her eyes had narrowed to that look a workmare got just before throttling a misbehaving brat.  The unicorn touched her on her withers and she looked at the hoof, then at her.  "Celestia?"



The unicorn shook her head and reached into her cloak.  She produced a golden coin on a hoof.  



The workmare stepped forward and said, "Two."



Pocketing the bits, the workmare walked out of the room.  "If the outlanders scare or worry you, call out."  The door latched behind her.



I looked at the pair.  The unicorn for her immense size, actually didn't look that old, maybe in her late teens.  The pegasus had the look of somepony older, maybe the age of my mother had I known her.  Both smiled at me.



Adults never smiled at me.  It felt disconcerting.



"How old are you?" Celestia asked.



"About five?"



"You don't know?" asked Hurricane, astounded.



I shook my head.



Celestia said, "Still, five?  With a cutie mark.  I'd not have guessed a day under ten, at least, with her stature."  She looked at me.  "Do you like the moon?"



"I adore her."



The pair looked each other in the eye as if what I had said had meant something special to them.  Their gazes locked, Celestia said, "The magic in the potions Smart Cookie mixes have to come from somewhere.  That somewhere could be somepony, not just the plants and detritus he uses."



"From him?" Hurricane said and looked at me.  "Anypony can learn to use an amulet, and so, yeah, that makes sense, but I'm beginning to wish you'd had more time to study at the Collegiate before Queen Platinum sent us to follow your lead."



The pegasus stepped closer and I stood in response.  From her I scented metal and sweat, and a hint of lavender. 



"Can you do magic?"  She had had oats for breakfast, and I smelled that rare treat, butter.



Wealth.



My heart instantly sank.  I was no unicorn.  Yet again, that hope thing had risen inside, and it wasn't fair that that the monster tore at me.  But then I had a thought.



"Celestia said, 'has no magic' not 'do magic'," I said.  "Do you 'do magic?'"



Hurricane said, "She has a point."



"She does, indeed.   Blue Moon is a pretty name."



"I chose it myself."



"You did?"



"Uh, huh.  I had no name so everypony called me Blue because that's what color I am, but I didn't like that, but when I learned the moon was called The Moon, I insisted the foals call me Blue Moon and it stuck."  I stuck out my chest proudly.



"You said you 'adore' the moon.  Do you know the phases of the moon?"



"I do.  New, waxing crescent, first quarter, waxing gibbous, full, waning gibbous, last quarter, waning crescent, new.  I watch her all night."



"All night?"



"I work at night..."  I paused.  I knew most ponies slept at night, but I'd already put my hoof in my mouth, so I continued with a cough, saying, "and I watch her.  She's my friend.  I know all her moods."



"Her moods?"



"Mostly, she's sad," I said.



Celestia's breath caught and I think I froze.  She unfolded herself, stepped off the pillows, then folded down in front of me.  It was from her that the perfume wafted, not from the candles.  Her violet eyes looked into mine and she blinked.  She tossed her head, which caused the point of her horn to arc frighteningly by my left ear.  That released much of her very long mane.  It settled like a cloud to the ground, but, like a grounded cloud—like a fog—it seemed to have a life of its own though the room had no draughts.  I found myself staring.



"How do you know?"



"I know."  I tapped my chest hard with a hoof, feeling the percussion in my heart.  "I know."



"Where is she?"



I pointed instantly, for, even inside, I knew exactly where the moon rested.  It wasn't a simple opposite the bright part of the dawn another brat might have chosen, and I knew this.



Celestia's eyes momentarily glazed as she thought, then she nodded.  I knew her next question.



I said, "I pray to her and pray with her.  I gather her tears.  I love the nights I spend with her and wish they could last forever.  When I can, I protect her from that bully of a sun.  She fears the sun and I think I know why."



"Why?" Celestia and Hurricane asked in unison.



"The sun overwhelms her, blinds her.  Most ponies are happy to play in her sunlit day, but sleep through her night.  Who wants to be lonely—?"



I gasped and stopped talking.  I was talking about myself!  And I wasn't like most ponies, and I was totally talking myself out of finding adoptive parents because I wasn't normal.  I was gangly and gawky and sullen; worse, I stayed up all night.  



I sighed deeply and started to turn for the door.



Celestia stopped me with a hoof.  "Don't go."



"You don't want me.  You can't."



"Nopony should be unwanted."



"Do you know how many foals live here?" 



I tried to turn with more force, but now she had me with two hooves, and for a moment it turned into a hug.  But I was gangly and gawky and appeared fragile.  She pulled back, but I no longer turned away.  I felt a warmth surging through me from where I'd felt her forelegs around my side and neck.



I stood blinking again.  Stupid tears!  A waste of salt.  It would probably have helped my case had they showered down that moment, but all I did was blink.



Celestia said, "Blue Moon.  Perhaps we could pray together for the moon?  She must be weary after such a long night's work, being full all night and shining from all the way in the crystal sphere to illuminate the wide wide world.  It's time for her to go to bed.  Like you, I gather.  You do look sleepy."



I yawned.  "A bit, I suppose."



"May I lay my horn on your forehead."



I looked at the end of the spiral.  It looked sharp.  "Not the pointy bit."



"I'll be careful."



"All right."



It resembled carved ivory, but felt warm after it pushed down my mane.  I felt and listened for the moon.  In moments, I felt her presence the same way (but differently) that I would know a workmare or another foal shared the room.  Breathing.  Change of sound.  Echos.  Warmth.  Incidental movement.  And I felt her attention, like when I knew somepony glared at me.  I began to pray.  



I won't bore you with the what, because it's like a lullaby or the babble you share with a foal too young to know what you say or a song a nightingale shares with it's cohort to say "I'm here.  Let's be friends."  Also, it's personal, so I shan't say more.



Celestia's horn warmed and I tingled all over.  I heard the faint tinkle of what sounded like the wind chimes the head master kept in his window.  It smelled of pepper and crinkling autumn leaves.  I felt the strength rising through my hooves to fill my heart.



It startled me when I felt our breathing synchronize and I wondered if our hearts beat in time, too.  I wasn't too surprised, and very much relieved, that I didn't hear her thoughts.  



After much prayer and some cajoling, I felt the tension leave the sky and felt the moon sink below the horizon.  Surprisingly, I also felt the sun begin to move, and I would have acted but for the warmth that filled the room and radiated from the horn that had rested on my head.



Celestia stood abruptly.  



My eyes fluttered open and I stepped back until my flank pressed against the door.  The unicorn giant trembled as she unfolded herself and rose to her full towering height, all the time whispering, "No, no, no.  I can control it."



Her horn had turned a brilliant orange-red.  This wasn't the pleasant light of her horn from before.  This was the angry heat of a hot coal in a fireplace, and I felt the heat.  It smelled like the scorched smell I sometime smelled passing where the older foals toiled with steam irons in the laundry.



Between her magic, and Hurricane's deft tugs and pulls with her teeth and her wings, they tore off the unicorn's cloak and flung it aside.  And not a moment too soon.  Little flames, like oil on fire dripped down Celestia's horn to her head and neck, and spread, trying to engulf her body.  She breathed rapidly and deeply, straining, I think to stop the terrifying spread.  Her eyes even seemed to turn from violet to violent orange.



The flames burnt but left no smoke.  They crackled and hissed, though, like from a log in the fireplace.



Hurricane took no chances.  She flung the pillows toward the walls and slid the table aside.  "Okay, okay.  Maybe it would be better just to do it and get it over with?"



"Right," the fiery unicorn agreed, turning toward the dawn with her eyes closed.  She faced the sun as accurately as I had pointed out the moon.  She reared, which touched her horn to the ceiling momentarily, and peddled her legs.  Of a sudden, I felt a very familiar pull.  Her mane and tail lofted, beating against her neck and flank in a non-existent wind that could only be magic.  It flowed up from the earth and billowed by me and into her heart, instead of mine, and then through her horn in the direction of the sun.



It was what I had done this morning with the moon.  It was what I had just done with the moon together with Celestia, but on a terrifying scale.



And the sun rose.



Celestia had a cutie mark.  A sun blazed on her white flank.



Tears streamed from my eyes and dripped down my cheeks.  Tears of fear.  They had to be.  Each moonstone drop reflected the red from her fire sun.



I watched as Celestia's fiery magic ceased.  But for the heat in the room, the magic vanished in a blink.  It had lofted not only her mane and tail, but levitated her whole body.  She settled to her hooves, and Hurricane was there to lean into her, to steady her.  I sensed the pegasus' professionalism as she rapidly dressed the recovering giant mare in her cloak while kicking the pillows back into place.  She'd accomplished that, and begun pushing the table back when I felt with a hoof for the door pull.



I looked at the small scorch mark on the ceiling.  The interior wood of the living tree had knots and rings, gnarled elbows and swirls of brown; it wouldn't be noticeable until pointed out.



I pulled open the door.



Hurricane said, "She's the one?"



Celestia answered, "She's the one."



As I backed from the room, the workmare bumped me aside as she walked in.



I staggered, but kept on backing, my hide cooling with sudden sweat and ticking nervously. 



The unicorn had the mark of the sun on her flank.  



She was the one I had sensed in my prayers, the one that had tried to force the moon from the sky again and again.  



She was the one who raised the sun.



I kept on backing until I reached the corner, then crept around it.



I nevertheless heard Celestia say, "We are definitely adopting Blue Moon."



"Is that so?  Bring your husbands next time."



I galloped past the letters and numbers room all the way to the dormitory.  It lay empty, and brightly sunlit.  Many three-high bunk beds littered the area, but alcoves in the trunk of the tree that encased the area also held beds.  I had taken the one the farthest from the lavatory and the baths, the least wanted, but the one most shadowed.  I liked it that way, and despite being small, I could fit comfortably inside.  Many were the times I'd hidden in there, using my steel-shod hooves to defend my territory.  



Today it was the distance from the salon that mattered.



From all I'd learned about the adoption of Red Flash and Bugsy and Sun Prancer and Talon, it wasn't the foal that chose, and it mattered not if they liked their new parents, either.  Nopony would have turned down a family, even if that family was something from a cautionary storybook.  But I knew that it hadn't stopped Sun Prancer from leaving though she thought her new father wanted her only for the money he thought she'd make using her talents.  



Hurricane seemed nice, though hard edged.  I didn't think she was a servant, but maybe she protected Celestia.  



Celestia...  She seemed nice.  Even kind.  But she terrified me.



And if I knew she was the one that fought to take control of the moon against the moon's will, that meant she knew I was the pony that thwarted her.



This could not be good.



She loved the daylight.  Ponies worked and played in the sunlight and slept in the night.  I loved the night.



I covered my head with a pillow, as if that could block out my worries the way it could block out sun or sound.  Eventually I slept, but had nightmares about a unicorn of celestial dimensions, on fire, bringing on day break after day break while I sat upon the moon, isolated, alone, and also on fire, though that fire never burnt or consumed me.



Nopony woke me until mid-afternoon.



At first that surprised me, but as I ate my pail of hay and walked to the Lemon Woods to search for moonstones, I reasoned it out.  Neither Hurricane nor Celestia were married.  That would take time, or might prove impossible.  That unicorn mare was too big for any stallion, and while I'd seen a few dozen unicorns—Carmine Lake Township lay only a league from Unicornia—none had exceeded the height of an earth pony stallion.  I wondered if she'd frightened all her suitors away.  



Quite possibly.



Knowing thy enemy, helped, though.  I could make it easy or I could make it hard to move the moon, quite possibly better than before.  I knew what Celestia felt like, but for all her power, and it had to have been her that had made the sun move regularly as of the last few months, she was the one with the solar cutie mark and I was the one with the lunar one.



The lunar one.



I swallowed deeply and stood blinking in revelation.  When the workmare jerked my bridle, I reflexively jerked it loose.  I'd heard cutie marks meant something about what you were good at doing.  I understood, now.  It had to do with my friendship with the moon.  



I felt warm all over...



Until the workmare whipped me with the end of the reins with a snap.



I reared and spun, jerked the straps from her teeth, wrenching her neck at the same time.  I shouted, "You want to bruise me or mark me?  How many bits will you loose if you ruin my looks and scare the outlanders away?"



The workmare stepped back, eyes wide.  She looked at my stinging flank and huffed.  "Pray thee, you want to eat?"



"I do."



"Then you work."



"I shall, willingly."



"All right, then."



Tellingly, she never held my lead again—as if she had ever needed to in the first place!



Two days, four days, then six passed without a visit.  I'd not get word if there'd have been negotiations, not officially, but certainly I'd have been taunted by the brats even if there'd been more than nary a rumor.  Nothing.  Perhaps my stubbornness was too blame.  



I had prayed hard with the moon, and we had three days of sunlight and two of night.  I gauged the moon's mood, and that was all that mattered as far as I was concerned.



It did leave me feeling a little bit guilty, like I'd been seen misbehaving, like when a workmare purposely let something hang over my head and left me wondering whether I'd be paddled for it or not.  The more I thought about Celestia—and the terrifying day breaking monster that had briefly consumed her in flames, and then separated the two ponies in my mind—the more I could see that Celestia was nice.  She had treated her friend, companion, associate... whatever, with respect.  And me, too.  



In storybooks, day and night lasted just a day and a night.



That was what I felt guilty about, I think.  And maybe for becoming frightened.  And possibly for having not even said good-bye.



If I understood a'right, it had been a mare's age since day and night broke, had become long, had become irregular.  



If Celestia was the one fixing it...  



If I was getting in the way of it...



I had much to think about as the moonstones tumbled.



On the seventh day, a workmare opened the door to the letters and numbers room and I was trotting to the door before she called my name.  I got this big goofy smile on my face.  That shocked the brats into silence, and painted an envious expression on the faces of the rest of the foals.



I would be adopted.



My life would change.  I did not know how.  I did not know if it would be better, but it would be different.  My new mother might be the opposite of me in something very essential, but, in that very essentiality, we would understand one another very well.



And at least I wouldn't be digging for moonstones anymore.



When I turned the corner behind the workmare, I froze.  



The door to the salon lay open to a room flooded with morning sunshine, but instead of a giant Celestia and a hovering pegasus named Hurricane, I saw instead a rugged looking earth pony stallion.  He could have been a work horse, for his coloring was what was called wild.  He was a dun white with brown spots large and small.  He kept his white mane trimmed to a hoof-length, but had a brown tail tied into a bun.  



I sensed he too was an outlander.  It had to do with the belts and bandoleers and multi-flapped saddlebags he wore.  All appeared stuffed with vials or canisters of various sizes, all corked and sealed with wax, and all positioned such that he could reach them with his teeth or tap one free with a hoof.



Potions.



I might be young, but I was plenty smart.  I knew who he was before the workmare said, "Go thither, Blue Moon."



As I stepped inside, the big stallion nodded his head at me.  "I am Smart Cookie.  It's nice to meet you."



"Are you Celestia's husband?" I asked.



He chuckled.  "No, I'm not.  I met her precisely because she refused to marry her betrothed, though the friend that told me about you thinks she might yet marry him.  And, no horn.  She's not my type, nor me, hers."



"You're not her friend, then?"



"Oh, we are friends, but we have different things that we feel are important.  Different agendas, let's say.  Step closer.  Let me see your cutie mark.  Yes, indeed.  A crescent moon.  And we both know why."



"I don't think I like you."



He sighed.  "Does that make a difference?"



I realized he'd asked it about both of us.  I looked to the workmare who just looked at him, expressionless.



He looked to me.  "I'm an earth pony and you are an earth pony."  



He reached down with his muzzle and grabbed a vial from the bandolier that looped down from his right shoulder.  With the tap of a hoof, he uncorked it and placed it on the table.  A shimmering mist rose into the air and turned into an opaque, pony-length disk, blocking out the sunlight from the windows in a way that mimicked a writing slate.  Glowing lines of green and yellow and blue drew themselves, knitting and dodging until a map appeared.  He'd pulled out a long stick and he pointed as he preceded to speak around the instrument.  



"This is Babyloin, this is Unicornia, this and this are from and to where the pegasai's cloud mountains migrate, and this is the rebel earth pony territories referred to as Lesser Unicornia.  Queen Platinum wants to control the entire map, and then the world.  Her dynasty is descended from an evil king who tried but failed to do just that.  Some say he broke the heavens.  The pegasai are in an uncomfortable alliance with the queen because she controls their food basket."



I understood working to eat, at least.



He finished with, "And Celestia works for Queen Platinum."



The workmare said, "Which makes Blue Moon valuable?"



Smart Cookie rolled his eyes toward the ceiling and sighed.  With exaggerated slowness, he corked the potion bottle and twisted it into a tight loop on the bandolier.



My eyes lingered on the ceiling.  It was scorched.



Celestia worked for a Queen who wanted to control the world.



Again, I felt like backing away.  But then the stallion's words sunk in.



My...



____talent...



________was...



____________valuable.



The stallion pulled a heavy looking tie-string purse from his saddlebags.  The mud-stained grey thing was so stuffed that I could see the bits trying to push through.



The workmare turned over her outstretched hoof and pointed at the table.  The purse clinked loudly.   All gold.   Gold coins last week and now.



The workmare said, "Two."



"Just so you understand, it was you who said that Blue Moon was valuable.  Knowing that you harbored her might also be valuable."



"All right, then."



He turned to me.  "Look, Blue Moon.  I come from Unicornia where if you aren't a unicorn, you aren't anypony.  And most earth ponies are earth grubbers who can't own their own land.  Sure, I can do magic, and there are plenty of good-hearted unicorns, and Celestia might be the best of them, but doing magic doesn't make me an equal.  You and I, and my friends—we can do something about that.  You are an earth pony."



"I am.  And I only have about five years."



He grinned.  "You study the adults around you carefully, don't you?  You're asking whether you're old enough to make this choice.  Inside, you've probably made it and will be mad if what you get isn't what you chose.  And I know full well that you are not old enough to make this choice, because you don't understand it."



In my later years, I would very much have agreed, but I bristled then, and felt the fur on my spine rise, at what I knew was true and had even forced him to say.



"Nevertheless.  Blue Moon, will you let me adopt you?"



I started blinking.  A question.  Voiced.  Even if it were a lie.  My throat closed up and I could barely breathe.  Tears, neither of sorrow nor of fear, began to leak down my cheeks and into my mouth.  I startled myself by wiping at the salty things furiously.



Nevertheless.



I liked that word, nevertheless.



Nevertheless, I nodded.  I looked up at the scorch on the ceiling and thought about evil queens and those tricked into doing their bidding.



Aloud, I said, "Yes."



Smart Cookie smiled and nodded back.  He said, "Apprentice Drover, may I sign the adoption papers?"



"Follow me to the Head Master's office."



"Daughter?" he said.



I followed behind the adults.  I knew one thing, suddenly.  I wasn't Celestia's enemy.  I couldn't be.  We were very different...



...but very much the same.



I was going to have to save her from an evil queen—to save myself.
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