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"Lying doth not suit thee, Tia," Luna murmured over dinner salad.



Celestia let out a breath through her nose.  She had figured this conversation was inevitable, but it didn't make it any easier.



She wing-gestured to her ponies-in-waiting for privacy, chewed while they silently left the room, and then swallowed her mouthful of greens and dabbed a napkin to the corner of her muzzle.  "Telling Twilight that we'd be retiring wasn't really a lie."



Luna frowned, spearing another piece of asparagus.  "Technicalities doth not suit thee, either.  'Twas true only in the narrowest sense of abdication.  A lie of omission remains an untruth."



"Luna."  Celestia set down her fork and looked Luna in the eyes.  "How would she have taken the truth? 'We're no longer immortal now that the Elements of Harmony have found new bearers, we've got five years to live, and if you don't step up as ruler, Equestria will soon dissolve into anarchy'?  I defy you to tell me that Twilight Sparkle would have reacted with anything less than a complete meltdown."



Luna rolled her eyes.  "If you had put it that way, aye.  But do not ask me to believe that you of all ponies would not have broken it to her in a gentler manner."



"Yes," Celestia said.  "Which is what I'm doing."



Luna gave her a flat look.  "No, you are lying."



"I'm doing exactly what I did for you."



Celestia steeled herself as Luna stiffened.  It was a low blow—but also, if Luna was determined to stand on principle, a blow she had to strike.



"I know lying upsets you, but the truth sometimes is the worst liar of all," Celestia added softly, sipping some tea.  "If ponies had remembered your actions a thousand years ago and recognized you on your return, they wouldn't have given Luna a chance after Nightmare Moon was cleansed.  I won't apologize for privileging the truth of our reconciliation over the truth of our failure.  Likewise, please don't ask me to apologize for manipulating Twilight's first impressions so she can approach the truth at an angle she can face without fear."



Luna's face twisted.  Then her body sagged, and she let out a long breath.  "Perhaps I deserved that.  But, sister … my concern is for you, not solely Twilight.  The memory left when a loved one departs is far more fragile than a first impression.  If your last act is a deception, ponies cannot forgive you it, for you are no longer there to rebuild trust and bury the lie in happier memories."



"If that's your concern, then the idea of retirement is actually less misleading than the truth," Celestia said.  "We're no longer immune to aging, but if we follow through on the plan, we'll still be there for her generations from now—and in a way we know she appreciates.  Why panic her with talk of death?  This will just be…" She waved a hoof vaguely.  "Different."












Star Swirl squinted.  "Celestia.  Luna.  You look… different."



"That's time magic for you," Celestia said drily.  "Hello from the future."



To his credit, Star Swirl merely scowled.  "You'd better not be here to tell me that the portal destabilizes something crucial."  He gestured at a trio of stunned sirens to one side, just starting to stir.  "You have no idea how much grief these three will cause for Equestria.  It's an understatement to say things don't end well unless I banish them."



Celestia glanced at Luna, who simply sighed and nodded.  She nodded back.



"Actually," Celestia said, "we'd like to go with them."



That got Star Swirl raising both eyebrows.



"Are you addle-brained?" he shouted.  "It's a temporal trap!  Even for an alicorn, it's a one-way trip!  You'll spend the rest of your existence endlessly resetting and cycling through the same four years of your life as some sort of monkey-thing—" He paused for a moment.  "Oh.  That gets fixed at some point, doesn't it."



"For those entering in an age to come, yes—but not for us here, no," Luna said.



"But it's alright."  Celestia smiled.  "You'll understand someday.  Drop us a line when you do."



"Speaking of which," Luna said, "you did explain everything in your final letter to Twilight, yes?"



"I did," Celestia said as she stepped up to the portal.  "And I look forward to meeting her again for the first time."
      

      
   
      Homecoming


      

      
      
         “Alright, deep breath,” Powder Brush told herself, pausing to calm her nerves. 



She took a small mirror out of her makeup kit, looked herself in the eye. Relax, everything will be okay. She’s your sister, after all. Big smiles, now! She grinned brightly into the mirror.



She thought further: Oh, right; she’s your sister, then stopped grinning with a shudder. Her sister was terrifying, but she loved her family, despite their uncompromising lifestyle.



There’s no way they’d even recognize me. She examined her brown mane, ran a hoof down her cream-colored flank, where she’d donned the cutie mark of a powder brush to fit her name. 



Powder smiled sadly. I better change before...well, you know. Yikes, not looking forward to this.



She held the mirror at foreleg’s length. After ten years in this body, she’d nearly forgotten how her old body appeared. She tried to put a clear picture of her twin sister into her head for reference. When she was fairly certain she had it, she shut her eyes and clenched her teeth.



There was a green flash and a tingling sensation.



Haven’t tried that in a while, she thought grimly. She waited, breath held in her chest, then slowly opened one eye at a time. She shivered. Her forelegs were black, chitinous, and covered with holes. Steady, she breathed. It’s only for a little while.



Through the tiny mirror she inspected the rest of her transformation. Just like Sis, she thought with a mix of warmth and a twinge of regret—a salt-sweet flavor that reminded her of saltwater candy. She flattened her expression. Except for the smile, perhaps.



Shaking herself, she faced the entrance to the hive. It was grim, and bore down upon her like it wanted to swallow her whole. She could hear chittering and hissing from deep within, thousands of drones and workers. 



This place still looks creepy as ever, she thought. Despite its blatant aversion towards neighbors, it was still unmistakably, yet distantly, home.



Residual doubts hung in the corners of her mind.



Will they still listen to me? Does she command them completely?



Will she listen to me? Being her sister should count for something, right?



She forced herself to ignore those thoughts. There were bigger things at stake than herself.



There was nothing else for it. In she went.



***




Powder was surprised at first. There was a changeling feast celebrating her return, rare even while she reigned as princess. Though, as Powder and her sister spoke, she couldn’t shake the feeling that the whole show was a tactful political facade. Chrysalis knew how to put on a good mask as well as Powder.



“Many of our subjects were split up or lost in that ill-fated raid on Saddle Arabia,” Chrysalis said coolly. “It took months for me to bring them back to the hive on my own.”



“I wish I could have helped you,” replied Powder soberly.



Chrysalis made a grin that was toxified by her fangs. “I was convinced that you were lost to us, Carapace.”



Carapace. Powder cringed at that name, but hid it beneath a weak grin. She was still looking for the right time to say what she needed to say. 



Instead, she eventually replied, “I’m grateful for the feast.”



She wasn’t. Changeling feasts were abhorrent rituals where the hive absorbed nourishment from their Queen, worshiping her as a life-giving god. Not given freely as love was truly intended, but as a sinister bargain. Not as she had experienced among ponies, when they had sheltered her and tirelessly tended her wounds. Changelings never knew love like that.



“There is something we need to discuss,” she said, sighing heavily.



“You have my ear,” replied Chrysalis.



“It’s about the future of this hive. We are deteriorating, dying under an old regime.”



“Oh?” It was a stiff, unflavored reply.



“I've discovered new ways to sustain us. Please, for the sake of our hive, hear me.” 



Powder felt her sister’s eyes on her, imagined for a moment that she was looking at a reflection of herself that begged: “Please, don’t do what you’re about to do.”



But she did anyway.



The hive’s chittering ceased. All the thousands of turquoise eyes in the room turned to the brown-maned pony sitting beside the Queen.



Powder felt her love flow freely into Chrysalis. She felt nothing in return, but she continued.



Chrysalis shook her head. There was no remorse or passion. Only disappointment.



“Oh, sister,” she said, “I’d forgotten why I loathed your presence.”


      

      
   
      Ex Nihilo Nihil Fit


      

      
      
         Two unicorns marched through a perpetual haze in a single-line formation. The lead kept her head level, glaring at the horizon. It was taunting her, a destination that yielded hope yet was forever impossible to reach. But she strode onwards with little more than a scowl, never stopping, never looking back.



There was nothing to look back from, anyway.



A scant breeze kicked up the piles of dust smothering the land onto her muzzle. She flinched, blinking and flaring her nose before sneezing out into the open, leading to a coughing fit. Her knees bent slightly, and the unicorn lurched forwards.



“Starlight!” The rear unicorn jumped, holding out a hoof to steady the mare. Brushing aside her teal and purple bangs, she asked, “Are you alright?”



Starlight kept coughing in response, managing to squint at the supporting hoof, and sat down onto her haunches with its aid, riding out the fit over the course of a few minutes.



“Here, you need to drink some water.” The standing mare produced a small bottle from a worn saddlebag, offering it to Starlight. Much to her chagrin, Starlight immediately shook her head, hovering a hoof to ward the bottle away.



“No.” The word came out hoarse, and Starlight winced, rubbing her throat. To her dismay however, the mare only proceeded to push the bottle into her hooves. With a groan, Starlight pushed the bottle aside, and said, “Twilight, stop.”



Twilight paused, and then turned to put the bottle into the saddlebags. She knelt down, staring at Starlight’s flank for a few moments.



“You can’t go on like this,” she stated. “You can’t go on with nothing. You just can’t.”



The glare came back in full force, and Starlight snarled back.



“I will. It won’t last forever; I have to make it last. So I will go on with nothing.”



Grunting, Starlight pulled herself to her hooves, and placed one hoof in front of the other. It buckled.



Twilight widened her eyes. “No, wait-”



“I will!” Starlight snapped back, and Twilight backed down. Gritting her teeth, Starlight tensed, and willed another step forwards. Her hoof acquiesced and soon Starlight marched onwards with her eyes steeled forward, never stopping, never looking back. She chuckled, ignoring the pain from her scratchy thro-



“Starlight watch out!”



Starlight tripped over a jutting rock, slamming back onto the ground. She cursed into the dust, and rolled onto her sides with a moan. Twilight rushed over, rummaging through her saddle bags. She pulled out the bottle again, and turned back to Starlight.



Twilight cursed.



The rock pierced through the skin, and crimson started spreading through the ash of her coat. Starlight followed Twilight’s eyes, gazing over her haunch. She grimaced.



Twilight dropped the saddlebag, spilling its contents haphazardly on the dusty earth. Torn parchment, a bottle, a packet of food. Something to cover the wound quickly.



Nothing.



Starlight laughed, but fell into another coughing fit. Wheezing, she spluttered her words out. “Guess I spoke too soon, then.”



Twilight’s mind raced as she surveyed the materials. An idea came into her head; she reached towards the pieces of parchment. Starlight silenced, staring at her.

Twilight took the parchment, and turned back to face an open jaw.



Vehemently shaking her head, Starlight whispered, “Don’t use that. That’s our only method of survival.”



“I’ve got nothing else.”



Starlight frowned, and replied back with force, “What? Are you crazy? That is the only way to stay alive!”



Twilight didn’t respond, instead inching towards the wound, moving the parchment over.



With a sudden burst, Starlight kicked her away, rolling further on the dust, blood pooling in splotches around her. “What in Equestria are you thinking of, Twilight! That is the only way to get out of this blasted wasteland!”



The parchment flew from Twilight’s grip, floating towards the crimson puddle. Starlight’s eyes widened, and she yelled, “Get the spell before it touches-”



It landed, and blood started seeping into the parchment, the intricate runes and symbols glowing slightly, and deteriorated before both mares, turning into dust.



The parchment was blank; nothing except soaked with blood.



Twilight picked it up, and strode over to Starlight, who was gaping wordlessly at her. She covered the wound up, stemming the blood with a knot.



After a while, both mares stood up, and shuffled back the way they came, side-by-side.



There was nothing to look forward to, anyway.
      

      
   
      Neighton's Cradle


      
      
      
         
         Do You Smell Something Burning?

      
      

      

      
      
         “After a barely averted disaster and over a year of silence, Princess Luna's reappearance is leaving ponies wondering: does the Nightmare still lurk? Most ponies believe Princess Celestia's assurances that her sister has made a full recovery, but our secret correspondent Pumpkin Pie, on the outskirts of Ponyville, has a different story to…”



“While just about everypony who's anypony has shown nothing but joy at the coronation of Princess Twilight Sparkle, economist Penny Wise has some reservations about the growth of the royal family and their lavish lifestyles…”



“Due to Princess Twilight's crowded schedule, some ponies have begun petitioning another pony to fund new educational institutions: Princess Luna. The so-called ‘Attic Owls’ go even further, suggesting that she run many of…”



“The secret legal advice nopony wants to hear: go to night court. There's no reason to fool around with the solar bureaucracy when you can get personal assistance from our other, criminally underappreciated…”



“After Princess Celestia's second complete failure to protect us from the changeling menace…”







Breakfast with Luna used to be a happy time, a moment's respite before a long day of playing perfect for my subjects. But now I dread it. I glance down mechanically at the newspaper my aide brings me, and a headline in the business section catches my eye.



“Equestrian Innovation: New Reflective Telescope To Make Debut”



I try to disguise my frown with a sip of hot chocolate, and nearly gag. Cocoa Swirl hasn't been able to find a new assistant since Square Measure got recruited to Luna's new astronomy lab.



“The planned public demonstration tonight marks another milestone in the revitalization of our scientific societies, as Lecturer Princess Twilight Sparkle will elaborate on in her opening speech…”



Luna's excitedly explaining something across the table, but I can't hear her. I push the paper away and hurriedly excuse myself.







But the morning doesn't leave me, and neither does last morning, or the one before that. So I find myself sneaking out of the castle just before dusk, trotting along the mountain road toward the laboratory and hoping that my sister won't wake up early this time, that nopony will come rushing into her room with another grand idea that would make her forget all about me for a while.



Or maybe that would be for the best. Then she wouldn't know I was here.



“My ponies still need me,” I repeat to myself. “They won't abandon me.”



I reach the side entrance and slide my horn into the keyhole; it unlocks with a chime. I want to be grateful for her efforts to include me. “It's just astronomy; it won't be so bad,” I whisper to no one as I slip in. I dodge past tables full of worn books, rumpled scrolls, and stale coffee, averting my eyes from my faithful student's hornwriting on the blackboard.



I hold my breath as I walk through the entranceway of the giant dome housing the telescope, ducking my head to get an eye up against the viewing lens. Just a peek. Everything's already been set up for tonight's presentation, aimed at a particular star which should become visible just about…



Now.



I can barely breathe.



It's a miniature sun, coming into view with shocking clarity and a little circular fringe that just makes it look more spectacular. All these centuries I'd been treating the stars like dust specks, when each one must have its own individuality, its own possibility that I'd never been able to see. And she has thousands of them, when my magic will only ever know the one!



But at least my ponies need that one. They need me. And they would never abandon me, even for all that.



I'll make sure of it.



A wave of terrifying energy surges from my fearful heart and crests across my horn, and the true sun makes a hairpin turn and races to blot the source of the revelation out of the sky before I realize what I've done. It's brilliant. I am brilliant, and shining, and the repurposed mirrors collect the true sun's rays and send them shooting in unison toward a notebook of star charts, where the open page begins to curl and smoke.



As I spread my wings to leave, I feel something inside me turning to ashes too.
      

      
   
      Pinkie Pie's Pocket Pamphet to being Hap-P


      

      
      
         Pinkie Pie’s Pocket Pamphlet to being hap-P



Entry #57 Getting up with Glee! For the Non-early Bird



Many ponies have asked me if i'm an early bird or a night owl. I don't know what all the fuss is about. I just don't see how I can be a bird… I don't even fly! Well, actually, I did invent a flying copter-pedal-machine (CPM for short) that a Griffon that I should not name smashed. 



Anyways, all I'm saying is that you don't need wings to let your spirit soar. The sky's the limit when it comes to these things. Trust me, there is more than one way to Soar! Soar! Soar!



It first starts with becoming an early bird. (If you want, you can skip to entry 319, that shows you how to make wings out of paper mache! Unfortunately though, you need a powerful unicorn’s enchantment to fly. Adult supervision required when handling scissors).



Now, most ponies start off their days with a snoring, boring, zombified, crombified routine. They get up, whap that alarm clock, make a grumpy face and grumble while stomping their hooves to face another snoring boring day.



Now, why would anypony want to do something like that?



First start your mornings with something that makes you gain ear to ear! (If you can stretch your smile farther, let me know. I've been trying to stretch it farther for years). Do something like do a backflip while thanking Mr. Alarm clock for waking you up to a fantastic and fun filled day, (hopefully fun filled like a jelly donut).



Kiss your pet alligator! Sing “Good morning!” to your younger siblings and drag them out of bed! (Note: do not attempt for any goal under 4 years, little foals need their sleep to grow. See entry 216a for details.) Do something amazing! 



Now, I understand if some of this ‘ain't’ your style. Everypony needs some time to get adjusted. But if there is one thing to try out, give yourself a inspirational speech in front of a mirror! 



It may be a little awkward at first, but try it! Just like a new food, you won't know until you try! 



When you are in a bathroom brushing your teeth, or getting out of the shower, greet the pony in the mirror with a funny face. (If the glass is fogged, you can use shaving cream to clear it up! For more life hacks for clearing mirrors, see Appendix 3.14).



Make the funniest face you can! Stick out your tongue! Blow a raspberry! Eat a raspberry! Speak in a raspy voice! When the pony on the other side starts to giggle or grin, you're ready for your day!



Now, if your reflection doesn't even so much as smirk, don't worry. I understand, there are some tough reflections. Trust me, I had to face off a thousand once! But, you have to start small. If your reflection doesn't smile your first time, don't worry. You haven't activated their funny bone yet.



Here is where the inspirational speech comes in. Tell the reflection how you feel, then wait. Wait. Wait. Then point a hoof (or claw, or whatever you can point with) towards your reflection and tell them, ‘Your awesome and I love you!’



Note: said reflection might not be used to this and might shy away awkwardly. Again, if you don't get it your first time, don't worry, they just aren't used to this abstract idea of confidence yet. But eventually, like everything, smiles and confidence are contagious as yawns.



Over time, the early bird inside you will awaken and your spirit will soar! (Entry 319. Paper Mache not included.)



Don't forget to smile often!



-End of Entry 57-



(For Getting ready for beddy-bye for non-night owls, see entry 58).



P.S. sorry, I accidentally spilled a jelly donut here. You can lick some if you like… it might taste a little inky though...
      

      
   
      The Forever Friend


      

      
      
         "Wow, this place is neato! So shiny and blue and echo-y. Echo!"



"Not another one."



"Oh, hello!"



"Who are you?"



"Hi, I'm Pinkie Pie! Who are you?"



"You mean you don't know?"



"Huh. No offense, but that's a strange name."



"No, I... How can you not know who I am? How did you come to be here without that most basic of information?"



"I dunno. I was just testing smiles in the mirror. I didn't know smiles were so amazing until yesterday. They really are! I just found out my special talent is making ponies smile, and that's amazing too. Soon I'm gonna leave the farm and spread smiles to all—!"



"Yes, yes, fascinating. Again, how did you get here? I don't see a horn."



"Well, I don't see a horn either! Or legs. Or eyes. Or a mouth. Hey, how are you talking without a mouth?"



"You can't tell me you got into my realm on accident."



"Oh. Okay, I won't. I think I'm gonna call you Blue, because this place is blue. Like, sunny skies blue. Hey, Blue, let's be friends!"



"I... You... What?"



"You know, friends. I don't have any. There's nopony on the farm to make friends with. Except my parents and sisters. But I want friends outside of family, and you're the first pony I've met who isn't in my family, which makes you my first friend! And now I've gotta throw a New Best Friend Party. Do you know how to throw one of those? I've never tried before."



"I am not a pony! And I don't make friends. We are not friends. If you didn't come here to abuse my realm and powers, then I suggest you leave."



"Oh. Are you sure?"



"Yes."



"O-okay. Well, um, it was nice meeting you, Blue. I'm sorry you don't want to be my friend."



"..."



"..."



"..."



"Um, Blue? I don't know how to get out."



"Oh, for the love of Harmony. Just do the same thing you did to get here in reverse!"



"B-but I don't know how I got here. You don't have to yell."



"..."



"..."



"You're just a child, aren't you?"



"I, um, just got my cutie mark. Wanna see?"



"I can see it fine. I don't understand how a foal, and an earth pony no less, could get into my realm on accident."



"I don't understand why you don't want friends. I'll leave you alone if you want me to, though."



"No one ever comes here to be friends with me."



"Really? That's terrible. Are you sure you don't want to be friends?"



"I am sure that no one wants to be my friend."



"I do."



"You just want me to help you get out of here. Well, here, go that way."



"Hey, that's neat! It's like a big window or something, only all sparkly and stuff. Except, um, that's not my house."



"I'm not inclined to care."



"How will I get home if that's not home? Come on, Blue, please?"



"Ugh, fine! Try this one."



"Oh, I know that place. I can get home from there. Thanks, Blue!"



"..."



"..."



"You're not leaving."



"You didn't say 'You're welcome.'"



"Seriously?"



"And I don't think I want to leave yet."



"Yes, you do!"



"Nu-uh."



"Yes!"



"Nu-uh."



"Yes-huh."



"Nu-uh."



"Yes—What am I doing?"



"Being silly. You sure you don't want a friend?"



"..."



"Could I come back later?"



"Why?"



"This place feels lonely. I don't want you to be lonely. And I'd like you to be my friend."



"..."



"Blue?"



"I don't understand. Do you have any idea what I am?"



"Does that matter?"



"..."



"I'm sorry all the other ponies who visited you were mean and didn't want to be your friend. Do you wanna talk about it?"



"No."



"Okay, then. Do you have a face?"



"What?"



"If you have a face, then I could see if you're smiling. If you're smiling, then I guess it's okay for me to leave. Are you smiling, Blue?"



"..."



"I hope you're smiling."



"I don't remember how."



"Wow. I remember what that's like."



"You... do?"



"You could always come with me."



"No, I can't leave this place. That is my curse."



"Then can I come back? Please?"



"..."



"With whip cream on top?"



"I suppose a future visit wouldn't hurt."



"Yay! Thanks, Blue! I'd hug but I can't see you, so I'll just hug the air here and pretend I'm hugging you. See you later, new best friend!"



"..."



"..."



"A friend, huh?"
      

      
   
      The Village of Friendship (and Property Damage)


      

      
      
         Sweetie Drops sat on the ground, in front of her house. Lyra was next to her. It had been a long, long day.



While it wasn't a complete surprise when they came back to find that the bugbear had half destroyed the place during it's rampage, it was very annoying.



And maybe she deserved this. But Lyra sure didn't.



She seemed unfazed by the destruction. "It doesn't actually look too bad," she said, "I think it's pretty much just the upper floor that's gone. The downstairs is still intact."



Of course she was. It would take more than property damage to shake her. Her best friend suddenly revealing she wasn't the pony she seemed to be—that might do the trick!



It had been a long day, and would be a long night.



They went inside. It turned out the monster had got the ground floor too. The kitchen was missing a wall.



Sweetie Drops lay down on the floor. She had limits, and that...



"I'm sorry, Lyra. This is all my fault." It took the last of her willpower to keep the words from breaking up into sobs.



"Come on, Bonnie, it's not like it's a big deal. And it's still better than that time I burned the place down," Lyra said. "Oh, wait. I mean Sweetie Drops?"



There it was. "Call me whatever you want," she said.  "This is all my fault. I was the one who let that bugbear get out the first time around. I got our whole thing shut down and let a monster get out into the world.



"My last orders were to go undercover somewhere and just keep my head down. 'Wait for further instructions.'" She looked at Lyra. "But I know how things are. I know what I left everypony else to clean up. Those instructions aren't coming. That's all gone now."



Lyra didn't get it though. She just kept stroking her mane and telling her it was going to be okay. When would that damn mare see that not everything could be okay?



Sweetie Drops couldn't take it anymore. "Don't you understand! I'm a liar! A failure! You're in danger just by being near me."



Lyra was startled by the outburst. The mare who was certainly now Sweetie Drops's former best friend stood up. "I'm going to go grab some blankets and stuff from upstairs. It's getting late."



Sweetie Drops was alone now, so she could wallow in misery like she wanted to.



The wedding had been nice. No thanks to her. What had she done to make up for her first failure and stop the bugbear with her second chance? Nothing. Twilight and her friends had done all the work.



It was just as well she had gotten the agency shuttered. With ponies like that around what was left for ones like her? That was all she would have needed to do, not mess up for a few years, and she would have been able to retire. Instead she was exiled in disgrace. Way to go, Sweetie Drops.



A pillow hit her in the face. Deep instincts rolled her out of the way of the second one just behind it.



Lyra was standing in the doorway with a smirk. "Gotcha." Her horn lit up with golden light, and she rearranged the pillows side by side. "So would you believe that there was only one blanket that didn't get torn up?" She lay down next to Sweetie Drops.



The blanket spread over both of them. Sweetie Drops looked at her ex-marefriend. Despite the omnipresent cheer in her voice, her expression was fragile.



"Lyra, you're a terrible liar."



"And proud of it!" The words came out sharp.



Sweetie Drops could only wince.



"We're gonna talk about that. But you're being way too hard on yourself about the other stuff."



"How can you say that? I failed my mission."



Lyra shrugged. "So what? Look what it got you: the greatest marefriend of all time."



Sweetie Drops tried to argue, but got a hoof stuffed in her mouth.



"I know what you're going to say, but you know me. Do you really think I hate you? Me?"



Somehow Lyra's embrace was much warmer than it had been a few seconds before. There were still plenty of other problems to deal with. "Aren't you afraid I'll put you in danger?"



"More danger than Princess Twilight?"



Sweetie Drops couldn't say anything to that.



"Aha, so I do know you as well as I thought, Bon Bon."


      

      
   
      My Sister Loved You


      

      
      
         It happened on a bright afternoon. 



Alone in her bedroom, Princess Celestia leaned up against her window, soaked in the sun, gave Equestria a gentle smile, and died. Nopony found her until after nightfall, but then, they had no reason to suspect that anything was wrong. 



The sun had set just fine without her.







Princess Luna spent most of the next week in her room, and whenever she did leave, she went on hoof. Her wings didn't feel strong enough to carry her anymore. And every morning she would make her way to the balcony, where she would hang limply over the railing and stare at the rising sun until her eyes burned.








Word spread through Equestria quickly. Everypony got the same story, since there wasn't much to obscure. Princess Celestia had simply slipped away. It hadn't been anypony's fault. 'Heart complications' was the official cause.



And the sun was still moving. 



This last fact started out as a footnote, then found its way into the story, and eventually became the headline. It couldn't be Luna's doing, it was agreed. It was too different. The sun didn't rise at one hour and fall at another, as Celestia had done it; it simply traveled along its own path, like somepony set free.







On the day of the funeral, Equestria came to Canterlot. A sea of black clothing mingled and shifted, failing to hide the various colors of Equestrian fur, feathers, carapaces, and scales. Some of the mourners squinted up at the sky, trying to see if the sun really was still drifting up there. But they couldn't stare for long.



Some of them brought umbrellas, expecting the pegasi to be starting a light drizzle for the occasion; but in fact, Princess Luna had asked for the clearest sky possible.



Only a curtain separated her from the muttering crowd below, but she had her back to it. She watched the sunlight, the suspended flecks of dust. It was better than watching Twilight pace around the room.



"I'm reading newspaper articles," Twilight fretted, "saying that every time you raise the moon you're just putting on an act. They think it was just your way of establishing rule. And there is this… spinning globe theory making the rounds that's frankly dangerous. Princess Luna, they want an explanation."



"I have one for them."



"But you said you don't know what's happening. You aren't going to lie, are you?"



Luna looked up at her without raising her sunken head. "There was a time long ago when Equestria lost a princess. And my sister lied about it."



Twilight faltered. "Not…withstanding…"



"You cannot apply the word 'notwithstanding' to my banishment."



"But that was different."



"Was it?"



Twilight looked around the empty room for an imaginary ally. "Luna, you were coming back."



"No, I wasn't. There was only one pony who knew me that would ever see me again. And now she's gone."



Twilight scratched at the floor. "I'm sorry."



Luna nearly pulled off a smile. She had heard that phrase so many times over the past week, and it was refreshing to hear it from somepony who was actually apologizing.



There was a knock from across the room. An aide poked her head through the door, making no eye contact.



"The fires have been started, Your Highness."



Twilight looked at her. "Fires?"








Throughout the crowd, piles of wood and paper burned from inside enormous cauldrons, pouring gray smoke into the sky. Guards kept the mourners at a safe distance, as if the heat wasn't a good enough deterrent on its own. 



The crowd hushed when she appeared. She wore a fierce black dress, standing out against the white castle behind her. She was close to them, only two stories above. Creatures turned their heads towards her—some cried, while others merely stared. And for every creature gripped with sadness was another gripped with a desire for answers.



Luna tipped her head back, as if they weren't even there. She shook her head and produced the first real smile she'd managed in days.



She said, "That must have been some spell."



Only a few of them heard it. Those who barely picked up on it asked their neighbors, and the words spread through the crowd. Luna waited.



The creatures looked up to the sky. Veils fell off their faces. Hooves and claws and talons were held behind their necks for extra support. They stared upwards toward the sun, moving imperceptibly without anypony's help. The smoke protected their eyes.
      

      
   
      On A Scrap of Paper, Hidden Away in Applejack's Drawers


      

      
      
         I don’t quite know how I feel about peaches.

If a girl’s is fixing to eat a fruit, then why settle

For an inferior product?



I’m kidding; they’re nice and all.

(Sweet and kind of mushy)

I admit I tried one in a moment of weakness last year.

It was actually really good kinda like an apple,

But different, because I didn’t remember you when I ate it.







I don’t quite know how I feel about being a teacher. It

Just

Ain’t

Right

Trusting me to take care of a wagonload of fillies and colts

When I could just barely raise Bloom without letting her maim herself.



Twilight believes in me

But

It makes me so stressed, I could scream.

I do scream sometimes, (in the supply cabinet next to the second floor bathrooms)

I put my head in a pile of the linens to muffle the sound



I don’t know why a school needs so many doggone linens.







I don’t quite know

How I feel

About

Death.



My death, specifically.

Which is kind of funny

Because I know exactly how I feel about

Yours.



But for me, well it’s still ain’t never gonna happen.

(But it will, if I’m being Honest.)







I don’t quite know

How I feel about where I’m at.

I reckon I feel good, for the most part.



I used to worry about the Acres all the time.

I used to worry about Mac and Bloom and Granny.



But (not to jinx it) I think

We’re doing

Okay.



I feel guilty for thinking it,

Because I know that anything can go wrong on a farm

Anytime.



But in that little secret spot in my heart

If I squint and look at it a certain way I can tell that I’m happy.







I don’t quite know how you feel about me.

Are you proud?



I know I’m not doing as good a job as you could’ve.

I know it I know it I know it.



But I hope it ain’t too big a boast when I say I think

I did enough.







Don’t you worry none about your son.

He’s found himself a nice filly.



He’s asked for help expanding the farm house, and although he won’t admit it

We all know

It’s because he wants to bring her home.







Don’t you worry none about your baby.

I don’t know how I did it

(I really, really don’t!)

But she’s finally coming into herself now.



The day she got her Mark, this knot in my belly

That tugged on my heart everyday

Just went and

Unraveled

Until there was

Nothing left but relief.







Don’t you worry none about your mother.

She’s earned her rest

Many times over



Now we let her nap between every meal.

(But of course, we pretend we didn’t see her do it.)









Don’t you worry none about me.



I’m so happy with my friends, I hope you aren’t jealous of them.

I love them, but I still love you.



I need to ask you a question

(and please don’t get mad at it)

Because this has been gnawing away at me for just a little while.



Is it alright that I don’t miss you every day?

Is it alright that I forget to, some days?
      

      
   
      In Spirit Golden


      
      
      
         
         Snap

      
         
         Dolda Anslutningar

      
      

      

      
      
         	“I must admit,” Solar Swirl said, the deliberate lightness of his tone coiling like a springtrap, “I find myself curious as to why a young pegasus mare whose name and mark imply textile work  knows about confidential research that I have spent decades working on,” he paused, eyes narrowing, “And, for that matter, why she cares.”



If the beautiful mare across from him was intimidated, she did not show it. Her unnaturally white coat gleamed in the lamplight, unmarred by the dirt and dust of the world outside. Her slight smile never wavered. “I did my research.” Above the disarming smile, her sharp green eyes were hard as flint.



“That does not explain,” he said coolly, “why you care about bond magic.”



Gossamer Loom gestured at the parchment lying between them. “We know that the emotional bonds between sapient beings have power. We know that because this country was founded on it, scarcely over a century ago. And yet we haven’t the slightest clue how it works, how to control it.”



His frown tightened. “I am aware—”



“You worked alone,” she interrupted, “This is about bonds, emotional investment is needed. Nopony else had that. But I do.”



He leaned forward. “You still haven’t answered me. Why do you care?”



Silence. The lamplight flickered.



“...I have never understood other ponies,” she spoke at last. “I understand what drives them. I just don’t understand why.” For the first time, her smile vanished. “It’s… frustrating. I can mold ponies however I please with a well-timed word or glance, but I cannot grasp how they connect. It’s unpredictable. Unknowable.” Her eyes bored into him. “I want to know. This ritual will let me. I just need you to cast it.” She slid the parchment across the table.



Solar Swirl contemplated it for a moment, before wordlessly lifting it in his magic, bringing it into the light. After a minute, he set it back down again.



“The ritual is… sound.” He eyed her.



Her smile was all teeth. “I did my research.”



He glanced down again, then gave a sharp nod. “You have yourself a deal.”








	Solar Swirl looked out upon the array that might help him complete his life’s work, unlock secrets his vaunted predecessor never could. He breathed deep, lit his horn, and cast.



Instantly, Gossamer stiffened, eyes staring up and out into the darkness.



“Oh,” she said softly.



“What?” he asked urgently, “What do you see?” 



“It’s beautiful,” she said distantly. Her lip curled.



“Show me!” he demanded, eyes darting around—and suddenly he could see. He barely noticed as the air left his lungs.



All around them, stretching through the air and on into the horizon, glowing threads of golden light filled the sky and dropped down towards the earth. The small town, dark and empty a moment ago, was lit up even brighter than the heavens. Ropes threaded from house to house, and in each dwelling a shimmering ball of light—he looked down. His body shone.



“Oh Elysium,” he whispered, the long-forgotten feeling of reverence stirring in his chest. “It’s beautiful.”



“Yes,” he turned, blinking in surprise. He’d almost forgotten about his companion, but there she stood; barely visible through the golden glow, surrounded by glowing thread. “It really is, isn’t it.”



And then she reached out a hoof to one of the threads, and pulled.



He blinked, gaping, as with a firm tug the golden light went taut—and then snapped.



“W-what are you doing!?” he cried out, leaping towards her—but fell back as he hit the still active array. He watched in disbelief, and then horror, as one by one the golden threads connected to her vanished—and the shining light of her soul grew dimmer and smaller. Finally, the last thread dissipated, and Gossamer stood alone.



The self-inflicted damage had not been kind to her. Her unnatural beauty was gone, wispy turquoise hair turned a stringy green, alabaster coat a dull grey. And yet he could see her face, in the dull light of her broken soul.



She looked happy.



“Why?” he whispered, legs rooted in place.



She smiled. “I can understand it now. I can control it. And I want no part of it.” And with a terrible wrench, she pulled the light from her soul.



The world twisted around her, and Solar Swirl collapsed.



Dimly, he saw Gossamer approach—she looked withered, pockmarked and burnt, fur gone and skin black. Her smile was all teeth. Her face lowered to his own, and he knew no more.
      

      
   
      Long Distance Beauty Calling or Something Like That


      
      
      
         
         U Gonna Get Scienced!

      
      

      

      
      
         “It was probably inevitable,” said Twilight Sparkle.



“I’m not quite following,” said Princess Twilight Sparkle.  She pointed with her scepter at the surroundings of the crystal castle and gave out a huff of breath.  “If I had any idea this was going to happen when I cast my spell, I never would have done it.”



“Me either,” murmured Twilight.



“It’s only obvious in hindsight,” said Twilight Sparkle, adjusting her glasses and pulling a book from the surrounding shelves.  “Starswirl’s Laws of Convergent Dimensions—”



“Fourth law or fifth law?” asked Twilight.



“Fifth,” said Twilight Sparkle.  “As clarified in his Thaumetic Dictat, Seventh Printing—”



“Ooo, we only have up to the sixth printing,” said Twilight.  “Remind me to get with you after this is over and compare notes.”



“Twilight!” chided Twilight.  “Focus.  Go ahead, Twilight.”



“Thank you,” said Twilight Sparkle.  “In summary, all covalent dimensions share certain traits with their paired dimensions in an n-orthogonal fashion, so given a Twilight Sparkle of standard specifications within those covalent dimensions, there are synchronized aspects of our personality and physical forms that maintain an equivalence across all of us.”



“With some minor variances,” said Twilight, looking at Princess Twilight Sparkle’s wings, or at least the princess closest to her.



“True again,” said Twilight Sparkle, flipping through the book she was holding in her magic. 



“Obviously our series converges,” stated a Twilight, “or the end result would have been an infinite influx of dimensional teleportation spells that would have destroyed the universe, rippling back down the multiverse and dooming all life in existence.”



“I can see how that would be bad,” said Twilight Sparkle.  “Thankfully, we all worked out the math ahead of time, although it appears we all made the same mistake in our calculations.”



“Not exactly a mistake, more of a preconceived experimental bias,” said Twilight Sparkle.  “As I suspected, despite obvious differences, this dimension’s Twilight Sparkle has exactly the same problem all of us had.  See, right here.”



She held her hoof under a line in the diary.



Date: #214.  Summary: Failure.  Again.  It’s like there’s no pony anywhere around here who is a perfect match for me.



“Hey, that’s personal,” said Twilight Sparkle, who managed to grab onto his diary and wretch it away from the dozen or so Twilight Sparkles who were reading it.  “Besides, I didn’t go anywhere.  You all came here.  So what were all of you…”



Prince Twilight Sparkle backed up a step, holding the diary to his chest as all of the other Twilight’s in the room took a step forward in his direction.



“I’ll be down the hall if you need me,” said Spike, hopping to his feet and making good speed through the doorway.  “Don’t need me,” trailed out behind him.


      

      
   
      Endless Lawns Below


      

      
      
         “Do you want to see it or not?”



The question was all confidence and moonlight. Rainbow Dash knew she would get the answer she wanted. Still, she let the question hang in the air like silk suspended by soaring winds. Waiting for her lonely companion to grab it and fashion a reply.



“Of course,” Rarity replied laughingly, and motioned for Rainbow Dash to pick her up. “Up you go now.”



They left the ground and climbed the sky together, clinging to what assurances cloudwalking spells and a lifetime of flight experience could give. Rarity was never worried. She knew how to cast a spell, and Rainbow Dash knew how to carry her. In their own ways, they knew what was going on.



“You never told me why this star is so special,” Rarity said.



“It’s kinda hard to explain,” Rainbow Dash said as she eyed some nearby clouds. “Twilight could say it better. All the light normally gets blocked by the moon, but there's a partial eclipse tonight, so it’s gonna bend around.”



“So, there's a partial eclipse.”



“Yes.” Rainbow Dash zeroed in on a cloud.



“And the light is bending around.”



“Yep.” 



“And it’s gonna be--”



They landed. Rainbow Dash held onto Rarity for a split second after her hooves touched the clouds. “So amazing it’ll blow your mind." She pointed towards the east. "Look over there. You can see it!” 



Rarity followed her friend’s gaze and found no mind-blowingly amazing sights other than the same one that was there every night. The stars and planets and uncountable satellites hung utterly still, glowing like sunkissed leaves on airless trees. “I don’t see anything,” Rarity said.



Dash groaned. “Right there. Look. Um. No, that’s not it, actually.” She squeezed one eye shut and adjusted her arm somewhat. “There it is. Off the dark side of the moon. Middle of the way down.”



Rarity leaned over Dash’s shoulder and followed her arm. “Ah, there it is!”



They turned towards each other in the same moment and their eyes met, a joyful chaotic collision. “Do you see it, really?” Dash said, turning back to the moon. “Is that not blowing your mind?”



“It’s quite small,” Rarity noted.



At this, Dash’s bravado shrunk. Rarity worried she was shutting down her enthusiasm, but Dash perked up after a moment of thought. “Still, if you think about it. It’s all the way out there. And it’s bending around, and--Twilight could say it better.” She shrugged. 



Rarity squeezed her shoulder. "I suppose. But Twilight wouldn't have carried me all the way up here."



Dash perked up. “Heh, yeah. Stars come out every night, but that one never came out before. It changes everything. Now the whole sky’s once in a lifetime.”



“I never thought I’d hear poetry from you.”



“Yuck!" Dash pushed her playfully. "That’s not poetry. It didn’t even rhyme.”



They fell silent for some time after that, neither squandering the once in a lifetime sight, nor really forgetting the real reason they came up here either. They came out there in an unspoken agreement written in moments and spanning their entire lives up to that point. There was a real once in a lifetime moment to be had, and it wasn’t half a universe out of reach. It was pulling closer, excused by the chill of the thin air, the thrill found in darkness and sharing it with another. Closer now. Immovable like a star in the sky, yet setting upon them fast and warm and bright. The thought of eternity captured in perfect harmony. In love. In light.
      

      
   
      Half a Pair Short


      

      
      
         "AJ! I'm home!"



It startled Twilight how quickly Applejack's demeanor soured at the twin sounds of Apple Bloom's voice and Winona's barks of greeting. Her fingers gripped the rim of the kitchen table so tightly that Twilight worried she'd break it to pieces. She wondered if the sisters were angry with one another, but when Apple Bloom bounded to where Twilight and Applejack sat, Applejack greeted her warmly.



"You're home early," said Applejack, looping her arm around Apple Bloom's waist. 



"Sorry about that." Apple Bloom squeezed her sister before pulling away. "Woulda called, but my phone shit the bed."



"Hey – watch your mouth. You're in the presence of royalty."



Giggling, Apple Bloom clapped her hands over her mouth, and winked at Twilight. The sisters hadn't fallen out; that was a relief. So then what was eating Applejack?



"What'd y'all get up to?" Applejack said. She was still smiling, but there was a tension in her eye that Twilight didn't understand.



"Shoppin'. Rarity'd have kittens if she saw the boutiques in Baltimare."



"Didn't know that was your thing."



"It... really ain't," said Apple Bloom Twilight heard the front door close, though Winona's barking could still be heard, all the way in the kitchen. "But I don't mind."



From the kitchen's doorway came a phlegmy sigh. "Dangit, A.B., that dog could'a taken a leg off'a me!" 



Twilight turned toward the speaker: a stocky man in flannel and jeans, crowned with a rawhide hat and carrying a pair of shopping bags. His rough stubble wasn't so much salt and pepper as it was salt and cayenne – a familiar shade of red that matched the ponytail dangling from the back of his hat.



Twilight looked toward the sisters. Apple Bloom's hands were laced behind her back, her lips pursed. Applejack was gripping the table again, gazing away from the door.



"Sorry, Pa," Apple Bloom said. 



Applejack's fingers clenched. The table creaked. 



Just like that, Twilight understood why Winona had been barking.



Apple Bloom excused herself, muttering about taking Winona upstairs. She pecked Applejack's cheek and left, pausing long enough to half-heartedly hug the man in the doorway.



"Sorry for droppin' in like this," the man said sheepishly. "I would'a kept her the whole day, but we maxed out my card in Baltimare..."



Applejack snorted. Her lips moved subtly, forming inaudible words.



"Yer granny around?" the man continued, with a nervous smile.



"Nope."



"...Yer brother?"



"Nope."



"Well. Sorry I missed 'em." His eyes found Twilight, and he set his bags down, sticking out a meaty hand in greeting. Twilight shook it, her dainty purple hand lost in the man's calloused grip.



"We ain't met, I think – I'm Bright McIntosh. Call me Mac."



"Twilight Sparkle." Twilight tucked her hand into her lap. "You must be Applejack's––"



"Somethin' else you needed?" Applejack interrupted sharply, without looking.



Her vehemence made Mac step back, though he remained smiling. "Was hopin' fer a howdy."



Applejack's nostrils flared as she set a venomous gaze upon Mac. "Howdy."



At that, Mac's smile finally withered. "I, uh... got a long drive back to Baltimare. Tell A.B. I'll be outside, if she wants to say bye." With that, he sighed, dipped his hat at Twilight, and left with his shoulders slumped.



Applejack waited until the front door shut to speak. "Sorry you had to see that, Twi. Didn't know he'd show up, or I wouldn'ta had you over.'"



"Don't apologize," Twilight said softly. "I'm sorry if I saw something I shouldn't have."



"Ain't no secret. Jus' something I try to keep away from my friends." Applejack glanced at the bags and scoffed. "Surprised he didn't ask for gas money."



Not knowing what to say, Twilight gripped her hands together.



"Ma passed when I was a little girl," said Applejack. "He walked out on us after. A.B. was little when it happened; she don't remember it none. So, when he came crawlin' back, she was willin' to give him a shot. But far as I'm concerned, my Ma an' Pa are both dead."



"I understand," said Twilight.



Applejack gave her a long, searching look. "The other Applejack, the pony one. This how it is for her, too?"



Twilight thought of a pair of trees, embracing eternally, and the bittersweet glint in her Applejack's eye whenever she spoke of her father.



"Yeah. It's like this for her, too."



Applejack's lips twitched. She tugged her hat over her eyes. 



Outside, a truck's engine sputtered and coughed as tires crunched in the dirt.
      

      
   
      Forgotten Lessons Remembered


      

      
      
          Through a mirror, brightly

I saw a pone prance proudly

and though we both thought darkly

her intentions, unlike mine, shone knightly





"No.  No, no, no!"



A frazzled Twilight said, "Starlight, you're the most reformed pony I know, even compared to Luna, and you're also available!  Give her a friendship lesson."



"Which?"



"Any!"



"Any?"



She teleported outside with a double pop.  Running after, Spike yelled,  "You forgot me!"



I turned.  Framed in the door to the dining room stood a red-maned purple pony in a black leotard. Mint-green eyes blinked at me, then looked at the floor.  "Yes, I heard that."



Tempest Shadow—no, Fizzlepop Berrytwist—had returned with Twilight after repatriating the yeti and recommissioning the Stormking's fleet.  Twilight saw a reformed new friend of Equestria.  Her invasion of Canterlot left me seeing her more darkly.  As I pictured Trixie's unhappy face and remembered Sunset's words, an idea condensed.



Trying my mane into the bouffant I used to wear, I whispered, "Any lesson?"



Fizzlepop asked, "So what makes you Equestria's most reformed?"



I pointed a hoof.  She followed.  "Consider yourself privileged.  Only Twilight and Spike know I destroyed Equestria six times before Twilight deconstructed my evil personality."



"Only six times?"



As we entered the auxiliary library, a ray of afternoon sun glinted off the portal.  I shot a pulse of green magic into the mirror surface, making the framework pulse and the surface hypnotically swirl.



"Time spells."



Her broken horn fizzed.  Her scar darkened as she studied me.  "What do you wish to teach me?"



"A lesson.  Follow me."



I jumped into the quicksilver pane, felt myself spaghettified and spun through the trans-dimensional plane, to step out two-legged and upright in front of Canterlot High, lit by an orange westering sun.  Friday evening.  Students had dispersed; moderate traffic and a bus rumbled by.  I bounced away on the balls of my feet, flexing my versatile human fists, air boxing.  In this world, I was a gangly wisp, but had reach.  And I couldn't use magic, so I could argue I was being fair.



The portal fountained silver horizontally as Fizzlepop slipped through, immediately planting herself on one knee with one hand flat on the pavement to steady herself and another on her upright knee.  Her eyes widened.  She tracked a pedestrian reading a phone as she walked by, then took in the buildings and cars before narrowing her eyes upon me.



Bouncing, jabbing the air, I said, "Twilight and I used to start our days with a magic duel; you and I can't do that.  Sunset, another of our reformed evildoers club, once confided that it's sometimes easier to make a friend after you've beaten the crap out of one another.  I want to find out."



"I sense you're angry."  Fizzlepop levered herself up, took a step, another, and didn't wobble.  She slowly windmilled her arms, then bounced in-place.  "I get that a lot."  



Her crooked smile belied her words.



"Angry?  When I defended us against your soldiers, my magic splashed off those cursed shields and knocked me senseless.  My friend Trixie hauled me around Canterlot, dodging capture, sneaking bandages and food, hiding us in a coal-chute.  She's become sober-thinking and less spontaneous since.  I can't forgive that."



Fizzlepop's neck and back popped as she stretched.  I looked up at the inexplicably-adult her compared to the teen-sized me, taking in grey-streaked red hair cut into a buzz-sided Mohawk.  Black chamois leather sheathed her muscular body.  The red scar that slit through her eye completed her ominous grizzled-biker look.  



"I didn't forgive my foal friends Lime or Montage after the Ursa attacked me. I excused myself to become Tempest Shadow.  When I told Princess Twilight she'd failed at friendship, I'd described myself.  



"I can only apologize for the guilt I carry for my choices.  I've apologized to Lime and Montage, but beating you bloody, which I'd do even here, won't fix a thing."



I stopped bouncing and glanced away.



Her words drained the fire from my blood.  



"After Sunburst got his cutie mark—"  My voice caught.  "I ran away.  I'd thought he'd abandoned me, but I was wrong.  I'd never checked!  I'd excused myself to steal cutie marks and ravage time itself—"



"How many ponies have you yet to apologize to?"



Someone shouted, "Starlight!"  I saw Sunset running up with Twilight who carried her magic detector.  "Why are you here, and... who's this?"



"A new inductee to our reformed evildoers club... with a lesson to teach."
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