
      Soccer Dash!


      

      
      
         “Alright! We’re ready to start!” Rainbow Dash pumps a hoof.



In front of the Castle of Friendship stands a quaint soccer arrangement. Two nets form the ends of a 30 yard field. It isn’t long until a crowd steadily forms around the area. Prying eyes scour the empty space before the Castle. Various oos, ahhs, and questions float along the fringes.



“Okay, Rainbow.” Princess Twilight calls from the doorstep. “Just pick an opponent--if this is really what you wanna do,” she rolls her eyes.



“Hmm,” Rainbow Dash rubs at her chin with narrow eyes. “I choose…” Her eyes pop wide and she emits a smiling gasp. “You! At the back!” She takes float and points across the field’s width. A dark figure twitches among the crowd. “Thoren! Get over here!”



Surrounding ponies draw a breath and widen their eyes. They step aside and nudge forth the chosen one. A white earth pony with a black mane and trench coat steps forward. His brow furrows. “Why?” Thoren lowers his head. “Why does it have to be me?”



Rainbow smirks. “Because if you don’t, you’re just gonna go home and stay there until you go to work tomorrow.”



“And?” Thoren raises an eyebrow and his head. Vivid blue challenges moderate cerise.



“You work the night shift, right?”



“Yes.” Thoren half narrows his eyes.



“So you’re gonna be stowed away between home and the Boutique for another whole week?” Rainbow feigns exasperation and throws up her forelegs.



“Why do you care?” Thoren snaps, but catches and swallows it down. “Why does that matter?” He sighs it out.



The pegasus floats toward and meets the earth pony face to face. “‘Cause you’re a shut-in,” her eyes narrow, then casually widen again. “Besides, I hear you’ve been kickin’ up a sick training routine. I wanna see what you’re made of.” She bumps Thoren’s shoulder with a hoof.



“Er--okay,” he shrugs. “Does it have to be public? I was going to start training when I got home. You could’ve asked to join me.”



“Hmm,” she fake-thinks. “Nahhh. I’m at a point of no return, and you never publicly compete. Think of it like uncharted territory!”



Thoren mixes a sigh with a groan, and takes a moment to contemplate. “Fine. If you really--”



“--Great!” Rainbow grins and extends a hoof. “I’ll see you in the center!”



Thoren glances between her hoof and face. “Un,” he lengthens the U and bumps her hoof.

. . .

“Alright,” Twilight joins the competitors at field center. A pink-lavender aura swells around a soccer ball and keeps it airborne. “First to five goals wins the match. You guys ready?” She announces; eyes shifting between the two.



“Ready!” They nod with unyielding gazes at the other.



The whistle blows, a transparent magic barrier forms, and the ball drops from high above.



Both contestants brace to move, and break out in unison as the ball falls. While they both begin at once, Thoren’s spring takes him just high enough above Rainbow Dash. On its way down, both players twist themselves in the air, but it is the stallion’s hind hooves that connect with the ball and send it screaming past his opponent’s ear. By time she finishes her gasp, the ball clears the field and slams into her net.



“What?!” Rainbow’s jaw gapes.



“Whoa!” Twilight announces. “Looks like Thoren got the drop on Rainbow Dash! One to zero!”



The surrounding ponies gasp and hoopla in light of Thoren’s score, but the stallion finds himself uneasily moving his jaw.



“Whatever!” Rainbow interjects. “Beginner’s luck, obviously. Think fast, edgelord!” She serves from her goal with a solid buck. The ball rockets along the ground.



Thoren stands ready with his hoof brushing the earth. In one movement, he intercepts as it enters his radius; his hindlegs swiping the ball and whirling it around. Like a dance, he spins and relaunches towards Rainbow’s half. Both ponies race forth as Rainbow knocks it back his way. The window to react tightens. Thoren stops to lower his head to scoop the ball with his snout. It flies upwards and he prepares to strike back, but Rainbow Dash proves to be a step ahead: she’s already airborne as she bucks the ball straight into his goal. Stallion gasps, and mare chuckles.



“Nice comeback!” Twilight calls out. “Looks like this’ll be a tight race!”



The crowd goes wild, but now resounds a mixture of cheers between the two contestants.



All the while, a spark seems to ignite in Thoren. The ball rolls out of his net, and he slowly wanders his eyes between it and his opponent. All of a sudden, he breaks out into a small smile. “Heh. Is that all you got?” He calls after Rainbow Dash for all to hear. Then, he serves the ball to give her a free kick, and taunts: “Come on, wimp!” Thoren gestures.



The crowd hums in a collective “Ooo…”



The mouth hangs open on the pegasus, but in the end, she stifles a snicker. “Gosh, the stones on this one.” Rainbow Dash smirks. “Get ready to go crying to mommy!”

. . .

The score is four even, just as Twilight predicts. Next goal on either side is match point. Practically combatants, Thoren and Rainbow Dash stand off from either end of the field, with the ball on the latter’s side.



“Lookin’ a little...rundown there...Thoren,” Rainbow heaves and sweats.



“You gonna serve the ball...or what?” He calls back.



“Okay…” She forces a grin. “You asked for it!” As her last stand, Rainbow Dash deals her strongest buck of the game. The ball barrels through towards a steadfast stallion, who turns his side to absorb its blow. The object slams into him with a slight crunch. Thoren winces, but presses on. He musters just enough energy to kick it airborne and launch it straight back.



“Oof!”



The ball drives straight into his opponent’s face, in her pursuit of the final kick.



“Rainbow Dash!” Thoren shouts through a gasp. He charges straight toward the other, and comes to a grinding halt before her. “Are you alright?”



“Yeah, I’m...fine. Ugh,” she cradles her nose.



“Let me see,” upon instinct, he produces a hoofkerchief from his coat. “Sweet Celestia…” His instinct reigns true. Surely enough, a thick line of blood runs down from her left nostril. “Damn it...I’m sorry, Rainbow Dash. Would you mind if I--?”



“Yeah, go ahead,” she huffs. “Thanks.”



“Okay,” he nods and presses gradually against her nose. “I guess I got a little carried away, there.”



“Oh yeah, same here,” Rainbow manages a laugh. “But look at it this way: you ain’t fooling me, Thoren. You had fun today!”



“You think so?”



“I know so! You came alive today, and that was a pretty good buck! And you know what else?” She wiggles her eyebrows.



“What?”



The brightest grin spreads over Rainbow Dash as she wraps a foreleg around Thoren’s shoulder and points towards his goal. A lone soccer ball sits snugly against the net.



“I won!!!”
      

      
   
      Prince Cadance


      
      
      
         
         Mare, Stallion, I've Still Got It Going On

      
      

      

      
      
         "Your turn," said Cadance, trying to hold back more laughter.



Shining put a hoof to his chin and thought of a secret. Then he said, "I've... hmm. Remember that algebra class in the first year?"



"Pffft," she muttered. "Barely." She had hardly even noticed the question.



"I might've cheated on one of the tests," said Shining sheepishly.



This got a single sudden burst of laughter out of Cadance. "Oh really."



"It was really frustrating!" cried Shining. "I was never exactly a pro at math, but that one was ridiculous!"



"Okay, okay," said Cadance. "If you say so. Always took you for more of a history student." She planted a loving kiss on his neck. "My turn?"



Shining's ears perked up. "Aw yeah! This'll be another juicy one."



"I kissed another filly once," she nearly whispered, teasingly. "Quite a few years ago, before we met."



Shining blushed as if on command. "D-did you like it?" he asked.



"Not really," said Cadance in a matter-of-fact way. "She was nice, but I didn't really get anything out of it. It was really weird, because I thought it'd be like kissing a colt, but it just wasn't the same."



Shining squirmed just a little bit, then said, "I guess it's my turn now."



"Yep," said Cadance.



"Um..." Shining hesitated, and Cadance saw his blush deepen. "I've never kissed a colt before."



A few seconds passed in silence, and all Cadance could think was, Wait, that's it? 



"That's not much of a secret," she said dismissively. "Most colts I know have never kissed other colts."



"N-no," said Shining. "What I mean to say is that I've wanted to kiss a colt, but... uh... I never could."



Now hold on just a second...



Cadance raised an eyebrow and said, "So let me get this straight. We've been dating since pretty much the start of high school—"



"Almost three years, y-yeah," Shining muttered.



"And in all that time, you never thought to tell me you were also into colt-cuddling?" Cadance, if she was being honest with herself, felt a lot more perplexed than annoyed.



"H-hey, that's not fair," Shining retorted. "I've never done any colt-cuddling myself."



Cadance's nose scrunched up. "But you want to."



"Only occasionally," said Shining. "Usually I'm more than happy to be with you!" He sounded sincere, if also defensive about it. "It's like an itch, you know. A mild one, but still."



All Cadance could do in that moment was sigh.








Being with Shining became considerably more awkward after that point.



For several days, Cadance wandered around her personal library, thinking over how she could've treated her boyfriend better under the circumstances. "Ugh," she griped. "I might've given him the wrong impression."



Yeah, duh, she thought to herself, or rather against herself.



"It's not that I mind the fact that he's attracted to colts. I know he still loves me," she said with confidence. "Oh yeah, I can feel that he loves me."



You'd think the Princess of Love would be okay with ponies who swing both ways.



"I am okay with that!" she protested. "I just don't like the fact that he never thought to make it known to me. It's like he was hiding a part of himself from me or something."



You don't like it when it's a colt who likes another colt.



"No," she said firmly. "I want to make him feel better. He never got to kiss a colt. He doesn't know what it feels like—how it feels different. I mean, I know what it's like to kiss a colt, but I'm a filly, so it's not the same."



Would you let him experiment? Maybe open up the relationship?



Cadance chuckled. "Please." But then a moment passed, and an idea popped into her head. "Unless... I could make it work in some other way. To let him have that experience, but without having him be with somepony who isn't me." She thought about all the spells she knew, and more importantly all the spells she didn't know. Anything was possible with magic, so there had to be some kind of solution.



Good thing I'm a genius, she thought with a grin.








Cadance had to resist the urge to clear his throat as he knocked on Shining's door. The things I do for love, he thought. Ever since the spell took effect he thought he had come down with an abnormally bad cold with how he sounded; it was indeed strange, sporting a baritone now.



"Uh, Shiny?" he said hesitantly. "It's Cadance." He coughed again.



Shining opened the door, and immediately his face distorted in semi-disbelief. "Um..." He looked up and down Cadance's form with heavy skepticism. "Is this a joke? Am I being pranked right now?"



This was a mistake, Cadance thought, his heart sinking.



"No, Shiny, it's me," said Cadance. "Can I please come in?"



After an agonizing moment, Shining let his—boyfriend?—inside, and it occurred to Cadance that he was a good deal taller than Shining now. Whereas previously the two had met at about eye level, one side now clearly dominated the other.



Cadance sensed his boyfriend eyeing him intensely, as if waiting for him to make a wrong move. He then said, "Ever since you said you never got to kiss another colt, I considered a few things..."



"So it is you," said Shining, slightly baffled. "Wait, what the heck did you do to yourself?"



"Isn't it obvious?" Cadance examined his own muscled shoulders and forelegs. "I'm a colt now. For about ninety minutes, according to what the spell book said."



Shining's cheeks rushed with blood, and suddenly his demeanor changed. "How does it... um... feel to be like that? Does it feel any different?"



"Really different," admitted Cadance. "This is uncharted territory for me, and let me tell you, it feels so weird. But not in a bad way. I'm still me, after all." Without thinking, Cadance leaned in and gave Shining a brief peck on the lips, which normally wouldn't have meant much—except...



Shining stood in place, as if frozen, for a few seconds.



Cadance realized what he did and said, "Oh, I'm sorry! I thought that I'd make your first colt-on-colt kiss special, and... I think I just blew it." Not even sure if that kiss felt good, he thought bitterly.



But then Shining composed himself and said, "You can do that again. B-but... not as quick."



"Okay." Feeling his heart speed up, Cadance pressed his lips against Shining's, with more care this time. At first he worried Shining wouldn't reciprocate, but then he felt the tip of Shining's tongue gently push apart his lips. The air in the room grew quite humid, and Cadance's heart sped up even more as his tongue started intertwining with his boyfriend's, their heated breaths intermingling. Cadance started feeling a sensation he had literally never felt before—an immense heat in his loins that made him want to take Shining.



And he would. He could smell the pungent scent of his own sweat, and he loved it.



At some point during their kisses, Shining said quietly, "W-we can keep going." He practically melted in Cadance's hooves, more submissive now than he had ever been in their relationship up to this point.



Cadance said nothing in return, instead taking command and guiding Shining to his bedroom, where the two colts would explore each other's bodies.








Much later, after all was said and done, Cadance would think to herself, Wait... do I like being a stallion?
      

      
   
      Daring Do and the Unfortunate Case of Unchartered Territory


      

      
      
         Twilight paced around the foyer of the castle. She had everything ready for her date tonight except for one thing. So now all she could do was wait to hear—



"Special delivery for Princess Twilight!"



—that! Twilight quickly schooled her expression, projecting confidence befitting a princess—and definitely not schoolfilly excitement. Twilight opened the door and smiled at Ditzy Doo. "Thank you so much. Say hi to Dinky for me, okay?"



Ditzy smiled wide. "Of course Princess! Have a good day!"



Twilight walked back into the castle, teleporting up to one of her private reading rooms. She was ready for a glorious, relaxing day. A couple of glasses of wine, a pillow large enough for several ponies to relax on, a soft blanket, and now the latest Daring Do book. All that was missing was—



"Hey, Twilight!"



—a certain blue pegasus to wrap her wing around. She beamed at Rainbow Dash as she deftly flew through the open window—you learn pretty quickly to leave a window open when you're expecting Dash. She couldn't keep from bouncing on her hooves excitedly.



"It's here it's here it's here!"



Rainbow Dash chuckled, stretching out on the pillow. "Heh, I can see that. C'mon, let's get started already! I pulled double shifts all week to get time off today and I want to make the most of it."



Twilight giggled and walked over to the pillow, laying down and wrapping Rainbow Dash in a wing, bringing the blanket up and over them. Taking a sip of her wine, she appreciated the blush on her marefriend's face much more than the complex flavors of the wine.



She opened up the book and began reading, "Chapter One: In the Brush."








Daring Do was cursing her luck. She had been hoping for an easy adventure for once, but it seemed that wasn't in the cards today. She peeked through the low-lying plant life as she laid low. It was Ahueizotl and Cabelleron! This wasn't the first time they'd worked together, but it happened so rarely that it always made her rue her rotten luck.



She thought about how she'd ended up here, in unchartered territory. It all started with the Tiara of Enlightenment—a misnomer if she’d ever seen one—and...



Wait...








Rainbow Dash turned to stare at her marefriend. "What's wrong Twilight?"



Twilight stared at the book, paling and gaping. "It's the wrong word...." The book fell out of her telekinetic grasp as she bolted from the pillow until she was pressed flat against the wall, shaking her head in disbelief as she shakily pointed at the book. "She used the wrong word, Dash! It's not 'unchartered', it's uncharted!"



"Uh, so? Mistakes happen, Twi, it's not that big of a deal." Rainbow Dash worked very hard to keep her eyes still; it was always a bad idea to roll them when Twilight was twilighting this hard.



Twilight began pacing, and Rainbow Dash sighed with relief; looks like they'd gone down from level two twilighting to level one.



"It is a big deal, these books are made for foals, and if they read them, they're going to learn the wrong word!"



Rainbow Dash squinted at her. "Uh, I don't think these books are made for foals."



Twilight raised an eyebrow. "They definitely are. I mean, I read them as a foal!"



Rainbow tapped her chin before responding, "You know, that explains a lot."



"And what does that mean?" She shook her head. "Never mind, not important. We need to go see Daring Do."



"...To go on an awesome adventure?"



"To lecture her!" 



Rainbow Dash groaned and she tried very hard to ignore it.








"...And that's why we're here!"



"Uh..." Daring Do rubbed the back of her head. "Thanks for bringing that to my attention, I guess? I'll fix it for the next edition, but there's not much I can do now."



"B-but the foals!"



"Princess, I don't write my books for foals."



"Oh yeah? Then why did I read them as a foal, huh?" Twilight smirked.



"Wait, you did?" Daring Do tapped her chin. "That would explain a lot, actually."



Twilight sputtered. "Wait, what does that mean?"



"Ha! I told you!"



Twilight gave her marefriend a look. Not the good kind, mind you, the 'you will sleep on the couch for a month' type look. Rainbow Dash quickly went from giggling to stoic.



Daring Do rolled her eyes at the couple. "Look, not to be short with you two, but I've really got to go take care of this temple. I think it's got something to do with a necromancer or something? They all just kind of blend together after a while."



Rainbow Dash squeed. "Oh oh oh, we can come and help! This sounds so awesome!"



"Yeah, and then I'll get my chance to lecture you!" 



Rainbow Dash groaned and Daring Do stared in disbelief and she tried very hard to ignore it.








"...sure, language evolves over time, but that doesn't give you an excuse to use words however you want," Twilight countered while blasting some plants with magic bolts. Daring Do and Rainbow Dash fell to the ground after they were released from its clutches.








"Glub blub glug glub!" Twilight exclaimed as they swam through the murky moats of the definitely evil temple that they just didn't know the name of.








"And anyways, I just don't understand how an error like that could be missed. It was on the first page, an editor should have caught it."



"I'm self-published," Daring Do spat out from around her flashlight as her wings maneuvered lockpicking tools. Really, it sounded more like 'ahm shref pubwis', but Twilight had spent enough time around pegasi and earth ponies by this point to understand.



"Wait, what?"



Rainbow Dash fluttered down to them. "Uh, don't you guys think it's weird that there haven't been any traps here?"



"Maybe they decayed over time, Dash."



"But everything here is so well maintained!"



Rainbow and Twilight both turned when they heard a click. Putting away her lockpicking tools, Daring replied, "Well, I guess now we'll see."








Twilight and Rainbow flew back to the castle, frustration clear on both of their faces.



"I can't believe that was just someone's winter estate. What a waste of time."



Twilight groaned and threw her hooves up. "I know! I don't think she even paid attention to my lecture."



Rainbow Dash rolled her eyes.
      

      
   
      Forever


      

      
      
         Captain Klondike pulled the top of his parka back from his olive-drab head, and wiped the sweat from his brow with one forehoof. His gray mane blew in the high altitude winds. Replacing the hood, he adjusted his glare visor and surveyed the area beyond the ridge he and his team had just scaled.



The mid-afternoon sun left little to the imagination when observing the breathtaking terrain. From this vantage, atop the highest peak in the snow-covered mountain range, the view continued out into the infinity of the great white north. When he told one of the pegasi to take off, he would have to remind them not to rush; even a minor injury out here could be fatal. Though... it would be a beauty way to go.



“Magnificent,” Klondike said as he took in the landscape. “Sergeant Hail!”



“Yes Sir,” the arctic-blue pegasus stallion said with a hearty salute.



“Scout the descent,” Klondike ordered. “We don’t need any injuries this far out from the empire.”



“I know Sir,” Hail said. “If somepony gets hurt this far out, it’d take days to get them back to the nearest outpost, even by emergency chariot.” He unconsciously looked to his saddlebags to make sure that the piece of collapsible survival gear was still securely stowed.



“Yes,” Klondike said. “That goes for you too; safety first. I’d hate to have to turn us back on account of a preventable accident.”



“Of course Sir,” Hail said with a salute. He then double checked his saddlebags, his cold-weather gear, his goggles, and launched into the brisk breeze.



Smiling, Klondike watched as Hail advanced down the mountainside. He then turned his head back to the others. “Sergeant Tundra, Sergeant Frost!”



The two mares approached.



“Sir,” Tundra saluted. Her thick clothing covered all of her normal evergreen coloration, but her deep earth pony voice was unmistakable.



“Sir,” Frost lilted in a merry tone. She had foregone the customary cold-weather gear in favor of her own protective unicorn enchantments. With white fur and mane, she almost completely blended into their surroundings. Only her glacier-blue eyes stood out against the snow.



“Have a look ladies,” Klondike said. “Best view you’ve ever seen.” He waited as they took positions to either side of him and watched them as they absorbed the stunning sights.



“Imagine it,” Klondike said. “The two-dozen of us are the first ponies to travel this far!” He couldn’t keep the smile from his muzzle, not that they could see it through his scarf. “They’ll write about us in history books for sure!”



“No doubt,” Tundra said with confidence.



“Oh,” Frost chimed in, “I hope they get a picture of all of us afterwards!” She grabbed the two in a big hug. “We’ve all become such close friends these last few weeks, and I want everypony in Equestria to know when we return!”



Chuckling, Klondike returned the hug. “C’mon ladies,” he said. Let’s get the others up here so that they can get a look. Everypony on this expedition has earned a look at this resplendence.”








Sergeant Hail’s hood was missing. His parka’s fabric only reached to his neck, a ragged line flapping against his fur, which was several shades more white than normal.



Extreme injury, with likely internal bleeding, will do that to a pony.



“Come on Frost!” he shouted at the half-frozen Unicorn. “We’re already halfway up the ridge. We just need to get to the top. Then we’re home free!”



“Hail,” Frost said in a tone of dejected hopelessness, “we both know that’s a lie.” She leaned against a large icy boulder. “If we make it, if I can send a magical signal, it’ll take them a week to get to us.”



Hail shook his head. “No,” he said forcefully. “We can’t think like that. We’ll get back, we have to tell everypony!”



“Tell them what?!” Frost shrieked. “They’ll think we’re insane! Can you even explain what happened? I can’t!” She hugged herself tightly. “Maybe we have gone insane...”



“I saw Klondike when he came back,” Hail said. “He kept saying that it was so beautiful. His eyes... they were like when we reached this summit, only they were more... intense. When Drift said she needed a minute—” He covered his eyes with his hooves in a futile attempt to block out the imagery.



“He came at her with the shovel,” Frost said, her tone of voice as dead as Drift when she hit the snow. “And the others who went—”



“We need to go,” Hail said. “If any of the others are still after us—”



“You’re right,” Frost said as she immediately straightened. “But.” Her voice had changed into a more fearful tone. “How’s your wing?”



Hail flinched at the reminder. He looked back at the splint attached to his bandaged left wing. “Still hurts,” he said. “Tundra hit it pretty hard.” Seeing the fear on Frost’s face, he tried to smile. “Don’t worry. I won’t leave you here.” He patted one of his saddlebags. “I still have the emergency chariot. Once we reach the summit, the next mountain over is much lower in altitude. I can try to glide us to it even if my wing isn’t one hundred percent.”



The declaration was enough to motivate Frost into action again.



It took the two ponies two grueling hours to trudge to the top of the peak. They took a moment to look back over the lands that had so recently captivated them with its sublime scenery. Their only feelings now were of heartbreak and horror.



Hail opened his saddlebag and withdrew the parcel within. One tug on the red grip and it magically unfolded into a harness and attached chariot. He undid the splint and grimaced as he stretched the sprained limb out. “Oh, that hurts,” he said. “Hop in.”



As Hail strapped himself in, and Frost moved to the rear of the chariot, she looked back. “What will we tell them?” she asked.



“Some places,” Hail said, “are better left uncharted.”
      

      
   
      Recipe for Love


      
      
      
         
         "Next, you're going to say: 'Get me a pickle, Bon Bon!'"

      
      

      

      
      
         Bonbon opened the door to the apartment and stopped, sniffing the air.  She backed out, closing the door and hanging her head.   Taking a deep breath, she muttered.  “Whatever it is, it can’t be as bad as you’re thinking.”



She smiled.  Tried to, at least.  It was more like a grimace.



Slowly, she opened the door and stepped inside the apartment, closing it behind her.  Trudging forward, she called out.  “Lyra, are you cooking?”



“Yeah, Bonnie.  I’m in the kitchen.”



She stopped in the archway.  “You were going to let me do the cooking.”  She’d agreed.  



“I thought I’d surprise you.”



Words came out like ketchup from a glass bottle.  “Wonderful.  I’m surprised.”  Taking a stool, she stared at the counter, but couldn’t resist slowly raising her head to see the skillet.  “Stir fry?  What’s in it?”



“Things I found in the fridge.”



“That’s great.”  They were due for a grocery trip.  She craned her neck.  She looked away with a sharp inhalation of breath.  She looked back.  “Are those… pickles?”



“Yeah, we need to go shopping, so I just used what we had.”



“What’s that white stuff?”



“Cottage cheese.”



Bonbon slumped, resting her head on folded hooves.  At least there was onion.



She shot up, glancing at the stove.  “Did you cook the rice already?”



“We’re out.”



Of course she didn’t check the ingredients before starting.



“Of course what?”  Lyra turned.  “I didn’t catch that.”



Crap.  I said that out loud.  “Of course… we should buy more stir fry ingredients.”



“Oh.”



“Lyra!”  Bonbon pointed.



“Oh!”  She lifted the skillet off the burner, distributed it into the two bowls on the counter, and set the skillet in the sink.  Sitting, she passed a bowl to Bonbon.  “So what do you think?”



“It’s very… unique.”



“I know, right?  We’re like bold explorers in uncharted territory.  This—could be a new thing.”



“Yeah.  Hehe.”  Bonbon sighed, expression falling as she looked down at the steaming bowl.



“Here.  I’ll cool some off so you can try it.”  She lifted a chunk in her magic, blowing on it.



Bonbon eyed it warily.



“Alright.  Should be good.  Open up.”



Closing her eyes and opening her mouth, Bonbon gained religion.  Please, Celestia.  Make it not terrible.  The stir fry passed her lips and she closed her mouth, chewing and swallowing quickly.  “Mmm.”



“Wow.  You must have liked that.  You ate it so fast.”  She lifted a chunk for herself, cooling it as before.  Lyra brought it to her mouth—and spat it out.  “Okay.  Not worth exploring.  Eat out?”



Tension flowed out with the breath she’d been holding, and Bonbon smiled.  For real this time.  “Please.”



———🥄———



Lyra finished the last of Octavia’s hay fries.



Tavi leaned back, crossing her hooves.  “I’m so glad we ran into you at the diner so you could finish my food for me.”



“I know, right?  I can’t believe how hungry I am.”



“Were,” said Tavi.



“Nope.  Still hungry.”  She looked at Bonbon.  “Could we get des—oh my gosh”  She shot a hoof to her belly.  “I felt a flutter.  I think.  Yes.  Definitely.  Not gas.  Feel this.”  She pulled Bonbon’s hoof over, placing it on her belly.



Tavi and Scratch shared a look.  With a shrug and a twitch of her eyes, Tavi silently asked, “What?  How was I supposed to know?”



“I don’t feel it, Lyra.”



“I guess she’s stopped.  He.  It. They.  Whatever.”



“So… you two are pregnant?  How did that—nevermind.  I don’t want to know.”



Bonbon shook her head.  “Just Lyra’s pregnant.”  



“It’s okay,” said Lyra.  “I don’t mind telling.”



Bonbon’s head whipped around.  “There could be some merit in not discussing that, Lyra.”



“No, really.  It’s okay.  I mean, I just took a potion that swapped my body with Big Mac’s.”



“What?” asked Tavi, instantly regretting she had.



“I swapped bodies with Big Mac and impregnated me.”



Scratch signed.  So Big Mac was in your body when you were in your body?



“What?  No.  Gross.  Bonbon swapped bodies with him.”



Bonbon buried her face in her hooves.  “Please stop.  This is why I don’t take you places. Why I cook.  I can’t believe you’re doing this to me.”



“What?” asked Lyra, raising her voice.  “It’s not like I shouted to the world that I swapped bodies with Big Mac and fucked myself.”



Bonbon shrank as the sounds of diners around them stopped.



Lyra noticed nothing.



“Names,” said Tavi.  “What about names?  If it’s a boy?”



Bonbon and Lyra answered simultaneously.  “Guitar—Gummy—Hero—Bear.”



Bonbon sat up, and they glared at each other.



“Guitar Gummy Hero Bear?  That’s quite the name.”



They turned their glare to Tavi.  She shrank.



“That’s not the name,” they said together before turning to argue.



“What kind of name is Guitar Hero?  You can’t name him that.  It’s begging for a tragic life of sacrifice.”



“Oh, and Gummy Bear is so much better?  You know who else has that name?  Pinkie’s toothless pet crocodile.”



“Alligator.”



“Whatever!”



Tavi looked to Scratch for support, but she only sipped her drink, leaning back to watch the fight.  Tavi rolled her eyes.  As the other couple argued, she tried to regain control of the conversation.  “Well if you can’t agree on a boys name, how about a girls name?”



Bonbon huffed.  “Don’t you whatever me!”



“Oh I’m gonna.  Next you’ll tell me you want to name her Éclair if she’s a girl.”



“And what’s wrong with Éclair?”



“Come on Scratch, let’s go.”  Scratch left bits to pay for their food and followed Tavi out.



“Now look what you’ve done,” said Lyra.  “Our friends are leaving because of you.”



“Because of me?  I’m not the one who yelled about sex with Big Mac for the whole restaurant to hear.”  The whole restaurant could hear.



Red Robin, the proprietor, appeared at their table.  “Ma’ams, dinner’s on the house tonight.  Please just go home.  You’re disturbing the other patrons.”  She swept a hoof across the room, stopping where it pointed at a family with foals.



They looked around.  “Come on, Lyra.  It’s time to go home.”



They stood, walking in silence while a cacophony of eyes followed.



———🥄———



Lyra tugged the sheets, uncovering Bonbon, who rolled to face her.



“Alright.  Not talking isn’t working.  I want some sleep, so let’s just get this over with.  I’m sorry.”



Lyra sighed.  “I’m sorry too, Bonnie.”  She rolled over to face Bonbon.  “I guess I was getting really loud.”



Bonbon snorted.  “A little?  The whole restaurant was watching us.”



“You weren’t exactly quiet either.”



“You’re right.  I was getting really mad.  I’m sorry.”



“Apology accepted.”



“Ditto.”



They kissed.  Not a long kiss.  Not a short one.  Just enough to show their fight was over.



They pulled back, speaking together.  “Your name’s—Gummy Bear’s—fine.”



They giggled.



“How about this,” said Bonnie.  “I pick a first name and you pick a last.”



“What?  No.  Then we’d end up with something like Gummy Guitar.”



Shaking her head, Bonbon rolled her eyes.  “Alright, what do you suggest?”



“If it’s a girl, you pick.  If boy, I pick.”



“Deal.  Now we must seal it with a kiss.”



“Deal.”  They kissed.  Longer this time.  Enough to show their love.



“Good night Lyra.”



“Good night, Bonbon.”



Lyra rolled away, but scooted back snug and pulled Bonbon’s hoof over onto her belly as they spooned.  They lay there, synchronizing their breaths.  Bonbon kissed Lyra’s neck.



“Bonnie?”



“Yes, Lyra?”  She quivered in anticipation.



“Can you get me a pickle?”



Bonbon facehoofed.  “Yeah, Lyra.  I’ll get you a pickle.”
      

      
   
      We Rest In The Penumbra


      

      
      
         “Your Highness, where do our dreams go when we wake up?”



I remembered being asked that most intriguing question by a young filly when I accompanied my sister on her visit to an academy not long after my return to Equestria. It was not the first time I have heard of that question; I have asked the question myself several times when I was at a similarly tender age. Such was the curiosity of a child: a ponderous and perilous beast, well-intentioned as it may be.



My mentor at that time, the esteemed Lady Canary, persistently stated that such questions are best answered at the appropriate time and place. She was a stern yet benevolent teacher, strict with her discipline yet cordial outside her regimen. Beneath her eternally-youthful appearance hid wisdom that the kings of old have waged wars over, for she was a master in oneiromancy, and was the only one of her kind back in the day. She had wished to impart her knowledge onto me once she learned of me being newly crowned as the Princess of the Night, and though I had been apprehensive of her punctilious methods as much as I was of the responsibility of possessing the knowledge itself, I soon became fond of her, and she of me.



Knowing the burgeoning wealth of her wisdom, it only beseeched me to ask that question, and every time I did, I would either be gently disappointed or severely admonished. Either way, by the end, she would make the same promise: that she will not only tell me where our dreams go but show me as well.



Suffice to say, she kept it.



The earliest memory I had of the place was a garden of marble columns and overgrowing hydrangeas. I found my mentor seated by a glass table in a cerulean dress, beckoning me over to indulge in an enlightening conversation over eucalyptus tea.



The Lady Canary had called this place the Penumbra. The road to her discovery of this place was familiar, for she too had asked her mentor this very question and was guided down to this very same realm. The Penumbra existed at a niche in the periphery between the dreams and nothingness. It was a place where all the dreams of the world constantly converge to bleed into the nothingness; a place so terrifyingly treacherous and dissonant that even creatures like the Tantabus refuse to tread upon.



At the surface, The Penumbra was a stitched quilt of all the world’s relinquished dreams. The aforementioned garden, Lady Canary confided to me, was dreamt up by one of the castle’s gardeners, but the hydrangeas specifically were from a young filly living somewhere southwest of Applelachia. The table and dress she wore were leftovers from the nightmares of a Saddle Arabian princess in an arranged marriage, the eucalyptus tea said aristocrat’s hoofmaiden.



Altogether, I was viewing what I believed was a most pleasant vignette, of which I had made it known to her after the fact. Nonetheless, the Lady Canary was adamant that the Penumbra, though harmless at first glance, was extremely dangerous, and made it exceptionally clear to me that I must not enter it without her supervision. Being the curious filly I was, I often wondered why that was the case, especially as our visits to the Penumbra became increasingly common as the months went by.



In time, I began to learn why.



Lady Canary decided to bring me deeper into the Penumbra a few nights after I turned thirteen. The precautions she took before leading me in were ridiculously inordinate, even for her. However, I quickly understood the need for that the moment we delved inside.



Everything in there was misshapen, some grossly conspicuous, others deceptively subtle. Wherever I looked, I was met with sight after uncanny sight—serrated trees, slithering flowers, pulsating rocks—yet what caught my eye were these translucent silhouettes roaming all around, squirming and crawling about the devolving world like spiders with twisted legs.



Lady Canary had called them the Mýrarhryssur. They were haemorrhaging vestiges of ‘living’ creatures that were borne of those who dreamt them, be it a forest animal, a monster from a nightmare, or even another pony. Much like with everything else, their convulsing forms were amalgamations, a blackened shadow of all the world’s dreams. They have no sense of self, their only prerogative being to wander about until their eventual fate of being swallowed slowly and painfully by the abyss.



I had to watch it happen alongside her once, as part of my lessons. Let it be known that there can only be so many hours of shrieking and screeching and squelching a young teenage mare should tolerate before breaking down into an inconsolable mess.



Thinking back, I should have wondered at the time about why the Lady Canary thought it imperative that I witness their dissolution, about how it was relevant to my lessons in dream-walking. My qualms then were brief, for I firmly believed she had only the best interests at my heart.



It was on the night of my fifteenth birthday when Lady Canary decided that I was ‘at that age’ to visit the deepest vestibules of the Penumbra, the final place where everything ends up. After all her extensive precautions, she was leading me across the plateau of disfigurations once more.



Our destination proved to be a small rotunda in the middle of a gaping emptiness. Stone steps lead down to the middle the inkiest, murkiest pool of bubbling black, the stench wafting from it akin to a mix of boiled flesh and rotting eggs. Surrounding the water’s edge was more of the Mýrarhryssur, yet these were frozen in genuflection; statues in prayer around a pool in a macabre rangoli.



“This is it,” my mentor spoke. “This is where all our dreams go to rest.”



She then stepped forward and, before I could stop her, dipped a hoof into the water. A sizzle, before the blackness began surging up her veins. Almost immediately, her flesh began to melt away, her bones beneath flaking into dust. Her pores spurted black, her decaying form looking like a ruptured beehive.



“The power I taught you, the power you have now, is a borrowed one. There will come a time that it has to be returned. Here, at the end.”



She smiled back at me. It was eyeless. The ink spewed from her sockets.



“My teacher did the same when she passed all the knowledge she had, as did her teacher before her. Tonight comes mine. One day, your time will come too.”



Nevertheless, she looked at peace, as if it was meant to be.



“And when that time comes, when you’ve passed on all your knowledge of this realm to your successor, you know what to do.”



Lady Canary passed later that night. I was not present, but the records state that the guards found her in her quarters being seized and held up by an invisible force, her voice drawn out into a long and low croak as her form was plucked away, piece by piece, into nothing. Her demise lasted three hours.



I rarely returned to the Penumbra ever since. I still see the Lady Canary sometimes, beckoning me to join her, to relinquish my royal duties and take a dip. I am still asked that question time after time, of where our dreams go when we wake up, and my answer was always the same.



“They go to sleep. They rest.”
      

      
   
      Impermanent Vacation


      
      
      
         
         They tried to put me on the cover of Vogue,

      
      

      

      
      
         The hoof that slammed into Cheese Sandwich’s face lit his world up with whirling colors and dizzying pain. Visions of sugarplums danced on his grave, and if it wasn’t for the shackles keeping him upright, he wouldn’t have been.



“You will tell me what you know about reaching the Amulet, Mr. Sandwich,” came the heavily accented voice of Dr. Caballeron.



Cheese half-grinned, half-grimaced, and struggled to focus on his captor. Crimson sunset streamed through cracks in the dirt-floored shack’s wooden walls, bathing his already blurry vision in deep shadows. “I already did, Dr. No-It-All!” Cheese’s words came out muffled by his bloodied muzzle, but he spat and tried again: “I’m just a humble accordionist who tried to take the scenic route to his next gig, and ended up lost in this Tartarus-hole of a jungle. I’d never even heard of an ‘Alicorn Amulet’ until you started asking!”



Caballeron scoffed. “I’m afraid I don’t believe you, Mr. Sandwich. We’re three days march from the rump-end of civilization, deep in what was once the Kingdom of Pachacutie, and a stone’s throw from the entrance to its holiest temple. Either you’re remarkably dedicated for a wanderer ‘between gigs,’ or you’ve read the same legends that I have about Pachacutie’s crown jewels, and you’ve also come to rob them from their guardian.”



“Never rob another stallion’s rhubarb,” Cheese spoke through a bloody smirk.



“You think I am joking?” Caballeron picked up a floppy and familiar figure: Boneless. “I pride myself on being reasonable, but it has not escaped me that you’ve shown a certain favoritism toward this… rubber chicken… as I’ve searched your effects for concealed information.”



Cheese’s pulse slammed to maximum as Caballeron raised a knife towards Boneless. “Wait, WAIT!” he shouted, lurching forward, straining against his shackles, his mind’s eye filled with the indescribably pink filly who’d gifted it to him so many years before. “There’s no need to be hasty!”



“So the chicken is significant. Then perhaps we may at last drop the pretense? Pachacutie’s temple will be rife with traps and dangers, but the greatest is the guardian lurking in its treasure chamber. I trust you have knowledge that can help me overcome these so I may claim the Amulet’s power?”



Cheese kept his gaze fixed on Boneless, and reflected on his calling to a life of entertainment by the angel in pink. He preferred musical comedy, not the kind of improv that this gig looked like it would call for. Yet he gulped as he watched Boneless’ silent flopping, and steeled himself to do whatever necessary to protect his one link back to her.



“Yep… guiding ponies through temples of doom is my middle name,” he lied.










After an arduous night spent sleeping in chains, Cheese was given a pickaxe at dawn and put to the grueling task of breaking through the tiered temple’s sealed stone doors. Only after he breached them did the rest of the small team of stallions take up tools as well and join him in clearing a pony-sized opening into the silent, dusty antechamber.



Halfway through traversing that chamber, one of the stallions plunged through a cleverly disguised deadfall.



“My bad,” Cheese called out, struggling to feign composure in spite of his shock at seeing—and hearing—another pony’s end.



Caballeron gripped his neck and slammed him up against a wall… which made a faint “click!” sound upon impact. Both stallions gasped and hit the deck. Within heartbeats, a whirling saw blade sliced through a groove that Cheese had assumed was just a join between two carvings. The blade repeatedly retracted and pushed back through.



“Such robust construction,” Caballeron muttered, sitting halfway up. “And to think, the mechanism driving it must’ve been coiled for six hundred years or more, waiting for this very moment.” His eyes hardened. “I have waited far too long to reach the Amulet; if another of my colleagues falls prey to a ‘your bad,’ this blade will be the last thing both you and your chicken will see!”



“They won’t!” Cheese wracked his brain for any way to salvage things. Acrobatics is a bit more in my wheelhouse… “Look, you guys are all alpha as buck, and not amazing listeners. Why don’t I go first, and you just step where I step? That way, if I mess up…” The dread of never finding her again made his throat go dry.



Caballeron nodded. “I will be watching you closely, Mr. Sandwich—especially as we near the guardian!”



“Oh boy,” Cheese grimace-smiled, wondering what kind of fun that would be…








“Giant cat!” blurted one of Caballeron’s henchponies, dropping his torch and bolting from the pitch-black, high-ceilinged chamber.



“Stop, fool!” Caballeron shouted. But Cheese watched with horror as the henchpony stepped on a pressure-plate—



He couldn’t resist smirking with irony as the henchpony’s wings were clipped by a fusillade of feathered darts.



A rumble rippled through the chamber, drawing everypony’s eyes and torches high. There among the glittering gold and precious stones stood a creature that was indeed catlike, but with massive wings and a mare-like head that grinned maliciously down at them. It was taller than ten ponies standing on each other’s heads—which Cheese could guesstimate based on a brief stint at clown college.



“Greetings, noble Sphinx,” Caballeron said in a Somnambulan dialect that Cheese had encountered and practiced to semi-fluency. “We honor your undying service to King Pachacutie, and seek the Alicorn Amulet as a boon for answering your challenge!”



The Sphinx laughed menacingly. “Very well, mortal; I would ask you a riddle: ‘I crawl, but do not walk. I fly, but do not run. What am I?’”



Cheese winced as Caballeron elbowed him. “This is your moment, Mr. Sandwich.”



He fought to keep his trembling at a minimum, and nodded, letting his mind race with possibilities. But after nearly a minute of frazzled, sweat-streaked thinking, Cheese still had zip, zero, nada. He knew he had to give an answer if he ever hoped to see her again, but nothing else fit.



“Can I…” Cheese bit his lip, and met the Sphinx’s slitted eyes. “Can I be honest?”



Caballeron bared his teeth, but the Sphinx nodded.



“None of us should take the Amulet. These mooks just want power, but all I want is…” He blushed.



“A girl,” purred the Sphinx. “The Amulet could make her yours…”



“No way José,” Cheese spat. “Consent is sexy.”



“Yet beside the point!” Caballeron shouted, brandishing his torch—



—and drawing the Sphinx’s ire in the form of two huge paws that lashed out, alternately slashing or tossing everypony but Cheese into the hall.



“Answer,” the Sphinx hissed.



“Is it…” Cheese scratched his chin. “A pegasus foal?”



The Sphinx drew back, furrowing its brow. But soon it shrugged and met Cheese’s eyes again. “I was going for ‘time,’ but that’s also a clever solution.” It tossed him a silvery, gem-inlaid amulet, which he caught in midair.



Tension flooded out of Cheese’s barrel. “Thank you, though I’ll probably just sell it. I’m not in this for power.”



“Of course not.” The Sphinx winked. “Good luck finding her, mortal… and don’t forget your chicken.”



“My—?” Cheese glanced at where the henchponies had recently been. Boneless lay upon the ground.



“Come on, old friend,” Cheese said, picking him up and hugging him. Then he glanced at the Amulet. “The road ahead is long, but Pinkie’s out there somewhere. Let’s go find a reputable merchant where we can ditch this and pick up some sponge cake and tofu-dogs to celebrate our freedom!”
      

      
   
      Undercover Ambassador


      

      
      
         "I'm ready when you are Starlight," Twilight stated. Starlight retrieved a spell, now foreign to her, from the corner of her mind. To her displeasure, the necessary focus and level of power resurfaced effortlessly.



"Are you sure, Twilight? We can always find another way." Starlight replied skeptically.



"I know how you feel, if you want to stop we can." Closing the distance, Twilight placed a hoof on her shoulder. "I'm sure we'll find another way to accomplish our goal." She knew that every attempt at brokering peace had failure. While Twilight's proposal sounded crazy. It would theoretically endow the test subject with the ability to communicate, if successful.



"Thanks for your concern but I'll be alright," Starlight answered.



Twilight's excitement couldn't be concealed despite her attempt to do so. Once she was back in the runic circle, Starlight drew forth her magic. Initializing the spell, soft-pained groans filled the room. As Twilight's distress grew her magical presence shrank.



A tear fell as Starlight recalled a very unpleasant memory. Twilight's torment finally subsided as a shard of magical essence was extracted. Despite her slightly greyed color and weaken state, Twilight insisted she was fine. Taking a deep cathartic breath, Starlight attempted to weave the fragment into the stone statue.



Due to the difficulty of merging something living with something dead, beads of sweat formed across her brow. While Starlight was busy, Twilight made her way to the table in the corner. Taking the pestle in hoof, she began to prepare the needed potion.



With her free hoof, Twilight added two cloves of a Plentra plant, a pinch of dried Crisscross Moss, and four leaves of an Aveynah Tree into the mortar. Once they were ground into a fine powder, she poured them into a large beaker. The next set of ingredients was a scoop of thundercloud, tablespoon of molasses, finely crushed ashes, and blood of the alchemist.



Once the ingredients were added, Twilight filled the beaker half-way with filtered water from The Northern Luna Ocean. Once corked, she vigorously mixed the contents until a gooey dark-green liquid formed. An exhausted Starlight met her sight as she turned around. With mixture-in-hoof, Twilight made her way over to inquired about her well-being.



It was Starlight's turn to deflect, asking instead if Twilight was ready to finish the ritual. With an exhausted breath, she nodded. Uncorking the beaker, Twilight poured most of the mixture onto the statue. Setting aside the rest, she began to smear the mixture over every inch of it.



Once finished, Starlight and Twilight combined their magic before engulfing the statue. According to the tome, if brewed properly, the mixture would activate when struck with magic. While harmless to organics, would perfectly replicate, provided there was enough material, any image of the caster(s) desire.



After hours of conjuring and immense concentration, both ponies collapsed from exhaustion. The coolness of the floor enticed Twilight to remain sprawled out. However, Starlight's shocked gasp caused her eyes to snap open. It wasn't long before Twilight saw what had startled her.



Between them stood a realistic statue of a Timber wolf. Its perfect coloration and detail would scare any passerby without fail. Getting to her hooves, Twilight crossed the room to the open tome. After a brief skim of its pages, she stated "a soul-binding" was the last step. "Thank Celestia this is almost done," Starlight grumbled.



"I couldn't agree more," Twilight called while positioning herself in front of the statue. Her consciousness exploded into darkness as Starlight connected them via a magical arch. Twilight dropped to the floor as Starlight quickly reconnected both shard and magical host together.



Once done, triple checked for assurance, did she remove her magic from them. While gently prodded Twilight's wither, Starlight calling her name. Her calm demeanor soon crumbled as neither Twilight or statue seemed responsive. Frightful of what might have happened, Starlight conjured a page and quill.



Half-way through her letter to Celestia, Starlight's ears caught a faint sound. It was brief but sounded like the dragging of claws against stone. As Twilight got to her hooves, the statue lifted than lowered the corresponding leg. "Twilight? Did it work?" Starlight asked. Both their eyes turned to meet hers.



Twilight's vocal confirmation was soon followed by the light growl of the statue. Although relieved, her curiosity overshadowed it as a slew of questions burst forth. Answering the best she could, Twilight attempted to walk as the statue. Due to the complete alteration of her physical form, Twilight stumbled several times.



However, she soon got the hang of walking. According to Twilight's hypothesis, the words spoken by her were translated into the proper lingual of the Timberwolves. Eager to gather data, Twilight maneuvered the statue out of the basement and into the Forbidden Forest.
      

      
   
      A Modern Mare in Search of a Soul


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Confidant


      
      
      
         
         I Can't Believe It's Not Luna

      
         
         Someday You’ll Understand

      
      

      

      
      
         When I wake from my slumber, Daring Do is sitting on my open windowsill, staring at the starry sky.



I practically leap out of my blankets. When she doesn’t move, I sink backwards, hiding in the shadows. My breath grows quiet and strained.



She turns her head, and I freeze, squeezing my eyes shut. There’s a thump, and seconds later I hear the creaking of the bed as she sits on the other end.



I reopen my eyes. She’s still there, of course. She’s smiling, but not in the brave way I’m used to. Instead, her eyes point downwards, and she swallows heavily.



Okay, Wild Ace. You’ve just woken up and Daring Do the fictional hero is sitting two feet away from you. What do you do?



“Are you a changeling?”



Her smile grows a little. “No.”



I squint. “Is this a dream?”



She chuckles wistfully. “Who knows. Maybe it is.”



“Okay then,” I say, shrugging. “So why are you in my bedroom?”



She ignores my question, but looks me straight in the eyes. “Little filly, what do you think about me?”



I shrug again. “Well, I mean you’re... you. You are Daring Do, right? The mare who’s always looking for adventure, and who always beats the bad guys to it?”



Her smile fades a little. “I sure am. Want a souvenir?” She doesn’t wait for a response, fishing something out of a pocket and tossing it in my direction. “Here.”



I pick it up, and my breath stops. It’s an orange gem, perfectly cut, and on the inside, there’s a gentle pulsing of light from every color of the rainbow. “I... wow,” I whisper. “This is so cool. Are you sure you don’t want it?”



She shakes her head. “Nah. It’s just something I picked up from my latest travels.” She pauses. “And if it’s a dream, I guess neither of us will be able to keep it anyways.”



“That’s okay,” I say. “Thank you.” All of a sudden, my eyes brighten, and I gasp. “Wait, if you’ve been travelling, that means you’ve got something even cooler, right? Will there be a new book?”



She stays silent and hops off my bed, walking back over to the windowsill. “Maybe,” she finally responds. “Probably not. I don’t really want to bother you with the details.”



“So why are you here?” I repeat.



“If I’m real, I’d say that sometimes I just like visiting fans,” she says levelly. “There’s something nice about that, don’t you think? Just coming and going in the middle of the night, like a whisper.” She pauses again. “But of course, if I’m part of a dream, I’d say that Princess Luna probably put me here.”



I raise an eyebrow. “That’s cool. I think you’re cool too, by the way. But I mean you probably get that a lot. If you’re real, of course.” I frown. “I still don’t get why you’re visiting me now, or even why Princess Luna would put you here.”



She gives me a terse smile. “Well, like I said, I just like visiting fans. And I...” Her smile turns into frustration. She groans. “Buck it,” she mutters to herself. “Just tell him.”



She turns back towards me. “What’s your name, little filly?”



“Wild Ace.”



“That’s a nice name. Say, Wild Ace, does the Daring Do you know mess up?”



“Sure,” I reply. “Plenty of times. Like the time she almost lost the Amulet of Plades in the pit of lava.”



“Okay,” she continues. “Does the Daring Do you know ever fail?”



“Also yeah,” I say. “Like the time she got stranded in the forest after getting all her magical artifacts stolen, or the time she almost got tricked by Dr. Caballeron into giving up adventuring. But she always wins in the end. She found the bad guys’ secret hideout and took the artifacts back. Then she found out about Dr. Caballeron’s plans and exposed him.”



Daring Do shifts her wings nervously. “Tell me more about that second thing. The one where she almost gave up.”



I look at her confusedly. “I mean, you’re Daring Do. Don’t you already know what happened?” I ask.



Her lips purse. “Maybe. I just want to know what you think about it, I guess.”



“Well,” I say, “Daring Do, well... you, almost quit adventuring because you thought you were messing up other ponies’ lives too much. But then it turned out to be a big set up, and you got back your confidence and saved the day.”



She slowly nods. “Yeah. That sounds about right.” There’s a much longer pause this time. I watch as she puts a hoof on her chest, takes a deep breath in, points her hoof outwards, and slowly exhales. “Anyways, I have one last question for you. Does the Daring Do you know ever screw up so badly that she can’t possibly blame anypony but herself?”



“Of course not!” I exclaim. “Daring Do always wins eventually, no matter what.” I lean forward, concerned. “This doesn’t have anything to do with your latest travels, does it?”



“N-no. Well, maybe,” she stammers. “But maybe not. Maybe it’s just the dream talking, and --”



“I don’t think this is a dream,” I interrupt, and she shrinks. I pick up the gem again, examining the light’s ebb and flow. “So where’d the gem come from?”



She peers into its core, relaxing as she notices the gentle colors. “You see that rainbow?” she begins. “That’s the emotion inside of you. There’s enthusiasm, and joy, and kindness, and... hope. Here, let me hold it real quick.” She stretches out a hoof, and I pass it over.



Instantly, there’s a change. The colors twist and stretch, transforming into erratically moving shades of blue, purple, and black.



“That’s the emotion inside me right now,” she says. “There’s a lot of despair and sadness. Maybe if you squint, there’s only a little hope at the middle. When I got this gem, I was utterly defeated by somepony I’d never seen before. They stole something really, really powerful. As their final act, they spared my life and gave me this gem, as if to rub it in. Now you know why I don’t want it.” Tears began to well in her eyes.



“Hey,” I say. “Maybe I don’t know as much about life as you, but yesterday in school I learned about Ponedora’s Box. There were all these negative emotions being released, but at the bottom of the box, there was a little bit of hope. I don’t think you’ve lost. The Daring Do I know always wins, even if she loses at first.”



Daring Do wipes her eyes and sniffs. “It’s just that simple, huh?”



“Yeah!” I say. “You can’t give up now. At least now you know that there’ll be at least one filly cheering you on.”



She sighs and smiles. “Thanks, I needed that. Well, back to the front lines I go, I guess, and someday I’ll return with a little less blue inside me.” Her face turns serious. “Listen. In the case that something goes wrong, you take your family and book it to the Crystal Empire, okay? I don’t want anything bad happening to you.” She fluffs her wings, preparing for flight.



“You’re Daring Do,” I say. “I believe in you. You can save the day!”



For the first time, I see that brave smile. She gives me a salute. “Yessir!”



Then, she takes off. I watch as she goes and wave, looking towards a brighter tomorrow.
      

      
   
      Facing the Storm


      

      
      
         Rocky Road looked up at the sky. The sun was blazing hot and orange, beating down on his ponies. Any pity he felt for them was countered by how foolish they were. He warned them it was going to be hell out here with no hat, but did they listen? No, they all laughed at him for looking like a fool. Now they had to take extra breaks to keep from keeling over.



He spat at the ground and adjusted his hat. "Rose, what's the status?"



"Sir! I'm just about done chartin' this area, and then we can move on."



Cardinal Rose might’ve been his second in command, but her job was much more important. Rocky might've known how to keep some damn fools in line, but he didn't know the first thing about maps, let alone maps of deserts. How anyone could look at this unending flatness and figure out a map was beyond him.



"Let me know when you're good to go, I want to get a move on before the sun goes down.”



"Of course, sir."



He sighed, leaning back in his chair and tilting his hat down to cover everything but the horizon. Staring at a couple of rocks and a cactus might've been boring, but it was all he had. Yessir, nothing but some rocks, a cactus, and some dust clouds.



He blinked, squinting at the horizon. Nope, not a trick of the eyes. What the hay was anyone else doing out here in these wastes?



Thinking came later, though. It was time for action. "Breaks over, ponies! Get up and raise arms!"



Guns were a relatively new invention, coming from Abyssinia. Rumor had it the crown there demanded all the factories and blueprints destroyed when they saw what they could do. Most ponies hated them, so there was no real chance of anyone reverse-engineering them, but they had their uses for ponies like him.



His "little soldiers"—he spat at the ground again—reluctantly raised them and assumed the sloppiest formation he'd seen in all his years.



Whatever the creatures in the dust clouds were, they came running up and stopped in front of them. He looked them up and down. They were much larger than the average pony, but they looked awkward—too much torso, not enough leg. Looks could be deceiving, though, and judging by the way he and his men were being sized up as well, he had an idea that these creatures were tougher than they seemed.



"What are you doing here, ponies?"



"We're exploring uncharted lands, sir. Expanding the territory of the crown in honor of her highness Princess Celestia."



The lead one’s eyes narrowed. "Did the Princess authorize this?"



"No, sir. We've been doing this for years though, charting lands and gifting them to the crown."



"We have a treaty with your crown. This here is the territory of the buffalo, ponies. Leave. Now."



The buffalo crouched and assumed aggressive stances. Rocky Road glanced back and saw his crew were tensing, with pasterns approaching modified triggers.



He whistled, calmly saying, "At ease, ponies. No need for this to escalate." When he heard them putting their rifles down, he doffed his hat to the buffalo. "My apologies, sir. We meant no offense, we truly didn't expect anyone to be out here." He gestured back at Rose. "But as you can see, even if we aren't claiming any lands here today, we're doing important work. The world deserves to have maps."



The buffalo snorted, but some of the tension in him and his men was lost. "Why do you need maps here, though? The buffalo tribes know these lands. We don't need any maps to know where to go."



"But that's just the thing, sir. We want a map of the whole continent! It's the dream of Rose over there, and the true job me and these other folks have is making sure she accomplishes that dream."



She smiled, but her eyes betrayed her confusion. He was just glad she really did dream of making a map of the continent, helped make his sell more convincing.



"So what do you say, fellas? You ok with us making a few harmless maps for a young mare's dream?"



The buffalo continued to eye them warily but, after a heated discussion, their leader hesitantly nodded. “We see no harm with you making maps. We will travel with you as long as you are in these lands though.”



He nodded back. “But of course, sir, my ponies will be on their best behavior.”








As he led his crew out of the desert, he could still feel the gaze of their buffalo escorts upon them.



As they crested the first hill he’d seen in days and gazed at the valley that marked being in true Equestrian lands, he chuckled.



"Sir?"



He turned to Rose, who was biting her lip. She opened her mouth and went back to biting her lip. After seeing that sequence four more times Rocky exasperatedly asked, "What is it, girl? C'mon, spit it out."



She flinched, but was shocked out of her silence, blurting out, "Why did we waste all that time makin’ maps?" She hastily shook her head and looked at him fearfully. "Not that I'm complaining about makin’ maps! I'm just... curious."



"Oh, is that all? Well, I'll let you in on a little secret, honey." He grinned at her. They were out of the watchful sight of the buffalo, and her naivety wasn’t going to be doing her any favors from here out. "Most ponies are scared of the unknown, but with those maps there? That 'uncharted territory' isn't so unknown anymore. And it takes a lot to keep ponies away from the known."



He held up his hoof to signal a break. As he heard the useless louts behind sigh with relief and sloppily set up camp, he turned back to Rose. "Maybe we didn't claim those lands for the crown today. Maybe it won't happen in our lifetime. But I can assure you, hon." He chortled, and it only got louder as he saw the discomfort on her face. Quieting down, he finished, "Those lands are gonna be pony lands someday."
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