
      Hidden Masks:Through the Proverbal Fire and Flames


      

      
      
         Midnight Comet was enjoying the night breeze that swept through Canterlot. He felt the cool air rush pass his horn, and pass through his yellow mane and tail. He saw that his cream coat seemed to glow in the moonlight, and he wondered what his red eyes would look like as well. It was an odd feeling, but Comet was usually too busy to notice the small things in life. Especially after Sombra’s second return. He was busy for weeks… No, he didn’t get many nights off, so he didn’t want to waste it by thinking about work. 



“Wow, tonight seems so peaceful! I hope it stays-” he started, only to be interrupted by a scream.



It was a loud shrill scream, probably from a mare. He was still surprised that some stallions could scream that loud, but that was beside the point! Somepony needed help! He only hoped he could reach them in time…



Midnight Comet sighed, he really wanted a night off. But, duty calls. He stepped off the balcony of his two story apartment and headed toward his bedroom. He grabbed his saddle bags, his trench coat and his old, dusty Fedora. He now was ready to go to work.



As he walked out of his apartment, he saw a group of ponies begin to form. 



“Well at least I don’t have to look around anymore.” he thought.



Upon reaching the gathering, he saw somepony lying in the middle of the street. He pushed his way through the crowd while shouting “Excuse Me!” along the way. Finally, he made it to the center of the crowd.



He saw an unconscious mare with two bite marks in her neck. He blinked, and checked again. Yep. She had bite marks on her neck, but most of the bleeding had stopped thankfully. 



He asked, “Has anyone checked her pulse?” 



He saw that many had shook their heads, and others just looked at him and just gave a confused look. “Does no one ever check for a pulse nowadays?” he asked, while shaking his head.



He put his hoof on her neck checking for a pulse, and he found it. She was alive! It was weaker that it should have been, but he was pretty sure she would live. But she would have to be taken to a hospital, just in case things went south. 



“She’s alive! Somepony help me get her to a hospital!” Midnight Comet yelled at the crowd. Hoping somepony would be kind enough to lend a helping hoof. However, given that he was in Canterlot, he wasn’t holding his breath.



To his surprise, a white unicorn stallion sporting a monocle came up to help him. His blue mane and tail was styled and sleek, along with with his suit. So there was no mistaking that this stallion was a noble, but he sure didn’t act like one. 



The noble saw Midnight Comet stare at him. But if he was unnerved at all, he never showed it. Surprisingly, it was the noble who broke the silence first. 

“The name is Fancy Pants by the way.” Fancy Pants said, introducing himself.



Midnight Comet started to laugh, but it came out more like a choked cough. Fancy Pants just looked at Midnight Comet while Midnight Comet was clearing his throat.

“Sorry. I had something in my throat.” Midnight Comet explained. “Oh, and I’m Midnight Comet. Please to meet you.”



They walked a little farther, but was stopped by the Royal Guard. 



“We heard there was a disturbance, what happened?” one of the guards asked.



“This mare was found in the middle of the street with two punctures in her neck.” Midnight Comet explained. 



The guard nodded, and the others that was with him began to moved toward Midnight Comet and Fancy Pants. They took hold of the mare and began to carry her 

toward Canterlot Hospital. However, the Captain of the guard ushered Midnight Comet over to him.



Fancy Pants merely raised an eyebrow at this, but said nothing. However, he wondered why the captain only wished to speak with Midnight Comet. However, he was sure that the captain was needing to write a report and needed somepony who knew what they was doing to fill him in. He felt he didn’t need to stick around anymore. 



“It seems that you have everything covered, so I’ll see you around Midnight Comet. I wish you the best of luck. And next time, I hope you won’t think that all noble are snobs.”



Midnight Comet flinched, “I was that easy to read, huh?” He saw Fancy Pants nod, and he sighed. “All right, I will. See you later Fancy Pants.”

Fancy Pants turned and walked away, “Oh and I’m quite aware of the irony of my name! I just hope you get your head out of the stars, it’s quite the fall!”

Midnight Comet went slack-jawed for a moment, unsure of what he just heard. He then closed his mouth and shook his head. “Good night Fancy Pants!” he said, 

with some agitation in his voice. 







Midnight Comet walked over towards the captain, wondering what could have caused the two puncture marks in the mare's neck. Vampires seemed to be the obvious answer, but in his line of work the obvious answer was almost never the right answer. Eh, he would have to deal with that later.



"Greetings, sir.", the captain said, formally.



"Has it been a good night so far?" Midnight Comet asked, much to the captain's surprise.



"Um, it has been quite so far, but why does that have to do with anything?" the captain asked., unsure of what direction the conversation was heading.



"Truthfully, I'd been hoping for a night off. But given what just happened, it looks like I won't get the chance." Midnight Comet said with a huff. "I mean I knew that went out the window as soon as I heard the scream, but I feel I'm entitled to at least one night to myself!" 



"Um, sir? I-" the captain started, before he was interrupted.



"Oh, I rambling again aren't I? I'm sorry captain." 





The captain sighed,  "Call me Captain Stormy Spear. And you are?"



"Oh! How rude of me! I'm Midnight Comet, private investigator."



"Do you have a license or any sort of a document that can support that claim?"



"Yeah, give me a moment to pull it out,"



Midnight Comet shifted around for a bit, trying to find his license. He find stopped, and pulled a piece of paper out of his trench coat's pocket. 



"Aha! Here it- oh. Never mind, it's my Baltimare license." Midnight Comet said, more annoyed that anything else.



Captain Stormy Spear facehoofed. "That will do sir."



"I normally, carry the correct license and never get them mixed up! Captain Stormy Spear, I swear I'm not-"



" That will do sir. " Captain Stormy Spear repeated with a growl. He was glad that Midnight Comet knew that his Canterlot license would have been preferred, but he needed to verify his claim first.



Midnight Comet silently passed the license over, hoping to not anger Captain Stormy Spear any farther. With a heavy sigh, Captain Stormy Spear examined the license. Upon first inspection, this verified the claim alright; but after reading it thoroughly, it left him with more questions that answers. However, it mostly made him mad.



Captain Stormy Spear walked over toward an empty alley with Midnight Comet on his heels. As soon as he felt they was far away from everypony, he turned to face Midnight Comet.



"What is this?" he hissed. 



"It's my license, like you asked." Midnight Comet answer, unsure of what was going on.



"Then why does it say you hold equal authority to a member of the Royal Guard?!"



Midnight Comet seemed to pale at that statement. "What are you talking about?"



"Midnight Comet shall hold the same duties and responsibilities to a member of the-" 



Upon hearing this, Midnight Comet began to cast a spell. Captain Stormy Spear wasn't able to react fast enough to counter the spell, so he braced himself. However, much to his surprise, Midnight Comet didn't attack him. 



"You cast the soundproofing spell."



It wasn't a question, it was a statement of fact. He knew this spell. He should, given how many times it had been used in his presence. However, it was usually followed by some big secret or revelation that the public wasn't meant to know.



"You can not-" Midnight Comet started, before he was interrupted by Captain Stormy Spear.



"Tell anypony about what you here in hear because this knowledge would shake the very foundation of Equestria to its core. Yeah, I heard this a million times. Get to the point already."



Midnight Comet's jaw was clenched shut. After a moment, his jaw began to relax and he let out a sigh.



"Alright, I'll explain, but I want to do something first."



"And what would that be?"



"I would like to apologize for my behaviour earlier. I know I sounded real bratty, but I have a lot of emotional baggage to deal with. I could have handled that a lot better."



"Alright, that explains why you was acting funny, but it doesn't explain your license. You know, why we're having this discussion to begin with!"



Midnight Comet sighed, "Alright, I get your point. So, what do your you know about 'monsters', Captain?"



"Monsters, you mean like the Hydras and Chimeras? What about them?"



Midnight Comet merely laughed at this response, which angered the Captain. 



"What is so funny?" Captain Stormy Spear growled.



"Not the 'Monsters', Captain. No I meant the 'monsters'. You know, the things that go bump in the night, and can cause a grown stallion to die from from fright!"



"You mean the creatures from those old legends? Like the Vampires? You know they were based off the threstals, right?"



"Remember Captain, Nightmare Moon and Discord were thought to be mere legends as well."



Captain Stormy Spear didn't have a response to that, well not at first.



"Well, still. There is some true behind the legends, you just have to look hard enough."



"Those are wise words Captain. However, if I was to capture one of these monsters for you, would you be at least willing to hear me out?" 



"Sure! But I really doubt that will happen!"



"DUCK!" 



Captain Stormy Spear dropped to thground as he saw Midnight Comet pull some sort of small cannon looking thing out of his trench coat. He heard a loud "BANG!" and the loud screening of, something. It sounded like a pony, but it also sounded like a threstal. He wasn't quite sure.



He turned to see a pale stallion dressed in a nice suit, and with a clean light green mane and tail. However, what drew his attention the most was the long fangs and the red glowing eyes that stared up at him with hate.



"What in Celestia's name is that?" 



"That ," Midnight Comet started, " is a vampire. The same creature you claimed to be nothing but a legend."



Midnight Comet began to cast a spell on the vampire, preventing any chance at escape.



"You just acted like nothing just happened!  And we was just attack by a vampire! "



"Why hasn't it worked yet!?" the vampire growled. "I should have been able to get away by now."



Midnight Comet saw that the Captain began to tense up. "Don't worry, he won't be able to hypnotize us."



"How are you so sure?"



"Well this isn't my first time through the proverbial fire and flames." 



The vampire began to struggle, but couldn't break the bonds that held him down.



"Half-Breed! What have you done! I demand that you tell me!"



Captain Stormy Spear saw Midnight Comet's eyes start to glow red. At first, he thought it was a trick of the light, but he saw that two of Midnight's teeth had sharpened into fangs. There was no denying it. Midnight Comet was a vampire. 



Midnight Comet walked over toward the other vampire, glaring at him the entire time. "I may be a half-bteed, but I am a 4th Gen."



Stormy Spear didn't know what was worse, the look of horror on the vampire's faxe after Midnight Comet's answer. Or the grin that Midnight Comet gave as a response.



Captain Stormy Spear hoped he would be able to put tonight behind him, but as fate would have it, it was not meant to be.
      

      
   
      Where There's Smoke


      
      
      
         
         Drizzles the Firepony

      
         
         ...But Not Through Glass

      
      

      

      
      
         “Age?”



“Nineteen, ma’am.”



“And what’s yer mark in?” drawled Mama Bear. The earth pony’s country accent was thick and foreign to Drizzles, and it took him a long moment to decipher it.



“Cloud gathering, ma’am.” he managed to stammer out, just as the mare across the desk started to give him a funny look. “In Flight School, I placed ninety-eighth percentile for Arid-Condition Moisture-Gathering.”



“Drop the ma’am, partner. Makin’ me feel older than I am.” Mama Bear rolled her eyes. “What’s a fella with your ACMG scores doing in my office, then? Seems to me that you’re on-track for a heckuva career in weather production.”



“W-well, to be honest, I don’t think I can play the corporate game.” Drizzles swallowed down the lump in his throat. “And I’ve always kind of wanted to work for a small-town department. I want to work with honest ponies, you know?”



Mama Bear laughed. For a moment, Drizzles was hurt, but then she waved her hoof in an apology.



“I’m sorry, partner, didn’t mean to offend you,” she said, her eyes sparkling. “It’s just...  I didn’t expect nopony like you when I read the name ‘Persistent Rainfall.’ That a Stalliongrad name?”



“Yes, ma’am. My parents are from up north.” He adjusted himself in his seat. “But my friends all call me ‘Drizzles.’ My uncle came up with it. It’s a better translation, supposedly.”



Mama Bear fixed him with a warm smile. “Well, Drizzles, have you ever lived in a small town?”



“No, I haven’t.”



“Then let me give you some of the small-town honesty you came here for.” Mama’s posture sombered a little. “Small towns don’t have a lot of bits laying around. Myself included, we’ve got four full-timers on payroll, and we’ve got about two dozen reservists, mostly in the local weather team. Everypony else are volunteers.



“The truth is, you can make half again as many bits if you took your skills to Cloudsdale or Manehattan. And they probably won’t work you as hard as we will. You still up for the job?”



“Yes,” said Drizzles, without hesitation. “I’m not getting in this for the money.”



Mama Bear’s eyes narrowed, slightly. “Then, can you start today? We’ve got a spare bunk in the back of the station, if you don’t have a place in town yet.”



It was a test, Drizzles knew.



“Yes, I can.”



“Then the job’s yours, if you want it,” said Mama Bear standing up and offering her hoof to shake.



“Just like that?” said Drizzles as he took Mama’s hoof.



“Just like that, partner.” As she smiled, the spaces around her eyes wrinkled. “Welcome to the Ponyville Fire Department, Persistent Rainfall.”








Drizzle’s first fire was a kitchen fire. Up until then, it had been a few months of mostly getting pet cats off of roofs and cleaning up fallen trees.



It was a slow day at the station, and the six of them were in the little mess hall that doubled as a lounge, playing cards.



“Smoke!” came a shrill voice, as the door slammed open.



Drizzles jumped in surprise, banging a hoof on a leg of the flimsy table. Stacks of pretzels that they had been using as chips toppled and scattered.



“Smoke, west of Town Hall, near the lake!” said the pegasus that Drizzles only then recognized as their spotter for the day. A volunteer from the weather team, named Dew-Mist or something like that.



The spotter had to catch her breath. “I think it’s Blooming’s house! Or maybe the Sprouts’.”



All at once, the room was in motion.



Hotshot and Backburn, the two huge earth pony twins who pulled the 500-gallon engine, were out through the door before it had stopped swinging from Dew-Mist’s entrance.Their linepony, Sprinkler, wasn’t too far behind, her magic scooping up five sets of helmets and coats from the rack as she ran.



Mama Bear seemed the calmest. She dropped her cards in a motion that looked as natural as breathing and approached the spotter.



“Thank you, Dewdrop,” she said, putting a hoof on the flighty pegasus’s shoulder. “I’ll tell the boys to start taking the engine towards the west bank. But you’re gonna have to get a pinpoint on that smoke. Find us along the way, and let us know exactly whose house it is.”



“Got it, Station Chief!” Dewdrop was out the door.



“Drizzles!” said Mama Bear, snapping him out of his trance. She was already starting to move, too. “To the garage, like you’re alive.”



When they got there, Hotshot and Backburn were already in their firejackets and helmets, and they were hooking themselves up to the engine. As soon as she saw them, Sprinkler floated the last two sets of gear to Drizzles and Mama and began dressing them quickly.



Drizzles instinctively tried to help, but Sprinkler huffed in frustration.



“You’re squirming, again, rook,” she said, eyebrows furiously furrowed. “I can do it faster than you—just go limp!”



“I’m sorry!” he squeaked, just as rubberized fire-resistant straps went around his forelegs and chin and waist. Even though he was actually about a year older than her, he happily deferred to her expertise.



Mama Bear had been talking to Hotshot and Backburn the entire time while Sprinkler geared her up, telling them what she had told Dewdrops.



As soon as Drizzles’ wings were through their jacket-holes, the engine was in motion, sirens blaring. Sprinkler had a unicorn’s stamina, so she rode up top while Mama ran alongside them.



They had done some practice runs at full-trot, and Drizzles knew in his head that he was supposed to follow at fifty feet up, and call out any obstacles he saw. But today, with the adrenaline in his throat and the wind in his eyes, it was all he could do to keep up with the twins’ pace.



Just as they cut through the traffic at Town Square, Dewdrop swept down from the sky and landed in the engine next to Sprinkler.



“It’s Blooming’s house, for sure! Red Morning and Updraft confirmed for me.”



“Heard!” said Sprinkler, Hotshot, and Backburn in chorus.



“Call in whoever’s on reserve today.” said Mama Bear. “Pull a stormbank from cloudpen, just in case. I want it over Blooming’s house inside the next fifteen minutes.”



“Yes,” said Dewdrops, and she was gone again.



Two or three heart-pounding minutes later, the fire was in sight. Tongues of fire were licking up one wall of the house, and the windows were shattering in the heat. As they approached the burning building, the acrid smoke singed the insides of Drizzles’ nose. He tried breathing through his mouth, but began coughing instead.



“Shallow breaths, rook,” said Hotshot. “Through your nose, and don’t breathe it all the way in.”



Outside the house, there was a mare and her daughter, watching the fire with a fearful disbelief in their eyes. Drizzles recognized the little filly from his trips to the market—she was always begging her mother to buy her daisies for breakfast.



Mama went straight up to the mare as the twins unhitched themselves and began working the engine’s pump. Sprinkler held the hoses (or “pipes”, as she called them), and pointed them to the center of the fire.



“Blooming, is there anypony still inside?” said Mama.



“No,” said the mare. “No, I don’t think so.”



“Do you know how it started?”



“I think Cheerilee was trying to make me breakfast while I was asleep. She was crying, and when I came downstairs the stove was smoking and the drapes were on fire, too. I couldn’t put it out, so I took her and ran.”



“You did the right thing,” said Mama. She turned back to her team.



“No need to go in, so let’s play it gentle. Sprinkler, we’re gonna contain until they bring in the stormbank. Drizzles, see if you can put together a suppressive shower while we wait.”



Drizzles nodded and flung himself skyward, where somehow the heat and the smoke were even worse. He gave the fire a wide berth, and began flying a lazy fifty-foot circle above it.



Gathering moisture from the air was something that always came naturally to him. As a colt, he’d whip up a fog in his bedroom while playing out the dramatic scenes with his cowboy action figures. It was as easy as blinking, usually.



Today, the airid thermal updraft from the fire had wicked away all of the moisture in the air, and Drizzles was fighting to put together scraps.



By his second lap, he only had a wispy little thing in his hooves the size of a watermelon. His firejacket was heavy as lead, and he was still hacking out his throat from the smoke. Each time he coughed he jostled his precious cargo, and lost a few more strands of moisture.



 It wasn’t until his eighth time around that he had something big enough to start a rainshower with. He followed protocol for a suppressive downpour, and spread out the cloudstuff in an area large enough to cover not only the burning house, but the neighboring houses and fields as well. He kicked it to get it going, and finally a gentle rainstorm began that would protect everything else in the area from the fire.



Just as he glided down to land, panting and coughing, he heard Mama Bear’s voice call out.



“Stormbank’s here, folks!”



Exhausted, Drizzles fell into the grass on his back, as a team of four or five pegasi above him pulled in a dark cumulonimbus cloud and parked it above Drizzle’s set-up of cirrus.



All five pegasi kicked it, and thunder growled from within the cloud as it released its payload: a downpour hard enough to instantly soak Drizzles to the bone, despite his rubberized jacket.



Combined with Sprinkler’s coordinated linework, the fire was down to embers less than three minutes later. The wall was damaged, but the house was standing.



Drizzles only distantly felt relief as he fought to catch his breath, head still spinning from exertion.



The twins and Mama Bear were already entering the house to carry out follow-up actions, when Sprinkler knelt down next to Drizzles in the grass.



“Nice work, Drizzles.”



“I didn’t—” He paused to pant and cough. “I didn’t do that much.”



“Sure you did,” said Sprinkler. “We usually need three or four pegasi to set up a covering shower from scratch in the time that you did.”



“B-but, the stormbank…”



“Got here in less than a third of the time it usually does,” explained Sprinkler. “Blooming lives right next to the lake, which is where the cloud corral is parked. Ponyville covers a big amount of area. Sometimes, it can be almost an hour before we get a stormcloud, and only if there is one in reserve.”



“Okay…” said Drizzles. He was too tired to dredge together any kind of emotional response.



Sprinkler chuckled at him and pulled out a little plastic bag with a glowing gem in it.



“When the docs get here, get yourself checked out for smoke inhalation. Next time, don’t fly so close when you’re doing your loops.”



She held out the bag with the gem to Drizzles. He shot her a questioning look.



“It’s a sapphire with a wind charm on it. Open the bag around your muzzle, and breathe. It’ll help with the smoke in your lungs until the docs get here.”



“Thank you,” said Drizzles, taking it from her.



“You should ask Mama to give you one, too. Every good firepony carries at least one of these on them.” Sprinkler smiled sweetly at him. “You did good today, rook. Really.”



“.... Thank you.”








The first time Drizzles lost against a fire, was about a year after he and Sprinkler were married.



It was one of their nights on-call, when a volunteer literally bucked down the door to their cottage and yelled loud enough to instantly wake them both.



“Fire! Down south! We think it’s the apple fields!”



“Darn it!” Drizzles cursed out loud, as he tried to untangle himself from Sprinkler and their sheets in almost total darkness. “Darn it, darn it!”





By the time they reached the station, Mama Bear and the twins were already geared up. The look on Mama’s face was somber.



“It’s a big one,” she said. “Volunteers say that we’re at almost an acre ablaze, with at least fifteen hundred feet of uncontained border.”



“Holy smokes,” said Sprinkler, as she pulled jackets over herself and Drizzles.



“I’ve told Minty to wake up the whole weather team,” said Mama. “But they don’t have any stormbanks after last week’s thundershower. It’s going to take them some time to funnel up the water from the lake and bring it over to the fire.”



As she talked, Sprinkler flicked on the siren, and the twins began to pull the engine out onto the road, their pace measured in the pitch-blackness. Hotshot and Backburn both carried a lantern around their necks, and so did Drizzles as he flew in formation above them.



But the path to the Apple Farm was an unfamiliar one, and their lanterns only illuminated a frustratingly short distance ahead of them. Every time a wheel got caught in some unseen root or ditch in the dirt road, Drizzles cursed himself as he landed to help Mama and the twins push the engine back out.



When they were in the middle of the thickest, darkest part of the woods, a pegasus volunteer landed next to them.



“It got to the farmhouse!” he said, fear in his voice. “They might still be inside!”



In the light of his lantern, Drizzles saw Mama Bear’s composure sag.



“Drizzles,” she said. “Leave your lantern with Sprinkler. I want you to go ahead of us and set up some kind of precipitation. I don’t know the situation, so I’ll let you judge what kind of coverage we’re going to need.”



As Mama turned to the volunteer, Drizzles waited, just in case there was any information he had to hear.



“Do you know how quickly the Weather Team can get a cumulus there?” asked Mama Bear.



“The captain said forty-five minutes.”



“We’ll be on-site at the farmhouse in twenty. As of now, the fire in the fields is second-priority.” She turned to Drizzles. “Go!”



Drizzles nodded, as Sprinkler’s magic took the lantern from between his teeth.



He launched straight up to clear the trees first, and then he saw the dull glow of the fire, a thousand or two yards away.



Swooping down, in the darkness, he had to circle the blaze almost an entire turn before he finally made out the shape of the farmhouse, on fire.



The fire in the apple orchards didn’t seem to be endangering anything else, right now. The next farm over had a river between them, which’ll buy some time. Drizzles decided that he didn’t have to spare orchard fire any effort for now, and chose instead to put together the heaviest downpour he could on the farmhouse.



The huge thermals from the blaze were wide enough to block off any attempt at a full loop, so he back-tracked a semi-circle above the farmhouse six or seven times, gathering moisture.



When he had a sizable cloud he dragged it into place, and slammed both forehooves down on it. A decent downpour fell on the burning building, and the air around him snapped with vaporized humidity.



As he glided down to assess, another volunteer flew up to him.



“Are you with the FD?” she asked.



“Yes!” he said, hovering to match her altitude.



“We’ve found them! They were in the brook, next to the farmhouse, but we took them to the road.”



“Them?” he asked. “The Apples?”



“Yes, the Apples.”



“How many?” he asked. But his voice was lost to the wind and the crackle of the fire.



The volunteer’s face twisted in confusion.



“How many family members did you find? Did you find them all?”



“Six,” she said. “We found six of them, and they’re by the western road, now.”



Drizzles only knew the Apples as distant acquaintances, and he added up the faces that he knew.



“Thank Celestia,” he said, finally. “I think that’s all of them, thank Celestia.”



For a moment, Drizzles thought as quickly as he could.



“Go find the Engine,” he said to the volunteer. “It’s on the road in Whitetail; you should see their lanterns. Tell them that there’s nopony in the farmhouse, and I can have it contained until the stormcloud gets here. They should go contain the blaze in the fields.”



“Yes, sir!” the volunteer saluted before zipping away.



From there, it was a straightforward task to keep his cloud above the farmhouse in-place and stocked up with moisture. By the time the weather team arrived with a little stormcloud a bit more than half an hour later, Drizzle’s wings were sore, and he collapsed on the grass.



He watched as the fire quickly went out, under the full-blown downpour. The farmhouse was still structurally sound, he noted with a swell of pride.



Just as he lay his head down to rest, a pegasus stallion landed next to him in a hurry.



“Where’s the engine? We need to get some lanterns down to the west road, right now!”



“What’s wrong, partner?” said Drizzles. The inside of his head was fogged from exertion, and it didn’t make sense to him that this volunteer was so riled up.



“The ambulance can’t make it up the road without light. They need a lantern!”



Instantly, the fog in his head was blasted away by a pang of adrenaline.



“Ambulance?! What do you mean?”



“The family’s in bad shape, sir! Smoke inhalation. I think the husband and wife got the worst of it. Their oldest said that they had to go back into the house for their baby and their mother.”



Oh, no. Oh, Celestia, no⁠—I should have⁠—



Drizzles pawed at his jacket for the wind gem he kept in his pocket. When he found it, he launched himself into the air. But his wings burned at the sockets and refused to flap, and he fell face-first into the dirt only a few feet away.



The volunteer panicked and tried to pull Drizzles back to his feet. Drizzles ignored the assistance, and instead pushed the plastic bag in his hooves into the other pony’s.



“Wind gem; it’ll help with breathing. Put the bag around their face.”



The pegasus stallion still looked confused, but he nodded and took off.



Drizzles watched him go, and when he was out of sight, he closed his eyes and tried to squeeze them tight enough to force away the thoughts in his head.



His body was exhausted and spent, and he passed out, asleep, minutes later.



He only found out in the morning that Mac and Buttercup didn’t make it through the night.








Drizzles’ last fire was about six years after he had retired from the Department.



He and Sprinkler decided it would be for the best, for one of them not to have to be on-call when they started having foals. Now with Sprinker’s first baby on the way, Mama Bear set Sprinkler up with a job in the new communications room, coordinating the messages that the volunteers sent each other with the dragonfire that Spike donated to the Department. The twins ran their engine with two new lineponies: pegasi who both used to be in the reserves.



Drizzles himself finally got that job at weather production, for the extra bits it’ll bring in for the new foals. It was a desk job, mostly, and it was so easy that sometimes he felt guilty for the paychecks he got. He almost never met anypony from outside the office, and he certainly never came home smelling of smoke or sore down to his hooves.



One day he was making small talk in the office, when suddenly it felt like his very soul was torn out from his chest.



He fell on the floor, whimpering in pain, as the mare he was talking to did the same. When he rolled his sick, tired eyes to her, his heart dropped into his belly when he saw that her cutie mark was gone.



For hours, they stayed like that, confused and barely able to do anything but breathe.



But the feeling suddenly passed, and then Drizzles was on his hooves again, adrenaline pounding and his cutie mark back on his flank.



He broke a window, leaping out of his office’s third floor.



When he got to the fire station, he found Sprinkler and almost tackled her in a hug. The two stayed like that for a minute, before Sprinkler firmly pushed him away.



“Whatever did that, they say it’s called a ‘Tirek’,” she said, showing him some of the mail she received. “There was some kind of magical confrontation between it and the Princess, and from what I can tell, nopony is hurt, thank Celestia. But now there’s a bunch of little fires across town. The biggest ones are near the square—Mama Bear and the boys are already headed there. I know you’re not on with the department anymore—”



“But they could use the help,” Drizzles finished her sentence. “I’ll go. Stay safe, love.”



“I will!” she said, as she wrapped a fire jacket and a helmet around him. It was a familiar, much-missed sensation.



Drizzles launched himself straight up as soon as he was clear of the building, and headed to the biggest fire he could see. There was so much smoke in the air that he could barely recognize the town below him.



It took him seven minutes to put together a drenchworthy cloud—three minutes longer than he would have if he wasn’t so rusty. But the motions and the actions came back to him as he worked, and by the time he kicked the cloud to start off the downpour, it was like he never quit.



When he landed to assess, only then did he realize what building he had just put out. There were blasted scraps of pages on the ground, their ink running and soaking in the rain that Drizzles had started.



Across from where he stood, Princess Twilight sat on the ground near the ruined library, clutching two or three intact books to her chest. She was pointed away from him, her body shaking gently at periodic intervals.



As he approached her, he realized she was crying.



Drizzles sat down next to her and put a wing over her shoulder.



Princess Twilight jumped at first, and then gently pushed his wing aside and she tried to wipe away her tears.



“After all that happened today,” she said, “I know that one little library isn’t exactly a big deal. It’s all just stuff, but…. But…”



Sobs overtook her words again, and Drizzles nodded.



“I know, partner. I know how it is,” he said.



Twilight’s sobs broke into a fit of coughing, and Drizzles saw how pale her face looked.



He reached into his shirt pocket, and pulled out the wind gem that he never stopped carrying with him.



“Here,” he said. “Breathe slowly. This’ll help clear your lungs.”



Twilight took the little bag, and breathed into it, and cried into it, and slowly she calmed down. Finally, she looked up into his eyes for the first time.



“You’re Persistent Rainfall, right? The firepony?”



“My friends call me Drizzles. And it’s former firepony.”



Twilight nodded, slumped forwards. Drizzles put his wing around her again, and this time she didn’t recoil.



“Do you ever feel like you could have messed up really badly, Drizzles?” she asked. She didn’t seem like a Princess at that moment. Just a tired girl.



“Yes,” he said. “I have. But I reckon that you didn’t mess up, today.”



“Why do you say that?” asked Twilight. “How can you be sure?”



“Well, would you have done anything differently?”



Twilight blinked in confusion. “Huh?”



“I mean, if you had the chance to redo this whole thing, what would you have done different?”



“Nothing, I guess.”



“Yep,” said Drizzles. “Whenever I think about the jobs I messed up, there’s always something I wish I had done differently. If you realize that you wouldn’t have done anything differently, that’s when you know that it was a win.”



“Okay,” said Twilight.



Her horn lit up, and the books in her grasp teleported away. To somewhere safe, Drizzles assumed.



“Thank you for putting this out,” she said, motioning to the ruined treehouse. “I’ll be back tomorrow to go through it again. And I’ll probably cry again.”



“I reckon that’ll be just fine, sugarcube,” said a new voice, from behind them.



Drizzles turned around.



Applejack was so much taller and so much older than when he last saw her. In Drizzles’ memory, she had always been a frightened little girl who had just lost her mother.



She wore a gentle, bright smile on her face that broke into pieces when she began to cough from the smoke. Applejack took her father’s hat off her head and fanned it across her face.



Twilight offer Applejack the gem, and quickly explained it to her as Drizzles watched.



The young mare, who looked so much like her mother, took the little bag in her hooves and breathed into it, slowly.



“Thanks, sugarcube,” she said. She offered the bag back to Drizzles. “Is this yours, Mr. Drizzles?”



It took him a moment to recover from the surprise that she remembered his name, but he shook his head.



“Keep it,” he said. “I want you to keep it.”



Just as her head tilted in confusion, Drizzles cut her off before she could speak.



“I’ve gotta go find my Engine. Stay safe, now.”



He launched before they could reply, and flew up and up until he could see all of Ponyville below him.
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         He called me Tempest Shadow, ran his leathery paw across my cheek, and told me to get back in my cage. 



He made his way back up the steps to his throne, arms folded at his sides like he was taking a morning jog. He swung his lanky, white, ape-like body around, plopped in his chair and sighed liked he’d landed in bed. He pressed his paw against his cheek and frowned upon me.



“Was I not clear?” he said.



I couldn’t answer—too busy wondering how long it would be before I saw the sun again. From behind his metal chair, a row of windows gave view to the churning storms outside.



“Answer when you’re spoken to, Tempest.”



I faltered where I stood. My mouth was agape, and I hadn’t the energy to close it. 



“Th…that’s it?” I gasped.



“What’s it?”



“I’ve been in that cage for days… maybe even weeks, and when you finally take me out of there it’s… to give me a name?”



“It takes a while to come up with a good one. Cut me some slack.” 



“But my horn! You said—” I stumbled forward. “You said you could…”



He held up a paw. “Also, you’ve only been in there four days. But it’s hard to keep track of time in that kind of darkness, so don’t sweat the error.” He made a shooing motion with his free paw. “Now then. Off you go.”



I stayed where I was. Against either wall, a set of identically burly guards stood still. Any of them could be the ones that threw me into the cage the first time, or dragged me into the throne room not five minutes ago. And a part of me worried they would get in trouble for not moving, for not corralling me back to the cage.



I swallowed. “Aren’t they going to…?”



“Nope,” he said, twirling his staff in his fingers. “You know where you’re staying now. They’re busy.”



The guards stayed still like statues.



“And… if I leave?” I asked.



He stopped twirling the staff and grinned with big teeth. “You’ll have to figure out how to survive the drop first. Besides,” he said, sitting forward. “I have spellstones littering every hall and room of this airship. One wrong move, one wrong word—” he tapped the side of his head “—and I’ll know. Hey, I’m thirsty, where’s my water?”



I took a step back and bumped into a bumbling servant wearing a black metal mask. He carried a silver platter carrying nothing but a great jug of water. The servant eyed me petulantly and carried on up the stairs.



The Storm King took a generous gulp of water straight from the jug and exhaled. “Sorry, I get thirsty when I talk too much. Where were we? Oh, right, you were buzzing off.”



My head dropped. I turned and left, my mouth still open.



“Toodles!” I heard behind me, and the door shut with a thud, leaving me alone in the corridor.



Every step had become a journey. Every small shift and groan in the airship’s flight threatened to knock me over, but I didn’t fall. I grit my teeth so hard I thought they might crack.



He was right. I knew the way back.



Down the skinny steel corridor—a right, a left, a right—through the square door to the chamber, down the short flight of stairs, under the buzzing red light on the wall and into the one-by-one little cage, where the gate shut behind me automatically, and the red light turned off.








In the darkness, I became dangerously unoccupied. I only had the thinking. Thinking, and nothing else. I tried keeping track of time. I counted the seconds up to two minutes, before I realized that would drive me insane. And when I fell asleep, I lost track anyways.



I pretended I had stopped time. The airship hung in the air, a bolt of lightning split the sky permanently in two. The Storm King sat frozen in his chair. As long as I breathed, I was the only one alive.



The only exercise I had was when I ate. At random times—or maybe I just couldn’t peg the intervals—a plate of food would warp into the chamber, and the cage would click open. The red light wouldn’t turn on, and if I hadn’t been paying attention to the flash of the spell, I had to search with my hooves to find it—quickly, but not so quickly that I knocked it over. As much as hard, chunky gruel could be knocked over. It tasted dry, like dirt, and just as bitter, but it kept me alive.



At least he wanted me alive.



I realized there must be guards watching me through those spellstones. Entertaining themselves with images in a control room somewhere on the airship while I felt around for my life. Slapping their knees. Pointing at me. Look at her go. If I ever got hold of them, they would never laugh again. And they’d certainly never point.



One day, or perhaps night, an hour into a frantic search, I heard a voice.



“It’s to your left.”



The red light buzzed on, I saw the plate and the food—I’d guessed right—and dove for it. I carried it back into my cage and shoveled it in my mouth. I tasted nothing. My taste buds had shut down a long time ago. When I finished, I remembered the voice.



A squat, gray hedgehog with a shorn white mohawk sat in front of the cage on a wooden stool he must have carried in himself. I eyed him carefully as the gate gradually shut behind me and clicked.



“Hi there,” he said. “Name’s Grubber. You must be Tempest Shadow.”



I shook my head. “No.”



Grubber winced. “Trust me. The sooner you take to that name the better.”



“It’s not my name.”



“None of us have our real name anymore. You think I was born Grubber?”



I took stock of this stocky creature. Even in the faint red light, his features stood out. His wide eyes took in everything. His carnivore teeth stuck out of his mouth. A shiny coat of drool covering his bottom lip.



“You… kinda look like a Grubber,” I said.



Grubber let out a single chuckle. “Alright, you caught me. No, he only changed yours. Your last one was kind of a mouthful. This one rolls off the tongue better.”



“But it’s not my name.”



“Let’s talk about something else.” He pulled out an orange, breathed on it and rubbed it against his chest. “I know you just ate, but, here.”



I shied away from the orange in his claws. A trick. It had to be.



“I shouldn’t be here,” I said.



Grubber sighed and took back the orange. He started to peel it. I looked at the ceiling to stop salivating. Chains and links hung from up there, swaying in unison at the sway of the ship. So much for stopping time.



“He said he would fix my horn,” I said. “That’s the only reason I boarded in the first place.” I huddled closer to myself. “He said he could make me whole again.”



“Maybe he can, maybe he can’t. Who’s to say?”



“Are you saying he’s not sure?”



He snorted. “Storms, no. I’m saying he lied.”



“What?”



“It’s what he does, Tempest. He’s proud of it. Haven’t you heard him talking about the latest trick he pulled over someone on the morning announcements?”



I frowned, but I refused to turn my head. I could hear the orange skin peeling off the sweet, sugary orange inside, and that was enough torture on its own.



“Oh,” Grubber said. “You don’t get the PA system in here. Right. Forgot about the whole… no contact thing.”



“No contact?” 



“Yeah. Drives you crazy faster.”



“You aren’t supposed to be in here,” I realized.



A pause. “Wow. You really are smart,” Grubber said. “But… you’re not quite there.”



“Then why are you here?”



“I’ve been ordered to come get you, Tempest. You have an appointment with the Storm King.”



My breath caught. I shuffled in the cage. My body shook.



“Yeah, that’s how everyone reacts. But don’t worry, we have another…”



Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him lift his arm. Peering at an imaginary watch.



“…Thirty minutes? See, they never said when I’m supposed to come get you. So I came early to help you get some strength. Now will you please take the stupid orange?”



Still, I refused to look. I waited for the trick. Soon, he would strike a deal with me, in return for the orange. Maybe it was poison, pure and simple. Or maybe once I reached for it he would pull it away and laugh.



But the thought of facing the Storm King as weak as I was…



“Last chance, or I’m gonna eat it.”



Against my better judgment, I turned my head.



The orange was made of chocolate.








The throne room didn’t look any different. Still those same guards in rows along the walls, still that twisted metal throne, still that hunched white beast waiting to be entertained, and still those storms behind him.



Grubber plodded up the steps to the throne, twisted around and stood with his claws behind his back. Beside the Storm King, he winked at me.



The Storm King unfolded his arms and spread them wide. “Tempest, Baby, so lovely to see you. Enjoying your stay?”



My body ached. The phantom horn in my forehead pulsed in anger.



“I’ll cut to the point,” the Storm King said. “I’ve got a proposition for you. How would you like me to change your name again?”



I made to speak, but he waved my words away like dust off a table.



“I should be clear. I’m just going to add it.” He scooted forward in his seat and folded his paws like a tent. “How would you like to be Commander Tempest Shadow?”



As if on cue, a bolt of lightning tore through the sky outside, and a soft rumble shook the ship.



It probably was on cue.



“I’m sorry?” I said. Whimpered.



“Now, now, before you answer, listen to me. Ponies are simple, pathetic, pedestrian creatures. I know it, you know it, it’s a fact of life.” He raised one finger. “But that makes me pretty good at reading them. And I… well, Tempest, I see a smart, clever, driven pony when I see one. Trust me, I don’t make this offer lightly.”



I barely even gave it a thought. Absolutely not. The only reason I didn’t say that was because of what he might do if I refused.



I shook my head. I said, “I just want…”



The Storm King sneered. “Yeah, yeah, pwease, oh pwease Mistah Storm King, pwease give me my hown back. You know that gets old, right?”



I teetered in place. One more soft rumble of thunder, and I sat down, panting. Whatever extra energy that chocolate orange had given me, I had none left.



The Storm King kept pressing. “Why do you want your horn back so bad, anyways? You can still use magic.”



Only to hurt. Only to destroy. Which, I realized, was another reason he wanted me.



“I want all my magic,” I said. “I can’t live like this.”



“So vanity doesn’t play into it at all?”



“What?”



The Storm King smirked. Even Grubber raised an eyebrow.



“Everyone looks at you funny, don’t they, Tempest? You’re a freak. You’re ugly. You want your horn back so you can be a pretty pony again.”



“I don’t care about that,” I muttered.



“Sure you don’t.” He leaned back in his chair. “And I’m sure you don’t care that the only way you’ll ever make a friend again is with a paper bag over your head.”



“I don’t give a damn about friends!” I slammed my hoof into the steel floor, and my broken horn crackled. It was too much. My leg shook in pain. My head pounded.



But the Storm King smiled. “Now you’re speaking my language.” His smile disappeared. “But fine. Fine!” he shouted. “If you don’t care about your looks, why don’t we talk about option number two. Ready?”



He clapped his paws together twice.



Nothing happened. Even the storm outside didn’t rumble or flash, as if watching.



“I said…” He raised his paws again. “Ready?” He clapped twice.



Still nothing. Grubber coughed into his fist.



The Storm King sighed. “Technology. Ya gotta love it.”



Flames spewed from the floor. I yelped and scrambled backwards at the sudden heat. I crawled straight into a guard behind me, banging my shoulder on his chestplate. He pushed me off him.



“There we go!” the Storm King celebrated.



A line of fire—no, at least three lines of fire—shot straight up from pipes in the floor, separating me from the throne. The flames licked the image of the Storm King, warping him in the heat. His grin could frighten ursas.



“You can either join me, help me conquer the land, and I’ll give you your horn back—oooorrrrrr, if you really can’t wait, you can jump through those flames, and I’ll give your horn back right now. If you really don’t care about looks… then it should be no problem.”



It took two tries to get to my hooves. Was it really that simple? I calculated. How quick could I jump? How long would I be in the flame? How much fur would I lose?



“That’s really all it takes?” I shouted over the billowing flames. “Get to the other side, and you’ll make me whole again?”



“Sweet, merciful Storms,” came his reply. “You’re actually considering the fire.” From between the flames, I saw him roll his eyes. “Yeah, yeah, I’ll give it back. You know… after you put yourself out.”



I swallowed. Dry and long. I took one cautious step towards the flame and extended a hoof, like a child inching towards a cold lake. Even from five feet away, my fur felt close to burning.



I heard two claps. The flames vanished in an instant. Overhead, I heard fans exhausting the smoke away. After a few seconds, they shut off, and the room became terribly quiet.



“What…?” I murmured.



“I don’t like to rush these things,” the Storm King said, reclining in his chair. “Besides, you’re conflicted. I get it. How ever will you choose? Commander Tempest, or Burn-Victim Tempest? Well, just say the word when you’re ready to choose and I’ll pencil you in. Okay?”



I found myself looking at Grubber. He stared at the floor, his eyes wider than ever. He shaped his mouth as if to whistle, but if he did, I didn’t hear it.



The Storm King leaned forward. “We’re done here, Tempest Shadow. Get back to your cage.”








In the vast chamber and that tiny cage, I thought of the flames. In my sleep, I dreamed of them. One small leap. One last piece of torture. And I could be whole again. 



Time passed without me. Only counting the meals, of which I had four, I guessed that eight days had gone by. But I was never hungry.



Grubber started coming by. Regularly. Sometimes with a plate of carrots, celery, or crackers, and always with a kind of dessert. He tried to speak with me, but most days I didn’t answer. Just took his food and let him rant. Schedules. Grueling housework. Cleaning the Storm King’s Feet. The trials and tribulations of getting between the toes. 



I only thought of the flames.



“You want my advice?” he said one day while I listened vaguely. “Don’t play his game.”



He’d brought in a long wooden stool this time, wide enough for him to recline on and drop milk chocolate balls into his mouth, as if receiving grapes from an imaginary servant.



“What game?” I asked.



“You know. The fire one.”



I shifted in the cage. “It’s my only choice.”



“See, I don’t think you know your choices. Not really.”



“Because he’s lying.”



“Because he’s lying.”



“So I should just join you?”



Grubber hoisted himself back up to sitting. He swirled the candies in his claw like a glass of wine, then handed me one. I took it without looking. Sweet. With hazelnut filling.



“Well,” he said, munching, “let’s be real here, Tempest. Option one is a lot less likely to be a lie.”



“But he’s evil.”



Grubber shrugged. “He’s a winner. It’s the smart choice, working from him. The dental’s not bad, either…”



“That’s why you joined him? Because you think he will win?”



“Oh, Storms yeah. Are you kidding? When he tore through my hometown and enslaved everyone, it was like seeing a flight of angels. You know, angels that like to burn and pillage stuff. But I knew whatever he wanted, he’d get it, so I signed right up.” He opened his mouth and threw a chocolate ball in the air. It bounced off his tooth and rolled onto the floor. He watched it go, sadly. 



“I mean,” he continued, “I was rotting in a jail cell at the time, so it was an easy choice. But still.”



“How honorable.”



“Honor schmonor. If I had any honor, I’d be a goner by now. And just between you and me…”



I tilted my head. “What?”



“…The moment he comes across someone stronger than him, I will change sides like that,” he said, punctuating the last word with a snap of his claw.



I stammered. “Y-you… idiot.” I took hold of the bars. “You’ve just sealed your fate.”



“…What’s that now?”



“The spellstones! He can hear everything, see everything! And you…” I crumpled. “He’ll put you away. Or worse.”



“He probably would, if he heard what I just said,” Grubber mused. He tossed another treat into the air, and successfully caught it this time. “Lucky for me there’s no such thing as a spellstone.”



My hooves fell off the bars. “No…”



“‘Fraid so.”



“That was another lie.”



“I’ve said something that would get me in trouble in every room in this airship.”



“Why would he invent something so… contrived?”



“Because he’s got no real loyalty. So he craves it, and gets it however he can. Pulls tricks. Lies. Scares us.” He shrugged. “Not that it doesn’t work. Phew! Frightening guy, let me tell ya, but I guess you already knew that.”



The airship shook terribly. Grubber braced himself on the stool. I let myself be rocked. What was a few more bruises?



“Can I have the rest?” I asked Grubber.



“Of the chocolate?” He pulled it towards himself a little. “Why?”



“I’m going to be needing my strength.”








He paced up and down the steps to his throne in a strange, oblique circle. One hand folded behind his back. The other scratching his chin. His staff lay across the arms of the throne.



“Be right with you,” he said.



I stood shaking, several paces from where the fire would appear. I took deep breaths. Grubber told me they might help. He was wrong. 



The strange little hedgehog watched the Storm King, then me, then him, back and forth. A worried look on his face. He shook his head at me. Don’t do it.



I shook my head back. I wanted to say Don’t worry, but I don’t think it came across, because he only worried harder.



“Okay,” the Storm King said, clapping his paws together. “I’ll deal with that later. Now, what did you decide?”



“I’m not sure,” I said.



His shoulders slumped. “Grubber told me you were ready.”



“I want to talk first.”



“Well, I’m busy—”



“What’s it like? Serving under you, Your Grace?”



He perked right up. “Well, well. Look who’s naming who now.”



“I just want to know what I’m getting into,” I said. “Should I pass your standards.”



With that, he was off. He described my roles in detail, but I only listened to the highlights. Heavy-lifting. Enforcement. And if I was good, some strategy. I pictured myself standing at a map the size of a table, pushing pawns around and conceiving plots and invasions. I could never do it, but I nodded along to his speech.



Eventually: “But that’s all high-level stuff, Tempest. You’ll get to know… more…” He smacked his lips.



I tensed.



“Ugh. Dry mouth. Hang on a sec. Water!”



Dropping my head low, I felt the vibrations in the steel floor. A soft, warning earthquake before the main event. I counted down from three.



“Move,” came a muffled voice from behind me.



I spun around, snatched the jug off the servant’s tray and poured the water over myself. My first shower in weeks. I tried to keep it out of my mouth, but some got in. Crisp. Cool. Electrifying. 



I shook out my mane, rubbed the water all over my face, dropped the jug and clapped my hooves twice.



The flames burst on.



I ducked and ran. Five steps, four, three, two—it might not protect all of me, but it was something—one step more, and I leapt.



Two claps.



The flames vanished.



I shrieked in midair, and I realized I’d never planned for a landing. I stumbled across the floor, skidded and slipped, and banged my flank against the foot of the stairs.



I groaned, my energy gone. My head throbbed, my phantom horn shot pain from my forehead down my spine. My moaning was the only sound in the silence, until:



“Cheater.” 



Up above, standing and towering over me, the Storm King held his hands together and put them by his side. He snatched his staff and came down, three giant steps at a time.



Behind him, Grubber pressed his claws together over his mouth. He looked away.



“I had you pegged for a clever one,” the towering king said. He sighed. “But I didn’t expect cheating.” 



“What—?” I gasped, scurrying back. “No! You never said I couldn’t—”



“It was implied.” He frowned, shook his head, like a gardener lamenting the death of his favorite flower. “You’ve made a bad decision, sweetheart.”



“You never…”



“I hope you realize,” he said, silencing me with a finger, “options one and two are now off the table. If you ever want off this ship, your only choice is the fire.” He bent over, his paws folded behind his back, and sneered in my face. “And I will not be giving you your horn back.”



I swung a hoof. I hit him right in his jaw. It was soft, fleshy, and weak, but so was I. I practically pushed his head gently to the side. 



The floor vibrated. Something, several somethings, approached.



The Storm King turned his head back to me, his smile as big as I’d ever seen.



“The bad decisions just keep on coming, huh?”








In the darkness, I thought of pain.



A swollen eye. A split lip. A series of invisible pains on one side of my stomach. I want to see the bruises, he ordered. But my fur was already the right color.



I stopped thinking of the flames, or dreaming about them. Instead, I dreamed of home—of blueberry pies on windowsills, of the stern lessons of adults, of my friends and I galloping, lying in meadows, and playing rough. The sounds of birds, running water. The word ‘ow’ pronounced with an extra syllable at the end.



In the distance, in every dream, storms swirled and flashed.



I hadn’t spoken to Grubber in days, but he still came by.



“It’s my fault,” he finally said. He left a slice of cake by the bars and sat down on his little stool.



I didn’t answer. I kept my eyes shut. Even the red light above the door was blinding.



“I told you not to play his game.” A pause. “I didn’t mean try to change the rules. I should’ve said.”



I peered over my shoulder at him. On his stool, his claws touching, pressing his palms together. Together, apart. Together, apart. What did he even want?



“Why are you still here?” I muttered.



He raised an eyebrow. “Because I can’t survive the fall?”



“No.” I groaned, turned over. “Why are you here, with me?”



Grubber sighed heartily. “You gonna eat that?” he said of the cake. 



I shook my head.



He reached over and snatched it off the paper plate. He munched. He’d already finished his own.



“Conversation.”



I scoffed. “That’s it?”



“You may have noticed no-one else around here is super friendly. Or speaks at all. You’re the first.”



I turned away from him, hugged my shoulders. “That’s it.”



“Yeah. That’s it.”



“I’m ready.”



“Wha—?” he said with his mouth full. He swallowed. “What did you say?”



“Tell the Storm King I’m ready.”



“He said you can’t join us anymore.”



“I know.”



Creaking, unsturdy, and shaking, I pushed myself up to sitting. The pain screamed at me, but I could stand. I could walk. That was all I needed.



“Don’t play his game,” Grubber said.



I let out a small, desperate laugh.



“I don’t have a choice.”








Grubber supported me as I hobbled into the throne room, and in the moment he saw me, the Storm King clapped his hands. The flames burst upwards, inches away from his nose, and he grimaced from beyond the veil.



“Let’s get this over with,” he drawled.



Grubber let me go. He stepped back uneasily, lowered his gaze.



I took two steps forward. The heat painted me from top to bottom. Deep breaths. Just a little more pain. Then it’s over.



“Well?” the Storm King said. “It’s not getting any colder.”



“No,” I replied. I swallowed and breathed. “I refuse.”



The Storm King stepped into the fire. His staff, glowing behind him, divided the flames and pushed them back into the floor, where they swirled and spat in anger. He crossed the barrier and bent to my level.



“Maybe I wasn’t clear,” he hissed.



“If I walk through that fire,” I explained, “I would be maimed. I would become uglier than I already am. And I would struggle to serve as an enforcer if I became so damaged.”



His expression darkened and darkened, even darker than the chamber and the cage. He reached out and gripped my chin. “So I definitely wasn’t clear.”



“I have something you want,” I whispered.



His grip tightened. “You have nothing.”



“I have information,” I said. “Information that I shouldn’t have.”



His grip relaxed. He asked a threatening, angry question using only his face.



“One of your subordinates has been visiting prisoners. Confiding in them.”



“I only have one prisoner.”



“I know. And this subordinate told me, among other secrets, that the moment you come across someone stronger than yourself, he would switch sides. Like that,” I said, punctuating the last word with a spark from my horn.



“Who?”



I’d planned on holding the information back. But I couldn’t help peering behind me. I needed to see.



Grubber’s arms were by his side. He swayed like he’d just received all the pummeling I did. His face contained all the shock for what just happened, and all the terror for what was to come.



And that was enough.



“Well.” The Storm King let go of my chin, straightened up and ran his tongue across his jagged teeth. “Isn’t that interesting.”



“I-it’s not true, Boss!” Grubber gasped. “Boss, she’s lying! We can’t trust her!”



“Oh, Grubber.” He tsked. “If she’d said anyone else, I wouldn’t have believed her. But you…” he wagged a finger. “I’ve always had my suspicions about you.”



“Boss, I can explain!”



Grubber ran for the door. I heard the thud of a face hitting a chestplate. The grunt of a guard, and a fat, limp hedgehog sliding across the floor. I couldn’t watch. Or perhaps I just didn’t. 



“Tempest,” he muttered. “Why?”



“Because she’s smart!” the Storm King celebrated, arms wide, grinning from ear to ear. He pointed his staff to a random guard. “Didn’t I tell you she was smart?” The guard looked left, right, and nodded.



“Oh-ho-ho-ho!” The storms outside boomed with joy. “I knew I found a good one!”



And I smiled. It was fake, something I’d been practicing for this exact moment. But as he towered over me, danced in celebration, and clasped me on the shoulders, my smile, gradually, became real.








I knew the way by heart, now. Down the skinny metal hallway—a right, a left, a right—through the square door to the dark chamber, down the short flight of stairs. I felt for the hidden switch under the stairs and flicked on the red light. It buzzed expectantly.



I walked up to the cage. I rested a hoof on the metal bar—from the outside this time—and scraped flecks of rust onto the floor.



The prisoner lay on his back, eyes closed. A bruised eyelid. A split lip. Holding his chest and squeezing it. I wondered what he dreamed in there.



“Hi, Grubber,” I said. 



Grubber frowned. “What do you want now?”



“Was it true?”



He opened his eyes, and stared at the ceiling instead of me. “Was what true,” he grumbled.



“If he comes across someone stronger than him, you’ll switch sides. Is that true?”



“…Yes.”



I slammed my hoof on the cage, rattling him alert. He sat up and locked eyes with me.



“Just wait till I get my horn back.”





      

      
   
      Old Flames


      
      
      
         
         The Passing of the Torch

      
      

      

      
      
         The cratered landscape stretched out to the horizon, ashen, dark and lifeless. She walked along under the starry sky, her hair streaming back in a wind that existed in no mortal plane.



She had circled the equator so many times that her latest trails had obliterated the older ones. She had originally intended to step more carefully and use the earliest trails as a record to mark the passage of time. How long had she been here? The centuries blurred together. Her crenellated royal shoes had worn to nothing, their enchantment faded, and she’d discarded them long ago. 



It was harder still when the sister you’d loved all your life had simply abandoned you here, alone. But there was still a glow on the horizon, something that was worth walking for. 



She ambled on. Long absence had given her perspective. In her mind were the reflection of blue skies and green grasses, running waters and crisp fresh breezes, ozone of thunderstorms and the sharp smell of rain on hot rock. These things were distant to her, as if they were fever dreams of a place that had never been. 



The ash crunched under her bare hooves as she traveled. Here, the atmosphere was sparse and something that only an alicorn could process, and food and water were absent. But there were other means of sustenance burning in her. She’d made a covenant long ago and it still held strong. Love had kept her alive so far; it could do so for a bit longer.



She left the miles behind her in sedate steps as the red-gold glow grew before her. It wouldn’t be long now.



She passed along a low rille, black and glassy like obsidian, then passed by the end and climbed a steep ridge, reaching the crest, then scrambling down into a wide crater, its floor crazed with enormous crevices that caused fragments the size of houses to sit askew.



At its center was a peak, and from the peak there was the jetting plume of fire that soared up into space, curling in transparent streamers and ghostly flickers of plasma, casting its golden red light over all around it.



 The very last living flame on the whole of the burnt-out Sun.



Her white coat outlined with the glow of the fire, Celestia settled herself into the gritty ash, and waited.



In the sky overhead, a dim crescent showed the ravaged face of what had once been the globe of Equus. There was no moon in sight.








Celestia waited patiently under the dancing, twisting flame until the arranged time, staring blankly into space. She had nowhere else to be.



Eventually, something like a comet approached, and Celestia watched as it slowly grew larger, shining even through the glare of the flickering solar flare before her. It smoothly took up a precise orbit overhead, a gleaming satellite in the heavens.



Ten minutes later, a flash of violet light gave a brief counter-light to Celestia’s form, and another alicorn appeared, shielded against the harsh environment.



Celestia read the message in her former student’s eyes as she approached. She was even taller now, a full sized Alicorn as Celestia had been in the first fires of her youth, and that confirmed the news.



“You found one that sang to you? I am quite relieved.” Celestia almost seemed to settle into the dust and ash.



Twilight stopped and stood several feet from her mentor. She nodded. “I am bonded. It has agreed to warm the new world we found, and to supplement my powers. In return, I will care for it and extend its life just as it will extend mine.”



“What is its name?”



“It chooses to be called Vahtane. I’d never really understood that Sol was actually a proper name, both personal and individual. Part of it was that Sol never spoke to me as It did to you and Luna. I leaned heavily on that gadget of yours for a while.”



Celestia nodded.



“Vahtane has its own understanding of what Elements are, as well,” continued Twilight. “You were right that I can’t bring the old ones along; it has to bond with the sphere to which it gives light and life, and Elements, or things like them, should arise in time. But in the meantime, it’s hard to get along without them.”



Celestia smiled. “Sol was an old star when I bonded with it, Twilight. Its powers were more mature, which was both useful and disruptive. I hope Vahtane and you shall have a long and fruitful time together.”



“As do I. I can’t wait to get back to Vahtane and get started on the restoration…”



The ship overhead had left its tremendous cargo section behind in Vahtane’s stellar system. This section was overseen by seven Windigoes, who were keeping the precious contents frozen to as close to absolute zero as was feasible. Inside were the seeds of new generations of countless animals, birds and fish, along with genetic material for all of Equestria’s sapient races and as many mortal individuals as Twilight and her team had been able to preserve in the limited time and space that was available.



“…Not that I wish to cut this visit short,” finished Twilight. “I’m here for as long as you need me.”



Celestia gently shifted her weight as if she was a porcelain doll. “I am of course most happy to see you; still, it is best that we proceed directly. Did you have any more questions for me?”



“Yes. You said that Sol was old when you bonded with it. Why did you not select a younger star?”



“It was a plan gone wrong, Twilight. My… parents is too strong a word, let us say progenitors… had managed to select a star whose course would eventually bring it into proximity with another star, at a time when the original star’s life was ending. From there, they hoped that they, or one of their offspring, could bond with that one and continue the life cycle for Equus. 



“But that younger star’s path was intersected by yet another that they’d overlooked, and that interloping star was Sol. They nearly collided, exchanging much stellar material and their momenta. The intended star was flung off course and Sol roughly took its position. Right at the point where the progenitors of Luna and I were hoping for a fresh young star, Sol was the only option we had, barring a long search that would put all Equus in jeopardy.”



Twilight drew a sharp breath under her force-field gas mask, but did not speak. 



Celestia continued. “There was another problem; with so little remaining energy available, only one of us could make the full bond with Sol. Our progenitors left to seek other stars, leaving Luna and I to work out a solution that would preserve both ourselves and the burgeoning life on Equus itself. 



“Luna was younger and had less need for a stellar connection, though we still quarrelled about the issue longer than was wise. She bonded with the old star, and as its flames faded the core of it became the Moon of Equus. Its remaining power launched her into her span. She and I also bonded with each other, in a way; we called it being ‘Sphere sisters.’ After that, history unrolled much as you know it, until millennia after your Ascension, when Sol started to lose its fires.”



Celestia paused and stared into the sky, her pupils wide and as dark as the inky black between the stars.



“I’m… I’m still grieving after the Sundering. It’s like when I lost her before, during her exile, but I know this time that I won’t see her again.”



The Sundering had been a catastrophe that happened seven hundred years after Sol’s fires had started to fade. It had nearly put an end to all Equestrian life forever.



Discord, long bereft of Fluttershy, and Luna, seemingly bereft of sense along with her source of power, had torn up miles-wide sections of the land and the seas, and transported them to the Moon, which had then broken its bonds of gravitation and magic and sped off on a straight tangent into space, never to be heard from again in the millennia hence. Luna had not even said goodbye in any meaningful way, though the gaps in the land could be taken to be the characters of the “ch” phoneme. Ciao?



“I can try to find her for you, said Twilight. “We’re still exploring the universe; Cadance’s team report that they are making progress. There is a chance we can talk to her and try to reason with her, bring her back to you.”



Celestia’s expression remained solemn. “It would not change much for me, I fear. You should certainly make peace with her should you encounter her, but bear in mind that unless she found an alternate star very swiftly, she must have been largely drawing the sustenance of her Alicorn being from Discord’s chaos magic. I am afraid that by this time, conversation with her would be difficult—”



The great flame flickered, jetted pure blue, and guttered in agonized surges for a long horrible minute, then resumed blazing in red-gold.



Celestia closed her eyes for a moment, then looked up to Twilight again. 



“We must conclude our business swiftly. Is there anything I can do for you, before you leave?”



“Teacher…” Twilight’s eyes welled with tears. “Please hear me out. I want you to come with us. I have prepared a vessel that can maintain the essence of your spirit, as I did with Spike and the other dragons. You, along with Sol, could start a new life with Vahtane’s aid. Please…”



Celestia gave a cavernous smile. “Sol will never leave here, and I will never leave Sol. This is a bond set in stone, Twilight, and you shall not change it. Let us not waste time considering what cannot be.”



“Then—” Drops of water fell and hissed as they merged with the hot ash. “I would hold you once again, one last time.”



“Dearest Twilight—” Celestia had no water left in her body to weep. “I wish this could be, but there is very little flesh and blood holding me together at this point. It is best that we do not try.



“But here is the gem from my peytral, which of all my possessions has spent the longest time at my breast. Do take it; though ancient, it may yet do you some good, and if it cannot, at least you will have something by which to remember me. And know, my dear Twilight, you and Luna, Sunset and Spike, were ever closer to my heart than this gem.”



She tore the gem from the peytral, which ripped like weak gold foil, and passed it to Twilight, who for a moment could not take it, as she shook and wept. Then she mastered herself, and at last, her magic closed around the gem.



“I wrought as well as I could with what I was given, Twilight,” said Celestia. “Take what I gave you, and wreak order and reason and goodness upon the world yourself, as best you may.”



“Farewell, Teacher.” Twilight’s voice was as tight and controlled as she’d ever held it. “While my own fire burns, the good you did will persist, and I will not forget you.”



The violet light flashed again, leaving Celestia alone and lit in orange once more. Her body seemed ashen, as if carved from pumice.



Are you ready, Sol?



I am, Celestia, if you have done all you need to do. Join me.



I did not say it to her, Sol, but you were the closest. Always the closest, even when I had to push you aside.



I understand. All that may have stood between us is forgiven. Join me now.



Celestia slowly stood, and walked forward into the jetting flame. The gas rushed around her, flowing firm and filling her wings. She spread them, and leaped up, spinning in the plasma flow, as she used to rise in the air from the sheer joy of making contact with her ancient charge. Her white coat gave off an intense glow as the dancing flame absorbed her, then her silhouette went dark and the darkness went skeletal and she became part of it all, her spirit merging with Sol. Higher and higher it reached, as if arching into a full flare as Sol had loved to create when It was a young star full of life.



Then the flame flickered, guttered, and collapsed. In the crater there was only darkness and the dying glow of hot ashes.
      

      
   
      In Soviet Equestria, The Moon Shoots For You!


      
      
      
         
         ...But Not Through Glass

      
      

      

      
      
         The only fear I felt, as I stood under the fiery gaze of the immortal alicorn, was that I might not get a proper night’s sleep that night.



“Your highness, I’m flattered, but—”



“But nothing!”



From the sound of her voice, nopony else was going to get much sleep either. With my luck, they would all be peeking their heads out their windows, straining their ears to hear every little bit that was spoken on the otherwise empty street. “I will have none of it! You will be my consort, and you’re going to like it!”



I should probably start from the beginning.



It was on an arguably normal night a few weeks ago that I was walking quietly homewards. I call it quiet because I was already used to my helmet clanging against my breastplate, as well as all the other utensil-like sounds a full set of armor makes when it’s set in motion. What wasn’t quiet, however, was when a shadow dropped down from the moon, landed in front of me —the crater in the road now being legally reclassified as a holy site— and then proceeded to demand my hoof in marriage.



The same thing happened the next day. And then the next. Fast forward a couple of weeks, and the demands may also have been upped a couple of times.



“Princess Luna,” I said, readying my official ‘guard voice’, “the times have changed. That’s not how you court ponies anymore.”



Luna harrumphed. “Then We shall make it our duty it be so again. After all, is it not within our power to do so?”



“But, Princess—”



“Did we mayhap stutter?”



Sounds of ponies groggily getting up were becoming more and more noticeable. A little distress crept into my voice. “Your highness, you’re disturbing the peace.”



She looked around, noticed the silhouettes gather in doorways, windows and alleyways, and smiled. “Splendid, they shall all bear witness to the holiest of sacraments.”



I really did not want to know what that entailed. Especially with the emphasis she put on holy. “Princess!”



“Loyal subjects,” she hollered, “we are gathered here today to celebrate the polygamous union of Her Royal Highness Princess Luna Selene a—”



“If you stop I’ll give you a kiss!”



Luna’s mind seemingly left her body to fend for itself, forehoof in air and all. It gave me enough time to facehoof for not controlling my mouth, and to evaluate my options for evacuation. “Look. Behind those trees, Princess.” I pointed. “In there, away from prying eyes.”



Luna eyed me curiously. She’d been doing that a lot, having literally dropped down from the heavens each night once my evening patrol was done like clockwork. At least this time her eyes stayed locked with mine. “Very well.” She nodded and followed me as I began making for the edge of a small park just outside the castle.



In the past, many of my guy friends have said how jealous they were of me. Most of the time this was after-hours in a bar or coffee shop of sorts, and I always replied by pointing out that I was a guard. They would then ask increasingly exasperatedly that didn’t I realize that that mare who had brought our drinks had actually been hitting on me? They sure liked to talk about them mares. Two names pop up more often than others, usually spoken with some degree of longing, or desire, with the occasional inquiry on how to get my job just so they’d be that much closer to them. By that point, I’ve usually tuned them out, though.



Why?



I was trotting on a cobblestone path with one of them and the realization that, out of the cobblestones and her, the mare was probably older tended to take away some of the interest in things. ‘Age is just a number’ and all, sure, but when that number was closer to my own grandmother's age than mine, it inevitably resulted in me substituting one senior citizen for the other. No thanks.



And truthfully, I preferred blondes.



I kept walking into the cover of the trees until I noticed her hoofsteps stop following.



“We believe this is quite far enough,” Luna spoke with her usual conviction. Her eyes glimmered in the moonlight expectantly. “Now for what we were owed.”



I blew her a quick kiss. “There. Now can we please talk about this like adults?”



Luna’s lips stayed pursed for a moment before they spread into a wicked smile. “Cunning,” she purred. Purred. I withheld the shudders. “You truly know how to entice your liege.”



“Princess Luna, this has gone on for far too long,” I stated. “For the last time: I’m not interested.”



Unsurprisingly, saying that didn’t work the fifteenth time I tried. Luna circled around me, the smell of rocks and cold starry nights invading my nostrils as much as she was invading my personal space. “Still playing hard to get, I see. You know you cannot resist forever.” I sidestepped away moments before she could tie her tail around mine.



She feinted hip checking me from the side, but I dodged at the last second the pounce she’d actually been readying. I had to use all of my training to evade her incoming bear hug. We kept playing cat and mouse in this way for what felt like half the night, except for the fact that neither of us was really playing.



Luna could be very forward, which she hadn’t yet, believe it or not.



“Stop!” I cried. “Princess, you’re urgently needed in Ponyville!”



Luna chuckled under her breath. “No, my guard. You’re needed in my quarters.”



First time I heard that I ran. Try and guess how far I got, and no taking hints from the ruined fountains.



I stood up straight and raised my forehoof. Guard voice back online. “Princess, this is no way for someone of your status to act! Under the Equestrian Civil Code Title III Chapter 31 Section 9A an Equestrian Citizen is forbidden from—”



*Bonk



I blinked.



Years of intensive training in the Royal Guard had given me, besides a masochistic desire to run laps at five in the morning, the ability to snap-cast a protective shield almost reflexively. I exhaled out of relief, the warm air turning misty on the magical barrier roughly an inch from my face.



*Bonk



“Princess Luna.” I gave her my best scowl, once the shield had stopped reverberating again. “Give me the mallet.”



Princess Luna looked between the magical dome and the six-foot-tall war hammer she was holding. It looked like it had been made out of solid steel and long-extinct races yet, surprisingly, I cared less about where she got it from than why she was actively trying to swing it with her hooves instead of her magic.



“No.”



*Bonk



“Since you have deigned not to cooperate, we will have to ‘knock thee out’, as the youth would say, and then carry thee with us, just as a proper Princess would.” She lifted the hammer in the air again.



Holding up a shield for too long can, sadly, give a unicorn a mighty headache. Mine had begun weeks ago, and I sure as Starswirl wasn’t going to hold it for much longer. “This is ridiculous, Princess.” I hopped to the side and let the hammer hit the pavement. “Why me?”



“Why what?” *Thunk



“Why go through all this trouble for me?”



Luna looked up to the moon. “We are well over one thousand years old, my little pony. We have monitored the world for eons untold, and we have looked.” Her eyes shone down on me like moonlight. “And we hath seen you.



“Oh yes, we have heard all about these ‘guys nights out’ you have. We have seen it with our very eyes: you are respectful, witty, strong, and peculiarly indifferent yet not untoward towards the advances of others. You are not easily pleased, and therefore the only one who can truly have you shan’t be nothing short of a true mare.”



I continued looking disbelievingly at her.



Her eyebrows went up, and her eyes went down on me. “...and you also happen to have most pleasing a flank.”



I groaned. “Princess.”



“Enough! Can’t thou see thine Princess wills it?!” It always got bad when she went archaic. “Nothing and nopony shall stand in our way. For just as we persevered on the moon, we shall pursue thee until thine hoof be mine!”



I backed away, shaking my hooves rabidly. “We can’t, because— because!” 



Luna advanced on me. That was another reason why I wasn’t interested in anything beyond professional. A little obvious, actually: she loomed over me, taller despite me being above average height, hoisting a gavel-like hammer that was one twitch away from crashing into my skull ... it was a little intimidating. And to think it’s usually us guys who say that size doesn’t matter.



I tried to run but found my hooves locked in place by a cold blue aura. I blurted out the first thing that came to mind.



“Because I’m ill!”



Luna froze. Yes! An Idea!



“Yeah, I’m like super ill.” I feigned coughing into my hoof a few times. Some phlegm went down my windpipe and made me really sell the act. “Oh, what cruelty has befell me. A magical ailment, terminal, can’t be cured. Tonight I will fall into slumber from which I am to never wake again!”



Never thought I’d be so glad for having had practice with role-playing. Worst came to worst, I would just make myself scarce come morning. I’ve always wanted to see Gryffinstone, come to think of it.



The war hammer clanged to the ground.



“Then we must kiss to make thou better!”



I scrambled to keep her away before she could smooch me to death. “That won’t work, Fate itself has conspired to keep us apart!”



Luna scowled, and there were cinders in her eyes. “Fate?”



“Yes,” I finished. “The prophecy said so.”



Neither of us moved. I knew the Princesses were all big on prophecies and what not—I was tempted to add that my sleep would last exactly 1000 years. I could hear my heartbeat in my ears.



Luna broke out laughing. The Royal Canterlot Voice made sure they heard her the next continent over. “Hah-ha! Dost Fate think it can outsmart us?!”



My head sunk into my hooves. I’d forgotten.



“If Fate doth not wish us together here, then we shall await thee in. thy. Dreams!” The laughter devolved into villainous cackling. “The fires of love shall burn forever!”



I sighed—a little more aggravated than I’d like to admit— and marched home.



“Good night, Princess Luna.”



I banged the door shut on the way in.



And that was that. That was about the way every night for the past few weeks had gone. I was so deep in thought I tripped on my own set of armor once I was done undressing.



I still had no clue what I was supposed to do. I mean, she was an alicorn, she moved the Moon, she ruled the country— she flipping made sure nopony ever got any nightmares, what could I do? Turning her down had not worked. After finally having gathered the courage, lying had not been any more effective (it didn’t amount to treason charges, luckily). Not going to work at all had resulted in a search party, and to top it all off, Princess Celestia wouldn’t answer any of my letters! All that was really left for me to do was hold on, and hope that this crush of hers went away soon.



For what it was worth, at least my wife was being a good sport about it.



“Who was it, sweetie?”



Sometimes, I swear, it felt like she actually enjoyed it.



“Just Princess Luna again, dear,” I said as I passed the slightly open door with the dim light spilling out. I kept walking until my hooves hit the stovetop and, luckily, a coffee kettle was already laid there. I wasn’t going to sleep tonight, if I could help it, dammit.



Before I could even pour myself a cup, the first of many no doubt, there came a sound. My home has very thick walls, evident from how Luna’s Royal Canterlot Laughtrack couldn’t be heard indoors, so the only reason I could actually hear the bed sheets rustling all the way from our room, was because she wanted me to.



“Honey, come to bed.” Invisible magic tugged at my collar insistently, before moving elsewhere. “I missed you.”



I sighed and started for the master bedroom. Guess I wasn’t safe even in my own home.



“Coming, Cadence.”
      

      
   
      Demise Reprise


      

      
      
         “Betcha five bits I don’t die right away!” called Rainbow Dash. Twilight had just entered her castle’s Map Room to find her friend hanging upside-down from the chandelier some fifty feet above her.



“What.” said Twilight, her punctuation as audibly distinct as it was nonstandard.



“Cannonball!” With no further explanation, Rainbow Dash hurled herself downward, wings beating furiously as she worked to reach terminal velocity in a fraction of the distance any other pony could achieve it. With a sickening splat, she crashed headfirst into the table, her neck instantly snapping as every bone in her body shattered. Her hindlegs stuck upright for a long moment, quivering atop the undifferentiated ruin of her head and torso, then slumped sideways onto the table. She—the body—didn’t move. 



That was an extremely impressive piece of acceleration, Twilight thought, even if it wasn’t really a “canonball.” For about a quarter-second, that thought had her brain to itself, before its inevitable companion arrived. Twilight elected to speak the latecomer out loud.



“Dang it, Rainbow Dash, what is it this time?!”








“Hey Applejack, can I talk to you a minute?” 



Applejack paused her farmwork mid-buck, smiling at her friend. “Well howdy, Twilight! I didn’t hear you coming!” Her smile slipped a bit, as she noticed Twilight’s dour expression. “Uh, is something the matter?”



“Rainbow Dash just killed herself.”



“Ah.” Applejack nodded sagely. “Well, it’s like my granny always says: ‘You can lead a pegasus to water, but you can’t stop those featherbrained degenerates from drowning themselves, oh lordy they’re so dumb, I mean, seriously, some of my best friends are pegasi, but do you know that—’ well, she goes on like that for a while. You get the gist.”



“Anyway, I won’t keep you,” Twilight hurriedly continued. “I was just hoping you could tell me how to get bloodstains off of furniture.”



“Well of course! It depends on whether we’re talking fabric or—wait a minute, how did you know I knew how to clean up bloodstains?”



Twilight shrugged. “Well, you’re a farmer, aren’t you?”



“And…?”



Twilight looked over her shoulder and, seeing that they were alone, continued. “Come on, Applejack. You and I both know that a pony who raises livestock is going to… well, is going to know a thing or two about bloodstains.” She smirked. “I wasn’t Celestia’s prized protigee for nothing, you know. It’s basic deduction.” 



Applejack chuckled. “I guess there’s no pulling one over on a know-it-all like yourself. You know, not many people realize just what we do with the critters we keep. Makes you wonder why they think we have ‘em!”



Twilight tossed her head. “Well, to be fair, it’s not an obvious connection from ‘shearing sheep’ to ‘they’ll inevitably get accidentally nicked sometimes, therefore a farmer probably has plenty of experience cleaning up bloodstains.’”



Applejack stopped chuckling. “...Are you ser—no, actually, that’s fine, let’s go with that. Yup, lotta sheep-shearing accidents.”



“So about the—”



“Bloodstains, right. C’mon, I’ll give you a bottle of the stuff we use.” She turned, nodding towards Twilight to follow her. “So you’ll get her cleaned up and then… what? Head out tomorrow?”



“Yeah, let’s aim for dawn. Might as well get this over with.” 








“Hey Fluttershy, got a second?”



Fluttershy looked up from the feed trough she was filling, a gentle smile on her face. “Of course, Twilight! It’s good to see you.”



“You, too. Anyway, Rainbow Dash just killed herself.”



Fluttershy lifted her hooves to her mouth in terror. “Oh no! That’s horrible! I didn’t even realize she was depressed!” Tears filled her eyes, and her breath began to hitch. “I—I’m such a terrible friend! She was crying out for help, and I never even—”



“Hey, now, relax,” Twilight said, in as soothing a voice as she could manage. “Look, I’m about 98% sure she wasn’t upset or sad or anything.”



Fluttershy bit her lip. “She… she wasn’t?”



“No, I’m pretty sure this was more of a ‘Rainbow Dash made six specious leaps of logic’ suicide.”



“Oh.” As quickly as they had come, the tears were gone. “Well, that’s a relief, I guess. What did she think she was going to accomplish?”



“I was sort of hoping you knew,” Twilight confessed. “She didn’t even try to monologue at me this time. I assume she thought it’d be self-evident after she succeeded.”



“Did she?”



Twilight gave Fluttershy a flat-lidded glare. “She splattered herself all over the Map Room table with no explanation. What do you think?”



“Right, sorry.”



Twilight sighed. “It’s fine. I’m just gonna go clean her up now.”



“Okay.” Fluttershy rubbed her hooves together. “Um, so—”



“Yes, we have to go get her, and no, I don’t enjoy it either. But something something Power of Friendship, I don’t know.” Twilight massaged her temple. “Honestly, at this point I’m not sure that even the bonds of Harmony merit the number of get-out-of-Tartarus-free passes we’ve cashed for her.”



“Um, if you’d like, I can get the other girls,” offered Fluttershy. “I mean, if you’d rather get home and clean.”



“Well, cleaning up one of your best friends’ bodies after her horrific death would usually be pretty low on my to-do list, but when the alternative is explaining to my friends that they have to take an early-morning road trip to the underworld because Rainbow Dash is an idiot, and then still have to clean her up anyway… yeah, if you want to tell them, that’d be great.” Twilight turned to leave. “Applejack already knows. Meet at the castle first thing tomorrow?”



“We’ll be there.”



“Great.”








Twilight looked at the corpse. The broken shards of Rainbow’s ribs pierced through her skin in several places; a wide pool of blood had coagulated atop the table, and a long line of sanguine made its way to the edge of the table, dripping down onto the rug Twilight had just bought last week. She lifted the bottle of peroxide with one tendril of magic, and a bundle of rags with another.



“Just great.”








Tartarus is an unwelcoming place. The land surrounding the stygian cave is suffused with a dark miasma that defies sensory description. A sound which no ear can hear but which makes every soul quaver fills the air—the keening of the restless souls beneath. Smokeless blue flames ring the entrance, dancing a macabre saltarello to unheard music, on unfelt winds, in the scentless stink.



And amongst it all stands Cerberus: watchdog of the underworld. Looming tall over the fires, his massive form eclipses the cavern, mutely warning any who would dare approach of the futility of bringing forth those souls whom Death or the Princesses have decreed must reside there forevermore.



“Um, could you please go fetch Rainbow Dash’s soul for us, mister Cerberus?” asked Fluttershy. One of the heads growled half-heartedly, but the other two barked and slobbered in a disquietingly friendly way. Outvoted, the first head rolled its eyes, and the dog loped down into the cavern.



“Can you imagine if we actually had to go down there and get her ourselves?” Twilight asked. “It’s bad enough just having to hike out this far.”



Rarity shivered. “Oh, my,” she murmured. “To face the horrors of Tartarus ourselves, it’s almost more than I can bear to think about.”



“Um, we’ve been there before, though,” pointed out Fluttershy. “Three times, I think? Twice?”



“Yeah, it’s really just ‘take the staircase down, then you’re there,’” added Applejack.



“Well, yes,” admitted Rarity. “But you must confess, there are a lot of stairs.”



Applejack opened her mouth to respond, but at that moment a three-toned baying echoed from the cavern mouth. Cerberus emerged from the blackness, holding a non-corporeal mist in the very-corporeal teeth of its middle head. 



“Aw sweet, you guys came back for me!” said the ghost of Rainbow Dash.



“We always do…” Rarity said with a sigh.



“...For some reason,” added Applejack, under her breath.



“Yeah, great!” cried the mist. “So, let’s get going!”



“Before we do,” interjected Twilight, “would you mind telling us why you killed yourself this time?”



Suddenly, the mist looked very nervous—an impressive feat, considering it possessed no identifiable form or structure. “Erm, do I have to?”



“Yes.”



“Right.” The mist made a gulping sound. “So. Ah… you know how your life flashes before your eyes right before you die?”



“Not nearly as well as you do, dear,” quipped Rarity.



“And you know how when you’re bored, time seems to go really slow?”



Twilight put her hoof to her face. “She hasn’t even explained yet, and I already have a headache.”



“So, I was setting up the rainclouds on Friday, and it was, like super-boring, right? Because you just push the cloud over here, and then you wait for it to finish raining. And you can’t make it hurry up, because Ponyville’s municipal flood insurance already hit its limit after the first time I tried that, so you’re just hanging around waiting, and—”



“You can get to the point anytime,” said Rarity. 



“Okay, so, I was up their being bored, and then I thought, ‘If my life flashes before my eyes, but the last bit goes super-slow, then that’ll make it take longer for me to finish dying, right?’ Because, well, obviously.”



“Obviously.” Twilight barked a laugh. “Yes, ‘obviously’ is obviously the word which best describes this conversation.”



“But then, waiting to die while you were watching something boring would be boring too, so that’d make it take even longer! So then you’re lying there, not-dying, forever!” The mist quivered a bit in Cerebus’s jaws. “So you see, it was all a brilliant ploy to achieve true immortality!”



There was a long silence. Rarity finally broke it. “Honestly, it’s not the worst reason to kill herself she’s ever come up with.”



“That is a low bar to clear,” growled Twilight.



“Well, yes, but this is Rainbow Dash we’re talking about. Isn’t it fair to grade her on a curve?”



Applejack broke in. “So, ignoring the part where none of this makes any sense to anypony with half a brain… your plan was to lie in unbelievable agony, on Twilight’s table, for all eternity?”



“Uh, no, obviously.”



“Every time she says that word, it hurts just a little more,” groaned Twilight.



“I mean, yes, I’d lie there in pain for a little bit, but then you guys could just come heal me with a magic rainbow laser, and then I’d be immortal and awesome at the same time! Which is why I waited to do it until you came home, Twi. That way you’d be right there to get the girls and make with the living-forever-ity. Besides, hanging around on the ceiling was way boring, which was perfect!”



“Um, once you stopped being bored and in pain, wouldn’t you just die like regular anyway?” Fluttershy asked.



Twilight leaned over and asked, sotto voce, “That’s your problem with the plan? Really?”



But the mist was already hemming complentavely. “Well, I wouldn’t be dead because laser magic… but yeah, once I stopped being bored, I wouldn’t be immortal anymore. I guess I’d just need you guys not to heal me, then…” 



“Unbelievable agony, on Twilight’s table, for all eternity,” Applejack helpfully repeated. The mist scrunched its nothing in thought.



“...Aw, crud. This is one of those plans that doesn’t work if you’re awesome, does it?”



“There do seem to be a lot of those,” Fluttershy comisserated. 



Applejack began counting on her hooves. “Getting a decent job, doing your own taxes, elementary-level study skills, basic hygiene…” She frowned. “Well, there’s more, but I’m outta hooves.”



“Okay, whatever. I’ll think it through better next time.” The mist seemed to vibrate a bit. “Welp, ready when you are! Let’s get RD back in the game!”



There was another long silence.



Twilight cleared her throat. “Actually, before we do that, we have a list of demands.” She levitated a scroll up from her bags, unrolled it, and cleared her throat a second time. “Number one: don’t kill yourself anymore.” She looked up from the scroll. “Actually, there’s only that one demand.”



“I wanted to add ‘please,’ but I got outvoted,” Fluttershy put in.



The mist vibrated again. “That’s it? Sure, fine. I promise I won’t kill myself anymore unless—” 



“I’m gonna stop you right there, hun,” said Applejack. “We’re thinking more of a blanket suicide ban. As in, no killing yourself, not even if… well, you fill in the rest, but not even then.”



“Not even then?!” cried the mist. “But that’s the most important time to be able to kill yourself!” It harrumphed. “Honestly, I don’t see what the big deal is. You can—” 



“Rainbow Dash,” Rarity firmly interrupted. “Most ponies don’t get a second chance at life, let alone a… fifth?” She looked questioningly at the other girls.



“Sixth,” Twilight supplied.



“Sixth,” continued Rarity. “But for whatever reason, the Elements of Harmony have apparently decided that your continued existence is a net gain for the powers of Friendship, Love, and Goodness. That notwithstanding, we are getting tired of being the Elements’ designated conduit for bringing your lazy flank back topside.”



“Um, harsh,” muttered the mist.



“The first time you killed yourself, I think all of us understood,” Twilight put in. Then she frowned. “Well, for a certain definition of ‘understood,’ anyway. Part of me still believes you simply didn’t realize you’d die if you tried the ‘Super-Secret Wonderbolts Technique of Jumping Off a Cliff With an Anvil Strapped to Each Wing.’”



“I’m still a little surprised she didn’t realize Spitfire was trying to prank her,” whispered Fluttershy.



“I’m not,’ Rarity whispered back.



“And I can almost understand the second time. After the rest of us went on that epic quest to discover the means of reviving you only to learn that the power was inside us all along, I think we all had a lot of questions about how our newfound ability to resurrect you worked, and what its limits were.” Twilight frowned. “Which still doesn’t excuse you immediately killing yourself so we could ‘see if you can do it again,’ but to repeat: I can almost understand it.”





“I’m glad I have such understanding friends,” drawled the mist. “So, resurrection laser? Anypony?”



“But the last four have been stupid, even for you,” Twilight finished. “And all of us have decided that we don’t want to spend the rest of our lives galloping back and forth to and from Tartarus every time you think of some reason why you’d like to stop breathing for a while.”



“Aw, that’s not fair! How come the rest of you get to kill yourselves whenever you want, but I don’t?”



“Because we don’t keep killing ourselves! And also, we don’t get to kill ourselves whenever we want!” She turned to the other girls. “Unless you all think there’s some reason ‘don’t kill yourself’ shouldn’t be a group rule, that is.”



“Nah.”



“It’s fine.”



“I’ll manage.”



“Great.” Twilight returned her attention to the mist. “So. Either you agree not to kill yourself, or else you can just stay in Tartarus Time-Out until you change your mind.”



“Wait! What if… okay, what if all of us are trapped in the middle of the desert, and there’s nothing to eat, and the only way for the rest of you to survive is for me to kill myself so you can feast on my flesh?”



“First, eww. Second, no. Third, see one and two.”



Rarity cleared her throat. “Far be it from me to undercut this ultimatum, but maybe Rainbow Dash would be a little more willing to accept… supervision?”



Twilight arched an eyebrow suspiciously. “What do you mean?”



“Well, what if the new rule was, ‘No killing yourself, unless you get Twilight’s permission first?’”



“But what if she says no?” whined the mist.



“I would! Every time!” Twilight shouted. Then she took a deep breath. “But okay. Rarity, I see what you’re getting at.”



“It’s like Granny always says,” added Applejack. “‘Those dang-blamed sky hooligans just can’t survive without us real ponies propping them up, keeping them fed, and stopping them from constantly killing themselves and each other. And let me tell you, the crisis we face from the rise of miscegena—’”



“Okay!” Twilight said, her voice cracking slightly. “Rainbow Dash, do you promise not to kill yourself unless I specifically give you permission to?”



The mist mumbled something inaudible.



“What was that?”



“Yes, mom. Geez.” The mist vibrated again. “Now hurry up and laser me!”



Twilight looked at Rarity. Rarity shrugged.



“Alright, let’s do this, I guess.” The girls closed their eyes, as the overwhelming force of pure Harmony engulfed them.



One timeless instant and a massive laser-blast later, they all lay prone on the ground, exhausted. The mist was glowing with a light of ineffable pureness. Cerberus released it as an ethereal chord echoed from Existence itself, and the light guided the mist gently through the blue flames, setting it down in front of the girls. The light swelled, became a blinding flash, and, with an anticlimactic plorp, vanished. Everpony took a minute to blink away the blindness.



“You’d think Harmony could come up with a way to do that without so much melodrama,” Twilight groused. “Well, I guess it doesn’t really matter, since we’re never going to have to do this again. Right, Rainbow?”



“Yeah, yeah,” the freshly reconstituted Rainbow Dash said, utterly failing to appreciate the miracle which was a new body for her dispossessed soul. She flapped her wings, lifting up off the ground. “I promised, didn’t I? Cross my… wait a minute.” Rainbow Dash tried again to cross herself with her hoof, and for a second time, failed to. “What the hay?”



“Um, Rainbow Dash?” asked Fluttershy. “Why don’t you have any legs?”



Rainbow’s head darted side to side, then down. 



“Twilight?” she slowly asked. “Why don’t I have any legs?”



All of the ponies took a minute to ponder that, while the bewinged but otherwise limbless Rainbow Dash hovered in front of them.



“Uh, guys?” Rainbow Dash asked. “Where’s Pinkie Pie?”



Fluttershy looked down. “She, um, said she was busy this morning. And that she’ll be by later if we still need her.”



“What?! What’s more important than bringing back Equestria’s coolest Wonderbolt? And also one of the six guardians of reality or whatever?”



“She said it’s Twist’s borthday.”



“Her what?”



“She said it’s like a birthday, but on the day you would’ve been born if you weren’t born on your birthday.”



There was a third long silence.



“Oh, I get it! Borthday!” Twilight exclaimed. “That’s actually pretty clever, for Pinkie.”



“Um, guys? Focus a little bit here?” Rainbow Dash hovered angrily in front of Twilight. “Contrary to popular opinion, I can’t be the world’s best flier without legs. I need them for signing autographs! So how’re we going to fix this?”



“I don’t know.” Twilight scratched her chin. “I guess Pinkie’s absence meant the resurrection was only a partial success, though how that ended up meaning ‘no legs’ is something that would require a lot of research. I’ve got some books back at the castle I could—” 



A glint entered Rainbow’s eye. “So this is all because Pinkie wasn’t here?”



“Well, that seems like the most—” 



“So if she’d come, but somepony else stayed home, what would’ve happened?”



“Without more research, I can’t even begin to—wait.”



The glint became a gleam.



With all her authority, Twilight looked her legless friend in the eye and said, “Rainbow Dash: no.”



“Bettertoaskforgivenessthanpermission!” cried Rainbow, and before Twilight could react, she slammed her head down on Twilight’s horn, its point piercing through Rainbow's skull and driving deep into her brain. As Rainbow’s corpse suddenly became dead weight, Twilight was awkwardly thrown to the ground headfirst, locked in a forehead-embrace with the newly-deceased pegasus.



The other girls rushed to help Twilight, but she quickly pushed the body off of her. “RAINBOW DASH, YOU GET BACK HERE THIS—” 



She stopped mid-tirade, as Cerberus’s middle head snuffled, then snatched something invisible from the air. That invisible something coalesced into a familiar-looking non-corporeal mist.



“Nice!” the mist said. “Now, Rarity, you go get Pinkie, and tell her that she and the others can try bringing me back without you this time. Everypony else, wait here.” It giggled. “This is gonna be so awesome!”



Twilight tried to wipe the brains and blood off her face, but only managed to smear it around. Applejack offered her a handkerchief, which she accepted gratefully. “So… are we bringing her back?” Applejack asked. Seeing Fluttershy’s glare, she quickly added, “I mean, yes, we’re bringing her back eventually, but, uh… are we doing this now, or…” 



“Yes, Applejack, we’re still going to bring her back,” Twilight grumbled. “Though I suppose, based on what we now know, we should probably wait for Pinkie to show up.”



“I don’t see what the hurry is,” sniffed Rarity. “I vote we leave her here, at least for the rest of the weekend.”



“As tempting as that sounds, no,” Twilight said, more firmly this time. “We’re going to bring her back right away, because I just remembered something.”



“And that is…” Applejack prodded.



“Well, Rainbow Dash might learn something if we let her rot down here a while… but frankly, I doubt it. On the other hand, if we bring her back, I can make her do something that’ll actually embarrass her.” Twilight shrugged. “Granted, she probably won’t learn anything from that either, but it’s worth a shot.”



 Rarity arched an eyebrow. “And what, pray tell, are you going to do to embarrass her?”



Twilight grinned mirthlessly. “Before she killed herself, she bet me she wouldn’t die right away. Rainbow Dash owes me five bits, and by Celestia I’m not going to let her get out that bet by dying.” The grin became a little more genuine. "After all, I'm a Princess, which means I have the power to enforce debts, with the whole government of Equestria at my back. And the only thing more certain than death... is taxes."
      

      
   
      The Golden Alicorn of the Sun


      
      
      
         
         τῇ καλλίστῃ

      
         
         ...But Not Through Glass

      
      

      

      
      
         The ship was gold.



The ship was also fire, and ice, and love, and friendship, and courage, and a thousand other things, but although they could not come up with a name they could agree on, gold was obvious.  The giant spaceship rising into the sky above Equestria on a pillar of flame and smoke was hope given physical form, a desperate gamble, a second fling of the cosmic dice with the forlorn wish of all involved that the sacrifice of their beloved Princess of the Sun would not demand a similar sacrifice for her return.



If she could be returned.



Although the golden ship was fire as it ascended, the metal walls inside were slick with ice, and liquids colder than pony imagination coursed through metal arteries and veins.  Bundled in their insulated suits, ponies and yaks and griffons and all other races hunched over their machines and gauges, watching for the slightest imperfections.  In the very core of the golden vessel, floating in a pool of liquid air, the Princess of the Moon held the shadow of her domain across the surface of glistening gold.  She was the first to call for the ship to be constructed, first to reach out to all of the races of Equestria with her desperate plea, and first to board, lowering her body into the liquid pool with her eyes closed and her heart open to all who trusted her moon’s protection on their dangerous journey.  



Where they were going, even that promise would not be enough. 



On the bridge, brother and sister sat together in silence, one to raise his magical shield around the ship when they approached their destination, and one to bend over her intricate calculations, measuring and estimating, because locating their elusive destination made finding a needle in a haystack a near certainty by comparison.



Below them, as the glitter of gold vanished into the darkness of space, the Princess of Love continued to watch with her foal under one wing.  If this gamble failed, she would lose both friends and family, but she refused to shed a tear, for true love was a beacon, and if her family and friends survived their mission, she would be the light they would follow to return.  With or without the only mare she dared think of as mother.



Onward the golden vessel flew, growing closer to the sun’s warming rays while the crew of mismatched creatures drew together over their practiced tasks.  Changelings chittered as their crystalline forms of ice began to shimmer with heat, scuttling around the workponies who brought new cooling devices into action.  Yaks bulking in their insulated suits shoved against massive valves to let liquid air circulate through the mechanical veins of the ship, blast into vapor against the sun-warmed hull, and crush back into liquid again.



And still the sun grew closer, until even the crew in the interior spaces could feel the warmth against the walls, and the howling of the fire outside filtered around the constant rumble of the pumps that kept them all alive.  There had been enemies among their numbers at one time, changeling queen and broken-horned unicorn, flamboyant performer and fanatic equalist, even diminutive young pegasus and failed unicorn student.  There were no enemies now, or at least until their mission was complete.



The roar of vaporizing gas was deafening, muted only slightly as a shield formed around the ship.  Powerful enough to cover a city, it was a trivial thing to the power of the sun, but sufficient for the bubbling of the golden hull to cease.



And still the frail golden vessel descended.  



Vast tongues of fire arced away from the sun’s surface, each of them powerful enough to not only wipe out the ship with only a tiny fraction of their power, but their homeworld also.  At the helm, a pegasus with unsurpassed skills drove the ship between those deadly jets of plasma and death.  This was not the time for flamboyant maneuvers, because a single crash would destroy them all.  Habits drilled into her head by her fellow Wonderbolts ruled the maze of death, allowing them to draw even closer to their unseen destination.



And then…



The gods of the sky are jealous of their powers.  Chaos had offered his assistance in their mission by removing himself to a place far away, but even his absence did not prevent misfortune.  A failed sensor, a moment of distraction, the overconfidence of a plan going as it should.  The tip of a tongue of fire licked against the ship, piercing the shield of love and shadow as if it were tissue paper.  The golden skin of the ship did not simply melt, it turned to vapor in a long stripe, exposing the ice inside and sending creatures tumbling out into the burning void as the frozen atmosphere vented.



The disaster happened too fast for anypony to stop, but the falling crew were grabbed by both unicorn spells and the stabbing tentacles of the changeling queen, who ripped her protective suit to ribbons in order to snag the screaming crewmembers before they too exploded into molten vapor.  The entire ship shuddered with the impact, the cries of the injured, and the terrible rending of the vessel’s golden skin.



Without hesitation, the remaining crew flung themselves into action while the engines spluttered and died.  Spare panels of gold were flung into place, welded and strapped by changeling and unicorn magic to protect the vulnerable guts of the beautiful machine while the scorched and burnt crew were stuffed into pods filled with changeling goo.  Even the queen, shedding burnt chitin and frostbitten flesh in equal chunks, was forced into a hibernation pod of her own, and the prince of yaks stood guard over the entrance to make sure she remained.



Their lives were safe, but only for the moment.  For flesh and hide would take far longer to heal than the skin of the ship, which was rapidly buttressed and braced against a second blow.  Ponies skidding in the puddles of melting ice worked hard as they could to make the engine work again, heaving open crates of spare parts and cutting away damaged equipment.  At the head of them all, a pony most known for growing apples brought her mismatched team together, focusing their efforts where they would do the most good and praying that their efforts would not be in vain.



The ship fell deeper into the fire.  Down and down, through the streamers of lashing plasma and into the embrace of the sun.



With splutters and pops of thrust, the golden ship sluggishly dodged its way through the swirling maelstrom.  Where chance had scored a bubbling scar against its fragile hide, chance now cradled the vessel in good fortune, although the pilot would be first to take credit for her intent use of every spark and pop from the wavering engines.  The power came back in fits and starts until the roar of power once again pressed the crew against the decks, and a ragged cheer swept through the ship.  Battered but not beaten, with crew still patching the bubbling gash in the hull and one frantic seamstress patching the lifesaving suits of the injured crew, the ship resumed its descent.  



Through some fluke, there was an upwelling from the sun’s burning core that made a temporary sanctuary of their course, hotter than ever before but at least without the lash of energetic plasma arcs.  They had barely begun to descend into the hellish heat when another cry rang out from the isolated and filtered observer station, barely loud enough to be heard.



It was her.



Buoyed up on the upwelling of solar plasma, the Princess of the Sun floated limply in the embrace of her beloved celestial body.  It was too early for celebration, because the ship still needed to descend even closer to the heat that threatened to turn them all into a simple puff of vapor, and even if they were able to reach her, it was possible that the tragic sacrifice that Celestia had offered to re-ignite her failing sun had been fatal.



Every member of the crew bent to their tasks with renewed vigor, trying not to think of the unthinkable.  The support members of the ship groaned with stress while the engines howled.  The theoretical limits of the vessel had been surpassed some time ago, and the only thing holding it together was the dogged determination of the crew and a complete disregard for the laws of physics.  Every so carefully, the ship maneuvered closer and closer to the limp form.  The motions they could see might have just been from the flow of plasma keeping her suspended, or they could be a spark of life.  Further down they descended until the pilot could go no deeper into the hungry fire because of the certainly of their destruction.  Engines howled at the end of their power gages, the golden skin of the ship was shimmering and vaporizing at a dangerous rate, and even another few lengths into the plasma upwelling would have been fatal.



Equilibrium.



Even this eventuality had been planned for.  Moving at a near blur, the mission specialist unlocked the grapple, flipping switches and moving knobs faster than any mortal pony had a right to, and the gripping metal claw descended from the belly of the ship.  Moving more carefully now, she took out her lucky bit and inserted it into the slot of the controls.  There could be only one attempt at this prize, and the claw descended into the swirling plasma below with inevitable steadiness.



Enchanted steel links from the depths of Tartarus glowed white-hot, but refused to bend or warp as the mare manipulated the joystick, dropping the claw closer to their target, then with infinite delicacy, she touched the red button.



And the claw closed.



Every member of the crew held their breath as the chain clattered up, wound back into the belly of the ship far slower than any of their nerves could stand.  And at the end of that chain hung their goal, an alicorn so radiant with light that it was impossible to see just how well the claw was holding her until it finished its ascent, and the golden doors swung closed.



A joyous cry came from the medical pony peering through the window into the insulated chamber, a declaration that the Princess of the Sun survived, although too weak to move and far too hot to approach.



Only then did the crew let out a brief cheer.



But their mission was not over.  The sun is a greedy creature, and was not about to give up ownership of its prize so easily.  The engines of the unnamed ship howled as loud as they could, with the throttle controls pressed against the stops so hard they bent.  Despite every effort, the ship remained firmly in place while the golden hull continued to ablate in a haze of vaporized metal.



Then the Alicorn of Friendship lifted her head from the calculations that had guided their path to this point.  There could be no greater friendship than coming together with others who shared your goals, no matter how different they were, no matter the risk.



And that friendship… became magic.



Great golden wings spread from the ship, vast expanses of shimmering feathers that caught the solar wind and swept them up.  No mere slog to escape the sun’s immense gravity ensued, but the soaring of joy and the power of harmony.



There may have also been a Solar Rainboom.  Although the pilot took credit.



On a trail of molten gold and rainbow light, the unnamed ship soared into the frozen void between worlds, following a beacon of love to guide them all home.








In the years to come, many histories of this event were written, most reflecting favorably on the writer’s viewpoint.  In some, the pilot of the great ship was a griffon, or the operator of the crane a yak.  Still, they all reflected the great joy celebrated by all of the races of Equestria for the return of their beloved Celestia, and the reuniting of the Royal Sisters.  Again.



And although the great ship launched without a name, every creature within, even the fierce changeling queen from her cocoon, agreed on a name by the time the battered and ragged craft returned from its one and only flight.  Even today, the glittering vessel sits upon a place of honor, in a Canterlot park where every visitor of whatever Equestrian race or beyond knows its story.  Families gather to reminisce as older members tell the tales of their own ancestors, driven by love and friendship and family to do what no creature thought possible.  They take photographs and touch the golden skin of the ship, worn to paper-thin in places and with the warped patches still visible, but they all eventually gather at the plaque by the crumpled tail where the ship landed after its epic journey.



Here we give thanks to those brave heroes

who challenged the impossible to bring back

our Sun and Moon



On this day, we dedicate this memorial to their memory

so that all of the world knows what can be accomplished

with true friendship



The Prometheus 



      

      
   
      The Gift


      

      
      
         She was awesome, she knew that much. And yet she’d managed to outdo even herself.



“Girls.” Rainbow Dash raised her forehoof, letting everypony else finally see what she’d been holding. Only the hint of a grin betrayed her satisfaction. “Get a load of this.”



A dripping pink mane ooh’ed in the tub. A yellow forehoof went to an open mouth in shock by the massage table. A cucumber slice fell from the white-lidded eye and Twilight, being the voice in the group, said what they were all thinking. “Wow, Rainbow. That’s amazing!”



It wasn’t all that heavy, which had come as somewhat of a surprise to her —something made of solid gold should’ve weighed like an ursa, she’d thought. The necklace had this vibe of antiquity to it, what with its artsy lines and everything, which was kind of weird considering it still looked like it was brand new. Rainbow Dash figured it had to have been magicked somehow, which made it all the cooler, like a lost artifact! “I know, right? It was a real chore to get, too!”



She twirled the necklace in her hoof as if she were holding a yo-yo. She didn’t want it to break, however, and soon caught it back in her grip. “I had to pay myself sick —the griffons really didn’t want me to have it.”



Rarity, lounging in her mud bath, tittered. “Oh, Rainbow, it’s fabulous, but what’s the occasion?”



“Oh! Applejack’s birthday is coming up, and I thought it'd make for a totally radical gift!”



The tittering died off. “You do realize this is Applejack were talking about? You know she isn't all that big on jewelry, right?”



A violently pink giggle-monster emerged from the giant tub, sending a tidal wave of water everywhere. “Oh my gosh! Can you just, like, imagine Applejack bucking trees in a frilly pink dress, covered from head to heel in jewels? She’d be a real walking, talking treasure chest!”



Pinkie fell on her back giggling and snorting, and occasionally arr' ing. Rainbow Dash rolled her eyes.



“What kinda friend you take me for?” She waved all her friends over —some of whom trotted up a little more soaked or covered in mud than others— and flipped the pendant around. “Look what’s written on the back!”



They lowered their heads in.



“To the Apple of my eye, Buttercup. Love, Bright Mac,” Twilight read.



The most difficult part about acquiring it had, surprisingly, been where to start. Listening to Granny Smith and Goldie Delicious gab on and on about old mare’s tales had nearly driven her to the loonie bin. Rainbow had literally had to go through Tartarus and back, but she knew all along, that it would soon all be worth it. “Be honest. Am I awesome, or what?”



She was. She really, really was. She was the best-est, most awesome friend anypony could ever have, and her friends would soon prove that by saying absolutely nothing.



Rainbow Dash frowned. “Well?”



The four mares looked between one another. Unspoken conversations were being had before her eyes, and it seemed she wasn’t allowed to take part in any of them. “Rainbow,” Rarity began slowly, but not unsympathetically. “It’s a beautiful gift, but are you absolutely sure it’s a good idea to give this to Applejack?”



What kind of stupid question was that? “No, it’s the best idea! I came up with it!” Rainbow crossed her forehooves on her chest. 



“What I think Rarity meant,” Twilight said, “is that the gift might not be as suitable as you think. Are you sure it's a good idea to give her this, now?”



The others nodded their agreement. Slowly, the realization began to dawn on her.



“Oh, I see how it is. You’re jealous.” She took off and glared at the others. “You’re all jealous that I found Applejack a better gift than you!”



Gasps and denials were yelled. Twilight stomped her hoof. “That's not it all, Rainbow, and you know it! It’s not a competition!”



“No!” Rainbow Dash shot off to the window. “Just you wait until Applejack sees the gift I got her. She’ll be completely blown by how awesome, cool, and radical friend I am. You’ll see!”



She was well out of the building before the sounds of her friends calling out to her rang in her ears.












“Hey, Applejack.”



Rainbow brought her forehooves up to her mouth.



“Hey! Applejack!”



Applejack didn't stop. Maybe she should have nested in one of the trees closer to the clearing, Rainbow Dash wondered. The rattling of the cart must’ve been making it difficult for Applejack to hear her despite the birds, and everypony else, having gone quiet for the evening.



She flew out and landed on the dirt path a few steps in front of Applejack. “Hey, AJ.”



Applejack scrambled back. The cart she'd been harnessed to skid to a halt, and nearly toppled as a result. “Consarnit, Rainbow. You done nearly scared me outta my hide!”



“Yeah, sorry about that.” She helped Applejack back to her hooves. “I needed to talk to you, pronto.”



“Can it wait? I’m kind of in the middle of something.” Applejack waved at the cart. 



Rainbow Dash took a peek over Applejack's shoulder. What first appeared to be an assortment of rusty scrap metal, was in closer inspection a set of gardening tools she failed to recognize, safe for the ladder, of course. They smelled of work. “What exactly are you doing?”



Applejack pointed at the hill in the middle of the clearing ahead. “I’m heading to take care of the first tree my grandparents ever planted here when they settled in these parts.”



Rainbow looked up, and up, and then realized the top of the tree wasn’t actually visible for all the clouds that were starting to gather. “Seems like a lot of work.”



“Eeyup.” Applejack smiled, somehow, contently. “It's probably gonna take me the rest of the eve to prune the branches and check up on them roots and whatnot. Wanna lend a hoof?”



“I’ll pass.”



“Suit yerself.” Applejack shrugged the harness back on tight and started pulling. “Ya mind we walk and talk?”



“Sure.”



The wagon creaked, much like a bridge under a heavy load, and filled the lull in conversation. A metallic grind that had appeared somewhere underneath—Rainbow Dash’d never cared too much for carriages to know—was steadily increasing in volume, so she had to raise her voice. “I’ve got something I gotta show you.”



“‘S long as it don’t take too long, I’m all yours, sugarcube.”



Rainbow Dash thrust her forehoof forward, and for the second time, Applejack scrambled back as if struck. “What in tarnation, Dash?”



“It’s your present. Happy Birthday!”



Applejack took the bauble in her hooves. “Oh, shucks, you shouldn’t have. Thank ya kindly, Rainbow.” She brushed its gleaming surface, admiring her own reflection on it. “Hope 't weren't none too expensive.”



“Ooo, you betcha.”



Rainbow grinned victoriously, and when her eyes squinted it may have looked to her like AJ’s smile never left her face. “Dash,” Applejack asked, her gaze zigzagging between Rainbow Dash’s face and the necklace. “How much did this thing cost?”



“Like a whole bunch.” Dash waved her forehoof. “A wonderbolt’s salary. No biggie.”



The grumble was something that she often heard when she’d been sleeping in AJ’s trees again. “Ya know jus’ as much as everypony else that I ain’t into that fru-fru stuff…”



“Read the back.”



Applejack turned the pendant over. Her lips mouthed words for a second, and Rainbow watched her friend’s world upend itself.



Rainbow leaned her back against a tree. “Yeah, I’m pretty awesome. No need to thank me.”



“Rainbow, I—” Applejack had finally raised her gaze back to her, or at least tried to—it always went back to the pendant an instant later. “I can’t take this.”



Rainbow’s eyebrows furrowed, uncontrolled. “What are you on about, AJ?” 



“I can’t accept something like this.” Applejack suddenly pushed the necklace back into her grip with such force she nearly fell over.



“What the hay, AJ?" Rainbow tried to give the pendant back. "What’s the big deal?! It’s a gift, take it!”



“I-I can’t, Rainbow.” Applejack began walking, then sped up. The creaking got louder and louder, and the wagon’s wheels began to wobble. “I just can’t.”



“So, what? You think it sucks? You think it’s a bad gift, huh?”



Applejack shook her head. Her face had lost nearly all its color. “No, it ain’t like that at all!”



Rainbow landed in front of her again. “Then why, AJ?”



“Rainbow.” Applejack tried to lay a hoof on her shoulder, but she shied away. “There’s nothing wrong with it. It’s the perfect gift. I just can’t accept it.”



Rainbow Dash stood completely still. There was a sting in the tip of her nose she felt, as well as the smell of moisture in her nostrils.



“Some Honesty you are.”



The sky welcomed her again when none of friends seemed to. She was a thousand miles away in a second, lacking everything including the enjoyment.












She knocked on the door three and a half times and then looked somewhere a thousand yards underground. Her hooves were muddy, and there was a tiny puddle of murky water right by the doorway, though she had no idea how it could be there when the downpour never quite reached it.



“Coming!” The voice sounded so jolly, even when it was coupled with a yawn, and Rainbow Dash was not in the mood for it. The door opened, and she looked up.



Rarity must’ve laid one look down at her sad-looking form and known exactly what had happened. “Don’t tell me you—”



“I called her a liar.”



Rainbow soon found herself warm, indoors, and wrapped up in a swarm of towels. “Goodness! You’re all wet!”



“That’s what happens when you fly in the rain, Rarity.” She didn't bother fixing her posture. She felt like staying slumped on her rump, just as she felt like keeping the tone of her voice the way it was, thank you very much. “Applejack didn’t want my gift.”



An upholstered squeak heralded Rarity sitting herself down on her couch. “You know, darling, I don’t think it was a question whether she didn’t want the gift, but rather if she could have it.” She started levitating dirty towels into a hamper. 



“Well, she could’ve.” Rainbow dried her mane off. “I was practically trying to put it on her.”



“That’s not quite what I meant, Dash.” Rarity hummed thoughtfully. If she’d had fingers, Dash imagined she would have snapped them. “Remember Tank?”



Dash gave her a dangerous leer. “What’s Tank got to do with this—?”



A towel stopped on her lips. “Hush, darling, and let me explain. Remember how you got stuck in the Ghastly Gorge?”



She smacked herself in the face. “Wish I didn’t.”



“And then Tank came up and heroically saved you. You wanted to repay the favor, so you took him on as a pet.”



“Well, I mean...” Dash played with her hooves. “Kinda, but…”



“Yes, or no, darling.”



Rainbow Dash sighed. “Yeah.”



“And how much did you say that necklace cost again?”



Rainbow pursed her lips. Carrying the bit-bag over to the bluffs had counted as her exercise for the day, if not for the entire week— if she ever felt the need to, she could part-time as a piano mover! Then she remembered a wagon with rusted nails, grinding gears, wobbling wheels and flaking paint.



“But I don’t need AJ to owe me!” Rainbow objected. “She’s a friend, and friends don’t owe each other anything!”



Rarity stared her in the eye. “Are you telling me, Rainbow Dash, that you wouldn’t feel the least bit same way, were your places switched?"



“No!” She crossed her forehooves on her chest and tried to look away. “Maybe…”



Rarity stared back at her.



“Okay, I would. But it doesn't mean she has to!”



“It’s not a matter of what we want her to feel, darling. It’s a matter of how she feels.”



“Well, the way she feels is dumb!”



Rarity laid a hoof on her shoulder. “I don’t think it would be all that friendly to force somepony to think in a certain way, either. Applejack is our friend and we have to accept the fact that she can make choices for herself.” She lifted the final towel off Dash's withers. “You wouldn’t like if somepony else told you what you should do.”



Rainbow grumbled under her breath. “No.”



“And there you go.” Rarity trotted over to the laundry hamper and carried it out of the room without another word. 



Rainbow slowly got up. “That’s it?”



Rarity’s humming came from the other room, soon joined by the sound of running water and bubbles that spilled into the room. “What am I supposed to do?”



“The same thing you always do, darling.” The necklace, now squeaky clean—Rainbow never even noticed when'd Rarity managed to nick it— floated in and settled itself before her hooves. “You be there for her when she needs you the most. That’s why you’re Loyalty.”



Rainbow stopped in the doorway on her way out. The rain had died down to a drizzle, the night had fallen, but Dash didn’t feel like sleeping.



And the big building in the center of town had just given her an idea.












When Applejack asked the question, there was genuine amazement in her voice. “What in Equestria are you doing here this early in the mornin’, RD?”



Rainbow Dash mocked being hurt. “What? Can’t a mare take a walk around the orchard before sunup?” She’d opted not to wait in a tree at all, this time. Mostly it was just so she wouldn’t fall asleep, but AJ didn’t have to know that. “Relax, AJ. I just wanted to hang out.”



“Well, don’t let me stop ya." Applejack pushed past her. "I gotta go finish up the ol’ tree. Had to let up early yesterday ’cos o’ the rain.”



Applejack trotted the sodden path, her hooves splashing mud-water with every other step. Every other of those steps was light, and every other perhaps a little less controlled. Dash followed but didn’t say a word.



“Listen.” Applejack sighed. “I’m mighty sorry ‘bout yesterday, Rainbow. I didn’t mean to—”



“It’s okay, I was kind of an ass, too.” Rainbow talked fast so Applejack didn’t get a chance to interrupt. “Somepony made me see that not everypony is going to feel a certain way about things and that I should respect that. You are allowed to make your own choices and, as a friend, I want you to know I’m all for that.”



“That’s—” Applejack blinked dumbfoundedly. “That’s surprisingly insightful of you Dash. I appreciate it.”



They walked in silence again. They reached the clearing.



“I still stand by with what I meant earlier.” Applejack seemed to ponder her words for a second. “But could I see it, again? Just this once?”



Applejack looked at Rainbow Dash, and she saw something she’d not often seen in AJ’s eyes. Dash quirked an eyebrow. “See what?”



“The necklace.”



“Oh, that,” Rainbow replied, coupled with chuckles. “Naw, I sold it.”



“You done what?!”



The few birds that had already woken had now been thoroughly scared off, so the morning was again silent, save for the echoing shout. Applejack breathed deep and closed her eyes. “Sorry about that, Rainbow. I shouldn’t have gotten angry.”



“It’s ‘aight.”



Applejack continued to draw breath, huffing  through her nose like a tiny bull. “May I ask who'd you sell off it to?”



“Just some ponies.” Rainbow turned away and started trotting again, now starting on the incline of the hill. “I mean, there were a lot of takers—there was this pegasus, didn’t talk all that much, and this earth pony who smiled an awful lot.”



Applejack caught up to her and looked at her crookedly. “Then there was this prissy unicorn, who threw a fit when I told her how much it’d cost... I don’t think you’d like that pony very much. And then there was this purple egghead that had called in lots of her neighbors and they all wanted it too and…”



“Rainbow, what the Tartarus are you talkin' about?”



“I mean, there were just so many of them, I can hardly be held responsible for keeping track of all of em. You’re better off just asking the Mayor if you really wanna know… just, you know, don’t go knocking on her door at midnight." She looked around, as if for eavesdroppers, then winked and nudged her head at the top of the hill.



She watched Applejack stop sprinting just short of ramming into the tree.



By the time Rainbow reached the summit, AJ was breathing heavily, standing rigidly, and was not blinking nearly often enough. Rainbow shrugged her shoulders. “Yeah… I don’t think those ponies were all that bright.” She gesticulated at the tree. “I mean, why buy something, like, super expensive and then just leave it lying around here?”



The sun peeked over the horizon and dyed the sky red, then yellow, and then finally, hue by hue, blue. Leftover clouds from the previous day’s storm rolled overhead, carried by a wind that smelled of moisture, the coming day, apples, and a world of things that Rainbow knew very little of. The air was crisp on her coat and tangy on her feathers, and it tugged on her hairs as the minutes passed watching.



The tree bore on its skin the wrinkles of time. Two names were carved into its trunk, inside a crude drawing of a heart. The dates underneath, however, looked like they’d been added quite some time later.



And on a sagging branch that had been left unpruned, whether forgotten or just uncared for, hung a golden pendant.



“Rainbow?”



“Yeah?”



“Thanks.”



“Anytime.”



Dash put a hoof over AJ’s shoulder, who returned the favor. Applejack grinned mischievously. “Now, where’s my gift?”



“Oh, it’s right there.” Dash pointed at the edge of the orchard. “See that tree way over there?”



“Yeah.”



Dash was already halfway down the hill, however.



“Last one there is an egghead!”



“Consarnit, Rainbow, you cheat!”



Rainbow Dash couldn’t stop herself from grinning. She was grinning all the while she sped down the path and past the trees. Even when she ended up finished second, she didn’t stop grinning; she felt like she’d won.



After all, she’d found the perfect gift.
      

      
   
      Ambassador Spike


      
      
      
         
         ...But Not Through Glass

      
      

      

      
      
         "Stupid thing..." Spike growled. He wiped his sweat-slick fingers on the carpet, glowering all the while at the bag in front of him. Though nearly full to bursting, he'd managed to zip the top flap up almost all the way. A gap of only a few offending inches was all that plagued him now.



He sighed. "Look, I know we haven't always gotten along – I mean, if it weren't for that fireproofing enchantment, I probably would have burned you to cinders years ago. But we're stuck together, and if we're gonna make it through the trip, I really need you to work with me. And that means closing..."



Spike's fingers closed around the zipper.



"All..."



He stood, planted his feet on the ground, and gripped the bag tightly for counterbalance.



"The..."



His ropey, baby dragon muscles bulged as he pulled.



"Way!"



With a heave to put Rockhoof himself to shame, Spike pulled the zipper, and felt it glide, mercifully smoothly, pulling the flap shut and securing it. Relieved, he collapsed back, laughing.



"There, now. That wasn't so––"



He paused, and frowned. Though closed, a bit of the zipper had come undone below the fly – a gap in the teeth, no more than an inch long, through which a bit of polka-dotted cloth peeked out.



Spike almost – almost  – tried burning it to cinders then and there. It wouldn't have worked, but it would have been cathartic to try. Instead, he breathed slowly, and exhaled.



"Whatever, close enough. Now, lessee..."



He stood, reaching for the notepad and pencil he'd left on Twilight's bed. In the top margin, he'd written "SURVIVAL CHECKLIST: CONVENTION EDITION" in big, bold letters. Beside it, in parentheses, he'd added "Adapted from the work of Twilight Sparkle, Princess of Checklists."



Beside that was a winking, stick figure alicorn with a tiara, and a word bubble reading "Talk Nerdy To Me."



Spike reviewed the list quickly. He'd checked each box off as he packed the corresponding item, and continually checked to ensure they were all still packed as he piled more items into the bag. The review was strictly a formality, but he was the number one assistant to the Princess of Checklists, after all. Let it never be said by anypony that he ever failed to live up to that duty.



"Alright, got the essentials in here. Toothbrush, mini toothpaste, mini mouthwash, soap, extra soap, stick deodorant, gel deodorant, spray deodorant... Comic books, autograph book, Power Ponies cosplay, Slaymare cosplay... boxer shorts to be worn underneath cosplay..."



Spike cast a narrow-eyed look at the patch of fabric poking out of his luggage. 



"Yeah. Check. That's just about everything. Except for..."



The pencil landed on the list's only unchecked item. Spike licked his lips nervously before reading it out loud. 



"Get Twilight's permission."



"Permission for what?"



Startled, Spike jumped, yelled, and flung his arms wide, accidentally sending the pencil and notepad flying. He turned, gulping.



Twilight Sparkle stood behind him, the notepad impaled halfway down her horn. Flanking her was Starlight Glimmer, cupping her mouth with a hoof to hide a smile.



Twilight's eyes, bleary and bloodshot, flicked upward at the notepad, before settling back on Spike and narrowing.



He blinked. "Okay, you can't even be mad at me for that. That's, like, a one and a million shot."



One of Twilight's eyelids twitched. Spike hoped it was just from exhaustion.



Starlight snickered, and failed to hide it.



The notepad glowed as Twilight tugged it free from her horn. She skimmed it, raising an eyebrow – Spike figured it was at the stick figure – then glanced at the travel bag. "You taking a trip?"



Spike nodded, his wings twitching, an involuntary, nervous reaction that he hoped he learned how to control before his next sudden mutation. "Uh, yeah. I mean, that's what I wanted to ask you about. You remember that convention we talked about – the big one, in the Crystal Empire?"



"The one I said you couldn't go to?" Twilight trotted past Spike, to the bookshelf on the opposite side of the room. Tomes flew from the shelves, caught in her aura; she brought each one close and glanced at it briefly before either dropping it on the bed, or shuffling it back into place.



"No, you said that maybe I wouldn't be able to go, and maybe I would," said Spike, opening his wings just slightly. "Then you said we'd talk about it later. And, well, it's later now, so I figured I'd––"



"Wait until the middle of finals week at the school so I'd be too tired and busy to give you a definite no?"



Spike's mouth slowly closed, wings drooping. "I... didn't time it that way on purpose..."



"Well, sorry to disappoint you, Spike, but my answer now is the same as it would have been if you'd asked me last week." Twilight paused to flip through one of the books, before nodding in approval. "I can't give you time off right now; I need you here."



"But this year's the thirtieth anniversary panel for––"



"I need you here." 



"Twi, I've been planning this for months! I haven't taken a vacation in more than a year – lemme have this, please?" 



"I've already said no!" Twilight turned around to glare down at Spike, the book floating behind her head. "You've got a job to do, responsibilities, commitments to ponies who are counting on you. You can't just shirk all of those to go to some... comic book convention."



Spike balled up his hands and puffed out his chest. "Princess Celestia would've let you go if you asked her."



"I wouldn't be selfish enough to ask in the first place!"



Spike's wings snapped shut with an audible slap.



They stared each other down in silence – silence that was broken by an awkward cough from Starlight. 



"So, map must be on the fritz again. 'Cuz this looks like a friendship problem, sounds like a friendship problem, but I'm not getting the, uh... flank flashies." 



She pointed, twice, sharply, at her cutie mark.



"I... this isn't... we're not..." Twilight stammered, before pressing a hoof to her forehead, slumping. "Spike, I didn't mean to..."



She trailed off. Her eyes closed, and she remained still for so long that Spike was sure she'd dozed off.



Starlight coughed. "I mean, maybe it's one of the others getting called, for all I––"



"Starlight, please don't." Twilight stepped forward and unfurled a wing, letting its tips brush over Spike's shoulder. "I have to get back to the school – we can talk about this more later, if you'd like. Just... take the afternoon off."



With that, she gathered her books, floated them into a neat stack, and trotted tiredly toward the door.



"Wish I was just the Princess of Checklists," she grumbled under her breath as she left.



Spike flopped to his bottom and cupped his face in his hands, frowning. He didn't look up as Starlight circled over to him.



"Please don't take it personally, Spike. She's burning the candle at both ends – you know better than I do how she gets when she does that." She paused. "I'm sorry your thing didn't work out."



"'Comic book convention.' They're graphic novels." He huffed. "Think it would have made a difference if I'd asked her last week?"



"It's best not to dwell on what-ifs." Starlight cleared her throat. "You know, Mrs. Cake still owes me a free smoothie over at Sugarcube Corner for doing that exorcism last month."



Spike lifted his head, blinking at Starlight. "I thought the ghost turned out to be Discord with a tambourine?"



"Mrs. Cake still insisted on comping me drinks. And, well, who am I to argue with free stuff?" Starlight chuckled. "Anyway, it's yours, if you want it. Just say I sent you, and it should be okay."








The smoothie was free by itself. As it turned out, the mix-in he wanted – finely ground topaz – was extra. Spike paid the difference, fighting down the urge to complain, and settled into his seat, to slurp his drink and stew.



"I wasn't being selfish," Spike muttered to his straw. "It's not selfish to want time off, is it?"



He slurped up the last mouthful of smoothie in the cup and swirled it around with his tongue, wincing mildly. Too cold – it hurt his teeth. Then, sighing, he pushed away from his table – he had some unpacking to get a head start on.



But as he moved, he noticed the other patrons murmuring, shuffling toward the door. Spike's ears pricked – there was some kind of commotion outside. Frowning, he dropped to his feet and padded through the other ponies, gently nudging through them until he stood in the doorway.



Someone, of some equine race that Spike had never seen before, was in the courtyard outside. There were just enough similarities between her and a pony for Spike to be sure she was a shel, but she was very distinctly something else, too. Her mane, stuck with twigs and bits of leaf flowed down to wreath her neck, and her horn, which curved and forked asymmetrically, was red, contrasting with her dirt-streaked, creme-colored coat. Her tail, a narrow whip with fluffy tufts which also had twigs and leaves caught in it, wagged as she bounced between ponies, firing off a rapid question before bouncing to someone new. Subtly different, the questions always followed the same theme.



"Hey! You there! Do you know the Princess?"



"Hi there, tiny winged pony-person! Where can I find the Princess?"



"Do I have to track the Princess by scent; is that how I find her?" 



"What does the Princess smell like? I'll bet she smells like sunshine and morning dew."



Spike cupped his hands around his mouth. "It's finals week! So, probably more like stale coffee, teabags, and candle wax!"



The chatty visitor's ears perked and pivoted toward Spike. Gasping, she whirled toward Sugarcube Corner, and whipped a hoof toward him.



"You! Shiny-smallish-scaly-pony-person!"



The ponies in the doorway took a collective step to the side. Spike glanced at the other ponies and planted his hands on his hips, miffed. "I'm a dragon. Name's Spike."



"Right. Right. Dragon, that makes sense, that makes so much more sense than–– okay, no, don't sweat the small stuff, focus, focus..." She abruptly stopped and bounded up the steps, sliding to a stop in front of Spike. 



Spike inhaled, and wondered if the newcomer's own smell inspired her question about tracking down "the princess" by scent – she smelled dirty. Not bad, necessarily, just earthy and sweaty. 



"Shiny-smallish-scaly-Spiky-person!" the newcomer said, stopping for a quick breath. "Your name really suits you, incidentally, but that's neither here nor there. Anyway, you know the pony princess's secret study-stink, like intimately know it, which means you must get close enough to get a sniff or two of her at least every now and again, which means...!" She grinned, pushing her face close against his. 



"You must know the pony princess!"



Spike took a stutter-step backward, smiling back shakily. "Uh, yeah. I know all of them, actually."



"There's more than one?"



"Four. Uh, five. One of 'em, I live with – Princess Twilight Sparkle."



"Do you know where I could find her?"



Spike lifted an arm and pointed past the visitor, to the castle of cut crystal towering over Ponyville. She followed with her eyes, and swallowed.



"Oh. I guess that would be the most logical place to look for a princess." Then she grinned at Spike. "Think you could introduce me?"



"That really depends on who's asking," Spike replied. "You are...?"



"Autumn Blaze!" She seized Spike's hand between her two front hooves and shook it, and Spike, vigorously. "And you're Spike. And they're all..."



Autumn gestured back at an empty courtyard, the ponies she'd accosted having vanished. Her face fell. "Gone. They're all gone."



"Yeah, ponies kinda don't like it when you bombard them with random questions and get all up in their faces." Spike eyed the ponies who'd side-stepped him before, glaring with disapproval as they discretely slipped away from Sugarcube Corner. "Even the ones here, which is saying something."



Autumn laughed sheepishly. "Sorry. I spent an abnormally long period of time living completely isolated in a shack on a hilltop, and I kiiiinda need to relearn the art of conversation. Social niceties, body language, personal space..."



"Reminds me of another shut-in I used to know." Spike eyed Autumn again, connections forming in his brain. "You're that kirin, right? Fluttershy and Applejack told me about you – they solved a friendship problem in your village a little while back."



"You know Fluttershy and Applejack?" Autumn squealed. "I know Fluttershy and Applejack! Aren't they just the best?"



"I mean, they're not Rarity, but––"



"I don't know who that is – although for some reason I imagine her being as beautiful as she is unattainable – but I'm gonna live and die on the Applejack and Fluttershy hill for as long as I live. Just, not literally on a hill. I'm kinda past that."



"To each their own, I guess," Spike said with a shrug. "What brings you to Ponyville? You're a long way from the Peaks of Peril."



"How do you pronounce 'envoy?'" Autumn said, beginning a long, circular walk around Spike. "Do you pronounce it like you're saying an 'n?' 'N-voy?' Or like 'on-voy,' as if something is sitting on a voy. Because I've heard it both ways, but I've been saying 'N-voy,' and getting weird looks from ponies."



"Uh, I guess both––"



"Anyway, I ask because that's what I am. See, our leader, Rain Shine – she's a real hoot, you'd like her – decided that we needed to integrate more into the outside world after being shut away for so long, and since I've had the most experience with ponies––"



"You were the natural pick."



"Right! Of course, I wasn't really sure what to do or where to go or who to talk to. Applejack and Fluttershy told me that you were all ruled by a princess, so I figured I'd start by trying to find the princess. And that was just a simple matter of following the train tracks, and getting directions from ponies when I ran out of train tracks, until I wound up here!"



"'Followed?'" Spike parroted. "You didn't ride the train?"



"Nah. Turns out, you need money to do that. We kirin use pumpkin seeds for currency."



Spike blinked. "So you... walked?"



"All the way here from the village, on minimal sleep, food, and water. It's kind of a miracle I'm still alive, if I'm being honest." Autumn swayed on her hooves, and almost toppled over – Spike braced her flank with his hands and helped her keep her balance.



"If it helps, you probably won't be able to meet with Princess Twilight right away. She's got kind of a full schedule for the day, between teaching and... Princess stuff. Won't be home until tonight." He cast a look over at the castle. "If you want, you can always come by and hang out until she's finished. Catch a nap, a bite to eat, maybe a hot shower..."



Autumn's ears folded quizzically. "Okay, I got like, two thirds of that. You'll have to explain what 'hot shower' means." 



Spike's face blanked. "You've... never heard of a hot shower before now."



Autumn shook her head. "Language has evolved in some crazy ways since the last time I hung out with anypony that wasn't kirin, and I'm still catching up on all of it."



Spike had to laugh at that. "Well then, Autumn Blaze, allow me to introduce you to something that'll change your life forever." He crooked his arm toward her, and she linked her foreleg with him, letting him guide her toward the castle in the distance. "Hot running water."








Twilight and Spike's shared bedroom had its own adjoining bath and shower, of which Spike gladly let Autumn avail herself, after a crash course in what the individual little knobs did, and an explanation of the dos and don'ts of detachable showerheads, of course. 



Autumn sang to herself as she washed, her voice audible over the patter of water against the crystal. Spike was no stranger to ponies with perfect pipes, but even he had to admit, her voice was peculiarly angelic. He even caught himself humming along as he unpacked his luggage – or tried to unpack; he got sucked into reading his comics pretty quickly, keeping single-issues stacked on top of an old, worn omnibus. Distracted as he was by his reading, Autumn's song got muddled, lost in translation, though he at least carried the tune and kept the gist of the lyrics.



"'Cuz rainbows won't block out the sun," he sang softly. "Unless you hum-de-hum..."



Autumn emerged after a time, accompanied by a clouds of rolling steam. Her horn glowed as she toweled herself off, giving her mane and tail a thorough rub-down, before folding the towel and  floating it back into the bathroom.



"You know, I thought you were exaggerating, but hoo! Who knew being pelted by boiling hot water could be so relaxing and rejuvenating? I feel like writing a musical on that subject alone. Or at least a couple showtunes."



"A musical?" Spike echoed. "How is it that the kirin invented musical theater before indoor plumbing?"



"Hey, what do you think is more difficult to figure out – pipes and knobs and showermajiggies that require years of jiggery-pokery, or three-part harmonies requiring only the voices the singers were born with? Maybe you all did things backwards, and we did things the sensible way." 



With that, Autumn hopped onto Twilight's bed, circled it once, and flopped onto her belly. Spike stared at her; she tilted her head to one side.



"What?" she asked.



Spike fidgeted. "That's just... Twilight's bed, is all."



"Ooh, princess bed. No wonder it's so soft and comfy." Autumn nuzzled the comforter, purring contentedly. "Ponies are so nice, letting you use their bathrooms and sleep in their beds while they whittle away the day in their offices..."



Spike almost clarified that he meant to give her a guest bed, and that the shower was just a courtesy, but he bit back the comment in the end. What were the odds Twilight'd ever know that a kirin had been romping around in her bed? He'd change the sheets and pillowcases later, and she'd probably thank him for it.



"So," Autumn said, when she'd finished her nuzzling. She folded her forehooves and dangled them off the edge of the mattress. "I couldn't help noticing – almost didn't say anything – you've got a bag out, and a super-tiny, vertically piled library. You taking a trip? Moving? Or is this some kinda weird pony way of organizing books?"



Spike glanced at the half-open bag – his travel soaps and deodorant were visible inside, along with the button-eyed plush of Rarity that he slept with most nights. Blushing, he quickly pulled the flap closed and shoved the bag away before Autumn could notice and ask about it.



"I was planning to take a trip today, actually," Spike said. "To this... uh..."



Autumn rested her chin on her folded forelegs. "If you're trying to get me to guess the end of that sentence, you're out of luck – I'm kinda terrible at that, turns out."



"No, that's not it," Spike said with a shrug. "Just... ah, you don't wanna hear about all this stuff."



"I wouldn't ask if I wasn't curious," Autumn said. "C'mon, spill it."



Spike sighed – he'd be lying if he said this wasn't the tiniest bit embarrassing to share. "I was planning to go to this convention. Way up north, in a place called the Crystal Empire."



Autumn floated the first comic off the topic of the stack and brought it in front of her face, scanning it detachedly. "Some kind of literature convention?"



Spike chuckled. "Yeah, kind of. It's a comic convention."



Autumn glanced at Spike. "Like, stand-up? I thought you said it was a literary––"



"Comic books," Spike clarified. "Like the one you're holding. You know, superheroes, fantastic adventures, thinly-veiled allegories for social problems... you have those, don't you?"



"Kind of? I'm basically the entire kirin literary community, all on my own. Should've brought my folio." Autumn flipped through the comic, her eyes lighting up. "Ooh! Pictures. Can't read the text – pony script, go figure. What's this one about?"



"That's Power Ponies. One of the first comics I really got into, back when I was little." Spike gently dug the omnibus out from underneath the pile, and presented it to Autumn with a grin. "I go for slightly more mature stuff these days."



Autumn floated the omnibus out of Spike's grip and opened it. Immediately, her eyes widened, and her face reddened. "That griffin's insides are on his outsides! And... that mare's face is right between that other mare's––"



"Whoa, uh–– shoot, I thought that was the censored edition." Spike, blushing, clambered onto the bed and lunged for the omnibus, only for Autumn to yank it out of arm's reach. She flipped through it rapidly.



"This is... filthy. Disgusting, even. Vile, nasty, obscene, perverted, and a thousand other synonyms that I can't recall." She slammed the book shut. "What the heck is this?"



Spike heaved a sigh. "It's called Slaymare. This... legendarily edgy comic. It's about a filly who watches her whole village get slaughtered by rabid minotaurs, and discovers her special talent is revenge."



"Does she get revenge for the death of her village?"



Spike cringed. "And then some."



Autumn regarded the front cover with a long, evaluatory gaze. Then she turned to Spike, grinning. "Can I keep it?"



A moment's shock passed. Spike laughed, relieved that he hadn't torpedoed diplomatic relations with the kirin by exposing their envoy to obscene pulp fiction. "You can take that one, sure – I got another copy that's super censored. That's the one I was hoping to bring. The artist was gonna be at the Con this week to celebrate Slaymare's thirtieth anniversary; there's a panel for it and everything. I was gonna ask him to sign my censored omnibus as a joke."



"Sounds pretty special," Autumn said. She floated the omnibus back to the floor, to rest beside the the pile, and rolled to her side, nestling her cheek against the pillow. She looked up at Spike, dark rings underneath her otherwise striking golden eyes. "But you're not going anymore, are you?"



Spike glanced at a clock in the corner of the room – his train north would have left a half hour ago. The realization made his heart sink. "Some... some stuff came up. I couldn't get free for the week after all."



"...That's disappointing," Autumn said softly. "I mean, I'm glad you were here to meet me, but all the same..."



That surprised Spike. Not that she expressed empathy for him, but that she did it without rattling off a string of synonyms and parallelisms. She was tired, Spike reminded himself, and resting on a comfy princess bed – she was probably dozing off.



"It's probably for the best," Spike said. "I couldn't really get away; Twilight needs me around too much. And it's nice to know that I'm that important to everyone else." 



The words rang hollow, keeping his back to Autumn, and unfurling his wings to wrap around arms and sides like a cloak.



Autumn's tail landed on his lap, her fur tickling his thighs slightly. 



Spike smiled to himself – it was an intimate, familiar gesture, but not an unwelcome one, or unsurprising. She did say she needed to relearn personal space, after all. He contented himself with gazing out the window, at the afternoon sun crawling toward the western horizon, and listening to the sound of Autumn's steady breathing as she let herself fall asleep.



"I guess this isn't so bad," Spike said, to no one in particular.



A knock at the door drew his attention; it opened before Spike could give any kind of response – a textbook Starlight move. Twilight would have asked if he was decent.



"Hey Spike, I was looking for you at Sugarcube Corner, but Mr. Cake says that I just––"



She stopped abruptly. Spike turned to look at her – she was wide-eyed, glancing rapidly between him and Autumn, whose back was to the door.



"...Does Twilight know you've started inviting girls over?" said Starlight. "Has she even given you the talk yet?"



Spike blushed, hard, and whirled around to face Starlight. "Starlight, that's not––"



"Spike, c'mon, it's just me. I won't tell Twilight; I'll even help you change the sheets. Just, next time, maybe don't use her bed? It's pretty tacky. Tiny bit unhygienic, too."



"This isn't what it looks like!" Spike groaned, burying his face in his hands. "She's a diplomat, and she's here to see Twilight; I'm just letting her sleep in here to be, y'know, hospitable."



Starlight raised an eyebrow. "At least that's plausible, as cover stories go."



"Oh, shove it. Ask her yourself!" Spike pressed his hands against Autumn's shoulder and shook her, hard. "Autumn, wake up; we gotta––"



"DON'TEATPUMPKINSEEDSONMYNEWSOFA!" Autumn snapped. Then she was on fire.



Flames cascaded around her body as she bolted upright, her mane a ring of fire. In an instant, the flames swallowed the mattress and licked along the posts to swallow up the canopy, transforming the bed into a candle of blue and pink and purple.



With a flash of hornlight, a rain cloud appeared over the bed. Immediately, a downpour swept over the bed, quenching the flames, and Autumn, too. She stood there, soaked to the bone, her waterlogged mane and tail hanging wetly.



Starlight ducked her head sheepishly, her bangs falling over her face. A hiss of breath escaped her lips. "Oh, I really should have looked before I leaped..."



Autumn chuckled sheepishly, sweeping her tail back and forth on the bed. "Sorry. That's... that's a kirin thing. Happens sometimes, when we get angry."



"A kirin. That figures." Starlight gestured at the bed. "So, when you said 'that's a kirin thing,' were you referring to spontaneously combusting, or reacting angrily to being shaken awake?"



"The former. The latter's an Autumn Blaze thing." She grinned. "Which is me. I'm Autumn Blaze, by the way. Are you the pony princess?"



"No, but who knows what next year might bring?" Starlight looked at Spike. "You okay?"



Spike was; the water hadn't hurt him any more than the fire head. He was more concerned about the comics, but a glance over his shoulder told him they were fine – too far away to be caught in the fire or flood. 



"I'm built dragon tough. We laugh at fire."



"A dragon after my own heart," Autumn said. She reached her hoof toward Spike expectantly; he pounded it with his fist.



"Well, you're getting along well, at least." Starlight watched with a nervous, shaky smile on her face. "So, I guess this isn't the worst diplomatic visit this castle's seen... if half of what I've heard about the yaks is true..."








Hours later, the three of them sat at the Cutie Map, together at one side, with Twilight in her own throne. Bleary-eyed and expressionless, she stared at Spike, Autumn and Starlight.



"So," she said, abruptly. "You lit my bed on fire. And then you doused it with water."



"Uh, the fire was all me, actually," Autumn said, raising her hoof. "And I'm really sorry about that. These two didn't have anything to do with it, though – please don't yell at them, or turn them into toads, or whatever it is that pony princesses do to their subjects."



Next, Twilight looked at Starlight, raising an eyebrow.



Starlight fidgeted. "The rain cloud was me. Seemed like a good idea at the time."



Twilight's gaze landed on Spike next. Her jaw worked in a long, slow circle, her teeth grinding together audibly. She said nothing. Asked nothing. Just kept staring. And staring. And staring.



"...Accidents happen, I suppose," she said, returning her gaze to Autumn. "I think we can make a fresh start from here. Welcome to Equestria, Autumn Blaze"



"Delighted to be here," Autumn sighed. She leaned her hooves onto the table, idly running them over its smooth, glassy surface. "You are... way less angry about that than I thought you'd be, Miss Pony Princess Twilight."



"Let's just change the subject." A thin smile stretched across Twilight's face. "Why'd you come to Ponyville? I know you're trying to reach out to Equestria's government on behalf of the kirin, but our town's a peculiar choice for that."



"This is just where everypony I talked to pointed me toward," Autumn said. "See, I was walking along the train tracks, following them as much as I could, and every now and again, I'd meet a random pony or two – bums, drifters, hobos, even the occasional tramp. I asked each one if they knew where the pony princess was, and they all just kept pointing me toward here."



"And here you are now." Twilight tented her hooves – a human-ish gesture that Spike was sure she'd picked up from Sunset Shimmer. "Perhaps you should have been more specific about which princess you wanted to meet with."



Autumn looked between Spike and Starlight for explanation. Finding none, she said, "Does it make a difference which one of you I talk to?"



Twilight nodded curtly. "Of the five alicorn princesses in Equestria, the only ones with the official vested power to recognize the kirin as a state, and open diplomatic relations with them, are Princess Celestia and Princess Luna – they're in Canterlot, north of here. Princess Cadance, in the Crystal Empire even further to the north, rules as a vassal of Canterlot, and her daughter is still in diapers."



"What do you do?"



"Teach friendship and shoot rainbows." Twilight tapped her hooves together, once. "Sometimes, I attend state functions, during which I smile and wave."



"Hmm. Good to know." Autumn leaned back in her borrowed throne. "Kinda sounds overly complicated, though, like you're in this middle ground between a single-ruler authoritarian system and oligarchical rule by the landed elite. You ever think about maybe forming a polity driven by the will of the masses, rather than concentrating political power with a race of winged demigods?"



Twilight's eyelids twitched, out of sequence with one another. "So you'll be wanting to go to Canterlot, is what I'm trying to say. I can arrange for a train tomorrow morning – it's probably best if I introduce you to the Princesses personally."



Autumn blinked. She glanced quickly at Spike, then smiled. "That's super nice of you, Princess Twilight. But, uh, if it's all the same to you... maybe I could go with Spike, instead? As long as it's okay with him, I mean."



Startled by the invitation, Spike looked at Autumn, then at Twilight. He wasn't sure it would be. They hadn't even spoken since the incident earlier that day.



Twilight's eyelids twitched so hard that they shut momentarily in a very spasmodic blink. "Spike? Would it be okay with you?"



Flustered, Spike drew himself up, and stammered a response. "I guess–– but, I mean, don't you kinda need me here? To help you out with... uh... stuff?"



That was the whole reason you wouldn't let me take my trip, he almost said. He bit the comment back, though, his wings twitching with nervous energy.



"Handling sudden diplomatic envoys is precisely the kind of unexpected eventuality that I wanted my number-one assistant present for," Twilight said evenly. "In other words, that would be helping me out with stuff. So. Are you in?"



Spike looked at Autumn, who grinned, and nodded encouragingly.



"I guess so," he said at last.



Autumn whooped. "That is so, so massively good to hear, Spike. Because denying me, an official diplomat, my choice of escort to meet your heads of government would have been a grievous insult to the kirin, and we probably would have had to launch a mutually destructive war of conquest against Equestria in reprisal, but thank goodness we don't have to deal with that. Right?!"



Spike, Starlight, and Twilight stared at Autumn with varying levels of shock.



"...That... that was a joke. I was kidding, I promise." Autumn scratched the back of her head. "Yeah, it seemed funnier in my head. Maybe I need to relearn how to read a room."



"Well, who knows? Maybe somepony else'll get called for that particular friendship mission." Twilight looked at Starlight. "Would you mind showing Autumn to a guest room? Without destroying any more of my furniture. I'd like a minute to talk to my assistant alone."



"Wonderful; something else for me to never live down," Starlight muttered. She hopped off her throne and headed out the double-doors, down the halls that led to the guest quarters. "C'mon, Autumn, let's find you a bed for the night."



Autumn followed, shooting a look to Spike. "See you tomorrow," she mouthed.



Spike watched them leave, waiting until Starlight pulled the doors shut to speak. "I know she's kind of a motormouth, but first impressions aside, Autumn's pretty cool. You shouldn't––"



"I don't want to talk about Autumn Blaze right now, Spike."



Spike felt a quick stab of anger in his gut, a reminder of how much their talk from before still stung. He looked at Twilight, ready to respond––



The sight of her slumped over in her throne, wings drooping, head hanging low, blunted that stab considerably.



"Twi? You okay?"



Twilight heaved a sigh, and looked up at Spike. Freed from her carefully constructed facade of diplomatic politeness, without any traces of barely maintained cordiality, Twilight just looked beat.



"I've been thinking about earlier," she said. She paused to huff out a dry, humorless chuckle. "It's been on my mind all day, in fact. I said some things I didn't really... I mean, I know you're not selfish, Spike. I just... I'm tired. I lashed out and said something I didn't really mean." 



Spike felt a twinge of self-consciousness, and idly gripped his wings.



Twilight raised a hoof, slowly, to silence him. "It's not selfish, or greedy, to ask for a vacation, not with how hard you work. I know it's been forever since your last one; it's just... you know how busy this time of the year is. For me, and for all of us. Especially now that we've got the school to run. I really need all hooves on deck right now."



"...I don't even have those," Spike muttered. He chanced a little smile at Twilight.



She seemed to lighten a bit, wings perking, the corners of her lips twitching. "You know what I mean. Like, think of it this way – if you'd caught that train today, like you planned, who'd be here to meet up with Autumn? I certainly don't have anypony else who could've taken her to Canterlot – I would've had to go myself, and I really, really can't afford that right now."



"Starlight couldn't do it?"



"Starlight's been letting students cry into her shoulder over finals for the better part of the day. Ninety percent of her schedule is tear-related. Without her, I'm pretty sure the school would just have a collective emotional breakdown, and my whole curriculum would fall apart."



Spike thought about it, then nodded begrudgingly.



Twilight took a deep breath. "So, what I'm getting at is... I was harsh and insensitive to you, and I'm sorry for that. And I'm sorry for making you miss your convention. I hope... I mean, I want to make it up to you. I plan to, in fact. Just, let's get through this week, and I promise, we'll figure something out together. Okay?"



Spike knew Twilight was sincere; he knew how hard she worked, how short she could get when she was overworked, and how genuinely she cared about him. He knew she'd keep her promise to him, to the best of her ability.



It wouldn't be the same, but it meant something that she'd try, at least.



So he forced a smile, and nodded. 



Twilight's relief was immediate, and palpable. She stretched her wings, as though new life flooded through them, and rose from the table, circling around to Spike.



"I'm gonna try and find another bedroom tonight – my own bed has gone and combusted. Care to join me?"



Spike hesitated just long enough for his hesitation to be obvious. "Why not?"








Spike was a late riser by nature; if he had to travel to Canterlot, he usually preferred a late morning or afternoon train to something that left at the crack of dawn. Autumn insisted on leaving early, however, and made another vague allusion to a war of reprisal that was no funnier than the first one.



"I used to be a stitch," she grumped as she and Spike arrived at the station, after spending their walk in awkward, threat-induced silence. "The other kirin? They found me hysterical before the Silence."



"I think you're funny," Spike replied. A yawn forced him to pause, and distorted his voice as he continued speaking. "Just not when you're threatening to declare war on Equestria."



"You and I have very different opinions on comedy, my friend." Autumn sighed, then drew herself up primly. "But, okay, I suppose I can adapt for the sake of my audience."



Spike patted her shoulder. "That's the spirit."



The two of them passed through the station, and onto the platform – Spike tried to head for the ticket counter in the waiting room, only for Autumn to stop him with a shake of her head. She beckoned him outside, instead, where they found Starlight Glimmer – sleepy, yawning, sipping coffee between yawns, and floating a pair of tickets beside her head. 



At her hooves was his old, worn, fireproof travel bag, predictably and stubbornly half-unzipped.



"Did you seriously schlep out here at dawn just so you could buy the tickets for me?" Spike said, looking askance at her. "And what's with the bag? Princess Celestia isn't gonna want me to introduce Autumn to her if I'm dressed up as Humdrum. Goes against decorum."



"You're welcome, Spike, and good morning to you, too." Starlight slurped a bit of coffee and floated one ticket into Spike's grasp. Autumn caught the other in her aura.



"I'd stay to see you off," Starlight continued, "but I'm expecting Silverstream to have camped outside my office all night, just to catch me before anyone else could. So, I gotta get back to work. Sorry."



"Oh, think nothing of it," Autumn said warmly. "Thanks, Starlight – I owe you one for this."



"Just make him pay me back." Starlight winked at Spike. "He can get me a smoothie."



She stalked off the platform and back into town, guzzling coffee as she went.



"What was that all about?" Spike said to Autumn. "What would you owe her for, the tickets? It's not that big a deal; diplomatic trips to Canterlot get charged to the crown."



"Well, about that," Autumn drawled, Nearby, a train's whistle blew, the engine chuffing and chugging as it churned up to the platform. "We're not going to Canterlot, Spike."



"What are you...?" Spike quickly looked down at his ticket: a one-way express ticket to the Crystal Empire.



Well, that explained the bag. "You didn't..."



"No, Starlight Glimmer did. We got to talking last night about everything going on, about your convention, and how disappointed you were that you couldn't go – she felt bad, and I felt bad, and we both agreed that we wished there was some way you could still go do your thing, and then she explained to me how trains work––"



Said train screeched to a halt at the station; a smattering of ponies drifted from the cars and into the station. The conductor – a bespectacled crystal pony – stepped onto the platform, staring at his pocket watch.



"And then, yeah," Autumn finished, pedaling one hoof in the air. "We decided, why shouldn't you go to your thing? She packed your comics back into your bag and slipped out here to buy the train tickets. It's a day later than you wanted, sure, but losing one day's better than losing all of them. Right?"



"I..." Spike gripped the ticket in his hands. His wings twitched; he flattened them against his body, held them there as tightly as he could. "But Twilight... she was counting on me to take you to Canterlot."



"She was counting on you to be my escort on an official diplomatic mission," Autumn corrected. "Which we can do, oh, pretty much anywhere. We don't need to go visit your other pony princesses, do we?"



"Princess Cadance lives in the Empire, so technically... wait, I mean––" Spike shook his head and turned on Autumn, gesturing emphatically. "That's not the point!"



Autumn recoiled. "I don't understand – we were trying to do something nice for you. I was trying to do something nice for you. Are you mad at me?"



Spike opened his mouth to yell something back. It hung open, awkwardly; he realized he didn't know what to say.



"...I'm not sure," he finally said, lamely. "I'm not sure if I'm mad. And if I am mad, I'm not sure if I'm mad at you, or at Starlight, or at Twilight, or at... me."



He turned his back to Autumn, tugging his wings around his body like a cloak.



"Why would you be mad at yourself?" Spike felt a hoof come to rest on his shoulder, turning him around until he faced Autumn again. "Hey, talk to me. Why would you be mad at yourself?"



Spike rubbed his arm and glanced away shyly. He sighed. "Yesterday, when I asked Twilight if she'd let me go to the convention, she said... she said I was being selfish. Ignoring my responsibilities so I could go off and have fun."



"Isn't that the point of vacations, though? To drop your responsibilities and have a good time?"



"Yeah, but––"



"Then what's the big deal?"



"The big deal is that I think she might have been right!"



The conductor's pocket watch snapped shut. He made the last call for boarding in a crisp voice, and stepped back onto the train.



"I think she might have been right," Spike repeated, a little more calmly. "I think, maybe, just maybe, I wanted to go to this convention so badly that it... it made me forget that, sometimes, I need to put my friends' needs before what I want."



"What you want still matters, though," Autumn said.



"Not when it... when it causes problems for my friends." Spike's wings twitched as, on the tracks, the train began to churn back to life. "Look... this is a dragon thing – I have a bad history with wanting things too much. Sometimes, it's pretty benign, like, getting super fixated on something, not being able to let go of it. Sometimes, it's less benign; I make a big mess, and ponies have trouble looking me in the eye for a couple years afterward."



"You think wanting to go to this convention constitutes a 'dragon thing?'"



Spike nodded. "Definitely on the benign side of the spectrum, but... yeah. I do. And it wasn't until I talked to Twilight last night that I realized... how can I go off and have fun, by myself, while she and the rest of my friends are all putting themselves through the wringer?"



"What you want is still important though. Just because wanting something might bring out a bad side of you doesn't mean you should shut that down completely. I know a thing or two about repressing a side of yourself you don't like. I mean..." Autumn chuckled self-consciously. "You think I was always cool about lighting on fire whenever I got too mad?"



Spike chewed his lip, before shaking his head. Not far away, the train came to life, crawling down the tracks, puffs of black smoke trailing from its chimney.



He felt Autumn's hoof cup his chin and draw his head back up, until they were eye to eye again. 



"Spike, it is sweet – really sweet – that you care so much about your friends, and that you wanna do right by them. But you gotta take time for yourself, too. If you ask me, it's a lot more selfish for somepony else to ask you to sacrifice what you want for their sake." 



Her horn glowed, and



Her voice lowered to a gentle whisper. "Do you wanna go to this thing, Spike?"



Spike tried to reply. Only a weak, strained note came from the back of his throat. He settled for a nod – a little one, meek and gentle. "But the train... it kinda came and went, didn't it? And the next train to the Empire isn't until tomorrow morning. We wouldn't get there until after the convention."



Autumn grunted, staring down the tracks at the train as it picked up speed, steadily vanishing into the horizon. "Yeah, talking you into going kinda ate up valuable time. That's... quite... frustrating."



"Right?" Spike sighed. "I'm sorry. I know you tried your best to––"



"Don't be sorry. Be mean. Get me pissed."



Spike raised an eyebrow. "What?"



"I'm faster when I'm in Nirik form; I'm pretty sure I can get us on that thing if we can catch it before it picks up too much speed. But I'm just mildly frustrated right now, and I can't do anything with that." Autumn stamped her hoof. "Get. Me. Pissed."



"Uh... you're..." Spike fumbled for something appropriately cutting. "Ugly?"



"You're not fooling me; I'm a snack, and we both know it. Try again."



"Uh... Rarity's ten times better than Applejack and Fluttershy combined."



A spark rippled down Autumn's tail. "Alright, we're getting somewhere. Keep going"



"If... if you don't get me on that train, I'll throw such a diplomatic temper tantrum that the Princesses will carpet-bomb the kirin village just to shut me up."



Autumn's eyes vanished in pools of stark white nothingness. "Wow, that really isn't funny. Okay! Bring it on home, Spike!"



Spike planted his feet into the ground, plucked up his courage, picked up his bag, and slung it over his shoulder. "Musical theater is for ponies who don't have the attention span for opera!"



Autumn blazed. Coated in flames from head to hoof, she was as staggeringly beautiful as she was terrifying.



She glared down at Spike with vacuous eyes.



"Get on my back right now."
      

      
   
      Ascension


      
      
      
         
         ...But Not Through Glass

      
      

      

      
      
         On that vast shore washed with the farthest sea, Celestia landed and bade hello to the Incorruptible One.



"Catty! It's so good to see you again!"



The Incorruptible One smiled. "Celestia. Is it that time of the millennium again?"



"Oh, I had some vacation time, so I thought I'd stop by a bit earlier than usual," Celestia replied with a casual wave.



"I see. Well, Zeal will be happy to see you taking the initiative." A worried frown creased the young stallion's brow. "I hope things are better than when last we spoke? You were rather distraught at the loss of your sister, and a hundred years of loneliness can weigh on a pony's heart."



"Oh, I'm much better now, Catty." Celestia grinned. "I have my sister back, and I have a new student too! She's incredible, like nothing I've ever seen."



"That is quite a statement, coming from one such as you. I hope to one day meet her on these shores, though for your sake I hope that day is far, far away."



"Oh, she should be around in about a thousand years." A coy smile lit up Celestia's expression. "She managed to ascend, and become an alicorn."



For the first time centuries, surprise showed on Catty's face. "Truly? That is most marvelous. Please, convey my sincerest congratulations to her when you return."



"I will. And how about you? Still don't want to make the climb?"



"Somepony must guide the souls who arrive here," Catty replied. "It is good work, and it satisfies me."



"Well, take it from someone who's been around the block a few more times than you: sometimes, it's time to hand the reins over to the next generation, and enjoy some well-deserved rest."



Catty laughed. "It is rare for someone to call me young. I've missed not being the old fogey."



"Respect your elders," Celestia said with mock sternness. "I was ancient before you drew your first breath in life, Catty."



"Hey, that's my line!" The stern mask on both their faces dissolved into carefree grins. "Oh, it is good to speak with someone who remembers my old nickname. Well, I've held you up long enough. If you fly, you should be able to get past the Negligent Rulers before sunset. Though, please say hello to August for me if you see him."



"I will. Farewell, Catty."



Celestia spread her wings, and took to the sky, flying away from the Incorruptible One and towards the mountain that loomed in the distance, its tip piercing the sky itself.








"Halt! Who dares approach the Terraces?"



"It's just me, Gatekeeper." Celestia didn't even flinch as the tip of a blade flew inches from her neck. She knew Gatekeeper liked her dramatics.



"Ah, Celestia." The blade withdrew, and Gatekeeper shot her a sheepish smile. "My apologies. Are you here to make the ascent once again?"



"I am."



"Very well then." The blade flashed out, and Celestia felt a jolt of pain on her forehead. She conjured up a mirror and looked at the seven "P"s that had been carved around her horn.



"Your penmanship is improving," she commented as the pain subsided into a dull ache.



"Thank you," Gatekeeper replied. "You may continue now. May you be Enlightened and Purified of Sin." She sheathed her sword and stepped aside, allowing Celestia to pass.



"That mare really needs to find something else to live for besides her job," Celestia muttered before smiling to herself. "But then again, who am I to judge her for that?"



With a soft chuckle, Celestia stepped onto the First Terrace, and began her Ascent.








"Your stone is lighter this time," the Angel of Humility said as she walked alongside Celestia. "Barely a thousand pounds."



"T-Thank you," Celestia gasped out as she took another step, her back weighed down by a boulder that covered her entire withers. "I-Its been a humbling few years for me. I've been struck down far more times than I care to admit, and had to rely on my beloved student to save the day. She's a shining example of one who wields power without Pride, and she's helped me accept that I am only just a m-mare." Her hoof slipped, and Celestia barely kept herself upright as the stone shifted on her back.



"That is good," Humility said, making no move to help her. That would have defeated the purpose of the exercise. "Only by accepting the aid of others can we truly overcome Pride and embrace Humility."



"I should write that d-down." Another step. "Twilight will appreciate it." Celestia grunted. "How far do I still have to go?"



"Celestia, it has only been a dozen yards since we began. You still have a mile to walk before your burden is lifted."



"Oh bother. Well, at least there's that really nice spider statue to look at over there. Say, since I'll be here for a while, do you want to hear about the time that my Faithful Student encountered this traveling showmare, and learned to express herself without being prideful? I think you'll like this story..."








"Love those who have done harm to you."



"They have no wine..."



"Whoever captures me will kill me..."



"No, I'm Spartacus! Wait, wrong story... oh well, it still works."



Celestia pulled the coat she'd been given around her as the voices surrounded her continued to speak. "You know, I feel like you need to update some of these pithy lines. Most kids these days don't even know about Cane and Able's story anymore."



"Duly noted," said a voice on her left.



"Also, I feel like the purpose of giving us a really dull cloak to wear is defeated by also sewing our eyes shut." Celestia turned her head to the left as she spoke.



"Why are you even in here?" The Angel of Charity muttered. "I didn't think you had an envious bone in your body! I'm not convinced that you aren't here just to bug me every thousand years."



"You would not believe how many times I've been tempted to shove off all my responsibilities to some poor usurper and let them drown in it," Celestia said with a smirk. "I'm just glad I found Twilight before I actually did something like that. Now, there's a mare who's actually worthy of responsibility. She probably wouldn't even care about wearing such an unfashionable cloak — you should've seen what she wore on her birthday a few years ago. Mare has no fashion sense, I swear! And don't get me started on that time she got her friend to help her design a dress—"



"Okay, we're here! Congratulations, you are free of Envy!" Charity pressed a hoof against Celestia's withers to stop her, and then used her magic to free her eyes.



"Oh, already?" Celestia blinked and looked around, confirming that they were indeed at the top of the Second Terrace. "Such a shame. I was hoping to tell you the story of how Twilight got her first student. I think you'd appreciate it, since it's a story about a pony overcoming their Envy."



"Maybe next time." Charity brushed her wing against Celestia's forehead, removing the second "P" just as Humility had removed the first. "Alright, on you go! Say hi to Peace for me!"



She gave Celestia a light tap on the rump to push her forward, making the princess squeak and sputter even as she continued her ascent.



"Hmmph, some mares..."








"...So anyways, Twilight finally got through Starlight's anger and convinced her to give friendship another try instead of holding on to hate. Then they reset the timeline and Starlight became Twilight's first student!"



Celestia trotted cheerfully through the acrid smoke alongside the Angel of Peace, regaling him with the tale of how her wonderful student had saved Equestria yet again.



"Your student sounds like quite the firecracker," Peace said as they passed by another group of penitents coughing and wheezing in the smog. "Though, her habit of shooting first and asking questions later makes me think I'll be seeing more of her than you in the future."



A sigh escaped from Celestia's lips. "It's true. She's getting better, but she can sometimes be... passionate... about things. But that passion is also something incredible to watch in action. Twilight doesn't do anything by half-measures."



"I look forward to meeting her, then." Peace winked at her. "But I'll always cherish our conversations, Celestia. Everypony else around here is too busy coughing up their lungs to speak." As if on cue, there was another chorus of hacking and wheezing by those who surrounded them. "It's nice to be with a pony who is free enough of her anger to help me dispell the loneliness."



"Anytime, Peacy." Celestia giggled a little before giving off a polite cough. After all, she wasn't completely immune to the fires of Wrath.



"...dona nobis pacem!"



"We're here." Peace sighed as he raised a wing. "I'll see you in a thousand years, then?"



Celestia gave him a quick hug. "You know, you're allowed to have some time off from time to time. You should all pick a day to come visit me in Canterlot. I'm sure Luna will be thrilled to see you — her thousand-year banishment means she won't be around for another purification for at least a few hundred more years."



Another "P" faded away as Peace brushed it off with his wing. "I'll think on it, and speak with the others. Enjoy the rest of your ascent."








"I didn't expect you to be here for so long."



"You know as well as I that purification is about thoughts as well as actions," Celestia replied as she completed another lap around the mountain. "Besides, I really don't get enough exercise, and the time stop on this place means that I don't have to take time out of my schedule for it."



The Angel of Zeal laughed as she flew alongside her. "Well, I suppose we don't get to spend enough time together during your visits. Maybe with your new student taking over, you can have more chances to laze around so we can hang out more."



Despite her heavy breathing, Celestia still managed a mock gasp. "An angel encouraging me to sin? How scandalous!"



Zeal did a little pirouette in the air as she pouted as Celestia. "Hey, it's okay if it's proactive Sloth!"



Celestia raised an eyebrow. "Does that even exist?"



"Well, you can be the first to find out!" Zeal giggled as they reached the end of the Terrace. "Okay, looks like you're finally free of Sloth." With an overly-elaborate and wholly-unnecessary backflip, she alighted before Celestia and brushed away the fourth "P" from her forehead. "Oh, and since I'm the Angel of Zeal and stuff, I should tell you to spend more time with that student of yours instead of just ruling the country and going on vacations. Don't want to waste a moment of time with her, right?"



Celestia nodded. "Sage advice, Zeal. Perhaps I should think more on living life to the fullest with her. She certainly has gained a passion for living that rivals her love of books."



"Thatta girl. Now get going and knock 'em dead!" Completely oblivious to the irony of her words, The Angel of Zeal flashed one last grin at Celestia before diving backward off the mountain, whooping and hollering as she soared among the clouds.








"You know, I tried to give her a castle when she first ascended? Offered to give her all the resources she would need to have one built in Ponyville. But she just told me she was happy in her tree library, and she barely even used her royal stipend for anything except donations. The Royal Accountant spent weeks trying to prove that she was embezzling the money because he just couldn't believe a pony could be that selfless."



With her face pressed against the ground, Celestia couldn't turn to face her conversation partner and see his reaction, but she heard him hum appreciatively.



"I'm glad you found someone, princess. I still regret that I spent more time pursuing fame and fortune than being your friend."



"Don't beat yourself up over it, Stat. I should have done more to connect with you as well, but I was too busy wallowing in my own misery."



Silver Status shifted, the crunching of gravel echoing in Celestia's ears. "You had a lot on your plate after The Banishment."



"And you did as well. Please, Stat, forgive yourself and move on. Don't let me be the reason you're still trapped here."



"I— okay." As Status spoke, the ground rumbled, and the tremors of the incoming earthquake shook Celestia to her soul. She pressed herself closer into the ground to anchor herself as her whole body vibrated along with the earth.



Distantly, she heard Status' voice through the cacophony.



"Thank you."



The rumbling stopped, and there was silence. Celestia relaxed and continued to lie with her face to the ground.



Some time later, she heard a new voice speak. "I see you've helped another soul continue on his journey. I guess you can take the mare away from the princesshood, but you can't take the princesshood out of the mare."



"It's what I do." Celestia shrugged as she allowed herself to rise. "How have you been, Moddy? I didn't see you on my way in."



The Angel of Moderation shrugged as he wiped the next "P" from Celestia's brow. "Not all of us are on vacation, Celestia. There was, unfortunately, a luxury zeppelin crash during your stay here, and I've had to deal with a rather large influx of rich ponies who tried to temper their Avarice with good deeds but need some help achieving their inner balance."



"Oh, that's terrible." Celestia's heart ached as she walked towards the exit of the fifth Terrace. "I hope Twilight is dealing with it okay."



"Your student is showing adorable strength of character," Moderation said. "She grieves though she didn't know any of the ponies on board, and still she held strong as she expressed her condolences."



"That's good to hear." Celestia bowed her head. "Thank you, Moddy, and I'm sorry we didn't get to spend much time together this round."



"We have eternity, Celestia. Shall I see you again in a thousand years?"



"I wouldn't miss it for the world."








"I hate you."



"You say that every time, Celestia."



"I mean it this time, Tempy." Celestia moaned as she reached for the juicy-looking peach hanging in front of her, only to have it vanish when her hoof made contact with the succulent fruit. "Why are you doing this to me?"



The Angel of Temperance rolled her eyes. "Are we really going to do this? You actually need less purification for your Gluttony this time. I guess you found something else besides pastries to fill the void in your heart?"



The tortured act dropped as Celestia allowed herself a sincere smile. "I did. Good friends and beloved family are far better than any cake." She paused, thinking. "Although, having cake with friends is even better. Can we get some cake?" She batted uselessly at the tantalizing phantom fruits hanging in front of her.



"I know you're playing, Celestia." Temperance raised a wing and wiped off the penultimate "P." "But if you wish, we can partake in a light meal before you continue your ascent."



"And cake?"



Temperance shook her head. "No cake."



Celestia pouted. "Aww, you're no fun."








"Hello, Chastity."



"Celestia." The Angel of Chastity glared at her as she entered the final Terrace. "I don't appreciate the deception you've committed here. You may have fooled the others, but I can see the true purpose of your visit in your heart."



She should have known better than to try to fool the angels. "Please, Chastity," Celestia begged. "I can't— I can't go on like this. Please free me from my sin! It is your duty to purify me!"



"I do have a duty." Chastity's wing whipped across Celestia's head, removing the final "P." "You have never been guilty of the sin of Lust."



"B-But these thoughts!" Celestia protested, pressing a hoof against her brow and feeling it clean once again. "How can I be free of Lust when I cannot stop thinking about her?"



"You know as well as I that Chastity is not Celibacy." The angel's glare softened. "Desire born from Love is not evil."



"I am not worthy of her," Celestia bowed her head. "And these thoughts will interfere with my ability to deal fairly with her."



"As I said, I tire of your lies." Chastity reared up in front of Celestia, towering over her as she spoke with the voice of the Ancients. "In coming here, you have proven yourself humble, generous, tranquil, zealous, moderate, temperate, and chaste. Your only fault, now, is fear. Fear which you must overcome lest you fall into Sin as many others have."



"No, I cannot allow myself to fall for this temptation." Even as she said the words, Celestia knew they were hollow.



"Then step through the flames," Chastity said. "Step through the Wall of Fire and be Cleansed of your Lust."



Celestia glanced at the end of the Terrace, where there was indeed a wall of flame blocking her ascent to the final level. She spread her wings and held her head high, every inch the untouchable princess she was meant to be.



She walked over to the fire and took a deep breath before stepping through, bracing herself for the cleansing of her soul that would take place.



Nothing happened.



As she exited on the other side completely unchanged, she saw Chastity standing there smirking at her. "Congratulations," she said snidely. "You have proven yourself free of improper Lust."



"No," Celestia whispered. "Please, no."



"Your path is clear now," Chastity said as she walked away. "I'll see you again in a thousand years."








Celestia looked up at the stars as she approached the banks of the Lethean River.



"Beautiful, isn't it? Your sister has done a fine job this night."



"Mighty Hilt." Celestia greeted the mare who had appeared beside her. "My sister has indeed invigorated the night sky since her return. I was always a poor artist."



"So you were." Mighty joined Celestia at gazing upwards as they enjoyed the beauty of Paradise. "You know the river won't wash away your desire for Twilight, right?"



Celestia sighed. "I was so sure that this place would be a cure for the thoughts that had been plaguing me. It couldn't possibly be right to desire my own student, could it?"



"Former student," Mighty corrected. "She's a princess now, one who stands equal to you. Perhaps in the past your feelings would have been improper, but even that bar is gone."



"And now my final excuse has just been burned to ashes." Celestia stared into the calm waters, not yet ready to step inside its purifying stream.



In the distance, a griffon pulled a cart towards the top of the mountain. Mighty smiled at him before returning her attention to Celestia. "So, what are you going to do once you are born anew and pure?"



A weak smile graced Celestia's features. "Well, after this, I guess I'll be free of sin and worthy to ask Twilight out on a date." The thought terrified here, set her heart beating wildly with dread, but she couldn't help but feel excited at the prospect as well.



"That's not how it works and you know it," Mighty admonished. "If you don't truly believe yourself worthy, you will eventually sabotage your own relationship with her."



Celestia shook her head. "I don't know what I believe. The Ascent has given me no more clarity of mind than I had at the beginning of my journey."



"Are you sure?" Mighty asked. "Think of your journey and what you have learned of love."



Celestia paused. "I've learned that love is generous, and humble, and gentle, and zealous, and many other qualities that Twilight possesses. And that... I possess as well. I am worthy of giving love. I am worthy of being loved." Her soul still roiled with uncertainty as she spoke those words, but something within her felt that they were somehow ineffably right.



"Very good," Mighty said. "You are on your way towards the greatest journey you will ever take." She gestured towards the river once again. "So, are you ready to take the next step in your new life? To be purified and reborn again as a being of love, free from sin?"



"I am." Resolve hardening, Celestia walked towards the river. "Thank you, Mighty. I'll see you in a thousand years."



"Friends should not be parted for so long," Mighty replied. "Invite me to your wedding, and I shall attend, along with the angels."



"And Gatekeeper?" Her hooves were touching the water now. Celestia could feel the drowsiness begin to invade her mind.



Mighty nodded. "And Gatekeeper. I'll even drag the Incorruptible One over. Maybe you can finally convince him to make the climb."



"I'll do my best." The waters tickled her barrel, and Celestia felt true peace for the first time in nearly a millennium. "Goodbye, Mighty."



"Fare thee well, Celestia. May flights of angels sing thee to thy rest."



Celestia's head disappeared below the waves, and the world became nothing but love.
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