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         The wild grass tickled her frogs. That’s all that was in sight, really: grass, from here to the horizons, over the highest hills and the lowest valleys where no building, no errant structure, jutted out for miles. She looked up, up, and up, and not even there could she find an obstruction. No clouds. The sky was white and the moon blue. None were the reason why she was ecstatic, however.



A soft breeze ruffled her coat. It was pushing her, almost lifting her off her hooves, guiding her towards the lip of the cliff like an encouraging mother bird. She imagined it must’ve been blue, too. The only sound was her own ragged breathing and racing heartbeat. These weren't behind this indescribable emotion of hers either.



Something rustled by her side. Wings. Had she always had them? She must've, since she knew exactly how to use them, how to hold them, and how to fold them. She could feel the tingle of electricity at their extremities, aching to be put to use once more, the pinions, the darker shaded primaries, the hundreds and hundreds of tight-packed feathers in each filly-sized appendage bristling at the thought.



She’d been flying, and not just sort of—like a stiff breeze short of stalling—or gliding, or hovering, but actually flying. It had been everything she’d ever dreamed of.



“Good afternoon, Scootaloo.”



Scootaloo jolted up. A moment before she'd thought she was alone. Now, all she could think about was how she was going to explain her totally cool and not-at-all girly peals of laughter over flying to one of the co-rulers of the Nation. “Princess Luna!” Scootaloo exclaimed, her eyes slowly widening. “Is this a dream?!”



Luna waved. Her hoof passed over a grassland where Scootaloo could have sworn a green knoll had been mere moments ago. “Indeed it is. Though I must say, I wasn’t expecting to meet you here at this hour.”



Scootaloo had the decency to look abashed— she’d had to do that often in the past. “I take it that you’ve been enjoying this new dream of yours?”



”You can say that again!” Scootaloo said, wings buzzing. Being almost twice her own size, however, this meant they merely flapped a few times at a leisurely pace. “I haven’t had this much fun since Cutie Mark Day Camp!”



“Splendid!” Luna looked around, an expression on her muzzle that clearly stated she was evaluating what she was seeing on some arbitrary scale. “I see the Tantabus is doing good work.”



“Wait, the Tantabus?” Scootaloo stopped subconsciously preening her wings. “I thought you got rid of it?”



“Not rid, repurposed,” Luna said. “The Tantabus was never supposed to be malevolent. It was only a means to an end, one that I freely admit was misguided.” She lifted a forehoof. A butterfly perched upon it, it's impossible number of gossamer wings condensing and dripping in an out of existence.



“Cool.” Scootaloo gushed, poking the oozing insect and receiving a crystally *ting as a response. “So what’s the Tantabus like, now?”



The butterfly burst into clear flames. Out of the smoke dozens of others flew out, their hues fading into the misty air, like snowfall in reverse. Luna winked with her eyebrows.



“Anything you want it to be.”



Scootaloo blinked, turned around, and looked over the edge the cliff.



Gone were the grassy valleys and canyons. Gone was the gentle slope of the hilltop she had been standing on. In the general sense of the word an ‘up’ may have existed, as well as all cardinal directions, but it was obvious there was much, much less of that than its polar opposite. The cliffside, which normally would have led to the foot of the mountain, was paved with the most incorrectly facing runway possible, leading down the vertical drop for far as the eye could follow.



If she were to jump, and ever came across the ground, she knew it would have been too soon.



“I wish other ponies were as easy to please.” A sigh came from somewhere behind her. Luna trotted into her view and smiled knowingly. “You take on somepony we both know, I see.”



Scootaloo blushed. “So is that why you’re here?” she tried to change the subject. “To make sure the Tantabus doesn’t go all nightmare on me?”



“Not exactly,” Luna said slowly, seemingly weighing her words. “But you shan’t worry your young mind over such matters.” The breeze picked up, ushering her closer to the lip of the cliff. This time, Scootaloo did see wisps of a regally blue aura in it.



But something in Luna’s voice reminded Scootaloo of something she’d often heard from the mouths of well-meaning adults, who just never seemed to quite understand. “Are you sure?”



“Positive. Now go, and perform this ‘Sonic Rainboom’ everyone keeps gushing about.”



Scootaloo gasped and went beet red again. “You can read my mind?!”



Luna smiled, though from the obvious strain she had tried her hardest not to. “Your mind runs on one track, young one.”



“To be fair, I kinda wanna see it too.”



Scootaloo, once again, looked over the edge. The area had changed again, the ground now being at a visible distance from her patchy knoll, with a vast open square filled with attentive colorful creatures in the middle. Her eyes roamed for a split second before coming across the one closest equine to her—the one dangling from the edge of the hill right in front of her—and stared into his pupiless purple eyes. “Hey Scootaloo. Long time no see, huh?”



“Thorax?” Scootaloo’s eyebrow shot up all on its own. “What are you doing here?”



The Changeling King pranced in mid-air. “What am I doing here? I’m having a whale of a time.”

 

Despite there being no sea nearby, Scootaloo could distinctly hear a wailing whalesong somewhere in the distance. Thorax grinned all the harder. “It's so good to see you! Oh, and you too, Princess Luna!”



“Yes. Quite,” Luna replied absent-mindedly. Her eyes were stuck staring intently at a spot somewhere in the outspread crowd. “Please excuse me.” She took off abruptly, chasing after something white, big, and that had a multi-coloured mane.



Scootaloo looked back and forth between the crowd, which she now realized were all changelings, standing mindlessly around, and Thorax. “So, you like it here, too?”



“Of course! The Tantabus is awesome!” Thorax beamed brighter than a laser-pointer. “It lets me practice my assertiveness, and the changelings are none the wiser!” He poked Scootaloo on the side. “So how did you figure it out?”



“Figure what out?”



“You know.” Thorax made a descriptive waving motion with his forehoof. “The test. The one by Big Blue Bertha?” he added, when he saw her confused look.



“Big Blue Bertha?” Scootaloo snorted.



“That’s what Discord calls her.” Thorax nudged his head in the direction Luna had flown off. “It’s really simple, it’s actually—”



“Thorax.” ‘Big Blue Bertha’ had apparently returned, and was now standing right beside him, glaring. “I seem to recall my sister explicitly stating you were urgently needed elsewhere.”



Thorax cringed. “Oh, right.” In a blink of an eye he vanished, taking the crowd and the bucolic highland with him.



The Princess pursed her lips when Scootaloo turned to question her. “What test was he talking about?”



Princess Luna—since in that moment it would have been easy to forget she was royalty—closed her eyes, and sighed as if she’d been hit. “I cannot tell you.”



“Why not?”



“Because that would ruin the test.”



Scootaloo looked at Luna befuddled. “What kinda test even is that? Cheerilee never gave us tests that we didn’t know we were taking...oh.” Scootaloo smacked herself in the head. “It’s one of those kinds of tests. Twilight’s told us all about the times Celestia made her...”



Luna lifted a forehoof to interrupt. “I’m not testing you, Scootaloo. This test is quite unlike any other; one that many are set to fail or require copious amounts of time to solve—it took Thorax days. All I can say is that despite being made for good there is an inherent flaw to Tantabus’ design, and it isn’t at all your concern,” she emphasized, subtly hinting towards the open air again.



One thousand and one days worth of Crusading for a Cutie Mark came to Scootaloo’s mind, but she thought of none of them. Instead she went with what she usually ran with.



WWRDD?



And the answer most certainly was not ‘give up’.



“Okay,” Scootaloo said resolutely. She began to understand why Luna’d claimed she had a one-track mind, when she realized her wings were already outstretched. “If I don’t know where the problem is, I will just have to go find it!”



She shot off. No other word could have quite described it, despite there never being any gunpowder or hammer, let alone any need for a trigger. She blew into the great expanse, into vast nothingness, and found herself surrounded with pure bliss.



But all she could see was open air. There were no clouds, there was no ground. There were no hills, and there was no sound. She landed back where she’d left off not much later, her wings sagging, wanting to pull her back up. “There is nothing here.” She scuffed her hoof on the grass, until an errant thought gave her pause. “Wait a minute. Can't I just imagine myself fixing the problem? Since this is a dream?”



“You could,” Luna admitted. The alicorn hadn’t budged from her spot. “If you knew what it was.”



“That doesn’t help.” Scootaloo paced absently. “How am I supposed to fix a problem that I don’t even know?”



“That.” Luna’s forehoof pushed into her chest and stopped her from trotting in circles. “Scootaloo, is the problem. Known unknowns and unknown unknowns.”



Scootaloo got a look on her face like somepony had just told her that flying was just falling and missing the ground. “The what now?”



“Things you are aware you don’t know, and things you aren’t. Especially the latter,” Luna elaborated. Scootaloo's lips mouthed the words as she ran her mind through what had been said.



“Well I know there is a problem,” Scootaloo said, “doesn’t that mean I already know what I’m missing?”



Luna shook her head. “You are aware there is a problem. For all you know, there could a dozen others, you know nothing about.”



“Okay, so how do I found out what problems there are?”



Luna didn’t answer.



Scootaloo plonked herself on her plot, and laid her head on her forehooves. Her wings beat of their own accord, her brain too occupied to care.



Flap



Flap



FLAP!



Scootaloo suddenly careened to one side. Her wings, being apparently cognizant of her frustrated emotional state, proceeded flap too hard once, sending her sprawling on her side.



Scootaloo hummed thoughtfully. She got up, flapped her wings, and landed on her side again. She repeated the process several times before putting a hoof to her chin. 



“It doesn’t hurt.”



Few things in life can look more daunting than an alicorn’s bemused stare. “You wish there to be pain in your dream?”



“Well… no,” Scootaloo admitted. “It’s just, why doesn’t it hurt? 



“I see.” Luna said. “Have you ever hurt yourself before?”



Scootaloo barked a laugh. “Well, I mean, yeah. Just not quite like that.” The thought alone made her cringe. “Landing on a wing probably hurts.”



“It does.” Luna pursed her lips. Social cues aren’t hard, so long you don’t inquire anything from a tight-lipped alicorn. “I fail to see where you are going with this, however.”



“I mean,” Scootaloo looked around for help, finding only thin air. An idea struck her. “You said it yourself: everything here is how I imagine it to be. The ground, the sky, the runway.” Yeah, the runway was back. Scootaloo got the thought to rename it ‘the Run-Down’. “I can imagine whatever I want, and whatever I do, becomes real.



“But if I stay here I will never know what any of it really feels like. Known whats-its and you know. For all I know I could be completely wrong, and there could a bazillion things better that I would not think to imagine.” Her gaze swept above, landing on the horizon. “There's more to life than just what's inside my head.”



Now, there was no breeze. No sound. She stood atop her mountain spike, a smile having climbed its way to her muzzle. The pony’s opposite her, however, had only grown more and more grim.



“Scootaloo.” A beautifully plumed royal wing reached out and enveloped her. The motion was too rushed and stiff to feel reassuring, but Scootaloo got the notion that it wasn't her it was supposed to comfort. “I wish I had learned that when I was as young as you.”



Scootaloo squirmed in the uncomfortable hug, but only so she could wrap her own wing around her. They separated and Scootaloo could breathe freely again.



“You're free to stay here in the Tantabus for as long as you desire.” Luna's wings spread, ready to make her leave. “Know that you are always welcome here.”



“Alright!” Scootaloo hopped up and somersaulted in excitement. She eyed the ledge hungrily, pausing just short of jumping. “But wait, how do I get back here again?”



“That’s easy.” Luna winked. “All you have to do is—”



“Wake up!”



Something nudged her insistently. Something that was calling her name, repeating the three syllables ad nautilus (or however Sweetie Belle says it should be spelled) and all-around managing to make her wish she was blind and in a coma. Scootaloo yawned, her eyes slowly fluttering open.



The light burned. She tried to cover herself with a wing, but was surprised to find the appendage far too short and stubby for that. “Phew, for a minute there, I thought you'd ever wake up,” the raspy voice continued.



Everything was checkered in red and white. Holding the colours in place were piles upon piles of papers. That’s when Scootaloo remembered what had made her fall asleep in the first place.



She tried to inject her voice with enthusiasm, and failed miserably. “As if I'd miss out on spending time with the most awesome sister ever.”



“Oh, really?” Rainbow Dash was looking at her an eyebrow cocked and loaded. “And here I thought I just caught you catching z's.”



“No.” Scootaloo sputtered and muttered. “That's different. Schoolwork's boring!”



Dash about to object, but chose to glance at all the homework piled up on every corner of their picnic blanket at the last second.



“Okay, I'll give you that.” She bit the end of her red pen again. “But somepony's gotta do it. Twilight made you a tutor, and we need everypony we everypony.” Dash pushed aside a note of tiny scribbles, and muttered under her breath. “She should really lay off on the essays.”



Scootaloo moaned, and reached a hoof into a pile. Had she not recognized the chicken-scratch (or in this case, gryphon-scratch) she would have had a hard time parsing together whose paper she was even supposed to be grading. She’d gotten halfway through page one (there was something on the back as well, and not just doodles), before realizing she’d maybe read around ten words total. 



Her head sunk to her chest. Although it was fading, Scootaloo could still feel the spark of excitement at the tips of her primaries.



No. Where they should have been.



“Rainbow Dash?” Scootaloo asked carefully. All the times she’d faked a quiver in her voice, it now came unbidden. “Can we go flying?”



“Ugh,” Rainbow retched, almost ripping the worksheet. The either eldritch runes or doctor’s prescription for some embarrassing medication, looked back at her. “Look, Scootaloo.” She sighed. “I told you: we all have to pitch in. We can go flying when we are do—”



Rainbow stopped dead. She’d barely laid her eyes on Scootaloo when it all happened. The pen fell from her mouth, and she shook so little it was almost imperceptible. Then, it seemed, finally the most rash pegasus in Equestria took the time to learn social cues. She scooped Scootaloo up in her wing and started trotting off, a grin on her face.



“...By which I mean yeah! We've earned a little break.”
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         A stabbing pain shot through her right wing, and instantly Twilight is completely awake again. She kicks out instinctively, and the splashing of water echoes through the nearly-empty Pegasopolan baths chambers.



“Ouch!”



She tries to pull her wing towards herself, but Feathery Breeze is holding it firmly and applying pressure to the pain.



“I’m so sorry!” blurts out the normally mousey handmaiden. Her own wings are extended in alarm and her eyes are wide and panicked. “I was preening it, and I thought it was loose enough to come out, but, oh my gosh, it started bleeding!”



Slowly, Twilight’s eyes focus through the haze given off by the steamy-hot water, and she sees a lone lavender feather floating a yard or two away, its tip leaving a quickly-disappearing trail of redness in the water as it was lazily swept away by the waves formed from the commotion.



Feathery is young and inexperienced—only nineteen or twenty, if Twilight remembers correctly—but she’s a pegasus. Any mare her age should have already spent most of her life knowing exactly how to tell when a feather is ready to be shed. A little ball of frustration forms in the back of Twilight’s throat.



“It’s fine,” says Twilight. “I think I’ve spent too much time here, anyway.”



Twilight tries to step out of the bath, but Feathery clutches her outstretched wing even more tightly. It jostles the injury, and it sends a surprisingly sharp new pang of pain up the limb. Twilight’s eyes squeeze shut on reflex.



“Just, let me try to stop the bleeding first,” Feathery says, voice warbling with upset.



Irritated, Twilight is about to order to girl to let her go, but then she notices how the pegasus looks to be on the edge of tears. The realization dulls Twilight’s annoyance, and slowly, she lets her body relax in the hot water again.



“Okay,” she says.



Feathery desperately nods, and fetches a small white washcloth to press against Twilight’s wing..



“I’m so sorry,” she whispers. “I know you don’t have the time to relax very often, and I know you usually don’t like to waste time with long baths, and I’ve gone and ruined the whole thing. I’m sorry!”



“It’s fine,” says Twilight. She makes a brushing-off motion with her other wing. “Don’t worry about it.”



Silence stretches out for a few minutes, while Twilight’s eyes lazily drift up and down across the walls of the castle baths room.



The idea of having a handmaiden still strikes Twilight as a little strange and more than a little archaic. Who was it who suggested it to her, again? One of her guards, perhaps? It must have been twenty or thirty years ago at this point, and so far it seems to have been a mostly good idea.



Twilight looks back at her wing, and is greeted by a pang of surprise. Despite the passing minutes, it looks like the bleeding hasn’t stopped yet.



It was never bleeding very much—just barely a trickle, really—but it refuses to slow down, and Feathery’s rag is almost completely crimson now. Enough time and blood has passed for the water near Twilight and Feathery to be noticeably stained.



“It’s not working,” says Twilight.



She unceremoniously plucks her wing from Feathery’s grasp, who ducks her head in shame.



“I’m sorry.”



Twilight steps out of the bath, dripping blood-pink water onto the porcelain white tiles. With a burst of magic, she summons a roll of kaolin-infused hemostatic gauze and a pressure bandage from the castle’s infirmary. Another spell instantly dries the area around the bleed, and she works quickly to dress it.



“I’m just gonna grab a quick shower to get the blood out of my coat. I’ll be okay on my own,” she says as she presses the gauze down and wraps the elastic bandage tight enough to make her feel her own pulse through her wing.



Feathery fidgets and can’t make eye contact.



“But—”



“It’s been a long day, Feathery, and tomorrow’s going to be a long one too.” Twilight tries to give Feathery her best Celestia-smile. “Get some rest. I’ll see you in the morning. I promise I’ll be okay.”



Feathery nods, but she doesn’t get up. She’s still seated in the bloody water with her head down when Twilight leaves.



At two in the morning, the castle is absolutely silent save for her hoofsteps.



Twilight walks up the stairs to her bedroom. She steps into her private bathroom. She runs the water on a cold setting and ducks under her shower just for ten or so seconds, until the run-off doesn’t smell of iron and salt anymore.



Then she lays under her overly-embroidered covers (the ones that annoy her because they’re so perfectly stitched), and she sleeps.








There’s something wrong with Twilight’s leg. It itches and it hurts, and there’s something wrong with it.



Twilight tries to cast a spell to fix it, but it’s too dark, and she can’t focus, and she doesn’t know why. So she paws at her leg with her hoof and with her teeth. There’s something just underneath the fur and the skin, she knows it.



It’s glass.



Shards of glass and obsidian.



Twilight panics. How did it get there? She tries to get it out, with her magic and her lips and her hooves.



It hurts, it hurts, it hurts.



Then, a gentle mote of blue-white light finally snaps away the pitch blackness.



“Hail, Twilight!” A silky-strong voice comes from the mote.



Twilight shields her eyes from the light. She feels like she ought to recognize the voice—it’s so familiar!—but recognition is slippery, and the names and the faces slide out her head before she can figure it out.



“My apologies that I cannot end this nightmare. Distance weakens my influence, and I’m simply too far away, now.”



The words still don’t quite make sense to Twilight. She remembers the glass in her leg, and she starts picking it out, again.



The ball of light comes closer, as if scrutinizing Twilight, and its light is cool and refreshing.



“You never were a very lucid dreamer,” said the familiar voice. “But it is still good to see you. My journey, though exciting, is a lonely one. I look forward to our next—”








Before there is any conscious thought, Twilight first silences her ringing alarm clock with a well-practiced flick of magic.



Then she remembers the dream, and Luna’s visit. Then, she remembers the glass in her leg, and realizes that the pain is still with her.



The fur around her legs and chest is matted, wet, and uncomfortable, and the reason is immediately apparent. It’s all wet with blood, and her right foreleg—the same one as in the dream—stings all over.



Gingerly, Twilight pushes aside the stained covers and stands up on three legs.



There’s a big, angry welt on her leg, and it’s still slowly weeping blood. The skin around it is losing hair and inflamed.



The diagnosis is simple: an abrasive dermal injury. The cause? A little more perplexing, Twilight admits to herself. An allergic reaction to the new soaps from last night is at the top of her list of possibilities.



Reaching into the infirmary in her mind’s eye, her magic fetches ibuprofen, antibiotics, and bandages. A moment later, she remembers her wing, and she also teleports new gauze for it, even though it looks like the bleeding was mostly stopped.



 As she works, her bedroom door shyly opens. Twilight’s back is turned away, but she hears Feathery’s little gasp at the sight of the bedsheets.



“It’s okay,” says Twilight. “Just call the maids in, after we’re done.”



As though it were any other morning, Twilight takes a seat in front of her dresser, and leans to the side to let Feathery do her mane, which was frizzled from going to bed wet.



It takes a moment for Feathery to grab her brush, add a drop of lavender oil, and begin running it through Twilight’s hair.



“You should see a doctor,” the pegasus finally says from around the handle of the comb.



“I am a doctor, Feathery,” says Twilight. “I just got my MD recertification, remember?”



“I mean… you should see another doctor.” There’s a thick layer of concern in Feathery Breeze’s voice. “You can’t… You shouldn’t try to take care of yourself. It’s why you have ponies like me. To help you.”



Twilight thinks about this for a moment.



“Okay, I will,” she finally says. “Can you schedule something for this week?”



“Yes! I will!” The relief is evident in Feathery’s voice.



“Thank you. Do you have today’s schedule?”



“Yes, I do,” says Feathery.



She retrieves a manilla folder tucked under one of her wings, and sets it on the dresser. Twilight’s hornglow takes it and opens it up, revealing the neatly typewritten schedule, detailed down to the minute.



It is, as usual, mind bogglingly busy.



Feathery always tried her best to avoid conflicts, but there were inevitably a few places where two or three commitments spilled into each other.



She’d be lucky if she can resolve half of these by the end of the day. Not for the first time, Twilight knows that it was really too much for one pony to handle. It’d take a team of dedicated, skilled individuals to get every single item done. Maybe, five ponies, altogether.



… Or maybe six.



It’s a stupid thought.



“Feathery,” she says, switching gears, “Luna and I had another chat last night. Could you pen in a reminder to send Celestia a letter about it at the end of the day?”



“Of course!” says Feathery. “How is she doing?”



Like everypony else her age, Feathery never met Luna before the she left. But Twilight had tried her best to let Feathery know the kind of pony Luna is, at least secondhand.



“It sounded like she’s still flying,” said Twilight. “The void is huge, and the stars are very, very far away. I wish I had been lucid enough to talk more with her.”



“I’m sure she still enjoyed your company.”



“I hope she did.”



WIth an experienced flip, Feathery tucks Twilight’s mane into her usual bun, and secures it in place with a small length of elastic.When its done, Twilight fetches her modest little tiara from an unadorned jewel box and gently sets it on top of her head.



“Are we on time?” asks Twilight.



Feathery checks her ever-present pocketwatch and shakes her head, apologetically.



“Almost,” she says.



Twilight sighs. Truth be told, they’re never on time. 



“Okay, let’s go.”








“Well, it’s not an infection. Cultures all came out negative,” says Doctor Whiteoak. 



Twilight tilts her head. This is a surprise to her.



“Then what could it possibly be? It’s spreading,” she says.



“I’m very sorry, but I’m afraid I’m just as confused as you are,” says Whiteoak. His magic begins unwrapping the bandages around Twilight’s forelegs and wings.



The princess squirms in her seat. Exposure to air made the welts sting and burn.



“We’ll know more once we run a more comprehensive battery of tests.” The doctor tries to sound optimistic. “At least, after we do the histamine assay, we’ll know if it’s an allergy or not.”



Twilight frowns. Whiteoak is arguably the best dermatologist on this side of the Great Sea. And it’s clear to Twilight that he has no idea why the fur and skin on her legs is peeling off like cellophane.



When the bandages are off, Twilight can already tell that it’s gotten worse. On her left arm, the raw spot is as large as an apple. On her right arm, where it began, bloody, scabbed splotches run up and down the entire length. Her wings are missing many more feathers now—enough to make unaided flight extremely difficult.



Whiteoak picked up an aerosol can of local anesthesia and begins spraying. Even the moisture of the mist is enough to send white-hot pinpricks up and down Twilight’s limbs.



“Stop,” she said, squeezing her eyes shut to hold back automatic tears. “It’s not worth it. Just take the samples.”



Whiteoak hesitates for only a second before he says, “Of course,” and retrieves his equipment.



An array of scalpels and forceps and collection tubes fly into the air, hoisted by a cloud of the doctor’s magic. Like a swarm of insects, they flitter to the left and to the right and upwards and downwards. And like insects, every moment or so one of them darted forward to sting Twilight and pick away at her.



Whiteoak is extremely thorough. He takes feathers, pieces of the ineffective scabs, swabs of oozing blood from several spots, tiny snips of the diseased flesh, and even samples of seemingly healthy skin and fur. In the end, he fills more than thirty sample tubes, each one neatly floating one by one into a waiting rack.



When it’s finally over, Whiteoak dumps his tools into a biohazard bin, and bandages up Twilight’s legs and wing in under a minute.



“I’m going to ship some of these samples on ice to some of my colleagues overseas,” says Whiteoak. “We’ve collaborated on similar cases, and I think their input could be very helpful.”



More proof that the doctor really has no idea what’s wrong with her. Twilight sighs.



“How long will it take?” she asks.



“I’ll try to give you an update in two or three weeks,” he said. “I’m sorry that I can’t be more specific than that.”



“Of course, doctor.”



Twilight takes her tiara from where she placed it on a countertop, and floats it back on her head. She steps off of the examination table, and painfully puts on the little, simple dress that Feathery chose this morning to hide the bandages.



And then she leaves, because she’s late, and she has work to do.








Twilight distinctly has the impression that she’s dreaming, mostly because she hadn’t been a student at Magic Kindergarten for more than a hundred years.



When a faint little blue ball of light approaches her as she tries to shuffle her alicorn-sized body into a child-sized desk, she considered her impression confirmed.



“Hail, Twilight Sparkle!”



“Hello, Luna,” she whispered, because the teacher was talking and she didn’t want to get in trouble. Her eye itches, and she rubs at it with the tip of a wing.



“Ah! I see we’re a little more self-aware this time.” Luna’s musical voice carries a touch of laughter. “How are you?”



“I’m doing fine,” says Twilight. Then she remembers her wings and her legs and her chest, and she realizes that she can still feel them burning, even in the dream. She squirms in the too-small chair. “How’s your journey?”



“Marvelous!” Luna declares. “The Song is so clear, so loud now. I can see each dream in flight as it dances on its way to the Stars—there are so many! It’s truly spectacular, and I wish I could share the sight with you.”



“That’s great to hear,” Twilight whispers. The pain is coming in waves now; each one threatening to tear her into the waking world.



It hurts, it hurts, it hurts.



She knows that trying to focus would make her wake up faster—mental acuity kills dreams—so she instead closes her eyes and tries to relax, letting the droning sound of the teacher’s voice wash over her without paying attention to the words. Both of her eyes burn, like it’s the middle of hay fever season without her allergy medication.



“Twilight, are you uncomfortable?” Luna’s voice has suddenly lost its boisterousness.



Twilight doesn’t have the focus to reply.



“No,” says Luna, in realization. “You’re in pain. Great pain.”



“It’s nothing.” Twilight breathed slowly. “Tell me about the Song, Luna. Tell me what the Stars dream of.”



“Twilight, you are worrying me,” said Luna. “Say the word and I will turn around and come back.”



“No!” Twilight yells.



The entire room of blank-faced foals turn their heads to look at the commotion.



It hurts, it hurts, it hurts.



“Don’t!” Twilight pleads. “You’ve spent so long. This is so important to you. Don’t throw it away because of me.”



There’s a long silence. The teacher and foals continue to stare with eyeless faces. Twilight rubs her eyes with her hooves.



“Sometimes, our talks worry me greatly, Twilight Sparkle,” says Luna, finally. “You say things that are not… healthy.”



“None of it matters,” says Twilight. “Please, don’t turn around. I’d hate myself for it if you did.”



“I won’t,” says Luna. “Not if it distresses you. But you need to promise me that—”








The alarm clock jolted Twilight up.



Feathery gently clicks it off when it’s clear that Twilight is awake. The handmaid sleeps in the same room as Twilight, now, on a little cot at the foot of Twilight’s bed. It’s easier, this way.



Carefully, Feathery peels away the sheets, and the simple woolen comforter and throws them down the laundry chute. They’re much easier to clean than the embroidered quilts and pillows. She’s about to help Twilight up to her feet, using only the softest parts of her wings to support her, when Twilight bats her away.



“Gauze,” says Twilight. “There’s something wrong with my eyes.”








In the middle of a meeting about the big new reclassification laws concerning building safety in regards to the use of magically enhanced materials, a courier slips into the room and whispers into Feathery’s ear. Twilight watches as the girl nods and scribbles notes into her clipboard. She exchanges a few words with the courier—who salutes and leaves—before approaching Twilight from the side.



“I’m very sorry; one moment please,” says Twilight to the hoof-full of ponies in gathered in the presentation room. She turns to Feathery Breeze.



“You have a visitor,” says Feathery. “The Draconic Ambassador is here to see you.”



“Can we pen him in after lunch?” asks Twilight.



“I’m afraid not,” says Feathery, with an apologetic glance at the rest of the meeting attendees.



“I understand,” says Twilight. She motions Feathery to help her get up.



It’s a bit of a protracted affair, made awkward by the big, frilly dress that Twilight wore. Twilight doesn’t allow the time to go to waste, though.



“I’m afraid I have to leave the rest of these deliberations to your capable hooves, mares and gentlestallions,” she says as Feathery props her up with her wing. “Please have your proposals submitted by the end of the day, and we’ll review them at next week’s follow-up. We’re only a month away from our meet with the industry reps, so let’s figure out how many resources we need to pull in from Development to make this happen.”



The gathered ponies mutter their agreement and bid her farewell.



When they leave the room, Twilight’s posture slumps. It hurts, it hurts, it hurts.



“Where is he?” she asks.



“I’ve asked the guards to put him in the Western Sunroom.”



 It’s the closest room tall enough to comfortably hold the Ambassador. Twilight nods in appreciation. At least the walk isn’t going to be long.



As their hooves click and clack against the marble floor, Twilight feels fluid welling up in her eyes again. Automatically, she fetches one of the handkerchiefs she keeps in dress’s many pockets and dabs her eyes. When she’s done, she inspects the handkerchief. It still looks unused and perfectly dry.



Good.



When they pass by a garbage can, she tosses it in.



Soon, they reach the sunroom, and Feathery steps in front to open the door for Twilight.



The ambassador isn’t the largest dragon, but he’s a tall and lithe one. Even on all fours, he would have to crouch to pass through the halls of the castle. The pegasus guards had opened up the roof of the sunroom to allow him easy admittance.



He smiles when he sees the two of them.



“Twilight, Feathery, great to see you guys,” he says.



Feathery beams and waves with the tip of one of her wings.



“Hi, Spike!” she exclaims. “It’s been a while.”



Spike is seated on the floor, his oversized claws holding a comically regular-sized teacup. Every moment or two he brings it up to his scaly lips, as though the liquid it held could possibly make a difference. It’s an immediately disarming sight, and Twilight knows that it’s just the way he likes it.



“You look good, Spike,” says Twilight. She Celestia-smiles and carefully takes a seat. The Sunroom is dotted with little archipelagos of tables and chairs. She selects the seat nearest to Spike. The welts have spread to her hind legs and haunches, so finding a position that pained her the least was a trial-and-error process.



It hurts, it hurts, it hurts.



“New dress?” asked Spike. There’s a sharp flicker in her eye when he speaks.



“Yes, it is.” Twilight decides to change the subject. “What brings you here? Ember not keeping you busy enough?”



Spike huffs and sips his tea. “She keeps me plenty busy. I just… wanted to see you.”



A little frown works its way into the edge of Twilight’s lip.



“You know I’m busy, Spike. We’re both busy people.”



“I know, I know,” says Spike. He’s trying to inject levity into his tone. “But can we pretend that we’re not? I’m sure Feathery can make something work with that schedule of hers.”



Feathery chuckles, but Twilight does not.



“Okay,” says Twilight.



And then, she waits.



The silence stretches for several moments. Twilight raised Spike; she knows that he can’t stand awkward silences. Even when he was a little wyrmling, he’d babble sarcastic remarks at himself before he let a room sit quiet for too long. It’s always been the fastest way to get him to admit what was really on his mind.



A minute or two later, Spike crumples.



He sets the little teacup down on a little saucer and puts it away on one of the little tables. The room seems to rumble when he sighs.



“I’m worried about you,” he says, averting his eyes. “I still have a little bit of pull with the staff here. And what they say… isn’t very good.”



“We’ve had this conversation before, I think,” says Twilight. Like the ones before it, she’s already mapping out how this talk will go. “You know me, Spike. I’m not freaking out. I’m not ‘Twilight-ing’ again. I’m just handling things.”



This would be the part where Spike insists she needs a vacation, or something.



But he didn’t.



“How many times have you seen your doctor?” he asks.



Twilight freezes. She instinctively glances down at herself and checks for red.



“I don’t need to see the blood, Twilight. I can smell it.” says Spike. He turns to Feathery. “How many times did she see her doctor?”



Feathery wilts under the sudden scrutiny. Her eyes desperately dart between the two of them, before she finally makes up her mind.



“Three times,” she says. “Once in the beginning, and two follow-ups. She hasn’t seen Doctor Whiteoak since March.”



Spike turns back to the Princess.



“What are you doing Twilight?”



“I’ve sent letters to him,” Twilight insists. “He’s agreed that he’s taken all the biopsies he needs, and he’ll let me know if they figure out what it is. Nothing we can do until then.”



“He agreed because you’re his Princess,” said Spike. “This is… This is insane.”



Twilight’s eyes are wet and uncomfortable again. She fetches a new handkerchief and dabs the thick moisture away. The handkerchief, of course, still looks perfectly dry.



Spike stares at the handkerchief, vehemently.



“That’s more blood, isn’t it?” he asked. “You’ve turned yours invisible, the staff told me.”



A thin lance of betrayal strikes through Twilight’s heart. But she puts her hurt feelings aside.



For now.



“What else did they tell you?” she asks.



“That the best way to tell when you’re finally asleep, is when your spell wears off, and there are little red splotches in all of the rooms you’ve been in.” Spike gritted his teeth. “They clean it up before you can see it in the morning.”



Twilight turns to Feathery.



“Leave,” she all but growls. “Wait for me at the door.”



The handmaid bows, almost trips over herself, and exits the room quickly.



When she’s gone, Twilight sets down her hankercheif and looks at Spike.



“I’m not stupid,” she says. “I know it’s Feathery. There are seven ponies in the castle with access to the dragonfire stores, and she’s the only one of them who was here when you were around.”



Spike knows he’s a bad liar. So he nods.



“Don’t take this out on her,” he says. “She’s worried. Very worried.”



“She has no right to be worried on my behalf,” said Twilight.



“Having no right isn’t the same as having no reason.” Spike set his jaw. “What are you doing Twilight? This isn’t you.”



“What in the world is that supposed to mean?” Twilight can’t help but to let just a little bit more of the pretense of civility drop away.



There’s a pause. Spike sighs.



“You know exactly what I mean,” says the ambassador.



Twilight knows that Spike doesn’t want to say what he’s thinking. She knows he shouldn’t have to say it. But the searing pain across her legs and her wings and her belly and her chest has stolen away her patience, and she presses him on.



“No,” she says, venomously. “I don’t.”



Spike’s eyes become set, like concrete.



“You’re not acting like the pony who knew that Applejack was working herself to death,” he says. “You’re not acting like the pony who’d fly out to Manehattan every time Rarity’s boutique needed another set of hooves. Or the pony who helped Starlight become the become the best version of herself. You’re not acting like a Princess of Friendship.”



It’s exactly what Twilight expected, but hearing it out loud makes her heart pound and her teeth gnash.



She gets up out of her chair. Without Feathery’s help, it’s an even longer and painful process than before.



It hurts, it hurts, it hurts.



“Go home, Spike,” she says. Her voice is ice. “You have a wife and a kingdom to worry about.”



She turns and slowly walks away, and she knew Spike could do nothing to stop her. She does not turn back to look as she shoves the doors open with a burst from her horn and lets them swing shut behind her.



Feathery, who was slumped by the doors, immediately stands up to attention. Renewed worry washes across her face when she sees the state that Twilight’s in.



“Feathery,” she says, in a measured voice. “Do you have this week’s agenda finalized?”



Feathery is confused and upset. It takes her a minute, but she nods.



“Put it on my desk,” says Twilight. “Then, go to the seneschal’s office and inform them that I’ve dismissed you.”



Twilight makes sure that her tone leaves no question as to what she means.



Feathery Breeze is on the brink of tears, but she nods.



Twilight nods back, and limps away.








The little pile of correspondence on her desk is only getting larger, Twilight knows.



She tries to chip away at it every night, but usually she opens only handful of the letters before giving up and collapsing on her bed. Now, there are letters that are weeks old, sitting unopened. It’s a perpetually messy part of her desk.



But today, as soon as Twilight enters her office, she notices the scroll.



It’s an old-fashioned one, made of thick, hardy, beige paper and sealed with a unmarked circle of red wax. There’s no written addresses or stamps; there’s only a little sketch of a sun on the back of it.



Twilight is not entirely sure how it got here, but she knows exactly what it is. It’s Spike’s playing his last card.



She breaks the wax and reads the letter, written in Celestia’s familiar hornwriting. And despite herself, she can’t help but feel a little warm.



Celestia wants Twilight to visit her, and she’s suggested a time next week. She suggests Twilight to come at noon, and stay for supper. Which is, of course, her way of telling Twilight to clear the entire afternoon.



And, well, Twilight can’t say no. It’s been a year or so since she last spoke to Celestia face-to-face, so she knows that she’s been owing her a visit for some time. It wouldn’t make sense to say no.



So Twilight drafts a little reply letter. A short one, because she doesn’t have the focus or the time to write a longer one.



She’s not sure what will come out of this, but she’ll cross that bridge when she gets there.








The location of Celestia’s island is all but a national secret. Twilight isn’t sure of the exact number of ponies who knew, but it's certainly less than two or three hundred.



It isn’t particularly far, but it’s part of the Western Shoals, where there are easily three or four hundred little islands within fifty miles of Equestria’s most remote shore. Most are undocumented, just like Celestia’s was before she chose it.



It’s the definition of picturesque. A little hoof-made cabin, on a grassy cliff that peeks out of a meadowy woods. The ocean below, and no other land as far as the eye can see. A bustling garden.



The skycharriot touches down on the grass and rumbles as the two officers pulling it bring it to a stop.



Twilight’s entire body screams at her—It hurts! It hurts! It hurts!—but she bites down in the inside of her cheek and bears it until it’s finally over.



“Ma’am?” asks one of the pilots.



“Thank you, sirs,” she says. She steps out of the carriage, carefully. “I’ll take it from here. Be back here at sundown.”



The pair nicker in acknowledgement and take off as soon as Twilight is at a safe distance.



Twilight walks down an ill-defined little dirt path through the vegetable garden. She’s wearing a simple yellow dress, long enough and loose enough to cover every part of her body, almost up to her chin. As she walks and tries to avoid getting her dress caught in the shoots and thistles, she thinks about what she’s going to say to Celestia.



She has no ideas, by the time she reaches the door and knocks.



Celestia opens it and beams.



“Twilight!” says Celestia. “Come inside!”



The retired princess looks oddly naked without her regalia. Her mane, striped in the colors of the sunrise, is inexpertly bobbed short and tied into a messy ponytail. It sits flat across one shoulder, no longer magical and billowing. Her once pristine coat is almost a golden-brown now, with dirt and sawdust. She stinks of mud and wood and sweat.



And this is the happiest Twilight has ever seen her.



“Mind your head!” she says, ducking through the low doorway of the house she built herself.



Twilight follows her, and notices that things have changed since her last visit.



The wooden loom still takes up a big portion of the main room, but there’s a new shelf in the back of the living area, opposite the fireplace. A collection of wooden figures fills it from top to bottom, all expertly carved. Twilight sees a seapony, a griffon mid-flight, and… herself. Several of the pieces are dedicated to her, both with and without wings.



“I hope I didn’t flub those up,” Celestia giggles. “I was working off of memory, after all.”



“They’re beautiful,” whispers Twilight. She wonders how they could be so beautiful.



“Thank you!” says Celestia. She pulls a copper kettle out of the fire and pours its contents into two wooden cups. With a glow of magic, she offers one to Twilight.



Twilight bring it up to her lips and drinks.



It’s, honestly, pretty awful. Sour, grassy, and bitter.



She coughs, and Celestia sighs.



“I’ve been trying to mock-up some kind of tea for a while now. There’s something similar to lemongrass that grows near that freshwater spring on the other side of the island.”



“This is nothing like lemongrass,” says Twilight, a smile creeping on her face.



“You’re talking to an addict in withdrawal.” Celestia grins and sips deeply from her own cup. “Everything begins tasting like tea, given the time.”



They sit next to the fire for a little while longer, enjoying the warmth and the raw crackle. Next to the tea kettle in the fire, there’s also a covered cauldron hissing steam. Dinner, Twilight assumes. She takes another sip of the ‘tea’, and then gives up on it and leaves it on the table.



“I built this house,” says Celestia, her eyes faraway, “to match the one Luna and I grew up in. She barely remembers it, but I do. I remember the garden, I remember the fireplace and the warmth. The loom, and the stone foundation, the chilly nights.”



“But that place is gone now, isn’t it?” asks Twilight.



“Yes, it’s gone. But not forgotten.” Celestia’s posture shifts. “Do you know what the difference between gardening and carpentry is?” she asks.



“Gardening is making things grow,” said Twilight. “Carpentry is cutting them away.”



“That’s an interesting answer,” says Celestia.



Suddenly, Twilight feels like a little foal. It frightens her a little, but it’s also nostalgic.



“My answer would be, carpentry is perfect,” Celestia says. “While gardening, isn’t.”



Celestia takes hold of one of the figures from the shelf—one of a sleeping fox—and gives it to Twilight.



“I planned this, just the same way I planned the house, and these chairs, and the shelves.” she says. “ Every last detail came out exactly the way I wanted it. And if it didn’t, it was because I did something wrong. Gardening is different. A million things can go wrong. I can’t plan which way the vines will grow, and I can’t plan how much rain I’m going to get.”



Twilight sets the fox down on the table, but she still stares at it.



“When I first came here, I tried my hand at gardening, and I grew frustrated.” Celestia smirks at the memory. “So I turned to whittling instead, to pass the time. It felt much more in my control. And for about a year or so, it’s all I did.



“But then, I realized that as rewarding as it was, it was sterile. There was nothing involved but myself.” She cocks her head to the side. “Plus, I was getting really sick of eating grass.”



Twilight’s own laugh catches her by surprise. Her figure shakes, and suddenly the laugh is cut short when pain assaults her.



It hurts! It hurts! It hurts!



She almost gags, and immediately grabs her cup of tea and gulps it down, to stifle herself.



Celestia notices. Of course Celestia notices.



She gets out of her seat and sits on the floor in front of Twilight, at the foot of Twilight’s chair. Now, Twilight’s head is much higher than Celestia’s, and it makes her uncomfortable.



“Gardening,” Celestia says, slowly, “has an element of Discord in it. Things don’t go to plan. It takes skill, but in the end, every gardener wonders at least a little if things will turn out horribly wrong, or horribly wonderfully.”



Celestia holds out her hoof, in an obvious manner.



Twilight hesitates, and then finally offers her own hoof to her former teacher.



Celestia pulls up the sleeve of Twilight’s dress. The edges of her eyes pinch and wrinkle when she sees the bandages that encase Twilight’s leg.



Without speaking, she begins to unwrap them.



Twilight’s body and mind scream that this isn’t a good idea. Already the pain in her leg is growing, from its usual buzz dulled by diazepam and opiates, to a full-on lava-hot burning..



But Twilight doesn’t lift a feather to stop Celestia.



When the final layer is peeled away and the wound is exposed to open air, everything becomes a hundred—a thousand!—times worse.



It hurts! It hurts! IT HURTS!



Twilight writhes in her chair, every limb stiff as a plank. Because she knows that if she moves too much, it’ll only make the pain worse.



Then, she screams.



It’s the first time she has, ever since it started happening. She’s not quite sure why she’s screaming, because the pain has been worse before.



But back then, there were ponies in the castle who would have heard her, as she scrubbed at her bloody flesh in her shower, or as she tripped and fell in the hallways when she couldn’t keep her balance any longer. 



Now, there’s only her and Celestia alone in the middle of the ocean, and everything pours out.



Celestia sobs. Her magic fetches the cauldron from the fire, and she pulls out white rags that she had been boiling in clay and water. She throws away the bloody used bandages, and gently—so gently—wraps the warm new ones around Twilight’s leg.



“Twilight,” she says, in a pained voice. “You’re hurt.”



“It’s okay,” pleaded Twilight. “It’s okay, and it’s going to be okay. I can still do my job. I can still be the Princess.”



Celestia shakes her head.



“No, please!” Twilight squeezes out her words from between hiccups. “You were the only Princess for a thousand years. Less than a century, is nothing! You deserve to be able to— I should be able to—”



“Twilight,” said Celestia, “I was the Princess of the Sun. The Sun sustains me. It Sings to me, and it guides me. I had the Sun with me for the last fifteen hundred years, and I will have it for another fifteen hundred more, as far as we can tell.”



A tear slips out of the side of her clenched-shut eye.



“I’m sorry; I was foolish,” says Celestia. “When They passed, I thought you would need time and space, as I did. I was stupid not to realize that the Princess of Friendship would need her friends.”



With a gentle push of magic, Celestia picks Twilight up, and carefully pulls her simple, yellow dress off.



Twilight screams again when Celestia undoes the bandages around her wings, and her chest, and her other legs, but she lets Celestia do it. It's worth it, when Celestia puts the warm, fresh bandages on her wounds.



Celestia puts Twilight in her own bed, and covers her with a blanket made from her own down.



“Sleep,” she says. “I’ll have dinner ready when you wake.”



So Twilight closes her eyes and sleeps.








Twilight dreams of a cliff, impossibly tall. She dreams that she is on its peak, and there is something there, invisible and pushing her slowly towards the edge.



Twilight digs her hooves in and screams and tries to call on her magic to shield her, but nothing is working, and her first hoof slips off the edge, and she feels the dark, empty, nothingness below her.



Suddenly, the nightmare is shattered.



Twilight is laying on a grassy hill. The sun is warm on her face, and Luna is laying next to her, looking at her with a smile.



“Hail, Twilight,” says the Night Princess.



Twilight reaches out with her hoof and touches Luna. Luna is warm and firm and real. She feels more real than even the waking world.



“You made it,” whispers Twilight. “You’ve reached the place where dreams go.”



“I have!” Luna’s happiness is melodic and her voice is clear and strong. “It is… indescribable, Twilight Sparkle. I’ve reached the Stars and… well they’re not quite people, but they know things. Many things. I could spend a thousand years here, trying to learn a thousandth of what they’ve seen.”



A pang goes through Twilight’s heart.



“Will you?” she asks.



Luna’s smile evaporates.



“Last we spoke,” she says, “you were in terrible pain.”



Twilight nods. She paws at the dirt, because she could. It feels rich and crumbly under her hoof.



“I hurt,” she admits, finally. “I hurt all over, and I hurt inside too. I… I’m not as strong as I think I was.”



Luna doesn’t cry, like Celestia did. She doesn’t even speak.



She only lies next to Twilight, and together, with their backs on the big, grassy hill, they look at the sun in the sky and count the hundred thousand stars and the hundred million Dreams behind it.



Luna stays with Twilight until she wakes.








Today, Twilight wakes the same way she has woken for the past two months.



She wakes from the midmorning sun, when it’s finally high enough to stream through her hospital window and warm her face.



Today, as  it has been for the past two months, there is no schedule.



Feathery is there, when Twilight opens her eyes, and it makes Twilight smile. The doctors had originally given them trouble about Feathery staying there, but Celestia made it absolutely clear that Twilight would not get better if Feathery wasn't in the room with her.



As Twilight eats breakfast, Feathery opens and reads aloud the mail Twilight received overnight. Hearing the well-wishes from across the nation actually makes Twilight’s legs and skin hurt just a little less. But Twilight suspects that the it’s not the letters that’s doing it, but instead the Friendship in the voice reading those letters.



Celestia visits, at lunchtime, as she does every day.



She doesn’t quite seem the same, with her coat washed out to a perfect white again. But her smile is the same and her eyes are the same, even when there’s a crown sitting on her forehead above them.



They talk, but only for a short while. Celestia has gotten right back into the swing of running Equestria, despite the fact that two or three generations of politicians had never known her but by name.



Twilight once asked her how she did it, and she only smiled and said “Bureaucrats will always be bureaucrats.”



Today, Twilight wants to go to the courtyard.



“Help me up?” she asks Feathery.



And Feathery Breeze is there in an instant, going through the well-practiced motions to help Twilight sit up, turn around, and stand. She’s there as Twilight leans against her. Feathery puts one wing across Twilight’s shoulders, and Twilight puts one wing across Feathery’s haunches, and together they walk.



“Spike is still in town, I’ve heard,” she says. “Want me to send a guard to fetch him?”



“Yes, please.” Twilight focuses on walking, while Feathery talks.



Feathery talks about her little sisters, and how they’re trying to learn to bake cookies, like their grandmother. She talks about the other staff members of Twilight’s castle—did Twilight know that Bookends was going to have twins?



Twilight laughs at the appropriateness. And she tells Feathery what Luna showed her last night, in the presence of the Stars. How the Night Princess was searching their knowledge for a path back to the planet that wouldn’t take almost twenty three years of flight.



“I look forward to meeting her, finally,” says Feathery.



And Twilight’s heart glows just a little brighter at the thought.



Together, the two of them, each leaning on the other, walk out into the sun.
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         Midday. Rainbow Dash woke up, which wasn’t surprising. She held the Cloudsdale record for longest sleep-in without getting fired.



But she woke up to a heatwave.



The familiar white of her bedroom blazed, hurting her eyes. While she struggled against a cosy promise of more sleep time, she sat up. Sheets stuck to her before sliding off. Her windows shimmered and blurred so much she tried blinking it out of her sleepy eyes before she realized it wasn’t her.



Heatwave? In the middle of winter?



Well, sure they didn’t get snow every day, but the “sunspot” days were just for contrast, or to warm a really heart-warming scene. Anyway, they weren’t scheduled for this week… were they?



Groaning, she flapped off the bed, sagged beneath her wings, and picked up the almanac on her bedside table. Sleep hit her eyes hard, though. She could barely read, and didn’t understand the few words she did: “contor”, “win sheer”, “poresssure”…



Her ear twitched. Someone shouted her name outside her window.



She looked out. There was Ponyville all right, under perfect blue skies. A perfect green country day. No snow: they did sweep it away sometimes, for special occasions.



“RAINBOW DASH!”



There! Right below her window, where her cloud mansion cast a shadow over the hill bearing her mailbox, on a scooter revving to go and with a helmet blue as Rainbow’s coat, smiled the bright, sunshine face of–



“SCOOTALOO!?” Rainbow leaned out.



Scootaloo held up the scooter. “Mountain day! You ready to try out that new trick?”



Oh yeah, now Rainbow remembered. She glanced up at the midday sun.



Huh. That was Scootaloo, sure enough. Winter heatwave or not, the little tearaway would try anyway. Mountains, midday… the trick! They were gonna do the trick! This she understood!



“Ha! I was ready before you suggested it,” called down Rainbow.



“YEAH! You are beyond awesome, Rainbow Dash!”



And then it seemed like no time at all, and they were on an island peak, amid a sea of clouds like hot snow trying to reassure her this was still winter. Just winter at a temperature she liked. Overhead shone the perfect sun.



“All right, Squirt!” she bellowed. “You up for this?”



“All the way up, and all the way down!” yelled the bundle in her grip. Scootaloo adjusted her goggles. Of course, Rainbow was too cool to need goggles this high up.



To her surprise, she saw the goggles fall away. They’d been thrown. They vanished into the clouds.



“Scootaloo?” she said.



“It’s OK. I’m ready to push myself all the way.”



Rainbow remembered her own foolish youth, going without goggles this high in the stratosphere, stung by a thousand slicing winds.



“You’re sure?”



Under Rainbow’s grip, Scootaloo tensed what little muscle she had, ice-hard. “110%, Rainbow Dash. You’ll see. I’m no ‘Squirt’ anymore.”



“Er… OK. You asked for it.”



Scootaloo probably knew her own strength best. Or at least her own mind, and they did say “mind over matter.”



“All right!” Rainbow lazily adjusted her wings to a lower angle, ready to drop. “Operation: Avalanche Arrowhead! Five, four–”



Scootaloo snickered like a foal who knew what she was getting for Hearth’s Warming.



“Two, one, BLAST-OFF!”



The air around Rainbow flapped and slashed under her suddenly motor-strength wings. A solid wall propelled her down, punched her through the field of gravity. The air screamed around her, the cloudscape inched upwards and then sped up and threatened to slam into them with its sheer plains, and then…



THUMP!



All wheels of the scooter hit the slope, engine roaring, wheels squealing on the ice. Rainbow felt the swerve. The aftershock tried to wrestle Scootaloo out of her grip.



Then Scootaloo began flapping too, a tiny breeze in Rainbow’s face. No way that weak little propulsion would make much difference under this momentum–



It did.



Rainbow snapped back into place before she even realized they’d slalomed too smoothly down the mountain. Scootaloo giggled and flapped harder, correcting jolts even Rainbow had to muscle through between the howling air resistance and the eddies sucking at her ears.



“Wow,” Rainbow murmured under the screaming sky. “You’re… good.”



“I have the world’s best teacher!” shouted Scootaloo. “WOOHOO! LOOK AT THE SKY!”



Rainbow had neglected goggles more for show than anything. Through tears stinging her eyes, she squinted up.



There was a dark star. As it grew, the dark star spiked. Those might have been wings, but those might have been legs, and that spike might… definitely was a horn.



The flapping form of an alicorn. Dark as a vampire, armour like the shadow of a sapphire, eyes focused as arrows…



“Luna?” said Rainbow.



Blue magic swept over her vision: a telekinetic spell. Rainbow’s wings slowed. Their fall slowed. The two pegasi were yards away from the sea of cloud, and then Rainbow spotted a rocky outcrop.



Luna wanted them to stop? Well, OK.



“NO, DON’T STOP!” shouted Scootaloo.



Rainbow thrust her wings in reverse, trying to slow down without breaking bones. The outcrop rose before her like a claw. Luna landed at the tip, waiting patiently for them to crash into her.



“NOO!” Scootaloo’s screaming became hysterical. A tiny hoof whacked Rainbow in the face.



“Scootaloo, are you nuts?” Quickly adjusting, Rainbow added, “I need to focus! Stop squirming!”



The rush became a slide became a skid that was still too fast. Luna lowered her horn, aimed between Rainbow’s eyes, then lowered…



Then…



Empty air.



Cloud below.



No weight between Rainbow’s legs. Scootaloo!



Rainbow flapped to a halt. She spun round in time to see Scootaloo levitating under Luna’s spell; the princess regarded the struggles coldly.



“Princess Luna!” Rainbow even forgot to bow, flapping back. “What the hay?”



“Apologies for the interruption, my loyal friend,” said Luna. She glared at Scootaloo. “But I have grim business here.”



“Put her down! She doesn’t like it!”



“Things are not as they seem, Rainbow Dash. You have woken up to a stranger.”



“I SAID put her DOWN!” Big sister instinct backed off long enough for Rainbow to realize who she was shouting at. “Princess? Please? Before Scootaloo gets hurt?”



A frozen pause followed. Only Scootaloo struggled.



Luna lowered her to the icy ground. “This is not Scootaloo.”



And her horn fired.



“NO!” Rainbow threw herself into a dive before she saw Scootaloo’s body slump under the arrow.



Then she saw its face. Its open eye.



Yet where the other eye should have been, half of the foal’s face had shattered like a mere glass casing. Shards fell off around the impaling arrow. Scootaloo’s insides looked like compacted snow.



From the far mountain peaks, Luna’s voice echoed: “The real Scootaloo has been replaced by an imposter. I need your help to rescue her.”



The heat, once summer bliss, now roasted with hell. Rainbow’s mind writhed under it.



“What?” And only when she spoke did she hear, feel, realize how weak she was.








“Where is she?” repeated Rainbow Dash.



Sitting up at the dining room table, Princess Luna sipped her aero-cappuccino with the solemnity of a priest conducting a ritual. Beyond the window, Ponyville bustled with ponies in snow boots, bobble-hats, and scarves.



On the table itself, the prone body of the fake Scootaloo: Rainbow looked past it to Luna, forced herself to. That body was right under her nose, and she sweated trying not to look down at the blue arrow sticking out of the face, or especially at the gaping half that still looked like Scootaloo.



“Let me gather my strength first,” said Luna. “It has not been an easy journey.”



“I’ll show you strength-gathering! Just point me where she is! I don’t care what’s between me and her!”



“Patience. We will leave soon. But you must understand what you’re up against.”



Cracking under temptation, Rainbow glanced down at the broken, white face. “What is that, anyway?”



“Pure perfection, solid and compact as glacial snow.” Luna sipped again.



“Enough riddles. What is it really?”



Barely a small pause on Luna’s part: small, but Rainbow could sense a feather in a whirlwind.



“A creature from my domain,” said Luna. “Created from Scootaloo’s hopes and fears like so many others. It has grown powerful enough to break through the divide between fantasy and reality.”



“The Tantabus?”



Luna shook her head. “If only it were that simple, I would not burden you–”



“Oh, princess, don’t start that again. You’re all right! You want something done, I’m right here.” As an afterthought, she added, “And my friends could do some damage too.”



Luna offered a gentle smile. “From the loyal pegasus, I would expect no less.”



Outside, the sun descended. Part of Rainbow wondered if it was supposed to be late afternoon already, but then she’d been distracted, dragging the fake Scootaloo and guiding Luna down the mountain.



“How did this happen?” said Rainbow.



Grimacing, Luna took another sip. The cappuccino had been a little past its best-by-date, by about a month or two. Rainbow never threw stuff out. Once she’d bought it, she’d stomach anything.



Memory flashed the last few minutes warningly at Rainbow. “You said Scootaloo created it?”



“Indeed. From her hopes and fears.”



“Scootaloo created a… what, a dream monster?”



Luna’s mouth twitched. “Yes and no.”



“That’s not an answer!” When Rainbow landed opposite Luna, her hooves thumped the table, her chair rocked under the shock, and Luna looked up sharply. “What hopes and fears, anyway? She hasn’t got–”



Honesty kicked loyalty in the shins.



“But she’s past all that,” Rainbow insisted.



“Oh?” Luna’s eyebrow rose like a stop sign.



Which Rainbow slammed against. “Well, she… she… she’s got the best ‘big sister’ in the world.”



The stop sign remained.



“And she’s cool!” added Rainbow hastily. “Maybe not when she hits a haystack or doesn’t quite pull off a trick, but… Hold on, I’ll try again. Look, she knows I got her back. She can’t fly well like I can… or at all… S-so what? She knows I don’t care. We’ve gotten over that.”



Luna broke off to take a sip.



“And even if I said she had any fears, which I don’t, why her? What’s so special about Scootaloo? Lots of foals have that sort of thing. They don’t have this.” Rainbow pointed at the body.



“Lots of foals? Including you?” said Luna.



“Er…”



It fought against every self-respecting “cool” instinct in her battle-hardened heart, but eventually Rainbow’s answer managed to wrestle its way up her throat to force her struggling lips to say, through gritted teeth: “Yyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyeeeeeeaaaaaah but-I-grew-out-of-it-fast-so-it-doesn’t-count-anyway!”



Luna levitated the mug into the sink. It rolled off the pile and crashed on the floor.



“Oh.” She blushed. “Apologies.”



Another flash fixed the cup and put it on the sideboard. Amongst the piles of plates.



“I wash up in my own time,” said Rainbow hastily, glancing around. This mansion’s room suggested a Colosseum refitted for a celebrity cooking show, albeit a celebrity with no cleaning skills.



“Appears convincing…” murmured Luna.



“Er, thanks? I made it myself.”



“Did you? Now, my impatient friend, it is time we rescued young Scootaloo from her prison.”



“About time!” Rainbow cracked her forelimbs like knuckles. “Point me there and get out of my way.”



“Know this: Scootaloo fell prey to her emotions. She would not need our help otherwise. But this will be more than a test of physical strength. Your heart must be strong too. Whatever you find, you must remain unbreakable.”



Rainbow waved her off. “Look who you’re talking to. Let’s go already!”



After a minute of defiant flapping, she added, “How do we get there, exactly?”



“The same way we reach all dreams.”



“Some magic night spell you use to dream-hop? A dimension-warping lightspeed blast? I’m game for that last one!”



“No.” Luna gestured to the door. “Sleep.”



“Oh… Yeah, um, that’d work too.”



It took Rainbow ages, though. She’d worked herself up to jitters. Fine for bed-tossing, not for sleeping.



She wasn’t scared. Absolutely not. Scootaloo was as good as rescued, fear-eating dream monster or not. When Rainbow came calling, no problems were left standing.



Except trying to sleep during a heatwave. Orange sunset: exactly the colour that always kept her awake.



Rainbow blinked. First time, she saw the Wonderbolts poster on her bedroom wall. Felt the bed pressing against her side. Then, again the second time.








Third time, she stood up.



Surrounded by darkness. No stars twinkled, no moon, no sun. There were mountains of jet. Fields of black grass. Forests of shadow.



And a million changelings, caught by surprise.



Of course. This was her dream. She’d dreamed of the changeling army every night. After all, it was one of her favourites; in Ponyville, days went by without so much as one butt kicked.



So this was where that faking freak had stuffed Scootaloo? Inside her, Rainbow Dash’s, dreamworld?



Instinct and habit tightened Rainbow’s muscles. Their fury overwhelmed even her own straining wings.



Rainbow had just enough civilized intelligence to shout, “Hey! Bugs-for-brains! Where are you keeping Scootaloo!?”



The frowns did not abate. Two million wings buzzed into life. Millions of motorbike-like muscles chainsawed the air with a noise like scraped rust.



“I don’t ask twice!” Rainbow crouched.



A million changelings… pounced.



Rainbow shot forwards.



Any other dream, she’d take her sweet time punching their lights out, one-by-one.



Changeling faces blurred around her, too fast to keep track. Her strikes rebounded her into more faces, sent jolts down her legs, hitting more changelings, throwing her limbs round so she could seize that rebound for more swipes. Her leg cracked, but she hardly felt it.



“Get!” Smack! “Out!” Smack! “Of!” Smack! “My!” Smack! “WAY!”



Still more poured in. Still more. Their numbers mocked her. She struck back, harder and harder, faster and faster. Rainbow shot up from the swarming scrum…



“ENOUGH!”



…looked up.



Luna hovered overhead. A crescent moon hung behind her.



Her forelimbs reached up, plucked the crescent out of the sky. The golden scythe… slashed.



Down below, the buzzing stopped. All changelings froze, staring up at her. But Rainbow swore the blade had passed right through.



A million changelings evaporated.



At least, the top halves did. The bottom halves fell over, then evaporated.



Luna swung the crescent back into place. The sky engulfed it.



“I should’ve done that,” said Rainbow. She didn’t even realize how childish that sounded until too late.



“This is only our reception. We cannot find Scootaloo in your dreams. Come.”



Falling from her combat high to a sudden cooling shame, Rainbow didn’t argue. She shadowed Luna, who turned and flew right towards the mountains.



She hadn’t thought. Sheer Rainbow Dash spirit had taken over: the joy, the angry, twisted joy of seeing Scootaloo’s kidnappers get what was coming to them.



“The dream world you are about to see,” said Luna, “is an intermediary. We must pass through it to find Scootaloo and revive her spirit.”



“Got it,” said Rainbow, to show the professionalism she hadn’t shown a moment ago.



“But once we leave your dream, we will be unprotected. The creature that replaced Scootaloo has left barriers in place. No matter how harsh or cold things become, you must never stop until you have broken through.”



“Broken through? Princess?” Rainbow looked at the dark land below. “Where is she?”



“In the middle of a blizzard. The colder the air, the harsher the wind, the closer you will be. Follow my lead. Never succumb to fear or pain. Do you understand?”



“Yes,” said Rainbow. Another act committed without a moment’s thought.



Luna seemed to be steeling herself, withers taut and legs braced as though against an invisible blizzard already arriving.



Then her horn slashed.



It tore the dream’s black sky like canvas. Rips spread and peeled back the dream, shredding it and shedding it, leaving them in a real snowscape. Mountains, forests, fields: all there. All covered in white.



Doorways to other dreams lined an invisible corridor through it all. As they passed between them, Rainbow saw all the dream doors were frozen shut, blue under the glassy ice smothering them.



Already, Rainbow’s body lost its warmth. Muscle memories of the changeling fight, and her boiling emotions: all thinned and vanished.



Up ahead, a swirling surge of clouds drew closer. It was a grey cliff. Winds tugged at Rainbow’s feathers.



“In that!?” Rainbow shouted; the storm’s low roar rose to a cold scream.



Luna tucked her head and legs in tighter, using her horn to spear her way through.



“I’ll take that as a yes.”



Snowflakes fluttered past, sticking to Rainbow’s eyes. She squinted. The world turned greyer and greyer. Then with a sudden wall of noise that was loud enough to push, she went in.



Rainbow flew on and on, gritting her teeth which froze and stung her gums. All was grey; she slammed her eyes shut, trusting her pegasus senses to steer her through knives of currents, keeping her on course. Ice clawed at her coat.



No! No popping of her eardrums would stop her. No vicious turbulence. No wall of outraged noise storming her ears until she had to close them like bomb shelter doors. Nothing.



Although… her skin felt scoured to the flesh. More and more, she curled up or retreated mentally from her outer shell, but there was nothing she could do for her wings, which flexed and burned with pain. They weren’t supposed to do that. She didn’t want them to!



If she could just snatch a breath… Shooting to the surface to breathe would only take a minute. Even her insides ached under the wind clawing its way in; there was no way to close her nostrils.



She stopped feeling her legs. Then her face faded. The storm left nothing but a warm core, and even gouged that, via the breach in her lungs. Every breath killed her, bit by bit. Only her wings burned in defiance, flapping less because she wanted to fly and more through sheer mechanical repetition. She couldn’t keep flying. Yet she couldn’t stop.



Anything civilized and rational vanished against the storm. Her mind broke down to the rawest impulse, a rod in the storm, but a rod buckling and bending, reaching its breaking point.



A few more flaps and she’d die. Nothing could survive this cold, which was no longer a mere state of the world, but a world itself. Not even time and space survived in it.



She didn’t know who she was, where she was going, why she was doing it. Just that she must.



And then… then…



She broke through. She was Rainbow Dash. Breaking through the dream. To the other side. To find Scootaloo.



Up ahead, she heard Luna’s wings. “We’re here. Brace yourself.”



Her flapping faded into the distance.



Exhaustion seeped over Rainbow as a damp force she couldn’t resist. Her side met a gigantic crystal, unyielding and unforgiving, with edges that cut her settling legs.



Slowly, the ache and the pain and the intrusive exhaustion burning away in anger, Rainbow Dash’s inner fires returned to keep her alive…








FIVE DAYS EARLIER




“Jingle bells, Twilight smells, Pinkie laid an egg!” sang Rainbow.



“Apple Bloom, Fell off her broom, With Sweetie Belle the witch!” sang Scootaloo, wearing goggles.



From the mountaintop, they looked down on the frozen sea of clouds, and then looked up at the midwinter’s night.



As loudly as they dared, they sang the chorus together: “OH! Windigo! In the snow! Don’t you spoil our fun! We’ll warm our hearths! We’ll wear our scarves! Sing hymns to EVERY-ONE!”



Then they cocked their ears.



Far below, triumphant crashes announced the awesome avalanches they’d just set off. Both pegasi laughed.



“I told you we could do it!” Rainbow rolled between fits. “Twilight was right! Loudest voices in PONYVILLE!”



“YEAH! I bet she heard us from HERE!” Scootaloo coughed and thumped herself until she stopped.



Of course, Rainbow wasn’t totally reckless. The mountains were miles from Ponyville, or any settlement for that matter. Yet she hoped Twilight couldn’t hear them. She’d already endured enough lectures on why supersonic speeds and snow-mares didn’t mix.



“Hey, look at this slope,” said Scootaloo, leaning over the peak; Rainbow panicked and drew her back a bit, both hooves over her chest like seatbelts. “Betcha we could use this as a killer ramp for a scooter trick.”



“A flying scooter trick,” corrected Rainbow. “Instead of falling at the end, we could shoot up and hit the moon.” Or until Scootaloo complained of chills. High-altitude temperatures were harsh.



Scootaloo’s ears drooped briefly before shooting up again. “Yeah! If you gave me a boost, I bet we could make a mile.”



“What, straight up?”



“Straight up, straight ahead, whatever!”



Rainbow thought it over long enough to cringe. The thought of all that air below Scootaloo, a pegasus whose flying skills were on par with an electric fan’s… One slip-up…



“I like the way you think, Squirt,” Rainbow said. To show willing, she ruffled Scootaloo’s mane until the foal fought back. “You sure we’re not really related?”



“Ha! Don’t worry. I could do this jump by myself.”



Rainbow laughed this off.



“I mean it!”



Rainbow’s laughter ducked down to a humble titter. “Yeah, right.”



“No, really! One day, I’ll get up here by myself to start the trick. I wouldn’t need you helping me. But you can watch, I mean. I want you to watch.”



“Heh, OK Squirt.” It was a good line. It suggested agreement without technically making any.



“I will!” squeaked Scootaloo, turning around. For a moment, the fire that kept Rainbow Dash going twenty-four-seven burned in her eyes instead.



Then Rainbow finally noticed something: “Your eyes are puffy. Those goggles fit?”



Scootaloo’s hooves lifted them, twitched with the sudden cold, and rubbed her swollen eyes. “It’s nothing. Just… hay fever.”



“In the middle of winter?” Rainbow leaned closer. “You sleeping all right? Only last time your eyes were puffed up–”



“No! I learned my lesson!” Scootaloo batted her hoof away. “I never have bad dreams anymore. I remembered what you said. Honest.”



“Well… OK.” Rainbow rubbed her mouth thoughtfully. “You know there’s no shame in having bad–”



“I know!”



Scootaloo’s little wings hummed with effort. Her gaze swept across the clouds. It didn’t take a Luna to see her dreams, of flying with proper pegasus wings over the whiteness.



Rainbow clamped her own mouth shut. The question lurked in her head.



Perhaps she should tell Twilight about this kind of thing? Scootaloo’s weirdness was… getting weirder, especially in the run-up to Hearth’s Warming. When the Fires of Friendship had to be relit, and presents given, and time spent with family so that arguments could be refined, well, emotions were Twilight’s thing, really. All Rainbow could think up was… um…



“Hey,” she said. “Wanna try flying over the mountains? If we sing as we go, I bet we’ll set off dozens of avalanches.”



Scootaloo hopped up, nodding.



Rainbow supported Scootaloo single-hoofedly, of course. Yet when they flew over, Scootaloo’s tiny wings didn’t beat as strongly as usual. She barely sang, too. And from the sound of it, below the clouds, they only set off a couple of avalanches at most.








PRESENT DAY




The fire’s heat became too unbearable; Rainbow’s mind finally woke up.



It felt like she was lying on a metal hull. Hooves scraped over solid flatness as she stood up. She flexed a few stiff limbs, feeling the cuts. Then she opened her eyes.



Her bedroom, yes. But unless she’d ordered extra-frozen clouds to replace the usual soft-cumulus design…



She went to the window.



Whiteness above. Here, the sky was pure white. Not bright, though. Neither was it tinged with the usual cloudy grey that only pegasus eyes could recognize. It looked more like a canvas before a painter had gotten a brush to it.



Blueness below.



In the distance, a shadow landed in the middle of a huddle of rooftops, roughly where Ponyville should be.



No noise. Anywhere. Not even the constant, distant murmur of a living town.



Rainbow shot outside at once, towards the rooftops. All blue. No exceptions.



She stared even before she landed. “Uh?”



This was Ponyville. The architecture looked right. The streets and stables were in the right places. She recognized the ponies. Even the air pressure felt normal. Ish… She folded her wings, massaging some feeling into them. Or trying to: neither the wings nor the legs moved the way she wanted. It was like she’d strapped them to puppet strings, and each string kept pulling her limbs at random.



This was Ponyville. Last time she’d checked, though, Ponyville wasn’t completely iced over.



Jagged, faceted ice encased everything like blue glass, cold to the touch. She even slid around a little where she was standing, though she wasn’t daring to move. The substance kept her off the earth and grass, a glass case against diamond-coveting thieves. It thickened so much around the timber cottages that she expected them to collapse under the weight.



Ponies were frozen, many in mid-gallop, some in mid-rear. Some screamed eternally out of windows. All were captured insects in cold amber.



“Scootaloo?” she said, or tried to. Her lips and tongue stretched over the words numbly, turning them into: “Sthckoo-da-woo?”



Silver light washed over her as Luna approached. “One moment. The storm has left its mark.”



Magic tingled. Warmth came back to Rainbow. She tried to speak again. “What kind of nightmare is she having?”



Luna’s furious gaze swept over the nearby ponies.



A hint? Yet what was so offensive about frozen ponies? Frightening, worrying, and shocking, yes. But Luna looked as though she’d been personally insulted by them.



“Let’s not stick around,” said Rainbow, hoping Luna would get that hint. “I’ll check Scootaloo’s house.”








THREE DAYS EARLIER




“Rainbow Dash?” said Scootaloo.



“Haha! Whoa! Don’t move around so much! I’m tickliiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii-I’m trying to steer here, OK?”



“Oh, sorry.”



On Rainbow’s saddle, Scootaloo settled down again. Rainbow heard her gasping at the gusts in their wake. The clouds far below always tempted Scootaloo to fidget, but who could blame her? Below the clouds: winter storms. Whereas up here: tranquil blue.



It was one of their regular flights. Sooner or later, Scootaloo insisted on flying. It was her pegasus right, apparently. And Rainbow fancied the occasional flap, so why not?



“What’s up, Squirt?”



Surprisingly, Scootaloo didn’t answer right away.



“Squirt?”



“Sorry, Rainbow Dash.”



“You OK?”



“Yeah! I just wanted… You ever heard of something called Fumble Winter?”



“Fimbulwinter,” Rainbow corrected.



Scootaloo groaned in disappointment.



“I’ve heard of it,” Rainbow said, playing dumb. “What is it?”



Scootaloo breathed deeply, the usual response before trying to wow her “big sister” with something she’d learned. “Well… I found out about it once.”



“Yeah?”



“It’s like… just before the end of the world, there’s supposed to be this ultimate winter, right? Like eternal night, but waaaay colder.”



“Uh huh?” Rainbow already knew the story. “Wait. The end of the world? That’s kinda gloomy for you.”



“Oh, you know.” Scootaloo sounded too flippantly cool to Rainbow’s ears. “It’s like… In Fimbulwinter, all the pegasi who ever lived come back to life, and they train in the cold, and they turn into like super-pegasi so that, when the end of the world comes, they can fight off the Monster and save Luna?”



The Monster. Oh, Rainbow had heard of that one. Some guff about a giant moon-eating wolf, or something. She’d never believed that part, though she’d remembered it and used it in various scare stories.



“Well, what if you don’t come back?”



Rainbow looked down at her shadow on the cloud field below. The only shadow.



“You serious? Scootaloo, you know it’s just a story, right?”



“Yeah, yeah, sure.” But Scootaloo didn’t sound convinced. If anything, she sounded preoccupied. “I just wondered… Can non-flying pegasi come back?”



Rainbow chuckled. That little worrywart!



“Why not?” she said. “One: it’s a story. Two: pegasi is pegasi. I told you before flying’s just a perk. An awesome perk, but still. You stick with me, Squirt, and we’ve got more than enough pegas-awesomeness between us to beat Cloudsdale combined. Relax. Take in the sights.”



Endless cumulus. They descended; this close, Rainbow could hear the blizzard howling below the surface. Boy, they were pulling out all the stops for this Hearth’s Warming.



“So these super-pegasi are, like, the perfect pegasus ponies, right?”



“Scoots, seriously. Chill. You’re better than perfect, ‘kay?”



Finally, Rainbow sank into the whiteness. Oddly, she forgot everything else that day, including the tricks they’d pulled off, but that conversation stuck. It was like she sensed something bigger lurking below the surface.








PRESENT DAY




It didn’t take long: Rainbow had flown to Scootaloo’s house hundreds of times before. The cottage always struck her as noticeably small by Ponyville standards, nothing like Rainbow’s cloud mansion. But then, Scootaloo needed earth pony floors.



Uncomfortably, noises came from within. Raised voices.



A whip cracked.



“Work, you lazy foal!” shouted a voice like tundra nails. “Work! You think Luna wants your weakling hide? I said WORK!”



The whip cracked again.



Rainbow burst through the front door, along the hallway, into the bedroom she knew from memory…



What stood there looked like snow compacted into a changeling shape. At first glance.



Then Rainbow blinked. The blank “changeling eyes” were just like eyes on a marble statue. Skin smoother than opal. Almost a perfect, platonic form of sheer pegasus-ness.



“Do you want Luna to perish in Fimbulwinter? Then be a real pegasus! Fierce! Loyal! Strong!”



There was no doubt that this statuesque creature could fly. Even standing still, it was graceful flight incarnate, like a photograph of an albatross mid-dive. The model of a dream.



Outside, something crackled. Through the window, Rainbow swore she saw the ice thicken. Briefly, the howl of a hurricane rose and fell.



“Do it perfectly or not at all! DO IT!”



The creature cracked its whip.



In the bedroom, Scootaloo whimpered.



Gone were the bed, the wardrobe, all furniture. The entire bedroom was a gymnasium, stuffed with all manner of torture devices for the health-obsessed.



There! Scootaloo: tethered to a bar on one wall. Trying to hover. Flapping her wings as hard as she could. She could barely raise hooves off the ground. Her face creased with effort.



Growling, the creature raised the whip–



Rainbow moved.



The tug caught the creature off-guard. It looked at its immobile whip. Then it looked back, at Rainbow Dash holding the other end.



Another mere tug, and Rainbow threw it out of the creature’s grip. She crouched, ready to pounce. Even shouting threats was beyond her now. She was already mentally pummelling that… creature to dust.



“Rainbow Dash!” It was Scootaloo. Eyes glistening with hope.



The creature stepped between them. “What do you think you’re doing?”



Rainbow aimed a punch–



Which hit empty air.



By the time Rainbow stopped stumbling and spun around, the creature phased back into shape. It moved like lightning.



“Rainbow!” yelled Scootaloo in a flurry of limbs. “It’s not what you think!”



“I don’t care!” Rainbow braced for punch number two. “We’re outta here, and no walking snow-mare’s gonna STOP US!”



She swung, missed, then immediately spun around for punch three, which met the creature’s blocking forelimbs like a sword sticking into a shield. Through the push and pull on both sides, Rainbow felt a strength even an earth pony would fear.



Well, that just meant new tactics.



“Scootaloo, hop on while it’s distracted!” Rainbow splayed her wings.



Eventually, she peered past to Scootaloo’s hunched form. “What’s wrong?”



Scootaloo peered at her own bruised forelimbs, at her chipped hooves, doing nothing.



“Scootaloo!” Rainbow and creature broke off, circling each other on foot, their wings curled like scimitars.



The creature growled. “She’s paying off a debt. Don’t interfere.”



“Likely story.” Rainbow lunged, jabbing furiously.



Then Scootaloo, mane an utter mess of spikes, hopped forwards, tightening the tether. Her grip around Rainbow’s leg cut deep; both Rainbow and creature stopped.



Scootaloo spoke as though in a frenzy. “Rainbow Dash, please believe me, I tried so hard, I just wanted to be awesome like you, but I know better now, honest, I really did listen to you!”



“Let go, Scootaloo! Before that thing gets a second wind.”



“But I can’t go!”



Rainbow began flapping her wings.



The creature snorted. “You should listen to the child instead of listening to your muscles. We might be matched in skill, but I’ll never allow a cheat to get away. You certainly won’t stop me.”



Yelling, Rainbow lunged forwards before realizing too late; Scootaloo’s grip and tether threw them both onto the floorboards. Rainbow’s wayward wing smacked a cycling machine.



Scootaloo sniffed. “I’m sorry, Rainbow Dash.”



Grunting under the smack’s aftereffects, Rainbow eased onto all fours. That storm had drained her worse than she’d thought…



“Sorry?” She frowned, concentrating through her throbbing concussion. “For what?”



A scroll unfurled before her, dangled by the creature. Under its flexible feathers, the word “CONTRACT” stood out.



“For this,” it snapped. “A contract eight years in the making.”



Suddenly, Scootaloo let go. That was worse than the tight grip; the grip had possessed certainty behind it.



“You think you’re saving her from a monster?” continued the creature. “This is all her fault! One winter’s eve, eight years ago, this flightless fool looked upon you with envy and admiration. Her desire burned so bright in the mortal world that it was a shooting star in the darkness. From Luna’s stars, I came to investigate. We met in her dream that very night.”



“Horse apples!” Rainbow scooped up Scootaloo in one leg, but there was nowhere to go. The creature moved as it spoke, blocking the door. And she’d seen how fast it could move.



“She asked me for a wish. She wanted to be a perfect pegasus, there and then. No waiting until Fimbulwinter, even when I explained what that meant. Such a bargain meant she’d be excluded from glorious revival. Forever dead, come the end of the world.”



Rainbow stopped circling. “What’re you talking about?”



The words had to be wrested out of Scootaloo’s mouth. “No… I mean, I wanted to… Back then… I was really, really young, OK? I so wanted… Only…”



“Only I refused!” snapped the creature. “Much too young. Ah, but her birthday was on that day, so I waited until she had aged out of foalhood and crossed over into marehood. Ten nights ago.”



Rainbow glanced at the window. If she had enough speed, a head-start, or something heavy…



“Yet she signed the contract, then not a week later tried to renounce it! NO ONE BREAKS A CONTRACT WITH ME! YOU WILL BE THE PERFECT PEGASUS, OR DIE TRYING!”



Howls rose and fell. Cold air spilled in. Most of the room iced over even as the two pegasi watched. The creature roared, raised its suddenly icicle-spiked whip…



Rainbow lashed out. At the cycling machine.



Shock crumpled her knees like hell, but the machine jumped up and crashed over the window. Or rather, over the startled creature.



It had shot over to block what should have been Rainbow making a break for it. Instead, it groaned under several kilos of exercising goodness.



Rainbow hugged Scootaloo tight and burst through the bedroom door instead, shattering its frozen hinges, snapping the tether clean off through sheer speed.








Rainbow’s reflection shimmered over the frozen streets and frozen ponies. Scootaloo struggled in her grip. The cold once more sliced its way through feathers and coat, Rainbow ploughed through air that thickened against her, under a sky too blank, with no idea what she was doing beyond getting away…



Black shapes erupted around her.



A million changelings buzzed into existence.



Rainbow almost dropped Scootaloo, she stopped so fast. They were the same changelings, all right. Only…



Where she’d hit them, chunks of layered black skin had broken off. Underneath, the same compacted whiteness shone.



Overhead, the crescent moon faded in, glowing silver. Luna streaked round from behind it, then levitated it, poised, a spitting image of the Grim Reaper.



All sides waited.



Rainbow tightened her grip on Scootaloo. “She’s coming with me!”



From Ponyville below, the whip-wielding creature shot up, right in front of Luna. It even hovered with angelic perfection and graceful sweeps of its wings.



“Cold Standard,” snapped Princess Luna. “I order you to cease this attack.”



“Your Highness.” Cold Standard bowed, but the whip remained raised to strike. “The contract must be honoured.”



“Silence! Look what your misguided anger has brought upon Ponyville! It was only my magic that kept it from spreading to the rest of Equestria. Don’t test me further.”



As Rainbow rapidly turned, trying to keep all the changelings in front of her at once, she saw the edges of the world blur. Clouds faded in, swirling around them all.



From Rainbow’s warm, tight embrace, Scootaloo shifted weakly. Too weak for a foal.



“Let’s just go!” hissed Rainbow. “Scootaloo’s hurt.”



“By her own foolishness!” Luna rounded on them. “Her own self-hatred and despair! She had every opportunity to revoke the wish beforehand. I advised her in her dreams. Surely her foalhood nightmares had taught her the folly of obsession and cowardice. Dreams hold power! Enough to shape life and death, be they pursued even unto the end of the world.”



Now the clouds encircled the world, rising, blotting out the blank sky, towering over even those changelings who hovered highest. Overhead, the world reduced to a circle.



Luna cast an imperious glower at Scootaloo, as if the foal had insulted her.



Cold bit into Rainbow’s lips. Numbly, she managed to ask, “Luna… What are you saying?”



A howl echoed over the silence. Not the howl of a common wind, whistling or rushing, but the howl of the sky on the brink of death, echoing through layers of the mind, rattling the heart to its very core. It screamed of blood, ripped with ghostly teeth, and demanded fear from the very bone.



A million changelings turned to face the horizon. They shed their black skins like powder. An army of perfect whiteness surrounded Rainbow.



From the advancing cloud, eyes shone. They were two suns, almost at opposite ends of the world.



“Hati! You awoke too early!” shouted Luna. “Neither of us is ready for our final battle! Back, Monster! Back to your lair!”



Another howl rattled the ice humming like glass under the strain. Cliffs of clouds closed in, swallowing the million-strong army as they charged in. Luna shot up to the sky.



Scootaloo whimpered in the centre of it all.



Then she took a deep breath.



“All right,” she sighed. When Rainbow looked down, Scootaloo tried to look up at her. The corner of one eye glistened.



By now, a funnel enclosed the two pegasi. Rainbow landed hard on the last remaining circle of ice.



“What?” she said.



Scootaloo broke away, yet forced herself to stand before her, ready to take any punishment.



“I tried to stop it, honest I did!” Scootaloo sniffed. Already, her voice sounded crushed in her throat. “I asked Cold Standard to save you! I knew I shouldn’t have, but you were like my big sister, and I begged her not to freeze you. So I said, ‘No! I’ll make a new promise! I’ll stay here instead! I’ll train here!’ And she said, ‘Forever?’ And I said, ‘Yeah, forever, I don’t care if I miss the end of the world thing!’ I just wanted to save you. That was all!”



“You did what?” said Rainbow.



Scootaloo braced herself, just like that one night, when she’d finally admitted under the moonlight, with tears in her eyes, that she’d always wanted Rainbow Dash for a sister.



Finally, she said, “This isn’t a dream. It’s the real Ponyville. That place where you played with the fake me…” She swallowed. “That was a dream just for you. I… I thought you might like somewhere warm and sunny all day, and you’d get to sleep all you wanted, and you’d have the perfect little sister! She’d do anything you wanted, and she’d never screw up, and she’d be awesome just like you.”



“What!? Why!?”



From the encroaching cloud, Luna landed hard behind Scootaloo, who winced and shut her eyes.



“So she could remain here to face her penalty,” bellowed Luna. “It was my intention to tell you the truth, Rainbow Dash, but before I left, Scootaloo pleaded with me personally. Out of respect for her wishes, I refrained. So she could tell you on her own terms.”



“I’m sorry, Rainbow Dash! I’m sorry!” Even through tight eyelids, the tears streamed down Scootaloo’s face.



“But…” Rainbow stared. “No…”



No… Scootaloo didn’t do this. Scootaloo scooted around and talked about how she hated lovey-dovey stories about “finding yourself”. Scootaloo, who knew she always had Rainbow’s back…



“I don’t understand,” said Rainbow, with the creeping dread that she did. “You wanted me trapped in a dream? Forever? With a fake?”



“I have my own opinion of her conduct.” Luna’s crescent-scythe materialized, ready to swing. “But that is irrelevant. Now you know the truth, Rainbow Dash. Now you understand. You and she are in the centre of it all. It is time for you to show inner strength.”



Another howl thirsted for battle. The clouds closed in. Luna vanished, scythe slashing.



Pure greyness engulfed all. Even Scootaloo began to fade, thinning to an outline, overtaken by a wall of cloud. Beyond them, the howls and the battle cries dimly broke through.



Just as the last wisps of Scootaloo faded, Rainbow reached forwards and grabbed the first leg she touched. Yanking the rest of Scootaloo closer, despite her yelp of shock, she sat down, trying to ignore the cold creeping further and further over her rump…



“What,” said Rainbow Dash, “the hay. Makes you think. I wanna be trapped. In a dream. With a fake!?”



“So you’d have what you wanted!” shouted Scootaloo, eyes clenched shut in absolute dread.



“What!?”



“SO YOU’D HAVE THE BEST SCOOTALOO EVER!”



Yet the more Scootaloo struggled to break free, the tighter Rainbow held on. More howls broke through. She thought she felt the slashes of invisible claws, rending her skin bit by bit…



“You stuck me in a dream with a fake!” Rainbow shouted over the wind. “What’s wrong with you!?”



“See!? You’d be better off with a better little sister than me!”



“Scared to tell me the truth?”



“NO!” The shout exploded with desperation.



“Yeah, you were! Don’t lie to me! Sisters don’t lie to each other!”



More and more, the invisible claws hacked away, making Rainbow shudder with each strike. The world beyond her and Scootaloo was pure noise. It didn’t exist: only their little corner of burning ice and struggling limbs.



Then Scootaloo collapsed onto the ice, all fight crumbling away. “I was stupid, OK!? I know better now! I know it’s OK not to fly, even if–”



“Even if Rainbow’s little sister should fly?” said Rainbow. Scootaloo-level thinking crept up on her, faster even than the cold freezing her muscles.



Both of them stopped struggling and huddled together. The cold was almost an icicle in Rainbow’s heart.



Despite her lips feeling like glass, Rainbow managed to crack a smile. “You bonehead. I don’t want a ‘perfect’ Scootaloo. I want the Scootaloo.”



“You’re just saying that! Don’t get sappy! It’s not awesome–”



“Please. I’m awesome enough to get away with sappy. So what if you aren’t a perfect pegasus like me?”



“But-but you said we had enough awesomeness between us. Between us. As in, not me on my own.”



Around them, the greyness retreated. Frozen ponies emerged like icebergs in fog. The ice began to drip and thin.



“Not cool,” muttered Rainbow.



“I’m sorry.”



“We’re sisters, aren’t we?” said Rainbow. She thought about Applejack and Rarity. “It happens. Apparently, a lot.”



“But you should have a better little sister.”



Rainbow shrugged to indicate that “should” was a word for less awesome ponies to fuss over.



“I’m sorr–”



“Stop saying that!” Rainbow crushed her head between her hooves as though trying to squeeze the sudden rage out of herself. More calmly, and with the crackle of thawing ice nearby, she said, “Look, rain or shine… uh…” How would AJ have put it? “…sisters love each other, right?”



Scootaloo flinched. “You said…”



“What?”



“You know. The l-word.”



“What? Love?” Even Rainbow had to admit it was foreign as muck in her mouth.



“Don’t say it!”



“You’re afraid of the word ‘love’?”



“Stop saying it! It’s… eugh!”



“Love, love, love, love, love. Lovey-dovey wuv-wuv.”



A titter escaped from Scootaloo. An embarrassed-beyond-belief titter, but a titter nonetheless. Overhead, the clouds parted enough to reveal starlight. Around them, thawing ponies shuffled and shifted as the ice retreated. Fresh panic seized Scootaloo, who seized Rainbow’s legs.



Rainbow freed one long enough to seize her in turn.



“They’re gonna be so mad at me,” said Scootaloo in fascinated horror. “So mad… Luna was using her Royal Canterlot Voice, she was so mad.”



Quickly, Rainbow shushed her own simmering anger on the matter. Unexpectedly, she felt Scootaloo push away, bracing herself, but now facing the nearest ponies as they defrosted.



And Rainbow understood.



A final howl died. Rainbow’s forelimb wrapped around Scootaloo and stayed there.



“It’s OK,” said Scootaloo, barely controlling her voice. “I’ll take my punishment. On my own. I swear.”



“Sorry, Squirt. You don’t get an option here. Sisters stick together.”



Scootaloo tried to round on her: tricky under the strong grip. “Why? Because they have to? You can’t still like me!”



“That’s horse apples. I just said the l-word.” Rainbow shuddered. “Don’t make me say it again.”



“But look what I did!”



What Rainbow saw was the last remnants of the grey cloud thin and vanish. On the horizon, normal, familiar hills and mountains returned. There was no ice in town, but many moonlit buildings dripped and shone with damp. She wasn’t sure how to begin explaining any of this. Just sure that she had no choice.



“Yeah,” she said, trying another tactic, “but every foal had fears and hopes. Even me.”



“Yeah, but you joined the Wonderbolts. You had fans! You said you were my age, and you had fans! You were going in the Wonderbolts no matter what. Everyone knew it.”



Rainbow checked. The nearest ponies still looked preoccupied with their wet coats…



She leaned down and whispered, “I had fans. You know what I wanted, though? Friends.”



Because the instant she stopped impressing ponies was the instant she found herself on her own. Cool as she was, even the teachers thought she’d been an arrogant little snot. But Rainbow suppressed the memories and the words she wanted to say. This wasn’t about her.



“But–” said Scootaloo.



If only Twilight had done this, Rainbow thought, she’d know what to say. “I know already! You’re sorry. You messed up. Big time. It doesn’t matter.”



“So if I blew up Equestria or something, that wouldn’t matter?” snapped Scootaloo.



Then Rainbow looked into her eyes. Scootaloo quivered like a cornered animal where she stood, stand defiant thought she did against the wakening Ponyville.



Rainbow stared out at the sea of faces, the march of hooves, the puzzled whispers coming towards them. She stepped into place beside Scootaloo, trying to pick her words with care.



“All right. If you’re as bad as that,” said Rainbow Dash, “then how’s this: I will personally never rest until I’ve turned you into the least bad pony ever.”



Scootaloo’s whole body focused on the ponies closing in.



So Rainbow held on tight. In the bleakest storm, she thought, never let go. Otherwise, what was the point of holding on? Anyone could hold on when it was bright and sunny.



“And I will not rest until I’ve made you so good, even the princesses would bow to you. How’s that contract? Deal?”



They met gazes. It became an impromptu staring contest.



When it came, Scootaloo’s voice was a timid sunbeam through the clouds. “D…Deal.”



Rainbow looked away first, giving Scootaloo the win.



Both pegasi faced the moonlit crowds. Briefly, Rainbow swore Luna peered through that very moon, nodding once, as though from one sister to another.
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         Luna huddled under the bed, barely trembled, and peered into the dark. If she remained quiet, maybe the beast would not notice her. Or so she’d taken great pains to convince herself.



From the other room, a sweet melody sounded, all violins and cellos and harps and a great many more instruments that she should have learned the names of centuries ago, but she never took much of an interest, and time was fleeting, far more fleeting than she ever would have considered, and now…



Alone. For the first time ever, so alone. Perhaps it would stay that way.



Above her, soft crying sounded, and more than music carried in from down the hall. Voices, angry ones. Accusations flung like darts, and the instruments’ volume rose in response, drowning them out. But it couldn’t hold; the voices only dripped with more venom, taking center stage once again.



A screeching horn, a shrieking whistle, the orchestra and screaming battled for dominance until neither was discernible from the other. Yet quiet tears bored through it all, a whispered “stop!” seemingly coming from right next to Luna’s ear.



She crept forward, abandoning her concealment in fits and starts as she peered around the room, into every moonlight-mottled shadow twisting across the rug, into each corner where predatory jaws might lurk. Nothing revealed itself.



Finally, she relaxed her knotted shoulders and slowly stood. She might actually be able to do her job tonight, for the first time in… she didn’t know how long.



“Greetings, child,” she said as she turned around. The filly on the bed only gradually uncovered her ears and blinked, the remnants of her tears still splashing on the pillow. Another exchange of insults echoed down the hall.



“Wh-who are you?” the filly responded, all wide-eyed, in her attempt to rub the tear streaks away.



In years past, Luna would have known the child’s name. but it seemed that power would be denied her now. “That is not important,” Luna answered. Not yet, anyway. If this worked, she—



No. Her help must remain anonymous.



So Luna approached her and ran a hoof through the filly’s charcoal-black mane. “I sensed your distress. I wish to assist, if I may.”



But the filly only wrinkled her nose and stared up at Luna the way Luna used to stare up at Star Swirl when he’d ask her a question whose answer she couldn’t even begin to fathom. The voices raised once more, the music played louder.



“They think I can’t hear them if they turn the radio up,” she said. A strip of wallpaper peeled, a sheaf of staff paper slid off a music stand and scattered across the floor. And by the closet door, a cello gathered dust, almost as gray as the filly’s coat.



“I am sorry—what shall I call thee?”



“Octavia,” she mumbled back, and she staggered to the cello, her head shaking as if fighting off a feverish delirium. “If—if I can just practice, loud enough…”



She took bow in hoof, and the dust stirred in a miasma around her. “At five-thirty, they always play a waltz on the radio, right when—when everypony gets home from work, a-and—” She gulped, and she trained impossibly deep blue eyes on Luna. “I know them all by now. This one is Morning Papers.”



Her cello rang out, perfectly following the melody, but not mechanically. No, she made music, not just notes, beyond what a filly should be capable of. The yelling increased, the music intensified, not enough, not nearly enough to mask the voices, then she didn’t even try anymore, clasping her hooves to her ears and adding her own shriek to the din.



“Child,” Luna began. “Octavia. I am here to help thee.” She gathered up the filly in her hooves and held her as she trembled. “We will face this together. But the first thing thou must understand is—”



No. No! That accursed fire started up in Luna’s chest, and she was here. She was here!



Octavia peered up, her brow creased and her mouth hanging open. And a smirk carved itself across Luna’s lips. “The first thing to understand is that this is all your fault,” she said so softly, so glazed with a sugary sheen, but it still pierced the wall of music and shouting.



“You’ve let them down. If only you’d practiced more, maybe you would have returned their investment in you.”



Young eyes quivered. Her jaw clenched.



“Maybe you could have justified all the sacrifices they made for you.”



Tears ran into the spaces between the floorboards, leaving smears of gray behind.



“Maybe—” No! Luna tried to snap her saw-like teeth together, wrest her forelegs up, strangle the words from her throat before they could erupt, but in the end, she only watched, as useless as a corpse on the floor. “Maybe if you’d been a better daughter, they would love you.”



Octavia crumpled. Just an inconsolable heap against the wall.



What fun!



But as the room blurred and faded… who was that other filly watching from the hallway?








How many years now? Only a few, if Luna listened to the logical part of her mind, but it felt like decades. The only time she’d ever been blissfully alone in centuries, truly alone, but of course it couldn’t last.



She kept coming here, but she never ventured out from under the bed anymore. The same thing would certainly happen again, but at least Octavia didn’t cry much anymore. Not that her lack of tears made anything better.



Quite the opposite. So why continue torturing herself? Some manner of self-flagellation? Now that she thought about it, the idea had its appeal. Yes, she should return, every day, if possible.



What did it solve, though? Octavia would sit motionless on the bed, her cello propped against the wall and gathering an ever-increasing pile of dust and debris around it. She wouldn’t attempt to play it. Not after that night. Only the radio music played, waltz after waltz after waltz, what of it she could even hear over the shouting, and both would get continually more bombastic until she had to cover her own ears as tightly as Octavia did.



But as she spent more time here, Luna noticed more and more that other filly peering in from the hallway. She always seemed as if she wanted to say something, but if she tried, it didn’t make it over the cacophony.



“Are you okay?”



Who had spoken? Not Octavia’s voice, though Luna had only heard it once. The filly in the hall hadn’t moved her mouth. Very pale yellow coat, and a lightning shock of blue mane, brilliant magenta eyes, looking… at Luna?



“Are you okay?” The filly blinked and leaned forward as if to punctuate her words, but her mouth still hadn’t moved.



“Didst thou say that?” Luna asked, barely above a whisper.



“Yeah.” She must have anticipated that a verbal response wouldn’t have cleared things up; she nodded as well.



Curious, but stranger things had happened in this place. “I am not important.”



Just as Octavia had done years ago, this filly wrinkled her brow. “Who told you that?” When Luna didn’t answer, the filly said, “My name’s Vinyl Scratch.” Then she took one step into the room. “And I think you’re important.”



Wait, constructs of this place should remain oblivious to Luna’s presence. Was this not Octavia’s dream? Then perhaps Luna hadn’t ruined Octavia’s—



No, Octavia had interacted with her as well.



“I thank thee for thy concern,” Luna breathed.



Vinyl strode closer and bent down. “Why don’t you come out of there?”



“It would be better if I did not become involved.”



“C’mon,” Vinyl not-said, wearing a big-sister smile and reaching a hoof out. Only then did Luna glance down her own body. Did she appear a foal as well? No, full-size, but that didn’t guarantee what Vinyl would perceive.



Luna shook her head. “No. I-I have to stay here. I can only observe, or she might notice.”



Vinyl rolled her eyes up toward Octavia, unspoken questions dangling from her lips, but one did emerge: “Octavia?”



“No.”



“Then who?”



Once again, Luna shook her head, and she fixed her gaze on a swirl of wood grain in front of her nose. “I am not important.”



Vinyl frowned, but she didn’t say anything further.



“Dost thou know her?” Luna asked as she finally raised her eyes, but Vinyl hadn’t looked away from Octavia.



A half-shrug met her. “Kinda, I guess. She’s in my class. Dunno why I keep ending up in here with her.” Then she poked a hoof above the mattress. “Octavia? You okay?”



Deep in Vinyl’s eyes, something shone—what did it remind Luna of? When had she seen it before?



The image nipped at the edges of her brain, but at the very least, Octavia must have finally acknowledged Vinyl. “Can you tell me what’s wrong?”



Another waltz sounded, but… sharp, grotesque. It tripped and tumbled over itself. And some rather choice insults invaded the house. Octavia didn’t reply.



“Here, why don’t you play your cello? You always come back from music class looking like you feel better.”



Only hind legs and that electric blue tail showed below the bed, but they leaned toward that grimy instrument. “C’mon. I’ll help you get it cleaned up, and maybe you can teach me how to play.”



The center of the bed creaked and groaned and sagged, and tears pooled underneath. Whatever Vinyl was trying to cajole Octavia into, it wasn’t working.



That… that look Vinyl had flashed like a beacon. She remembered! That farsighted hope, buried in a child’s eyes. Luna had constantly seen it after a storm, when the clouds broke right at the last vestiges of daylight, and the sun gleamed on the horizon. The sun.



The sun, that treacherous ball of naked flame, and those fools all latched onto it as if it granted them their hearts’ desires. A growl lurched up her throat, and Vinyl flinched from it, crouched down again—



“I have to go,” Luna spat.



“No, don’t—”



“I have to go!” reverberated in a banshee wail.








Today, Vinyl crawled under the bed with Luna. “Are you trapped here like me?” Vinyl asked, her lips never forming a syllable of it.



“Trapped?”



Vinyl waved a hoof around the room. “I end up here every night. I see you all the time, too.”



“Oh. In a way, yes, but not as thou wouldst understand it. I am here because it remindeth me of what I have lost.”



With a well-hidden sigh, Vinyl rolled her eyes up at the mattress’s underside. “So you need help too?”



“I am not important.”



Another sigh. “Her I get. She always looked so happy when her mom or dad would walk her to school. I didn’t know about that—” she scowled toward the open door “—until lately.”



If Luna dared, she might have covered Vinyl’s ears to ward off the foul language biting into the hall’s stale air. “She stopped playing, I take it.”



A grim smile gave the story’s ending first. “On the first day of school, the teacher asked her to play something for us. So the next day, she brought her cello to class. Not my style, but I know good when I hear it. My mom’s a record producer, and…” The rest of it hung in the air with the motes of dust, dancing to whatever tune graced Vinyl’s memory. “She’s good. Good good.”



When her mom or dad would walk her to school…



“Her parents never both accompanied her?”



“No, but—well…” With a squint, Vinyl pursed her lips. “I heard her talking about her dad playing violin with her once.”



“I meant accompanied her to school.”



Vinyl’s eyes widened. “Oh. Yeah, once. They got into a fight outside.”



Unsurprising. “Why dost thou care so much?”



“I love music too.” Vinyl struggled to keep her lip from trembling, and the same far sight of hope returned to her eyes. Luna swallowed hard, but perhaps here, hidden away, she wouldn’t notice. “She did too, or used to. I don’t hear her play when I walk by her house anymore.”



For a few years now, unless Luna missed her guess. “I am sorry.”



Vinyl clambered out from under the bed and as before leaned over the mattress. “Hey. Would you play something for me? You did once. I really liked it.”



Only that infernal arguing and radio answered.



“Please? Nothing’s more important to me than music, so I’m not just trying to act interested. I don’t want you to lose that.”



The bed shook slightly, and Vinyl let out a sigh, ducked her head down again. “I don’t know why I’m bothering. This is all in my head, right?”



She… she deserved to know. “Dreams can overlap. I do not know what hath pulled thine and hers together, but… it happened.”



Vinyl’s face became even paler, and she gaped at Luna. “You mean this is real?”



Try as she might, Luna couldn’t meet her gaze. The insipid, parasitic waltzes kept circling in her ears. “Yes, in the ways that matter.”



“And you?” Vinyl warbled, her voice becoming shrill. “Are you real too?”



“I-I have to go.”



“Why are you doing this to her!?”



Luna shook her head, hard, and withdrew into the shadows. “I am not important.”








“Will you play something for me?”



Vinyl had taken to ignoring Luna, and now both fillies remained on the bed, out of sight.



“I promise I’ll like it. I don’t think you could play anything I wouldn’t like.”



With the creak of springs, the lumps in the mattress shifted around. If Luna concentrated, she could hear a faint whimper. And then… humming?



“Hm hm hmmmmmmmmmm…” It rang out starkly, as a nightingale’s song carrying above the thunder. Luna even indulged in closing her eyes and listening to it. Vinyl Scratch had a very lovely voice.



“Do you know that one? I bet you do. ‘Vocalise,’ I think it’s called. I heard it once. I’m sorry, I don’t really know the technical names for anything. I just kinda picked it all up from hearing it.”



Luna peeked as one of the depressions in the mattress moved to the edge, and pale legs tottered over to the cello in the corner. Wrestled with it, tried to haul it free of the splintered boards and twisted wire and crumbled stone that confined it. When she finally possessed her prize, the side of it had caved in, and half the strings had frayed and snapped.



“I’m sorry. Again,” she said as she dragged it back over. She propped it against the bed, and without a bow, she resorted to plucking the remaining strings, but… the hollow sound reminded Luna of skulls scraping across an ossuary floor. “See? Some of it still works. I remember an old music teacher of mine saying you could improvise a jazz tune using only one note. So three strings—they can still be beautiful.”



Vinyl had composed variations on that theme every night for a week, but she never made any progress. Luna would merely listen until her throat and chest hurt an appropriate amount, which meant staying through dawn, when this world dissipated. No amount of pain could ever compensate for her crime, much less rebuild what had collapsed.



But instead of allowing Luna to be alone, Vinyl crouched down and glared at her.



“I don’t know what else to do,” Vinyl said. Luna fluffed her feathers and attempted to look away, but the filly’s spear-sharp stare pinned her in place. “I mean… what do you even want from me? I used to pop in here once a week, just long enough to peek in the door, but now I’m here all night, every night. I don’t know what it means!”



Luna squeezed her eyes shut for a moment. If she answered, who else might commandeer her voice and make things worse?



“She doesn’t talk at school anymore, either. She used to love music, but now I can’t get her to do anything with it. If the teacher’s noticed, she’s just hoping it goes away on its own.”



Why would she trouble herself so for a classmate who was a mere acquaintance? Vinyl had no responsibility in this matter.



“How do I fix this? And why won’t you help? You just sit there all the time feeling sorry for yourself! It doesn’t make her the tiniest bit less miserable!” Vinyl shouted above the noise from down the hall. She practically had her nose pressed to Luna’s.



Luna opened her mouth. “It would be better if I stayed out of—”



“No!” Vinyl spat. “Do something! Why is it okay for you to watch this…” She waggled a hoof in the air as she fought against the word she couldn’t cough up.



A dreadful heat spread over Luna’s face, an army of ants clambering over each other’s bodies, higher and higher, until they surmounted the obstacle in their path and erupted onward.



Vinyl sucked in another breath. “This… broken—”



“Because I am the one who broke her!”



Wide, empty eyes glinted back at her, like a searchlight failing to find its quarry. Only a single weary word leaked out: “Why?”



“Because I wanted to help.” That answer wouldn’t do, but Luna had to shudder against its acerbic flavor first. “Because I found out the hard way that I am not somepony who can control her baser impulses.”



Luna glanced toward the closet door, behind the pile of rubble. “So I keep to the shadows, lest I turn a break into a shatter,” she finished.



But Vinyl had caught the hint of motion. “There?” she asked, pointing at the door. She rushed over, cleared the debris away, tugged on the knob, bucked it, flared her horn to throw the concrete at it, but it wouldn’t budge. It couldn’t.



“I am not important,” Luna muttered as she withdrew.








Vinyl already had the wreckage shoved free of the closet door before Luna appeared. A brilliant werelight shone from Vinyl’s horn, and she peered into the keyhole. Almost as an afterthought, she turned to face the bed, and she jumped at seeing Luna there.



“Help me get this open.”



“I cannot.”



Stomping over, Vinyl fixed her with a set jaw and an immolating gaze. “Don’t lie to me.”



Luna narrowed her eyes. Of all the insolent—“If I do anything but watch, she will take control.”



“Who? And so what?”



No, no, Luna could feel her mind circling the drain already. The filly meant well, but she had no idea what she dared to stir up. “Her… unbridled rage w-would…”



“Would what?” Vinyl yelled. “Break something?”



“Yes. I fear thou art taking it too lightly—”



“All I hear is you making excuses!” Vinyl’s chest heaved. “Make it break something useful!” she screamed, flinging a hoof at the closet.



Luna clenched her teeth. Teeth a little less rounded than they should be. Then she took a deep breath and focused. That door made of wood. Wood from trees, trees fueled by the light of the sun, the ball in the sky so revered by everypony, wielded by a usurper. What fools would buy that display, all flash and no substance, no peace and quietude. Bluster over contemplation, and if they could not be made to see reason—



She lurched out into the open, and she lashed out an untrained whip of energy, slashing through the walls and cracking the rafters overhead. Glass exploded outward, and she wrenched her head this way and that, the beam from her horn crushing whatever it encountered. Like a cobra in its death throes, her sinuous neck twisted and curled and inflicted her tantrum on anything living or dead, and then the door.



There it hung limply on its ruined hinges. Only darkness beyond, cool, sweet darkness. She gathered up what remained of her rage and vomited a guttural roar that obliterated anything left to obstruct her path to darkness.



As she breathlessly surveyed the smoking cinders, a pale smudge of ash, yellowish in color, separated from the mounds of detritus and dragged a crushed cello into the black portal.



Then the room folded in on itself, two, four, eight ways, through the other side, unfolded again.



Blackness. Calming blackness everywhere, and whatever this form was, Luna—it watched. In the center, a faint aura of moonlight bled into the oppressive dark, and in it sat the yellowish smudge. Vinyl. Was her name Vinyl?



Vinyl sat next to a gray filly, much younger than her, who was coloring a picture of two earth ponies watching a concert, separated by an aisle. Vinyl blinked at her, then smiled and leaned over. “Here,” she said, her lips not moving, as ever. She creased the paper over so the two sat next to each other. “Now they’re sitting together.”



The gray filly shook her head and smoothed the paper out, then continued to draw with her crayons.



Vinyl briefly frowned, but then she took a crayon of her own and drew smiles on the attentive listeners. “How about this? Even if they aren’t together, they’re still happy.”



Another head shake, and the filly scratched out the smiles.



She went back to her drawing, and as more of it took shape, the light spread up into the darkness, and something like a sepia-toned zoetrope projection displayed the filly on stage, playing her cello. Her expression soured, and she flipped to a clean sheet, broadly sketching out herself in front of a schoolhouse with two larger ponies. The flickering animation showed them yelling and pulling her this way and that, but she soon abandoned the drawing and crumpled it up.



Luna—its memory itched, and yes, yes, this pathetic filly, this Octavia. Nopony loved her, and…



And Vinyl put an arm around her shoulder. What had the zoetrope switched to? Octavia playing her cello in an empty classroom. Not quite empty. Some sort of instructor there, and they put away her sheet music. She walked out, and the lone pony waiting outside… hugged her?



Luna stared at the paper now, another picture forming, the same as before, but a different figure listening outside the classroom, tapping a hoof.



Her breathing quickened. Words, it—Luna needed words. She strained against her chest, the feeling of cross-crossed chains digging into her flesh, but she shoved a full breath into each word. “Fought… when… together…” she rasped as if a timberwolf barking.



Vinyl’s ears perked. She leaned over the drawings of the music lessons, pointing out the full-grown figures. “They were happy when they listened, weren’t they?”



Slowly, Octavia looked up and searched Vinyl’s eyes.



Then Vinyl tore the concert picture in two, down the aisle, adding the smiles back to the two audience members. When Octavia didn’t object, only peering closer, Vinyl tore the schoolhouse picture as well. And the split projection—no more shouting. Each parent bent down to hug her. They smiled, and they mouthed something.



“What did they say to you?” Vinyl asked.



Octavia didn’t answer. She just watched raptly, her mouth hanging open.



“They make each other angry, but you don’t. They love you. They love your playing.” Vinyl put the lesson pictures back on top, and she picked up the tattered cello she’d brought with her. “See?” she asked, drawing a hoof along the last intact string. It sang out, a lovely mellow tone, and the parents smiled, each in their own frame.



Octavia’s breath caught, and she reached out to touch the instrument. Gingerly at first, but then she took hold. A rich red maple stain, gleaming steel strings, ebony bow. She drew the bow over the first string, and the parent figures, they each went into the classroom, to their own Octavias, and hugged her tightly. Then they sat back to listen, and she played. She played in the room and at the concert and here, the tune, the vocalise Vinyl had hummed to her.



She played, and Luna wept.



When the piece had ended, Vinyl glanced over. She even approached and gave Luna a hug. “Thank you,” she said. “I wouldn’t have known how to help her without you.”



Yet another surge of sooty flame burgeoned in Luna’s chest, and she could scarcely choke off what it wanted to say. This contagion could not be allowed to continue. She would never intrude upon the dream realm again.



“Who are you?” Vinyl asked.



“I am not important,” Luna replied as she faded back to what must remain her home.
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         Sounds of chatter from down below wrenched Rainbow Dash from a shallow sleep. That meant two things. One: her mid-morning nap had become an afternoon nap. Unsurprising, since they often stretched well into the evening.



And two: Her cloud had drifted to the surface, or at least, close enough to the surface that noisy earth ponies could wake her up. Also unsurprising. That happened a lot. That was easy for any pegasus to fix; just hug the cloud you're sleeping on and beat your wings until you float to a good height. But that sounded like work. Rainbow was not about that life.



So, grumbling, Rainbow went with plan B. She dug her hooves into the poofy surface of the cloud, wadded up the cottony stuff into soft, sizable lumps, and stuffed them into her ears. Then she buried her face into the cloud again, clenched her eyes shut, and ordered herself to sleep.



It did nothing to drown out the voices – two of 'em, fillies' voices, shrill and sharp – down below.



"'Not a loser,' she says. Do you buy that, D.T.?"



"As if! She probably thinks we're stupid enough to believe anything she says." 



A third voice – raspy, like broken eggshells – protested. "I didn't say that! I wouldn't – I'm not picking on you, so why do you gotta pick on––"



The shrill fillies laughed together. "I think we offended her, Spoon."



"Well, that's just what she deserves, D.T., for talking the way she does about other ponies. Callin' 'em dumb right to their faces."



"We are honor roll students. You are a blank-flank who can barely spell her own name. So you got no right to talk about us like that."



"Can't fly, can't spell, can't even get a cutie mark – no wonder you're all by yourself on a day like this. You're even too lame for those blank flank friends of yours."



They broke into laughter again, grating against Rainbow's eardrums. She clenched her teeth tight, squeezed her eyes shut tighter, flattened her ears against her skull and pressed her hooves down against them. Nothing drowned it out.



Finally, she shoved her head through the bottom of her cloud and glared down at the trio of fillies below. One of them, she recognized as one of Apple Bloom's little friends – Scoodle, or Toodleoo, or something. They'd hooked up recently, along with Rarity's little sister, uh... Sweaty Socks. Yeah, that was it.



The other two were circling Toodleoo like a pair of sharks, heads tossed back and shrieking their shrieky little laughs. Rainbow had no clue who they were, but they were getting on her nerves, with their talking and their laughter and their voices like talons on a chalkboard.



So Rainbow sucked in a breath, and shouted to shut them up.



"HEY."



Immediately, the noisy fillies shut up and darted back, lining up behind Noodlestew. They beamed, baring blindingly white, obnoxiously perfect teeth, so bright that Rainbow had to squint. 



The third one just gaped, bug-eyed.



"Would you keep a lid on it down there?" Rainbow snapped. "Some of us are trying to nap!"



"Sorry, Rainbow Dash!" chirped one of the fillies – the pink one with the little crown thingy on her head. "Sorry to wake you up."



"So sorry," her silver-haired friend agreed. "We'll try and turn it down a skosh."



"Uh-huh." Rainbow dug her hooves into her ears, picking out the now-waxy lumps of cloud – they hadn't been working, anyway. "What're you even up to?"



"Nothin'!" said the silvery filly. "Nothin' serious. Just joshin'."



"Horsing around," said Crown Thingy. She laughed nervously. "Get it? Horsin'?"



"'Cuz we're ponies," Silvery blurted. "And, like, technically, everything we do is horse––" 



"Don't explain the joke, Spoon," Crown Thingy snapped. To Rainbow, she directed another beatific smile – even her teeth seemed to shine brighter. "But, yeah, we're just playing."



They nodded in unison. Foodlebrew glanced back at them, then at Rainbow, mouth skewed in disbelief.



Rainbow narrowed her eyes. "Doesn't sound like you're joshin' and horsin' around. Sounds more like you're picking on... uh, her." 



She waved vaguely at Toodles.



"Well, we're not!" Crown Thingy whined. "We're just playing – honest, we are. It's all in good fun!"



"And even if it wasn't," Spoon said, a smug grin slithering across her face. "What'cha gonna do? You're not my mom. You're not her mom. You're nopony's mom."



"I could always just tell your mom what you're up to."



The look Crown Thingy gave Rainbow could've curdled milk. It certainly curdled the look on Spoon's face when she saw it. Rainbow wondered whether the filly was madder at her friend, for blurting things out so stupidly, or at Rainbow for threatening to tattle.



Crown Thingy finally snorted and gave her head a toss, skewing the crown on her head so it dangled diagonally off the side of her mane. She didn't seem to notice, though. "Whatever; this is boring, anyway. Let's go, Silver Spoon."



She trotted away, Spoon following helplessly behind her. "Did I say something wrong? Diamond Tiara? Do, uh... do you wanna do the thing? 'Bump, bump, sugar lump, rump?'



"No, Silver Spoon. I do not want to do 'bump, bump, sugar lump, rump.' Possibly ever again."



Spoon froze, gasping, and galloped after her friend, pleading and babbling for forgiveness.



Noodles just sat, alone and lost, watching the two of them leave.



That name that Spoony called after Crown Thingy – Diamond Tiara – jarred a loose memory in Rainbow's head. She seized on it before it could tumble away. Apple Bloom, freaking out over needing to impress somepony, needing a cutie mark for a party. For Diamond Tiara.



"Raaaaaiiiiiiight Naaaaayooooow!"



Rainbow snickered – those words in that voice were silly – and sighed. The filly looked unhappy, she was friends with Apple Bloom, and Apple Bloom was a cool kid, and her best friend's sister, too, which meant this kid was probably pretty cool too, and there were only a few degrees of separation between them...



...and she wasn't getting back to sleep at this rate.



Rainbow plunged through the cloud, alighting gently on all fours like a cat that could break the speed of sound and looked hot in formalwear. "You okay, squirt?"



Toodles snapped her neck around to look at Rainbow Dash. Her mouth hung open, and she stammered before responding. "Yeah. Uh. Thanks for... y'know, yeah. What you did, and stuff."



"Ah, they were tickin' me off. Good riddance." And a good thing neither of them called her bluff about tattling to their parents. They might've known Rainbow Dash by name – who didn't? – but it wasn't as if that was mutual. "I know you, don't I? You're Apple Bloom's friend, uh..."



The girl waited with anticipation – her tail even swished a bit. Rainbow started to sweat, and hoped the girl didn't notice. What the heck was she supposed to call her? She couldn't just stick with similar names, like Toodles and Noodles and Spoonleflu, not after all that.



C'mon, she thought, it starts with an S... has an "oo" in it... uh... 



"...Scooter?"



The girl's ears flattened against her head, and her tail flopped limply. "Scootaloo."



"Right! Yeah, that – that was on the tip of my tongue." Rainbow chuckled nervously. "'Scooter,' 'Scootaloo.' Hey, I was close. Right?"



Scootaloo's eyes were half-lidded, lips pulled down. She shrugged, mumbled an affirmative, and turned to trudge away.



Rainbow bit her lip, watching her retreat. She glanced back at her cloudy perch, so fluffy, so soft...



...Well, I should probably get up anyway. It's probably, like... two. At least. 



She fluttered forward to catch up with Scootaloo, landed, and followed her abreast at a slow trot – the filly's legs weren't long enough to make Rainbow move any faster. "What're you up to, anyway, out here by yourself? Shouldn't you be hanging out with Apple Bloom and... uh... the other one?"



"Sweetie Belle," said Scootaloo tersely. "You're not great with names, huh?"



"Ah, names, dates, numbers... facts... letters. Words. Egghead stuff. Good at everything else, though, pretty much." Rainbow fluffed her wings and grinned. "So, where're your friends?"



"Do you spend all your time around your best friends?"



Rainbow paused, tilting her head thoughtfully. "I mean... kinda? Lately, anyway."



"Well, I don't. I had other stuff to do today. 'N so did they. Apparently."



"Stuff like what?"



"Hmm?" Scootaloo paused, mid-step, and turned to look at Rainbow. "Whose stuff? Their stuff?"



"Your stuff. Why would I ask about their stuff?"



"I don't know, why would you sleep until three-thirty PM on a cloud ten feet off the ground? I can't live your life; I don't know what goes on in your brain!"



"...That late, huh?" Rainbow whistled softly. "Dang. I was way off."



Scootaloo's head titled. Her eyelids twitched and spasmed. Her mouth slipped open and closed; her muzzle scrunched up. She looked like she was about to sneeze, but instead, she made a guttural sound that went something like "gyeurgh," while a full-body shudder rippled through her. 



Rainbow frowned. "I don't know what that means."



"It means..." Scootaloo plopped her rump on the ground and rubbed her temples. "It means, this isn't what I thought you'd be like if I talked to you."



Rainbow puffed herself up again, smirking. "I defy expectation, it's true."



"Spectacularly." Scootaloo massaged her head for a moment, breathing slowly. "I, uh..."



She mumbled something. Rainbow cocked an ear toward her, leaning closer. "Come again?"



"...I don't have any stuff today. The other girls do. I don't. Apple Bloom has farm chores. Sweetie Belle's, I don't know, helping Rarity wash her cat? Something like that?"



Rainbow nodded sagely. "Yeah. Yeah, Rarity has a cat."



"So I went off to find something to do, and got bupkis." Scootaloo's forehead furrowed. "Actually, that's not true. I found Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon."



"Found me, too."



"For all the good that does me." The filly peeked up at Rainbow Dash. "You're really weird."



"I don't see how, but whatever. Fillies never understand grown-ups." Rainbow crept toward Scootaloo and sat down beside her. "They were bugging you about your cutie mark, right?"





"I don't have a cutie mark," Scootaloo snapped.



"Yeah, 's what I meant."



"And it wasn't just that. It was... it was everything. Everything about me. I'm not smart, I can't fly, I can't even go fast without my scooter. What kind of pegasus am I, anyway, riding around on that thing? Nopony ever looked cool riding around on a stupid––"



Her voice broke, and she clammed up, tilting her head away from Rainbow. She sniffled, shoulders shaking.



"Allergy season," Rainbow muttered. "Wish we could do something about the pollen, and stuff. Sorry."



To her surprise, Scootaloo giggled – what was funny about that?



"I don't know if you're gonna understand this," Scootaloo said, slowly. "But like. Everypony's always telling me to be patient, keep trying, never give up – all that inspirational stuff – and sooner or later, I'll find my special talent, I'll get my cutie mark, and I'll be, you know. Awesome."



"That's how that works, yeah," said Rainbow.



"But..." Scootaloo wiped at her eyes and looked at Rainbow – they were red and puffy. Allergies must've really been kicking her butt. "What if Diamond Tiara and Silver Spoon are right? I'm really not good at anything, and I can't see myself getting good at anything, ever. Me and Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle, we keep trying together, and we keep trying by ourselves, but nothing ever works. And what if... what if that's just how it's gonna be forever, for the rest of my life?"



A cloud passed by overhead, darkening their spot of grass. Rainbow glanced up at it, squinting – she couldn't tell if it was hers. Too indistinct.



"Why do you think I wouldn't understand that?"



"'Cuz you're so good at so many things," Scootaloo sighed. "There's no way you had this much trouble when you were my age."



"I mean... Kind of. A little bit." Rainbow shuffled her wings, suddenly feeling a surge of awkwardness. "I was always pretty fast, pretty good at flying, but it took me a long time to get good at trick flying – like, really good. I broke a lot of windows before I broke the sound barrier. Other kids in Cloudsdale, kids who were better fliers than me, used to pick on me for it."



Scootaloo gasped – actually gasped. "You got picked on? You?"



"Yeah, by these three meatheads. 'Course, I grew up and saved the world, and they're muckin' rainbows for eight bits an hour, so... who's laughing now, huh?" Rainbow flashed a winning smile. "See, that's what you do – you grow up, get awesome, and then you go back and show your bullies how much better you are at literally everything than they are."



"Unless I never get good at anything. So, we're right back where we started." Scootaloo sighed, gesturing apathetically with her hoof. "I don't want to be the best at everything, Rainbow Dash. I just want to be good at something."



Rainbow's smile drooped and faded. Stymied, she looked away from Scootaloo. "I wish I knew what to tell you, squirt. I really..."



She trailed off as the cloud blocking the sun drifted away, and the spot where they sat brightened again. Sunlight, warm and heavy, shone down on Rainbow's eyes, and she had to squint until she could readjust. Craning her head back, she stared into the sky – not at the sun, because what was she, dumb? – almost losing herself in the bright blue...



...Oh. Hey, now there's a thought. 



Rainbow hopped to all fours, quickly enough to startle Scootaloo. "Hey. You said you couldn't fly, right?"



"Yeah," Scootaloo said, pulling back warily. "I mean, if I flap my wings hard enough, I can sorta... flutter... but I can't fly, per se.



"So... you've never been flying before, right?"



"Obviously. What's your point?" She eyed Rainbow up and down. "Why are you looking at me like..."



She looked into the sky, squinted at the sun. Gradually, Rainbow's idea broke upon Scootaloo, and her eyes widened as she snapped her gaze back to the older mare. "You want to take me up there?"



"Only if you wanna." Adrenaline was starting to circulate through Rainbow; she had to stop, breathe, herself down, before her heart raced too far ahead of her common sense. "I can't solve your flying problem right away, and I can't get you your cutie mark – I couldn't get Apple Bloom hers, so I probably couldn't get you yours. But maybe I can at least, you know... give you an idea of what it's like up there." 



Scootaloo blinked. "Well, I just met you, and you're... weird... but..."



"Buuuuut?" Rainbow waggled her eyebrows.



"...Buck it." Scootaloo, smiling guardedly, stepped onto all fours. "If you crash, and break all my bones, at least I don't gotta go to school."



"C'mon, me? Crash?" Rainbow chuckled, ruffling Scootaloo's mane. "I don't do that anymore, kiddo."



Practically ever. Mostly.



With a few quick strokes of her wings, Rainbow took to the air, hovering over Scootaloo. Her forelegs reached down and encircled the filly, gripping her just behind her elbows. She was light, even for a filly – even for a pegasus filly. She wouldn't need to exert much to lift her. The added weight probably wouldn't even slow her down all that much.



She was thinking of weight distribution, acceleration, thrust, wind chill. She was perfectly calm, thinking of all of it. Scootaloo, though... her heart was jackhammering. Rainbow could only guess what was on her mind. 



"Let's start off slow," Rainbow muttered. She beat her wings, and they rose, together.



"Oo-ooh," Scootaloo said, when her hooves were inches off the ground. "This... this is..."



"You okay, squirt?"



"Yeah, just..." Seconds ticked by – her heart beat faster. "This is the longest I've ever been off the ground."





Rainbow craned her neck down. "Are you sure you wanna go through with this?"



Scootaloo's heart thundered at a gallop in her chest. She craned her head up, backward, to look at Rainbow Dash. Her eyes were bright, clear. She was smiling.



"Let's fly." Her voice crackled like fireworks.



And Rainbow could think of no reason not to. Powerful strokes of her wings took them up, together, higher than the boughs of the tallest trees in Ponyville. For a few moments, they hovered. Scootaloo swept her gaze across the town below, the thatched roofs and bushy green canopies, and – off in the distance – the pale blue mountains where Canterlot perched.



They hovered, until Scootaloo's heartbeat slowed.



Then Rainbow titled herself forward, and they flew.



She dove, angling toward a thick straw roof; she pulled up effortlessly, drinking in Scootaloo's delighted peals of laughter. She swept past a second-storey window sill, rustling a dozen windchimes and sending half as many pinwheels spiraling in her wake; the angry chattering of the mare who lived there was lost in the wind whistling past Rainbow's ears. She turned, and banked, and streaked toward the Golden Oak Library. There was a window, thrown open, and a second on the far wall behind it.



Rainbow licked her lips, and held her back legs arrow-straight, as she hugged Scootaloo tight against her barrel. Like a bullet, they shot through the window; Rainbow caught a quick glimpse of Twilight Sparkle, and thought she heard a shouted reprimand, before they emerged from the tree and left it far behind.



The rest was a blur  – every turn, and dive, and loop, and spin, and pirouette, all bled together in a seamless, adrenaline-fueled haze. They slalomed between houses and skimmed at right angles over the brick facades of schoolhouses, the stucco walls of the more to-do manors, and criss-crossed their way through streets and alleys and homes.



And in her hooves, Scootaloo stretched her forelegs ahead, spreading her stubby little wings as wide as they would go. 



Secure in Rainbow Dash's grip, Scootaloo flew, and laughed all the while.



Finally, sharing the sky with nopony but the clouds, Rainbow paused to catch her breath. Off in the distance was Canterlot, and even though Rainbow knew, somehow, that they were nowhere near high enough, much less close enough... she wanted to think she could reach out and touch the tippiest-top of the tallest spire.



She felt Scootaloo's heartbeat beneath her hooves, and craned her neck down to look at the filly. "How're you doing down there, squirt?



Scootaloo met Rainbow's gaze. Grinning, she panted out something. Rainbow just had no idea what it could have been.



Me too, kid, she thought.



"Maybe we oughta take a break, huh?" Rainbow selected a particularly plump and fluffy cloud, sailed toward it, and dropped Scootaloo onto its surface; she landed with an oof and an adrenaline-soaked laugh.



Beside her, Rainbow landed, smirking. "Good times?"



"The best. The best." Scootaloo beamed at Rainbow Dash. "I... that was the most amazing thing I've ever..."



The raw enthusiasm in her voice – the sheer joy of flight. Rainbow was well acquainted with that. She'd flown more times than she could ever hope to count since before she was Scootaloo's age. Not once had it ever lost its luster – the feeling in Scootaloo's voice was the same one Rainbow felt, even then and there, on that cloud.



And then Scootaloo's face started to fall – and then she stared, downcast, at the wispy surface of the cloud.



Rainbow's ear twitched. "What's the matter, kid?"



Scootaloo shook her head. "I can't do this by myself, Rainbow Dash. I just – I'm grateful, I'm so grateful for today. But now that I've done it, now that I've flown with you, all I can think of is..."



"...What you're missing out on," Rainbow finished.



Scootaloo nodded, timidly. She peered over the edge of the cloud, and gasped softly. "Uh, Rainbow..."





"What?" Curious, Rainbow Dash peeked over the edge...



Rainbow contrails were stitched across Ponyville, through every street and alley and home they'd flown through. Apparently, they'd gone through every window in Golden Oak, because there was a knot of Rainbow cinched tightly around its trunk and boughs.



"Ooooohh... shoot," Rainbow hissed. She rubbed the back of her head sheepishly. "Yeah, maaaaybe I overdid it down there a little."



That was enough to win her a little bit of a smile from Scootaloo. "Gee. You think?"



"Heh, well. Uh. Think of it as a learning experience?" She matched Scootaloo's smile. "Y'know, if you're gonna fly, um... do so responsibly. And try not to annoy your friends and your neighbors in the process."



Twilight's gonna kill me.



"Learning experience, huh? Was that what this was? A flying lesson?" A guarded sort of hope crept into Scootaloo's eyes. "Think we can do it again sometime?"



Rainbow, caught off guard – she hadn't meant to suggest that – ran a hoof through her mane. "Well... I dunno, squirt. I'm not sure I'd make such a good teacher. I tried to teach Fluttershy to cheer, once, and it..."



"Oh. Um. Okay." The light left Scootaloo's eyes – and whether she was doing so on purpose or not, she was twisting a knife right into Rainbow Dash's heart. The same impulse that hit her when she was Scootaloo, dejected and alone, hit Rainbow again.



"I mean, I'm not saying no, exactly. Just, I've never really been a teacher before. I don't know if I can do all that for you. But, if you ever want a quick lesson, or some advice, or you just wanna come back up to the clouds for a while, I'm your mare." She paused, smiled slightly, hoped Scootaloo matched it. "What do you say?"



To her delight, Scootaloo smiled back. "How could I say anything but yes?"



"Then it's a deal." Rainbow stood, stretched her legs, and sighed. "Well, I should probably get back down there and start apologizing. You know, again. Great hanging out with you, squirt – you're a pretty cool kid." 



With a final wave, she backflipped off the cloud, and dropped like a meteor. Then her wings snapped open, caught a gust, and Rainbow streaked away.



It took her another moment to realize her mistake and backtrack to the cloud, where a bemused Scootaloo stood, waiting.



"See," Rainbow said, as she fluttered down to the ground with Scootaloo in her hooves. "This is why you probably want another flying teacher. There're better ponies for that than me."



"Teachers, probably. No better pony than you, though."



Rainbow Dash's eyes stung. Stupid allergies.



And as they neared the ground, met by a crowd of decidedly unhappy-looking homeowners, another thought crept into Rainbow's mind. 



I really hope nopony thinks I tried to kidnap this kid.
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