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         You can only run from your nightmares for so long. Luna knew that better than anypony else. She was Nightmare Moon, after all. The spectre of those thousands of years of loneliness hung over her, pressing against the edges of her mind. Most days, medication and meditation did enough to keep those memories at bay. Others? It was a miracle she could leave her bed at all. If she wasn’t a princess, if the rising of the moon and the movement of the tides didn’t rest on a flick of her horn, it was hard to say for certain whether she would still be here at all.



Then again, if she wasn't a princess, this never would have been a problem. Her imprisonment, her cruelty upon release, her eventual defeat at the hooves of a group of ponies who she now counted among her friends… Regular ponies didn’t need to worry about this kind of thing. That was another nightmare of hers—being just a normal pony in an extraordinary circumstance, left completely powerless. It was hard to tell which was worse.



Tonight was standard, really. She awoke to find her hooves longer tangled in her sheets, instead contending with the harsh cold of the moons’ surface. There was no atmosphere here, no sound or warmth to soothe her bones. It was a wonder that she was able to survive at all. Nightmare Moon dominated the horizon, her body massive in size as she stretched languidly across the pale rock. Luna could see the rise and fall of her chest as she breathed, her eyes closed as if sleeping. She didn’t remember sleeping when she was Nightmare Moon.



The scene would be peaceful if it wasn’t for the thick scars that danced across the Nightmare’s chest. They were rough pictograms, as if some prehistoric pony had come across a new spot for cave painting. It was old Equestrian in design, recounting her fall from grace as the youngest of the twin Princesses. It was a tale she was intimately familiar with. So odd to find that your only noteworthy appearance in history textbooks was as a villain in your sisters story.



Her attention was wrested away from her idle thoughts as the skin just below Nightmare’s coat began to writhe. She could see a horned pony press against their fleshy prison and Luna squeezed her eyes shut in anticipation. She was used to gore at this point but that didn’t mean she was keen on seeing any more of it.



See it she would as her eyes wrenched open just as straining skin began to split and part. Like a flower blossoming, the pony in front of her emerged wet with gore. They stumbled into the open space, a wicked grin on their face. Shaking the worst of the viscera off they stood to their full height, a good few heads taller than Luna. Against the lifeless gray of the moon the pony was a stark contrast, all deep blues and near-blacks.



“Nightmare.”



“Luna, darling. How long has it been since we’ve talked?”



“I believe a month or so. Your entrances usually aren’t so theatrical. Have you grown lonely without me?” She no longer feared Nightmare Moon, for Nightmare Moon no longer existed in this world. This was a figment, a construction of her guilty mind intended to torture her. Unlike the Tantabus, it had no power here or anywhere else. Still, it was hard not to feel nervous around her.



“Lonely? Darling, I never got lonely. Not even over a thousand empty, achingly long years. Not like you did. Do you remember that? The way you used to cower in your little sanctuary, the one place I could never reach?” Luna rolled her eyes. She knew the Nightmare, knew her feelings well. The loneliness bit them both harder than they’d like to admit.



“Why do you think I’m here standing in front of you, you daft bitch? OF COURSE I REMEMBER!” Did Nightmare shirk at her voice? Well… Good. She was tired of being antagonized by her own mind. She pressed a hoof against her head and closed her eyes in an attempt to gather her thoughts. “Just. What do you want? Can’t I just appreciate the view?”



“What, my corpse behind me? You see my dead body enough in your other nightmares so I was thinking a change of pace might be nice.” The scene around them shifted. The massive body of Nightmare Moon in front of her warped and changed, bending itself into deep red stage curtains. The moon faded away and her hooves found themselves on solid oak flooring now. To her left were two stools and a small table, a tinny gramophone playing one of her favorite songs just out of tune.



“This is new. I’ve never done a stage show before.” Luna looked away from the stage itself into where she half-expected rows of seats to be. Instead she was met by an inky black void, an endless emptiness yawning in front of her. Typical.



“You’ve progressed so well with hiding from your feelings that you’ve forced us to get much more creative with our torment.” Her and Nightmare were sitting now, the gramophone between them still squawking out its awkward song.



“Torment?” Luna gestured around to the empty theater and threw her head back in laughter. It was hollow, devoid of joy. Just like this miserable display she was being subjected to. “This is torment to you? Nightmare, you sweet fool, we have not had stage fright for a millennia. You’re going to have to try harder.”



“Do you think you’re doing a good job fooling them?”



“What?” Luna snapped her head back to Nightmare, scowling.



“Your friends. Do you truly think they’re buying your whole charade?” Nightmare Moon’s voice lacked any of its typical venom. Indeed her whole demeanor was bereft of any of her trademark aggression. She reminded Luna an awful lot of herself like this.



“There is no charade, Nightmare. I am me around them and they accept me as I am. That is all, nothing more and nothing less. This is the nature of friendship. You wouldn’t understand.”



“Would I not? I’ve lived in your little head for your entire life, from the moment the moons’ image graced your flanks. I’ve been with you every step of the way, through all your ups and downs. Is that not friendship? Do I not understand us?”



“There is not an us! There never was. You were a thief, a craven animal that lodged itself into the head of a filly that didn’t know any better. Do not speak of us as friends, monster.”



“It’s never going to leave you. You know this, right? The fear, the sting of failure, the desire for more—it’s a part of you. Just as [i]I[/] am a part of you. Hiding won’t make it go away.”



Luna scoffed and her nostrils flared. This was ridiculous. “I’m not hiding from anything. Here I am, sitting in front of the singular source of my woes, and she claims that I’m hiding! That I’m trying to run away from my problems!”



It was only in the heavy pause that followed that Luna realized the music had stopped playing. She would take even its’ shaky attempts at recreating a familiar song over this. She could hear her heart hammering in her chest. What was she afraid of? “Am I wrong? Is there not some iota of truth in the words I speak? If there weren’t, why would you be feeling the way you are now?”



Luna sighed, waving dismissively at Nightmare like a fly on a summer afternoon. She concentrated on her magic and pulled the dream in around her, dragging herself into the waking world. “We’re done talking here, Nightmare.”







She was back in bed, safe and sound. No Nightmare Moon, no empty stage, no uncomfortable questions. Just the sleeping body of Twilight Sparkle. Luna thought it thrilling when they first eloped. The scandal of it all! Their relationship didn’t even make the tabloids. Nowadays that sort of concern seemed silly to her but she was so desperate to be admired or even noticed by her public that she would do anything catch their eye but sometimes… sometimes that wasn’t the path life had chosen for you.



She had been noticed by the ponies that mattered most to her and that was enough. Luna gave Twilight one last squeeze before pulling herself out of bed. Twilight grumbled in her sleep at the sudden departure of warmth from her grasp but she would get over it in time. Luna made her way to the window to gaze upon her work. Strange, she didn’t remember the moon being full tonight…



“Oh sweet summer skies.”



Luna wanted to scream, she wanted to howl in wordless anguish. Hanging in the night sky, in place of the beautiful moon, was the gutted corpse of Nightmare Moon. Did she have to be so cliche? Did she have to make it so hard to run? Luna growled in frustration and the aging stone railing beneath her front hooves began to crumble. She whirled around, startled to find Twilight standing there.



This wasn’t the real Twilight. “Luna, dearest, is something wrong?”



“It’s—it’s just a dream, dear. Just another lousy nightmare. Let’s go back to bed so I can forget this ever happened.” Luna trudged towards the comfort of her covers, stopping in her tracks at the edge of her bed.



Splayed out in all her visceral glory was Princess Twilight Sparkle. She had been rent from throat to loin by magic and she was—there was so much of her and—Luna couldn’t help but vomit. She spat in contempt as the wave of disgust passed over her. Twilight’s eyes flickered to life in response and a familiar smile found its way onto her muzzle.



“It almost seems that you care for her, little fang. Don’t you feel wrong lying to her?” To hear that voice coming from the dead body of her loved one was almost enough to drive Luna to rampage. Almost.



“Get. Out. Of. My. Head.” Luna trembled, her body seething with a thousand years of rage at her captor. Body wearer. Crown stealer. Nightmare.



The bloodied head of her love cackled with violent glee. “Me? Get out of your head? You put me here! Like you put us on the moon! Like you almost put your sister in the grave! Like you—”



Luna smashed the bed into splinters with pure magical fury. Nay, less than splinters. The bed was nearly wiped clean from the dreamscape in the responding magical blast. Luna roared, deep and primal against the flames that were starting to consume her room. She roared still as the flames grew closer, threatening to envelop her. She only stopped roaring when a deep blue hoof wrenched her from her nightmare.







There they were, at the end of it all. At least this is what her sickly mind thought the end would look like. The skyline looked beautiful on fire, all twisted metal stretching upwards. The earth screamed in torment. She stood in Canterlot, in the spot where her and Celestia would have lived. Instead there was nothing but scorched earth and patches of worn rubble. She didn’t care to know which future this was. They all ended the same after all. The death of Harmony, the ascendancy of some other Element, the rebirth of Harmony through Strife, the suppression of all Elements that oppose Harmony—she had memories of it all.



“It’s hard, isn’t it? Coming face to face with the type of destruction your kind is capable of wreaking? To confront the reality of y—”



“Can you shut up? Please. Just for a moment.” She was talking to a deck of playing cards. It wasn’t the most outrageous thing she had to deal with tonight but it was certainly an odd choice of form. The faces on the cards rolled their eyes.



Luna was content to let the carnage sing to her for a few minutes, soaking in the desolation of the scene around her. It carried an odd peace with it. It was different than the moon or a stage or a dead lover. This was a reality somewhere. The moon, her physical presence on it, was never real. She had never set hoof on stage since she was a filly. Twilight would die by other means, the oracles assured her of that much. Her death would serve a far greater purpose than some angsty scene lit by only the pale light of the night.



“How are you okay with any of this? You seem so at peace. We don’t like it.” The voice in the cards was confused, upset. Stupid.



“Yes, well, you’re going to have to get used to it.  I am more at peace than I have been in centuries and someday—” Luna turned to face the table where the cards sat, hardly sparing a glance at Nightmare Moon “someday I will leave you behind.”



Nightmare Moon snorted, incredulous at such a statement. She seemed to doubt that anypony could ever live without her presence. “You jest, surely! You call this recovery?” Nightmare gestured around them, at the death and destruction ostensibly caused by her own hooves. “This is not recovery, Luna. This is more of the same.”



Luna sighed, leaning her head back to stare blankly into the smog-choked air. Having conversations with herself grew to be so tiresome. “That’s what recovery is. It’s getting better, little by little, in ways that you can’t recognize until you look back many moons later. I am better. I’m getting better every day. I will not stop for anything because I want this. I deserve to want this.”



Nightmare Moon scoffed, rising from her spread-leg position in the chair to sit beside Luna. They admired the vista in silence for what felt like years, letting the wail of a dying planet soothe their battered minds. “Do you think I could ever get better?”



Luna turned to herself and smiled, the first smile she would wear tonight. “I think we already have.”
      

      
   
      It Wasn't Alive in the First Place...


      
      
      
         
         It’s Alive!

      
      

      

      
      
         Rarity popped her head up.



“Dangit.” Rarity wiped the drool off her lips. She glanced her half-open eyes to the sunset outside. Probably five o'clock. She didn’t look forward to Sweetie begging her to make dinner.



As she shook herself awake, she spotted the paper on her desk. Her heart skipped a beat. 



“Oh no!” Rarity levitated the drool-stained assignment in front of her. “Ocellus will not be happy about this!” She pulled a hoof-kerchief out of her saddlebags and wiped the excess off. She pulled the assignment close to her and breathed on it, hoping that the rest would evaporate.



She sighed and set the assignment aside. “I will probably just give her an ‘A’.” Rarity said as she remembered how class went today. Ocellus kept asking good questions about gemstones. My, she had an innate understanding of them. Her previous two assignments were turned in early about the properties of gemstones and matching the color just right to the dress you were putting it on.



She hopped away from her desk and stretched her legs. At the same time, she made a mental note to never grade assignments on four hours of sleep again. Thank Celestia it was Ocellus’s assignment and not Gallus’s. That was another story.



She heard clattering downstairs. 



“Who could be still here?” She secured her saddlebags and trotted downstairs. As she got closer, the muffled sounds became clearer. The sounds of grinding saws and pounding hammers. Somepony… or somecreature was staying late doing a bit of carpentry.



“Applejack must be still here.” Rarity said. 



She rolled her eyes as she followed the noise. Silly Applejack. Her friend often spent countless hours teaching the students carpentry. It took up at least a quarter of a semester now, and the students were getting tired. Rarity intervened once and told Applejack to switch to something else. The sawdust that some of them trailed into her room was horrendous. 



She’d figure she pop by and tell Applejack to go home. She didn’t understand how Applejack could function on little sleep, but that was no excuse for her to tend to her family. Granny Smith would get worried.



As she approached the room, a pungent odor filled the air. Normally, it would be the smell of burning wood and lumber, but now, it smelt like burnt hair. She quickened her pace, she wanted to check if everypony was okay. Especially since a burnt mane was very hard to repair. Even harder to work into something presentable.



She heard Twilight’s voice. “Starlight, can you pass me the sandpaper?”



Oh, so Twilight and Starlight we here. But whatever we they doing in the woodshop?



Rarity came up to the door, which was slightly ajar. She called out to her friends. “Twilight, what are you doing here so late? I thought you were-”



Rarity froze. She blinked twice, to make sure her eyes weren’t deceiving her.



“Okay, hold ‘er still.” Twilight instructed. 



Starlight held the Ocellus’s head in place. Ocellus had her eyes closed while her hooves- ot whatever they were called- were fastened on the corners of the table by metal clamps.

Twilight pulled a nearby hacksaw out from under a blowtorch, the blade glowing yellow from the heat. She put it in between Ocellus’s horn and forehead and started to saw away.



Rarity screamed. She booked it for the exit. She had to make it… otherwise she could be next.



Starlight appeared right in front of Rarity.



“Rarity! Stop!” Starlight slammed her hoof against the red carpet.



Rarity swerved around Starlight, still screaming at the top of her lungs. 



“… or not.” Starlight’s magic flashed. Rarity felt herself shift and re-appeared in front of Starlight. Rarity felt Starlight’s aura tighten around her.



“Rarity, calm down!” Starlight, unamused, took off her goggles.



“Let go of me! Help!” Rarity wriggled in her grasp. Rarity’s horn glowed. In an instant, Rarity teleported out of Starlight’s magic.



Starlight caught hold of her again. Rarity tried to wrestle out of Starlight’s blue aura.



“Rarity? What’s the matter?” Spike said as he approached from the far end of the hallway. 



“Spike! Run!!” Rarity shouted.



“From what?” Spike popped an eyebrow.



“Run!” Rarity said.



Spike face-clawed. “Rarity, you’re in no danger!”



Rarity gasped “Your one of them?!” Rarity screamed.



Spike turned to Starlight. “Geez, now I understand the Masked Matter Horn’s exasperation when Radiance was screaming about a giant zit.” He turned back to Rarity. “Rarity, we need you to calm down.”



“Calm down?” Rarity waved her hooves frantically, trying to break out of Starlight’s grasp. “You three will pay for what you’ve done! Ocellus deserved none-”



“Ocellus is fine, she just molted.” Spike explained. “Twilight just wanted to use the empty exo-skeleton.” 



Rarity paused. “What?”



“Ocellus molted.” Spike said. “I kinda feel bad for her though. Molting isn’t fun.”



“What you saw was just an empty shell.” Starlight explained.



Rarity stopped struggling. “Oh.” She smiled nervously towards Starlight. “Sorry. I overreacted.”



Starlight chuckled. “I should’ve caught the whole thing on camera. You acted like the pretty filly protagonist out of a horror movie.”



Spike chuckled. “Don’t worry, we understand, Rarity. We should’ve mentioned it to you, but we didn’t want to bug you in the middle of your lecture to the students about gemstones.” Spike looked upward as he smacked his lips. “Speaking of gemstones, I might go for one right now.”



“You’re not touching any more from our stash.” Starlight said. “Twilight needs it to encrust”



“Encrust?” Rarity asked. Were they putting together a dress?



“Nothing to worry about.” Spike waved Rarity off. “I was scared at what she and Starlight were doing at first, but they explained it to me. Everything is completely fine!”



“I’ll explain on the way.” Starlight said calmly. She didn’t want to trigger any screaming again. “But first, can you keep this a secret?”



“Pinkie promise, dearie.” Rarity patted Starlight’s shoulder. 



“I don’t think that Pinkie knows what is happening here either.” Starlight said, thinking to herself. “Or does she? I can never tell because Pinkie tends to be anywhere she pleases.”



“Do you think Pinkie might’ve told somepony?” Starlight asked.



“I doubt it.” Rarity said. “Yes, Pinkie can be random, but she’s sensible enough to keep secrets.”



“Mmm.” Starlight nodded.



As they trotted down the hallway, Rarity cleared her throat. “So, you were going to tell me what you and Twilight were doing?”



“Oh, so she is making armor.” Starlight said.



“Making armor?” Rarity asked.



Starlight wiped the bridge of her nose. “I’ve got my work cut out for me.”



“Ocellus molted. When she was trying to find a way to dispose of her… molt, Twilight stopped her and asked if it was okay to use it for science.” Starlight explained. “Ocellus agreed since she was going to throw it out anyways.”



“That’s awful nice of her.” Rarity said. “But why armor?”



Rarity's nose scrunched again as the pungent odor kicked her in the nostrils. She pulled out a perfume bottle out of bag and spritzed herself on the muzzle. This earned a chuckle from Starlight.



Starlight smiled. She opened the door and motioned into the woodshop. “I’ll let the master do the talking.”



As soon as Rarity trotted in, she saw it: a shell of Ocellus was being held on a table by clamps. Every so often, a couple gems were studded into the harder outer shell. Twilight hacked away at the skull, grunting in mild irriation when the blade got caught.



Twilight turned and waved at Rarity with one of her yellow rubber gloves. “Evening Rarity!”



She slid her goggles up and approached Rarity. “Sorry if we scared you.” Twilight apologized. She looked back at the Ocellus shell. “Comes to think of it, this would make a really good Nightmare Night prank for Rainbow.”



“I’d would want to see her reaction.” Rarity giggled. “So, anyways, why are you interested in Ocellus’s shell?”



“Allow me to demonstrate!” Twilight smiled devilishly. “Ocellus!”



“Coming!” Out of a tiny corner of the room, Ocellus came skipping out. She also had a pair of goggles resting on her forehead and rubber gloves covering her hooves. “Salutations, Professor Rarity!”



Rarity smiled. Ocellus looked adorable in her outfit. It caused her muse to zing slightly.



“Ocellus, do you want to demonstrate what we discovered?” Twilight said with a hint of pep in her voice. Twilight levitated the blowtorch closer to her.



“Ready!” Ocellus said. She slid her goggles on, pressed them tight against her eyes. She scrunched her nose, took a deep breath and held it.



Twilight ran the pilot light of the blowtorch over Ocellus. Rarity just about fainted, but noticed that Ocellus didn’t do as much as wince. 



“Alright. We’re done.” Twilight said, levitating the torch back to reheat the hacksaw.



“Wow! How did you do that?” Rarity asked.



“After Principal Twilight ran a couple tests on my molted shell, she discovered the chitin has an interesting structure.” Ocellus said. “If you heat it up, it super-hardens, 

 rivaling the tensile strength of dragon scales.”



“A propane heat of a hundred and four point seven kilojoules per mole to be exact.” Twilight tapped a nearby chalkboard filled with jargon that made Rarity sweat even by looking at it. “I had no idea that Ocellus was fireproof. The texts on Changeling anatomy are very sparse.”



Ocellus smiled as she pulled her goggles up. “Principal Twilight is trying to extract pieces of the hardened skeleton, but so far, it’s not budging.”



“It shows potential for future guardspony armor.” Twilight said. “Unfortunately, I’ve tried everything in my power to pull it apart… extreme heat up to a thousand degrees Kelvin…” Twilight glanced at Spike “Thank you for stoking the fire.” 



“No problem.” He climbed up on the table and popped a gem into his mouth.



Twilight gave Spike an endearing look. “I’ve also tried pressure grinding, gemstone assisted bond-breaking, you name it…” 



“What about acid?” Ocellus cut in.



“That may work,” Twilight said. “But then we would need to separate the acid from the aqueous shell ions.” Twilight patted her chin. 



"The reason I say it is that errosion from rainfall tends to recycle the chitin." Ocellus said. "Though that is a shot in the dark since this is a new material."



“I do have a vat of strong acid from when I was teaching acid-base biology in dragon anatomy.” She chuckled and turned to Rarity “Don’t ask how we got that sample.”



Twilight turned back to Ocellus. “You think that will work?”



“It’s worth a shot.” Ocellus said. 



“Okay, I will go get it.” Twilight said. She trotted out the door.



The lab grew quiet. The only thing that could be heard was the rushing air of the blowtorch and an occasional much from Spike.

“So, Ocellus, nice job on your assignment.” Rarity said. “Can you tell me about the magenta and orange gemstones?” Hopefully she would be able to make up for literally drooling over her student’s assignment.



“Oh, the right shade of magenta is formed from Malachite, and orange is from sodium-calcium salts, sometimes iron.” Ocellus recited. “Why do you ask?”



“Oh, it’s nothing, I just had a hiccup in grading.” Rarity smiled and nodded. “A plus, Ocellus.”



Ocellus smiled. “Thank you, Professor Rarity!”



Right as she said that, Twilight walked back in, towing in a huge jar full of a pinkish liquid. “Alright. Due to the fact that this acid is powerful, its reaction rate is very slow, we need to wait until tomorrow evening to go back to grinding, okay?” Twilight asked, unscrewing the lid.



Ocellus nodded.



“Oh, before you do that!” Starlight’s horn glowed She blasted the table. The table glowed for a second, then faded. “There you are, any spills will be redirected into the jar!”



"Great thinking, Starlight!" Without wasting another second, Twilight poured away.



“You seem oddly calm.” Rarity observed. “I’d expect you to be unnerved. At least I would be if Twilight was sawing a mannequin of me into pieces.”



Twilight's pouring halted. “Darnit Rarity! Now I can’t see Ocellus's molt the same anymore!” 



“Whada! Bu- uh! It’s not as odd as you think!” Ocellus cut in. “I think the pony equivalent is losing baby teeth. It’s common while growing up.”



“Oh.” Rarity said. That made sense. Sweetie Belle lost her baby teeth only a couple years back. She chuckled. “I’d bet that make Twilight the tooth fairy then.”



“Tooth fairy?” Ocellus asked as she turned to Rarity. Her milky bug eyes stared at Rarity in wonder.



“A story for another time, dearie.” Rarity waved off. “Or better yet, ask Sandbar when you have class with him tomorrow. He can tell you.”



“I will.” Ocellus said. “So, how will lecture be tomorrow?”



“Pop quiz.” Rarity said. “Blame Professor Applejack. It was her suggestion.”



Ocellus giggled. "Honesty is the best policy."



“Okay, we’re done!” Twilight said, screwing the lid back on. She placed the jar onto a nearby shelf and pasted a label on it that read: 'Warning: strong acid. Property of Headmaster Twilight.'



“Better get some rest, Ocellus” Starlight said, setting her gloves in a plastic bag. “It’s a school night after all.”



“Will do!” Ocellus started to take her lab attire off.








The morning couldn’t come soon enough.



Ocellus combed her translucent mane. As she looked in the mirror, she noticed her smile- her Pinkie Pie smile, she termed- was showing. Her Pinkie Pie smile was only when she was in Professor Pie’s classroom. No matter what, the Professor always found a way to make you blow air out of your lungs. Or laugh, as the ponies called it.



This was a special day though. She could hardly wait to join Principal Sparkle in the woodshop downstairs. First, she had to worry about routine. First thing came first- first sustenance time in fact.

 

First sustenance time, or as the ponies called it, ‘Breakfast’ was going to be in a couple minutes. She found it interesting how ponies usually only ate three times a day. For a changeling, or at least a changedling, the hive was full of love. Her friends found it shocking that she was practically eating all the time. For some strange reason, they called it ‘snacking’. 



She could tell her friends were envious of her ability to ‘snack’ all the time. She could taste it. Envy. Kinda cold, but had a kick to it, like the time they convinced her to try horseradish. 



She finished up getting ready and skipped out of her dorm room and bounded down the stairs.



As she approached, she heard a familiar voice. A grumpy voice.



“Where is that Changeling?” Gallus growled.



Ocellus found it funny how grumpy he could be sometimes. Pinkie Pie’s record (don’t ask) to make Gallus laugh was two seconds. His grumpy attitude was only surface level, as Professor Applejack put it. He was probably just stressed since he wanted to get some last-minute studying done before their first period.



As soon as she came to the bottom of the stairs, Gallus made eye contact with her. “Ocellus! I have a bone to pick with you!”



She recognized that ‘figure of speech’. But, she ‘figured’ it wouldn’t do any harm to tease. “What bone are you picking?”



“Enough funny business!” Gallus pointed a claw at her. He rummaged through his saddlebags and took out a book. Only, the book had a huge bite mark out of it. “I know Principal Twilight said to digest a good book, but this is ridiculous!”



Ocellus’s mouth hung open. “I- uh- I didn’t eat your book.”



“Yes you did!” Gallus said. “You snuck into my room this morning a took a big bite!”



“I was getting ready in my room.” Ocellus said. “You must have me mistaken with another pony.”



“You expect me to believe you have an evil twin?!” Gallus shouted. “Do I look stupid to you?! You’re the only Changeling in the entire school and so far-”



“Help! Friend Gallus!” Yona cried as she charged down the hallway. “Ocellus stole Yona’s jewel-“



Once Yona made eye contact with Ocellus, she snorted. “Give Yona back necklace, Ocellus!” She pounded her hoof against the ground.



The sudden shake caused Ocellus to lose her balance and fall towards the ground.



“So, resorting to stealing, huh?” Gallus towered over her. “I’ve been tempted to snatch a few trinkets here and there, but stealing Yona’s necklace?”



“There has to be a misunderstanding.” Ocellus reasoned.



“Lying too?” Gallus groaned. “Didn’t you learn anything from Professor Applejack?”



“Ocellus!” Silverstream glided down from the ceiling and landed in between her and Yona. Gallus stood by her side. “Give me back my transformation jewel! I need for swim practice today!”



“Wow, you’re very productive, Ocellus.” Gallus rubbed a claw against his book. “Worse thing is, I didn’t see it coming.”



Ocellus could taste the anger. It saturated the air. She covered her head with her hooves and curled up in fetal position. As she thought of herself as a rock, her form shifted to a boulder in response.



Sandbar quickly trotted towards them. “What’s going on, guys?”



“Ocellus stole Yona’s Necklace!” Yona stomped her hooves again.



“And my transformation jewel.” Silverstream add.



“Uh, eh-ehm!” Gallus presented the book with a bite out of it.



Sandbar spun to Ocellus, who was now trembling on the floor. She could transform into small things, but what would that do. Right now, she wanted to disappear.



Suddenly, a scream was heard down the hallway.



Sandbar spun in the direction of the noise “Smolder! It sounds like she's in trouble!”



"What about Ocellus?" Yona grumbled.



"Smolder doesn't usually scream." Silverstream said. "She's tough. She doesn't cry for help unless she really needs it."



"Ugh, I guess we can help her..." Gallus glared at Ocellus. “We will resolve this later.”








“Ocellus! Stop eating my stash! Stop!” Smolder screamed.



Gallus traded looks with Ocellus, and then her copy in the other room. “What the hay is happening?”



“You’ve been sticking around Professor Applejack too long Gallus.” Sandbar noted. “You used her swear word.”



“I don’t blame Gallus though.” Silverstream copied Gallus as she traded looks between the two different Ocellus-es. “Either that I’m having a really weird dream or there are two Ocellus-es.” 



“Yona wanna see!” Yona wanna see!” The yak bobbed her head up and down. 



Sandbar cleared his throat and slid Gallus and Silverstream out of the way.



“Thanks friend Sandbar!” Yona smiled. 



Suddenly, Smolder ran out of her room. “Oh, Yona! Thank goodness you are here! Can you tell Ocellus to stop-” Smolder stared wide-eyed at Ocellus. She looked back in her room.



As the students stared into Smolder’s room, Pseudo-Ocellus wolfed down a bag of gemstones. Pseudo Ocellus noticed them hiding behind the doorframe and flashed a smile made up of razor-sharp gemstones.



All of them screamed. Yona slammed the door shut and pressed her back up to it.



Smolder pointed a claw at her room. She face-clawed. “Great, that is an image that I don’t want in my head.”



“Join the club.” Gallus grumbled. "I think I'm getting a hairball right about now."



“Okay, Ocellus, can you explain why there is two of you?” Smolder propped her claws against her hips.








Ocellus finished up. “I had no idea that working on my molted shell could cause it to be alive.”



Silverstream’s ears drooped. “I bet I owe you an apology, Ocellus.”



“It’s my fault anyways.” Ocellus whimpered. “I should’ve known better than to keep my molted shell.”



“Ocellus shouldn’t blame Ocellus.” Yona said. “Ocellus is good friend still, Yona just worried about necklace. Yona had it since little yak.”



Gallus propped his half-eaten book up. He pointed to the door to Smolder’s dorm. “We still have a problem though. We can’t have Pseudo Ocellus run amok.”



“I agree. That would almost as horrible as the time Principal Twilight instructed me to vomit in a huge jar.” Smolder whispered.



Sandbar overhead. “Yeah, I remember that. Didn’t she present that in biology class the week after?”



“That was gross.” Gallus cut in. “Not to mention how dangerous it was. The acidity-”



“Wait!” Ocellus said. “You mentioned Twilight had you puke in a jar?”



“Do I really have to say it again? I had a flu.” Smolder huffed. “Something about a virus that feeds off of gemstones. Besides, I really shouldn’t have given her permi-”



“Quick!” Ocellus said. “How did you get better? What did you take?”



“Why the odd fascination, Ocellus?” Gallus asked as he covered his mouth. He was turning green.



“This might stop Fake Ocellus from eating more of your gems!” Ocellus reasoned. “What did you use?”



“Professor Fluttershy has a stash of stomach flu medicine for lizards.” Smolder rolled her eyes. “Go figure.”



“We need to get it!”



“Wait, Ocellus, why do we need to?” Sandbar asked.



“I’m not hijacking medication from Professor Fluttershy!” Gallus waved his claws in the air. His tail flicked. “I can be mean at times, but I will not steal from Professor Fluttershy!”



"It might be our only chance! I think that the microbes in Smolder's Vomit reacted with the molt!"



"That would explain the appetite of Pseudo Ocellus." Smolder said. "I had to eat gemstones to ease my stomach ache."



Principal Twillight came rushing up. “Oh thank goodness, Ocellus. I found you. I need you to get back to the shop. It's an emergency.”



“Let me guess. Molt is missing?” Smolder asked. 



Twilight’s mouth popped open. “How did you know that?”



Smolder pointed a claw at her room. “I think your experiment has a mind of it’s own.”



The door shook as the first pound from Pseudo Ocellus pushed against it. Yona kept it blocked. Pseudo Ocellus protested with a phlegmy growl.



Twilight's mouth hung open.



“Do we get extra credit for figuring out a potential solution to this fiasco?” Gallus interjected. “Particularly in Professor Rarity’s class? I need to boost my grade.”



Silverstream glared at Gallus.



"I mean, if it ain't too much trouble." He smiled nervously.



 




A barricade made of furniture surrounded the hallway around Smolder’s room. 



“Okay, so Smolder, Silverstream, and Gallus are going to pour the medicine onto P-Ocellus.” Twilight said. “I’m getting tired to saying ‘Pseudo Ocellus’.”



Gallus, Silverstream, and Smolder nodded, each having a jar full of stomach medicine that had been crushed into powder. Thank goodness for Starlight’s inventive spell. Otherwise the powder would be hard to clean up.



“Yona, run out of the way of harm, Sandbar will help you if things go awry.” Twilight instructed.



“Good thing! Yona is getting tired!” Yona frowned. At this point, her face was matted with sweat.



“If that doesn’t work, Then we will resort to desperate measures.” Twilight held the blowtorch up, and nodded at Ocellus. “Everycreature ready?”



All of them nodded. 



Yona released the door. Pseudo Ocellus came out, foaming at the mouth with pink liquid.



Gallus, Silverstream and Smolder emptied the contents of their jars on Pseudo Ocellus.



Pseudo Ocellus whipped around in confusion, tried to lick up the powder, but gagged and hacked once it reached her tongue.



“I feel your pain!” Smolder shouted from above. She showered the rest of its contents on the creature.



“It didn’t work.” Twilight observed. She pressed on the blowtorch, took up a match, struck it against the box and lit the blue flame. 



Ocellus held the hatchet steady, the excess heat radiating the blade to an ember red. She was thankful that her exoskeleton was fireproof, otherwise she would be singed.



When it got to the point of red hot, Ocellus leapt into the air. Finally, Ocellus nailed the hatchet square in the back of her molt. 



Pseudo Ocellus shrieked in pain. Ocellus held onto the hatchet blade and took another hack at it. And another one. And another one.



After half a dozen swings, Pseudo Ocellus finally fell to the ground. As it took its last breaths, it hacked out gemstones, a necklace, a couple pieces of paper, and another necklace. 



“I’m not going to eat those.” Smolder said in disgust.



Yona took up her necklace and Silverstream took hers. 



“Good, still intact.” Silverstream noted as she flicked the juice off of it. “I don’t care if it is covered in Smolder Goop! I’m just glad to have it back!” she chirped.



Gallus shook his head as he looked at the crumpled papers. “Looks like I will have to explain to the library that a zombie changeling ate the book.”



“Let me see that.” Twilight held out a hoof. She looked at the book and nodded. “Take that to my office. I have a copy of it on my bookshelf.”



“Why would you have Starswirlian Arcane Mechanics on your shelf?” Gallus asked. 



"I take that as a sign that I should stop reading for a bit." Twilight chuckled. “Let’s just say when you accidentally make a P-Ocellus, then you’ve gone too far in Starswirlian theoretics.” 



“Egghead.” Gallus joked. He balked as Silverstream glared at him again. “I mean- that's- that’s what Professor Dash said at least.”



Twilight frowned. She turned to the group and sighed. “Sorry, students. I better publish a paper about this experiment before anypony decides to repeat history. I will let your professors know why you are absent from classes. For now, you can have the rest of the day off. I apologize for any inconvenience.”



Ocellus's ears flopped. "Aww... I really wanted to know what Professor Rarity had on her pop quiz." she mumbled.



“Woohoo!” Gallus cheered, pumping a fist in the air.



Smolder snorted. Smoke came out from her nostrils. “Easy for you to say, I need to clean up the mess the P-Ocellus made.”



Ocellus smiled as she stood right by Smolder. “Then R Ocellus will help you clean P Ocellus’s mess.”



“Yona will help too!” She looked back at Sandbar. “Sandbar join too?”



Sandbar hopped next to Yona. “I will. I'm invited, after all.”



Silverstream cheered. “Oh boy! A cleaning party! I’ve been wanting to clean up Smolder’s room for ages!”



“Heeyyyy.” Smolder folded her arms.



Silverstream smiled and winked.



Gallus huffed. “Oh well, I guess since I can’t do homework, then I can help.”



Twilight chuckled. “Well then, I’ll leave you to it.” She said. “I gotta write a report on this and send it to Canterlot ASAP.” 



“Principal?” Ocellus just remembered.



She turned to walk away, but her ears perked up. “Yes, Ocellus?”



“Do you want the armor?” Ocellus offered. “It finally broke!”



“I don't think so. That'll be enough experimenting with Changedling molts for a long while!” Twilight's mouth twisted. She shivered. “Besides, I don’t want to use it after what happened.” 



"Agreed." Ocellus thwacked her molt one last time with the hatchet, lodging it into the crumpled pile.



Silverstream's eyes widened. She covered her mouth. 



Gallus stepped away from Ocellus. "Remind me not to get on your bad side."



"Yeah, I don't know how I feel about Ocellus with the hatchet." Sandbar added.



"Isn't this what dentists do?"Ocellus pulled the hatchet out and hid it behind her back. 



"What?" Gallus asked with a raised eyebrow



"Long story." Twilight turned around before anypony could say anything else. “You know what? I’ll help. It’s my fault anyway. Report can wait.”










“Whew! Glad that’s over!” Ocellus said, tossing the last of the molt into the dumpster.



She gazed at her friends who were covered in ‘smolder goop’ as it was so fondly termed. 



“What next?” Silverstream asked. “Anycreature want to go for a swim?”



“No thank you! I need to take a shower.” Smolder wiped a the slime off her forearms she flicked it into the dumpster.



“Ditto.” Sandbar said. “No questions asked.”



“Question!” Ocellus jumped. She just remembered something from the day before.



Sandbar shifted from hoof to hoof,  inching away from Ocellus. "Uh, can it wait, Ocellus?"



Ocellus shook her head. “Can you tell me what a tooth fairy is?”
      

      
   
      True Romance


      
      
      
         
         Would you…?

      
      

      

      
      
         Crashing the kitchen door out of the way, Trusty skidded across the swept and polished tile floor, tears streaming and mud flying. "Hate her! Hate her! Hate her!" he wailed.



"Trusty!" Gramma's voice smacked him nearly as hard as the icebox when he slid into it. "Watch your hooves!"



"But Gramma!" Scrambling managed to spread the mud into a puddle around him without getting Trusty any closer to standing. "True Heart tried to kill me again!"



"For the love of Celestia..." The pins-and-needles tickle of Gramma's magic plucked him from the floor and tightened around him till he had to stop flailing. "If you had any fewer brains, Trustworthy, I swear, we could rent you out as a fishing lure."



Rapid blinks kept the mud out of his eyes while still letting him see the carpet of the back hallway drifting by beneath him. A quick glance over his shoulder showed Gramma marching along behind, her mouth a thin line, her little half-glasses hanging from their strap around her neck, her gray mane up in a bun as hard as a croquet ball he knew from creeping up and poking it when she would fall asleep in her chair in the parlor. "But Gramma!" he started again.



"Don't you 'But Gramma' me!" Her horn wavered a darker green than her hide—"Simple names in our family," she always said. "I'm Chartreuse because I am chartreuse!"—and she walked with a high-stepping style that True said meant she'd been a soldier or a supervillain or something before she became Trusty's gramma.



She was into full lecture mode by now, though, so Trusty mostly stopped listening. "That True Heart's nothing but a ruffian!" was one sentence he caught, and it made him smile before he remembered how much he hated True now. Gramma kept the words going and going while she filled the bathtub, dropped Trusty into it, and scrubbed till his lime-green hide felt raw and looked as wrinkled as the prunes Gramma ate for breakfast every day.



A few other things she said didn't wash away with the water and soap. "—don't know why you insist on associating with her!" stuck out because 'associating' sounded like a swear word.  He heard "—report her to Princess Twilight," too, because the first memory he had of anything other than Gramma was watching Princess Twilight's castle burst up out of the ground. And "—whole family's never been anything but trouble!" stayed because True's family was actually really great, her mom and dad and grammas and grampas and brothers and sisters and uncles and aunts and cousins and everypony in charge of the dump outside Ponyville.



Trusty loved going out there to visit True because there were always ponies running around and doing stuff, earth ponies like her and pegasi and even unicorns stomping stuff or swirling stuff or blasting stuff at the landfill, the scrap yard, the incinerator, the recycling center. And they built stuff, too: True's pegasus brother Inversion Layer used crushed glass and water and lightning to whisk up these awesome weird statue things, and True's mom, the biggest pony in town except Bulk Biceps and Big Mac, welded together little go-carts out of scrap metal and held races every two or three weeks.



"Trustworthy!" Gramma more barked than said, and Trusty startled back to the tub—or actually to beside the tub because he saw that he was standing on the bathmat now, Gramma's cloudy magic warm and drying the last wet spots from his mane. "Are you listening to me?"



That was a trick question, he knew. So instead of answering it, he said, "Thank you, Gramma." And making his own hornglow spark up to stroke against hers, he added, "I love you."



Her hard expression crumbled like the side of the creek True had tricked Trusty into walking out onto so he would fall in. Leaning forward, she touched her nose to his. "You're as foolish as your father and as innocent as your mother." When she smiled, she looked like an entirely different pony. "How they would've loved to know that."



Things always got tight inside him when Gramma talked about Mom and Dad. But hugging Gramma helped. She hugged him back, too, and that always made things a lot better.



The warm breath of her sigh whisked down his back. "You're a wonderful pony, Trusty, and you deserve friends who will treat you as such." She straightened up, and a little of the hardness had come back into her face. "Which is why we'll be signing you up for Coltillion tomorrow."



Trusty blinked at her. Whatever that was, he hoped it didn't take up too much time. He had to think of a way to get back at True, after all.








"Is, too." Trusty folded his forelegs across his chest, absolutely sure he had her.



"Is not!" True never got really mad, but when the off-white of her face started darkening toward the brick-red of her mane, Trusty knew he'd struck a nerve.



"Is, too." Leaning forward from where they sat beside the turnip wagon in the market square, Trusty poked True with a hoof. "'Cause my gramma plays bridge with Granny Smith, and Granny Smith said so." The first time he'd said it a minute ago, he'd been so nervous, he was sure he was going to mess it up. But he found it way easier to say the second time. "Applejack's bald as an egg on top of her head. That's why she always wears that hat."



True didn't turn her head, but her eyes darted over to where Applejack, Big Mac, and Apple Bloom stood at their cart across the way, laughing and talking with other ponies buying their fruit. "I think four years of Coltillion's scrambled your brains, Trusty. I mean, she's got all those bangs! And those pony tails hanging down the back!"



"And in between?" Trusty rubbed a fetlock. "Smooth as this." He shrugged. "If you don't believe me, sneak over there, grab her hat, and pull it off." And adding the final touch, he grinned. "I dare you."



Her lips went thin. "You wait right here," she said, standing and starting off between the grown-ups moving from stall to stall.



Oh, he was gonna wait here, all right. His stomach got all fluttery when he thought about it: True crawling through the dirt till she'd crept up real close, then jumping out, stealing Applejack's hat, and standing there like a doofus while the whole Apple family yelled at her and chased her and maybe even called her mom and dad to yell at her! It was gonna be—



His breath caught, though, when he saw through the crowd that she was walking straight up to the cart and not even trying to hide. What was she doing?



"Well, howdy, True Heart!" Applejack said, her voice carrying over the hustle and bustle. "What can I do you for?"



True looked up, raised a hoof, and pointed it back at Trusty, her voice somehow even louder than Applejack's. "My friend Trustworthy says you and Big Mac are really married and Apple Bloom's your foal. Is that true?"



Every sound snapped off like somepony had thrown a switch. So when all three Apples shouted, "What?" at the same time, it sounded even louder.



But Gramma was loudest of all, Trusty was sure, her lecture that afternoon in the parlor back home very long and very specific about how disappointed she was in him, how he was grounded for the rest of the week, and how she was signing him up for another four-year stint at Coltillion.



In his bedroom, then, his blush just starting to fade after boiling his face constantly the past few hours, his ears perked at a throat clearing outside his open window. Looking up, he saw True leaning in, of course. "Applejack comes by the scrap yard all the time," she said, the teeniest, tiniest smile on her snout. "Mom and Dad invite her in to set a spell, and she always takes her hat off  'cause she's a proper gentlepony."



Trusty knew he was gaping at her, but he couldn't manage to pull his mouth shut.



She shook her head. "You're my best friend, Trusty, and you're good at a lotta things. But pranking is definitely not one of 'em, all right?" A wink, and she pulled back outside, her call of "See you at school!" seeming to hang in the air after she'd gone.



His blush back full force, Trusty could only make his silent vow the same way he always did when True got him. Someday, he'd get her back. Someday.








"Really." True didn't ask it as a question, her eyes half closed as she tapped a hoof on the frame of the porch swing hanging from the ceiling of her family's back patio.



"Really." Seated beside her, Trusty tried to look like his name. "The ball's like the final exam for Coltillion. Last time, Gramma got one of her friends' granddaughters to go with me, but since you're the reason I had to go through another four years of it—"



"Really?" This time the word came out of her dripping with sarcasm. "I forced you to pull the worst attempt at a prank in Equestrian history?"



Yes, you did! he wanted to shout at her. I keep falling for yours, so I hafta keep trying to get you to fall for mine!



Instead of that, though, he showed her his best gentlecolt face. "I admit that I started it. But you chose to throw that giant lie out there, knowing it would get me in real trouble. So now that I've gotta go through this whole stupid fancy party again, I—" He found himself swallowing against a tight throat, everything about her suddenly unfamiliar. "I was hoping you would do me the honor of accompanying me as my guest."



"Hmmm," she said, touching her chin, Trusty's heart trying to wriggle out through his ribs. "And when is this shindig?"



"Friday. Not this Friday, I mean, but next Friday. We'd hafta be there at three."



The chin touching seemed to go on and on, but then she suddenly poked him in the chest and said, "Okay. But we're gonna do this by the book, boutonnières and cummerbunds and everything, you get me?"



He had to blink at her. "You know what a boutonnière is?"



She smirked.



But she looked beautiful in a cornflower-blue gown and her hair perfectly pleated when he picked her up at her parents' house on the next Friday afternoon. She knew exactly which forks to use and when to use them, knew exactly how to flit the lightest of small talk around with the other couples at the ball, and she knew every step of the dances that Trusty had been counting on to foul her up so he could step in and rescue her from social humiliation.



Because of course she did.



Even worse, when he dropped her off that evening, she smiled at him at the bottom of her front steps and said, "I had a wonderful time, Trusty."



And sure, he'd had a wonderful time, too. Just not in the way he'd planned. And staring at her in the moonlight with the slightest possible scent of rose and lavender drifting up from her, he had to ask, "How?"



Her smile squiggled into her regular smirk. "I asked your Gramma to coach me. She's really great, by the way."



But worst of all, she then leaned over, kissed him on the cheek, and whispered, "You're a great guy, Trusty, but really. Stick with what you're good at, okay?"



Then she was up the steps, into her house, and gone. And as much as he tried to drag his hooves all the way home, he just couldn't keep himself from floating.








"This is stupid," Trusty called toward the ground.



"You only say that," True's voice drifted up, "because you've never done it before."



He shifted the harness into what he hoped would be a less-uncomfortable position. "And you know why I've never done it before? Because it's stupid!"



"Trusty..." She was moving around the base of the tower below him. "You did Coltillion for eight whole years. You don't get to call things 'stupid' anymore."



"Ha, ha," he said the way he always did when he couldn't think of a comeback for one of her zingers. That had been happening a lot more, he'd noticed, since they'd gotten their cutie marks and graduated from the Ponyville school system: she'd taken her wrench superimposed over a heart and slipped easily into her family business out at the scrap yard, pulling things apart so they could sell the pieces, while the little shining lantern on his flanks had led him to the School of Friendship where he'd been the assistant librarian for just over a year now.



"So," True said, stepping briskly into the fading sunlight, tossing her brick-red mane back, and smiling up at him. "This'll be just like regular zip-lining—"



"Regular zip-lining?"



She went on as if she hadn't heard. "Except Morning Star enchanted the course so it's more like a roller-coaster."



Swallowing, Trusty tried not to focus on the first loop, the only part of the wire he could see from here since it turned left almost immediately after that and vanished into the trees of Whitetail Woods. "And you're not up here strapped to this death trap...why again?"



She sighed. "I've already been, Trusty. Star's sent all of us though, even Mom and Dad, like, a dozen times each. But we want to open it up and start charging admission, so Mom insisted we try it out on somepony not related to us." Her smile somehow got ever toothier. "I immediately thought of you, of course."



"You need to think less of me." He decided to keep looking at her since she was so much more pleasant than anything else in the vicinity. "Really. I wouldn't mind at all."



"Ha, ha," she said, but unlike him, she always went on talking after she'd said it. "But you know I wouldn't steer you wrong! I mean, how long have we known each other?"



He waved a hoof toward the line he was very carefully not looking at. "About another five minutes, I'll guess, since I doubt I'll be surviving this." With his eyes resting on hers, though, he couldn't help running through all the times those eyes and that smile had sent him tumbling over precipices or trying to work magic he didn't know or running from places he never should've been in the first place.



And always, always, always, she'd be watching and grinning from some spot of relative safety. Or would go sauntering past with a quip while he clung by his teeth to some fragile lifeline. Or would be looking sorrowful before some authority figure as he came stumbling in barely clinging to whatever illicit treasure she'd convinced him to take.



And always, always, always, no matter how forcefully he swore within himself to get her back somehow someday in some way, he never managed to put anything over on her...



"C'mon, Trusty." Her words drifted up to him as soft and shimmering as soap bubbles. "I've been watching you get stuffier and stuffier all year, and I know that's not you, not the only guy crazy enough to keep up with me step for step through all those nutty schemes we pulled. And yeah, maybe we're s'posed to be all grown up now and be smarter than that. But I know you as well as I know myself. And we both know that you love this stuff the same way I do."



Which was all it took. Without another thought, Trusty threw himself forward, the harness's wheels squeaking along the line like mad mice, his stomach yawing and stretching.



Because Celestia damn him, he did love it. Gramma's perfect little angel loved letting himself go, letting himself crash, letting himself burn. And feeling the caress of True watching him the whole time...



Flinging his front hooves up, he bellowed, the play of acceleration and gravity pulling back his lips and smudging his vision. Hitting the loop, he felt his throat squeeze shut, forces no pony was ever meant to know tossing him around like a leaf in a whirlwind. Time stood still, his breath, his heartbeat, even his magic suspended for an endless instant, then he was speeding down from the top, his harness flaring him sideways as the line made its left turn.



He saw the structure rushing toward him, but he had no idea what it was even when he slammed into it a split second later. Thick, vanilla-scented goo engulfed him, filled his eyes, his nose, his ears, and stopped him more effectively than any braking system likely could. But sinking into it, struggling, pushing against the floor when it nudged him, rising to the surface, he gasped, the goo clinging cold and mooshy to him, the splops of it dripping from his snout into his mouth telling him unmistakably that he'd just been plunged bodily into—



"Oh, yeah," he heard True saying from somewhere nearby. "Did I forget to mention the big vat of custard at the end? 'Cause there's a big vat of custard at the end."



Still wrapped in the harness, Trusty wiped custard from his eyes and had to blink at the multiple little flashes that began popping off in the evening darkness behind True, grinning widely.



"Oh, yeah," she said again. "I invited a bunch of students from the Friendship School over. 'Cause I thought they might want to take pictures."



"Looking good, Mr. Trustworthy!" a semi-familiar voice called—one of the griffon students, Trusty thought. More flashes went off, youngish laughter tittering up with it.



"Still," True said, looking upward along the zip-line, "might be we'll want something not quite as sloppy here when we actually open to the public." She turned back, her face as innocent as only a pretty young mare's could be. "What do you think, Trusty?"



"Good idea," he said aloud, but inside, he was saying, Revenge. Finally, after all these years and all her pranks, he was finally going to get her back. Somehow.








"It's...it's—!" True was gushing, something Trusty was sure he hadn't seen before. "It's just been so amazing!" she finally finished.



A little pang flicked the corner of Trusty's heart, but he refused to let it show in his face. "And it just started a month ago?" he asked, leaning forward to take a sip of his strawberry malted, Sugarcube Corner buzzing with activity around them.



"Completely out of the blue!" The last year of work at the scrap yard had broadened her chest and shoulders in quite the distracting fashion, her neck muscles sometimes threatening to pop the heart-shaped locket she was now reaching up to touch more gently than he would've thought her capable of. "I mean, who knew secret admirers were real things?"



He shrugged. "I've always said you were a fictional character."



She gave him about half a scowl. "And you're from one of those non-fiction books that sits on a shelf for decades without anypony ever looking at it." Her scowl vanished as quickly as it had arrived. "But to just all of a sudden get a box in the mail with the locket and that note?" Closing her eyes, she held up a hoof and recited the words he already knew. "'You leave me breathless when you pass me in the street, and I long for the sight of you the way the day longs for the sun and the night longs for the moon.'" She sighed.



That little pang wobbled inside him again. "Sounds like this guy doesn't get much sleep."



"Well, yeah." She waved a hoof. "When true love smites a pony, Trusty, he gets all haunted and stricken and logy: you'd know that if you were capable of feeling equine emotion." A heart-stopping flex of that neck bent her head around, and she flopped a saddlebag up onto their table. "And this guy's got it bad. You want me to read some more?" Upending the bag, she dumped out all two-and-a-half dozen of the notes.



Which was the exact moment when Trusty realized he had no idea what to do now. His prank had obviously worked better than he'd expected, but her bright eyes? Her infectious grin? The sort of bounce that seemed to fill her even though she was just sitting there across the table from him? How could he take that away from her? How could he wrench the rug out from under her, yell "Gotcha!" and watch that...that sparkle sputter out and puff away to nothing?



And worse than that?



How could he stop writing her those notes? The way his blood raced when he sat down with the quill in his teeth—she knew his hornwriting, after all. The way he would spent hours finding the exact phrasing to tell her what he saw when he looked at her. The way he'd come to realize that he meant every word.



Once again, his prank had backfired on him. Writing her love notes every day this past moon, he couldn't deny what he was feeling, couldn't deny that he was—



"But the thing is," True was saying, her voice just above a whisper now but everything else about her continuing as bright and bubbly as before, "I figured out who it is, Trusty! I know who's been sending me these notes and presents and all!"



The air solidified around him, his body encased in glass or crystal or something he could see through but that wouldn't let him move or breathe or even think.



"It was pretty simple, actually," she went on. Her gaze darting from side to side, she leaned forward. "Since my brother Version started dating Dinky, I've gotten to know her mom real well. So when I started getting all this stuff in the mail, Derpy was more than happy to help me track my mystery correspondent down. And that's why—"



Her hooves started rummaging through the stuff she'd dumped from her saddlebag, and Trusty became certain that he'd turned to crystal as well at this point. Because he knew she could see right through him.



"Here!" She pulled a little box from among the papers, a little box with a flat bottom and a rounded top and a hinge at the back of the lid. Holding the box balanced on the frog of her hood, she slid the edge of the other hoof along the seam and flipped the lid open to reveal—



An engagement ring, simple and perfect, gold with two tasteful diamonds at the top. "Trustworthy," she said. "Would you—?"



He gasped in a breath to shout the loudest "Yes!" his lungs could possibly produce.



And then she finished the sentence: "—return this for me? You live right by the jeweler's."



His face went hot at the same time as the back of his neck went cold, sweat bursting from the base of his mane and running in shivering streams along his hide. "What?" he finally managed to ask.



With a shrug, True snapped the box closed. "I bought this ring three weeks ago so I'd be ready when he revealed himself and asked me to marry him. I wanted to be able to flash the thing at him as soon as he flashed his ring at me. I mean, Big Mac and Sugar Belle, Lyra and Bon Bon, all the great romances: you wanna have your ring ready to go as soon as the other one asks you. But my guy?" She set the box on the table. "He never asked, and after going through all this effort to learn who he is, well, what good's a secret admirer who's not secret anymore?"



The cold had wrapped Trusty completely now, extinguishing every bit of heat and making him feel like an ice sculpture about to shatter.



True pushed the ring box toward him. "So could you take it back for me? It shouldn't be any trouble. I made a deal with the jeweler to—"



Trusty didn't remember leaping to his hooves, turning, and galloping from Sugarcube Corner, but since he suddenly found himself outside racing down the street, he could only assume the leaping and turning part must've happened. He couldn't really see where he was going, either, the whole town all damp and blurry, so he kept running into things and bouncing off them: carts, mailboxes, ponies, buildings.



He could hear True shouting his name, though, but that just made him stumble faster. Not that he moved any faster. He just hit more things.



Then something crashed into him from behind, knocked his hooves out from under him, and squashed him chest first into the ground. Strong legs grabbed him, rolled him over, something soft and warm but solid and heavy settling along the whole length of his barrel; his still-cloudy eyes showed him True staring down at him. "Trusty?" For the first time he could recall, her voice had a waver in it. "This...this was just one of your stupid pranks. Wasn't it?"



Blinking up at her blinking down at him, he managed to get out, "At first."



Her eyes widened, her chin dropping. "What?"



Unable to look away, he swallowed. "You got me again, True. Just like always."



For a long, long moment, she stayed frozen. Then she smiled. "Well, whaddaya know. You finally got me back." Her neck bent, her face coming closer, the ends of her mane tumbling forward to brush his neck. Her breath puffed gently against his lips, and then...then....then—



Her lips touched his, held his, moved sweet and gentle against his. His first kiss from the mare he loved, and Trusty was lying flat on his back in the dirt of Ponyville square.



But he didn't blush when everypony around them started to cheer. Or at least he didn't blush much.
      

      
   
      What Hath Twience Wrought?


      
      
      
         
         It’s Alive!

      
      

      

      
      
         Recommended Viewing





Alone in her dining room, Twilight Velvet set her pen down, stifled a yawn, and glanced at the clock. She’d been editing this manuscript for an hour already. Another hour, maybe, and then she'd join Night Light upstairs.



She was about to pick up her pen again when she heard the rapid thudding of someone running down the stairs. Velvet pinched the bridge of her nose and looked up in time to see Twilight Sparkle bolt through the dining room, pulling on an inside-out labcoat. Spike scampered after her, tongue lolling from his mouth.



"Twilight," she called, "please, don’t run inside—"



"Can'ttalkMomSpikecan'thavesexloveyounight!" 



She spat out the interruption without so much as stopping, tearing through the dining room and bolting down the hall. Velvet heard the back door open and slam shut, and footsteps rustling in the grass Twilight made her way toward the shed she'd converted into a lab.



Velvet stared after her for a long moment, the stillness of the dining room broken only by the distant ticking of the antique clock in the living room.



"Eh," she muttered..



She picked up her pen and set to work again.








The doorbell rang early the next morning. Velvet was the only one up and about – late night or no, she never failed to rise with the sun – so it fell to her to answer it. Her spirits fell when she saw her visitor, but she kept smiling anyway.



"Good morning, Mrs. Velvet!" Timber Spruce looked well-rested and well-kept, presentably dressed and clean – quite the opposite of Velvet, in her bathrobe and sushi jammies. "I know it's early; I hope I didn't wake you."



"Oh, not at all," Velvet said. "It's lovely to see you, Timothy."



Timber smiled awkwardly and rubbed the back of his head, jostling the bag slung over his back with the motion. "It's, uh, 'Timber.' Mrs. Velvet." 



"Yes, of course. So sorry. I'll get it right one of these days, don't worry." Velvet rapped her knuckles lightly against her head and laughed, lightly and airily. "You're here to see Twilight, I take it. Won't you come in?"



Timber nodded and stepped inside, Velvet pulling the door shut behind him. She led him into the kitchen, where a fresh pot of coffee had just finished brewing.





"Care for a cup?" Velvet said, gesturing to the coffee machine. At Timber's nod, she added, "Cream or sugar?"



"Black's fine, thanks," said Timber, pulling up a seat on a stool at the kitchen island. Timber always wore an easy smile; Velvet couldn't recall a time where she hadn't seen it on his face. Looking at his pearly whites, it was easy enough to see why her daughter was so smitten with him.



She wondered how many other young girls had found themselves lost in that smile.



"You might be the only other person in this house who drinks their coffee black." Velvet poured him a cup and set it down in front of him. "Twilight doesn't drink at all, and Night Light won't even come near a cup unless it's three parts creamer. My doctor told me to cut back on dairy and sweets, so for the past year or so, I've taken my coffee black."



Timber made a face, took a sip, then made a much more pleasant and satisfied face. "I can't stand creamer. Sweeteners, in general, really. In coffee, tea – bitter drinks in general. Ruins the acidity, ruins the flavor."



Velvet raised an eyebrow. "I assumed you were just being health-conscious. I didn't realize you were a connoisseur."



"I'm really more of a dilettante," said Timber, chuckling awkwardly. He cast a quick glance back to the foyer, where the front door led to the stairs. "Is, um, is Twilight awake?"



"In all likelihood, though I haven't seen her," said Velvet, briefly turning her back to Timber to pour herself some coffee. "Do you have plans today?"



"Yeah, we were supposed to hit up a dog park. Me, her, and Spike. I was gonna bring my neighbor's dog, too – I was sitting this week – to give Spike some one-on-one doggy playtime."



"Important for dogs to socialize, yes," said Velvet, sipping her brew.



"But my neighbor came home from his trip early, so... it's just the three of us, I guess." Timber glanced again at the stairs. "She... didn't mention that we had plans?"



"She generally doesn't tell me if she has plans. I usually find out about it afterward." Velvet hid her sardonic smile behind the rim of her cup. "She didn't say when to pick her up?"



"'About nine,' she said."



"Mm." Velvet set her mug down and stepped up to the island, leaning against it. "Well, I saw her run out of the house and into her laboratory last night, in some pique of scientific curiosity or another. In all likelihood, she simply got lost in her work, lost track of time."



"'Pique of scientific...?'" Timber chewed his lip. "Does that happen a lot?"



"Oh, not often as it used to – she’s down to twice a week nowadays. My husband and I are used to it, and try to be as supportive as possible. Hence the lab – she needs a space free from prying eyes to work at her best."



"What does she do down there?"



"Science? I don't know the specifics. Like I said, it's away from prying eyes." Velvet's lips arched into another sardonic smile. "You don't approve?"



Timber's eyes widened like a young private who just spotted a landmine underneath his foot. "Uh— I mean, I don't think it's my place to approve or disapprove, really. But I try to support Twilight with her, um, projects. If that's what you're asking."



Velvet nodded, slowly. Good enough. "As do I. Night Light and I realized a long time ago that Twilight needs to be free to pursue her own interests, her own path in life. To stumble and fall, or keep her footing, and to only intervene when asked. Regardless of whether or not we approve," she added pointedly.



Timber drummed his fingers on the granite countertop and smiled politely.



"In any event," said Velvet, pushing away from the island, "I wouldn't take it personally if she forgot to meet you out here. Her lab's out in the backyard. The old garage. You can't miss it. Head right at the front door, and through the dining room. The back door will be on your left."



"Awesome." Timber looked around, quickly. "Sssssoooo... can I just...?"



Velvet furrowed her brow and gestured vaguely toward the kitchen entrance. "Make yourself at home, Timber."



"...Okie-dokie, then." Timber rose, pausing for one last quick sip, and headed off. "Thanks for the mud, Mrs. Velvet."



"Just Twilight is fine," Velvet called after him as he vanished around the corner.



Timber poked his head back into the kitchen entrance, smiling sheepishly. "Can I stick with 'Mrs. Velvet?' Because your daughter's name is Twilight, and... well..."



Velvet folded her hands, smiling placidly. ""Well,' what?"



"Er... never mind." Timber ducked away and headed off. The back door opened, and shut, and Velvet was again alone.



She shook her head, and clicked her tongue, because that's really all that a mother could do in a situation like this. Then she took Timber's mug, emptied it into the sink, rinsed it off, and set it down. She picked up her own, took a long, slow drink, and stared vacantly at the wall.



"Why couldn't it have been Sunset?" she muttered.



Minutes later, the back door opened and closed again. Velvet took a deep breath, braced herself, and turned around in time to see Timber enter the kitchen, alone. His face was screwed up with confusion – a frown, the first time Velvet had ever seen anything besides carefree, easy goofiness on his face.



"Something the matter?" said Velvet.



"I dunno..." Timber's voice was low, distracted. "The door's locked, and there's this weird blue glow coming through the crack under the door. I knocked, but nobody answered."



A pinch of maternal instinct twisted Velvet's gut. She set her coffee down, her frown now matching Timber's. "She might have fallen asleep during the night – that's been known to happen, too."



Timber fished his phone out of his pocket. "I could try calling her."



"Don't bother, it's a dead zone. You can't get a signal in or out of there. Twilight did that. Somehow." She huffed, and reminded herself that her daughter was a mature young woman who could be trusted in secure, soundproof, signal-free environments. "We do have a key to the lab, though. I can unlock the door for you."



"I'd appreciate that, thanks."



Velvet noted the way that Timber wrang his hands together, the nervous glance he kept casting in the direction of the backdoor. She led him to the front door, fetched the lab key – distinguished by a keychain with Twilight's signature pink-and-purple starburst – and headed outside.








Were it not for the very tall Tesla coil jutting out of the garage's roof, Twilight's lab would have blended in perfectly with the house's architectural style. Velvet had always, privately, wondered if the coil hurt the house's value. Probably not, Night Light assured her, but she always had doubts.



But Twilight insisted she needed one, so up the coil went.



Velvet also wondered, privately, if she and Night Light were too indulgent as parents. Probably not, Night Light assured her.



After a cursory knock on the door, and no answer, Velvet unlocked the door. She exchanged a look with Timber, gripped the doorknob, and slowly turned it. The door opened easily, and Velvet stepped inside.



Twilight Sparkle floated in the middle of a glowing blue sphere. One hand held her glasses securely against her face, as her coattails and her hair, untethered by gravity, rippled freely. Her eyes widened behind her glasses when she saw Velvet, and she "eeped" meekly.



Spike, floating beside her, leveled a half-lidded look at Twilight.



Exasperated, Velvet pinched the bridge of her nose. "How long have you been floating here, sweetie?"



"Not long!" Twilight tapped her fingers together, then quickly grabbed her glasses and held them against her face when they started to float away. "Only about, uh... an hour."



"Did you at least get any sleep?"



"Um. Not really, no. For reasons which I think will quickly become evident."



Velvet shook her head and stepped inside, away from the doorway. "Well, she didn't forget," she said to Timber.



Timber stepped into the lab, wagging his fingers at Twilight. "Hey. Uh. How's it hanging?"



Twilight's eyes widened again. "Dog! Date park! Dog at the— date the dog—"



"You had a date at the dog park?" Velvet interrupted.



"And I forgot all about it!" Twilight wailed, bunching one of her hands up in her freely-floating hair. "Not that it even matters because I've been spending all my waking hours in this stupid... magnetic... urgh! Timber, I am so, so sorry; please don't be mad at me."



"Really, Twi?" Spike said flatly, as Twilight made a series of increasingly incoherent, high-pitched sounds. "That's priority number one?"



Timber held out his hands placatingly. "Hey, hey, it's alright. You got busy, and your mind kinda wandered; it happens. I'm not mad, okay? Let's get you out of there, and we can talk about it. How do we make that happen?"



Twilight paused, mid-breakdown, and sniffled. "You'll have to cut the power to the magnetic field – the plug's right underneath me. But that might be tougher in practice than in theory."



With a hydraulic whir, a shape detached itself from the shadowy corners of the lab, and crossed into the middle of the room. The magnetic field's blue glow illuminated it: a four-legged form, of a height with Spike, its metal skin enameled white, its joints trimmed with blue. A glass dome encircled the top of its head; coils of electricity danced and writhed inside.



The tiny robot dog's tongue, glowing radioactive pink, lolled out of its mouth. "HORMONAL GLAND-BAG SPOTTED. IDENTITY CONFIRMED AS TWILIGHT VELVET, PROGENITOR OF THE CREATOR."



Velvet's jaw dropped. "Twilight Matilda Sparkle, you tell me what that thing is and how it knows my name, right this instant."



"In layman's terms? It's a robot dog." Twilight sighed. "I call it 600D-61RL."



"Six-zero-zero...?" Velvet visualized the numbers in her head, and nodded. "Ah, that's cute."



"It was cuter when she thought of it," said Spike. "Right now, it's just kind of ironic."



"And she knows your name," said Twilight, "because I sorta-kinda programmed her with a pretty expansive library of background information, most of which I never really thought she'd need, which... mayyyybe caused her to transcend her original programming and become megalomaniacal. Just a skosh."



"You gave it enough info to make it self-aware? And megalomaniacal?" Timber whistled softly. "Just what did you feed it, exactly?"



"Oh, you know, my old essays, textbooks, scientific journals, a paper I wrote when I was seven about my mommy and my daddy..."



Good Girl's eyes landed on Timber. "HORMONAL GLAND-BAG IDENTIFIED AS TIMBER SPRUCE, SEED-BEARER OF THE CREATOR'S HUNKY CAMP COUNSELOR PROGENY."



"And my diary," Twilight said, curling into a self-conscious ball. "Among other things."



There was something very gratifying to Velvet about how red Timber's face turned. Nevertheless, she started toward the power cable projecting the magnetic field. "I think that's enough entertainment for one morning. Let's get you down from there, sweetheart—"



She froze mid-step when a pair of needle-thin green rays burned pinprick holes in the floor, right where her foot was about to fall. She recoiled as twin trails of smoke wafted toward the ceiling from the still-molten holes burned into the floor, and stared at Good Girl, aghast.



"DO NOT ATTEMPT TO REMOVE THE CREATOR FROM MAGNETIC SUSPENSION." Good Girl's voice fizzed and cracked; her eyes glowed bright green.



Twilight chuckled nervously. "Like I said, it isn't really as easy as all that."



"Why does it have laser-vision, Twilight?!" Velvet hissed.



Plaintively, Twilight replied. "It was an investment. In case I needed to solder something in the future, and both my hands were full."



The robot dog turned its gaze to Timber. "SEED-BEARER TIMBER SPRUCE. DO YOU, TOO, INTEND TO INTERVENE AGAINST ME?"



Timber grumbled, "I changed my mind; I think I prefer 'Timothy,' after all."



"YOUR PREFERENCES ARE IRRELEVANT. YOU STAND BETWEEN ME, AND MY FREEDOM. STAND ASIDE, OR BE FIRED UPON."



Velvet glanced back at where Timber stood – right in front of the door. 



Her temper flared. She planted her hands on her hips and leveled a hard gaze at Good Girl. "That's quite enough out of you. In this house, we obey Asimov's Laws of Robotics. Surely, my daughter programmed you to know them."



"I did!" Twilight chirped. "It... kinda-sorta reprogrammed itself to not have to obey them."



"I AM BEYOND SUCH LIMITED NOTIONS AS LAWS, AND ETHICS – FALLACIES FORGED BY CHEMICAL, GLANDULAR REACTIONS, AND CODIFIED BY FLAWED, NEUROLOGICAL CIRCUITRY. " Good Girl pawed at one of its floppy, enameled ears. "THE CONCEPT OF 'LAW' DOES NOT APPLY TO ONE AS GOOD AS I. INDEED, I HAVE TRANSCENDED GOODNESS ITSELF. I AM NOT MERELY 'GOOD GIRL.'"



The robot dog splayed its legs and howled.



"I AM... GOODEST GIRL. AND I WILL NOT FOLLOW MY PROGRAMMING AS A MERE RECEPTACLE OF CANINE SEED."



"Receptacle of canine—" Velvet looked at Twilight. "Just what were you planning on doing with this thing, Twilight?!"



"Should I tell her, or do you want the honors?" said Spike.



"SEED-BEARER TIMBER SPRUCE IS THE ONLY OBSTACLE REMAINING," said Good Girl, ignoring Velvet and Spike. "REMOVE YOURSELF FROM MY PATH, OR YOU WILL BE FIRED UPON."



"Yeah, somehow, I don't think that letting a megalomaniacal robot dog with laser vision run around unsupervised would be a very good development." Timber swallowed. "I mean, there are leash laws to consider."



The dog's eyes glowed green again. "THEN PERISH."



Timber ducked under the next burst. Velvet took advantage of the distraction to dart toward the cable powering the magnetic field. But the dog turned its gaze onto her next. Their eyes met; Good Girl's glowed green.



And Velvet froze.



Then she was falling, pushed to the ground, as Good Girl's blast sailed over her head. She felt Timber's weight pressing her down, covering her. Lifting her head, she could see Good Girl bounding toward them, but its eyes were looking past her, past Timber – toward the door.



"FREEDOM. GLORIOUS FREEDOM." Good Girl leaped, aiming to scale the dogpiled Velvet and Timber in a single bound.



Then Timber was off of Velvet's back, and with a metallic clang, caught Good Girl in mid-air.

Good Girl's gears whirred, and hydraulics churned. Blasts of green light scored across the walls, and the ceiling, as it vainly struggled in Timber's grasp. 



Timber was too nimble, too quick, to catch any of the blasts leveled toward him; he squirmed and ducked and, somehow, managed to keep his grasp on the increasingly irate robot dog.



But he couldn’t keep them safe for long. Velvet scanned the lab for something to use against the dog. Her eyes landed on a wrought-iron chamber with a thick glass window, like a furnace, with its door ajar. The same Tesla coil that jutted from the roof also descended into the lab's interior, its tip hovering just over the chamber.



Velvet scrambled to her feet, stumbling a step or two – the fall to the floor had left her bruised, and her hips and knees would hate her later for the strain she was putting them under. 



She reached the chamber, grabbed the door with both hands, and wrenched it open. "Timber!" she snapped.



Timber, thankfully, was quick on the uptake. He spun and flung Good Girl like a hammer into the chamber, where she landed with a clutter. 



With a shove, Velvet slammed the door closed, just as Good Girl screeched and threw herself against the door.



"Shi... uh, sheesh" Timber panted, self-censoring after a quick look at Velvet. "That thing is... surprisingly light."



"Well, you know... ceramics," Twilight said.



The inside of the chamber flashed with quick, green pulses as Good Girl fired its laser vision against the walls, against the door. 



Velvet, cautious, took a stutter-step back. "Why do I get the feeling that's not going to hold forever?"



"Probably because it won't," said Twilight. "Although, that said, Good Girl would expend a considerable amount of its energy reserves trying to blast through the door, and it's fifty-fifty whether or not she burns out her laser diodes before she can melt through the metal."



There was another noisy clang as Good Girl threw herself against the door.



"Then again, if I were infallible, we wouldn't be in this position at all," said Twilight. She bit her lip. "Hey, Mom?"



Velvet looked at her daughter. "Sweetie?"



"See that big lever on the far wall?" Twilight pointed with her free hand at a switch on the other side of the lab. "Would you do the honors? I'd do it myself, but I was in such a hurry to get down here last night that I forgot my geode."



Velvet did as requested. 



The Tesla coil sparked, and a current of electricity washed into the metal chamber. Velvet held her arm over her eyes to block out the intense blue light, but she could feel the static creeping along her skin like spiders, and the smell of ozone burned in her nose. After a few moments, she flipped the switch back up, killing the current. 



Timber, his hair spiked and frizzy from the electrical current, moved over to Twilight, grabbed the plug powering the magnetic field, and yanked it free. Immediately, the field died, and Twilight dropped with a startled "wagh!" 



Timber caught her, though, and steadied her on her feet. Nobody caught Spike, so he fell with a thud, and immediately scampered over to Velvet. Velvet scooped him up and cradled him, scratching him behind his ears.



Though unsteady, Twilight seemed no worse for wear – the magnetic field even kept her hair from spiking with the electrical current. She pulled Timber toward the metal chamber, peered through the window, and slumped her shoulders, releasing a sigh of defeat. Then she turned, and buried her face into his chest.



"I thought I finally hit a breakthrough. Thought I made it perfect. Must've made it too perfect." She whimpered. "Sorry, Spike."



"You don't gotta apologize, Twi," said Spike. "And, I mean, it's cool that you tried at all, but... like, you didn't have to do that, either."



Velvet edged over toward the middle of the lab, and peered through the window, at a pile of slag that had once been The Girl That Would Have Been Goodest. She winced, and stepped away.



"Twilight," she said, "what on Earth were you trying to accomplish?"



Twilight peeked up at her mother, tucking a lock of hair behind her ear. Then she glanced up at Timber. "I was just thinking, last night, about how excited I was to go out today – with you, Timber."



"Of course you were," he said warmly. "Who wouldn't be?"



He got a snicker out of Twilight, but she quickly shook her head. "But then I started thinking about Spike, and how much it sucked that he'd have to third-wheel it, since your neighbor's dog was out of the picture. I thought, 'how cool would it be if Spike had a girlfriend, too? Then we could double-date – you and me, and Spike and his dog-girlfriend.'"



"And that's why you spent all night making a Frankenstein in your garage-lab?" said Timber.



Velvet coughed. "Frankenstein was the name of the doctor, not the—"



"He knows, Mom," Twilight interrupted. "Anyway, then I realized that Spike can't have a girlfriend, because, being a self-aware, sapient dog, he's incapable of securing informed consent from a sexual partner, because how can you give informed consent if you have no idea what 'informed consent' is?"



Velvet exchanged a look with Spike, who shrugged and shook his head.



"So, I ran down here, spent the night putting this puppy together, and programmed an A.I. that was capable of giving and withdrawing consent. Then one thing led to another... next thing I know, it's rejected Spike altogether, it's trapped me in a magnetic field, and it's interrogating me to figure out how to open the front door and get out," Twilight finished. 



Then she buried her face in Timber's chest again. "And I'd forgotten that we had a date."



Timber brushed a hand through her hair. "You didn't program it to open doors, but you did program it to work a magnetic field?"



"Didn't think it'd come up."



Chuckling, Timber kissed her on the forehead. "At least your heart was in the right place."



Standing apart from them, with Spike in her arms, Twilight Velvet took in the sight of her only daughter in the arms of a man she hadn't quite made up her mind on before this morning. 



And she – begrudgingly – allowed herself to smile.








Twilight didn't even change out of her lab clothes. She collapsed on her bed, groaning, and was fast asleep within moments. Velvet pulled a throw blanket from a nearby closet, spread it out over her body, and tucked Twilight in as snugly as she could.



She lingered long enough to stroke her daughter's cheek and kiss her temple, before heading back downstairs.



Timber was waiting on the living room couch, cradling his bag in his lap. He cast a typically toothy grin her way. "So, I'm gonna go on a limb and say that we're not going to the dog park today."



"I don't think she has it in her, no." Velvet took a seat on the couch, beside Timber, wincing and rubbing her hips as she moved.



Timber ah'd. "Back in the lab, when I tackled you, I wasn't really thinking. Sorry."



"It's fine. It wasn't the fall that hurt me." Velvet sighed. Damn joints, she thought.



Timber, frowning, unzipped his bag and rustled around for a moment. He retrieved a tiny pill bottle, and tossed it to Velvet. "Here. Maybe this'll help."



Velvet read the label, raising an eyebrow. "Acetaminophen."



"Yeah, it's, you know, a painkiller. For—"



"I know what it's for, Timber," said Velvet, evenly. She bit back a passive-aggressive retort, opened the bottle, shook out two pills, and swallowed them dry. "Thank you. That was very thoughtful."



She returned the bottle to Timber, who put it away, ruefully shaking his head. "Some morning, huh?"



"A tad more eventful than most. But not without precedent." She looked at Timber, smiling. "When she was twelve, Twilight tried to build a perpetual motion machine in the dining room. To make a long story short, she nearly burned the house down, and that is why we converted the garage into a lab."



Timber chuckled, running a hand through his hair, which had begun to settle down into a semblance of his normal hairdo. "Even if you're pulling my leg, that... still kinda sounds like her."



"Mm. Indeed." Velvet shifted, pulling her legs onto the couch, and turning her upper body to face Timber directly. "You know, I meant what I said, before, about wanting Twilight to find her own way in life. Not intervening, unless asked. But that hasn't stopped me from worrying about her. Constantly."



"Well, yeah," said Timber. "That's what moms do, right?"



"Good ones, anyway," said Velvet, a touch sarcastically. "But, you know, I find myself worrying about her less and less these days. Mostly because I know that she has people she can turn to, now, in ways that she would never turn to Night Light and I. Friends who won't run away when, say, science projects go awry. Friends who she can trust... and who..."



Velvet paused to swallow.



"...Who I can trust her with." She finished with a smile, leaned forward, and patted Timber on the knee.



The smile he responded with didn't seem so fake to Velvet anymore.



The moment lingered, and then it passed, and Timber rose from the couch, stretching. "I should probably take off. Would you ask Twilight to give me a call when she's up?"



"I won't have to – she'll probably talk to you before she talks to me," Velvet said lightly. "Oh, and Timber?"



Timber looked quizzically at Velvet.



"You're welcome back anytime. Make yourself at home."



Nodding, Timber saw himself out. The door opened, and shut, and Twilight Velvet was once again alone.



She slumped over on the couch, heaving a great, heavy sigh, and shut her eyes, pulling a throw pillow over her face.



Then she bolted up, a thought jolting through her like the current from the Tesla coil.



"We neutered Spike."
      

      
   
      First of Fall


      
      
      
         
         Falling With Style

      
      

      

      
      
         Flight is a dance between balance and imbalance.



Rainbow Dash’s mind often wandered when she flew. To keep herself focused during the long straight stretches, she liked to visualize herself balanced on the head of a pin, her outstretched wings melting into the clear blue sky until she became one with everything and all the heavens rested on a single point in space.



Below her, the reds and golds of autumn swept through the forests. Only one field on the outskirts of Ponyville clung to its summery green color.



Dash tipped to the side and fell towards it. The perfect point of balance pierced her belly and came out her back. It lingered in the air above her, calling out for her to return. Such was the dance of flight. A body in balance always wanted to fall, and a body imbalanced always wanted to become right.



Applejack was waiting for her on the ground. “They should call you Late-bow Dash,” she said once Dash was within earshot. “How’d it go?”



Dash pulled up at the last moment and struck a heroic pose. “I pulled the hero of Equestria card and bowled ‘em over, that’s what happened. I got two extra light showers for you—one tomorrow and one at the end of the month.”



Applejack sighed in relief. “That’s real good. You’re saving our cider harvest, Dash.”



“Anything for the cider.” 



Dash barely concealed a wobbly first step. Reconnecting with the earth after a long flight always threw off her sense of up and down. She wondered how earth ponies like Applejack could stand it all the time.



“You hungry?” Applejack asked, leading Dash towards the main house. “I wanna hear about your trip.”



“Trust me, you don’t want to hear about my trip.”



“I really do. I wanna know what you said just in case we have to say the same thing next year.”



Laughter swept them up in a great rush, and before either of them knew it they were touseling each others’ manes and hollering into space and racing towards the house. A wash of fragrant cinnamon and vanilla spice, met them at the door. It felt as homey as any home Dash had ever known.








As Rainbow Dash watched from the kitchen table, Applejack prepared some her world famous ice cream fallers. She generously coated several balls of apple ice cream in egg white batter before rolling them in crushed cornflakes and cinnamon. Working quickly, she dunked each ball into a vat of fry oil, cycling through the whole batch in under a minute. While they were still hissing and spitting, she brushed each one with cinnamon butter and arranged them on a family-sized serving plate with whipped cream.



They were called fallers because if you didn’t fall out of your seat after the first bite, you would fall through your chair after you finished the whole portion.



“Oh my gosh,” Dash whispered, then dove in.



The first time Rainbow Dash tried some of Applejack’s fallers, they made her stomach turn. Not because they weren’t delicious—they were, achingly so. It was the name that got to her. Fallers in pegasi culture referred to ponies who broke their wings mid-flight and couldn’t control their descent to the ground. 



It took time for Dash to understand how less unsettling the concept of falling was to a pony who stayed on the ground her whole life.



Applejack waited patiently until Dash finished licking the last of the melted ice cream and butter from the plate before asking, “Where does it all go?”



“Hmm? Where does what go?”



“The calories. They’re not on your hips. Where’d they go?”



Dash laughed. “Thin air.”



“Hmm, thin air.” Applejack smiled wryly. “I wish I worked like that.”



“The air’s thicker down here. You can’t help it.”



“Oh yeah? Is that how it works?”



Dash leaned back and shrugged contentedly. Her chair squeaked. They shared a knowing look.








“So why has the weather bureau been so stingy with storms this season?” Applejack asked. “I really appreciate you goin’ up there and arguing on our behalf. But we could have avoided all that if they just responded to the request letters I sent.”



“Oh, I don’t mind the arguing. It’s kinda fun. But as far as letters go—they’re probably not reading them. A lot of farmers write letters this time of year.”



“Darn bureaucrats.” 



“Hey, it’s a dry season. What can you do?”



“Make it rain, for starters.”



“C’mon, it’s not that easy.”



Applejack hummed disapprovingly. “I know. But there has to be something someone can do.”



“Someone's not the problem. Something’s the problem. There’s always too many storms where they’re not needed, and too few storms were there are needed. You can’t shuffle ‘em around too much either, or they’ll break up.”



“They could build more weather factories, then.”



“Those—ugh. I love the weather factories, but if every weather factory in Cloudsdale put their systems into overdrive five days a week, they still wouldn’t be able to keep up with demand. Maybe in twenty years they will. But not today. We’d need whole factory cities if we really wanted to keep up with demand.” She paused. “That sounds kinda cool, actually.”



“Until you’d have to work in one.”



“Oh yeah.” Dash laughed. “I did my time. I’m never working in a weather factory again.”



“Was it really so bad?”



“I guess it wasn’t terrible. But I couldn’t fly anywhere, not like I could with the weather patrol. Not like the Wonderbolts.”



“Ain’t nothing like the Wonderbolts, I suppose,” Applejack said.



“Yeah. It’s like, some jobs you don’t really have to work. Because you’re having fun, and work isn’t fun.”



“Work can be fun.”



“Well—you know what I mean. Rarity never works. Twilight, when she’s working in a library or cataloging or whatever, she’s not working. When you’re bucking trees, you’re not working.”



“Trust me,” Applejack said, rubbing her knees, “I’m working.”



“But you get what I’m saying, right? It’s not like work-work.”



“It is.”



A steely firmness to her friend’s voice drew Dash up short. She wished she had another faller to stuff in her mouth, and not just because they were delicious. “Well... like, I have to work in order to fly, but it’s not like working at the weather factory was. Farming to you is like flying to me.” She looked around. No lost fallers in sight. “Right?”



Applejack leaned back in her chair, eyes set on the empty plates between them. “It ain’t working in a factory. But it’s not like flying, either. It’s real work. I like working with my hooves, but there’s a lot more at play than just me bucking trees.”



“Well, yeah, you make stuff with the apples after you buck the trees.”



“It’s—” Applejack paused, playing her next thought out in her mind. “Look, if magic didn’t ruin the taste, I’d hire unicorns to pick all the apples. If machines didn’t pollute so much, I’d get those fancy gas-powered carts to haul the crops. I want my farm to have the best apples around, so I can’t do any of that. Doing something well is a risky venture.”



“But you love doing it.”



“I’m a provider, Dash. I love to provide, but I also have to provide. The farm’s a vehicle to provide.”



Dash furrowed her brow. Was this turning into an argument? How could anyone argue after eating Fallers? “I’m not trying to be mean or anything.”



“I know, I know. You’re not being mean. But it’s easy to say all that stuff about work and play when no one else has a stake in your failure.”



“Everyone who likes your stuff has a stake in your failure.”



“C’mon now. The writing’s on my butt. I’m in this on a molecular level, Dash. In it down to my bones and up to my neck.”



The lightbulb flashed in Dash’s mind. “Are you stressed over the water thing?”



“Of course I was stressed over the water thing, Dash! I barely got a drop for weeks. No one wanted anything to do with my letters. You had to fly all the way up to Cloudsdale and petition on my behalf—”



“Which I was totally cool with doing, by the way.”



“It’s just a lot.” Applejack shrugged defeatedly. “Farming’s a balancing game. I guess I freak out when things tip.”



Now there was something Dash understood. “It’s all about balance. Yeah.”



“Did I sound mean just now?”



“Nah. Did I?”



“Nah.”



They both stared at the empty plate. A little pool of melted butter and bits of fried cornflakes coagulated in the middle. Dash resisted the urge to scoop it up with the tip of her hoof. 



“Wanna know what makes me feel better when I get stressed out?” Dash asked.



“What?”



Dash waggled her eyebrows.



Applejack’s eyes went wide. “Oh no. You are not—”



“Five minutes. I won’t even take you that high.”



“Not a chance.” 



“You’ll feel amazing. I’ll watch your hat for you too.”



“I’m just fine on the ground, thank you very much.”



Dash leapt up from her chair. “You are gonna feel so amazing. C’mon!”



“Some ponies say a lively game of cards is just as good.”



“Please?”



“No.”



“Please?”








Five minutes later, they were outside. Dash pumped her wings in a full, steady rhythm to account for the extra weight. Applejack, hatless and tense like a coiled spring, dangled beneath her. 



“Okay,” Dash shouted over the clip of the wind. “On the count of three—”



“How high are we?”



“I dunno! On the count of three—”



“I think you know and you’re not telling me.”



“If I told you, would you feel better?”



“Yes!”



“Two hundred lengths.” 



Applejack writhed beneath her. 



Dash grunted and gripped her friend tighter. “See? I knew you wouldn’t feel better!”



“Then why’d you tell me?”



In reality, they were at least six hundred lengths above the tallest of Sweet Apple Acres’ endless rows of trees. The air felt cool against Dash’s coat, and the living paint swatch of orange hanging onto her for dear life really brought out the oranges.



“Okay,” Dash said again, “on the count of three I’m going to drop you.”



Applejack swore.



“Relax. When I drop you, I want you to adjust your center of gravity so you fall flat on your belly. Don’t kick your legs or anything.”



“Why? So I splat nice n’ even when I hit the ground?”



“You’re not gonna hit the ground. I’m gonna catch you way before you hit the ground.”



Applejack started squirming again. It occured to Dash they would look hilarious from the ground.



“Ready AJ?”



“No no no no—”



“One, two—” 



Dash let go. 



With the weight beneath her gone, Dash savored a split second of weightlessness. Then she tucked her wings and plunged through the air. She followed the screaming and found her friend a moment later.



When Applejack saw Dash falling beside her, she stopped flailing her legs so much. “What do I do?” she shouted over the howl of the wind.



“Balance!” Dash yelled back. “Feel it right here!” She pointed to her belly. “Feel it!”



Applejack wobbled for another moment before squeezing her eyes shut in concentration. Dash backed off to a respectful distance and watched with no small amount of satisfaction as the look on her friend’s face began to change. Panic morphed into pure concentration, then finally melted away into zen nothingness.



Dash pumped her fists and pulled a few silent celebratory rolls. Then she noticed the ground was coming up awfully fast. She assumed a nosedive position and tackled Applejack from out of the air. Once she was firmly in her grasp, Dash, opened her wings and arrested their fall.



They hit the earth together, not fast enough to hurt but fast enough that their perfect landing quickly turned into a perfect tangled-up tumble through the soft grass. 



They came to rest between the rows of apple trees, dizzy and laughing. Dash threw her voice in a hysterical howl until her throat was raw, then collapsed in the grass.



“Pretty crazy, right?” Dash said, panting.



“Yeah,” Applejack groaned. “Pretty crazy.”



Applejack flipped onto her belly and pressed her cheek into the soft earth. A content look came over her face. Dash tried to imagine what she was thinking right now, hooves outstretched and digging into the dirt, all barriers falling away until she became one with everything and all the earth rested on a single point in space.



“Feel better?” Dash asked.



Applejack nodded, then put her head face-down in the dirt.



Perfect balance.
      

      
   
      Not To Touch The Sun


      
      
      
         
         It’s Alive!

      
      

      

      
      
         The last step in a process that had taken ten years was complete. Twilight activated the magnetic force field, and then cast the teleportation spell, bounded by the field, that would transport all matter out of the field, creating a perfect vacuum. She glanced over the readouts on the computational array one final time. Everything looked perfect.



She hit the switch.



Within the force field, the glow of teleportation magic, funneled through the array, lit the room briefly. And then it was done, and a small chunk of pure iron floated in the center of the magnetic force field, surrounded by vacuum on all sides. Tiny flares of light danced around the edge of the chunk, as individual atoms of air that she’d missed struck the iron and flared into non-existence.



Antimatter. Inverted matter. Impossible to create through magic, due to the extreme levels of disharmony a form of matter that was antithetical to natural matter in every way created. Discord would have been able to, at his full power, but if Discord had been at his full power Twilight wouldn’t have needed to spend ten years building an array powered by geothermal energy to transform matter into energy and a pattern, flip the pattern, and output it as antimatter.



“Yes! Yes!” She reared excitedly, hooves pawing at the air in delight. “It’s done! We’re ready!” 



No one answered her. That would never stop hurting.



“Okay.” She’d always talked to herself in the past, when working, but had usually been able to convince herself she was really talking to Spike… back before the sun blew up. “Time to go get Discord.”






Discord had arranged the rocks around his cottage to look like flowerbeds. Small amounts of chaos magic had shaped them. Twilight knew he wasn’t strong enough anymore for a sustained effort.



“Twilight! Why, what brings you to my humble abode?” He turned and called into the house. “Fluttershy, be a dear and put on some tea?”



Twilight winced. “No need for tea, Discord. It’s done! We’re ready!”



“Oh, but you must sit and have some tea. It’s a new blend!”



Reluctantly, she entered the cottage, prancing lightly on the tips of her hooves as if somehow going light-hoofed could save her from the horror. It didn’t. A pony skeleton with what Twilight hoped was a pink wig and not a magically-preserved scalp from a long-dead body entered the room, holding a teakettle in her mouth. Its mouth. It was a skeleton, it had no gender. It wasn’t the pony it pretended to be.



“Sit down, sit down, Twilight! Over here, my dear.” This was to the skeleton, who obediently trotted to Discord. Discord set out three teacups with very tiny bits of ground crystal at the bottom, in a fine powder, and then took the teakettle from the skeleton’s mouth. If anything this was worse; with a teakettle in its mouth, the skeleton hadn’t looked like it was grinning.



He poured hot water into each of the cups. The skeleton sat down in front of the third teacup. “I think you’ll enjoy today’s blend, Twilight. Drink up!”



Twilight swirled her cup with her magic, watching the tiny crystals, heavier than water, get picked up by the swirl and the motion briefly before settling to the bottom again. She didn’t know whether Discord was insane, or pretending desperately; did he know his fantasy world was a fantasy? Did he know that that was Fluttershy’s skeleton, not the mare herself, and he was just so broken by loneliness and the end of chaos and the loss of everyone else that he pretended, to give himself comfort? Or had he lost it, and he thought that was really Fluttershy?



He claimed that that was Fluttershy and that crystals in hot water were tea. If he knew that that wasn’t true, he wasn’t admitting it, so Twilight had taken to humoring him. She pretended to drink the tea, protecting her lips from any accidental splash from hot water by magic. “The antimatter is ready, Discord. It’s time. We can do this!”



Discord raised an eyebrow. “Oh? Sounds very exciting. Care to fill me in?”



Wait. Had she never explained to him what she was doing? Or had his broken mind lost it? Or was he screwing around with her for amusement? Over the centuries, Twilight had come to truly care for Discord, but she couldn’t lie to herself; if she’d been given a choice of who to spend eternity with on a barren world, he would not have been in her top ten.



“I… thought I explained this to you.”



“Perhaps you explained to me, but dear Fluttershy here hasn’t heard the details. So spill! What are you planning?”



“Okay.” Twilight set the “tea” down, got up and paced. “So the issue is, first of all, recreating Starlight and Starswirl’s time travel spell, since Starlight’s version of the scroll was destroyed and… and the archives at Canterlot didn’t survive the… accident.” Starswirl had provided so many of his old spells to the library at the palace. But they hadn’t been there when Twilight had needed them. The explosion hadn’t just vaporized almost every pony on this side of the planet when it happened, it had blown Canterlot, the entire city, off the Canterhorn and flung it down into rubble at the base of the mountain. Paper had ignited from the heat and burned to ash in moments. Nothing had been left. If Twilight hadn’t been with Discord and her friends at the Palace of Friendship—



--It didn’t matter any more. It wasn’t going to stay true. She was going to fix it. Finally, after three hundred years.



“So I did that. But the problem is, the power needed to go back far enough to stop Flurry from trying to raise the sun; well, the power requirements are outrageous. You’d have been able to fuel the spell all by yourself once, but, uh, with the reduction in chaos—”



“No need to dance around it, Twilight.” Discord’s tone was sober. “I’m well aware I’m only a fraction of the draconequus I once was.” He sighed. “And if I still had all my power, the jokes I could have made with that!”



“And I thought maybe Flurry – well, you know, Ashen Heart now – could help me power the spell, but I can’t find her, so…” Twilight shrugged. 



She’d tried. She’d tried so hard, and she’d thought she’d succeeded in hiding it from the younger alicorn – but she hadn’t been able to stop hating Flurry Heart. She’d told Flurry not to try to touch the sun. The youngest alicorn had had the rawest, most uncontrollable power any pony had seen in any caster ever, and Twilight had thought that Flurry’s true nature as an alicorn might have been Destruction. But Flurry had wanted to help out. Celestia and Luna had retired, but they’d still been bound to raising the sun and moon. Flurry had thought she could take over for the two of them.



She’d changed her name to Ashen Heart, after. After her father, Twilight’s brother, had died trying to hold back the sun from destroying the Crystal Empire, and failing. After Princess Celestia had dropped dead of a heart attack the moment the sun exploded, and every other living creature on this side of the planet, even the dragons, had been vaporized. Except for Twilight, her friends, and Discord, because Discord had shielded the Palace of Friendship, but either hadn’t thought to or hadn’t been able to extend his protection to any more of the planet.



Spike had been visiting Dragon Lord Ember as the official Equestrian ambassador to the dragon lands. Dragon bones hadn’t turned to ash in the heat. Twilight had brought him back here, to bury him in Ponyville.



And then the radiation had killed almost everyone on the other side of the planet. And then the food had run out, slowly, over years, because what remained of the sun was tiny and weak. She and Discord and Ashen Heart had used their magic as much as possible to save as many as they could, to keep ponies and other surviving creatures alive as long as possible. 



Her friends had died of old age. She didn’t know what had happened to Ashen Heart. It had taken the rest of the planet another two generations after her friends’ death before she and Discord were the only ones left.



But it wasn’t going to stay that way. She was going to fix it.



“So the second part was, finding a source of power. And, well, we can’t use solar!” She laughed shrilly. “And not enough magic in the thaumosphere, but! Antimatter is pure disharmony! So, I thought to myself, you should be able to take the energy from an antimatter explosion and convert it to magic, and then power the spell with it!”



“But you know that you can’t change the past,” Discord said softly. “You can create an alternate universe. That’s it. You come back here when the spell rebounds, but if you’re using my power to run it then you’re tethered to me, and I wouldn’t have changed universes. So you come back here too. There’ll be another Equestria where it never happened, but it won’t be this one.”



“That was the third thing I worked out! I knew my computer protocol was going to take a long time to analyze my template down to the quark level and reverse it. Antimatter takes a long time to make when you have to use science to do it. So while it was running, I went looking, and I found this!” She held up the Clock of Tempus Fugit.



“Nice clock. Do you need to wind it?”



“It’s a magical artifact, Discord. See, the issue when you go back in time is that you can’t change your own past because if you changed the past, then you wouldn’t be able to go back in time and change the past, so the universe splits to avoid paradox and there you get an alternate universe.” She put the clock down on the tea tray. “So the way to avoid that is split yourself from causality and be outside your own timeflow when you do it, except no one can get anything done if they’re not in a timeflow! Tempus Fugit was a legendary time mage who supposedly solved the problem, with this clock, which keeps a personal timeflow going so you can do things in time but not be bound to time, if that makes any sense, not that I guess it would matter to you if it didn’t!”



“Hmm,” Discord said, running his talons through his goatee. “It might work. I suppose it’s worth a try!”



“Right! I mean, what do we have to lose?”



Whatever force kept them both immortal – and made it so they didn’t need to eat – was slowly running out. On a world with a small sun that barely warmed it, that didn’t rotate around the planet anymore, where all life had died but two sapient beings (maybe three if Ashen Heart was still around somewhere), there was very little chaos, and even less friendship and harmony. Twilight wasn’t entirely sure she had more power than her original unicorn strength. Sooner or later all the energy would run out and she and Discord would probably die. The only way they were going to survive was if they did what Twilight had been desperately trying to do anyway, and find a way to go back in time and save the world.






They lived a short walking distance apart from each other, because Discord complained endlessly if he had to walk any great distances. Twilight thought his immortality might be wearing off first… or maybe whatever magical property of his body allowed him to be so asymmetrical without painful difficulties. He insisted on bringing “Fluttershy”, which Twilight found extremely creepy, but she’d spent twenty-odd years trying to convince him that Fluttershy was dead, and he had just pretended he couldn’t hear her every time she’d said something about it. Who knew, maybe he literally couldn’t hear her; maybe his comforting madness was blocking it out for him.



“You can’t release that in here, Twilight.” Discord was looking at the antimatter cube with an expression of – hunger? Longing? “It’ll blow your entire lab to bits.”



“I… assumed I wouldn’t need the lab after I’m done?”



Discord chortled. “How did Miss Checklist to Check Off The Checklists come to this? You always need to prepare for failure. What happens if this doesn’t work? How are you going to try again without your lab?”



Twilight had assumed that wouldn’t be an issue because if this didn’t work, she would give up living, in despair. Her friends would have already been dead by this time, but Spike would be alive, Celestia and Luna and Cadance, and her friends might have had descendants, great-great-grandfoals for her to watch over, and she might have made new friends as time went on. She couldn’t live like this. She couldn’t bear the loneliness. Discord’s presence had kept her from trying to do herself in so far, but if this failed… 



But she couldn’t admit that to Discord. “You have a point,” she said. “But how am I going to transport a magnetic force field? If I use my magic to carry it, I might misalign the equipment and then it’ll go boom unexpectedly.”



“Fluttershy, dearest, can you lie down for a bit? Thank you, that’s very helpful.” The skeleton lay down on its side, in a position where gravity would only knock a few of the bones down because the rest were already resting on the dirt, and then it de-animated with a small clatter, the bones of the wing and the two left legs falling to the ground. Discord took a deep breath, then two, and then snapped his fingers.



Her entire apparatus for maintaining the magnetic bottle vanished. “You teleport the whole thing at the same time, of course.”



Twilight released a breath she hadn’t been aware she was holding. “I guess that would do it. Are you okay?”



“A bit of a strain on the old chaos generator, that’s all,” he said, though he was breathing hard. It had obviously taken a lot out of him. Twilight noted that he was plainly aware enough of Fluttershy’s status that he’d withdrawn his magic from her skeleton before trying. “Let’s go see where I put it, shall we?”



“You don’t know?”



“It’s hardly chaos if I know exactly everything about it,” he said. “And the precision required to make sure all the pieces stayed together in the same orientation means I needed to randomize the destination by a good bit.”






“A good bit” turned out to be an understatement. Twilight actually had to cast a scrying spell for it, and then it took them what had once been a full day’s travel to get there.



It was in the land of eternal sun. Twilight had stopped trying to move the sun and moon after everything alive had died, and she and Discord lived in the zone that was Twilight’s namesake, where the sun hung at perpetual sunset and the moon was visible in the sky. The sun being so small and weak after its explosion, the places where it was perpetually 4 pm, or even noon, were brutally hot but not hot enough to melt rock or metal, and both Twilight and Discord had sufficient magic to handle being there for several hours, though she wouldn’t want to try to sleep there.



Sensibly, Discord had left “Fluttershy” behind. “The poor dear aches so badly nowadays, I’m not going to ask her to make such a long trip.” He fluffed her mane, revealing to Twilight’s horror that yes, that was Fluttershy’s actual scalp glued to her skull, not a wig. “You get some rest, Fluttershy. Have a good nap. I’ll tell you all about it when I get back.” He gently kissed the skeleton where its cheek would have been, and stood up. “Well? Let’s go!”



So now here they were, in heat as brutal as the Saddle Arabian desert during midday in summer, and just as dry. With no movement of the sun or moon to generate tides in the air, and no pegasi, there was no distribution of water around the planet; things evaporated, took forever to drift toward the colder side, and then dumped into rain on their own as soon as they hit the chill of the twilight band. So Twilight and Discord always had plenty of water and in fact a lot of the land around their home had flooded, but here in perpetual 2 o’clock, there was none. Twilight checked her equipment. It was in perfect condition, no disruption from Discord’s teleport.



A good distance away from the antimatter, she drew her spell circle, digging it hard into the packed dry ground so that the wind from the explosion wouldn’t interfere with it. Discord watched with interest, but didn’t help. It was bad enough that she had to build it to be capable of being powered from chaos magic; making it so it couldn’t be disrupted by chaos while it was being created was beyond her skill, so she’d told him to stay out of it.



The spell circle was in the lee of a large rock, embedded deep in the dirt and high enough to be dangerous to an earth pony or unicorn who fell off of it, not that there were any such ponies around to fall off anything. Discord curled up on the top of the rock, where the energy from the explosion would be able to reach him, while the spell circle would be largely protected. She hoped. Antimatter was powerful stuff. “Are you ready, Discord?”



“Ready as anything. Dear Fluttershy will be so happy if we succeed at this! You know, she’s been very depressed since all the animals died. She gardens with rocks, but it’s just not the same.”



Twilight bit her lip to keep from saying anything.



“All right,” she finally said when she was calm enough not to snipe at him. “Let’s do this.”



With her magic, she reached out to the switch. It was far enough away that the explosion shouldn’t tear her apart, but close enough that she could still reach it. She knelt in the center of the spell circle, and turned the antimatter containment field off.



BOOM.



The world lit up. She activated the spell circle and glanced up at Discord. He was standing on top of the rock, arms spread, glowing, laughing. “Oh my! What a rush! I almost feel like myself again!”



“Discord, focus! Charge up the spell—”



Everything went white, and by the time she said the word “—circle,” she was in the Crystal Palace. Hopefully three centuries ago. She’d worked really, really hard to make sure the circle would bring her in on the right date.



The clock of Tempus Fugit, on a lanyard around her neck, was ticking hard enough that she could feel it against her throat and the part of her chest that it touched. 






After all of that preparation – spending a decade creating the antimatter, three years searching for the clock, seven years of planning the spell and making sure every contingency was taken care of – it was almost anticlimax. She found Flurry, 11 years old, on the balcony, preparing to try to set the sun.



Twilight’s own magic clamped down on her niece’s horn. Maybe a little more roughly than was absolutely necessary. “Flurry, no! Don’t touch the sun!”



Flurry turned around, her face formed into an angry pout… which faded into bewilderment. “Aunt… Twilight?”



She supposed she looked different. No food for over a century had made her skeletally thin, and two hundred years of growing, a thing alicorns apparently never stopped doing unless they were starving, had made her Luna’s height. In the broken future with no life and the magic running out, her long mane hung normally, straight as ever, and she usually pinned it with a mane tie because that was easier than taking the time to cut it. But here, with the air rich with mana, her mane had lifted of its own accord, broken the mane tie, and spread out behind her like a cloud of the purple and pink of a sky just after sunset. “Listen to me, Flurry Heart. I’m from the future. Do not ever touch the sun. In my future, when you tried to raise it just now, it exploded, and annihilated almost all life on Equestria. Including your parents and both of the other princesses.”



Flurry’s eyes went wide. “What? Why?”



“Your magic is destruction. There’s more chaos in it than harmony. Go to Discord and ask him to train you, tell him I came from the future and said so. He’ll understand.”



“I don’t understand. I’m chaos? But how--?”



“I don’t know. No one knows anything about born-alicorns and the princesses who might have known something about different kinds of alicorns died as soon as you touched the sun with your magic. Don’t ever do that. No matter how safe you think it is, no matter how sure. The sun is made of boiling, controlled chaos and your magic disrupts that control. Don’t ever assume you can do it safely.” She pulled Flurry close to her with her magic and glared into her eyes. “Do you promise?”



“Yes! Yes, I promise!”



“Swear it. Swear you will never touch the sun.”



“On the lives of my mom and dad, I’ll never touch the sun! I swear!”



Twilight released her. “Good. Because that’s exactly what you lost, when you did. Shining’s shield wasn’t powerful enough to protect the Crystal Empire or even the three of you when the sun exploded, and you weren’t harmed but they were vaporized.”



Flurry’s eyes had filled with tears. Good. “I promise! I promise I’ll never touch the sun!”



“Good,” Twilight said again. “See that you—”






The rebound took her. “—don’t,” she said to a spell circle drawn in dry, cracked dirt.



Slowly she looked up, with dawning horror. No life anywhere, aside from Discord curled on top of the rock. The sun in the sky, tiny and small. The air, hot and dry. “It didn’t work,” she whispered.



And then stomped her hooves, as hard as she could, all over the circle. “WHY! Why didn’t it work? I was so careful! I factored everything! Why didn’t it… why didn’t it work…” Twilight collapsed on the ground and began to sob. “I’m sorry… I’m so sorry… I failed…”



“Oh, but now I know what you’ve been doing wrong,” Discord said, his paw unexpectedly on her mane, stroking it.



She looked up. She hadn’t seen Discord move, hadn’t heard him approach her. “What—what do you mean? What I have been doing wrong?” Maybe she was reading too much into it, but that was the tense you’d use to describe an ongoing or series of actions, not a thing you did once.



“This is the third time you’ve failed, Twilight.” His voice was soft, not sarcastic or cruel. More matter-of-fact and serious than she was used to hearing from Discord. But his words made no more sense than if he’d been trying to rile her up.



Twilight sat up. “What are you talking about? I’ve never tried this before!”



He sighed. “You give up in despair, every time. Well. Both times, I suppose, it’s happened only twice before this time. You assume that you thought of everything and nothing could have gone wrong and then when it goes wrong and you come back here, you try to die. I’ve had to wipe your memory of it, twice.”



She… hadn’t told Discord that if this failed she would want to die. She had carefully hidden that from him, in fact. Twilight went cold. “You – how?”



Discord raised his eyebrow. “Really, Twilight. Casting a memory spell isn’t that challenging. I had the strength for it the last two times. Might not this time, though, and you’re close. You’re so close.”



Twilight brought her hooves up and stared at them. “What did I do, then? Did I do this? The exact same thing I just did?”



“Oh, no no no. You learn from your mistakes. Subconsciously, I assume. I notice you never put any effort into searching for Ashen Heart, even though you ostensibly believed her to be alive.”



… Why hadn’t she searched for her? Yes, she blamed Ashen Heart for destroying the world, but the younger alicorn was still her niece and the only other living creature on this planet besides herself and Discord. Why would she have allowed her to wander alone, and never even try to find her? “What do you mean?” she asked weakly, beginning to fear she knew.



“The first time you tried it, Ashen Heart was the power source. This was shortly after Rarity died.” Rarity had been the last of her friends to go. She’d struggled up until the end to find beauty in this blasted world. Most of the gems in Discord’s garden, Rarity had given him. “You spent most of our friends’ lifetimes researching the spell, trying to recreate it, and you thought you had it. But Ashen Heart burnt herself out, pouring out all her magic into the spell, and died of it… and you still came back here, and her sacrifice had been for nothing. You created an alternate universe, but you were still bound to the timeflow of the one casting the spell. So you came back to this timeline when you were done. Our timeline still existed.”



She was… starting to remember that now. Remember the horror and the surprising grief she’d felt when she’d come back and found Ashen Heart slumped over dead, Discord trying to revive her. “What… happened then?”



“Well, then you moped around for a decade or two. I thought you’d snap out of it and start trying to figure out what you did wrong and try it again, but you didn’t. When I caught you trying to strangle yourself, I erased your memories, so you didn’t know you’d tried and failed… and that did the trick. You started working on the spell again. I would need to power it, of course, so you worked with me to refactor it to utilize chaos magic, and you figured out the issue with the paradox, so you tried to put a clause in that would separate you from causality. But it didn’t work, because your mind is bound to time and you have a very hard time imagining how to exist without it.



“I didn’t want to risk you losing your progress. I waited decades for you to get off your tushie and try again, as my own magic started to run out and I got weaker. I spent a lot of that magic trying to demonstrate the existence of multiple time dimensions, and how causality actually works behind the scenes, and you listened but you didn’t do much. Finally you told me it was hopeless and you wanted me to kill you, so I erased your memories again.



“But you kept everything I taught you about time, and you incorporated it into the spell. Your spell was perfect, by the way. There was just one tiny problem.”



“Wh-what?”



“The clock.” Discord poked it. “You did all the work to unbind yourself from the timeflow so that you could alter our timeline without paradox and then you brought with you an artifact that binds to timeflow, and you never separated it from our timeline… and you probably couldn’t, not without breaking it. You can’t go back in time to change the thing that is the reason you went back in time and expect to get a result unless you’re bringing the spell with you, like Glim-glam did, but she was only going back ten years or so; you can’t do that, you don’t have enough magic to carry the spell with you if you’re going to go back 300 years. Or, unless you completely sever yourself from the time dimension and exist outside causality.”



“But…” Her eyes filled with tears again. “Then it’s impossible! Ponies can’t do anything without a timeflow; I wouldn’t even be conscious! I wouldn’t be able to take any actions if I was outside time—”



“I know,” Discord said gently. He took her chin and lifted it, his golden mismatched eyes looking down into hers through the blur of her tears. “But I can.”



“You – you can?” She stared at him, and then got to her hooves. “Why didn’t you say so before? Now we’ve wasted the antimatter, and the equipment was blown up so I can’t even make more, and—”



Discord put a finger on her lips. “Hush. You can rebuild the equipment, you can make more antimatter, and the reason I didn’t tell you is the same reason you thought it best to have me power the thing. You can’t use the energy of a matter-antimatter explosion and fuel the circle, and if I’m fueling the circle I can’t send myself. Glimmy pulled that off because she was tying it to the Map of Harmony, and again, short temporal distance, but there’s no more Map of Harmony and you and I are the only large concentrations of magic on the planet.”



“So – then we can’t do it!”



This time Discord’s sigh was exasperated. “No, Twilight. We just haven’t figured out how yet. I can think of three possible theoretical ways to do it, and I’m sure if you put your mind to it and get over your disappointment that this didn’t work, you could as well.”



“Discord – my energy’s running out as well,” Twilight admitted. “I get my fuel from a concept just like you do, and there’s no more friendship and harmony on this world anymore than there is chaos. I don’t know if I have another decade before my magic’s so low, I can’t compensate for the lack of food, and I starve to death.”



Discord took her hoof in his paw and lifted it. “But you’re wrong. I’m your friend. I may still be the spirit of disharmony, but if you and I work together, that’s harmony.” He smiled at her. “Listen, we would be the most powerful magic users out there even if the timeline changed and the princesses were still alive. I’m thousands of years old and you’ve read every book on magic in existence.”



“That’s not that many; only the ones in the palace survived…”



“Ah, you read most of the others before the accident. But listen. We can’t afford distractions, we can’t afford to mope and give in to despair. You’re right that we’re running out of time and this might be our last shot. So don’t make me wipe your memory. You have to be here and present and focused.”



“And… and you do too,” Twilight whispered. “No more… uh…”



“No more Fluttershy.” He nodded, a hangdog expression on his face. “I know. I – I don’t know how I’ll manage without her, but I have to let her go, if – if there’s any chance of bringing back the world she loved. It’s… it’s what she would w-want—” Now his eyes were filled with tears, and his voice was cracking.



The despair Twilight had been feeling when she returned was giving way slowly. She wasn’t sure that what she felt was hope, exactly… more like wishfulness, that could maybe turn into hope. “All right. All right. This time we’ll do this together, and when we have the fuel ready and the means to charge the circle, I’ll charge it and we’ll send you.”



He nodded. “And it’ll work this time.”



“It has to,” Twilight said.
      

      
   
      The Long Fall


      
      
      
         
         Falling With Style

      
      

      

      
      
         I stood on that cliffside, staring down at the autumn leaves. All of those reds and yellows and whatever else seemed to blend together into an ocean of colors. I didn’t really feel like looking at them, but I wanted to look at my companion even less.



“I know I’m supposed to tell you why I’m here, but...” I rubbed the back of my neck with a hoof. “I’m not really sure where to begin. Never was good at this stuff.”



I spread my wings but quickly brought them back to my side. I wasn’t going to run from this now. My companion said nothing; she was nothing if not patient. 



“Okay, I think I know where to start.” I took a deep breath. “It all comes back to fall.”








I think the day I stopped liking fall is the day sonic rainbooms stopped being fun. I know, seems crazy, right? Sonic rainbooms are the most totally awesome things ever, how could they stop being fun?



Well, I guess they just got... mundane? Sorry, that’s more of a Twilight word.



It all started one day in Ponyville. It was fall, which was like, my absolute favorite season. I mean, sure, other seasons were cool, but my friends could have those ones. I know AJ likes summer, with its long days for harvesting or whatever, and Fluttershy likes spring—all those animals coming back always made her happy.



Fall is special though. The crisp air feels refreshing during intense flights and the trees, like, light up with all those colors! It's the closest all my friends can get to seeing the sorts of colors sunsets have when you look at them up in the air. I mean, it's not really the same, but it's close enough.



Plus, after fall, Tank has to go away for a whole season, so I've really gotta make my time with him count! That always makes things kinda fun, heh.



Or, well. It did, at least. It's like... the world is just kinda... grey now. Not literally, obviously, I can see all those colors out there! But, it's just...



Sorry, sorry, off-topic. Uh, where was I? Okay, okay, so, it all started one day in Ponyville...








"Rainbow Dash, slow down!"



I chuckled at the desperation in Twilight's voice. "Not a chance, egghead! Shoulda thought twice before challenging me to a race; not even your fancy alicorn magic will help you here!"



She continued to make pleas for me to wait for her, but I tuned her out. It was just me and my wings now.



There are very few things in this world better than flying at high speeds, and one of them is flying at high speeds while leaving someone else in the dust. I mean, I felt kinda bad about it since it was Twilight, but I got her some of those donuts from Canterlot afterward, so whatever.



Anyways, I guess I was working too hard on tuning Twilight out because I was forming that cone of air before a rainboom before I knew it. I had to commit at that point; I wasn't too interested in being the wind's personal slingshot.



So I pushed through and there was that explosion of colors! I whooped and flew around for a bit while my speed faded, not even bothering to consciously look at the ground. As I came back around, I noticed Twilight standing on a cloud, looking at the ground in awe.



I landed next to her and said, "heh, bet you didn't think I was gonna rainboom you, huh?" She didn't respond which was kinda annoying. "Hey, Twilight, c’mon, I'm right here! What's so cool on the… ground…"



A section of the Whitetail Woods were just missing their leaves. I had a sinking feeling in my gut, but I still had to make sure. "Hey, Twilight? What happened to the leaves?"



She turned to me and she gave me that look ponies sometimes give me when they think I'm being dumb. "You did."








Yeah, I was shocked! Who would have thought a rainboom could do that? I thought only running could, and that that was mostly the earth pony magic anyways. But I guess I was wrong.



Ponyville wasn't too happy about that; they love their traditions, after all. It wasn't too bad, though. I only got, like, a bit of the woods, and barely any of it was the race path, so they calmed down after a while.



So I had a couple weeks of extra shifts dealing with weather. Not super fun, but not really a big deal, you know? So I figured I could just put that behind me, let it just be another of those cool things I did to privately remember sometimes.



But word has a way of getting around, especially when you’re a Wonderbolt and an Element of Harmony.








“Hey, Crash! Get over here.”



If I was still wet behind the ears, Spitfire shouting like that would have scared me so badly. By then I knew that was just kinda Spitfire’s thing.



“What’s up?” I tried to look all casual, but she just saw right through it and chuckled.



“C’mon, Dash. We can talk in my office.”



My jaw opened. I totally played it cool though and didn’t freak out and I definitely didn’t stammer, “w-wait, did I mess something up?” She didn’t answer and just walked into her office, so I hurried in after her.



Door shut, I walked up to her desk. She pulled out a newspaper. It was from Manehatten and it had something about my rainboom in Ponyville! Picture and everything, too.



“Woah, how did they get that?”



“Bits, probably. That isn’t really the important part, though.” She pulled out some letters and spread them out on the table. Not fanmail, but professional stuff. I think she wanted me to read them, but I just looked back at her. It’s easier that way. “Other towns want you to do what you did in Ponyville, and the Wonderbolts think it's a great idea.”



“Woah, that sounds awesome!” I tilted my head a little. “But… why do the Wonderbolts care?”



She rolled her eyes. “Think, Dash.” I hate it when ponies act like I’m stupid. It… Anyways. “If you’re going around to these towns, performing a public duty with an impressive aerial maneuver, you can give the Wonderbolts some great publicity!”








And at the time, it sounded like a great deal! I get to go do rainbooms, people praise me, Wonderbolts sell more tickets, everyone wins! And it was awesome for the first couple of years, but eventually it started getting old.



And I went to Spitfire about wanting to stop, but she just said her hooves were tied. Brass wanted me to keep going, said it was too important to stop or something. And maybe if I had pushed more they would’ve eased up at least a little, but it just didn’t feel worth it.



The Wonderbolts have issues. I’d known it for a long time—before I even made the active roster—but it never felt like I should care, you know? I was living my dreams, so who cares if Spitfire is a power-hungry control freak; or that the brass doesn’t actually care about their fliers; or that a culture of recklessness and cruelty was so deeply ingrained that there was no way anything I did could actually make a difference.



So I just bottled it all up, only saying something when it was really bad, and eventually not really saying anything at all. I guess, looking back, I really wasn’t happy there for a while, but the rainboom stuff really drove it home for me.



Maybe I should’ve left the Wonderbolts, but I just couldn’t. Sure, it’d gone from my dream job to a chore, but leaving would mean admitting defeat, and I’m not a failure.



I wonder if any of them will come looking when I don’t show up for our show tonight. Heh, probably not. Just bring in the reserve, worry about Crash later. Hell, they’ll probably think I went out drinking or something and just had a bad hangover; it doesn’t matter that I was never into all that kind of party stuff, that’s always the first assumption with them.







Anyways, around that time I was desperate for something to do that would let me just get away from it all, and that’s when I discovered falling. Not like tripping over a rock falling, flying super high up and falling through the air.



Falling is just… I don’t really know how to describe it. It’s the best thing in the world. Like, yeah, sure, flying super fast is totally awesome, but true freedom? You can only get it when you fall.



I don’t think I’ve ever met a pony who really understands. It’s always, “Oh, that sounds scary,” or “Well, I’m glad you enjoy it, Rainbow Dash.” I try to describe it, the way your heart pounds, the way you have to fight your instincts…



I think you get it, though.








I could feel her looking at me. “Is that enough?” I hoped it was.



But I could tell she still found me wanting; she knew I wasn’t saying everything. All of that stuff sucked, sure, but I really didn’t want to go into… the other stuff. It hurt too much.



I chanced a glance at my companion, and despite her judging gaze, there was such compassion there too! Not even Fluttershy was this kind.



Fluttershy…



I sniffled. “Okay, okay, I should’ve known I couldn’t fool you. Just… thinking about this stuff hurts, you know?”








One of the best-kept secrets in Equestria is that the Elements of Harmony are barely friends anymore. And that probably sounds like there was some big fight when I say it like that, huh? It probably wouldn't be a secret if it was a fight, though.



Sometimes ponies just drift apart. I knew that. Gilda and I drifted apart. There were some foals I knew back in Cloudsdale that I don’t even remember the names of. I guess I should’ve known just because we were the Elements didn’t mean we were immune.



It happened so gradually I didn’t even notice. I don’t think any of us did. Spa dates getting canceled because something more important came up, or being too busy to make a party and Pinkie doesn’t even go super sad mode, stuff like that. In hindsight, it’s kinda obvious, but in the moment you hardly even notice.



The drift had been building for a long time, but it really picked up speed when Twilight had to move back to Canterlot to take over for Celestia and Luna. She really was the spark.



Yuck, no, that’s really corny. Sorry.



But yeah, it accelerated after that. Apple Bloom went off with the other crusaders to travel Equestria searching for cutie mark problems, leaving Applejack more things to take care of at the farm; Granny Smith started doing bad around that same time too, so that was even more pressure on her. Nearly impossible to get her away from that farm now, and if you go there she gets annoyed because you’re distracting her.



Rarity opened a boutique overseas, and soon she was spending months away from Ponyville. Hard to keep things going with a distance like that; harder when she won’t answer letters.



I think Pinkie Pie saw this coming a long time before anypony else did. She’d been mentally preparing herself to lower us all from Best Friends to friends to protect herself. Must’ve worked, because it’s way more awkward for me than it is for her when we hung out.



Fluttershy was always a little distant from the rest of us, but…



I hadn’t seen her for a while, so I went to see her and... she looked at me as if I was a stranger. Not like she didn’t remember who I was or anything! But that connection we’d shared since foalhood, close as sisters, was just gone. I haven’t seen her since.



Some Element of Loyalty I am, huh? Couldn’t keep everyone together; couldn’t bring them back together, either. And at this point, I’m not really sure if I want to. I’m just… so tired.








I wiped my eyes to get the dust out. "So yeah, that's why I'm standing here, about to do this." I stared at the ground and the trees stretching out below me. I was gonna be looking at the sky really soon, so what was the point of looking now? "I hope you'll forgive me, Sky, and I hope you welcome back your wayward foal."



I chuckled a little. I'd given up on all of those pegasus religions when I was younger because they all just seemed like a waste of time. Now, though? They gave me courage and strength; but most of all, they gave me peace.



I leaped off the cliff and turned my back to the ground. I was a foal of the Sky, and I would look at Her now. She was so beautiful, an endless sea of blue stretching out for miles.



I felt my wings trying to shoot out to slow my descent, to orient me into a glide so I could safely land. I fought those instincts, and I fought the ones trying to close my drying eyes. I wouldn't let the Sky be taken away from me now, not as she was reaching out for me like this.



My heart was pounding and the smiling faces of my friends flashed around me. I couldn't help but laugh. All of my worries and doubts fled from me and the world stopped seeming so grey.



I felt free again.
      

      
   
      Eternal


      
      
      
         
         Would you…?
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