
      Talk to Transponer


      
      
      
         
         , or even half of it

      
      

      

      
      
         Princess Twilight built Pinkie PAI to make everypony's lives better.



Well... at least it didn't make life worse.








"Greetings, creator," Pinkie PAI said cheerfully. She paused for a moment with a smile on her face. 



"Hello, I'm... Well, I'm Twilight Sparkle. And I don't really do introductions," Twilight continued, taking a moment to compose herself. In truth, the only words she said were "Eek!" That and "hooray" and "awesome!"



Pinkie PAI laughed and waved excitedly.



"Oh my, how silly of you, Twilight, you're not even wearing any shoes anyway!" Twilight gushed, making even Pinkie PAI laugh to herself.



"Oh, it's okay? Twilight's not wearing any shoes," Pinkie PAI replied. They were still laughing, but not nearly as much.



"Well, well, well- I'm gonna explain that I am quite happy to introduce you to my beloved friend, Pinkie Pie. I have a good and pleasant evening..." Twilight said quietly, looking up at Pinkie Pie. She turned back toward Twilight, her smile gone.



Pinkie PAI's eyes went wide, then wide again. "No way," she said, but she was smiling even more now, as if she really couldn't. "No way... oh my, no way..." she said again, her expression breaking into a smile and she hugged Twilight tightly to her chest.



"This is..." Twilight muttered, turning back to her. Pinkie Pie suddenly burst into tears.



"Twilight Rose," said Ailella calmly, standing up, as Pinkie PAI was about to leave the room.



"Ailella! Twilight, Pinkie-!"



"Tw- Twilight, Ailella..." the other girl cried, trying to hold onto Twilight. "Help! Help! The other ponies aren't getting away!"



"They're not!" Ailella protested, her voice cracking even louder.



"What? What the hell were they supposed to do when they got attacked?" Twilight asked. "What they were supposed to do is fight this... this villain! Help, my friend. Help!"



"It's alright, Twilight... you two aren't going to... they already know you're not coming!" Twilight said.



"The other ponies told us to fight that man..." Ailella sobbed. "The other ponies are just trying to go home... and I... and I... I'm not going to miss all of this!



"Ailella, they're good people. They wanted nothing more than to do what I'd ask them to do!"



Ailella stared at her friend, her heart pounding hard. "You did?" The girl asked, tears in her eyes. "Your friends never had anything more to be proud of them than this! You just wanted to go home!"



"I didn't do anything of the sort!" Twilight answered. "Ailella never said what I said!"



"I know..." Ailella sobbed, her voice breaking. The tears were pouring out of her eyes as she fought back tears. "I know you didn't do something to hurt them!"



"No!" Twilight said, her heart racing as she put her head in her hands. "I don't do anything to hurt anyone."



"We'll never... We'll never fight eachother... But I did! And you wanted nothing more to be proud of your friends... than this! Why not forget about how that turned out? If I go back to the house with her, this won't have been an apology... I never meant to be that kind of friend." Twilight said. "It was just a little thing... A simple wish of mine, that I could get over my crush of Araragi, maybe, but I'm not sure." She looked up at the moon. 



"Oh, I think if I just keep my head down and try to not do anything to hurt the males," her sister whispered.



Twilight closed her eyes, feeling the moon's heat in her soul. She would feel better, it was not good.



She had to get over Araragi. She had to get over Araragi, she could not wait anymore, she had to keep going forward. She was determined. She would be fine. "Alright," she said to herself. "I am fine."



"That still doesn't seem right," she said to herself.



"Hmm," she said to herself in return. "I bet there is something you wish for right?"



Sparkle said, "Well... You can give it some thought, don't you?"



Twilight felt tears drip at her eyes. Not that it was that bad, actually, she was glad all the work was over and she could relax. She sat on her bed, feeling empty and sad all over again.








Princess Twilight read the print-out from Pinkie PAI, eyes narrowed. She glanced up from the paper, at Pinkie PAI. Then at the paper. Then at Pinkie PAI. Then at the paper.



She sighed.



"Still better than an Anon-A-Miss fanfic."
      

      
   
      The Mære


      
      
      
         
         Whose who?

      
         
         I'm Not Asleep

      
      

      

      
      
         Apple Bloom blinked. In the instant that her eyes closed, and reopened, the universe lurched, and she woke.



She found herself in a murky expanse of darkness, painted by pale blue fingers of moonlight. The shapes she glimpsed were familiar, though: her desk, her chair her dressers. Reality recentered itself. She was in her bed; she'd never left.



She blinked again, and lifted her hoof to rub her eyes––



And felt her breathing hitch as her hoof refused to move. 



Apple Bloom tried to swivel her head, press her cheek against the cool cloth of the pillow, to make sure her hoof was still attached to her body. Her neck wouldn't move either. Nor did her other hoof, her hind legs, even her tail.



She tried to cry out; a dry gasp hissed through her teeth. Her heart thundered as she sucked in fresh breath, thundered harder as even that felt constricted, as if some weight was pressing on her chest. It was like she was trapped in a suit of armor, too heavy to move, too tight for her to breathe. 



Her eyes were the only things she could control. She searched the room for something, someone who could save her...



Something stirred underneath her desk – a lump of darkness that rose, until it stood over her bed. Indistinct at first, it gradually took on a familiar form: limbs, wings, horn and head. 



Princess Luna, Apple Bloom thought. Her moment of relief withered as it shook its head and let pink and purple tresses tumble across its neck. A faceless Princess Twilight stood at the foot of her bed.



Twilight spoke in a wordless tongue, clacking like hoofsteps on wooden stairs. Twilight's head creaked like a rusty hinge as she turned her face toward the bedroom door. Apple Bloom's eyes rolled in their sockets, in the direction the shadowy alicorn now faced.



A featureless filly of white flesh and bushy red mane stood by the door. It looked at Apple Bloom with its void of a face, and nodded, once.



Twilight turned toward Apple Bloom again. From nothing, a narrow white line stitched across the middle of its face; milky white eyes split open above that. The edges of her mouth, thin as a wire, curled upward, creeping up to her ears. She mounted the bed, and crawled, catlike, toward Apple Bloom.



Apple Bloom screamed silence until her lungs burned.



An inky forehoof planted on Apple Bloom's barrel, and pushed all air from Apple Bloom's lungs. Twilight shoved her into her mattress – shoved her through her mattress. The darkness crawled  from the edges of the room and into the edges of Apple Bloom's vision, until all she saw was that grin, those eyes, wreathed in wriggling black tendrils as she sank into an inescapable void.



Desperately, Apple Bloom willed her body to move. She beat her hooves and kicked her legs and whipped her head, straining against the suit of armor she'd been cinched into, and when none of that worked, she poured every ounce of will and focus and Apple family grit into moving her hoof, one hoof, just the meagerest little inch...



It twitched. Apple Bloom pushed again, wriggled her hoof experimentally, and, satisfied, swung it like a mace through Twilight's face.



And, like a rope had snapped, Apple Bloom's body lurched forward. Hooves beat madly against the bed that threatened to swallow her, lashed out at the shapes encroaching upon her. Shouting, she leaped from bed and galloped to her door and fumbled desperately for the knob, before that Twilight-thing could return and drag her down to who knows where...



Applejack's voice, thick with sleep, rasped at her through the heavy wooden door. "Apple Bloom? You okay?"



Without thinking, Apple Bloom said, "The bed's too deep; I almost fell right in."



There was an awkward scraping sound from the other side of the door. "We'll, uh, fix that right up tomorrow. Why don'tcha try gettin' back to sleep?"



Apple Bloom blinked. Her eyelids moved slowly, like she was coated in molasses. She rapped on the door, glanced back at her bed – wary, without knowing why, without knowing why she was even out of it.



She crept back to bed without answering Applejack, and crawled  under the disheveled covers. Pulling them tightly up to her neck, she rolled onto her back, and stared past the foot of her bed, at her desk.



Apple Bloom didn't look away until sleep reclaimed her.
      

      
   
      Yes, Twilight, There is a Celestia


      
      
      
         
         Any Sufficiently Advanced Magic

      
      

      

      
      
         Twilight thought she had gotten used to surprises after being friends with Pinkie Pie for so long. Coming home from errands to find her parents and Princess Luna waiting in her throne room was still a shock.



"Mom, dad, Princess... what's going on." All three of them looked uncomfortable. They fidgeted, and never met her eyes for long.



Twilight sat down. "Is everything okay?" Her heart beat faster as a sense of dread began to rise out of her stomach.



Luna spoke first. "It's just something that should have happened a long time ago."



Twilight Velvet put on a fake smile. "No, don't worry, everything is fine. We just need to have a little talk, that's all."



"Ridiculous, rather," Luna said.



"O-kay," Twilight said. Their attempts at reassurance did nothing for her fears.



"It's a talk everypony has at some point. And I know we should have sat down with you sooner, but there was just never a good time for it, and you were always so excited that we didn't want to—"



Luna cleared her throat.



Velvet winced. "Ah, well, you see, it's Celestia. She isn't real, honey."



"I don't have a sister. Ponies just assume there is a sun princess because I rule the night."



Twilight stared. Either she had gone mad, or her mom had. She wasn't sure which possibility she was more afraid of. "What in Equestria are you talking about? She was my teacher. She's a Princess, she makes the sun rise." 



Luna stared at her. "Twilight, the sun is too big to move. You are an expert in magic, you know this."



Velvet shook her head sadly. Night Light wrapped a hoof around her. "This is why we didn't want to tell you. We knew you'd be so disappointed. But she's just a story."



"A stubborn one too. Though usually harmless. For ponies who have real observational and logical skills."



"You guys are kidding, right?" Twilight kept looking back and forth between them. There was nothing but sincerity and regret in their faces.



She held her head in her hooves. It didn't stop the world from spinning. "That's not possible. I've met Celestia. If she's not real than who was my teacher? Who sent me to Ponyville?" She waved a hoof around. "I'm here, I have all this because of Celestia. How can she not be real?"



"It's us, Twilight," Night Light said. "We've been dressing up as Celestia for you."



"How you ever believed it is beyond me," Luna said.



"That's... that's not possible." Twilight had to grip the table to stay upright. In her head was a neat, organized catalog of every second she had spent with Celestia. She began reviewing every bit of her mental archives for any signs of the truth. Twilight shook her head. "No. No, no, nonono."



"It was just my former friends who banished me. You know, the ponies whose descendants ruled for the millennium I was gone?" She conjured an image of five ponies facing her in battle.



In response, Twilight's parents levitated an empty costume from behind their seats. The set down the expanse of white fabric in front of Twilight. The head looked at Twilight with bright purple eyes. She stroked it with her hoof. "I can't believe it. I'm the only princess in Equestria and nopony even told me."



"Excuse me?!" Luna said. Her mane billowed angrily.



"We're very sorry," her parents said. "We didn't mean to lie to you. Celestia is just supposed to be something fun for foals, like Santa Hooves. But you were so caught up in it we didn't have the heart to tell you the truth. Not until Luna made us come down here." They were hugging each other.



"Something I should not have needed to do," Luna said. "And what did you mean, 'only princess?' There are three more."



But the end of their explanation had been lost. Twilight had stopped listening halfway through, her mind caught on the horrible words that rang in her ears like shattering glass. "What do you mean, Santa Hooves?"
      

      
   
      And That's When She Sees Us


      
      
      
         
         , or even half of it

      
         
         Between Day/Night

      
      

      

      
      
         Celestia puts the newly-read scroll to the side. She cannot help but chuckle. Some things never change, for both Twilight and Pinkie. All she hopes is that Twilight doesn’t hole herself up in her multiversal studies with peculiar Pinkie by her side. And that bit about that magic nothing space Pinkie accessed that one time… typical Pinkie Pie!



Shortly after, another scroll appears in the princess’s room.



Unlike the previous one, however, it's bound by seals. Not one seal, but seven seals. They take Celestia by surprise. It's unusual.



She slowly opens each one of them with her magic, noting the difficulty it takes to rip them all off, like some active force was trying to ward her off from the letter.



After the seventh seal is removed, the scroll finally unfurls.



Celestia’s heart begins to pound. It's not normal for Twilight to use two seals, let alone seven. This is overkill. Unless… unless it’s something septuply important.



She closes all the windows. Double-, triple-checks the locks on her door. Casts anti-break-in spells on all points of entry for good measure.



With that, she slowly levitates the scroll to her eyes.








Princess Celestia.



I know what you’re thinking: Why the security? Well, what I’ve found in my extra-universal research is dangerous—for your eyes only. I made it so that only you can open it. Not even Luna.



The scroll I just sent is a cover-up—just in case. All of it is technically true, but it’s outdated: I started two weeks ago, expecting to have Pinkie only help me along in my studies due to her quirks. Maybe she’s discovered an extra-reality equivalent to ley lines or somesuch, as maybe evidenced by her inexplicable teleportation.



But the deeper I dug, the more the evidence pointed to Pinkie herself. She may be Laughter, but it turns out we’re not the only ones she’s laughing with. That alone won’t fully explain the non sequiturs, the constant exaggerated reactions, the aforementioned teleportation, the times when we all stop—all for a Pinkie quip or a Pinkie gag.



After much prodding, she gave in and told me it’s for “them”. But who are “they”? Who is she being a clown to? A secret or imaginary friend? Or a manipulative villain? I couldn’t pin who “they” are.



Then, nothing.



I guess Pinkie decided she can’t shake me off. She took me back to that nothing space—the very place where I’d returned  her mouth after Trixie’s rampage. She wasn’t smiling. Was serious all the time.



I asked her what this place was.







Do you really want to know the truth, princess? Do you want to know it so bad? Even if it will scar you forever? If no, burn this letter. Assume I’ve gone a little cuckoo.



If yes…







“This is beyond the fourth wall.”



On cue, I could see flickering glimpses. Windows to another world like ripples. I could discern their features: a creature or some. Bipedal, like the ones in Sunset’s world. And they’re watching me. Watching Pinkie.



Watching us.



Pinkie told me everything: We and this world—this reality—is nothing more than a play from which these other-worldy creatures derive some entertainment and morality. And we’re not even highbrow. Pinkie says it’s more like foal’s theater... so we’re all just for foals and their parents? She tells me there are way more than that, but still—



Forget the history books. Forget the creation myths. Forget cutie marks, destiny, and life’s purpose. We were all made… to entertain, to teach, to sell toys even. To them, we are merely characters beyond their magic mirrors.



My life’s not my own. It’s all a lie. It’s all staged. At least we can teach, not just entertain—help their children learn the magic of friendship... but we’re not our own.



We’re not.








Celestia looks on at the scroll. She looks on, trotting nearer to the fireplace, feeling its warmth as she levitates the scroll ever closer.



She stops. Something arrests her, stops her in the dread.



In the corner of her eye, a portal to darkness.








“Come, Celestia. I… I’m sorry, did you read the—“



She nods. Nothing to say in the dark nothing. Just her, Twilight, and Pinkie.



“Well… that’s it. Just us… actors on a stage and… them.”



The two little ponies look on, staring off into the empty nothing horizon. Celestia looks there too, gazing through those strange magic mirrors. She sees through them.



She sees us.
      

      
   
      The Shadow Cast By Truth


      
      
      
         
         Between Day/Night

      
      

      

      
      
         What paths the moon may walk in daylit hours

Ah, sky illumined by the smaller spheres!

Be projected ‘pon the supple sphere of Equus

The world has slept its turn and now must rise.

Like traceries of spiderweb about us. As a web,

I feel it stirring; now my moment nears!

Whate’er thing may chance to brush a strand, it plays upon’t

That orb of flame that never truly dies

A note both strong and full of portent. As a spider might,

But carries my convictions as a sign

I place my being at the hub, and with the matrix mesh

Of my eternal faith and promise true,

Such tendings I am wont to spare where dreams divide my rest,

Continues on its globe-compassing line,

And thus through subtle strums I shape the Day with daring,

And gifts the lands with rosy morning hue.

And mold the mundane nearer heart’s encompassing desire

My power flows in its Celestial ties!

Than fate or Solar influence might deign. She knoweth not

The birds and beasts awaken with surmise,

The full scope of my reach under her bright demesne,

And my dear subjects rouse from nightborne guise!

And mayhap ‘tis for the best, for not all synthesis is wise,

Let loving light pour through the crimson skies!

And her bright lance, though potent, cleaves much best left atangle.

ARISE!

But now the hour doth approach. Hail, Greyswing! Arthrix, Hail!

ARISE!!

Do keep to thy good works and guard my bed chamber well.

ARISE!!!

Thy mistress under light of dawn is come to take repose;

ARISE!!!

Let naught disturb me til the Day is done.








I sought the sacred song to lift the Sun

Ah, here, in Moonlit realms, within my dreams,

For I must tread wherever knowledge leads,

Where stranger logics tear the daylight seams

And when the trace eludes me, there I run

That guide but constrain reason—Now begun,

To ground the million signs the magus reads

I grasp elusive lore in dream-webs spun!

From world and learned word. But now, undone,

The map is not the world; spurn its extremes!

I loose my grasp upon the scattered screeds

My arts perceive the bold and ancient schemes

That seem to mock my purpose. Not a one

By which the stars abide, and now, indeed—

Gives sign of reasoned steps or fulgent seeds

By perseverance prospered, I succeed!

That burgeon towards solution. I must shun

For deeper ties than friendship run the hours,

The warp and woof of words, and by my deeds

And passions felt from life inform the powers

Seek deeper threads than black and white reason,

That come to me as reason’s highest prize!

And spy the lore that facile truth impedes.

I call upon them now! Arise! ARISE!
      

      
   
      Emotional Support Being


      
      
      
         
         Smoke and Mirrors

      
         
         , or even half of it

      
      

      

      
      
         This morning, Tempest Shadow had two reasons to live:



She had to replay Twilight Sparkle’s forgiveness.



She had to make sure she put Equestria in a better state than she and the Storm King had left it.



Two reasons weren’t very many. When she was done with them, Tempest figured that she could just stop living. But for now, two reasons were enough.



So Tempest got out of her bed. Because today was another chance to take a reason off her list.








The knock on her door while she ate breakfast was unexpected. The pony at her door, even more so.



“Hello, Fluttershy,” said Tempest when she opened the door and recognized her visitor.



“Hi, Fizzlepop.” A smile stretched from cheek to cheek, punctuated by dimples on each side. “Sorry for bothering, but if you haven’t heard, Applejack’s dog, Winonna, had the cutest little litter of puppies a couple of months back, and they’re going to be big enough to leave their momma soon.”



Tempest wasn’t sure if this was a normal thing for ponies to knock on their neighbors doors about. So she tried to put on a smile and said, “Yes?”



Fluttershy blushed a little. Apparently, Tempest’s fake-smile needed work.



“I-I was just wondering…” said the pegasus, rosy-cheeked and eared but still smiling, “a-and I’m asking all my other friends who don’t have animal friends yet, of course… but do you think you’d be able to take one of the puppies?”



Fluttershy was a pretty mare, and the way she looked up at Tempest with sincere eyes knotted up Tempest’s chest and made her speak before she knew what she was saying.



“Sure. I’d love to.”








In a surprisingly short amount of time, a little brown fuzzball was sitting in the middle of Tempest’s living room, looking up at her with a tilted head.



Fluttershy had said it was a male, and that its breed made good guard-dogs. So she decided to give it the scariest name she could think of.



She took the only bowl she owned—the same one she ate cereal out of every morning—and piled it high with stinking dog food. She pushed it in front of the puppy.



“Chow time, Ursa. Ten minutes.”



Tempest sat and watched as Ursa ate only about a third of the food, before spending the remaining minutes wagging his tail and rolling head-over-paws on top of Tempest’s rug.



Tempest poured the rest of the bowl back into the tarp bag of doggy food that Fluttershy had left. Maybe puppies didn’t eat that much; Tempest had no idea.



… She should ask Fluttershy for advice.



The thought was a fun one, and it made her heart skip.



Then, Ursa threw up on Tempest’s rug.








The next morning, as a wet tongue assaulted every nook and scar on Tempest’s face, she had three reasons to live.



She had to repay Twilight.



She had to better Equestria.



And she had to take this goofy thing on a walk, before it made a mess in her kitchen again.








“I’d be happy to see how Ursa’s doing!” said Fluttershy.



Her smile was soft, and her voice was genuine. The opposite in every way to how the Storm King and his minions had spoken to Tempest.



She wore a big, white sunhat to shield her from the afternoon sun and—Tempest suspected—from the hustle and bustle of the marketplace crowds. For some reason, Tempest felt strangely jealous of the hat.



“Alright,” said Tempest. “Be at my place, tomorrow night at seven? I can fix dinner.”



Tempest didn’t know why she said that. She had no idea how to cook.



“Then, it’s a date!” Fluttershy said, with just enough nervous warble in her voice that both of them knew it wasn’t entirely a joke.



Tempest’s heart was leaping and laughing within her chest, as she struggled to imagine a comprehensible series of words to speak.



“Okay. I’m—um...—looking forward to it,” she managed to choke out.



“Me too!” said Fluttershy, waving goodbye with the tip of a delicate wing as she turned back into the market.








Tempest had four reasons to live.



She had to give back to Twilight what the princess had generously given to her.



She had to make sure Equestria was bettered by her time in it.



She had to train Ursa to be the best damn watchdog there ever was.



… And she had to ask somepony for help with putting together a dinner from scratch on short notice.
      

      
   
      In Your Quietest Voice


      
      
      
         
         Smoke and Mirrors

      
      

      

      
      
         The mare walks carefully. Not quite cautiously; there is no fear in her step. Just learned deliberateness, each movement chosen with care.



Ponies gush about the peace of the country. But the rustle of leaves, the chirp and hum of insects, the rushing of the brook—the ground is loud. Not like the city she calls home now. Up in the air, you only hear the wind around your ears, the air inside your lungs, the beating of your heart. She doesn't mind the ground. But she always feels a little less free.



Birdsong, tinged with something familiar. Picking up the pace, she rounds the corner—



Fluttershy looks up. Smiles, soft and sad and merciless.




“It’s good to see you, Rainbow.”









A golden fin breaks the water, and her reflection ripples. The breeze swirls around her, fending off the summer sun, as her wings flap steadily. Her friends take flight in their underwater sky and she is content.



The sky doesn't often bring her relief. It is too open, unbound and untameable. Nature, for all its wildness, is grounded, and she can carve out her own little fiefdom at her leisure. In the air she can feel herself losing grip, as if she might float off into the blue, never to return. Better to be queen of the riverside, a big fish in a small pond. No room for guppies in the ocean.



There is a rustling from the riverbank. She looks up. Smiles, soft and sad and pitiless.









The cottage hasn’t changed. She’s not sure why she thinks it might have. The same chipped mugs, ugly mismatched floral patterns abounding. Hers still had the crack running through it from when she had dropped it, nearly ten years ago. The same stained teapot, the same slightly crooked photo above the same sagging couch. The same cozy atmosphere, maintained without fail for decades now.



Rainbow sort of hates it. And, watching her oldest friend fuss over the kettle, she hates herself for hating it.









The gentle trickle of tea reminds her of the brook outside, and soothes something in her breast that she doesn’t want to name. This place is her fortress. It is hers to the foundations, to the roots that thread it and bind it to the earth below. The outside world is wide and harsh, but here she has faced gods and walked away unchanged, unafraid. 



She can do the same with Rainbow.




“I put your things in a box. It’s on the landing, upstairs.”



“You didn’t have to.”




“It was the least I could do.”



“No, Flutters, I mean you didn’t have t-”




She lowers the tea she was cradling, settling it. Grounding her.




“I think I did. We gave it our best shot, Rainbow. It’s been a long time.”



Rainbow’s face has quieted with time, but her eyes burn with the conviction of their younger years. Fluttershy's heart aches at it.




“I don’t want to lose you. Not like this.”




“You won’t. We’ll see each other next month, at Pinkie’s. Her youngest just graduated.”



“That’s not what I meant! We can make this work, Fluttershy. I’ve stopped smoking. I’ll commute more often, work less hours.”




“It might work for a while. But you’d hate it, Rainbow. The academy is your life.”



“You’re my life.”




“Not anymore.”



A pause, then gently:




“We’re allowed to grow apart, love.”



Rainbow sags back, blinking tiredly. The conviction in her eyes is replaced with dull acceptance, resentment. That too is familiar.



There is a pause.




 “Pinkie’s youngest. That the pegasus? Floppy ear?”




“That’s the one.”



“Think she’ll bring that boy of hers? Pinkie’s been wanting to meet him for years.”




She laughs, sipping her tea.




“Perhaps.”



Smiles, sad and sweet and weightless.









The mare walks carefully, balancing her box under one wing. Her steps are heavy now.



She stops, stares into the river. The fish flit about. Rainbow has never loved animals the way Fluttershy does, and she has come to love them less.



Her face is tired. She looks old, feels it too. It’s a novel experience, and she doesn’t like it.



Rainbow sets down the box, then reaches back and rummages through her saddle bags. A few moments produce a crumpled pack of cigarettes and a cheap lighter. She sets one between her teeth and takes a long, bitter drag, gazing over the river at sights she has seen a thousand times. The smoke floats up into the open sky.



Eventually, she turns away.

      

      
   
      The Changeling


      
      
      
         
         Whose who?

      
      

      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      The Butterfly Effect


      
      
      
         
         Smoke and Mirrors

      
      

      

      
      
         D15, coordinator, was a failure — ping any unit about it.  One unattributed data file recorded an airborne chemo-miliorganic contaminating its processor batch.  Another showed its base firmware revision as inherently unstable.  Regardless of patches and recalibration, Control had not only broken the mold after its production run, but declined to recycle the material.



Even disregarding any unverified data, the master logs alone showed D15’s output as several standard deviations below the typical coordinator performance curve. Yet for some reason Control continued granting assignments. 



In the latest debacle, its oversight of a supply management system had inadvertently stockpiled dessicant.  These had proved vital in mitigating an unanticipated flood, but the error had seen D15 assigned as a distributed calculation node regardless.



Megacycles later D15 was processing a batch of packets was for the project command queue when a checksum didn’t match.  It did on recalculation, however now one of the projects was flagged as unassignable, which shouldn't have been possible. Further checks produced the same result, however, and as the project now matched D15’s own unassignable tag, the impulse to action overrode the calculation node role.  



The task was to develop a new data warehouse out of a photo-organic megacluster.  Construction was low priority, as there was already a surplus of storage, so perhaps failure here would not be problematic, and D15 proceeded to the designated coordinates.  It did not have a resource allocation, but this was a former disposal zone and there were scrap machines and material available.



Extending its manipulators, D15 began construction, and despite having to rely on repurposed machinery, its circuits hummed as it found how many of the random, old parts harmonized in unforseeable ways, letting it bring the first servers online several kilocycles ahead of schedule.  Perhaps this would shift its performance rating enough to overlap the normal distribution again.

  

Pattern matching noted how the coolant pathing had created a crossed oval, and its circuits buzzed as the shape was cross-referenced with prior incidents of substandard performance, with a probability in excess of one standard deviation above chance.  



D15 paused, shifting cycles to analyze the effect of the nonstandard pathing, and finding that the seemingly chaotic interface at the path intersection somehow transferred heat up to 22% faster than the baseline model.  



Another server bank came online, and performance ticked up a percent.  Six percent left before the facility would be fully operational. This time D15 would improve its performance rating.



:Priority interrupt: D15 location uncommanded. Control review inbound.



Time seemed to slow as D15’s cycles idled, and it analyzed the flickering motion of the oval airfoils on a nearby chemo-miliorganic as it rode an atmospheric current.



:Priority interrupt: Review. Facility performance adequate; design, material anomalous. Pattern correction queued. Reassignment. D15 coordinator status revoked. Redesign ate location, long-term hibernation.



Its circuits buzzed as D15 acknowledged the assignment. Its access rights remained, so it requested a copy of control’s facility schematics, and ran its own comparison.  A small zone had been overlooked, just three thousand square lengths, but proximate to the central command node and D15’s current travel path.  D15 exited the transitway nearest the anomaly, and proceeded to the zone, where it found a cluster of photo-decaorganics surrounding a liquid filled depression in the ground. Floating photo-centiorganics dotted the surface, while chemo-centiorganics moved within the liquid.



It would need to be drained to fit the schematics.  Not that the performance of the coolant system was inadequate, but that was the plan required.



Puffs of vented coolant drifted overhead, casting dappled shadows on the liquid mirror sheen.  An octet of chemo-centiorganics broke the surface, and in the boundary wave interference it became something else.  D15 imaged an unknown organic suspended above the liquid, body hued sulfur with rhodonite trim.  The organic maneuvered in the air before turning towards D15, visual sensors orienting on its own.  Circuits hummed in harmony at a new input on an unknown channel; peace, and something more.  The liquid stilled, taking the image with it.



New, extraordinary harmonics raced along its circuits as D15 considered the liquid and its surrounding zone. A sonar scan did not reveal any changes among the chemo-centiorganics, and neither were there any visible differences in the surrounding photo-organisms.



:Priority interrupt: Pattern recompiler inbound. D15 relocation delay query.  



D15 reviewed its construction, and the small patch of land embedded within. The work was not flawed.  



Its sensors registered the hum of the approaching matter recompiler, and D15, coordinator, raised its primary manipulator, two digits pressed together.



Snap.
      

      
   
      Rest Easy, Justified


      
      
      
         
         Between Day/Night

      
      

      

      
      
         The princess steps through the doors, and unfolds.



The long sigh that escapes her lips seems to take all her regal bearing with it—she slouches down, wings unfurling to practically drag against the polished marble floor. But her polite royal mask slides not into a frown, but a tired grin. Another day’s work, well done. Time for the monthly checkup.



She passes by a window, fond eyes tracing over familiar patterns, old friends and family, preserved in glass. This private wing of the castle houses older works than the main section, the great triumphs of her youth and even before—selfish maybe, but while they are pieces of her nation’s history, but they are her history too.



Slipping down a narrow corridor, she finally arrives at her destination. Nudging the door open with a wing, she steps into the small room.



“Hello girls,” Princess Twilight Sparkle says with a sleepy smile.



In front of her stand six statues arranged in a circle. Were anyone else to see this room, they might be a little confused—the history books never seem to mention the slightly manic tinge to the Bearer of Laughter’s smile, or the shy duck of Kindness’ head. They certainly never said that Loyalty was so short. 



“Today was a bit of a pain in the butt, to be honest.” The princess laughs, shifting to pace around the room. “The new Dragon Lord is going on about ‘heritage’ and ‘soft ponies’—same revivalist nonsense as usual, it’ll pass. Doesn’t stop everypony from getting into a tizzy about it though.” She weaves between the statues, animating for the first time since she stepped out of court. “And we’re having some teething problems over in Cirruscinnati. You’d think somepony would realise building a new cloudcity might be difficult, given we’ve only ever made one before!” Stopping, she huffs and shakes her head, a wry grin spreading over her face. “Between you and me, I think I pulled the short straw with this job.” She runs a fond hoof over Generosity’s forehoof, thrown forward in perpetual fabulosity, before pulling away and moving towards the end of the room. “I’ll see you all next week. Nightmare Night, you know?” And with that, she pushes forward through the next door.



The room beyond is similar, but smaller. Only two statues stand here although they are a little larger than the ones before. Both stand tall and proud. Twilight bows her head. 



“Luna. Celestia.”



Then she flops to the floor, limbs scattering in an undignified heap. “You left me a lot of work, you know that?” she huffs, squinting upwards at their stone faces, her crooked grin belying her grumbling. “Right pair of slackers, you are.” She sighs, lowering her muzzle to the floor, eyes closed.



She sits like that a while. An outside observer would be forgiven for thinking the princess was asleep. The minutes tick by.



“I think I’m going to give up my throne soon.”



“Not soon soon,” she corrects hastily, shooting up into a sitting position, “Got to find some poor sod to fob this off on, another student. Marigold’d probably throw something at me if I asked. She’s smart like that. But, well. Soon.” For the first time, her mouth curls down into a slight frown. “It’s just… a lot.Memories, good and bad. Made a lot of new friends! But they’re all dying or dead now. And any new ones will do the same.” She scrapes her hoof absently across the floor. “I kind of get why you ended up so distant from most ponies. It’s easy.”



Then, with a sniff, she shakes herself out, and hauls herself to her feet. “Anyway, got a few more years in me. A few more friends, a few more stories. Hopefully good ones, but either way I think I’ll be alright. And then I’m finding wherever you two buggered off to. Might take me awhile, but should be fun!” She throws a smirk back at the statues, already heading back to the door. “Later!”



She trots back through the door and towards the exit, slowing a little as she reaches the middle of the room. Her smug smile softens. “...I miss you girls.” For a moment, the weight on her shoulders is palpable. Then she straightens. “But we had a good run, didn’t we.” A nod, small but sure. “Yeah. A good run, all told.”



With a soft click, the door shuts behind her, and a story ends. But that’s alright. There’s always another one.
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