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         "I'm sorry – Princess, Lord Discord, gentleladies—"



"I should have been with her! Why wouldn't you let me be with her? Maybe I could have saved her!"



"Discord – Discord, stop. We discussed this. We were worried that your chaos—"



"No. Forget it. Consider me gone. And don't visit."






Fluttershy looked around. She was on the bank of a river, in dim lighting, the sky so overcast she couldn't tell where the sun was. Many ponies, and other creatures, most of them sapients like griffons and yaks and whatnot, milled around on the bank of the river, confused. Many were crying, or screaming, or had a look of empty non-comprehension on their faces.



Baskets floated down the river, containing animals, babies, elderly creatures, and a handful of others. Most were sleeping serenely; others looked at the overcast sky with peaceful expressions, even smiles on their faces. They didn't seem to have any awareness of the people crowded by the riverbank.



Determinedly, Fluttershy began pushing her way through the crowd, offering gentle words of comfort, pats on backs or heads, to anguished ponies. Some stopped crying, or screaming, and followed her. She'd had time to prepare, and a husband who knew this place well; she knew exactly what she needed to do.



It hurt to leave her friends and her husband and the current batch of animals behind, but she knew who was waiting for her.



Angel Bunny.



Grandma Flit and Grandpa Simoon.



Dad.



Rainbow.



Rainbow, Rainbow, Rainbow. Oh, she would never have chosen this, never hurt her friends and especially not Discord by deliberately coming here, but now that she was here, she couldn't wait to see Rainbow.



By the riverbank, a skeletal pony stood in a very large boat. "Do you have the price for passage?" the skeleton demanded.



Fluttershy nodded, and took the circlet from around her neck, the one Discord had given her. "This should pay for my passage and everyone else's here who wants to come."



The skeleton inspected the shining ring of magic. "The price has gone up. Three-quarters of these may cross with your payment." It could not help but grin, being a skeleton, but its grin somehow turned cruel. "Choose."



"I won't. What do I need to add to the price to carry all the others over?"



"Bearer of Kindness? Advisor and confidante to the throne of Equestria? Wife of Chaos? An eventful life you've led." The skeleton smirked. "Drink of the waters and I will carry all across who want to come."



She knew what would happen if she drank of the waters, and she knew there would be more coming later, that even if everyone crossed now, others would continue to die. Few carried enough magic into death to pay the price without drinking the water. Once again there would be many more who needed passage, who couldn't bear to part with their memories.



But she would not leave anyone behind on the shore, not if they wanted to come. She trusted in the love she felt that she would find the ones she longed to see, even if she no longer remembered them. "Swear it," she said.



"I swear that if you drink of the waters and give me the circlet, I will take all across now who want to come, regardless of their own ability or willingness to pay."



"Then I'll drink," she said, and bent her head down to the river.






"Get up."



"No, I don't think so."



"Get up. You are getting out of bed, and you are going to her funeral."



"And if I don't?"



"Then all of the friends you have because she helped you become a person anypony would want to be friends with will be deeply disappointed in you, and also, I will get Celestia and Luna out of retirement and I will go get Flurry and maybe Cadance and we will all drag you out of this bed and make you go to the funeral."



"I don't need to go to a funeral to grieve, Princess. It's just a ritual – a pony ritual at that. You think Chaos needs to participate in rituals for comfort?"



"No, but Discord the spirit of Chaos is also a person who needs his friends, because part of the whole point to having friends is that you have someone to rely on to support you when you're half-blind with grief. I don't care about the ritual aspect of it. You don't even need to go to the service, no one cares about that. But you're coming to the wake and you're letting us help you and I will not take no for an answer."



"I'd tell a joke about how forceful and dominating you've become... but I don't think I want to tell any more jokes ever, right now."



"Don't worry, I can hear the joke in your voice even if you don't say it. Now come on."






The mare wandered through the brightly lit landscape of sunny meadows and low-floating puffy white clouds, flying aimlessly. It was very easy to fly. It seemed as if maybe it hadn't always been this easy, but it was now.



Another pegasus mare appeared before her, a blue one. "Hey there! You're new around here, I can tell!"



"I... think I know you," the mare said.



The blue one nodded, her multicolored mane falling into her eyes. "Yeah, I get the same feeling! Did you drink the water?"



"I must have..."



"I figure I must have too, because I don't remember anything about who I was, or what I did with my life... all I know is, whoever I was, I must have been awesome. But the moment I saw you, I thought, 'I know her.' We must have been really close, to remember after we both drank the water!"



The mare smiles softly. "Yes. I feel like maybe we were sisters or best friends."



"Or girlfriends, maybe?"



"Hmm, maybe, but I'm not sure I'm getting that feeling. I don't think it matters, anyway. Love is love, right? Now that we're dead, we don't even have bodies for that kind of love anymore."



"Yeah, you're right. Come on! I want to show you around, take you to all the best places in Paradise! This place is awesome!"



"Okay... as long as we keep our eyes out for any animals. I feel certain there were some animals I loved that I want to see again."



"Sure, there's some of those around here. Most of them go back in a new body, but some cross the river."






"Aunt Twilight, I haven't been able to make a dent in it! The magical storm has swallowed the entire Everfree!"



"Chaos magic?"



"I... think so, yeah. A lot of the natural magic of the Everfree, but that's pretty chaotic too."



"I'll go talk to him."



"How are you going to get into that storm?"



"You'll help me."






The mare sat on a cloud and cuddled a bunny in her lap. The bunny was at no risk of falling off the cloud; any creature in Paradise could fly and cloudwalk if they wanted to, though most of the beings that had spent their lives on the ground were still more comfortable there.



Her friend lay next to her, sprawled out on the cloud. "This is the life, isn't it."



"Or the death," the mare said with a smile.



Her friend laughed. "Yeah, true."



"I think I used to be scared of doing things that were exciting, like those thrill-flying stunts you were teaching me," the mare said. "But I'm not scared of anything anymore."



"What's to be scared of? We can't die any more dead than we already are, right?" Her friend stretched out on the cloud. "I think I used to be scared of... you know. This. Just being peaceful with another pony. Snuggling in public where everypony could see me and think I was uncool. But I'm not scared of anything anymore, either." She smiled broadly up at the diffuse light covering the sky. 



They lay like that for a few moments before her friend said, "We'll be together forever over here, won't we?"



The mare nodded. "Forever."






"Give her back!"



"Discord, you have to stop this! You're destroying—"



"I don't care! Give me back my Fluttershy!"



"She wouldn't want you to be doing this. Think of the animal habitats you're destroying! Would Fluttershy want that?"



"I don't care..." He sobbed, crumpled on the ground. "I just want more time with her. It's not fair! It's not fair!"



"It's absolutely not fair. It's horrible, and – and I'm so angry at whatever fates or destiny was responsible for this. But you can't bring her back without sacrificing another life—"



"With enough magic I can! Chaos magic breaks the rules! If I can just—"



"But you're harming the Everfree—"



"Give her back!" he screamed at the heavens, pouring more and more of his magic into the earth where they'd buried her, in the forest full of the animals she'd loved so much. "Universe, you owe me! Chaos, I've given you my entire life, give me what I want for once! Bring her back!"






The mare heard the cry, so very far away. "...bring her back..."



She stiffened. "Someone's calling me," she said. So much pain in that voice. So much grief.



"So? Not like it matters. They'll be here eventually."



"This one... this one... might not?" So sad, and angry. Hurting so much. She knew that voice, and she knew, somehow, that the owner of the voice might not join her here anytime soon, or possibly even ever.



"Yeah, okay, but there's nothing you can do about it. Sometimes the living call us, but it's not like we can go."



"I think... maybe... I should."



"Don't be nuts, it's a one-way trip. Old Charon won't carry you over the other way."



"Then I'll have to build a boat. Or steal a basket. Or swim."



Her friend saw the determination in her eyes. "Ugh, this is stupid, but all right. I'll help you. Hay, at least, trying to cheat death by leaving Paradise and returning to the living is a pretty awesome stunt to try even if we don't pull it off, right?"



"Yes." She smiled at her friend, and lifted her hoof to let the other mare hoof-bump her.






Discord lay mostly on the ground, half-curled around Twilight, his head lying in her lap as they both cried. The rain poured down, but most of the chaos storm had abated, and it was just a normal Everfree storm now.



"I want her back," he sobbed. "I wasn't ready for her to go. I want her back."



"Me too," Twilight said, finally letting go of the façade of strength she'd had to put up for Discord and all of their friends throughout Fluttershy's illness and death. "I miss her so much. Her and Rainbow, but Rainbow at least died doing what she loved, and being a hero. Fluttershy... it was so pointless."



"I'm so sorry I couldn't save her. I'm so, so sorry."



"Cancer is chaos. You said from the beginning, you couldn't possibly heal her without making it worse. She understood, you didn't have any power to save her, and she forgave you. More than that, she didn't even think there was anything to forgive. And I agree. If anyone should have saved her it should have been me... Harmony magic should have worked on cancer, but... not on stage 4. Even I didn't have the magic to do it."



"It's not fair," he said again, slurring slightly. He was drunk from the cider Applejack had brought to the wake, or he probably wouldn't have been out here pouring all of his power into a grave like he could break the rules of life and death through sheer force of will. Now he'd expended so much of his power that he was falling asleep. "I've had millennia. She had forty years. It wasn't enough, she shouldn't have died like that. It should have been me."



"She wouldn't have accepted that," Twilight said. "She didn't want you sacrificing yourself or anyone else to save her. But I should have found a way, somehow. I should have found a cure."



"I love her. I'll always love her."



"I know. I will, too." Twilight choked. "She was one of my best friends – and I'm going to have to see them all go, them and Starlight and the Cutie Mark Crusaders and – and I'm the lucky one, I get to keep you and Flurry and Cadance, and Celestia and Luna, and Spike will be around a long time, and maybe even my big brother – and I feel so sorry for you, because you didn't have anybody for so long and then you had Fluttershy and now you have other friends but you lost her, and there's no one who means so much to you and I'm so sorry, I wish we could have saved her, I'd give anything, anything except doing the thing she ordered us not to do."



He nodded weakly. "No sacrifices." That left all of necromancy off-limits. Not that it was legal anyway but Twilight didn't think that would have stopped Discord.



"It's not fair," Twilight said. "But we have to keep going, we have to live, and be kind, because that's what she would have wanted. Because she's not here to do it anymore."






Charon, as expected, would not take them back across. "This is a one-way trip," it said. "No exceptions."



Her friend looked as if she wanted to fight the skeleton, so the mare pulled her away. "Oh, okay," she said. "I'm sorry to bother you."



When they were by themselves her friend said, "What's wrong with you? You want to go back, you hear someone who loves you calling you, but you can't even stand up for yourself!"



"We can't fight Charon," the mare said. "Supposing we did, and we won, and knocked it apart. Then who would pilot the ferry to bring the lost souls to Paradise?"



"Uh. Good point."



"We'll find another way."



The current was swift and the drop-off was quick and sheer. They couldn't reasonably expect to wade into the river without getting any of the water in their mouths, and that would cause them to forget again, and maybe even forget each other. That wasn't acceptable. The baskets never drifted close enough to the shore that they could grab one.



They tried flying, but the power that gave them flight here died midway across the river. If the mare hadn't insisted that her friend fly close to her, so that, when her friend fell, her friend could do a stunt roll to get within the mare's grasping distance before she herself lost flight, and so the mare could pull her back toward where flight worked, and safety... her friend would have been lost. 



They tried walking the shore, trying to find the end of the river, or a ford or a bridge, but didn't truly expect to find any such thing, and indeed they didn't.



But what they did find was a glowing rope, made of magic and reaching up into the sky, dangling down at an angle so it crossed the river and went up and up from the other side. It was purple and gold and crimson and deepest blue, and it twisted and writhed with all of the power of one who had been granted the duty of breaking the rules of reality, pouring all of his strength into a scream of grief at the reality of death.



"It's for you," her friend said, nervously. "I should stay here. The voice was calling to you."



"I'll be alone," the mare said. "It looks like a very long climb. Won't you come with me?"



"If you need me," her friend said, "I'll follow you anywhere."






"And don't forget to make the nobles feel important, even if you don't think they are—"



"Twilight," Rarity said, "We are perfectly capable of handling matters here. The Princesses will handle the sun and moon, and Princess Luna will step in if we need her assistance in Canterlot – which we will not." She looked around at the rest of the Council – Pinkie, Applejack, Starlight, Sunburst, and the others that Twilight had recruited over the course of the last ten years. "Go. Have fun."



"Take care of the big guy," Applejack said. "Harmony knows, he needs it."



"And take care of yourself! Because you need it too!" Pinkie said.



"Go on, Twilight," Starlight said. "Go with Discord. We've got this."



"You heard them." Discord was dressed for travel, with several suitcases that Twilight suspected were just for the sake of making a joke, because he didn't need them. He'd been weak and limited to basic telekinesis for a week or two after the funeral, after the energy he'd poured into the Everfree, but he was fully recovered now. "The multiverse awaits!"



"I guess it does," Twilight said. "Bye, everyone. I love you all. I'll bring back plenty of pictures and observations!"



Discord made a face. "There's no way I can persuade you not to do that, is there?"



"Afraid not."



"I'm looking forward to it," Sunburst said. "But get going, guys!"



"If you take too long, Spike will be back from the Dragon Lands, and he'll cry, and you don't want to see a teenage dragon crying," Pinkie Pie said ominously.



"All right, all right, we're going!" She turned to Discord. It had been her idea to get him to take her on a multiverse jaunt, but only because he'd been nagging her about it for over a decade. This was for him and his need for something to distract him from his grief as much as or more than it was for her. "Do you want me to do it, or--?"



Discord made another face. "Nothing elegant about harmony opening dimensional portals," he complained, and snapped his fingers.






Hoof over hoof. Their wings didn't work. If they slipped, they'd fall and... probably not die, considering they were already dead, but what happened to a spirit falling from the realm between the living and the dead? Would they be lost between worlds forever?



As they traveled, more and more of the energy from the rope soaked into the mare. Her forehooves became claws, because that made the travel easier. Her body elongated and became snake-like, the better to wind herself around the rope and protect herself from falling. Her tail grew long, the better to catch her friend with if her friend should fall.



And then everything inverted, suddenly, and she felt the need to breathe again, but she couldn't because there was dirt packed all around her. But dirt was part of nature. With a thought, she pushed the dirt off of her, and it flowed like water as she got to her feet.



Her body had changed. She wasn't a little pegasus anymore. Wasn't really even a pony at all. But it felt right.



There was no body here for her friend to come with her. Without memories, she had no way of knowing where her friend's bones lay. But it didn't matter. The magic that had soaked into her made her a part of this forest, a part of nature. She took an acorn, and changed it into the seed of a pony rather than the seed of an oak tree, and then grew it and grew it, and used her horn (when had she gotten a horn? Did it matter?) to tug on the cord that her friend was still holding onto, on the other side, and then pulled her friend through and put her in the body.



In the realm of the dead her friend had been bright blue, and small, like her, and a pegasus, like her. In this realm, her friend was tall, and navy blue, and her wide wings were tipped with gray and white like the color of stormclouds, and a horn rose from her forehead. The rainbow-colored mane was still the same. "Wow! This body is awesome!" her friend said, experimentally flapping her wings. "I feel like I can feel storm systems halfway across the world. This is great!" Her friend looked at her. "And you. You're gorgeous! You know that? I don't even know what species you are now but who cares? Those wings? Ultra-cool. And a horn!" She reached up to touch her own forehead. "And I have a horn! We're both princesses now! Except ick, I'm not going to do any of that stupid dressing up and having to have a court thing. I'm going to be an awesome princess!"



"You're going to be a queen," the mare-not-a-mare said. "You are my best friend, the Queen of Storms. And I – I'm the Spirit of Nature."



She felt all around herself. In this realm, in this forest, everything felt right. But outside, everything was too orderly, too rigid. Poor little animals, forced to rely on help from ponies for survival because ponies had taken away all the wildness they could have kept themselves alive with otherwise. She couldn't see or feel the voice that had been crying, demanding that the universe give her back. It must have been the animals, needing a place to be their own true homes back, where they could be themselves and not mere pets. The plants, begging to be able to grow where they willed, not where the earth ponies demanded. That must be who had called her back. That was who needed her.



"Come on, my Storm Queen," the Spirit of Nature said. "We need to fix the world."
      

      
   
      The Memory


      

      
      
         There is a place way deep in the forest where the trees give way to a clearing. A flimsy shack leans on an old stone wall, both overgrown with weeds. The paint on the wood panels has all but disappeared, exposing the cracked wood underneath. The tin roof, sagging down at one edge, is frail with rust. The golden-orange veins move out from the joints of the roof and meet up with vines snaking up the corners. How it’s still standing is anyone’s guess.



Beside the shack is a row of trees. They shoot from the earth at wild angles, loosely grip and tangle all the way to the sky. Directly above is a veil of green and gold, leaves and filtered sunlight. The  blue sky is only visible closer to the ground, where the tree trunks grow no foliage.



It’s warm in the clearing. It’s summer. It’s always been summer. Here the sun shines forever, locked somewhere in the late afternoon. The mild drone of insects floats endlessly on a cool constant breeze. 



This place is real. This is a memory. The first memory. This is—



Luna—



This is a dream.








The eyes in Celestia’s head were not Celestia’s, but somepony else’s. They captured the morning light with the same childlike twinkle as Celestia’s eyes. They gazed with the same intensity as Celestia’s eyes. They softened at the sight of her sister just like Celestia’s.



But they were not Celestia’s eyes.



“Good morning,” Celestia said to Luna. “Why are you looking at me like that?”



Luna took a step back from Celestia’s bedside. Shoulders squared. Hooves apart. Defensive.



“Is everything okay?” Celestia asked, stretching. 



“Is it?” Luna replied. “Do you remember where you are?”



Celestia looked around. The single-room log cabin looked almost the same as the way she left it before going to sleep. Luna had placed the solar regalia neatly on the mantle and fixed a cup of coffee on the small wood-burning stove in the corner. Everything else looked fine.



“I’m in my retreat. Is this not my retreat?”



Luna ignored her answer. “What was the last thing you remember?”



“The coronation. The afterparty. I was with Twilight’s friends most of the night.”



“Then what?”



“Then it was morning. Twilight certainly didn’t need my help learning to raise the sun.”



“After that?”



Celestia raised an eyebrow. “What’s going on?”



“It’s very important. After that?”



“After that, I traveled here. I vacation here for a month. Then we start our leisure travels. I was hoping not to be disturbed. for the month.” Her tone was frank, but not insulting. “Has something happened?”



“Indeed it has. I’ve been here ever since you missed our departure date at the airship station.”



“Departure date? We don’t leave for a month.”



Luna shook her head somberly. “Nopony could wake you. I couldn’t wake you. We thought you had been poisoned. Possessed. We didn’t know—” Luna shivered. “We didn’t know what was going on.”



Celestia pushed back the covers. Sleep called to her from deep inside. She hadn’t heeded that voice in so long. Not since before she was charged to raise the sun. Now—



“How long?” Celestia asked.



“Two years,” Luna said. “Nothing to me, but to them—"



Luna left the rest unspoken. Celestia knew well enough the frantic impulses of mortal ponies. Two years was a devastating blow.



Celestia rose from bed, feeling no worse for wear. Two years slumber or a fifteen minute cat nap? They felt the same. “Luna,” she said, and took a step towards her sister, “this isn’t a joke?”



“I would never joke about such things. I—" Luna gasped. Her wings flared, sensing danger. She stumbled back in horror. “Godsflame!” she cursed. “Your eyes!”



Fear, long-forgotten but always present, twisted Celestia’s gut. “What?” She looked around for a mirror, but the rustic cabin had none. “What about my eyes?”



Luna was back on her hooves again. Her head was cocked in shock and curiosity. “Look at me. Don’t blink.”



“What?” Celestia did as she was told. Irritation crept into her voice. Or was it fear? “What is it?”



Luna said, “They’re blue.”








In the two years Celestia had been asleep, Twilight Sparkle had proven herself to be an effective ruler. She thwarted three apocalypses in the last six months alone, and beat a minor agricultural recession brought on by a heavy surplus of corn. 



Celestia was proud of her student, but darker thoughts overshadowed her former student’s success. 



The trip to Canterlot was made via airship. Twilight met them on the landing platform. She looked every part the revered princess, a full length taller than her guard attachment and surrounded by an ethereally flowing mane. Her regalia, the symbols of power and authority emblazoned with her cutie mark, shone in the light.



When she saw Celestia, she burst into tears and ran to her side.



“I thought—I thought—I was certain,” Twilight blubbered. “I thought you died. I thought someone killed you and this was just how alicorns—how they—pass on.” Her voice cracked.



Celestia put her hoof under Twilight’s chin. “Imagination is a good trait in a ruler.”



Twilight gasped. “Your eyes!”



“I know. There is much to discuss. May we discuss it over dinner, perhaps?”



Twilight nodded. Two guards broke formation and trotted off to deliver the message. 



The old princesses had returned.








The dinner was nearly three hours long. Celestia barely spoke three sentences. She stared with her stranger’s eyes as Twilight recounted every little detail of the past two years. Together with Luna to corroborate the stories and expose Twilight’s modesty, they brought Celestia up to speed on the glowing state of the nation.



All that good news made Celestia’s brow furrow. “So, there have been no successful incursions from Tartarus?”



“No,” Twilight said.



“No mass-spell incidents, good or evil?”



“Nope.”



“No political strife?”



“Define strife.”





Celestia tapped her chin. “This is strange indeed. What could have caused my sleep, I wonder?”



“Maybe—and this is just a thought—maybe you were really tired.”



Celestia chuckled. 



“Really. You’ve been raising the sun for how many thousands of years? I’m tired, and it’s only been two! Maybe it was just your body recovering.”



“That still doesn’t explain the eyes.”



Twilight hummed in agreement. “It could also have something to do with your age, or your relinquishing the sun. I’ve got staff looking into it, but I just don’t think history goes far enough back to tell us what happened to the last ponies who let go of the sun. Oh,” she added, “and even if it did, who’s to say this happened to them? You’re so much more connected to the sun than they would have been.”



“True.”



“At any rate, I believe the best course of action is a thorough investigation. We’ll throw all our tests at you and see what sticks and what stones.” Twilight giggled. “Get it?”



“As long as they don’t break my bones.”



They shared a smile, then returned their attention to dinner. As they ate, Celestia noticed how whenever Twilight went to take a bite, she smiled around the silverware.



That smile put her heart at ease. It was a little tiny glimmer of the good old times.








The tests indeed did not break any of Celestia’s bones. They did, however, take three days and yield nothing but one major discrepancy in Celestia’s old health records.



“I had to change your eye color on your file,” Twilight said proudly, “but now everything is exactly the way it should be!”



Celestia nodded slowly. 



Twilight set the file down, deflating somewhat. The castle clinic had a way of sucking the energy from a pony’s body the longer they stayed. Maybe it was a new machine of some kind—a docilator of sorts. Maybe this place had simply soaked up all the years’ worth of bad news delivered inside it. 



“I’m sorry we couldn’t find anything,” Twilight said. “This is all so strange. Are you sure you didn’t drink any potions before you went to bed that night? Even recreationally?”



“Only wine, and not enough to put me to sleep for that long.”



Twilight perused the file again. “I wish we knew more about your early life. It always blew me away I know a pony who predates history.”



“Not by much.”



“I didn’t mean it like that!”



Celestia laughed. “I know, my dear. I’m almost glad they don’t. If history went all the way back, there’d be no time for bookworms like you to make the future.”



Instead of the laughter Celestia hoped for, a strange look crossed Twilight’s face. 



“Is everything alright?” Celestia asked.



“What if I looked at your aura?” Twilight blurted out.



A long moment of silence eked by. The eggshell walls and polished-chrome instruments squeezed ever closer. A light somewhere above her whined like a bug flying next to her ear.



“I shouldn’t have said that,” Twilight said. She steered her gaze to the ground. Despite being almost as tall as Celestia, she seemed very small now. “I’m being too intrusive.”



“That’s quite a radical proposal,” she said.



“But nothing else worked!” Conflict raged in Twilight’s words. “Oh, I’m sorry Celestia, I don’t want to put you in this situation. But I don’t know what else to do. It would violate all my research ethics to do something so personal, but nothing else worked.”



“You know my aura is connected to the sun. If you look at it, even with protection, you risk serious harm.”



“I know. But what if it works?” Twilight’s voice wavered. Celestia was shocked to see tears brimming her eyes. “You were gone for two years,” Twilight said softly. “Two years.”



All the strange melancholic powers of the clinic combined to drain what life was left from Celestia. It crushed her to realize that Twilight still thought of time the same way mortal ponies did.



She had so much still to learn.








They decided to convene that same evening to perform the test. 



The spell needed to reveal a pony’s aura was actually very simple. As with so many things in life, complications came with the context of the act.



As Celestia paced the floor of the research lab, she recalled with some embarrassment the tradition of some newlywed unicorns to reveal their auras to each other in the privacy of their honeymoon suite. 



This lab was no honeymoon suite. Perhaps to mole-ponies it was. It was after all nearly a mile underground, built into an ancient Canterlot catacomb that made up the castle’s vast underground superstructure.



Celestia felt further from the light than ever down here. Luna, sitting in the corner sipping from a canteen, seemed quite content. 



“I wish she would hurry up,” Celestia muttered. 



“Don’t rush your number one student,” Luna said, her voice singing with amusement. “Do you remember when she was just a little filly? Now she’s about to look at your aura.”



Celestia’s frown deepened. “Shush.”



“I tease.”



“I know.” Footsteps echoed in the hallway. “Shush.”



Twilight Sparkle all but careened through the lab’s blast door. She beamed an adventurous smile, and at a flick of her hoof an army of data mining instruments marched in behind her, kept in lock-step by her magic. Soon the room was full and brimming with energy. 



Though the machines had no eyes, Celestia still felt watched. 



“Okay,” Twilight announced, “this is probably going to hurt, so let’s get started before one of us chickens out. Luna, if you plan on staying, please get behind the blast shield.”



Luna cast a languid look her sister’s way before making for the door. “I’ll leave you two alone.”



“You can stay if you’d like,” Celestia chimed in, feeling suddenly alone amongst all the medical machinery. 



“No, no.” Luna disappeared behind the blast door. “I’m saving my aura for marriage.”



“Luna!”



The blast door swung shut. Vacuumous silence rushed in to fill the space. Then one by one, Twilight began activating her machines. 



“You know,” Twilight said, “A princess’s aura hasn’t been measured in nearly 800 years. Do you remember the last time it happened?”



“I remember,” Celestia said. She eyed the machinery as it blinked to life all around her. 



“Of course. You were there.” Twilight giggled. “The books say the observation team never recovered their sight. Is that true?”



“No, only one of them went blind. The rest were fine after a few weeks.”



Twilight nodded thoughtfully. “Mmm, but they tried looking directly at it, didn’t they? We’re going to use machines to do the looking for us. Machines can’t go blind. Does that make you feel any better?”



A monitor of some kind crept into place behind Celestia and beeped. “Monumentally,” she muttered. 



Twilight’s gaze softened. The beeping dimmed to a background drone. “I know you’re concerned, but please try to relax. I promise I’ll be safe.”



“I have no doubt about that.”



“You trust me, don’t you?”



There it was. That quaver in her voice. The look in her eye. She ruled the world, yet her heart remained that of a student. The two years Celestia clept changed so much, yet so much remained the same.



“Of course I trust you,” Celestia replied. “Let’s begin.”



The eagerness flooded back into Twilight’s eyes. “It’ll be over before you know it.” 



A pale purple glow washed over the room, triggering a chorus of noise from the machines. The buzz of electronics drowned out Celestia’s thoughts. Next went her sight, lost in a blinding flash of white. Burnt ozone choked her nostrils. 



Something flashed all around her. Massive cables, sinew stretched to tensile strength, blood in veins, memories. The first memory. Trees and a shack and—



The light gave way in an instant. A machine to her right burst into flames, and the spell fell apart around her.



Twilight ran over to check on her broken machine. “This one’s not important!” she cried victoriously. “I was sure we were gonna lose one of the expensive ones, but this one’s not!”



Celestia felt cold. Was there a draft? Or was it her imagination? “Did you see it?” she asked.



“I did!” Twilight replied, still tinkering with the broken machine. “I got a ton of good readings, too.”



“Did you look at it directly?”



“Well, the machine sensors were able to--”



“Did you look at it?”



Twilight paused. “No. Alicorn eyes are stronger than regular pony eyes, but I didn’t want to chance it.”



Celestia walked over to Twilight and put her hoof under her chin. Their eyes met. Two purple. Two blue. 



“What did you see, Twilight?”



“Light. Light and fire. What did you see?”



Fragments of a memory flashed through her mind. “Colors,” she said. “And blue was one of them.”








That night, Celestia dreamed of the clearing in the forest.








Breakfast the next morning was a turgid affair. Whisps of steam rose off a bland mound of oatmeal topped with clumps of cinnamon and, absurdly, pears. 



“We hired a few of Applejack’s relatives to cater,” Twilight explained, puzzling over how to attack her own pile of pear-infused pancakes. “It’s only for a few years.”



“Nothing to us,” Celestia said. 



Luna pushed her plate away. “Guards--if you would be so kind.”



The honor guard about-faced and strode out of the room. Celestia had barely noticed them when she came in. Luna had evidently grown to enjoy her independence from the royal guard in the two years since she retired. She wondered how she was handling being back after such an absence.



Twilight took one more half-hearted bite and surrendered to the remains of her meal. She blinked the plate away, replacing it with several large binders. “I crunched some numbers last night, and though your aura is obviously off the charts powerful, it’s still pony-shaped. So that’s good.”



“That’s it?” Luna asked. 



“Not quite.” Twilight flipped through to one section of binder stuffed with loose papers and pie charts. “These equations seem to indicate an imbalance. More like diminution.”



Celestia raised an eyebrow. “Diminution?”



“Yes. Sort of. It would be nice to do a follow-up next month to corroborate this evidence.”



“What exactly does diminution mean in this context?”



“Well.” Twilight bit her lip. “It seems like your aura is getting dimmer. Relatively speaking.”



“Oh,” Celestia said.



“It’s still five million times more powerful than a regular pony’s aura. But over the course of the test its power actually dropped by point zero zero zero one percent.”



“But the test only lasted a moment. That must add up.”



Twilight looked up in puzzlement. “We ran that test for nearly an hour.” Lines of worry appeared in Celestia’s forehead. She opened her mouth, but Twilight beat her to the punch. “Now that we have a direction, we’ll need to bury ourselves in data. Celestia, I would like you to stay at the castle for daily tests. We have the best mages on staff to oversee--”



“Twilight--”



“And of course you can have your old quarters. Since the incident, I’ve made sure they were kept in tip-top shape just in case you ever needed to come back--”



“Twilight.”



Twilight fell silent. 



“Keeping me here is no doubt a tremendous imposition on your routine. You are no longer a scholar. Focus on the kingdom first and foremost.”



Twilight slumped. “But Celestia--”



“Plus, Twilight, I’m retired.” A note of sweetness snuck into Celestia’s voice. “I want to stay here too. There’s so much to catch up on from my long nap. But I have a new life to live. If you’ll allow it, I’ll return in one month, and every month after that, until we know what’s going on.”



Twilight nodded. Some of the life returned to her eyes. Ever the curious mare. Ever the faithful student. “We’ll get to the bottom of this. I promise.”








A month of errant thoughts and strange dreams came and went in the blink of an eye. When Celestia returned, Twilight embraced her like it had been another two years. 



After their next round of tests, Twilight sealed herself away in her study for nearly a week. When she finally returned, bleary-eyed and woozy, she delivered her working hypothesis.



“Ok, so, alicorns can’t really die. No one’s ever seen an alicorn die. The makers of Equestria disappeared, and then there was you and Luna, and now Cadance and me. Three generations. One here, one there, one nowhere.



“So what happened to the first ones? I don’t think they just disappeared. But they didn’t really die, either. Alicorns can’t just keel over like we—like ponies can. Their magic is too strong.”



“So you’re suggesting something else happens?” Celestia asked. 



“Exactly! Instead of a traditional death, they become one with the unbound fabric of reality. The makers didn’t disappear. They were freed from the shackles of time and space, becoming matterless and perfect in every way. 



“Freed...” Celestia pondered the thoughts for some time. “So—"



“So it’s a gradual diminution of aural essence.” 



"I melt,” Celestia said curtly.



“Not really. But yes, essentially. If it helps to think of it like that, you ‘melt’ into oneness with the universe. It’s actually kind of beautiful.”



“Storms are beautiful, when observed from a distance.”



Twilight’s ears drooped. “Sorry. But let me reiterate that this is all speculation. We just don’t know exactly what will happen. Two points of data do not a correlation make, after all!”



Celestia’s blue eyes grew distant. “I will return next month, then. We all deserve to know.”



She shied away from adding the other thought, the reason Twilight deserved to know. That one day if may happen to her, too.








A surprise awaited the alicorns when next they met. Celestia made her way from her temporary quarters in Canterlot castle to the dining area, moving in a practiced pattern down the winding corridors so as to avoid the morning patrols. She liked walking by herself. 



When she arrived, Luna spat out her cereal. Twilight nearly fainted. 



“Godsflame,” Luna sputtered, her mouth caked with half-chewed pear-io’s, “your mane!”



Celestia grabbed a silver spoon from the table and stared at her warped reflection. Sure enough, her mane had turned a comical shade of green. Light burst through in geometric patterns and scattered every which way.



Pure confoundment sealed her lips shut. The light reminded her of trees, and for a moment she could have sworn she had seen this color somewhere before.








Celestia couldn’t be sure why Twilight chose to wear librarian’s glasses. Perhaps it was some new fashion trend she had missed. Maybe she wore them simply so she could take them off. Alicorn eyes were exceptionally powerful, even when they changed colors. It’s not like she needed them. 



Still, there they were. Sitting atop her scrunched up nose, cocked slightly to one side. “I don’t know what else to tell you,” Twilight said, shifting through a stack of papers. “The evidence is trending strongly towards diminution.”



“Melting,” Celestia corrected.



“Think of it as diminution.” Twilight sounded unconvinced. “It’s a gradual process.”



“How gradual?”



Twilight tapped her glasses with a pen. “At this rate? At least eight hundred years. Probably longer.”



“That’s all?” Luna interjected. She rose from her perch in a plush corner armchair. “That’s nothing to us.”



“That’s eight lifetimes.”



“No,” Luna insisted, “not to us. Not to you. Not anymore.”



“The evidence--”



“Damn your evidence! Can’t you see something’s wrong with her?”



A whimper stopped them short. Celestia wondered who had made it. Then she heard it again and realized it was coming from her. “Diminution,” she said. “So it’s constant?”



Twilight flipped through the tables again. “Just about.” 



Celestia looked around, her stranger’s eyes suddenly unable to focus. “So in two hundred years...”



Utter turmoil crossed Twilight’s face. “I...” she grasped for the right word. “It’s all moving so fast.” 



Celestia sucked in a breath.



“Not that fast. Fast means nothing to you, right? Generations. Lifetimes. Not anytime soon at all.” The words caught in her throat. “Right?”



“Right,” Luna assured. “Nothing to us.”



Their words assuaged none of the worry. Now all that Celestia could think of was her body at fifty percent dissipation. Then sixty. Seventy. Ninety five. Icy pins ran up her spine. Godsflame. Ninety nine. 



Celestia said, “At what point do I stop being me?”



The other two alicorns shared a look, then shrugged. 



“I see.”



Celestia burst into tears.








That night, Celestia and Twilight shared tea on the balcony, like they used to when Twilight was still a pony and Celestia was still immortal. In addition to the changes in her eyes and mane, her coat had started to morph into a tin-grey. Fine flecks of rusty red dotted her flanks. Her cutie mark, the sun in all its regal glory, had begun to fade right off her flanks.



Celestia sipped her tea casually. Twilight’s cup chattered against its saucer. 



“When you see the end,” Celestia said, “you see the beginning too.”



“What do you mean?”



“I’ve been having dreams of places I thought I would never see again. Places erased by time.” She looked out over Canterlot. The familiar soft glow of lantern light lent a pleasant warmth to the evening. “What was your first memory, Twilight?”



“I don’t know. Baking cookies with my mom, probably.”



“Think back. Was it the sight of the cookies? Or the smell? Or the taste?”



Twilight swirled her tea in its cup, nearly spilling it. “The smell, I guess? I’m not sure what came first.”



Celestia hummed to herself. “My first memory was of the home Luna and I lived in before we were crowned princesses. Before we became alicorns.”



Excitement flashed in Twilight’s eyes. “Nopony mentions that in the history books.”



“That’s because history hadn’t begun yet,” she said simply.



“What was it like?”



In Celestia’s mind, she was already back at the beginning. Back at the clearing. The drone of the insects rolled softly in the distance, and the light played out in shifting geometries on the earth, scattered by the canopy of green. The shack stood stubbornly in place, collecting leaves and light. In the distance, harmless clouds loped across the sky, their long shadows never to burden this patch of earth. 



It was afternoon. Summer. Warm, like only a memory could be.
      

      
   
      The Pants Macabre


      

      
      
         Nopony liked working the early shift at Bouffant’s Bobs and Beehives.  The tips certainly weren’t good; most of Canterlot’s finest thought it beneath them to awaken before the crack of dawn to partake of such mundane necessities as a haircut.  Neither was the clientele at that hour at all interesting to a young up-and-comer counting himself lucky for landing a job at a posh Canterlot salon; most real up-and-comers were still up partying at that hour.



And yet, each day he could, Zephyr Breeze volunteered to take the early shift.  And each day, just as dawn cooked off the cool morning mists that hugged the cobbled streets of Canterlot, Zephyr Breeze would pause his snipping or sweeping to gaze out at the tall, sun-silhouetted mare who came swaying down the street with uncanny grace.  Each day, his pulse would quicken as she passed Bouffant’s, giving him a brief but tantalizing glimpse of her cold, intense eyes, dark-grey braids, and whatever black and lacy ensemble she’d chosen to wear over her ash-toned, winged frame.



Zephyr lacked the words to properly describe the elegant and gothic assemblages of black buttons, black bows, black corsets, black gowns, or other, more ephemeral sundries—also black—in which she dressed.  All he knew were the feelings of fire that the exotic pegasus excited in him, and that each day her path ended at a store across the street called “Inky’s Abyss.”



“Hey kid!” his boss would shout.  “Quit gawkin’ and get back to work!”



And each day, Zephyr sighed, wishing he felt confident enough to talk back—or better still, to walk across the street and talk to her.



But each day, all he did was sign himself up for another shift, resigning himself to the bleak abyss of pining.








“I can’t do this anymore, man,” Zephyr spoke into a darkness broken only by one tiny votive candle and its reflection.  “Every time I watch her go by, it’s like she drives another nail into my soul… and it’s like my hooves are poor pegasi trapped under ice, pounding with chill blood, yet with no way to escape.  But like, in a good way?”



He glanced up, taking in the reflections of a massive frown and single upraised eyebrow on Discord’s mismatched face.  “I have several questions,” he said slowly.  “First of all: are they still seriously telling that old schoolfilly story about summoning me by saying ‘Discord, Discord, Discord’ in a darkened bathroom?”



Zephyr shrugged. “It worked, didn’t it?”



“Only ’cause I’m paying special attention to Fluttershy’s immediate circle of relations on account of us… ah, well…”  Discord frowned deeper, letting his lips descend off the bottom of his own face.  “You are aware that I’ve… kind of… taken an interest in her?  And before you object, I’ll have you know that interest is entirely honorable and very traditional for a Draconequus spending time with a mortal.  We put our top priority on achieving mutual satisfaction at all hours of the day, night, and anytime she wants me to make it be!”



“Sure man, sure, I get it, you and Shy are friends—”



“Second question!  Where’d you even learn the word ‘man?’ I should think you’d say ‘stallion,’ if that.”  Discord narrowed his eyes.  “You haven’t been through the magic mirror, have you?”



“Look man, it doesn’t matter—”



“Third question!  Are you really so colossally oblivious that you were honest just now when you described myself and Fluttershy as ‘friends?’”



Something about Discord’s words made Zephyr wonder if he should pay closer attention to them, but he couldn’t resist groaning in frustration at now none of them seemed  to be leading in the direction he was hoping to get.  “Listen… I appreciate you coming here, but like I said, I really need some help!  I don’t know how to talk to this girl, or how to get my flank moving to just walk across the street when I see her go by.  And I… well…” Zephyr blushed with rare and genuine embarrassment. “It’s not like I got a lot of dudebros I can ask for advice with this sort of thing, y’know?”



Discord opened his jaw and wetted his lips, but then closed it again.  This repeated several times at varying cadences, before he finally said:  “Yes… I believe that.”



“So can you help me?”



After a bit of muttering and beard-scratching, a light bulb appeared over Discord’s brightening eyes.  “So what you’re saying is that if I could hook you up with something that would help get your rump over and talking to this prospective ‘big twitty goth girlfriend,’ you’ll let me get back to… ah… look: you do know what me and Fluttershy are up to, right?”



Zephyr furrowed his brow. “I don’t want my rump to talk to her.”



Discord faceclawed.  “And yet, that would probably get you to stop talking to me.  Congratulations, broseph: you’re now the proud owner of the thing that any self-described goth girl wants most dearly in this world.”



“You mean…” Zephyr gave Discord an aggressive wink.  “‘The Zeph?’”



Somehow—improbably—Discord managed to faceclaw twice, at the same time, with what looked like two of the same claw.  “I mean the tight black pants, you… oh, wait, I forgot to actually—” He snapped his lion paw, and Zephyr jerked upwards as a sudden feeling of constriction sucked itself onto his barrel, nethers, and hindlegs.



“This bathroom is darker than the emptiness of solitude itself,” the pants said in an incongruously confident and rakish Trottingham accent.



Zephyr found himself prancing from side to side due to the sheer discomfort that clamped itself down on some of his most sensitive bits. “Whoa, mama!  Discord, can you—?”



“Master Discord’s left us to fend for ourselves, I’m afraid.”



Following a few frantic glances about the small, darkened space, Zephyr reached over and flicked the light switch on, revealing his dingy apartment’s half-bath.  Sundries in cracked white tile and porcelain lurked beneath walls in aging flower-themed wallpaper.  Notably absent was the Draconequus.  But Zephyr’s eyes widened as he took in the sight of the desperately clingy pants that had somehow plastered themselves onto his back end, seemingly accentuating some parts while leaving little-to-nothing to the imagination about others…



“Pick your jaw up, mate.” Zephyr bushed beet-red as he realized it had come open. “There’s a good lad.  Now c’mon, I’ll tell you how to style that mop of yours so it’ll raise the dead.”



“My…” One of Zephyr’s hooves drifted up toward his bun on instinct.  “I… I guess… if you’re sure that you know what you’re doing…”



“Of course!  Hollow ennui is just fine on its own, but trust me: it pairs even better with breathy kisses!”



Zephyr’s eyebrows climbed and his muzzle pulled into a wide grin at the thought of sharing her embrace—



“Oi!  Quit that smiling!  You’re kin to darkness now, not some ruddy schoolcolt!”



“Oh, right… sorry…”



“Come on, where’s your confidence?! Got our work cut out for us here, we do…”








Zephyr’s summoning of Discord had taken place on Friday night, at the start of a weekend.  He’d meant to spent time talking with Discord, thinking things through, making a plan, practicing his approach, screwing up his courage, and being ready to finally cross that fateful street first thing Monday morning.



“Sod that noise,” the pants insisted.  “True lords of night don’t slumber in their graves, unless they’re literally slumbering in their graves! No, you’re gonna catch her right before her store closes on Saturday afternoon.  Play your cards right, and come Saturday night, you won’t be slumbering in that grave alone!”



And so Zephyr found himself trotting a familiar path to work, but under deeply unfamiliar personal circumstances—those being the insanely tight pants that seemingly drew everypony’s eyes that came anywhere near him, as well as the swept-forward, heavily-gelled “deathlock” manestyle that repurposed his beloved bun into a single sharp point that scooped down over his muzzle.



“Come on, now: strut! Yeah, work it!”



Zephyr blushed and squinted into the setting sun, trying to blot out the sight of wide-eyed ponies all around him on the busy sidewalk.  “You’re so tight, it’s awful hard to work it when I can barely even shuffle it!”



The pants gave a throaty guffaw.  “Just stick with me, lad, and I’ll see you through.”



The sun hung low and crimson in the purplish sky by the time Zephyr reached the wrought-iron latticework marking the entrance to Inky’s Abyss.  He glanced across the street, eyeing the nondescript white door to Bouffant’s Bobs and Beehives, and felt a surge of pride at the realization that he’d at least crossed the street!  Or maybe it was adrenaline… or maybe just nerves. His stomach danced an unsteady jig at the prospect of actually going further…



“You’ve already done the hard part, lad.  Step through the doors, and the rest is as inevitable as death itself.”



Zephyr swallowed hard and tried to screw up his courage… but then was startled by the sound of a throat clearing behind him.  He turned and beheld a pair of earth pony stallions whose coats were matted with what looked like white grease paint, and who seemed to have so much metal pierced and studded at various points that Zephyr couldn’t help thinking they’d be able to hock it for at least a month’s rent if they ever were down on their luck.



“Oh, s—sorry, guys,” Zephyr said, trying to step backwards… but his legs wouldn’t move.



“Now’s not the time to show weakness,” the pants urged. “Rule these grave-born minions!”



“I—I mean… go to heck, losers!”



The stallions stared slack-jawed at him, as if in disbelief at what they’d heard.  Zephyr felt a similar sentiment from the pants.



“I’m just… gonna go inside now…”



Zephyr unlatched the heavy iron door and pulled it open, jumping slightly at the metallic squeal it made.  He pressed inside with a determination borne more from not wanting to see if the guys outside would take his words personally than from really hoping to achieve his goal.  Sounds of a pulsing, yet somehow somber, music assailed his ears.  Similarly, his eyes beheld an almost uniform sea of black.  It overwhelmed him, and distracted him, trying to differentiate the blackness of long coats from the near-black of patterned dresses, to say nothing of the glinting blackishness of various accessories on display racks or studded through the faces of the black-clad patrons.  Zephyr stumbled through the black melee, uncertain quite where he was going—



“Agh!”



—until he plowed directly into her.



She fell back on her bottom with a sharp intake of breath, and fixed her piercing gaze upon him.  All breath fled his body in a single overwhelming instant of panic.  He wanted to reach for her, and help her to her hooves.  But instead, he stood frozen.



Fortunately, the pants were there to give him a swift kick in the butt.  Somehow.



“Ow!” Zephyr shouted, spinning about and rubbing his rump in a manner that he only regretted in hindsight.



“Now, you idiot!  Do it!  Do it now!”



“Ow… wow… whoa there, gentle… mama of the night,” Zephyr ad-libbed, struggling to recall the lines he’d practiced with the pants.  He smiled as he realized that her eyes were wide and fixated on them.  “Hey,” he said, accompanying the single word with a hoof-stroke through his mane… which he’d forgotten wasn’t back in his customary bun. “Y—You look positively ravishing.”



“Ohmigosh, where did you get those pants?”



Zephyr grinned like a fool regardless of what the pants shouted at him, because it was the first time he’d actually heard her voice.  It was deep, and it flowed like smooth honey from her lips to his ears.  Somehow he’d imagined it would be higher, or more petite—but he liked it.  It was interesting, like her.  Dark, rich, and captivating… just like her.



“Well, I’d like to tell you,” he said, remembering a line.  “But you see, miss…?”



“Inky Rose,” she said, a faint smile quirking at her lips.



“Miss Inky Rose.  Lovely, that.  Well, only problem is, I’m kinda busy right now.  I’m afraid I’d have to spend some time to talk you through the ancient and forbidden magics that I had to use to get it.”



Her smile deepened.  “Would you, now?” The words made his heart race faster; their tone was truly intoxicating.  “How much time would you need?”



He shrugged, and brushed a wing across his chest in the nonchalant manner he’d only ever managed without a prospective date present. “Maybe next time you get off, I could be there… and we’ll just have to see how much time that takes?”



Zephyr didn’t expect Inky to giggle.  She met his look of surprise with one of her own, but then covered her muzzle with a hoof and cleared her throat.  In an instant, her dark, aloof manner was intact once more, and she gave him but a single nod.  “I close at seven.  Dinner’s on you… and I make you no promises, other than listening.”



“Works for me, babe—OW!” Zephyr flinched at another slap from the pants, in the pants.  “I mean… I’ll see you there, dark mistress of my night.”



He turned away and took off walking down a random black-swathed aisle with what he hoped came off as confidence.  A few moments later, the pants started whooping.  “Oh, lad, you did it!  I can’t believe you did it!”



“Um… thanks for the vote of confidence?”



“I thought you’d stuck your hoof in your mouth for sure, but then you just kept with what we practiced… and look at you!  You’ve got a date!”



“Yeah.” Zephyr couldn’t resist smiling.  “I do!”



“But of course, you realize…” Zephyr felt an uncomfortable sensation of warmth from the pants.  “A true Lord of Darkness doesn’t count in single drops of blood; he counts in oceans of it.”



Zephyr paused in mid-stride.  “...He what?”



Without warning, the pants yanked him laterally, turning him to look across a display of black clothes at a smaller white unicorn with heavily mascara’d amber eyes and a slick black mane that included a single curl around her horn.  Her eyes went wide at his sudden movement, but soon narrowed to what appeared to be normal for her.



“Look at this pretty young thing,” the pants said languidly.  “I respect setting your sights on the store owner; she’s a haughty, intelligent creature, isn’t she?  But a pony like that is bound to have competition for her heart. You should have your iron in another fire too, for when that happens.”



Zephyr’s muzzle pulled back in horror.  The unicorn mare took a step back in some combination of surprise and disgust at his expression.  And with equal or greater disgust, Zephyr said to the pants—though more directly to the mare—“Get off my arse this instant!  The Zeph is not some two-timing hussy!”



She blanched, then backed away slowly.



“Oh, c’mon; you’re making a dog’s breakfast out of this.  Trust me, she’d be easy prey!”



“The Zeph doesn’t want ‘prey,’” Zephyr shouted, starting to tug the pants downwards with his wingtips.  “The Zeph wants a nice pegasus girl who he can fly home to dinner with mama!” His struggle intensified, as the pants seemingly clamped on tighter.  “And… preferably a little bit hotter than that dang vixen Rainbow Dash, who spent ten years leading The Zeph on, and who needs to be shown that he can totally do better!”



The pants pressed ever-upwards, shouting insistently while threatening his blood circulation in spots that Zephyr didn’t fancy losing.  And for his part, Zephyr kicked, pulled, and eventually reached around and tried to bite-tug the vile things off of him, losing his balance and falling into a display rack in the process.  The myriad garments of black fell down over his head, cutting off his ability to see beyond his immediate struggle.  There was little he could think to do but yanking in desperation, apart from cursing Discord for this odious “gift” in his few spare moments of lucid cognizance.



All at once, he felt a different kind of pressure on the back-half of his barrel, and heard another voice cutting in around the pants’ feverish ranting.  As he pulled with all his might, he felt something else slip in by his hooves and wingtips, giving him the extra strength he needed to make progress.  Inch by agonizing inch, the pants came down, barking offensively all the way—but they were coming down.  And by the time they slipped down off his cannons and fully off his hind hooves, its voice dropped to a dead silence, and its thrashing abated entirely.



Zephyr froze in that silence, dreading who or what he might find if he emerged from the relative safety of the pile of clothes on top of him.



“Hey big guy,” said a voice that speared his heart with ice.  “I figured that had to be a bit uncomfortable, but that must’ve been a serious pinch of death.  Are you okay?”



He swallowed, and struggled to bite back tears, as Inky Rose lifted the clothes off his head.  He met her cold but concerned eyes with a plaintive expression.



“I’m so sorry,” he croaked.  “I just… I thought these magic pants that my buddy Discord gave me would help me make a good impression.  Turns out they’re just a big ol’ pair of jerk, though!  And I…” He looked away from her.  “I didn’t mean to mess up your store and scare away any customers…”



“Magic pants from Discord?”



Zephyr glanced up, not expecting to find her holding them up with her wingtips, stretching them out, and examining them with a smile of startling warmth.  She turned that smile on him, and extended a hoof toward him. “How’d you get your hooves on something like this?”



“Well, I…” Zephyr blinked, fearing that she was more interested in his connections than him.



“Don’t worry,” Inky said, seeming to pick up on his concern. “It’s just… I’ve seen you in the barber shop window some mornings, looking like you wanted to say something to me.  And I guess I’ve spent enough time wondering what you’d say if you came out that door, that I totally didn’t expect you to come into my shop, try on the goth look, and show a bit of confidence.  Gotta say, you didn’t do half bad… up to a point.”



He cracked an embarrassed grin, but then took her hoof in his own.  He felt warmth radiating from it, contrary to her cold exterior.  Strength, too; she effortlessly pulled him up onto his hooves.  After dusting himself off, he gave her a shrug.  “Well, confidence or not, I kinda blew it with the magic creepy-pants, eh?”



“So they’ve been enchanted with a personality?” Inky turned back to examining them for a moment, but then shot him another smile. “Sorry; I make all the clothes that I sell here, and I’m always looking for new materials.  Chaos-infused magic fabric would be fun to play with… but… well, maybe sometime later.”  She folded the pants up with her wings and set them down on a shelf. “Maybe I can let one of my staffers close up tonight; I’d like to get to know the stallion who keeps making impressions on me a little better.”



Zephyr felt his face flush, but for once it was not at all with embarrassment.  His heart thudded audibly in his ears, and a deep smile overtook his muzzle.



“I think I’d like that,” he said, offering a hoof to her—and thrilling at the sensation of her touch.








Amidst the multi-hued chaos of the distant plane where Discord made his home, he casually folded and set down a newspaper he’d been reading, took one last puff from an ornate pipe, then winked.



“And that, my friends, is the story of how Zephyr Breeze finally got a girl in his pants.”
      

      
   
      Perfectly Imperfect


      

      
      
         "'Perfectly imperfect,'" Twilight grumbled, and Rarity could hear the quotes she wrapped the phrase in. "Whose idea was that, anyway?"



Rarity looked over the top of her glasses at the new reigning monarch of all Equestria. Twilight stood quite straight and stately on the platform in the center of the lovely Canterlot Tower studio Rarity had laid claim to, but somehow she seemed to be huddling there, the silvery pieces of the gown for her final accession ball pinned in place around her—she'd already grown an eighth of a hoofspan, rendering Rarity's original designs completely obsolete.



Fortunately, Rarity found that she didn't mind running her tape measure repeatedly across Twilight's expanded self. She licked her lips. No, she couldn't say that she minded it at all.



"And yes," Twilight went on before Rarity could pull herself together enough to comment. "I know I'm the one who said it at the press conference after that stumble-hoofed crowning ceremony. But I didn't mean for Minuette to latch onto it and make it the theme for the whole week!"



"And yet?" Unable to stop a smirk, Rarity turned her attention once more to weaving together the blue and white filaments she needed to make the perfectly imperfect thread for the gown's hem. "No words could better summarize the era into which we're leading Equestria. In fact, considering how the pony in the street considers Celestia to have been a paragon of perfection, your blunt declaration that you're not has won you a great deal of popular acclaim. I'd say Minuette has earned her first year's salary as your secretary already, and we're only five days into your administration."



The sigh Twilight blew out ruffled Rarity's mane even though she was halfway across the room. "Fine. But if Discord doesn't stop selling those t-shirts with that goofy picture of me on them..."



Silence settled in, but it felt too prickly against Rarity's hide, as itchy as unwashed wool and not at all conducive to the creative process. Staying focused on her thread, she asked, "And?"



Twilight didn't say anything, and that alone was enough to make Rarity look back up. Twilight had gotten a good deal better about sharing her anxieties over the years—and this Council of Friendship looked likely to require a great deal more sharing if it were to function. But, well, the little imperfections often brought out the true beauty in a gem, did they not?



Rarity carefully set down her partially twined thread. "If you're either ashamed to discuss whatever else is bothering you or think it's not important enough to mention, let me assure you that—"



"It's Fluttershy." Twilight's downcast face took on a rosy hue. "I...I think she's got a crush on me."



"Really?" Rarity kept her own face blank of all but the slightest expression of interest, an impenetrable mental wall snapping up to seal off every memory of Fluttershy nearly dancing about the Boutique while singing her rhapsodic and rapturous declarations concerning Twilight's beauty and strength, her gentleness and her dedication, her down-to-earth nature and her soaring magical prowess. "What makes you think that?" Rarity asked, her every effort going toward keeping her voice steady.



Again, Twilight managed to slump without altering her posture at all. "I don't know. There's probably nothing there. I'm just...just—"



"Projecting?" Her feelings something of a jumble, Rarity wanted to both drop the subject and delve deeper into it. "You think she feels something more than friendship for you because..." And for all that Twilight was the most brilliant pony Rarity had ever met, she knew that this was a thought she couldn't count on Twilight to complete on her own. "You feel something more than friendship for her?"



"What?" This time, Twilight did move, her wings flaring, her hooves stomping her legs out into a wider stance, her head snapping over, the pieces of fabric flying from her like water from a shaking dog. "No! That's the whole problem!"



Leaping forward, Rarity swept her hornglow across the scattering fabric. "Of course, darling! Of course! No need to panic!" Sweat burst across her forehead, the pieces whisking in and out of her grip, the entire ensemble seconds away from becoming a complete shambles.



Twilight's eyes went wide. "Sorry!" Magenta light wavered from her horn, and Rarity almost gasped at the firm but caressing embrace that surrounded and steadied her spellcraft. "It's okay: I've got them. You can let go."



Her throat the teeniest bit dry, Rarity withdrew and tried not to shudder at the exquisite sensation of sliding her magic delicately over the massive, pulsing power of—



"Because Fluttershy's a friend!" Twilight was saying, the fabric pieces swirling back into exactly the same spots they'd been before. "Just like you and AJ and Dash and Pinkie and Spike and Starlight and...and everypony! But Fluttershy, she...before Celestia and Luna set the date for my accession, she was dropping by the castle a lot with really interesting research questions, then staying around and helping me find the answers. Which was great, actually: she's got a first-class mind and isn't the least bit afraid of getting her hooves dusty when it comes to digging out obscure sources. But..."



The magic in the room was tamping down to a more normal level, and Rarity found she could breathe again.



"She's been so—" Twilight let out a much milder sigh. "When Rockhoof would have his storytelling sessions, she would always sit beside me and cringe against me during the scary parts. At school, she was always stopping by my office around lunchtime so we'd end up going to the cafeteria together, and she would brush my side with her wing while we walked and touch my hooves when we sat and talked. Or just this week! We've had, what, eight accession balls so far? And Fluttershy's been right there beside me the whole time! She was even talking last night about maybe hiring somepony to fill in at her animal sanctuary so she could start overseeing the menagerie here three days a week! But Sweet Feather was her dream! Why would she ever consider giving that up?"



"Safety," Rarity said without thinking. Though of course she had been thinking about the question for quite some time, trying to understand why a pony as thoroughly uninterested in sex as Fluttershy swooned so heavily over Twilight, another pony who'd never shown more than a sweetly blushing concern with carnal matters.



Of course, she'd promised Fluttershy with all the appropriate Pinkie-related rituals not to breathe a word to anypony about the increasingly elaborate fantasies she'd been whispering to Rarity ever since that fateful evening when Twilight had first unfurled her wings. But, well, these were Rarity's own hypothetical musings on the subject, not the subject itself. "Consider," she began, Twilight staring at her like she'd grown her own pair of wings. "You're currently the most powerful being in the entire world, are you not?"



Twilight's ears fell. "I—"



"Now, now." Rarity held up a hoof. "No false modesty, no equivocating, no hemming, and no hawing." She flicked little strips of silver magic into the air above her, one for each of her points as she listed them. "You're the sole and absolute ruler of Equestria. You control the sun and the moon. You have links of friendship with every civilized race of creatures from one end of creation to the other. You could, with a few words and a few gestures, cause any effect you wished to occur. And most importantly?" She slashed the fifth strip across the previous four. "You would never do anything or allow anything to harm those over whom you exercise your power."



Wishing she could quell the distress seeping over Twilight's face but knowing she couldn't, Rarity softened and lowered her voice. "Or have I misstated the situation?"



"I—" Twilight's ears had folded, and her next words came out as the barest sort of a whisper. "I never asked for any of this..."



"Exactly." Stepping up, Rarity rested a hoof on Twilight's shoulder. "What's the cynical old adage? Nopony who wants power should ever be allowed to attain it? Fluttershy yearns for a protector and a guardian, one to whom she can entrust herself entirely and without reservation. She's drawn to you like...like—" Rarity scowled slightly, her mind searching for a colorful simile but finding only clichés. "Like ducks to water. Or moths to a flame. Or something along those lines."



The silence that stretched out this time felt just as itchy, but it seemed to have more shape to it, Twilight's mental processes churning almost visibly. Yet all she said was "Wow."



"Indeed." And for all that Rarity had been contemplating this problem for years, she'd always hoped that Twilight would end up being just as enamored of Fluttershy so she could design their wedding outfits and watch them live happily ever after. Now that so much had changed, however... "I'm not certain what we can do other than gently confront her with the truth and try to ease her heartbreak as well as we're able."



"Or?" Something firm and resolute had clicked into place behind Twilight's eyes. She turned her head, flared her horn, and spoke into the ball of yellow light that flashed into being. "Minuette?"



"Right here, Twilight," that perky voice replied.



"Rarity and I have a little bit of a friendship mission we need to take care of." The pieces of the gown drifted up in Twilight's magic and settled themselves on the nearest unoccupied dress form; Rarity snatched her pincushion and quickly began jabbing them through the fabric to hold the assemblage in place. "If anything comes up that's a Level 5 or higher situation, contact me through this spell. Okay?



"You got it, Boss." The giggle that followed got an eye roll from Twilight, and the yellow light flickered over to a light green.



Twilight shook her head. "I've asked her not to call me 'Boss.'"



Rarity nodded. "Which means she'll call you that for as long as she's able to speak."



"Yep." Twilight stepped down from the raised platform, but Rarity shivered with delight to see that she still had to look up to meet that deep purple gaze. "You free for a little trip?"



"Always, Your Highness." She gave her best courtly bow.



A grumble met her ears, then white light flooded her vision.








The swaying motion that gently rocked Rarity made her think of a vessel at sea. Unsurprising, she supposed, since she was sitting on a sofa in Discord's slightly undulating front room.



"—which is when you'll come popping in!" Twilight was saying, bouncing slightly next to Rarity. Their host sprawled in a hammock hanging from empty air on the other side of what apparently served as the coffee table here: a large slab of chocolate sheet cake supported on the backs of four tiny, snoozing elephants. "You'll take on the whole flock of harpies," Twilight continued, "and don't worry: I've been studying winged battle techniques, so they'll be enchanted in such a way to give you a good fight. But in the end, you'll defeat them, save me and Fluttershy both, and show her that you're a more powerful protector than I am! That's sure to take care of her crush on me!"



Discord took another bite from the rim of his tea cup—it was a mint tea, Rarity had been surprised to discover; she'd half expected it to be paprika or garlic or the like. He chewed the ceramic crunchily for a moment, then leaned sideways in his hammock, set his cup down on the cake table with a squish, and said, "I don't know how I managed to stay Lord of Chaos this long with you around for competition, Twilight."



Twilight's head pulled back. "But...I only put the chaotic parts in so you'd feel more comfortable! I wanted to make it more—"



Sighing loudly, he began spinning in the hammock, faster and faster till the whole thing became a blur and he shot out toward the ceiling. "Amateurs!" he announced, and with a snap of his lion claws, a straw hat mashed itself into place between his horns. "But now that you're forcing me into action, let me show you how this sort of chaos is properly done!"



Another snap set everything swirling across Rarity's vision, and when she blinked it clear, she blinked some more to find herself in Fluttershy's front room. Twilight was standing beside her, and Fluttershy was turning from the bookcase she'd been dusting, her eyes going wide and her jaw loosening to let the feather duster fall to the floor. "Oh! Umm, hello," she said after a shaky set of heartbearts.



"Fluttershy?" Discord's baritone asked from behind Rarity, but before she could turn, he stepped around Twilight's other side, a green and red striped vest wrapped tightly around his middle. "The events of the past several moons have taught me a great deal and given me more than a great deal to think about. And the answer I keep coming back to again and again, the only possible course of action that will truly lead me to become the person I want to be—and the person you want me to be—is the following."



Going down onto one knee, Discord pulled a small hinged box from the air, and Rarity's entire mane threatened to leap away from her neck. He couldn't possibly mean to—!



Everything everywhere stopped as far as Rarity could tell when Discord opened the box, and three pink-and-blue butterflies fluttered out holding what appeared to be a surprisingly tasteful fascinator, three pearls arching delicately up from the double row of its overlapping, coral blue curls. "Fluttershy, will you marry me?"



Twilight and Fluttershy gasped, but Rarity had already passed beyond that, her mind frantically trying to imagine a tuxedo that would be both stylish and undeniably discordian.



"Marry you?" Fluttershy was shifting her wide-eyed gaze back and forth between the fascinator and Discord's smiling face. "You...you mean it?"



"My dearest, sweetest, loveliest marvel." The box vanished, and Discord reached out to take Fluttershy's forehooves in his lion paw and eagle claw, the butterflies hovering above them. "I've never meant anything more in the thousands and thousands of years that I've existed. I say 'existed' because I didn't fully live till you showed me what the word means. And you showed me what 'friendship' means, and you showed me what 'love' means. And while I'm sure I'll continue to flail and fail, I'm hoping you'll never doubt one thing: that I love you and want to spend the rest of eternity with you."



"Yes!" Practically glowing, her wings vibrating behind her like a hummingbird's, Fluttershy sprang forward to wrap an embrace around Discord's midsection. "Oh, Discord! You've made me the happiest pony in Equestria!"



Discord swiveled his head, blew a bright orange bubble with the words "And that's chaos" flashing purple and green along the side, and puffed it to drift toward a gaping Twilight. He then bent down, touched a kiss between Fluttershy's ears, and when he straightened, the fascinator had tied her mane back into a curving ponytail.



Then Fluttershy was leaping across the room and grabbing Rarity so tightly, she thought she felt her ribs shift. "Oh, Rarity! It's a dream come true! I'm so glad you were here to see it!"



The pressure vanished as quickly as it had appeared, Rarity gasping at Fluttershy hugging Twilight. "Oh, and Twilight, you, too! Especially you!"



"Me?" Twilight sounded like she'd been kicked in the stomach rather than hugged. "But why? I...I thought...I was sure—"



"Because," Fluttershy said, stepping back, her cheeks almost the same color as her mane, "I've always had kind of a mare crush on you. You're just so smart and funny and always in control even when you're panicking. And if you hadn't come to Ponyville and tipped my whole life over sideways, I never would've become the pony I always dreamed of being, a pony who could want things, a pony who could go out and get the things she wanted." She looked back at Discord. "A pony who could dare love a mischievous spirit of disharmony."



Discord held up two lion claws. "I promise: we can start harmonizing as soon as I figure out whether I'm a mezzo-verismo or a barelytone."



With a giggle, Fluttershy flapped back into Discord's arms. "If you grew another head or two, you could harmonize with yourself."



Little fireworks popped from Discord's ears. "You see?" His arms stretched till they'd encircled the both of them several times. "She gets me! She really, truly gets me!"



Fluttershy squiggled up along Discord's frame till she was within range to poke her snout into his. "And now, you get me," she said.



And for all that Rarity wanted to stay and watch the unfolding cuteness, propriety dictated that she grab a still-gaping Twilight in a bubble of magic and start dragging her toward the cottage door.








From the head table, Rarity watched Fluttershy and Discord swaying together to some romantic tune that had doubtless been popular when her parents were young. To her ears, it would've sounded better with more violins and fewer kazoos, but, well, it wasn't her wedding. And the two of them just looked so blissful out there, foreheads touching and gazes locked...



With a sigh, Twilight dropped into the empty space to Rarity's left. "Well, at least we've got cider instead of applesauce." The flute in front of her rose in a cloud of magenta and waggled itself. "A toast to love and friendship?"



"Hear, hear." Rarity picked up her own cider glass, clinked it against Twilight's, and took a sip. "And this is quite the site for the reception." She nodded toward the dark blue draperies overhead. "We had ten balls the week of your accession, and I still don't believe I've ever set hoof in this room before tonight."



Twilight drained her glass. "According to Lemon Hearts, the palace has two dozen ballrooms, and even she wasn't sure the last time this one got used." She shook her head. "There's a lot of airing out that needs to be done around here."



"Indeed." Another sip bolstering her, Rarity turned in her most nonchalant manner to ask, "And how are you doing?"



"Me?" Twilight shrugged, and Rarity couldn't help but notice once again how magnificent Twilight looked in the crown, golden shoes, and peytral she'd worn while presiding over the ceremony. "I'm pretty sure Discord made up all those 'ancient draconequus marriage traditions' he insisted we observe, but the yodeling pumpkins really added something, all things considered."



Rarity waited, her eyes partway closed and not breaking contact with Twilight's.



For a moment, Twilight just blinked, but then she did that whole slumping-without-slumping thing she'd been doing lately. "I don't know," she said, her voice barely reaching Rarity's ears above the soft melody. "What was it Fluttershy said the afternoon that Discord proposed? That she'd always had a 'mare crush' on me? I had to look the phrase up in the Dictionary of Modern Philology, and I'm still not sure what it means! But..." Twilight shifted her head till she was looking out at the dance floor again, other couples moving now to join Fluttershy and Discord. "I really enjoyed being on the receiving end of it there for a while..."



"Ah." Rarity took another sip of the cider for good measure. "But you're now the Monarch of Equestria. I'll wager you're already the idol of millions, ponies and non-ponies alike."



The whicker that Twilight puffed out tickled Rarity's mane and made her shiver just a bit. "I can feel them all, actually," Twilight murmured, "the friendly thoughts creatures are sending my way from every part of the world. It fills me with the most incredible magic, but I..." She reached out, the tiniest sour scent of fear coming into her usual jasmine and rosewater aroma, and touched Rarity's hoof. "I wouldn't mind something a little more...personal, I guess..."



It took all Rarity's strength not to throw herself into Twilight's arms, and she was only partially successful in stifling the parts of her body and mind that were squealing their joy at having true royalty notice her at last. Carefully, she raised her other hoof and rested it atop Twilight's. "I will be happy to provide any and all solace I can, darling," she murmured.



She could feel Twilight's pulse racing through the hoof she was holding. "So if," Twilight said, her voice more than a little husky, "I were to, say, give orders that any time you were in town and wanted to see me, you were to be shown straight up to my chambers so we could...talk..." Twilight swallowed so hard, Rarity could hear it. "That'd be okay with you?"



Smiling then was easier than anything Rarity had done in a fortnight. "I've always enjoyed talking with you, Twilight, and I think I'll enjoy"—she put in exactly as much of a pause as Twilight had—"talking with you as well."



A fold of Twilight's magic wafted out and stroked the air an inch away from Rarity's cheek in a display of power and control that still quivered with the most exquisite sort of uncertainty. Her composure almost shattering, Rarity turned quickly to look for a topic of discussion—and found one swaying half-dreamily and half-drunkenly to the music beside Discord and Fluttershy. "For instance, we could talk about how Rainbow Dash and Applejack appear to be dancing together."



Twilight's perfectly imperfect magical caress froze, her eyes going wide and her body slewing around to stare at the dance floor.



"But then..." Rarity rested her eyes on the curl of Twilight Sparkle's neck. "Weddings do tend to bring out the romantic in one, do they not?"
      

      
   
      Stick to the Script


      

      
      
              “Shh shh shh! Here she comes!” whispered Flying In.



     The conversation died off abruptly as Film Magic approached and took her seat with the rest of the cast at the restaurant table.



     For a moment, nopony said a word. Especially not Soft Sticks. She had stayed quiet during the conversation—watching, listening—and she stayed quiet now.



     “So, how was everypony’s day?” asked Film Magic.



     Soft Sticks glanced around the table. Flying In had just shoved a hoofful of hay fries into her mouth. Last Looks was levitating her empty fork in her magic, a wedge missing from her pancakes. Smart Slate was glancing around the table too, her eyes making a connection with Soft’s. Crafty and Half Apple were sitting on either side of her, and she didn’t want to make her unease obvious by turning her head that far.



     Smart Slate looked back at Enigma. “It was fine.”



     “I think we’re all just tired after the shoot,” Soft Sticks offered.



     Film frowned. “Yeah.” She glanced around the table.



     She’s reading us. Soft Sticks forced a neutral expression onto her face. She fidgeted with her wings for a moment, then reached a hoof out to her milkshake.



     Film sighed. “Listen, I’m sorry about what happened today. I didn’t mean for anypony to get the wrong idea about that scene we did.”



     Soft Sticks drank from her milkshake slowly as she scrambled to put together a response in her head.



     “Everypony makes mistakes from time to time,” said Crafty. “That’s what the show’s about. Teaching colts and fillies about life.”



     “Everypony has a script, too,” said Flying In. “This isn’t ad lib hour. We’re supposed to be professionals.”



     Soft Sticks swallowed hard.



     Film picked up her knife and fork in her magic. “I know! But I did what my character would have done! It was in the moment and—”



     “It’s not your creative vision,” said Last Looks. “It was the director’s. You and I are just—”



     “We’re just actresses. I know.”



     “Well then why did you—”



     “I don’t know!” Film Magic dropped her gaze and levitated her utensils back down beside her plate.



     Half Apple took a sip of water, then returned the glass to its spot. “We can’t help you unless we know why you did it. If you don’t tell us why you did it, there’s a very real chance this is just going to happen again.”



     Soft Sticks shifted in her seat, angling herself more towards Film. She watched as Film’s broken, indignant features gave way to an expression of defeat under Half Apple’s words. “You’re right,” she whispered.



     Soft Sticks reached for her fork with a wing, and took her next bite in silence.








     It had been half an hour since Soft Sticks had pulled up Film’s number on her phone Her makeup was gone, her tail extensions out, and the three butterflies on her flank had yielded to a film slate. Just one task remained as she lay there in her bed, but nothing she’d spoken into her phone had sounded good enough to send. Each time, she’d get a nice block of text, then second-guess herself and start over. She sighed frustratedly and ran her yellow feathers through her long pink mane in preparation to try again.



     “I know what everypony said about you, comma, but I don’t think you’re a bad pony. Period. We all are your friends, comma, and we all care about you. Period. Film, comma, did you really mean what you said about not renewing your contract with the show? Question mark?” She would have said more, but her voice caught in her throat. She knew what would happen now that her train of thought had stopped, and sure enough her phone beeped up at her a moment later.



     Send Message?




     She’d been at this for half an hour and this was the best she could come up with? Forget perfect, this wasn’t even really all that good. She sighed. “Send.”



     Her phone beeped again.



     Message sent.




     Her phone buzzed less than a minute later. Despite the short amount of time, a sizable amount of text now sat in front of her. Lucky unicorn.



     You heard what they said. We’re supposed to be professionals. It’s not ad lib hour, it’s not my vision. And all that was in front of the guest star! Berated by the director, glared at by the crew, and unsupported by my fellow cast! Yes, I’m going to be leaving the show after this season. They don’t think I’m professional enough, as you know. So I’m going somewhere else. I wasted everypony’s time on set, and I blew all those takes because I thought I knew what the scene needed. But nopony needed or wanted it, or me




     Soft bit her lip and nodded. Oh boy. Time wasn’t on her side here. Film could type up responses two or three times as fast as she could, even if she wasn’t trying to get every word as close to perfect as possible.



     She took a moment to collect her thoughts before she began. “We don’t think that way about you. Period. I was there in the restaurant, comma, and though I didn’t say much I heard everything. Period. They’re really just shocked that you did it. Period.” Her phone beeped again. “Send.”



     She pulled the covers up to her neck and put her phone on the nightstand. It vibrated no sooner than she had set it down. She reached back over and picked it up.



     I broke the chain of command! I wasted everypony’s time on set, I snubbed my muzzle at the director’s vision, and now none of my co-stars want to even be on set with me! There’s no coming back from that. If it weren’t for my contract, I wouldn’t even have a job now. I figure I’ll save the studio the paperwork and just not renew my contract.




     Soft Sticks rubbed her face with her hooves as she mulled over the reply in her head. She tossed her head side to side for a few minutes as she pieced the varied thoughts together. Then, she held up her phone again.



     “Film, comma, I know you have a passion for this show. Period. You truly believe the message we’re putting in this show for all the colts and fillies, comma, and it shows. Period. You’ve seen all the excited colts and fillies and families and even adult fans who attend the conventions, comma, who can’t get enough of this show and who’ve had their lives changed by it. Period. I’ve seen that same change in my own life and I know you must see it in yours. Period. The way you talk shows you really believe what you’re saying when you get behind the camera as Starlight Glimmer. Period.” She paused and took a breath, then looked over what she’d written.



     She tapped the screen with a hoof and added one more sentence. “I want you to know that whatever happens with this situation I’m still your friend, comma, and that won’t change no matter what. Period.”



     She wanted to let herself fall asleep. Sleep called to her, and her alarm by her bed shone foreboding red numbers at her. Five more minutes, she thought to herself.



     Four minutes passed until she got a reply. The length of time made her worried she’d have a novella to respond to, but there were only a few words.



     No matter what?




     Soft smiled as she felt a sense of relief wash over her. “No matter what” she said. She blinked away tears as she tapped the send button with a hoof.








     “Sound.”



     “Sound speeding.”



     Soft Sticks shifted her weight among her hooves as she stood in the marketplace set. The morning sun warmed her coat and wings as she rehearsed her first line in her head one last time. She glanced over at Film Magic, and for a moment wondered if she would stick to her lines.



     “Camera.”



     “Camera rolling.”



     For just a moment, Soft Sticks wondered if Film was going to botch the scene again. She mentally scolded herself for even thinking it. This couldn’t be “just a scene.” She couldn’t be Soft Sticks. She had to be Fluttershy, in Equestria, talking to Starlight Glimmer. Anything else, and she might get out of character and botch the scene.



     “Marker.”



     “Scene 13C, Take 1.”



     Here we go. Yay.



     “And action.”



     They started walking down the street.



     “I’m just not sure,” said Fluttershy. “Pinkie Pie has really made up her mind about the Appleoosa Bake-Off. You know how much baking means to her.”



     “I know. But the rest of us are all so busy with our jobs here in Ponyville. I know how disappointing it would be for her to have to go alone.” Starlight turned her head and stared off to the side of the camera. “So far away from all her friends.”



     “Well, I talked with her this morning, and I think she’ll be ok with going alone but…” she bit her lip.



     Then, she stopped.



     Oh no! That’s not our blocking! We’re supposed to keep going! Soft Sticks had no choice but to stand there, or else start walking again and look awkward. Luckily Film Magic stopped a step ahead of her.



     “...but I’m terrified! I’m terrified that if I go behind her back and tell her Applejack actually does need her new pie flavors, she’ll be upset because she told me not to say anything to Applejack! And I’m afraid if I let her go to Appleoosa with terrible-tasting pies, she’ll be upset there too!” At the end of her line, Fluttershy broke down crying. That wasn’t in the script either.



     Starlight stood facing her from the side forming a V which pointed toward the camera, then she placed a hoof on Fluttershy’s shoulder. “I may not have known Pinkie Pie as long as you have, but I do have Twilight’s journal. If your friends are going through something, you should help them. I know Pinkie and Applejack had a falling out, but they’re still friends. Pinkie gave Applejack one of her new pies, and because of that she thinks Applejack doesn’t want any of her pies. She’s taking her pies to Appleoosa because she’s trying to protect herself from being rejected again.”



     Fluttershy sniffed. “So I should go behind her back and tell Pinkie Pie anyways?”



     Starlight smiled. “I think you should. After all, Applejack doesn’t hate Pinkie Pie over a pie! That’d just be silly!”



     “Even if it was pineapple and jalapeno?”



     “There’s nothing more disgusting than pineapple and jalapeno, but there’s nothing better than a friend.”



     Fluttershy threw her forelegs around a thoroughly unprepared Starlight Glimmer. “Oh, thank you, Starlight!” she said as she felt a fresh wave of emotion crash over her. “Thank you so much.”



     “Glad—I could help,” Starlight choked out.



     “Aaand cut. Good scene.”



     Soft Sticks didn’t let go. “Thank you, Film. Thank you.”



     “I—You’re welcome? I don’t understand.”



     “I know.”








     Soft Sticks watched as Film Magic walked down the street from the studio towards her apartment. “Well, there she goes,” said Half Apple. She kicked a pebble off the sidewalk into the street. “I just wish we could have done more for her.”



     “She’s on the call sheet for tomorrow,” Soft said. “Do you think she’ll show up or call in?”



     “She may want to go ahead and take a day off after what’s happened. I don’t know. Might help her.”



     Soft turned towards Half Apple. “Unless she’s too busy thinking about what she did. Alone at home with no friends and  nothing to do.”



     Half turned her head a moment later. “She’s had a rough couple of days. I hope she gets a little break to get back on her hooves.”



     “I do too.”



     Soft Sticks heard somepony walk up beside her. She turned to see Smart Slate standing staring off at Film Magic. “I called her last night. Tried to get her to rethink. I’m not sure it did much.”



     “I texted her,” said Soft.



     “She thinks because we didn’t say anything that we hate her,” Smart Slate continued.



     “You know she’s not been well lately,” said Half Apple. “I’m sure that’s not helping her work through her difficulties right now.”



     Soft nodded slowly, her eyes fixed on Film. She knew the condition Half Apple was describing. Did she dare think the word? The name of the dark, smothering cloud that she’d felt before creeping into her own life. She knew the old battles she’d fought and won, and how fragile they sometimes felt at times as she found herself picking at old scars.



     “Her… depression?” she asked.



     “Yeah,” Half Apple said. 



     “Depression is the fucking worst,” said Crafty as she approached from behind.



     Just the pony I wanted to see.



     Soft Sticks stepped forward and turned around. “Ok, hear me out. You know the episode we’ve been shooting this week?”



     “You mean ‘Bake It till Ya Make It?’” asked Crafty.



     “What does Pinkie Pie do for Applejack?”



     “She bakes her a pineapple jalapeno pie,” Crafty said with a shudder. “Except I hate pineapples and jalapenos.”



     She turned to Half Apple. “And how does Applejack react?”

1     Half Apple chortled. “Like any pony with half a sense of taste would.”



     “And then what does Pinkie Pie do?”



     "Her character regresses all the way to Season One 'Party of One,'" she said, rolling her eyes.



     "No! What does she do?" 



     "She decides to leave," said Smart Slate. "Soft Sticks, what are you getting at?" 



     "She wants us to make up with Film Magic," Half Apple said. 



     "We already tried," said Smart Slate.



     "But she still wants to leave because she still thinks we hate her, which we don't."



     "So," Soft continued, "we do what Fluttershy did."



     Soft raised an eyebrow. "We… go behind her back? Tell her we're giving her some time, then throw her a surprise party like our characters all do for Pinkie in the episode?"



     "Hey, it worked in Season One," said Crafty. 



     Soft snorted and stomped a hoof. "We remind her she's our friend!" She began pacing in front of them. "You know how each episode is. It's almost formulaic at this point. Everypony ignores the obvious solution to the episode's problem so the drama can reach its climax, even though it could have been avoided if we just would have communicated."



     Somepony snorted from beside the building. "You think it'll be that easy?" asked Flying In. "You think life's problems resolve themselves in twenty-two minutes like they're some kind of 'friendship problem' in a show for little fillies?" she said, making air quotes with her sky-blue feathers. "She'll come back to work with us in a season or two, if she comes back at all. Nothing more we can do about it." She turned and began to fly away.



     Soft Sticks laid her ears against her head. "So then why are you teaching little fillies things like in the show of you don't believe them in real life? You think those lessons stay with Rainbow Dash on a film set called Equestria?" 



     Flying In stopped and turned halfway around. "Because it's a good business model to teach colts and fillies good morals in a story."



     Soft's wings shot out to the side as tears came to her eyes. "I don't believe that!" she said. "I know this show isn't that shallow and I know Film thinks the same way! I've learned so much about myself from this stupid, silly fillies' show. I've grown, I've become a better pony. I know there's more here than a business model. You haven't even talked to her since then, have you?"



     Flying In didn't say a word. She hovered there a moment longer, lowered her head, and flew away. It was answer enough for Soft. She shook her head and turned around. “I know how much this show means to Film Magic. I see it in her acting. She lives this show. If you believe in this show and what it stands for, will you help me?”



     “We’re with you,” said Smart Slate. “But we’ve already talked to her individually, and her mind seems set.”



     “That’s ok. I have an idea.”








     “I can’t even pretend to like my own prop in my own scene,” Crafty said at lunch. “Every time I touch that pie, my stomach turns inside out.”



     "I mean, I'd try a pineapple jalapeño pie," said Film Magic.



     Everypony stared. "That's disgusting," said Flying In. 



     “Sickening. Revolting,” said Last Looks.



     “Are they actually going to make you take a bite of it?” asked Smart Slate



     “I don’t think it’s actually pineapples and jalapenos,” said Film Magic. “It’s all just pretend while we’re on stage. It’s all fake.”



     Soft Sticks glanced around the lunch table. “Actually, about that,” she began. “I’ve learned a lot about real life from something that’s ‘just fake.’”



     “I know what you mean,” said Film Magic. “I’m with you about the morals we have for the fillies, but you know not all the props are real. We don’t really have a draconequus here. That’s just a puppet with motion capture technology.”



     “I think Soft Sticks speaks for all of us when she says she’s learned a lot about herself because of the show,” said Soft Sticks as she leaned forward onto the table. She stared first at Flying In, then at Film Magic.



     “What do you mean?”



     Soft Sticks felt reluctance building in her as her mind raced to put her thoughts in order. “We… wanted to ask your forgiveness for how we acted the other day following your… mishap.”



     Film raised her hooves to her face. “Not this again.”



     “Yes this again,” said Half Apple. “Because we want to be your friend, and we want you on set with us for next season.”



     “Nopony likes pineapple jalapeno pies,” Soft Sticks said. “Well, nopony except Pinkie Pie. But nopony real. You wouldn’t say Pinkie’s a bad baker because she made one bad pie, just like we wouldn’t say you’re a bad actress because you—”



     “—stole everypony’s time and made a foal of myself in front of the director, the special guest, the crew, and all of you.”



     “Well, I was going to say ‘improved a scene.’”



     “What’s good for one director isn’t necessarily good for another,” said Half Apple. “All directors are ok with a little improv. Some are ok with a lot.”



     “What about when I blew my blocking for our scene yesterday?” asked Soft Sticks. “Final Cut loved that scene.”



     Film Magic sat there blinking.



     “And what about the actual message of that episode?”



     Film rolled her eyes.  “You should go behind your friends’ back if they’re making a bad decision?”



     Soft Sticks reached across the table and took Film’s hoof in her own. “Because you care about them, and you don’t want them to make the wrong choice in the heat of the moment.”



     Film looked down at her hoof, then up at Soft Sticks, mouth agape. “So, this whole conversation, you’ve been—”



     “—asking you to let us help you. I know how invested you are in this show. What are you really planning after you leave at the end of the season?”



     “Well, my agent could probably find something.”



     “I know you’ve learned a lot about yourself here on this show, Film. Do you really think it’s just a silly fillies’ show, or something real?”



     Soft watched as Film’s eyes watered, then her lip trembled, then her head fell onto the back of her front leg.



     “We’re your friends, Film Magic.”



     “All of us are,” Smart Slate said, placing her hoof on top of Soft’s. Half Apple was next, then Crafty then Last Looks, and even Flying In.



     “Thank you, girls,” Film said through her tears. “Thank you.”








     Film Magic looked over the letter of resignation she had written. Somehow it just didn’t seem good enough any more. She looked over her former decisions with doubt and scrutiny, wondering if she really was making the right decision. She held her phone in her magic, her grip weak as it it could give out at any time.



     But she had a call she needed to make with her agent. She pulled up his contact and pressed the call button.



     It rang. On the second ring, he picked up.



     “Hey, Film. What’s up?”



     “You can stop looking now. I’m staying.”
      

      
   
      Hooked


      

      
      
         (No spoilers, unless you are a cabbage or something.)



It was a standard morning in Ponytown, one of the happiest places in Ponyworld, which is an awful lot like Equestria except that this world has four regular seasons instead of nine.



A pair of nameless humans were walking down the street. Let’s say they’re Aaron and Annette. Both were dressed sharply in blue suede outfits and were deep in an animated discussion.



“… It totally works,” said Annette. “They don’t even have to have ever heard a note of the song!”



“You’re shitting me,” said Aaron. “How could they possibly know? It’s human music.”



“Maybe their extra-material brains can reach across dimensions and retrieve the sheet music from the pulsating rim of Cthulhu’s anus, from where all pop music is spawned,” said Annette. “But fuck you if you don’t trust me. Just pick some random pony here and we’ll give it a go.”



“Damn straight, we’re gonna try this, right now! I choose… her!” Aaron pointed to Background Pony #832.



Beepee 832 had her rump planted on a tuft of grass by the side of the street and was staring into the sky as she contemplated the deep philosophical question of whether holes have moles or moles have holes. A pair of grim intent shadows fell over her and she looked up with a puzzled but cheerful grin.



Aaron and Annette leaned down over her, grinning curly-cornered smiles with their hands clasped behind their backs.



“H-hello…?” said the pony, looking back and forth between their faces.



Suddenly, Aaron and Annette started to chant in unison.



Ooga-chakka, ooga ooga, ooga chakka, ooga ooga…



Beepee still looked endearingly confused, then her eyes got a faraway look and her pupils widened. Aaron and Annette continued to chant. Ooga-chakka, ooga ooga…



The wide eyed look started to turn to a look of horror. Beepee whined softly, and cartoonish drops of sweat formed on her brow. Ooga-chakka, ooga ooga…



Beepee bit her lip and started to tremble.



Ooga chakka, ooga ooga…



Beepee squirmed and gritted her teeth as if she had to pee, but it was too late. Her lips parted and the music came forth:



“I can’t stop this feeling, deep inside of me…” Beepee clamped her hooves over her mouth but the damage was done. She couldn’t hold it back now.



Aaron’s eyes lit up in surprise and glee, Annette smiled grimly. They continues to chant and Beepee continued to sing, her little tail twitching and her eyes fixed on a point beyond the horizon.



“Perhaps she doesn’t realize what we did to her,” whispered Aaron.



“Why not hold her in your arms real tight? That’ll tell her everything’s all right,” replied Annette.



Aaron reached down to pick the quivering little pony up as she posed and sang.



“I-ay-yai-iiiiii--” Boom boom went her little sharp rear hooves on the ground. “--I’m hooked on a feeling… And I’m high on believing…”



The song’s influence continued to spread. Ponies were starting to lift their heads and swivel their ears. Aaron carried BP off down the street as Annette marched along in time. Every time there was a Boom Boom, Aaron swung Beepee over so her hooves could slam against a convenient building, park bench or baby carriage. “I turn the pony to Boom Boom,” he explained to no one.



As Beepee sang and they marched along, various citizens got caught up in the song. The pink party pony was drawn in with a smooch. Then the tipsy berry-colored pony stumbled in. The nurse rushed forth with a hypodermic full of antidote, but it went uninjected as she got caught up and joined in the chorus. 



“That you’re in love with meeeeeee!”



The chorus of involved ponies grew. Saxophones and guitars materialized and dozens of hooves were thumping on the street to the Boom Booms, sending tremors through the ground and into the bedrock…








Far off in Banterrot castle, the Royal Horses were smoking a hookah loaded with phoenix ashes when there was a terrible disturbance. In the corner was an ornate sculptural mechanism consisting of a decorated central column that resembled the castle, with eight small pony statues circling it and facing inward. In response to an unseen quiver, one of the ponies lifted its tail and deposited a small marble in a tiny glass dish with an adorable little clink.



“Aha, sister!” cried the Royal Moonhorse. “The seismic detector worked just as I intended. We have another outbreak, southeast of here!” She turned to another machine that generated a long strip of paper with squiggly lines on it. “The distinctive double bump! It is the “Hook” song that has caused so much chaos amongst our subjects! And it lies in the direction of Ponytown!”



The Royal Sunhorse finished sipping her haytea. “This will not stand. We warned the humans with no names about repeating this foul scenario. Let Us go now and remind them of Our displeasure! Horseguards, assemble!”








Fires were breaking out in Ponytown by the time the Horsisters arrived, and the taller buildings were swaying to the unholy music. Citizens had taken to the streets, chanting rhythmically from the balconies, windows and treetops. The famous singer/actor, Hasselhoof, was standing on a cloud accompanied by two cherubic pegasi as he belted out his own take on the pernicious melody. Another pegasus, trapped in his cloudhouse and overwhelmed by the music, horked on the ceiling.



“Argh, this song was so good before they added that ooba-booba nonsense!” growled Sunhorse as their chariot cruised above the town, seeking the center of the infection.



“Bejaysus,” muttered a guard as he dodged a flock of shrieking birds. The wind blew, swayed the chariot, and ruffled everyone’s manes and feathers for miles around.



“Weather’s going out of control, sis,” said Moonhorse. “We must act soon. There stand the peccant apes!”



Aaron and Anonette had reached the gazebo at town center, surrounded by hordes of chanting ponies. They were unable to stop it even if they wanted; the course of events had swept them into its currents and they clung to Beepee as if she was a magical amulet of certainty and reason, and not just a tiny sweaty fuzzy horse.



“All the good love, when we’re all alone…” sang the crowd as the chariot descended. They were too far gone to genuflect properly towards the Royal Presences, and Sunhorse made a mental reminder to bump the property taxes up by a percentage point or three at the next legislative session



The chariot landed and two guards rushed towards the humans. Aaron lifted Beepee at just the right time, and the boomp-boomp of her hooves struck down one guard, then another. 



“Have you the countersong ready, sister?” cried Moonhorse over the din.



“Hold them a bit longer; Cthulhu’s nether regions are more troublesome to locate nowadays. Ah!” Through a flaming hole in the air that connected with eldritch and unwholesome realms, the antithetical notes poured forth:



Gonna find my baby, gonna hold her tight

Gonna grab some afternoon delight…



“Boo! No fair!” cried the disappointed humans. “That isn’t even music, it’s just chanting!”



As the insipid melody filled the air around them, the ponies were blinking, shaking their heads and sneezing, then breaking free of Crowdsung influences, to glare at their tormentors with irritated or disappointed expressions. They started rushing off to tend to burning food in ovens, change diapers on piss-soaked infants, and adjust control rods to dampen runaway thaumic reactions.



As the area cleared and the solemn Royals approached the anthropoid perpetrators, Aaron smiled blithely and set Beepee down, where she promptly stiffened and fell over on her side. Annette stood with a curious expression on her face, her hand in her pocket.



“Moon?” said Sunhorse, her eyes almost literally ablaze.



“Not my moon, I pray you, sister,” said Moonhorse. “Petrification?”



“I wouldn’t want those ugly statues in my gardens. Banishment to the Muzak recording studios?”



“That seems fair. Humans, have you aught to say before we pronounce judgement upon you?”



“Your Haynesses,” said Annette, “we do have one statement.”



She brought from her pocket a small music player, and pressed play. Out came the brassy strains of Yakety Sax. In the instant when the Royals were taken aback, the humans vanished, leaving behind dust clouds shaped just like them.



As the music faded into the distance, Aaron and Annette fled from Ponytown and over the hills at top speed, pursued by a pair of galloping and cursing Horsegods who launched firebolts that always comically went awry before hitting their targets.
      

      
   
      Dead Griffon Walking


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Daring Ponies


      

      
      
         The sound of scribbling could be heard from the other room.

 

Quibble looked at the clock. Three in the afternoon, and Wind didn’t do as much as take a break. She told Clear Sky that she was too busy trying to figure it out. He picked up the book off his desk and took a deep breath. His heart was beating out of his chest, but he needed to do this. Otherwise the book would’ve been a total waste.



He tip-hooved through the hallway. As he did, he smelled the book as he held it in his hooves. Ah, the smell of new paper and printing. Always seemed to calm him. Made it seem like a new beginning each time, a journey.

 

He slipped into his daughter’s room and tapped on the doorframe.

 

Wind Sprint didn’t take her eyes off the paper on her desk. “Not now, Dad. I have to finish this before Monday.”

 

“You need to take a break. You’ve haven’t even showered yet,” Quibble started. It was true. His daughter had spent all of yesterday evening trying to get her assignment done. She’d fallen asleep at her desk, and she was at it again at eleven in the morning. She’d even turned down lunch.

 

Wind Sprint shook her head and kept her eyes on the paper. She’d go back and forth between the textbook, trying to figure things out. She placed her hooves on her head and screamed. “I can’t do this!”

 

Quibble tilted his head. “Why not?”

 

“Let’s face it! I’m never going to learn Equestria’s history!” She threw her hooves up in the air. “I give up!”

 

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Quibble eased. “I know you are trying, you just need a break!” Quibble held out his book. “How about I read you a story?”

 

Wind Sprint turned to him and read the title. “Daring Do and the Pearl of Solomare.” She rolled her eyes and turned back to her assignment. “I’m trying to get a good grade like you and Mom asked, and you suggest Daring Do?” She flipped the page of her textbook. “Don’t you and Mom want me to get good grades?”

 

“We sure do, but we want you to breathe for a bit.”  Quibble flipped the book around and looked at the cover. It had Daring Do with a small pegasus foal named Silica Sand on it. Both of them were soaked through, as they trudged out of the lagoon beach. Daring Do had her hoof extended outwards, reaching for the pegasus as they trotted inland. In the background, crystal blue waters rolled on the shore and a village was tucked in the background at the base of a massive mountain. Looked like just the place to relax and have fun on an adventure.

 

“One of the special things about this book is that I got this at a shop in Canterlot that usually sells comic books,” Quibble said. “It is also one of my favorites.”

 

“Woohoo…” Wind Sprint said in a monotone voice.

 

“Now, Wind Sprint. This book is special- it has an enchantment on it.” Quibble explained, waving his hoof to it. “It will allow us to live the story.”

 

Wind Sprint spun in her swivel chair towards him. “What?!”

 

“The enchantment on the book allows us to enter the story,” Quibble said. He felt a smile stretch across his face. “Doesn’t that sound like fun?”

 

Wind Sprint’s mouth gaped open. “No, Dad. I’m not going to waste time in a book.”

 

“Oh, that’s just it! Time doesn’t pass in the real world!” Quibble said. “And also, I will be playing as Daring Do, and you will be playing as Silica. We can have some fun on a faraway island with no sense of time!”

 

“You’ve planned this out, didn’t you?” She frowned and folded her arms. “Is this going to be like the time you tried to have us play buckball in Appleloosa?”



Quibble’s cheeks burned. “Well uh, this is different!”



“How?” Wind Sprint folded her hooves.

 

“I’ve read the book before so I know what happens in it,” Quibble said. He held the book in front of her. “C’mon! It’ll be fun!”

 

“Okayyyy.” Wind Sprint hopped out of her chair. “But once this is done, I’m going back to homework, deal?”

 

“Deal!” Quibble opened the book to the last page. “Ready?”

 

“As I’ll ever be…” Wind Sprint said.

 

“Okay!” He read the incantation. “The shores of Palahoof await. Find the Pearl to save your fate. Take a closer look to join the adventure in this book.”

 

Quibble felt a little light-headed as he felt the spell take hold.

 




 

Suddenly, he felt water rush around him. He coughed as he spit out the salt water and wiped his lips. The water receded as he crawled towards the shoreline.

 

Immediately, he found something wrong. He looked around frantically and spotted a familiar sight. A mare with a purple coat and purple mane with pink highlight approached him. Her mane was ratty as Rainbow’s, but matted against her coat from the seawater. The mare’s safari hat overshadowed him and blocked out the glare of the sun.

 

The mare held out a hoof to him. “Well, this was unexpected,” the mare spoke. Even though she was older, Quibble could hear the voice of his daughter.

 

He looked at his own wet hooves. “Fiddlesticks!” Quibble accepted her hoof and stood up. “I don’t understand. Why would the book mix us up? I thought the enchantment would make it so I can be Daring Do.” He brushed off his goldenrod coat. “Besides, that green jacket clashes with your coat.”

 

Wind Sprint snorted. “We don’t need to worry about fashion right now. Right now, we need to find that Pearl of whatever and―”

 

“Pearl of Solomare,” Quibble corrected.

 

“Whatever.” Wind Sprint rolled her eyes. “We need to find it so I can get back to my homework.”

 

“Geez… you’re in such a rush,” Quibble said.

 

“Don’t you know what’s going to happen?” Wind asked. “You can lead me through. Get me out of here.”

 

“With that attitude, you’ll be here forever,” Quibble said. “I think you’ll be able to figure it out, though.”

 

Wind Sprint frowned. “Why do you think I’ll be able to figure it out? I don’t know a thing about Daring Do, let alone being actually Daring Do!”

 

“If you don’t do anything, we’ll be stuck this way for a long time,” Quibble said. “I suggest we get a move-on”

 

“Psh.” Wind Sprint looked around. She pointed to the village. “How about we start there?” she asked. “The natives are bound to know.”

 

“I don’t know about going there,” Quibble reiterated. “I know what’s going to happen if you approach that village.”

 

“What?” Wind Sprint said.

 

“They are going to call us the ‘Cave Demons’. Spears and blowdarts and all that jazz…” Quibble said.

 

“See? I would’ve already failed!” Wind Sprint sat on her haunches. “I’m no good at this.”

 

“However, after saving an island princess from getting kidnapped by Kapre, you gain the trust of the village” Quibble added. “Sometimes success disguises itself as a failure up front.”

 

“Gee, thanks.” Wind Sprint stood up and trotted towards the village. “Let’s get this over with.”



Quibble tagged along by her side. “By the way, we will need to refer to each other as Daring Do and Silica.”

 

“Why?”

 

“Continuity.” Quibble said. “It’s only proper.”

 






As they approached the treeline of the forest, Wind Sprint- or Daring Do took a sniff of the air. “I’d never believe island smells would be so earthy and fresh!”



Quibble- or Silica Sand smiled. “What did I tell you? You might enjoy the break from homework!”



“How come we were on the shore?” Daring Do asked.



“Storm pushed us off the boat a couple hours ago.” Silica said. “I just happen to be that trusty sidekick that happens to be Daring’s sidekick for the story. Got washed off the boat too.”

Daring Do snickered. Quibble couldn’t help but smile. He could only imagine how Daring’s laugh was. The pictures of her smiles on book covers were only transparent. Now, he was experiencing it- here and now.



“Halt!” A gruff voice shouted. The earth pony jumped from behind a tree, lifting a spear towards the two of them.



“Run!” Silica screamed.



Daring Do bolted for the forest, before grinding her hooves to a halt. Three earth ponies with bamboo rods in their mouths aimed for Daring.



“Don’t move! Blowdarts!” Silica warned.



Daring froze in place, she glanced about, spinning in confusion as she was surrounded by earth ponies.

 

“Your kind are not welcome here,” an Earth Pony with a hat made of bamboo and feathers said as he pointed a spear at Daring. A whole gathering of earth ponies surrounded them with spears.

 

“We’re just travelers, looking for a way back to our boat,” Silica explained.

 

“You Cave Demons! Always tricking us out of our treasures! Yesterday you robbed us of our Pearl!” the earth pony shouted. “You have caused our village enough grief! Back to the caves with you!”

 

The other earth ponies grumbled, chirped, and hooted.

Suddenly, a middle-aged earth pony stepped forward. “Chief Tides, I suggest we hold these Cave Demons captive. If they are allowed to return to the nest, the Mamabarang will only have more servants to cause mischief in our village.”



The earth pony with the bamboo and feathers nodded. “You do have a point, Sea Nets. They’ve already stolen the pearl, only dark imaginations—”

 

“Wait… a pearl? Where is this pearl?” Daring asked.

 

“Down in River Caves where the Mamabarang took it,” another earth pony said. 

 

“Mamabarang?” Daring asked.

 

“A witch that lives in the Caves. They believe she has the power to control insects.” Silica cut in.

 

“That was easy.” Daring smiled as she turned towards Silica. Her wings fanned out. “Let’s go to the caves now and retrieve that pearl!” She flew upward.

 

Quibble tried his best to fly upward. This was the first time he had wings. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad thing to have his daughter play as Daring Do. Suddenly, his wing cramped and he fell back down after hovering in the air.

 

He smiled nervously at the earth pony natives.

 

Daring Do swooped down and snagged him.

 

“Thanks. Still trying to get used to the wings,” he said as his breath was stolen away by the expanse of the beauty of the bird’s eye view. The crystalline blue waters washing up on the black volcanic sand. The view of the palm treetops, and the lush grass covering the plains by the village.



Suddenly, he felt a jolt of unsteadiness in Daring.



“You okay, Daring?” He asked.



Daring looked at the ridge of her wing. In it, a red feather with a jagged end nestled.



Quibble felt his tiny heart drop. Like a roller coaster after reaching its peak, he felt a dramatic drop in altitude. He looked over to find Daring with her eyes closed and her wings and hooves limp. 



“Nonono! This can’t be happening!” Quibble panicked. He wrestled out of her grasp. He took hoof of Daring’s hoof and spread his wings. With all his might, he pulled as hard as he could, trying to slow their fall. 



With the view of the Palm trees coming in view, he quickly braced himself. 



The leaves of the palm whacked him in the face and barrel and legs. Thankfully, the palm tree bent as they caught onto the leaves. With the last bit of strength he had, he glided towards the ground with Daring, who was fast asleep.



As soon as he hit the grass, spears surrounded him. 








How could he deviate from the storyline? The one time he tried to let Wind Sprint lead in combination of the spoiler, he managed to land himself behind bars. Because of his oversight, and not letting the story take its course, he was facing scratches and cuts from the crash course in flying he had earlier.



Quibble set his small hoof on the rungs of the bar. 



He remembered the feeling- of flying- never before had he experienced such a rush- such an exhilaration, only to be cut short because he underestimated the range that the natives could shoot. Not to mention the Princess was still out there- still in trouble. It’d be only an hour before—



“Rusty Iron, we need to help find the Princess!” An Earth Pony peeked into the hut.



“What about the prisoners?” Rusty Iron waved to them. 



Quibble gulped. Daring snored away.



“They’re not going anywhere. Besides, we might catch more Cave Demons!” the earth pony said. “Orders from the top.”



The jailkeeper set his key on a hook and glared at Silica. He grabbed his spear and charged out of the hut.



“Professor Do! Professor Do!” Quibble said as he shook the mare awake.



“Five more minutes, dad,” Daring said in a sleepy tone before rolling over.



Suddenly, Daring surged upwards like a vam-pony from a coffin. “Wait! I’m still here!” She turned to Silica. “You’re still here!”



“If we act now, we can get out of this cell!” Silica whispered. “My wings are too small to reach the keys. Can you get them for me?”



Daring folded her arms. “Remember the time you refused to get the cookie jar for me?”



Quibble froze. “Now, Wind. This is different.”



“How is this different?” Daring smirked. “I know how this would play out. You ask for help, and I ignore it.”



“It doesn’t work that way!” Quibble reasoned. “This is a necessity! We are facing the reality that we might not be getting out here!”



“I find it funny that you are now the foal and I’m the grown-up.” Daring said.





“Wind- listen to me!” Quibble shouted.



“Nope.” Daring said, resting her head back and pulling her hooves behind her head.



“Daring!” Quibble shouted.



Daring sat up. “Look, dad. I asked for help before- even with stuff you wanted me to get done. At this point, I’ve given up trying.”



Quibble’s mouth gaped open. Then shut.



DAring smirked again, then laid back on the cot. “Can’t beat this though. A room with the smell of fresh air, firewood, and a tinge of salty sea. Ah!”



Suddenly, he heard some bickering outside.



“Dad! I want to fight!” An earth pony colt said as he appeared in front of the hut.



“Stay behind, Manta Ray!” A gruff stallion called back. “You’re too young!”



“But!” Manta Ray started.



“Stay!”



Pouting, Manta Ray kicked a stick out of the way and sat on his haunches.



Quibble stirred a little, but figured that this was his only chance. “Psst! Psst!” 



The colt’s head spun towards the hut. “Hello?” He called in with a quivering voice. 



“Can you come and help me and Daring out?” Quibble asked. 



“Aren’t you those Cave Demons that the village captured?” Manta Ray asked.



“There’s been a misunderstanding.” Quibble said. “Besides, I know you want to help, I can show you where the Princess is!”



“Really?” Manta Ray shuffled his white hooves and shook his jet black tail. He trotted inside. “Woah, I’ve never seen Cave Demons like you before!”



“We aren’t Cave Demons!” Quibble said. “I’m Silica Sand, this is Daring Do! We were tossed off our boat during a storm.”



“Oh!” Manta Ray nabbed the keyring. “Why didn’t you tell me you were from a different island?” He proceeded to unlock the door. 



Swinging it open, Quibble slipped out through the opening. Daring Do hopped up and grumbled. 



“Okay, you win,” Wind Sprint said. “Good job, D—”



“Halt! Manta Ray! What are you doing!?” Another earth pony said. 



“Quick! Daring!” Quibble said. “Out!”



As Daring Do tried to proceed out, the earth pony lunged at them, trying to grab Silica. Silica dove underneath a stool. But in the process, the earth pony slipped and ran into the door, slamming it shut. Daring Do winced as the door almost pinched her. 



“Run, Silica!” Daring Do called out.



“But!” Silica dove again, this time narrowly missing the grasp of the earth pony.



“Go! Now! Save the Princess!” Daring Do shouted.



Silica dove for the exit of the hut. Suddenly, he felt the grasp of hooves on his barrel. In response, the first thing he could think of when he first grabbed Wind to send her to her room: He bit the earth pony.



The earth pony’s grip loosened, just giving him enough leeway to squirm out and make a run for it.



He dove for the trees, crying and afraid of what was going to happen to his daughter. It was crazy that she already told him to abandon her to save the Princess. 



Suddenly, Manta Ray joined his side. “Where’s the Princess?”






 

The screams got louder and louder as they came closer.

 

“Princess?” Manta Ray asked.

 

“Eeyup,” he answered.

 

They came to a clearing, where the sight was one to behold. A mare was backed up against a gnarled cluster of trees.  Her dress was tattered and torn, exposing thick threads of different shades of brown and tan. It was adorned by dark wooden beads about her waist, crests of the Chieftain’s family on the island.



In front of her, an equine-like creature slowly prowled its way up to her. Its entire body was a complex matrix of branches that twisted and popped every time it took a step forward. It had sunken pits for eyes with an ominous green glow emanating from the inside. As it growled, it spat out bits of fire, which caused the grass undergrowth of the forest to shrivel up and turn to ash.



“Charming,” Quibble commented. “Kapre are more terrifying than I imagined.” He turned to Manta “How hard can you kick?”



“Uh, I don’t know… maybe enough to knock coconuts out of a tree?” Manta balked. “Why?”



“Probably better than I can.” Silica said. “Look, since I don’t have Daring to deliver a swift blow, I think you can do better than I can.” He ducked. “Here’s the plan, I’ll lead it towards the water. On my signal, I want you to kick it into the sea as hard as you can.”



“Gotcha. What’s the signal?” Manta Ray asked.



“You’ll know. Just watch me.” He instructed.



Quibble looked around and picked up a huge rock. He slowly lifted it up and chucked it at the creature.



The creature’s ear perked up as the stone glanced off it’s coat. It spun towards him, eyes glowing like Froggy Bottom bog and mouth torching in incendiary.

  

Quibble sprinted towards the direction of the beach. Though he wasn’t athletic, he knew that this meant life or death now. Through the trees, he was able to glide through the clearings since the trees were spaced far enough apart. Soon, he was able to taste the freedom of the salty air and the chill of the ocean breeze. 



He ran towards the direction of a dilapidated pier and skipped across the gaps and rotting wood. As soon as he felt the burn of fire breathing on his flank, he jumped into the water. 



Down and down he sunk and then he burst up through the waves. Without opening his eyes, he lifted a hoof up and shouted “NOW!”



He hear the creature yelp and whimper after a the sound of a thump. A splash later, the creature whimpered and cried. 



Quibble took this as an opportunity to rub the saltwater away from his eyes. As he opened them, he saw the creature trying to claw its way out of the water, grabbing onto rotting wood of the pier as it splintered and cracked under the creature’s weight. It was far-enough away that Quibble could swim to shore.



Manta Ray held a hoof at the edge of the shore. He decided to swim towards him. 



He thought of his new fictional friendship he just made. Manta Ray was just an earth pony colt that A.K. Yearling mentioned in passing. Perhaps that the author unintentionally created a side character with a personality free of the iron-fist of the prose. All this was unplanned, unscripted.



As he got closer, he saw the Princess standing just outside the treeline, watching closely.



The Kapre fled from them in the background, retreating at the far end of the beach, behind an outcropping of jagged volcanic rocks.



Quibble accepted Manta Ray’s hoof. “How come they hate water?” he asked.

 

“They are a tree that feeds off fire,” Quibble said. “Something about their food sources being Santelmo, or an island form of Will-O-Wisp.”

 

Suddenly, out of the forest, came many earth ponies holding spears and blowdarts. The Chief approached Manta and Quibble. The Princess trotted to his side.



The Chief grunted. “After talking with the Princess about your act of heroism, I realize that you and your friend don’t mean any ill towards our people.” He bowed. “I apologize for any wrongs I’ve caused upon you.”








The village was in commotion as the Chief pranced about town telling every villager of the events that had taken place on the west beach. Quibble got a ton of weary looks here and there, but he didn’t mind. After all, the amazing Daring Do and her trusty sidekick—



Immediately, Quibble felt his heart slump in his chest. A heavy atmosphere gathered around him, even while greeting the crowd, he still couldn’t shake the feeling that Wind Sprint spent all her time in a jail cell.



The Chief smiled and hugged the Princess. “I’m so glad you’re safe!”



Quibble couldn’t bear to look. He’d failed as a father. This was supposed to be a bonding moment, but instead, he had to take it all away.



“So, Princess, how come a Kapre was chasing after you in the first place?” Manta Ray asked.



Before the Princess could answer, Quibble cut in “She was going to enter the caves to take back the Pearl.”



The Princess shut her mouth. Her eyes widened and darted about nervously. 



The Chief grumbled. “You mean to tell me you’ve run off to try to get back the Pearl? You’ve could’ve died in those caves! Let alone Kapre!”



Quibble clicked his tongue as he cut in. “Chief, if I may interject, but your daughter just wanted to show you that she could do things that you said she couldn’t do.”



“Still though, that was a very dangerous task.” He turned to her. “All I want is to keep you safe, is it too much for her to stay in one place?” 



His heart broke for the third time. Those words that came out of his mouth, he needed to know. He wasn’t exactly practicing what he was preaching. 



“Now, can you release my friend, Daring?” he asked. “We need to find a way out of here.”








The door of the jail cell swung open. 



“You’re free to go,” Iron Bars said. “Now get out.”



Daring sighed as she trotted out. “Did you save the Princess?”



“Yes. But that’s not important right now,” Quibble answered. “But what about you, how are you feeling?”



“Better. I’ve had a long break.” She stretched. “Anyways, what’s next on the agenda?”



“River Caves,” Quibble answered. “We’d better get headed out. We need to get there before nightfall.”



“Okay.” Daring Do fixed her hat. “Let’s do it then.”



Quibble happily trotted to her side. She seemed happy, but at the same time, he felt something wasn’t right.



Daring Do caught Silica staring at her. “How was you adventure saving the Princess?” she asked as she trotted down the trail towards the forest. 



“Great. I can tell you about it on the way.” Quibble said. “Stop there though.”



Daring halted. “Why?”



He pointed a hoof due east of them. “The River Caves are that way.”



“Right.” Daring Do turned towards the east.



As she trotted down the path, right before they entered the trees, Quibble said. “Wind Sprint?”



Daring Do turned towards Silica. “Yes, Dad?” she asked.



“I’m sorry for running off without you.” he said. “I know we were supposed to save the Princess together.”



“You’re fine, dad.” Wind Sprint answered. “I’m sorry for being mean back in the cell to you.”



“It’s not your fault.” Quibble answered. He held out a hoof. “Hugs?”



Daring Do smiled. “Hugs!” She leaned in and embraced Silica. Quibble awkwardly tried to hug his daughter, who was now bigger than her. 



The light of the sun was now turning golden as it neared the horizon. The trees casting shadows onto the walls of the mountain every so often. 



“Also, I have one more favor to ask, Wind Sprint. Just once? For a cookie out of the cookie jar?”



Daring Do smiled. “Sure.”



“Can you teach me to fly? I need some practice if we are going into the caves.” he said. “Puzzles and whatnot, you know…”
      

      
   
      Inner Strength


      

      
      
         Warning: Contains Spoilers for Season 9 Episode 24




“Hurry Up! Hurry Up!” Granny Smith called out. Her knees shook as she proceeded down the hallway. She grunted as she tried to lift the saddlebags on her back. 



Big Mac rushed over to his grandmare and helped her get the saddlebags on.



“Whatya pack? Rocks?” Big Mac complained as he hoisted the bag. He hesitated a little before setting down the pack on Granny Smith’s back.



“We may be related to em’ Pies, but this ain’t no rocks!” Granny Smith said with a sneaking wrinkled smile. “Water is probably the heaviest in there. Apples, Machete if we need it, flint and steel...”



Applebloom hopped down the stairs, skipping steps. Big Mac found it a funny habit, something that would make his day every time he saw it. His littlest sister never seemed to run out of energy.



Following her, Sugar Belle ran down the stairs quickly. “I got the camping gear if we need it.” In her magic, she levitated her saddlebags down and slipped it onto her back. "Anything else you need me to get, Granny Smith?"



"Nope, that's everythin'!" Granny Smith waved her hoof toward the front door. “Let’s get a-movin'! Mayor Mare will know what to do.”



“Aren’t we goin' to wait for Applejack?” Applebloom asked.



“She’s busy up in Canterlot with Princess Twilight.” Sugar Belle explained. “She’ll join us in town whenever she’s ready.” 



“Don’t worry. Applejack knows how to take care of herself. Ahm sure she’s fine.” Big Mac added, tousling his little sister’s hair.



Sugar Belle horn glowed as she grasped the handle and pulled the door open. Big Mac welcomed that change. Ever since he married Sugar Belle, Sweet Apple Acres had the help of a unicorn. Everywhere he went was a pleasant surprise of how much she knew about magic. Not to mention how much she was helping with the apple harvest this season.



All of them proceeded out the door and stepped onto the dirt path leading out of the picket gate and into the orchards. 



As Big Mac closed the door behind them, Applebloom turned to him. “Will everythin' be okay while we’re gone?”



“Eeyup.” Big Mac smiled. He wasn’t sure of the return in and of itself. Dark rumors from several earth ponies from Canterlot had reached their town in a matter of hours. It’d best be something he didn’t tell Applebloom. 



They proceeded out the gate to their abode. Big Mac shut the picket gate behind him and sighed. He really hoped that this time wouldn’t be his last.



He stared off at their home, passed down from generation to generation. He knew it would be fine. It had withstood all the years, being the oldest building and foundation of Ponyville itself. He took a step back and sighed. She’d be fine.



He caught up to the others and joined the side of his wife. “You doin' okay?”



“Yes!” Sugar Belle chirped. “Thanks for asking!”



He couldn’t help but smile. Something about her each time made him feel… made him want to be as cheery and optimistic as she was. He was so lucky to have such an amazing mare come into his life. 



He turned away his gaze, as he felt his cheeks burning. Even through his red coat, she often pointed out the fact that his face was turning a darker shade of red.



“I don’t like the look of ‘em storm clouds.” Granny Smith observed. “Cloudsdale was sayin' that we were having sunshine today.”



Big Mac looked up. The clouds covered the entire sky. No patch of soft blue sky could be seen. Also, he really didn't want to get rained on.



“Uh oh, that doesn’t look good.” Applebloom gazed upward. Suddenly, she pointed a hoof upward. “What are those white puffy clouds doin' anyways?”



Big Mac followed her line of vision towards the sky. His blood ran cold as the deep winter centuries ago. Up above, he saw ghostly shapes of horses circling like sharks. 



“Wendigoes.” Big Mac gulped. 



“I thought that was just a myth from Hearth’s Warmin'!” Applebloom said.



“Oh they are real alright! My Grandstallion said his father had seen ‘em ghostly apparitions,” Granny Smith said. “An Apple’s are no liars nor tellers of tall tales!”



"Will we be okay?" Applebloom's voice quivered a little bit.



"We'll be fine! We got friendship!" Sugar Belle said. "Last time I recalled, they don't like the warmth of friendship." 



Applebloom skipped toward Sugar Belle's side.



Big Mac's heart warmed just by looking at the sight. He didn't blame Applebloom. Just the sound of Sugar's voice made his anxieties cease.



“We’d better hurry to town though. We don't want to stay here for too long,” Big Mac said. He galloped forward and pointed towards town. “Look! A crowd is already gathering!”








As they approached, the din of chattering ponies grew louder. Big Mac was able to catch a couple exchanges of rumors and concerns going about. Mostly, he listened closely for any clue on how long the Mayor would be.



“Ah, I’m going to have to rest mah poor legs.” Granny Smith sat on her haunches. Big Mac rushed over to her and grabbed her saddlebags. He gently set them down to her side.



“Thank you, Big Mac.” Granny Smith said.



“So, Granny, why is the whole town gathered here?” Applebloom asked as she sat by Granny Smith’s side.



“We need to gather in a safe place as the… uhm… what was it?” Granny Smith scratched her chin. “Oh! We gathered here until the storm passes.”



“We could’ve stayed at the farm for that.” Applebloom said. “We even have a cellar full of apples to last us through winter. Why didn’t we just stay there?”



Applebloom was asking tough questions. Big Mac knew these were the questions that Granny Smith needed to avoid. It wasn’t right keeping Applebloom in the dark. However, it wasn’t the type of thing you’d tell to a filly that Tirek, Chrysalis, and Cozy Glow were on the loose and that Equestria was coming to an end. No, not ever.



Sugar Belle would know what to do. She’d often help Applebloom whenever she had a hard time at school or needed some advice. If the hard questions popped up, she knew a way to get Applebloom to drop it, in a kind, lovely way. 



Speaking of Sugar Belle, where was she?



He searched the crowd, calling out, “Sugar Belle? Where are you?”



Thankfully, Ponyville’s population wasn’t as big as Canterlot’s. He spotted her, in a spot near the bridge that led over the stream that flowed through town. A group of ponies had gathered around her, and she spun around as she talked to each one. She darted quickly back and forth between them in a frenzied manner.



As he got closer, he heard pieces of the conversation.



“… has abandoned us, just like the Pegasai…” A mare named Roseluck said.



"Yes, but..." Sugar Belle backed away from the crowd.



“Aren’t you supposed to be going up to Canterlot to join your kind?” Spoiled Rich huffed. “Or are you here to torment us and tell us how earth ponies stink?”



Big Mac’s tightened his jaw. He stepped forward towards the Rich pony. “Y'all have no right to talk to her like that!” He shouted. He didn’t care if Spoiled was the wife of their primary business partner! Besides, doomsday was knocking at their door- at this point, he didn't care what he did anymore.



“Of course, the husband.” A mare rolled her eyes as she stepped forwards. “Do you realize how dangerous her kind can be? They’d take advantage of us the first chance they got!”



“What a load of rubbish!” He shouted back. Before they could respond, he wrapped a hoof over Sugar Belle's shoulder. “C’mon, Sugar, let’s get away from them.”



The crowd shouted at them as they trotted away. The insults and lies hurt, but he knew what was happening. He knew better than to retaliate or give them a piece of his mind.



“Don’t take to heart what they said, Sugar,” Big Mac said. “They’re just scared.”



Sugar Belle didn’t say a word. She didn’t even do as much as nod her head. She kept staring at the ground and trotted slowly by his side.



He guided her towards the bridge over the stream. He looked at her, and stared into those rose-colored eyes. “Sugar Belle?”



Sugar Belle shook her head. She stared down at the gentle rush of water down the stream. He saw her reflection in the water and knew. Just like the time he overdid it in Starlight’s Glimmer’s town. She seemed so disappointed. This time, instead of him being ashamed of himself, it was her taking on the heavy coat of humiliation. She was ashamed of what she was.



He shifted from side to side. His heart pounded. He wanted to fix all her problems, and tell her how he thought of her. But, then again, she would brush away those sweet nothings and still continue to look down at the unicorn staring back at her from the water. He had to learn the hard way that not all problems are meant to be fixed.



He thought about it for a bit, choosing his words carefully. “Sugar Belle, don’t listen to what all the others are saying. You’re better than that.”



She stayed silent and continued to stare at the sad pony in the stream below her. “Maybe they’re right. I don’t belong here. I should join my kind back up at Canterlot.” 



“You know, I think you know a story about two ponies who didn’t belong.” Big Mac started. “I don’t like livin' in the past, but it’s good to let the stories of the past teach you.” He pointed to a section of the apple orchard in the distance. “You remember that story, right?”



“Yes.” Sugar Belle said. “Your mother and father’s tree.”



Big Mac approached her side and laid his forelegs over the wall of the bridge. “It’s hard to forget. I chose that spot when I proposed to you for a reason; to honor mom and dad's brave example for us- the both of us. An example that I, their oldest son, promised to remember.”



“That,” ―He tapped his hoof against the wall― “is the very reason why I will stay by your side. My parents were strong enough to follow their path and allow two families to reconcile. We stand on their shoulders, treading the same path, facing the same trials as the same seeds of distrust and fear have been sown.” 



He placed his hoof right over hers and looked at her fearful eyes as she turned towards him. “The fact is that we belong together- no lie nor rumor will tell me how ahm supposed to feel about the mare I love.”



“Sugar Belle, you are one of the strongest mares I know. Your strength comes from the inside,” Big Mac added. “You were strong enough to go against Starlight Glimmer and liberate your village. You packed up everything to move here, just to be here for me. For that, I will always be thankful you’ve come into my life.”



Tears welled up in Sugar Belle’s eyes. She came towards him and embraced him. He held her close, feeling her beating heart and quaking body. For the longest time, he just wanted to stay there, and let the world come to an end.



Sugar Belle sniffled as she let go of Big Mac.



“We can join the others when we you are ready,” Big Mac said. "Take your time."
      

      
   
      A Bit More Cozy, A Little Less Glow


      

      
      
         It was a beautiful day in Canterlot. With summer break having just started, many youths could be seen walking around the various stores in the downtown shopping district enjoying themselves. Sitting at an outdoor table in front of a tea shop was Sunset Shimmer, idly watching the shoppers pass by with her head resting on her hand. A large straw rested on the end of her lips as she occasionally took sips from her Boba Tea, hoping that it’s calming taste would alleviate her exasperation. It was only mildly working.



“Everything is going to work out fine, Twilight.” Sunset turned to look at the fidgeting girl across from her. “The girls and I have it covered and even if we do have a problem, you are just a hop, skip and portal dive away. So, relax.”



Twilight, holding a Boba Tea herself though seemingly immune to any calming effect, continued to sift through and look over the various papers scattered on the table in front of her. 



“I can’t relax, this is too important for anything to go wrong.”



Sunset reached across the table and took the frantic hand in hers, which finally caused Twilight to look up for the first time in several minutes.



“I know, that’s why we have prepared as well as possible. Look, “Sunset lifted a page from the stack, “we even triple checked the list. Even the part that says to double check. That’s six checks, Twilight! I’ve read this list so many times the words are starting to not look like words anymore.” Sunset gave a sarcastic grin.



Twilight lowered her head and sighed. “I’m sorry, it’s just that there is so much at stake here and with tomorrow being the day I am getting nervous.” Even with the evidence of all their preparation sitting in front of her, the worry wouldn’t abate for the newest princess.



Sunset gave a comforting squeeze the purple hand, waiting for Twilight to look up again. She searched the eyes across form her, worry written on her face. “This is about more than just Cozy Glow, isn’t it?”



Twilight shrugged as she pulled her hand free in order to wrap it together with her other one. “No, but also yes. I am nervous about bringing Cozy over here and all the possible trouble it could create for you and the girls. Also, a bit about whether she can change while over here, as I don’t like the idea that a foal that young is so far gone as to not be able to change.” Twilight gripped her arm with her right hand. “But my biggest worry is Prin…Celestia.”



Sunset’s eyes widened, not expecting that answer. She held herself back from asking and gave Twilight time. After a few moments of biting her lip in worry, Twilight continued.



“When Cozy Glow and the others were defeated and turned to stone, I saw the way Celestia looked at her. I’ve never seen her look so angry. But even more, I also saw her fear. I don’t think Celestia chose the punishment she did because it was the right punishment.” Twilight looked away. “I think she did it because she was scared.”



“What do you mean?” Sunset asked.



“Before those three took over, things were already falling apart. Chrysalis had been disguising herself and creating distrust between the pony races. When they finally stepped out and made their attack, the nation was completely divided. It took all our efforts to reunite them again in order to put up resistance. And that was only because of the personal relationships my friends and I had with various ponies and races that it even worked. Had we been captured, it’s likely everpony would have stayed divided and we would have lost everything.”



“So Celestia was angry and scared because they almost succeeded?”



Twilight shook her head, “I know Chrysalis, and while she is capable using a pony’s emotions against themselves, and is more than willing to turn ponies against each other, she is too conceited to have thought about turning the races against each other.  She would have used it before if she had thought of it, but she saw ponykind as one entity that was beneath her.”



She took a steadying breath, “No, I think the plan had to come from somepony else. Somepony who knew how friendship works but didn’t believe in its values. Somepony who knew how to manipulate, and scheme based upon a pony’s nature.” Twilight looked at Sunset, “I think it was Cozy Glow, and I think that’s why Celestia is terrified of her.”



Sunset’s brow furrowed in concentration. After parsing what Twilight had told her and organizing her thoughts, she returned Twilight’s gaze. “Ok, I can understand her being concerned about that, but what makes you think it’s just Cozy Glow and not all three of them? Why is Cozy the scary one?”



“I have been giving it a lot of thought ever since they were sentenced. Wondering what made this attempt at a takeover so different from all the ones in the past. And I think it was magic.”



Sunset tilted her head in confusion, “Magic?”



Twilight nodded, “Yes, or well, the absence of magic. All the villains we had faced tried to take over with magic, and once they lost their magic then they would no longer be a threat. While magic was also used this time, it wasn’t what allowed them to almost succeed. If you remove Queen Chrysalis’s and Tirek’s magic, then they are easy to handle and imprison. But Cozy Glow is just as dangerous with out magic as she is with it. Even if Celestia removed her magic s..”



“…she would still be threat,” Sunset interrupted. “I think I understand now. Cozy Glow’s plan showed that ponies were not as united as we would like to believe.”



Twilight nodded, “Exactly, it revealed that it is surprising easy to cause distrust among the races. And even after a thousand years, Celestia hadn’t tied together the nation as tightly as she had thought. If even a thousand years of peaceful cohabitation wasn’t enough, what could we possibly change in the immediate future to prevent it?”



“It makes perfect since, now.” Sunset slumped in her chair. “Celestia’s greatest weakness has always been those who wouldn’t concede to her reputation and status, but would instead challenge her views. She's so used to being seen as the all wise leader that she has lost the ability to persuade. It’s why I ended up going so far down the wrong path once I started. Because I stopped seeing her as my superior, her suggestions were no longer effective.”



“That’s my thoughts also.” Twilight grimaced, “And now it turns out that Celestia wasn’t just the ruler of Equestria, she was basically the only thing that held it together. Pony’s unwavering trust in her leadership allowed them to live in harmony with one another. Take that away and the harmony crumbles. Cozy Glow is the greatest threat precisely because she had the drive and special talent to undermine that.”



Both Twilight and Sunset sat in silence. The bright clear sky and laughter of shoppers surrounding them felt at odds with the serious implications just discussed. After five minutes of silent thought, Sunset sat up straight again. She cleared he throat to grab Twilight’s attention. 



“Ok, so I understand how big of a threat Cozy Glow can be, but isn’t that why we are being so careful in rehabilitating her? Her cutie mark won’t have any affect over here and while she can be manipulative, I know how to see through that.” Sunset put on a smug look, “I mean, I might have turned to bribery and blackmail out of convenience in my later bullying days, but my first couple years here I was all about manipulating people to do what I want.” 



Twilight burst into giggles. 



Having broken the heavy atmosphere Sunset smiled, “So what’s the big worry about Celestia? Is she going to pass on her vacation and spend it over here secretly spying on Cozy?”



Twilight’s expression immediately turned worried again. “She uh…she doesn’t know that I’m doing this,” she looked away again.



“Wait, what!? You didn’t tell her you are releasing Cozy?”



Twilight took a moment to take a deep breath before looking back at Sunset. “As I am now ruler, it is my decision to make. I don’t believe that keeping Cozy Glow stuck as a statue for years is the most appropriate action, so I have organized one I think will have better results.”



Sunset continued to stare at her.



“Ahem…I also don’t think Celestia is in the right state of mind to make this decision. If Cozy Glow starts to show improvement then I will write a letter and tell her, and if not, I can return her to the statue.” Twilight took on a hard look of determination. 



Sunset raised her hands in acquiescence. “I’m not questioning your actions, Twilight, I just wanted to hear the reason. I’m fully on board with second and even third chances, especially considering Cozy Glow’s second chance wasn’t really a chance at all. And as someone who has also lied, manipulated and harnessed dark magic all to take my teachers place, I think we have a bit in common.” Sunset smiled out of the side of her mouth. “If you are sure this is the right way to go about it, I trust your judgement.”



“Thank you, Sunset. I really believe this is the best course of action.”



Sunset leaned back and took a drink from her warming tea. “So, if Cozy Glow being here is supposed to be a secret, how are you going to cover up her missing from the fearsome threesome exhibit?”



“I had a duplicate statue made. The real statue will be in a hidden room inside the castle. Even if I wasn’t attempting this, I learned my lesson with Discord that keeping statues containing past foes in public places is a bad idea.” Twilight rolled her eyes as Sunset snorted into her straw.



After several minutes, Twilight broke the companionable silence. “Thanks for meeting me today, Sunset. Maybe we didn’t need to meet four…”



“Five.”



“…five times to review things, but I feel better now.” 



Sunset got up and walked to the other side of the table, pulling Twilight into a hug. “As my sometimes neurotic but mostly awesome teacher and friend has taught me, 'a friend in need is a friend indeed'.”



Both girls laughed and hugged tighter.








Cozy Glow continued to stare at herself in the statue mirror. This form unnerved her as it was all the worst parts of Tirek with none of the good. I mean, at least his ugly half had horns. A few steps away Princess Twilight was giving hugs and saying goodbye to a group of creatures who had oddly recognizable appearances, including one that looked just like Princess Twilight. Cozy was annoyed by the gag inducing sight, but that was only a slight annoyance considering how the past twelve hours had gone. 



She had woken up in a windowless room that looked as if it had been undisturbed for a long time. Dust covered the various boxes and unused furniture situated around the room, and behind her was her former allies still frozen in stone. As she regained her bearings, she recognized the form of Princess Twilight standing before her and immediately hate seethed through her. Oh, she had wanted to attack here then and there, but Cozy Glow was no fool. She knew she wasn’t the match of a teenage geek, much less an alicorn princess. Faking a coughing fit, she use the time grasp the likely situation she was in and formulated a course of action. 



Before Twilight had even said a word, Cozy Glow started to cry and latched onto her front canon. Having the words, ‘I’m sorry’, come out of her mouth made her want to vomit but she powered through, repeating it over and over for effect. When the princess didn’t immediately turn her back to stone but instead motioned for her to follow, she knew she had a way out.



Now though, after following through that strange mirror and being informed she would be in the custody of these gross creatures, Cozy was less certain. But that doubt was soon alleviated as she found out the princess was not staying. She couldn’t help but sneer inwardly while her face continued to look repentant. Once the annoying princess was gone, she could slowly manipulate these fools into doing what she wanted. Cozy had never been discouraged by a setback, and that’s what this was, merely a setback. When she had a better understanding of this world and how the portal work, she could formulate her revenge plan. 



Keeping on her best behavior, she waited for Princess Twilight to give once last look before disappearing into the statue base. After that, the red and yellow maned creature approached her.



“Alright, Cozy Glow. As Princess Twilight has already explained, my name is Sunset Shimmer and I will be your jailer, warden and parole officer all rolled up into one. I have complete authority for your care on this side so it’s best if you follow exactly what I say. Is that clear?”



Cozy almost laughed in her face, but instead forced herself nod while looking down. “I understand Miss Sunset. I know I am in big trouble.” She rubbed her eyes hard to help force some tears before looking up at Sunset. “I’m really, really sorry for everything I did. Queen Chrysalis and Tirek were making me do bad things and I was so scared I didn’t have the courage to tell them no. I wanted to tell the princesses, but they turned me to stone before I could even explain.” Cozy Glow laughed inside when she saw Sunset’s eyebrows pull together in pity. Another easy to manipulate fool. 



Bending over to better look her in the eyes, Sunset reached out her hand with a large smile. Cozy Glow took her hand and returned the smile, already celebrating her first step towards revenge. Just as she was thinking of her next move, the necklace dangling from Sunset’s neck glowed and her eyes shined a bright white. It lasted only a few seconds before returning to normal. Cozy Glow leaned back and her eyes widened in shocked confusion.



“You’re a pretty good actress and had it been anyone else they might have fallen for it,” Sunset said, her smiling growing even larger and looking a bit more menacing, “but you can’t beat me, I cheat.”



Cozy Glow’s smiled instantly fell as she looked on wide eyed. She felt Sunset’s hand on her back as she was pushed towards the group that was waiting off to the side.



“I think the first lesson on the docket is honesty. Right now, though, let’s go introduce you to your teachers.”
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“I’m not helping you two with dark magic!  No!"  Wallflower threw her hands up, looking from Lyra to Bon Bon with disgust on her face.  "Why would you even ask me that?  If that’s it, I’m going back to my gardening now.”



As Wallflower stood to leave, Lyra reached out to grab her hand.  “Please, Wallflower.  We need you.”



She shook Lyra’s hand off.  “Really?  Need?  What kind of dark magic spell did you need?” Air quotes emphasized the question.



Lyra grabbed her hand again, serving only to irritate Wallflower more alongside the puppy-dog eyes and pouty lips that Lyra now sported.  “We need you to trap a spirit in this world.  It’ll just be the one time.  I promise.”



Wallflower choked, pulling her hand away to cover her face.  “If you two are planning murder, I am so calling the cops.”



“What?!” Lyra stood, scowling.  “How could you think that?”



“Maybe because you’ve asked me to help you perform dark magic to trap a soul?  I’m pretty sure that counts as worse than murder.  Now if there’s nothing else, there’s the door.”



Lyra’s scowl turned to panic.  “Wait, please.  Let me explain.”



Wallflower laughed.  “Explain what?  You think you have some kind of justification for this?  And why would you ask me instead of Sunset or Trixie?  I’m pretty sure they’ve got more magic in their pinkie fingers than I’ve got in my whole body.”



“I did ask them!” said Lyra, raising her voice and her hands.  “Sunset just laughed at me.  Trixie threatened to call the cops if we ever spoke to her again.”  Tears formed in her eyes.  “You’re our last hope.”



Wallflower cocked her head, mystified by the tears.  “What the fuck is going on?”



Lyra turned to Bon Bon.  “Tell her, Bonnie.”



Bon Bon shrunk into the couch, shaking her head as she looked at Lyra.  Glancing at Wallflower, she whispered, “No.”



Wallflower looked back and forth between them, not sure what to expect next.



Lyra knelt beside Bon Bon, taking her hand as they looked into each other’s eyes, both of them on the verge of crying.  “Bonnie, please.  This is our last chance.”



“Lyra.”  Bon Bon’s voice cracked, and she looked away while she spoke.  “I can’t.”



Lyra reached up, wiping away the tears.  “Can I explain to her?”



Bon Bon closed her eyes, inhaled sharply, and nodded lightly.



The whole thing felt surreal to Wallflower, accompanied by a creeping sense of dread.



Lyra sat back on the couch and embraced Bon Bon, who buried her face in Lyra’s shoulder.  “Bon Bon is dying.”



“Fuck.”  Wallflower sank to her couch.  “What’s the problem?”



“Well I think that dying is a rather big problem.”



Wallflower had the decency to look horrified.  “Sorry.  I meant, why?  How?”



“Breast Cancer.”



Bon Bon clutched Lyra tighter, whispering, “Let’s just go.”



Lyra responded, stroking her back.  “I know it’s hard to talk about Bonnie, but just hold on.  This is our last chance.”  Lyra closed her eyes, resting her head across the back of Bon Bon’s neck.  “We’ll make this work.  Somehow.  If you don’t want to listen to the conversation, you can wait in the car.”



Pulling back, Lyra looked Bon Bon in the eyes.  A difficult task given Bon Bon’s downcast expression.  “Do you want to do that?”



“You could go rest on my bed while we talk.  My room’s just down the hall on the left.”  Wallflower turned and pointed.  When she turned back, the attention from Lyra and Bon Bon made her feel like a stranger in her own apartment, and she wilted.  “Sorry.  I’ll shut up.”



The couple turned back to face each other.  “What do you say, Bonnie?  Car?  Bedroom?”



Bon Bon turned her head to the hallway.



“Alright.”  Lyra patted her back.  “We should just be a few minutes more.”



Bon Bon nodded, stood, and plodded to the indicated room.



As the door closed, Wallflower let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.  “Wow,” she said, turning to Lyra.  “So what’s the deal?  Can’t she get chemotherapy or something?”



Lyra wiped at her eyes.  “It’s metastasized.”



Wallflower stared blankly.  “Okay.  So can she get treatment?”



Lyra shook her head.  “I mean, she can, but it won’t really extend her life much if at all, and she’ll be miserable and sick the whole time from it.  Better to live a good life for the short time she has left.”



“Thor’s beard.”  Wallflower sunk deeper into the couch, pulling her face long.  “How long have you known?”



“Two weeks.”



Wallflower shot forward in her seat.  “Two weeks?!”



“Well, almost.”  Lyra stood and walked to the window.  “We were stupid.  Ignored warning signs.  Didn’t go to the doctor because we couldn’t afford it.”



“Don’t you have insurance?”



"Hah!"  Lyra practically barked the short laugh.  “Fat lot of good that does when you can’t afford copays.”  Fists clenched, she leaned against the glass.  “When we finally did go in, the doctor panicked. As much as doctors do at least, which was mostly just looking sullen and grim, sending me disapproving glares.  She scheduled Bon Bon for testing that day and scheduled her for a biopsy before we even got the test results back.”



“By the allfather.”  Wallflower rubbed nervously at her brow as she stared at the floor.  “That’s rough.  Is there anything I can do?”  What would I do in a situation like this?  Odin preserve me.  I’d flip the fuck out.  Maybe I can make them dinners or something.  Mom was telling me about this website where you can set up a schedule and sign up for nights with friends to help feed a family undergoing stressful situations like this.  I should suggest that.



Wallflower looked up.  Seeing Lyra sitting there glaring at her, arms crossed, eyebrows furrowed.  Realization dawned.  “Oh fuck no.”



Lyra brought her hands together as her expression flipped, and she begged, even getting down on her knees.  “Please, Wallflower.  I don’t want to lose her.”  She closed her eyes, rubbing away the tears again.  “She means everything to me.”



“Look, Lyra, get up.  Geeze.  You know what you’re asking me to do?”



Lyra nodded.



“Necromancy is some pretty twisted stuff.  It provides great power, but always at a cost.”



Lyra scooted around the coffee table on her knees to stare up at Wallflower.  It broke Wallflower’s sense of solemnity about the moment, but Lyra didn’t seem to notice.  “Whatever the price is, I’m willing to pay it.”



“Alright!  Just... stop with the puppy dog eyes, and let me think.”  Wallflower inhaled sharply, closing her eyes.  “I think I saw something like that in Pink Hearts’s Teach Yourself Necromancy in Twenty-One Days.  I guess… I guess we could at least see what the price is.”



Lyra raised an eyebrow.  “Really?”



“Yes!  Really.  No promises, but we can take a look at it.”



Shaking her head, Lyra stood.  “No, I meant the book name.”



“What about it?”  Wallflower stood and walked past the kitchen towards the hallway.



Following, Lyra explained.  “It’s just, that seems like a pretty weird name for a book on dark magic.”



“It’s… just a name.  Get over it.”  Entering the bathroom, she twirled on Lyra, who’d followed her in.  “What are you doing?  Get out.”



“Oh.”  Surprise spread on Lyra’s face.  “I thought we were getting that book.”  When Wallflower just crossed her arms, Lyra backed out, closing the door behind her as she spoke.  “Sorry.”



While Wallflower conducted her business, Lyra continued the conversation.  “I just wanna say, even if it doesn’t work out, thank you.  I know it’s a bit weird to be asked for a necromantic favor, and I appreciate that you’re at least willing to entertain the idea.”



“You’d be surprised.”



“Oh?”



“Let’s just say that my last boyfriend had some really weird kinks, and leave it at that.”



“Ick.  I can see why you dumped him.”



“Actually, I dumped him because he lost his job and spent five months loafing around the apartment doing nothing.”  Finishing her business and washing her hands, Wallflower pulled out a drawer on the vanity and reached to the back, moving aside the toiletries to uncover a leather-bound book.  “I uh.  I drew the line at him getting into my magic books to fulfill his fantasies while I was working.”  Removing the book and closing the drawer, she stepped into the hallway, holding the book out for Lyra to see.



“Wow.  He raised the dead for a quickie?  Sounds like one sick dude. Is that…” Lyra looked to the bathroom.  “You keep your book on necromancy in the bathroom?”



“Don’t judge.”  She led Lyra back to the living room.  “And no, he summoned an imp.”  She shuddered.  “That gave off way too much of a creepy pedo vibe for me.”



“Wow.  Just… wow,” said Lyra as they sat.  “You can sure pick them.”



“Don’t remind me.”  Wallflower lay lengthwise on the sofa, placing the book on her folded-up legs and flipping to the table of contents.  She ran her finger down the page.  “Let’s see.  Here it is.  Binding souls.”  Flipping through the book, she found the page and paused to read.



Lyra fidgeted.  “What’s it say?”



“Shh.”



“Sorry.”  Lyra broke her stare, spotting the coffee table book.  She flipped it open, studying the pictures of tormented hellscapes filled with hedonism.



Glancing over, Wallflower noticed Lyra’s confusion.  “That’s by Hieronymous Bosch.  The Garden of Earthly Delights.”



“Trippy.”



“The next page shows the outside of the triptych.”  At Lyra’s sudden, piercing gaze, Wallflower blushed and returned to reading.  “Sorry.”



As Lyra flipped through the book, she began to understand why Wallflower attracted weird partners.



“Huh.  There are apparently two ways we can do it.  The so-called ethical way requires cutting away a piece of your soul to bind the other soul.  The alternative requires a sacrifice.”



Lyra smiled weakly.  “I don’t suppose that means a burnt offering of fat, does it?”



“No, but it looks like we can sacrifice the person being bound.  Seems like cheating, but there it is.”



“Do it.”  Bon Bon’s directive drew attention from both Lyra and Wallflower.  “I don’t want to linger in pain as the end comes.”



Lyra and Wallflower shared a look.  “Lyra?”



“Yeah?”



“Get ready, because we’re going to kill your girlfriend.”



“...Now?”



Wallflower ducked her head, trying to hide the smirk on her face.  “Sorry, couldn’t help it.  I was trying to be all dramatic.  No.  I… I should do some more reading in some other books to make sure this will work, and you two probably need time to make arrangements.  There’s also the matter of how we do it.  Stabbing a knife into her heart might just get the attention of the police, so we should probably check assisted suicide laws in the state.  Do you have a lawyer?  You should get one, just in case.”



“Wallflower?”  Bon Bon again drew their attention.  “Thank you.”



“Don’t mention it.”  She smiled.  “Literally.  I don’t want to open a murder business.  But for you?  You two were some of my only friends in high school after… after that thing.  I guess I can do murder for friends like you.”



“Aww,” said Lyra.  “That’s so sweet.  C’mere.  Group hug.”  She stood, and the little group collapsed in upon Lyra, laughing and crying.



“Alright,” said Wallflower, breaking away and wiping away her tears.  “For reals this time.  Let’s plan Bon Bon’s murder.”
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