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         Until Reisuch slipped from otherwhen and struck Syvarth from behind, there was surely no way that we could have prevailed. Even though my entropic shields were glittering like frozen space and Elganath held the Bludgeon of Scattered Desires, Syvarth would still have beaten us down and reshaped the nascent glowing world below us to her own revolting desires.



But Reisuch darted back from the Was-To-Be and struck with all might at Syvarth’s unguarded double tails, and down she fell, landing on the world below. The poor little globe trembled, its barely formed continental masses rippling in mighty waves. As she was distracted in the fractured rock, we reformed our defenses.



It was a brief respite; Syvarth rose from the congealed magma again, cunning and glassy, and uttered a challenge that filled the black sparkling sky with thin deadly shards.



I stamped hard into the glowing rock and it splashed an umbrella around me and my associates, which cooled just as the blades fell. They chipped and cracked the thin shell, but it held, ah yes, it held!



And now Elganath stepped forward and his Bludgeon danced, striking hard at Syvarth’s unwholesome and lethal intentions, shattering and scattering her will. And I stepped forward to spread chaos below her supporting tendrils, laughing with draconic equanimity. And lithe Reisuch, she -- she was not here, now, but this surely was the point where she nimbly slipped back through time and gave Syvarth the backstabbing nudge that would ensure our victory.



Syvarth howled and struck at us again and again with her wiles and her knives, but we held the ascendancy now. As brave Elganath brought down his bludgeon like a vast silver hammer, and I shifted the values of physical law underfoot, and Reisuch, popping back to the present, lashed out with a glowing whip of binding, Syvarth raged in despair, for she knew her rude challenges for the fate of our little world that we’d all built together were now at an end. 



Reisuch’s whip spiralled inexorably around Syvarth’s multiple tendrils and my entropic forces eased the way as the mighty bludgeon descended and struck the final blow! With a wail of despair and shock, Syvarth shot like an arrow straight down into the semi-molten world below, passing through rudely formed mantle and incandescent magma to come to her permanent resting place at the center; a fit punishment for her presumption and betrayal.



I stared down at the crater, white hot at the rim with the brown roiling smoke inside--








“Discord? Is the tea not to your liking?”



--And the whole noodly forking length of me, unfolded through time like a bolt of lightning, gets frozen to one spine-cracking point. Here I am, not elsewhere where most of the action is happened, or did happening, or… 



I stare down at the tiny white porcelain circle with the literal spot of swirling tannin-stained water in it. From the corners of my eyes I see through the windows distant mountains, eroded to roundness now, but once spiky with the force that threw them up, the very edges of the crater that Syvarth made as she fell screaming for the last time. If the ponies could look down through the ground, as  I can, past the blazing depths of Tartarus, they’d be able to see that curled form frozen at the heart of the world, skull with jaws spread in its last, eternal challenge.



And slim Egalnath of the Dark Cunning, Reisuch who slipped through instants of time like the thinnest possible blade, Olsibena with his great round maw that swallowed rocks and asteroids and then worlds until he eventually ate enough to become a star… where are they? The paths they took do not even exist any more; they have vanished not only from present and future but also past, so that now I only have my shaky memories to recall them, and must wonder if I only deceive myself to think that such terrible splendor ever blazed its way through existence. And the leakage of Syvarth’s screaming dreams now have lent their power to such trivial little schemers as Grogar and Tirek, who have not the wit to comprehend what true chaos was, or what true power once meant. And I in my little encroaching fences cannot hold my own against even these. My potential still branches through pasts and futures like a tree, but it is like an evergreen now, smaller and smaller as it extends into the glory of the New Order. I, who once played with the forges of creation, reduced to parlor tricks and niceties...



“A fire has to burn; how else can it be a fire?” I mutter.



“What?” says the pony serving tea, blinking with cowlike innocence. “Would you like some more honey with that?”



I extend the tiny, insultingly cool cup, the tiny bubble of congealed matter that I could fragment to gamma rays if I just squeezed my claws one tiny bit harder.



“Do make with the bee-barf, dearie,” I say through my teeth.
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         Mistress Mare-Velous in: Shatterhoof Shock!
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         A distant sound of exploding rocks reverberated through the mountains, freezing Kassandra in mid-hoofstep. She perked an ear, but it was filled with the wild flapping of spooked birds taking flight from the blossoming cherry trees surrounding her. Petals rained down on the cool, sweet breeze, blanketing the path and tickling her orange coat.



Kassandra calmed her mind and waited, suspecting this might be a sign of her.



The second explosion drew Kassandra’s eyes toward a craggy rock face jutting up three hundred mare-lengths above the treeline. A small cloud of dust wafting above it shone gold in the dawn light.



Kassandra turned from the mountain path to crunch through the lush, aromatic forest. A third explosion, then a fourth, helped guide her through the thick wood to the almost sheer stone beyond.



She grunted, checked that her blond ponytail was still secure, and spat on her forehooves before scrabbling upwards. The explosions continued as she climbed, seeming to make the whole mountain buck and rumble. Kassandra gritted her teeth, clutched her hoofholds harder, and struggled against the temptation toward jealousy of her unicorn sisters.



With effort, she steadied her breath and fixed her mind’s eye on the journey’s end, until she felt able to continue the slow and pitiless ascent. In time, she collapsed, panting, at the top—only to flinch and roll away from a shower of rock chips bursting from another explosion.



“Sorry, didn’t see you there!”



Kassandra’s muzzle crinkled at the youthful tone of voice that greeted her. But this had to be the place she’d gleaned rumors of, and the mint-green unicorn striding towards her through the haze of rock dust had to be the Mistress she’d sought across oceans, trails, and legends.



“You…” Kassandra said with a parched tongue. “You must be…” She paused, thrilling to at last behold the great tan-and-silver mechanisms that enshrouded the mare’s forelegs. “Mistress Shatterhoof, I seek your wisdom to complete my training as a warrior.”



Shatterhoof giggled. “Oh! Oh, of course you do! But… I don’t know how that’s going to work…”



Kassandra’s brow furrowed. “Are you… indisposed?”



“No, I’m Lyra,” the mare said, extending a power-gauntleted hoof toward Kassandra before apparently thinking better of it. “And about an hour ago I got pulled into this copy of ‘Mistress Mare-Velous: Origins #3’ that Bonnie bought me!”








The tea was cold, astringent, and tasted like tree bark—but Kassandra held it tight as the mare who’d spent far too long clumsily making it jabbered across the only table in the mid-sized workshop that wasn’t strewn with parts, books, or half-assembled oddities.



“So… you are not Shatterhoof?” Kassandra interrupted.



“Like I said, Bonnie knows I love Power Ponies, and this was a souvenir from her last assignment—”



“But you bear her gauntlets. This is clearly her workshop. And you… do not project guile enough to best her, claim her things, and masquerade as her.”



“I think, somehow, the comic must want me to be her,” Shatterhoof said, frowning. “And yeah, wrecking rocks with these babies is fun, but I’m not her, and I… well, I don’t know how to mentor you through your thing, either.”



Kassandra raised an eyebrow. “My ‘thing?’”



“Your superhero thing! I mean, this is a four-issue miniseries, and you spent all of last issue getting to Neighpon, so this must be the issue where Shatterhoof… me… helps you see who you already are inside, and gives you your lasso from her techno-magical armory as a ‘graduation present.’ Then you spend issue four kicking flank for the first time as Mistress Mare-Velous!”



Mistress Mare-Velous.



It was far from the first time that Shatterhoof had uttered the strange name, but hearing it presented now as the name she should assume filled her with trepidation.



Could this be what I’ve sought? And why a lasso, of all things…



“Then you have foreseen my coming,” Kassandra said, only half as a question. “And you are ready to complete my training.”



Shatterhoof’s frown pulled tighter. “I don’t know how to train a superhero! I mean, a lot don’t really need training. Either they’re born super-geniuses, or their home planet gets destroyed, or they’re bitten by a radioactive stick-bug… or they’re just rich. Being rich is the best.”



Kassandra felt a sour taste fill her mouth—and not just from the tea. “I see things differently. Yes, some who stand up and protect their fellow ponies do so using powers beyond mortal ken. But I have always believed that training, discipline, and dedication, offers a path that anypony can take to better themselves. A hard path, to be sure; and not one that everypony will follow unless shown how. But one of meaning; one of worth.”



A broad smile worked its way across Shatterhoof’s muzzle. She nodded vigorously. “See, that’s what I love about Mistress Mare-Velous… er, you! You’ve got that big, strong, ‘self-made mare’ vibe, but you understand not everpony’s at the same point on their journey, and you don’t hold it against them.”



“This cannot be the end of my training, though,” Kassandra spoke into her cup. “I was told… I would find wisdom here. That the journey would have meaning, at its end.”



Shatterhoof shrugged. “What if it has meaning in continuing, instead? What makes me the one who gets to tell you that you've ‘graduated,’ anyway?”



The words hit Kassandra like a slap across her muzzle. “I’ve come thousands of miles to seek how you would shape me into the ultimate warrior for justice…” She stood up in anger, nostrils flaring. “And all you offer me is this ‘Mistress Mare-Velous’ name, and a denial of finishing my quest?”



“I’m… not really good at teaching!”



Kassandra wanted to throw the tea at the wall, and let it shower the workshop with bitterness. But instead she breathed deep, set the cool ceramic cup down, and turned away.



She walked to the edge of the summit, heedless of Shatterhoof’s protests behind her. She sat, and stared down aimlessly, letting her gaze dance between the jagged mountains and their raiment of blooming trees. The sun stood at its zenith, suffusing the cool air with a warmth and light that seemed almost alien to the darkness of Kassandra’s inner uncertainty.



“Mistress Mare-Velous.”



Once more she heard the name, and again felt its strangeness on her mind. Shatterhoof had followed her, and bore a piteous expression on her face. Oddly, she also held something that resembled a golden coil suspended in her magic. “Look… I’m sorry you ended up with me, and not what Shatterhoof was supposed to be written like. I’d teach you anything you wanted, if I knew how! But the truth is that I can’t.”



Kassandra sighed, and glanced out at the trees again. “I’m unafraid of truth, though not immune to disappointment. I suppose I’m guilty of the temptation to think… I would ‘graduate,’ as you say. That some wise pony would tell me when I was ready to fight for ponykind.” She took another long breath. “But perhaps I am the one who must tell myself this. And perhaps, by disappointing me, you have freed me the greater falsehood that ensnared me.”



Shatterhoof grinned from ear to ear. “Oh, amazing! This is turning out just like your canon origin! But I wonder if… ohhhh!”



She vanished with an almighty flash of white light, stunning Kassandra, and leaving her to search about for the missing mare.



Yet the only sign remaining of her was the golden lasso she’d left upon the ground.
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         Sandbar went to put his front hooves in the water, but he stopped when he saw all the other foals doing it. They splashed at the crabs, pressed down on the backs of the manta rays, leaned so close their parents had to stop them from falling in, and generally made a whole ton of noise. Sweet Celestia, the noise. It was worse than a water park. Sandbar leaned over the edge of the touch pool and blew his mane out of his face.



His father prodded him on the shoulder. “Well? What do you think?”



“About what?” replied Sandbar.



“You know.” His father gestured towards the water. “Him.”



Sandbar looked down at the turtle, swimming in the same circle it had been swimming in for the past five minutes. It was about the size of his head.



“Well.” Sandbar thought long and hard. “It’s definitely… a turtle.”



“Aaaaaand?”



Sandbar screwed up his face. He leaned in close and pressed the turtle’s shell with the tip of his hoof, causing it to bounce off the sandy floor, and, as if a spell had been broken, it left its circle and swam away. 



Sandbar waved it goodbye. “I got nothing,” he said.



“You can’t remember anything?”



“Nope. Can we go home now?”



His father sighed. “Don’t worry, Son, we’ll jog your memory. We just have to be patient.”



“We can be patient at home.”



“Sandbar, c’mon. Why do you want to go home so bad?”



Next to them, a giggling filly slapped both hooves in the water, going after a fleeing manta ray. The splash struck Sandbar in the cheek. “Because this is boring,” he grumbled. 



“But all you do at home is stare at the ceiling. That’s boring.”



“Ceilings are cool, Dad. Have you ever looked at one?”



His father crouched down to his level—Why were grown-ups always doing that?—and whispered, “C’mon, this is important. Getting your cutie mark in your sleep is a very serious problem.”



“Doesn’t bother me.”



“Yeah, well, nothing bothers you. I’ve read stories about foals who’ve had this happen to them, you know. All of them tragic.” 



Sandbar groaned.



“These foals, they can’t remember what dream they were having when they got their mark, and they wander around for the rest of their lives, aimlessly, trying to make sense of it. I don’t want that to happen to you.”



Sandbar stared longingly at the crowd of families around the touch pool. He was tempted to slip away while his father wasn’t looking. In a crowd this size, it would take him an hour to be found. Sandbar could blend in like nopony’s business.



Suddenly, he perked up. “I was drowning,” he said.



His father swallowed. “When? In the dream?”



“Yeah. I just remembered. I was… We were drowning. You, and Mom, and me. We were in a shipwreck out on the ocean, and there was this storm, and we were sinking, and it was dark, and cold, and wet, but then this giant, massive sea turtle”—he swept his hooves in a giant, massive arc—“came out of nowhere and brought us up to the surface!” Sandbar nodded. “That’s how I got my cutie mark.”



“I don’t think being rescued constitutes a special talent, Sandbar. Nice try, though.”



Sandbar snorted like a bull and turned back to the water. “I don’t remember, Dad. Sorry.”



“That’s okay. You just need to get a closer look.”



“Huh?”



Without so much as a tap on the shoulder, Sandbar’s father picked him up and stuck him under his shoulder like a hoofball.



“Dad, wait—!”



Dad did not wait. He charged through the crowd of families, shouting, “Outta the way!” and bowling ponies over like they were pins. He caught up to the turtle, brushed aside the colt patting its head, and held Sandbar over it. The creature flew into its shell, leaving behind only bubbles. 



“You’re scaring it,” Sandbar said.



“And how does that make you feel?”



“Excuse me, sir?”



Sandbar dropped to the floor, landing like a cat on all fours. He turned around. A blue-jacketed mare with a mean scowl was nose-to-nose with his father, who was shying away.



“Sir,” she said, “some of the other parents are complaining about your behavior.”



Sandbar turned away to hide his smile. Kick us out, please, kick us out.



His father sputtered, then said, “I apologize, Ma’am, but this is a cutie mark emergency.”



A pause. “But… your son already has his cutie mark,” the security guard responded. Sandbar felt terribly watched.



“Yes, he got it last night. While he was sleeping.”



The guard let out a horrified gasp. “No,” she pleaded.



“I’m afraid so.”



Sandbar rolled his eyes. He made to run away, but the two grown-ups boxed him in on either side. 



“Well?” the guard pointed at the turtle. “What do you think?”



“Nothing.” Sandbar pointed suddenly at the trembling, underwater shell. “Wait, look!” he cried



The grown-ups craned their heads in. “What?” said one. “What?” said the other.



“It’s a turtle!” Sandbar cheered, then deflated onto the edge of the pool. “Can I go home now?”



The two grown-ups scoffed, walked away from him, and began scratching their chins. 



“Say,” said the guard. “Do you think he needs to see an adult sea turtle?”



“Is there such a thing?” his father replied.



Sandbar rolled his eyes and followed them so he could hear.



“Oh, yes. In fact, I say we take your son to the VIP Room.”



“Is there such a place?”



“Absolutely. It’s on the other side of the largest tank we have. You can see all the same animals, but it’s more private. It’s technically not allowed, but…”



When she looked down at Sandbar, he pouted and shook his head as hard as he could.



“…This is an emergency.”



Sandbar crumpled.



“We’ve no time to lose!” his father cried, and as he charged for him, Sandbar lifted his hooves and waited to be picked up like a good little hoofball.








The sign on the glass said it was the biggest sea turtle for hundreds of miles. Well, yeah. Of course it was. The aquarium was hundreds of miles from the nearest ocean. But either way, it was the biggest turtle, no, the biggest animal, that Sandbar had ever seen. As it banked by the window, It reached from floor to ceiling. The lights in the tank barely made it past him, leaving the room dark, but with warping shimmers of green, blue, and orange.



Sandbar’s mouth fell open. He stepped back past the flanking grown-ups, who looked at him expectantly.



“Um.” He swallowed. “Can I… be alone for a second?”



Without a word, his father and the guard scuttled out of the room. When the door shut, Sandbar’s face fell back to neutral.



“Finally,” he grumbled. He walked up to the glass, spun around, and sat up against it, sighing like he’d crawled into bed. He tilted his head back, reached up and tapped on the glass right under the sign that said do not tap on the glass. 



“Thanks for the assist, big guy,” he said. “Mind if I chill here a while?”



The turtle didn’t respond. It didn’t say a word. It didn’t wink, didn’t smile, didn’t pay Sandbar the slightest bit of attention. 



Sandbar stared at the ceiling. The shadows of fish swam across it every which way, like thoughts swimming in somepony’s head, but the turtle’s shadow never changed course. It only swam in an easy circle.



Just like in his dream.
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         “C-can we start from the beginning?” Starlight barely managed to stammer out. She tried desperately to smile wider, but she felt just how plastic it must have looked.



The other mare, sitting across Starlight’s desk in the headmare’s office, only raised her eyebrow.



“I mean—what I’m trying to say is…” Starlight chewed her words thoughtfully, like a cow. Not that she was comparing herself to a cow. Not that there was anything wrong about being a cow, because that’d be prejudiced.



She swallowed and set her train of thought gently back on its tracks.



“I want to ask why you’re interested in attending Princess Twilight’s School of Friendship,” she managed, in her most professional voice.



“I want to...  make friends,” said Tempest Shadow. Or, Fizzlepop, was it?



The mauve unicorn (whose name Starlight couldn’t quite decide on yet) kept her voice low, wary and cautious. But she sounded sincere.



“The School of Friendship is primarily geared towards… um… the academic needs of younger creatures,” Starlight said, testing the waters.



“I know. I don’t care,” said the other mare, beginning to scowl.



Starlight quickly backpaddled out of the waters, which had proven themselves to be shark-infested.



Tempest—because nopony in their right mind could call that towering, stormy, muscular figure a name like ‘Fizzlepop’—didn’t even seem to notice Starlight’s involuntary wince. Or, maybe she did, but she didn’t show it.



Starlight briefly shot Phyllis a glance, for moral support. It had taken a lot of paperwork to get the little potted plant registered as an emotional support creature, but it was worth it. The cute red collar with the official designation really did give Phyllis a sense of character. It meshed well with her green-ish tones of, well, green.



Starlight blinked. Because Tempest was still looking at her.



“I’m just, uh, afraid that this would not be the best fit for you,” she said, her voice as desperately placating as she could manage. “Maybe an environment where you could interact with your peers would work out a little better.”



“I have no peers,” said Tempest. Her scarred face twisted up, in an ugly way. “I have no coworkers. I have no acquaintances. And I have. No. Friends.”



The last few sentences came out in an almost uncontrolled burst. Starlight saw just a bit of something etched in Fizzlepop’s face for a hundredth of a moment, before the mask of Tempest slammed back into place.



“Hence,” said Tempest, as though explaining it to a foal, “I need to go to school. I need to learn.”



Starlight felt her brow furrow, almost involuntarily. What Tempest said had flipped on the ‘school headmare’ switch in Starlight’s mind, and a ramshackle collection of heavily used mental machinery began to come to life.



“What is it that you want to learn here?” asked Starlight, with a genuinely easy grace that surprised her so much she had to fight to keep it off her face.



“I want to learn…. how to talk to ponies.” Tempest spoke some of her words through gritted teeth. “I want to learn how to belong. I want to learn how to fit in. I don’t fit in. I’m broken.”



The last sentence was spoken as though she were simply talking about a piece of armor or an  arcsword. It was punctuated with a subconscious glance up towards her forehead.



The wheels in Starlight’s subconcious were still turning. And after a score of equations, the sum that the mental machines spat out arrived in her conscious awareness with surprisingly finality.



“I see,” she said. “And I understand.”



Starlight reached out with her magic—oh god, was that being insensitive??—and opened one of the drawers in her desk. There were many drawers in her desk, because she liked drawers. But the contents of this one, she saved for occasions like this.



“Hold out your hoof for me, please,” she said while she retrieved what she was looking for.



Tempest did an excellent job of keeping the confusion off of her face. She stood, straightened, and presented her hoof like a weapon.



Starlight picked up a little sphere of polished steel, no bigger than a golf ball, and carefully brought it closer walking on unsure hooves as she came to Tempest, as though she were carrying a flask of volatile reagents.



“Take a hold of this. But be careful. It’s easy to drop,” she said, with a gentle wink.



This time, Tempest couldn’t keep the perplexion from showing. Her eyes pinched at the sides, and her lips curled the slightest bit to one side. Because that little metal ball couldn’t weigh more than a pound at most.



When Starlight passed the ball into Tempest’s hoof, the former soldier’s eyes immediately wided.



The ball lurched to one side, and Tempest snapped her other hoof down on it to stop it from rolling away.



Tempest’s entire balance wobbled for a moment, and then she found equilibrium, and Starlight saw her form relax.



“Tricky, isn’t it?” said Starlight, smiling.



“It…. doesn’t fall straight down,” said Fizzlepop, a wash of wonder in her voice.



“Yep!” Starlight nodded, eagerly. “Its center of gravity is about three feet outside of its mass. And it gets pulled towards whatever direction it happens to be pointed at. It’ll even roll up a wall, if you aim it right.”



“What is it?” asked Fizzlepop. The large mare carefully took a hoof away from the ball, so she could bend over close and get a better look at it.



“It’s a lump of Discordian steel,” said Starlight. “During Discord’s previous escapades, he used to break a lot of physics. There are a lot of little bits of space and matter still lingering around that just won’t come all the way back together, even after he stopped being, um, evil.”



Tempest passed the ball from one hoof to the other. It was a strange sight, seeing somepony hold an object from the side rather than from the bottom.



“Discordian objects tend to be really handy, because they don’t need constant enchantments to retain their properties. This particular little guy used to be a counterweight for the Friendship Castle’s indoor water pumps. Apparently, magical trees don’t sprout out the ground with enough internal room for indoor plumbing, so the engineers had to get creative.”



Starlight cleared her throat for the next bit, because it was the important part.



“This little ball of steel is useful,” she said, “because it’s broken. It’s never going to be like any other metal ball there ever was, or there ever will be. It can’t ever be like all the rest of the steel in the world.”



For a stretched out moment, Tempest was absolutely motionless, with that confused scowl still frozen on her features.



Just enough time passed in awkward silence for Starlight to start panicking on the inside.



Was this whole demonstration too foalish? Did Tempest think she was being condescending?



Oh, moon-damn it, Starlight swore she would never switch on headmare-mode again in the presence of another adult as long as she ever lived!



Just when she was about to snatch the ball back and profusely apologize, Fizzlepop’s eyes pinched at the sides.



“But it still has a place, doesn’t it?” said Fizzlepop, eyes almost wet. 



It took a moment for Starlight to realize that Fizzlepop was replying to Starlight’s previous sentence. But when it did, something in Starlight’s chest absolutely glowed with Harmony.



“It’ll always have a place, somewhere,” she said. "And it doesn't need to be like the others."
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         Water sloshed under the wheel as it churned over the river’s flow. The wood of the wheel groaned as it revolved, tired as it was.



Amplitude looked over to the horizon, the sun dipping below the mountains. It must’ve been six in the evening, except it felt like eight. Autumn had a way of disorienting his circadian rhythm.



He turned towards the door, and sighed. Perhaps he could ask what time it was when he got inside. Maybe It would be enough to pass the time with some small talk. Just maybe. But, after that, he had really nothing to talk about. 



Why had mother sent him here anyways? He hate to be a bother, especially with how late the hour was. 



“Ah! Amp! What brings you here?”



Amp turned towards the door of the cottage. His grandmother waved a faded yellow hoof. She smiled with a kind smile, not too wide, but not too small that it wouldn’t be noticed.



“Hey Grandma.” Amplitude waved back. “Ma told me that I should pay you a visit.”



“Oh, that’s sweet of her! Come on! Come in!” Grandma motioned inside. 



He stepped forward, his hoofsteps echoing on the cobblestone pathway leading up to the porch. It was just across the hardwood porch, and then into the house. He could feel the clash of the warm air inside the cottage with the chilly air.



Amplitude stepped inside the cottage, immediately, he was greeted by the smell of burning wood. To his side, he saw a coffee table that had a couple decorations celebrating the season of autumn, a cornucopia that hadn’t been filled with real food, but plastic fruit- just for presentation purposes. A scented candle had been set to the side. It gave off just a slight aroma of pumpkin spice, but he had to really search for it, as the smell of burning timber drowned it out.



“You came right in the nick of time,” Grandma said as she slipped by. She pointed into the kitchen. “I made some pumpkin pie.” She pointed to a rack near the entrance. On it, hung a dusty old wool coat. He unwraveled his scarf and hung it up on one of the bronze hooks. He secretly hoped that one of the burrs wouldn’t snag onto the scarf, since the rack had been fashioned from scratch.



As Amplitude stepped into the kitchen, he found his grandmother taking off boxes of items, some assorted with random papers, pencils, as well as hammers, dial calipers, and other instruments that Amplitude couldn’t even begin to pronounce. 



“Allow me.” Amplitude stepped forward and took the box away from his grandma. 



“Oh, thank you, Amp!” Grandma said. “Pardon the mess, I was just doing some cleaning up around.”



Amp grunted and set the rest of the stuff in the corner with the others. 



“Go on and have a seat after you do that,” Grandma trotted towards the oven. “The pie should be about ready.”



Amplitude scooted a chair out. As he did so, the wooden feet scratched against the wood. 



“So, I heard you got first place in Rookesville’s running of the leaves.” His grandma said, slipping an oven mit over her forehoof.



“Sure did!” he answered. He didn’t think much of it, it was just a race and what mattered is that the townsfolk enjoyed the race. 



He wished he could’ve had fun.



The timer buzzed. As soon as it went off, Grandma pulled open the oven door and took out the tin. She carefully carried it over the table and set it down on the hot pad. He smiled as the aroma of pumpkin pie enveloped his nose. 



Grandma sliced through the crust and cut to the center. Then, she cut another groove and lifted out the slice onto a plate. She set the plate in front of him, and then cut a slice for herself.



“So, how was the race?” She asked.



Amplitude remembered how it was racing through those trees, the thunder of his hooves underneath his feet. His heart pounding, his legs aching, and his lungs burning like fire. The pegasai that were nipping as his heels had been his motivator, giving him enough fire to push himself harder. It hurt, but he felt powerful, the speed of his hooves underneath him, and the wind rushing in his fur. Whatever could distract him from his troubles, they were far away.



“Well?” his Grandma asked, tapping her hoof.



He looked into those gray eyes and answered, “It was good, I’m just tired from today.”



“I don’t blame you.” She pointed to the pie. “Go on. Eat! You probably have worked up an appetite from all that running!”



Amplitude didn’t wait another second to sink his teeth into the pie. As he tasted it, the sharpness of the cinnamon, as well as other spices accented the pumpkin pie just right. 



“This is really good!” Amp said.



“Glad you like it!” Grandma said with her mouth full. “Whoopsie.” She grinned nervously after she swallowed. “Rude to talk with my mouth full.”



An awkward pause later, Grandma continued. “You know, don’t you want to go out and hang out with friends and tell them you’ve won another race?” Grandma asked, pointing a fork at him. She wiped off her muzzle, which had a couple dots of pumpkin pie on it.



Silence filled the air, save the crackling of fire from the other room.



“Something’s on your mind.” Grandma set her fork down. “What’s wrong, Amp?”



“I’ve hit a rut.” Amp answered. “I used to enjoy running, but now I don’t. Ever since― well, I just wish ― gah! Words!” Amp threw his hooves up in the air before laying them on the table. “I just feel bad I’d wasted time running instead of spending time with grandpa.”



Grandma laid a hoof over his. “You know, don’t beat yourself up over it. I’d bet he is smiling down right now, seeing his grandcolt chasing the dreams he loves. He was happy to see you following in his hoof-steps.”



“But I never did.” Amplitude said. “I never took up inventing.” 



Grandma shook her head. “You remind me of him, always working against the ponies that told him to settle down. He couldn’t tell the difference between discouragement or advice. Even in the form of compliments. I can see why you clashed.” She pointed again to the waterwheel. “That wheel is old and tired. Yet, it still runs, using the power and flow to boost it and keep it in motion. We owe our warmth and our meals to it- pies included.”



Grandma took her hoof and lifted Amp’s chin up. “Yes, his passing hurts me as well as it hurts you, but we need to always stay in motion, otherwise we are left out hungry and cold.” She tilted her head. “Don’t worry about him. He wouldn’t want you to worry anyways. Just stay in motion, and you’ll be fine.”



She brought her hooves back to the pie. “Now, I don’t mean to be rude, but I’m going to finish this, it’s getting cold.” With that, she took another bite.



Amplitude smiled and finished up his pie.



It was delicious.
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