
      Meat


      

      
      
         Twilight sat by a window in the empty train car and sighed. She'd never expected to use her authority as a princess for something like clearing everypony else out of a train car so she could mope in peace, but there were a lot of things that had happened that she hadn't expected recently.



She could still remember it so clearly. Walking to Sugar Cube Corner for her Saturday morning pastry but finding it surrounded by guards. The usual mob of gossiping Ponyville residents was nearby, but they were keeping their distance, and there was an air of tension surrounding everything.



The guards had attempted to stop her, but a flash of her wings quickly cut off their protests. She wished she had listened to them. Outside, the Cakes were sobbing and holding onto each other. Inside, she saw Pinkie Pie in hoofcuffs. 



She clenched her eyes shut. Other details were slowly starting to fog, but everything after this was burned into her memory. She tried to force it back down, but it refused.



"Hiya, Twilight!" Pinkie had said.



"Pinkie? What's going on? Why are you in hoofcuffs?"



Pinkie did that gigglesnort of hers that used to be cute. "Because I did something bad, silly!" She furrowed her brow thoughtfully. "Well, many somethings, really." That grin of hers sprang back onto her face. "You can go look at my works if you want! I'm really proud of them."



Twilight hesitated. "What... what did you do, Pinkie?"



"Just go down to the basement! It'll speak for itself."



Twilight nervously walked towards the cellar doors, currently closed and guarded by two unicorns. "Excuse me, sirs, I need to go down there."



They glanced at each other nervously. "Princess Twilight, I really don't think you should..." one started to say, but trailed off. He grimaced and looked to the side, turning a little green.



His companion continued for him, "It's horrible down there, princess. We can't stop you, but I strongly advise you to reconsider."



Her stomach felt like lead. She wanted to listen to them. She wanted to run back to her castle and bury her head in her pillows and pretend it was all a bad dream and that Pinkie hadn't done whatever unspeakably awful things that had affected all of these guards so deeply, but she had to know. She had to know what Pinkie had done.



Tears welling in her eyes, Twilight responded, "I need to see."



Resignation showing on the guards' faces, they stepped aside and opened the doors with their magic.



The first thing to hit Twilight was the awful stench. She had smelled rotting vegetables before, back in her student days in times Spike wasn't around to help her out. This was so much worse.



As she descended the stairs, she saw streaks and specks of brown which increased the more steps she took. At the bottom, the smell of rot made her eyes water, but it wasn't the worst part.



From floor to ceiling there was blood running the gamut from red to brown. Multiple carcasses in varying states of decay hung from meat hooks, mostly animals but some distinctly pony shapes as well. There were chains and shackles connected to tables and support beams and so many knives and—



Twilight couldn't fight the tide of vomit anymore. She stared at the way it splattered against the floor of the train and sobbed. She felt like a stupid foal.








Canterlot was a stark departure from the somber air of mourning surrounding Ponyville. Locals buzzed with disdain that their great city would play host to the final hours of one of the worst criminals Equestria had seen in centuries. Newsponies kept flooding off of trains, turning a horrible event into a spectacle to get that big scoop so they could sell more papers.



Twilight stumbled through streets and crowds and guards and hallways and stairwells into the castle dungeons. As she walked to the cell of her friend, she wondered if Pinkie even deserved such a place in her heart now.



“Hi, Twilight,” Pinkie said, smiling at her.



Twilight stopped in front of her cell, staring at the bright pink mare sitting on the cobblestone floor. She still seemed so carefree. Twilight stared at her, struggling to find words. 



Finally, she asked, "Do you regret any of it, Pinkie?"



Pinkie Pie gigglesnorted. "Of course I do, silly! I mean, I didn't even consider that meat would go bad if I didn't use it fast enough."
      

      
   
      Unknown Recipient


      

      
      
         Dear Princess Celestia,



You probably won’t- will not- I write to you with a- As you can see, Spike is currently away. I recently found a cache of my old letters to you - of course I made Spike write them in duplicate - and after reading them I felt I needed to write another. I have several things to confess to you. I have not been feeling very well as of late in recent memory, and I might finally know why.



I feel like I have been in a daze for the past… who knows how long? Every step I take and everything I do feels like it is guided not by my own decision but by something other. This is not about free will but about… a conspiracy? I have the distinct impression that, even if I were to sit right here and refuse ever to move again, the world around me would somehow move to accomplish the same outcome irregardless. Even if I stumble my way through everything I do, even if I make all the mistakes I can, I will still arrive at the same outcome.



Do I deserve what I have Did you know that, when I was a filly, I wanted to grow up to be a musician? My dad used to play the piano for me at my old home in Canterlot. One of his melodies has not left my mind since. I might visit today, if I get the chance - but every time I do, something prevents me. Every time I want to set my hooves to the keys myself and play the tune I have heard in my head so many times before, I am whisked away without second notice with my thoughts and actions immediately focused on another issue. I hear it even now, lilting as I return to this letter. But I have other matters to attend to. To one more item to be checked off the list.



I have a good hunch that I will never get that opportunity*. I cannot be a musician, because I am me.







How long has it been this way? Is there someone pulling at my strings from behind the curtain, always watching but never in the spotlight, making me dance for years on end only to disappear back into obscurity once the stage has been set? In hindsight, I think… it has been accelerating, whatever it is. All I ever do is dance now. Whenever I talk to my friends or anyone, I cannot help but think that something is missing. They lack substance, and so do I.



You see, after reading a few of my old lessons I felt my stomach pull up into a knot. I remembered none of them. Even now, several days after as I return to this, I cannot recall any of them. Taking any one letter - that I have dictated myself - brings a chill.Have I learned anything? Has learning ever been the objective, despite my thirst for knowledge? I have read thousands of books, and yet I can remember more of them than I do of my friends’ lives. Yet, we seem to do just fine. There has never been any strife between us that could not have been solved by a little magic or my presence or some token gesture - and if there were, I would not remember it. I do not know what I learned today.







I feel hollow, Princess. I don’t know what to do. Does it matter?



*especially not after today.



I have a Canterlot express to catch.



Ever your most faithful student,



Twilight Sparkle.
      

      
   
      Facts and Feelings


      

      
      
         “So what I’m saying, Fluttershy, is that if us five teamed up, we could totally kick Twilight’s flank. I mean, yeah. She’s powerful and all, but—what? Don’t stare at me like that! It’s not like we’re actually going to kick her flank. Although we totally could.”



“Mm.” Fluttershy went back to staring at the Sugarcube Corner kitchen. She leaned back in her chair, twiddling her mane. Nearby, Pinkie Pie, Rarity, and Applejack were having some high-stakes baking competition that Pinkie had devised.



“Technically, it’s the six of us,” said Mudbriar. He was standing, despite the empty chairs surrounding him.



Rainbow Dash paused, raising an eyebrow. “Right. You’re here. Anyways”—she resumed shifting left and right, creaking the chair along with her—“what do you think, Fluttershy? You’ve gotta have an answer.”



“Oh, I do,” said Fluttershy. She balled up a strand of hair in her hoof, then let it go. “I just don’t like disagreeing with you, is all.”



Rainbow Dash paused again, leaning forward intently. “Oh? Well don’t just leave it at that.”



“Well, she is the most powerful pony in Equestria. And as much as I hate to say it, if she caught one of”—she glanced at Mudbriar—“us five, and threatened to harm her, the other four would probably give up.”



“Technically, it doesn’t matter if she’s the most powerful pony. Taking into account estimations of skill and power, there always exists some sufficient group of ponies that could overcome her.”



“Ha!” Rainbow Dash pointed a triumphant hoof at Fluttershy. “Even Mudbriar agrees with me! This battle is as good as won.” She closed her eyes, bobbing her head in some victory dance.



Fluttershy wasn’t listening. She was focused on Rarity, who was screaming, as Pinkie Pie ran circles around her caked in flour.



Mudbriar cleared his throat and continued, “Technically, considering the premise, that would be untrue. The philosopher Sunny Zoo once said, ‘Every battle is won or lost before it’s ever fought.’ Twilight, being a fan of books, already knows this.” He shut his eyes, lifting a solemn hoof. “So if she chose to take on all five of you at once, that would mean she was already confident of her outcome before it even started.”



Rainbow Dash slammed her head on the table. “Booo.” She looked at Fluttershy, then at Applejack, who was now handling a knife blindfolded, then back at Mudbriar. “So who do you think would win then, smarty pants?”



“Technically, there is no correct answer. For example, you could be the aggressors, and Twilight would not be fighting on her own terms. Or, maybe you would hesitate, and Twilight would not.”



“But that’s such a boring answer,” groaned Rainbow Dash. “You’re saying there’s not even, like, a percentage you can give?”



“Myes.”



Pinkie Pie interrupted before Rainbow could respond. “Hey girls! Look how high I can turn the oven up! Wheee!”



Rainbow Dash rolled her eyes, then turned back to face Mudbriar. “Do you, like, have an opinion on anything?”



Mudbriar furrowed his brow. “I’m sorry?”



“Well”—Rainbow Dash ducked, narrowly avoiding the toaster flung above her head—”I mean, you’re always stating some fact, or quoting some old dude. So what do you think about things? Or do you think those darned opinions decay the mind.”



Mudbriar lifted a hoof again. “Technically, Sunny Zoo was relatively young when he gave that quote. Given—” he wilted under Rainbow’s sharp glare. “C-could you give an example?”



Fluttershy, without looking away from the kitchen, said, “Well, Pinkie Pie is currently on fire, and Rarity and Applejack can’t seem to contain her. So, should we help?”



Mudbriar nodded. “Myes.”



“Why? Because we don’t let friends die?”



“Myes.”



Fluttershy scrunched up her face, then sneezed. “Sorry, must be the smoke. Why not? Why does it make a difference if Pinkie lives or dies?”



Sweat started building on Mudbriar’s forehead. “Because, because…” He stiffened, and turned towards the door. “I’m going. Maud is in the shop across the street.” Then he left.








The next day, Maud found Rainbow Dash in the hospital. Mudbriar was behind her, staring at the ground.



“Sorry about yesterday,” said Maud. “I asked Mudbriar to write a story detailing his own opinions as an apology. Here.”



Rainbow Dash took the manuscript and read, occasionally giving a “hmm” or a “huh” while scratching her mane. When she finished, she said, “Wow, Mudbriar, that’s pretty cool. I didn’t know we thought so alike. You really believe this?”



Mudbriar smiled, and lied for the first time in his life.
      

      
   
      Grave Matters


      
      
      
         
         Back Where I Belong

      
      

      

      
      
         It had rained most of the day and with the deluge a chill spread across the land.  By nightfall a pony could see his breath in the dim moonlight.  It was the same light that stretched the shadows of the cemetery’s headstones toward a pit cast in an amber glow.



On the edge of the freshly dug grave stood Keeper, a pony whose mottled fur of brown and gray fit his job that night.  He was about fifty and occasionally fired a stream of tobacco juice into the pit where his assistant continued to deepen the hole.



“You jerk,” growled the assistant, “That one almost got me!”



“Quit yer belly achin’ lad,” fired back Keeper, “You’ve got feet to go yet.”



The assistant gazed at Keeper through round dark glasses.  From behind them Keeper could feel the glower.  Keeper leaned on his shovel as he looked down at the pony in the pit.  He wondered how the lad kept the scarf up as well as he did and but was certain as to the reason he smelled an over abundance of cologne wafting from within.  “Had plans did ye?  Young colt like you always has plans.”



The assistant said nothing and continued to dig.  The sound of steel in soil was his only response for the better part of an hour.  By the assistant’s count he’d dug another two feet before he stopped and arched his back until it popped loudly.  “So, who’re we putting here?”



Keeper spit another stream of tobacco into the pit, this time away from his assistant.  “Filly named Edel Weiss or maybe that’s all one word.  Famous you know,” said Keeper who then promptly spit the rest of his chaw onto the grass next to him.



“Never heard of her.”



“Aye well lad she held a very important record.  For a decade and a half she kept her virginity,” Keeper smiled a tobacco stained grin, “Not a bad record for this vicinity.” 



“Be serious would you.”



“Aye but I am.  Tragic what happened to her though,” said Keeper as he averted his eyes, “Run over by a Linenblücher cart while drunk on the same. She was no more than twenty-two the way I hear it.”  Keeper looked into the hole, “Looks like seven feet deep give or take an inch.”



“So, I’m done,” asked the assistant.



“Two more feet,” replied Keeper, “I started it but you’ve got youth and energy on your side my lad. You can finish it.”



“Six is normal!”



“So’s listenin’ to yer boss which is me,” growled back Keeper, “Now keep digging.”



The pair fell into silence again.  The sound of the assistant’s shovel scraping along the dirt was the only notable sound.  Soon the wind picked up and whistled among the stones and markers.  Keeper pulled his jacket tighter about him and gazed along the many rows and sighed.  By now he knew the names of most of the markers.  Some of them had been friends.  



Keeper lowered his eyes to the ground and hid his melancholy from the wind.  He’d hated to do it.  However, the job required him to do so and he did it to the best of his ability.



“It seems a shame,” said the assistant as he dug.



“What does,” said Keeper.



“What happened to Edel?  I bet she had plans and loved ones beyond what you’ve described.  It must be hard for…”



“How deep are you?”



The assistant looked about himself, “I don’t know I’m going to have to jump to get out and you’ll have to lend a hoof to pull me out.”



“Deep enough then,” said Keeper as he beckoned, “Up lad.”



First the assistant tossed his shovel out of the pit.  Then he reared back and jumped, his front hooves catching the lip of the grave.  For a moment he struggled to pull himself up until he looked up and saw Keeper raise his shovel. “What are…”



Without a word Keeper brought the shovel down hard across the forehead of his assistant sending him back into the grave.  Keeper dropped one of the lanterns by where he’d fallen, its dim light revealed the partially rotted face and missing eye of the assistant.



The assistant moaned, “It wasn’t fair I was supposed to marry when I got ill.  I was cheated!”



“Life ain’t fair lad, but the dead ain’t allowed rise either,” said as Keeper raised a large stone and dropped it on the corpse. Then, quietly he finished the job.  
      

      
   
      Iron Hearted


      

      
      
         The fallen ironheart tree—dragged into the little clearing next to Zecora’s hut—stank of mold and mildew. It was about thirty feet long and as wider than Tempest's barrel.



From the moment Tempest stepped outside, the wet, earthy smell of it crawled up her nostrils and smeared itself into the pores of her skin. It was the kind of stink that would stick to her coat for days. But she told herself not to care.



Smell is only a sensation,” she told herself. It’s only a feeling. And I’m in control of my feelings.



Tempest picked up one of Zecora’s gardening tools in her teeth: a small spade-like instrument with a pointed end. With it, she attacked the outside of the log.



The rotted wood was soft, and yielded quickly to the edged tip of the tool, all the way down to the handle. But there was a surprising, almost wet kind of firmness to the substance of the wood that clamped down on the spade and made it very difficult to leverage.



Almost like how a knife sunk to the hilt in flesh would feel.



No. Tempest violently shook her head from side to side to get the intrusive thought out of it. No, that’s not what I do anymore.



When her head wasn’t stinging from dizziness anymore, she pulled the spade out of the log and tried a different approach.



Taking the edge of the spade, she scraped along the surface of the bark. With only a little resistance, the soft wood sloughed away, leaving behind a small divot in the surface of the log. The sick, wet smell—which Tempest had only just started to adjust to—redoubled, making her eyes blink and her throat constrict.



It’s nothing. You need to work.



Digging away the spongy rot was slow, discouraging work. Her jaw quickly grew sore and stiff from holding and digging with the spade. Meanwhile, the reeking stench worked its way deeper and deeper into Tempest. It permeated her lungs, it got into her mouth, and it formed a greasy film on her eyes that she had to constantly blink and rub away.



Almost half an hour later, her spade finally struck something other than the soft, wet filth—a core within the wood hard as steel.



When Tempest peeled away the rot, the pale well-grained wood underneath shone in stark contrast to the decaying brown outer layers.



But she had cleared only one little patch of it, smaller than her hoof’s circumference. Exhausted she set her spade down, and looked.



One little hoof-sized spot was done, and the remaining thirty-odd feet of stinking, putrid rot remained.



She breathed the stench. Tasted it. Sweated it. It was a part of her now, and it was never, ever, ever going to wash away, no matter how what she did or how she tried to make amends with all the awful things that she had done to—



No, no, no. Tempest squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head so hard that her ears rang with pain. No, no, no!



Then there was a hoof on her shoulder. The sudden contact made her gasp and spin, jumping to her feet, knees crouched forward and ready to strike.



Zecora didn’t recoil from Tempest. She only smiled.



“You’ve been hard at work, I see,” she said, “cleaning up this dirty tree.”



Tempest felt the tension go out of her legs, almost involuntarily. Her breathing slowed back to normal—she hadn’t even realized it was elevated.



“It’s… slow work,” Tempest said. She cast a glance at the little spec of progress. “It’s hard work, too.”



Zecora, still smiling, only raised an eyebrow. She had a way of knowing when Tempest was holding something back.



Tempest sighed. She screwed her eyes shut again.



“I thought about it again,” she said. And after a moment she clarified. “About killing.”



Now that it was out, the other parts came easily.



“I can’t stop thinking about it. Can’t stop... comparing it to everything.”



The warmth in Zecora’s eyes never faded. She gestured at the log of ironheart wood.



“The outside only hides the true strength of the heart. To let it shine, you must remove the sick parts.” She nodded, slowly. “The process is hard; this much is true. But it’s a little better when a friend is with you.”



Reaching into her saddlebag, Zecora retrieved another spade, and smiled at Tempest from around its handle.



Tempest looked at the little patch of bright, freed heartwood, and she smiled too.
      

      
   
      At the Funeral Pyre


      

      
      
         It was quite an experience, the first time I encountered death.



It was an opossum, maybe a two days dead. It had been ripped open by scavengers, but not stripped bare yet. I remember there were maggots squirming in its eyes, mouth, and entrails, and flies swarming over every inch it seemed. Of course there was also the smell. That special, horrible, unique smell that reaches into you and mutters that little voice to keep away.



You never see death in the clouds. Up in Cloudsdale or Pegasopolis or even flight camp, there's the sun, the wind, the rain. Things are clean in a way that most other ponies, on the earth, can't understand. The sky is energy. Always alive.



At first, I was confused. None of the grown-ups had ever talked to me about death, and the other foals, well, you know the fantastic stories of youth.



For several minutes I just stared, unable to bring myself to touch it.



I wasn't scared, you see. Not exactly. I'd seen opossums before, talked to them as they scurried through the underbrush. I was worried, I think. Angry, maybe. I didn't understand what had happened to the creature. It was still. Unseeing, unfeeling. Simply not alive. I remember wondering if, somehow, it was playing some kind of game, or maybe it had something to do with the flies and maggots, but then there was that smell, and was sure that something was wrong, even if I couldn't identify what.



Animals don't think of death in the way that we do. When I tried to ask them, most were confused. Those that understood the question called it 'stopped'. Or maybe 'paused'. Which makes a kind of sense. If you don't understand, really understand, what death means, then a dead animal would simply be, well, stopped to you. Not gone, not dead, just stopped.



When I tried to find the body the next day, it had disappeared. It was probably dragged off and eaten by a carnivore, but little filly me had this idea for a time that it had somehow gotten better and wandered off.



It's surprising how few carcasses you find, if you think about it. With so many living beings, so many dying on a given day, it is usually a shock to find a dead raccoon on the ground, or a sparrow, because of how rarely it happens. Part of it is that the world is too big for any pony to understand -- there's just too much space.



The other part is life. Like the maggots or the carnivore, that which is dead is quickly recycled, put back into use for the living world.



There's a certain beauty in that, don't you think? That life just keeps happening. Maybe not pretty to watch or to smell, for us, but that's just our instinct reminding us to avoid becoming sick.



It's true, life doesn't keep happening for the dead, but it happens around and because of the dead. And death reminds us that there is life, because without life there can't be death. I think of that first dead opossum, and I wonder, did it have a mate? Did it have any children? Did its empty burrow provide a hibernation hole for another creature that winter? Did its carcass feed a starving coyote or buzzard? I didn't think any of that for some time, of course, but after learning, growing, and understanding.



That's not to say that death isn't sad. It is. When we care about something, or someone, who stops when we keep going, it's natural to feel that absence. It's natural to feel alone and afraid. Death brings us together -- the living together, to face that fear, that sadness.



Pegasi don't feed dead bodies to the earth, but burn them. No decay, no heavy pause, but active, hungry flame -- clean, like the sky. But their smoke goes into the air, and their ash into the soil and the water. Rain. Loam. Sediment. These are the food for the planet, for the living planet of you me, and the sun and clouds.



We are here, and we are alive. Thank you all for being alive.
      

      
   
      Final Glimmer


      

      
      
         The flesh on Starlight’s legs was starting to slough off. Desperately, Twilight tried, again, to break the magical barrier Starlight had placed around the entropic field she was generating. It didn’t work. 



“You have to do something, Twilight!” Trixie wailed, as if Twilight had not been trying to do things ever since Trixie had come to her and told her the situation. “You’re supposed to be the special one, the alicorn princess! You need to save her!”



“I’m trying, I’m trying!”



Sunburst found another spell. “Look at this one, Twilight! It crystallizes entropy.”



Quickly Twilight read through it, and sagged with disappointment. “I’d need to be a dragon, Sunburst. This wouldn’t work from a pony’s horn.”



“Ah, well, there’s a thing I can do!” Discord said, his face lighting up. He’d taken it very hard that Starlight had woven the protective barrier at tolerances that chaos could not match or overpower, like a weave so tight even a sword couldn’t cut it. 



“No, Dis-“ He snapped, and Twilight was an adolescent dragon. “-cord! Put me back, I don’t know how to cast magic as a dragon and I don’t have time to learn!”

Starlight was laying down now, her legs skeletonized. Her face was starting to sag with rapid aging. Her own horn flashed as she tried spell after spell to get the entropic field under control.



 “I don’t think she can hear us,” Fluttershy said softly. “When I put my ear to the barrier, I hear a loud roaring.”



Discord nodded somberly. “Accelerated entropy does that.”



“Can you maybe send her a scroll?” Sunburst asked Discord. 



“I can try,” Discord said, and the scroll vanished. It appeared in front of Starlight for a moment and then fell to pieces.



A flash of teleportation lit up the room, and Celestia and Luna appeared. “Oh, no,” Celestia said. “I know what she’s trying to do.”



“What is she trying to do?” Twilight asked.



“If she masters entropy, she can heal, and prevent death. But it’s impossible. I had to watch three students dissolve like this, Twilight. I’m so sorry.”



“No! I can see what she’s trying to cast and I think it could work, but it doesn’t have enough power, and her magic is getting weaker. Discord! If you can transfer me some of your magic, maybe I can break the barrier, and then transfer it to her!”



“You’re that adept with chaos now?” Discord raised an eyebrow. “Well, let’s give it a shot!”



Power, twisted upside-down churning power that made her mildly nauseous, slammed into Twilight’s horn. The world went white. She channeled it into a laser pinpoint against the barrier.



It cracked. Starlight lifted her head. Her horn glowed with the transfer, and the barrier filled with brilliant light.



For a moment, Starlight smiled, and then she crumbled to dust.



The barrier fell.  “No!”  Twilight wailed. “No, no, no! ”



Celestia’s ears pricked up. “Excuse me,” she said, and vanished.



Twilight stared at where she had been. Excuse me?  



“Hold your tears, Twilight, Trixie,” Luna said. “I believe they are misplaced.”



“Misplaced?  Trixie’s best friend has just rotted to nothing and—”



Teleportation light filled the room again. Celestia was back… with Starlight. Who was taller, and had wings.



“I’m sorry I worried everyone,” Starlight said. “And thank you, Twilight, I’m not sure I’d have been able to get it without that last boost you gave me.”



“You idiot! ” Sunburst swept her up in a hug. “Never, never try a new spell without involving me, ever again!”



“I don’t understand,” Twilight said. “How--?”



“When you create new magic in the domain that you are destined to govern, that is what makes you an alicorn,” Celestia said. “But I thought it would be Time, Starlight.”



Starlight shook her head. “Time’s too risky. Been there, done that. Trying to control entropy only risked me.” 



“Does this mean you can end death?” Fluttershy whispered. 



“Even an alicorn’s not that powerful,” Starlight said.. “But I can make sure nothing dies before its natural time runs out… and I can extend life.”  She looked at Twilight. “I did it for you, Twilight. I was so scared of what would happen to you if you live on for thousands of years, but your friends all die, and your brother, and who knows what would happen to Cadance and Flurry then? But now we can all be together, for as long as we all desire.”
      

      
   
      Ferment


      

      
      
         "Wrong!" Dash slammed her mug onto the table, the fruit bowl—apples in it, of course—jumping and rattling. "Everything! Wrong!"



"Uhhh..." AJ blinked, the kitchen behind her shadowy in the not-quite-midnight darkness. "Weren't you just spouting off 'bout how good the cider is this year?"



Now it was Dash's turn to blink. "What? Yeah! I mean, of course! Your cider's always the best!" Leaping into a hover, she grabbed the jug beside the fruit bowl and refilled her mug. "It's everything else that's wrong!"



AJ's arched eyebrow said more than any words ever could, but Dash pretended she didn't hear it. See it. Hear it. Whatever. She just rammed a hoof through the mug's handle and took a double snootful of pure liquid gold.



"Ev'rything?" Apparently AJ hadn't been paying attention to her eyebrow either.



"Fine." Dash set the mug down. "Not everything everything." Her mind drifted back to the ceremony earlier today at Wonderbolt HQ, the party that followed, the after party, the after-after party, and the after-after-after party, her and AJ here in this kitchen at this table with these mugs the way they'd done for so many years. "Being number two in the squad'll be pretty sweet, and having all of you there when Twilight pinned the badge on me?" Warmth spread through her, and not just from the cider. "She's really making a great princess, y'know?"



"Eyup." AJ took a swig from her own mug. "So Twilight being in charge: that's another thing that ain't wrong?"



"What?" Almost waving her hooves in the air, Dash stopped when the weight reminded her that she was still holding her mug. "Of course that's not wrong! That's, like, the whole point! We're the awesomest ponies in the world, so now we're running the place! Nothing wrong with that!"



"Okay." Sitting up, AJ didn't look nearly as relaxed as Dash thought she should. "So us being on the Council and helping Twilight rule Equestria also ain't wrong. Mebbe it's all the marrying that's been going on 'round here's gotcha in a tizzy?"



Dash pursed her lips. "'Tizzy'? Really?"



The pressure of AJ's eyebrow, though, made Dash shrug. "Cheese and Pinkie'll be great, and yes, thinking about Discord and Fluttershy rolling around together might get my stomach turning just a little bit. But hey, I always knew she had the biggest freak flag of any of us, and it's great seeing it fly, y'know?" She managed to twitch her lips into something that felt a little like a smile.



To judge from AJ's face, though, it didn't look much like a smile. "Well, then." AJ leaned forward even further. "Starting to sound like there ain't a lot left to be wrong. We're all just ticking along pretty much same as always. Ain't we?"



"Except..." Dash found herself staring at the fruit bowl. "Sometimes you find an apple sitting out in the orchard and it looks all big and juicy and you reach for it and it turns out it's all...all mushy and brown inside." She didn't want to look at the apples anymore, didn't want to smell the cider she'd splashed on the table getting warm and sour anymore, didn't want to feel all hollow and awful and alone anymore. "How do we know everything isn't that?" she whispered.



Something warm touched her hoof. "'Cause we don't let it be that." The quiet strength of AJ's voice raised Dash's head, and the light of her eyes held Dash's gaze. "We keep sharp, grab all the apples we can, and insteada letting 'em rot the way nature wants, we make 'em rot the way we want. With sugar and yeast and a little squeezing, we turn 'em into cider." She patted Dash's fetlock. "And we's both had a spoonful too mucha that tonight, ain't we?"



Dash found herself nodding but kept focused on AJ, didn't want to focus on anything else the rest of her life.



"So." AJ leaned back. "Since you ain't fit to fly, we'll pour you into a guest room and—"



"Could I—?" Her throat dry, Dash shoved the words out anyway. "Maybe I could stay in your room...with you...tonight?"



"Well, now." Her smile spreading slow, AJ reached up and pushed her hat back. "Reckon that'd make ev'rything all right, Sugar cube?"



No words left, Dash just nodded again.



Standing, AJ swayed a little, walked around the table—



And her smile touching Dash's tasted sweet as cider.
      

      
   
      Medicine


      

      
      
         Discord floated over another spoonful of Meadowbrook Potion. “I don’t mean to be a sour puss,” He started, snapping his talon. “But isn’t this the third year in a row that you catch Swamp Fever?”



Out of the corner of her eye, Fluttershy saw a small creature pop into existence. It had a tail and paws of a cat, but had a body made out of a Grapefruit. She laughed. Why he didn’t pick out a lemon or an orange was beyond her. 



“There ya go.” Discord smiled. “Laughter is the best medicine, but still, you need to take the antidote.”



Fluttershy coughed, releasing another flurry of bubbles.



Discord clicked his tongue and summoned a needle. He popped every bubble within a second or two. Fluttershy grew a slightly nauseous from watching his speed. Whether it was the Swamp Fever, or just dizziness, she didn’t know.



“You really need to stop going near that swamp.” Discord pointed to the spoonful of the green-tinged liquid. 



Fluttershy held her breath as she accepted the spoonful. Quickly, she swallowed it. She gagged at the lingering taste that was both sharp and old, like taking a bite of stale bread with mold in it. Why did potions always have to taste nasty?



“I would, but―” Fluttershy winced as she felt her raw throat scratch together like sandpaper. “―Mr. Bear always wants to have a taste of Flash Bee honey during this time of year.”



“Can’t you tell him that you will get sick if you go near that swamp again?” Discord glared at the spoon. The spoon shook in fear and raced towards Fluttershy. 



“I would, but he needs some food before hibernation,” Fluttershy said. “Without it, he’ll starve before winter is over.”



Discord frowned. “I can always summon a jar of Flash Bee honey if you need it.”



“That’s not the point,” Fluttershy said. “I need to go with him so he can learn to get food on his own.” She coughed again. 



Discord sighed and summoned a bug catching net. He glared at the bubbles, and the bubbles flew into the net. He snapped his talon, and the net disappeared, replaced by a spray bottle. 



As he spritzed the air and the nightstand next to her, he asked “This is the third time you went with him. Surely by now he can forage for food on his own?” He pulled a tissue out of the box next to her and shook it around until it transformed a paper towel. He wiped down the surface.



Fluttershy shook her head.



“What if I teach him? Discord asked. “It can’t be that hard!”



“We all know what happened last you tried to help the canaries learn to fly.” Fluttershy warned. “I appreciate the offer though.”



“Can’t I just snap the Swamp Fever you have out of existence? Maybe convince them to go on vacation? Go see the sights? Maybe snap a couple pictures at Canterlot Palace?” Discord tilted his head. A bunch of tiny suitcases appeared next to him.



“Don’t.” Fluttershy said. “I don’t want them to find anypony else to infect.”



“I’m running out of options here!” Discord snapped his talon again, a parchment with a quill appeared in midair. The quill ran a line through the sentence: Convince Fluttershy again to make the Fever take a hike.



“I’m fine, Discord.” Fluttershy said. She coughed. 



“No, you’re not.” In response, Discord, popped another barrage of bubbles. “Look, Fluttershy, I know you want to look out for every creature, but there’s a point where it shouldn’t come at your expense.”



“I’d rather be sick than to have any of my friends starve.” Fluttershy said. She laid a hood atop Discord’s paw.



Discord paused whatever chore he was doing. His eyes widened as he turned to Fluttershy. She could see his Draconeequs cheeks burning with shade of red.



“You’re giving me the best medicine,” Fluttershy said. “Laughter. You are kinda funny when you are flustered.”



“Me? Funny?” Discord pointed to himself innocently



“Mmhmm.” Fluttershy nodded. “That’s what I like about you.”



“Hey!” Discord pointed to a section of her foreleg. “You're right! It’s working! A spot disappeared!”



“Wow! You’re right!” Fluttershy examined her foreleg.



 Discord smiled. “How about this?” The parchment appeared again. On it, he scratched in: Make Fluttershy laugh



“That sounds good!” Fluttershy sat up in her bed “What have you got?”



Discord snapped his fingers and a brick wall with a stool appeared behind him. He took a seat.



“Okay, Knock knock!”
      

      
   
      Peanut Butter Chocolate


      

      
      
         I knew things would be over soon when she whispered in my ear: “I think I love you.” 

	

The words came deep into the evening, when the Apple Family finally closed down their Annual Barnstormer and shooed all us local yokels out into the darkness. We were the last ones out on account of Greenie’s hooves being so sore. She danced to every song the band cranked out, fast or slow, which was why her front hoof was wrapped around my shoulders. 

	

“I think I love you,” she says again, her other hooves shaking under the dirt road. 

	

My heart falls a little lower.  

	

“You think?” I say. I make the tone playful, just in case she doesn’t understand what she’s saying. 

	

“Yep,” she says. She taps her head with her free hoof. “Fully calculated in the Leafy Green Calculator of Love.” 

	

I let loose a sad chuckle masked in joviality. She’ll be gone from my life within the next two weeks. A month, tops. 

	

Not that she’s planning it now. Even in her exhausted state, she means what she says.

	

I think I love you. The harbinger. A code uttered by Ponyville mares, a subtle escape clause for when the nagging doubts take control. The phrase they could point to when their friends gossiped about the dissolution. I thought I loved him. I didn’t really. Not now, at least. The affection came from one too many sleepless nights and lonely beds. You understand, right? And they will. They really will. It’s something everypony does at least once in this town. 

	

A shame. I really liked her. 

	

Not that this stopped me from being a gentlecolt, of course. I felt her weight digging deeper into my muscles and her discomforted groans becoming louder with each step. I asked if she would like to stay the night at my house. It was closer to us now, and she could rest her hooves in ice until she fell asleep. 



“Oh, thank you!” she says, giving me a peck on the cheek. 

	

“You’re welcome,” I say. 

	

She giggles. “Stop being sweet. Too much sugar is bad for you.” 




We come to my house just before midnight. The full moon makes it look light blue and bigger than the cozy bungalow it truly is. She’s busy whispering happy secrets into my ear, tales of a soft-nosed jackalope and mysterious lights she saw up north.

	

She follows me inside and flops on the couch. Her contented sigh accompanies the grey leather squelching under her emerald body. A bowl filled with the Cakes’ Peanut Butter Chocolate Surprises jingle in the bowl on the coffee table. In no time I’ve got ice in a green bucket, and Greenie lowers her back hooves into it. 

	

“So much better,” she sighs. “I don’t think I could’ve walked another ten feet.” 

	

“Then how will you get to the bed?” I say. 

	

Her face goes red. “Robin! How can you be so crass?” The concern soon melts into a lascivious grin. “And how come you didn’t suggest so sooner?” 

	

For a moment, the shame threatens to burst. I should stop this now. Just get up and say we might as well end it here and carry her back to her house even if she can’t stop crying into my neck. A mercy kill. It will be far easier than what’ll happen next over the following weeks. The conversations growing stilted, eyes glancing toward the clocks ever more often, the conveniently increased workload to justify canceled dates. 



Then the final blow, announced in a quiet voice masked as mercy.

	

It’s only quick thinking that saves my charade: “Do you want some candy?”

	

Greenie smiles. “A little sugar never hurt anypony.”

	

I grab the bowl and hold it out to her. She takes a hoofful, as do I. She’s still chewing by the time I’m done, making soft mmm-mmms accentuated by the peanut butter making her cheeks stick to her teeth. 



I lean down and kiss her chest, going as deep as I can into her thick fur. I feel her hooves come around my head, not so much holding me as guiding me upwards. Up her shoulders, to her neck, to her face growing red with anticipation instead of embarrassment.  

	

“It’s so good,” she said. Her lips smack with each syllable. 

	

“I know,” I say, staring into her now-happy eyes. “If only we could taste it forever.”
      

      
   
      The Cutie Mark Crusaders Create a Compost Pile


      

      
      
         Cheerilee placed the chalk back on the tray, turning and smiling at the class.



"And that's why composting is so important!"



The class was filled with the sounds of pencils scratching at papers as students diligently took notes. Cheerilee sat down at her desk and pulled out a stack of papers to sort when she saw three particular fillies turn to face each other. She felt an old, familiar dread begin to set in.



Apple Bloom grinned at her friends. "Are you girls thinkin' what I'm thinkin'?"



They jumped out of their chairs, uniting in an epic hoofbump and shouting, "Cutie Mark Crusader Compost Pilers, yay!" before falling on their desks.



Diamond Tiara quirked a brow. "Why did you do that? I mean, you three have your cutie marks now."



Sweetie Belle glanced at her. "Yeah, but we've been feeling nostalgic lately,” she said, finishing with a smile that quickly fell to a wince and a groan.



Cheerilee sighed and rubbed the side of her head, idly wondering how much trouble she'd get in if she started stocking some of her sister's vintage in her desk.








Cheerilee walked through Ponyville, feeling refreshed after a nice, quiet weekend. As the school came into view, the relaxation fled from her mind as she saw the Cutie Mark Crusaders in front of a wooden crate. Dread and tension set in as the stench hit her.



As she walked up, Scootaloo beamed and pointed at the crate. "Look, Ms. Cheerilee! We're composting!"



Cheerilee took a deep breath to brace herself, but immediately regretted it as she gagged. "Girls, I appreciate the enthusiasm, but you can't start a compost pile right next to the school."



"What? Why not?" Scootaloo asked.



Sweetie Belle rolled her eyes. "Because it'll smell bad. I already told you that!"



Scootaloo glared at her. "And I told you it doesn't make sense! How can something that does good stuff not smell good? You must've done something wrong!"



Cheerilee chuckled nervously, hoping to head off the brewing argument. "Sweetie Belle is right, Scootaloo. Composting is just going to smell."



Sweetie Belle smirked and turned her head up in a move Rarity would surely praise. "See?"



Scootaloo crossed her forelegs and pouted. "Whatever."



Sweetie Belle blew a raspberry at Scootaloo, who in turn growled and tackled Sweetie to the ground. Sweetie shrieked and tried to push the (not actually all that) aggressive pegasus off of her.



Apple Bloom stepped up next to Cheerilee and shook her head. "What a couple of knuckleheads." She chuckled and looked up at her teacher. "Guess that's just how foals are, huh, Ms. Cheerilee?"



Cheerilee looked between the yellow filly at her side and the two bickering fillies in front of her and sighed as she felt an all too familiar headache setting in. A glance in her saddlebags confirmed that she had brought that vintage with her today.
      

      
   
      Murder Most Fowl


      
      
      
         
         Peace Was Never an Option

      
      

      

      
      
         An awful, slick *squish!* froze Raven Inkwell—Princess Celestia’s white-coated, brown-maned unicorn steward—in mid-stride. Sweat beaded on her brow as she levitated aside the scroll she’d been quintuple-checking to behold the brown and green miasma caking both her forehoof and much of Canterlot castle’s once-clean crimson carpets and shining marble.



A loud HONK! shattered her horrified reverie. More honks followed, seemingly from all sides. Her blood pumped faster as she gazed to and fro, trying to detect their source.



Soon the creatures broke upon her as a wave of honking, flapping, dive-bombing gooseflesh. They descended from rafters, assailed her in doorways, and alternately honked and snapped at her effects. Raven batted at them with her magic, but there were too many; first they tore away the scroll, then one nabbed her glasses. Finding herself both beset and legally blind, she bolted, desperate to escape despite the horrid squishing that her hooves made.



Raven soon reached a large set of double-doors. She entered, slammed them shut quickly, then leaned back against them, glad for the chance to at least catch her breath.



“The guard-geese are new,” said Princess Celestia very nearby, making Raven jump nearly out of her skin. “I’m sorry we didn’t consult with you, but I feel it’s important for everypony to go on holiday from time to time… even if that means leaving kingdom-threatening crises to be handled by others in one’s absence.”



“G… ‘Guard-geese?’” Raven spluttered incredulously.



The large white blur before her cocked what was probably a head. “Then you haven’t been briefed about the new security measures Shining Armor instituted while you were away?”



“Er… no?”



“I’m surprised you didn’t see the fans,” Celestia said. “Or at least hear them. We’ve more than doubled the guard, what with the threat of Grogar at large. We have more layers of detection, prevention, and intervention, than I can remember. It’s perfect. Well, almost.”



Fighting down the urge to shout about how nopony would want to infiltrate a castle with goose droppings everywhere… Raven simply smiled, because sometimes this was part of the job, too. “Almost, Princess?



Celestia inclined her head. “I see you’ve discovered a… shall we say, tactical shortcoming with our guard-geese.”



“That their filth is ruining the castle?”



“Exactly. Everypony wants to get rid of them, but they’re magically resistant. We have pest ponies who can evict them, but it might have to be done with violence… which I can’t condone. I’ve often said that I would jeopardize my own health and safety before I would respond to negativity with violence.”



Chrysalis, Tirek, and Tempest Shadow would all vouch for that, Raven thought amid rising passive-aggressiveness.



“Which is why I’m putting you on it,” Celestia continued.



“Wait, me?!” Raven’s eyes went wide. “W—Why me?”



The white blur raised a hoof and set it on Raven’s shoulder. It was warm and strong. “Because you’re capable, clever, and fresh from holiday. You’re bound to think of something that we haven’t yet.”



Raven frowned, but plunged herself deep into thought. Options whizzed by, quicker than heartbeats, as she considered and rejected them.



It’d be so much easier if we could just dispose of the blighters.



Wait…



A single thought stood out to her. She cleared her throat, preparing to push forward with it, dangerous as it may be. “Princess, you’ve essentially said that you wouldn’t try to stop somepony from taking over the kingdom, correct?”



“Not at all. I admit that we’ve come close to being overthrown several times in recent memory, but we’ve always come back stronger than before.”



“Of course,” Raven said. Her pulse began to hammer as she prepared her next words: “But if, say, I were to stage a coup right now. Bloodless, of course. But if it removed certain decision-making requirements from you?”



Celestia shook her head. “No, that’s no better than making the decision myself.”



A smile crept into Raven’s lips. “What if I challenged you to a duel?”



“I… wouldn’t fight, of course.”



Raven shrugged. “Then you concede?”



“Raven, I—”



“You concede,” Raven repeated more firmly.



After a moment’s hesitation, Celestia chuckled. “This sets a bad precedent, you know.”



Raven smiled back. “We can’t let the castle fall into ruin. And if compromising somewhat is the only way to do that… perhaps, in this case, we can live with that?”



“You would be a wise ruler,” Celestia said. “Calculating, though…”



“You mean I am a wise ruler. But fear not; a royal steward’s position just opened up, and the pay’s rising.”



“Raven…”
      

      
   OPS/images/1919-4afe9f.jpg
As '?r?\"\(,tﬁﬁ, t \(‘wblj |

S I PRI LSS
@

Cor SV N

BSs o






OPS/images/2601-72b9ec.jpg
4

PESSI D DI R

15






