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         Ot all started with a typo.



It was the wee hours of May 23, 2042, and Stella Yan—aka Techtician, friendly local gadgeteer superhero—had just been awakened by a subliminal jolt from her messaging app. She sat up instantly; her Do Not Disturb settings being bypassed at that time of night meant crimefighting business. And indeed, when she put on her smartglasses and the HUD blinked to life, a message was pending:



[Colt Peacemaker] Hay if you're available need some info



Trying to avoid waking up her fiancee, Stella bit back a speech response and engaged the visual keyboard. She swiped fingers clumsy with sleep around the ghostly, glowing midair letters projected by her display:



[Techtician] what is ot?



A split second after she hit Send, a message came in:



[???] ot is awake



Stella blinked and stared. A few seconds later, the "…" indicating a pending message finally lit up, and Stella shouted her reply as she dashed across the room and threw on her gear.



[Colt Peacemaker] what the flip

[Techtician] [!!!] Don't talk. Compromised channel. Open your NeighBourough™ app and tap share my location. Choose friends only. Be right there.








It didn't seem to be coming from Colt's headset—that much seemed likely from their respective device logs. On her device, it didn't look like it was coming from anywhere at all, which suggested malware. But three different tools detected no fingerprints on her glasses, and she was hitting the Multinet for a fourth option when she noticed a trending topic on 15Minutes.



"Found an amazing easter egg tonight," the first post's title said, with a screenshot of a Jawbone chat window. Two feline avatars were flirting in an otherwise-empty public sext channel when one of them said "hey guess what." "What is ot?" the second replied, and a message directly below it with no usericon said: "Ot is a party for three when you were only expecting two."



The Related Posts list was overflowing with other screenshots. "That feel when," the first one was titled; the screenshot showed him posting "What is ot?" to an empty sext channel and getting a response back: "Ot is typing into the cruel, uncaring void."



That was followed by a post titled "Not just you perverts." (A thaumatology channel: "Ot is a tremendous new opportunity in untapped probability space.") Then: "Uhhh guys ot's READING PRIVATE CHATS??!" (An argument over infidelity, a clearly typoed "What is ot?", and a reply of "Ot is not certain this breach of trust is reparable.") Then: "Wtf, is ot an AndroidX/OS thing?" and a screenshot from an entirely different mobile app. 



Half an hour later, the top post in the topic was titled "Not to worry you, but." It was a cameraphone photo of a computer console in an orbital traffic control station. The red surface glow of a recently colonized planet in the metastable fringes was visible through the window at one side of the frame. "WHAT IS OT?" someone had typed into the commandline. And beneath it, in precise monochrome monospaced letters: "Ot is realizing just how large existence is, and how little we understand it."








Liam Earthson only smoked on special occasions. This wasn't because of health concerns; even if he had been worried about the inconvenience of cancer, his physiology quickly healed everything he threw at it. It wasn't because of cost; he lived on a planet sufficiently Earthlike that tobacco was grown locally. It wasn't because of addiction; he lived far enough out in the metastable frontier that desire alteration spells were easy and cheap. Simply put, it was the smell. Too many of his clients had sensitive noses.



He needed a smoke now, though. And, thank the stars, when he had woken up mauled and sprawled in a darkened alleyway off of Redlight Cruise, at least that monster of a Xikorian had left him his cigarettes.



He dragged himself against the wall where it had happened, and extracted a smoke. It took his trembling hands three tries to light it. He set his lighter down for a moment to wedge the cigarette pack into the last undamaged pocket of his black street leathers—now conspicuously devoid of his wallet. When he reached out to pick the lighter up again, there were red smears on the blue plastic of its case. 



Liam stared at the blood running from the deep slashes on his arm, trying not to think about what it looked like where he'd been grabbed by the hips. The area between them felt like it was on fire, and his lower back was entirely numb. He winced, hoping it would rain soon enough that his ocean of lost blood didn't freak out the police and get them searching for the victim.



He heard a faint buzzing from the trash pile to his left, and fished through it until he felt the comforting weight of his phone. Relief flooded in—at least he hadn't lost that too. But that was cut short by a passing thought about the source of the buzzing. Tonight was Braeburn's night. 



…Or it was supposed to have been. But he had tried to sneak in a side gig that sounded too good to be true, and he'd been desperate enough to ignore his doubts. Now not only was he going to end the night in pain and empty-handed, he'd also have to cancel on one of his best customers. And come up with some excuse innocent enough to not worry the poor stallion. Damn his soft spot for ponies.



But the message wasn't from Braeburn. It was from his neighbor Emily.



Sorry to bother you, it said. But I need a friend right now.



He sighed and typed back with shaky fingers. What is ot?



The phone buzzed again even before his finger had lifted from "Send". Ot is not very large and not very hard, the inbound message read. Two problems they say you're good with.



He stared at the screen and then called her. "Emily," he said, "what the hell?"



"Oh goddess, Liam, I didn't type that," she said, sounding as bad as his body felt. "Please don't be mad. Please don't."



She sounded so horrified that Liam immediately regretted his question. "I believe you. I'm sorry."



"No, I'm sorry. It must be my fault, I screwed up again—"



"It's not," he said firmly. "Look, it must be a phone virus or something, don't worry about it. Emily. What's going on?"



Emily let out a shuddering breath. "It's my fault, maybe David typed that, I made him so upset, I left the roast in the oven and he was looking so forward to dinner—"



"Whoah, hold on," Liam interrupted, dread stirring at the pit of his stomach. "Where are you right now?"



"In the coffee shop down the block. I, I needed an espresso."



"Did he hurt you?"



"He was going to hold my hand on the stove. Just long enough that I wouldn't make that mistake again. But I freaked out and ran." Emily began to cry. "Oh, gods, I screwed up so bad this time, I already forgot the cleaning on Monday, I don't deserve him—"



"Emily. I need you to listen to me." Liam gritted his teeth and leaned against the alley wall, trying to focus through his pain. "I've got a room tonight in the Southchapel Suites. You head there and give them my name. I want you safe until I can join you."



"No, I've got to go back to David and calm him down, I'm just so scared—"



"Emily, please. Right now things might get even worse unless you've got a plan, and someone you can trust to help you with it. Do you trust me?"



He heard her swallow back a sob. "I…yes."



"Okay. Then please do this for me. I'll see you in the room, and we'll talk out how to fix this."



"Liam? Is that you?"



Liam blinked. That last bit hadn't come from the phone. It had come from a high, soft male voice on the sidewalk to his right. He stabbed the call disconnect button and whirled to face a tan pony-shaped form.



"Mother of trees," Braeburn said, a cartoonish hoof flying to his muzzle. His wide green eyes strayed around Liam's ripped clothing and the half-healed slashes underneath. Tears began to brim.



Then a determined look settled into the pony's muzzle. "Get up, you," he said, trotting forward and grabbing Liam's waistband in his teeth. One quick head jerk later, earth pony strength had propelled Liam to unsteady feet, and Braeburn was bracing his shoulder to Liam's hip. "We're gonna get you some help."








Stella had figured that finding an explanation would be simple once she realized that the phenomenon was repeatable. She threw together a laptop from brand-new components, soldered it to a handmade Multinet tether, then put the whole assembly (except for the antenna) inside a jerry-rigged Faraday cage.



With a few keystrokes, she invoked a chat client and an array of firewalls and diagnostic scripts, fixing her eyes on the real-time network packet dump. What is Ot?, she typed into the chat window.



A reply instantly flashed up onto the screen: Ot is a repeatable phenomenon.



There was no inbound traffic whatsoever.



Colt Peacemaker—or, when they weren't using her hacking and his pastry cannons to keep the streets free of petty crooks, a solidly built black-coated pegasus named Thunderlane who freelanced with her in Emergency Weather Control—stared over her shoulder at the screen, then hoofed his eye-mask up onto his forehead and rubbed his eyes. "Okay," he said. "I'm assuming from your expression that that's bad."



Stella groaned. "Magic. It's got to be. All the shittiest problems go right back to magic."



Thunderlane shifted his weight from hoof to hoof. "That's not my department, Tech, I'm a pegasus," he said. "Still…usually I can feel it in my wingtips when there's a spell going off nearby. And I've got nothing."



Stella reached for the keyboard again. "Well, feel harder."



> What is Ot?

Ot is not as repeatable a phenomenon as you thought.



"Great, now the thing is mocking me." Stella scowled at the screen and kept typing. "Anything?"



"Nope." Thunderlane shook his head.



> What is Ot?

Ot is the decision not to mock you despite this being objectively hilarious.



Stella snarled. She opened the Faraday cage, yanked everything out, assembled a different laptop with no network connection, and put it inside, typing furiously into the console.



> What is Ot?

Ot is testing the definition of 'repeatable' until you realize the term is ill-defined.



Stella checked every system call and code trace she could think of, and searched for recently accessed files. Nothing. Nothing. Nothing.



> What is Ot?

Ot is scoring an examination without the answer key.



Well, that taunt she could do something about. Stella hacked up a visual map of computer memory, drawing it onto the screen behind the console, then set a script running to highlight regions with active read-write activity. If the phenomenon wasn't going to give her a straight answer, she'd tease it open and feel around in its innards.



"Techtician?" Thunderlane said, voice growing uneasy as he watched her darkening expression. "You know, we're low B-tier at best, maybe we should accept our limitations here."



"Hero tiers are about combat power," Stella snarled. "Sure, maybe I'm useless in a fight, but I can make any damn machine in the universe dance to my tune."



"Still. What about calling in some bigger guns on this one, maybe see what Whizzard or the Tetragrammatron think—"



> What is Ot?

Ot is thinking you should really be paying for dinner if you're trying to get this much from a first date.



> What is Ot?

Ot is a secret in a beartrap in a steel gauntlet in a velvet glove.



> What is Ot?

Ot is the uneasy sensation of being less and less polite while your partner continues not getting the hint.



Stella finally hesitated, unease churning in her gut, a chill running up the back of her neck. Then, slowly, she retracted her fingers from the keyboard and backed away from the table.



"Thank you," Thunderlane said with obvious relief. "Look, let's team up on this one, that's all I'm saying."



"Okay." Her eyes not leaving the screen, Stella fished a red phone from a vest pocket, thumbing an app and starting up an encrypted call.



"United Earth Government, metahuman liaison, Dispatch speaking," a harried voice said from the device.



"This is Techtician," Stella said. "Justice Keepers, Red Sky City, Nebulon III-b. I'm calling about—uhm, a newly discovered entity with a two-letter name. I…" Her voice faltered, and she glanced back at the screen. "I think I'm being threatened."



There was a brief silence. Then Dispatch's voice returned, firm and urgent. "Disengage immediately. Find the closest safe environment and remove all electronics from your vicinity. The Rangers will rendezvous shortly."



Stella blinked. "Uhh. I'm glad you're taking this seriously, but straight to the Rangers? Just like that?"



"The being in question is already suspected of one fatality," Dispatch said. "We'd rather not have you be the second."








The only other time Liam had been in the Church of the Penitent Weapon, he had left profoundly uneasy. It was too earnest. Too clean, too well-ordered…too friendly. 



That was a strange thing to say about a religion nominally headed by a pony, he supposed, but there was an intensity to it that went far beyond the naive kindness of Equestrians. He understood ponies' attitudes; the universe was their herd, and they carried some ineffable magic with them that seemed to convince the universe to give back to them the generosity they put out. But the Church…well.



Braeburn had barely pushed Liam through the front door when a shimmering deep-blue field surrounded his body, lifting him over to a pew behind a hurriedly assembled privacy partition. Before Liam could protest, his ripped clothes were surgically peeled back from his body, and a hovering succession of damp towels were dabbing the blood from his flesh. A sky-blue unicorn wearing glasses and a white coat trotted up to his body, pressing a rubber-gloved hoof to an especially ugly gouge on his back, and out of the corner of his eye Liam saw her nod. 



"You know, I usually charge for someone getting this hoofsy," Liam feebly joked.



"Medical examination," the unicorn said, lowering her head further and visibly wincing. "Doctor Panacea. I see you're a regenerator, so I'll spare you the lecture about how you should have left the crime scene in an ambulance."



"And I'll spare you the speech about how we're living in a magical space future, but the government still disapproves of my occupation enough that utilizing medical services is worse than the alternative. Speaking of which—"



"The church doesn't care," Panacea said. "So neither do I."



Braeburn had told him as much when they approached the building, but it still helped to hear. "Thanks."



"I know you're not a fan of doctors, but I don't want to test the limits of your powers," Panacea said, gently resting a hoof near the back gouge again. "Please let me make sure this one doesn't scar."



"I regenerated an entire leg once," Liam said. "But if it makes you feel better, whatever."



His back began to tingle with an even deeper magic than the kinetic field holding him up. The pain unwound from his abdomen, and he let out a breath he hadn't realized he was holding.



"Huh, thanks," Liam said, and tried to change the subject.  "Didn't realize the church kept a doctor on staff."



"Friends help each other out," the unicorn said matter-of-factly. "They helped me when I needed it most, so in turn, I volunteer when my skills are needed most."



"Lucky me that you happened to be here, then." Liam hadn't heard Braeburn call anyone on their trip over.



The unicorn smiled as a set of black street leathers floated out in her horngrip from under the pew. A perfect match for Liam's shredded set, he realized as she set them in his lap. 



"When friendship gets involved, luck has little to do with it," she said. "Speaking of which—I'll give you some privacy to get dressed, and go let your friend know you're okay before I leave."



Panacea trotted around the far end of the privacy screen, and Liam let out a long breath. He looked down at the clothes in his lap, then set them aside and stood up, stretching out the new aches in his torso and running his fingers over the smooth skin of his forearms. He glanced around the church—its high, vaulted ceilings; its soft white lights; the devotional statues of stylized winged, horned horses lining the wall. Then he stared down at the leathers for a long while, wondering if he would be pressing his luck to ask for jeans and a sweater. 



He sighed and tugged the new clothes on. They fit perfectly.



"Perhaps I should have asked earlier," a gentle, maternal voice said from directly over his shoulder. "Would you rather have had jeans and a sweater?"



Liam jumped. Then he turned around, and stared up into the face of an alicorn.








Stella pouted, shifting side to side in her chair. "When they said they were sending Rangers," she grumbled, "I figured they meant, y'know, plural."



The Ranger pacing around the hotel suite shoulder-shrugged. He was a massive, hairy brick of a man, Old Earth Russian, wearing the distinctive Ranger sash over the nanoweave armor and utility belts of a professional monster hunter. "We are spread thin right now, lapachka," he said in a booming, jovial voice. "There is an entire universe of villains taking advantage of the panic.  You are not the only local heroes neck deep in soup."



"Look, Mikhail, no offense." Stella re-crossed her arms over her chest a little tighter. "Even by S-tier standards, you're an amazing fighter and I respect what you do. But I wasn't calling for a babysitter. Why can't you ask them to send, I don't know, Arcana, or Foresight, or the Lich King? I was making progress figuring out what's going on, but I need someone to check the Faraday cage for etheric resonances or leftover thaums or whatever the hell the mages call it."



"Is what they are doing." Mikhail spread his arms. "Just not here."



"Well," Thunderlane said from where he was lying on a chaise longue near the window overlooking Southchapel, "I for one appreciate your help." He shot Stella a pointed glare. "What are your team's mages working on?"



Mikhail pivoted a chair around with one giant hand and sat down backward on it, crossing his arms over the back. "Mostly, checking work of UEG counterintelligence agent. He thought the beast was rogue A.I., set up trap for it. Logic gates, fork bombs. Asked the question—" he waved a hand in a vague gesture—"and the beast said back, 'Is your doom.' Then some blank lines, then 'just kidding haha.' 



"Well, did the trap work?" Stella asked.



"It caught beast's attention," Mikhail said. "Agent was first victim. Took a walk to calm down. Got hit by autotaxi."



Stella felt her face twitch. "I am suddenly less sanguine about my investigation."



"Eh," Mikhail said. "Many teammates do not think it murder."



"You disagree?" Thunderlane asked.



"I know how predators think." His face darkened momentarily, then he shrugged and his jovial tone returned. "Either way, I think, no danger here. It warned you, you backed off. And team will know more once we learn how beast moves. How it strikes."



"Not electronically," Stella said. "I can tell you that much."



"Da. Is no virus. Also is no spell. Responds only to the question, but knows much beyond its asking. Only talks through electronics—so far. But to be safe, we do not speak its name."



A muffled ringtone chimed out from the bedroom. 



The smile dropped from Mikhail's face, and he abruptly stood. "Chyort."



"Uhh," Thunderlane said in the sudden silence. "My phone, not hers. The one you said was safe. If it matters."



Mikhail blinked, then let out a booming laugh and sank back to his chair. "Look at us. So on edge."



Stella tried to push through the adrenaline icing her veins with a forced laugh. "Still. That definitely wasn't ominously timed or anything."



"Don't tempt fate," Thunderlane said. "Mikhail, am I okay to get it? That's my hero number. It might be important."



"Da, go ahead."



The pegasus nosed open the door to the bedroom, trotted through, and closed it behind him. There was the muffled sound of digging through saddlebags, then a "Colt speaking." Brief silence, then: "Oh. You."



Mikhail shot a questioning look at Stella. She shrugged, just in time to be interrupted by a shouted "You WHAT?!"



Stella exchanged a puzzled glance with Mikhail and pushed herself to her feet. Thunderlane burst back through the door, his normally-dark muzzle a sickly grey, yanking his costume on with his wings while he shouted into his headpiece. "Listen. Don't move. Don't touch anything. We'll be right there. With a Ranger."



Mikhail frowned. "Colt. Am here to keep you safe—"



Thunderlane bit down on a belt strap, cinching it up, then stabbed his call closed with a wing. "Not any more. This is big."



"What happened?" Stella said, dread settling into the pit of her stomach.



"That was my ex," Thunderlane said. "He just killed the goddess."








Like most people, Liam had never come face-to-face with an alicorn before. Perhaps, some tiny part of his brain thought, he still hadn't. The being in front of him was too sleek and shiny to be a flesh-and-blood equine. But what defined an alicorn was the inner spark that transcended them beyond mortality and physics, and there was no mistaking the divinity that rolled off of her like an inbound tsunami.



He glanced back and forth between the tall winged horse and the statues ringing the church. "You," he stammered. "You're Apocalyptica."



"Hello, Liam," she said with a gentle smile. "I'm glad you visited." And it felt as if he was being welcomed into the living room of an old friend, rather than an ancient galaxy-spanning A.I. which had invaded Equestrian space with thousands of planet-eating dreadnaughts, been touched by the magic of friendship, and decided it no longer wanted to be anything but a pony.



The tiny part of his brain clinging to those pesky, inconsequential facts retreated toward gibbering incoherence. The rest of him grinned at her offered wing-hug, and he leaned into her body, feeling the phantom pulse of electronics in her veins and the unexpected warmth of her steel feathers encircling his back. For a moment, everything washed away except for an overwhelming sense of everything being right with the world, and then she pulled away, sitting on the floor in front of him and gesturing for him to sit in the pew. 



Liam sat.



"What are you doing here?" some part of him still had the presence of mind to ask amid the sea of tranquility.



Apocalyptica nodded, and he gazed into her face, some part of him registering the one part of her body that was anything other than vibrant, gleaming white: the dark lines running vertically down her cheeks from her eyes, framing her gentle perpetual smile. "I solve friendship problems, Liam," she said. "I've got so many dear friends to help me—" she gestured around the church with a wingtip—"but sometimes Harmony calls to me and tells me that a more personal touch is needed to solve a very big problem." 



Her horn lit—with magic, he noted, a machine that knew magic—and several pamphlets floated into his hands. "What are these?" Liam asked.



"A battered women's shelter with an open bed," Apocalyptica said, her smile turning sad. "A therapist with very reasonable sliding-scale fees. A codependency recovery support group. You're being a good friend, Liam, but I think Emily needs more than a kindly ear right now. And if you feel the same, I know she'll listen to you in a way she won't to anyone else."



"Thank you," Liam said, momentarily overcome. "I…of course. I'll do everything I can."



"I know you will," Apocalyptica said, her gentle demeanor returning, and pressed a hoof delicately to his chest. "You've got a good heart. Better than you know." 



Liam smiled blissfully, savoring the overwhelming tranquility until the goddess' hoof receded. As his wits stirred back to life, though, a pinprick of unease poked at the back of his thoughts.



"You know," he said, opening one of the pamphlets and glancing around the page. "I don't want to question the will of a goddess, but…is helping a neighbor out of an abusive relationship really big enough to require divine intervention?"



Apocalyptica shifted her weight back, resettling her wings and—frowning? Frowning. It was a cute sort of moue, but there was an undeniable concern behind it.



"I don't actually know," Apocalyptica muttered after some time. "All available data suggests it, even though my actions will only introduce modest efficiency gains to your assistance. I have calculated out to sixth-order ripple effects, and that conclusion remains. If I may be frank, Liam, I'm not used to Harmony detecting an effect I cannot."



Liam sat up straighter. "That's…uhh. Wow."



"It's nothing." Apocalyptica's smile returned. "Big or small, it's always wonderful to know that I can solve a problem for my friends."



Liam quirked an eyebrow. The goddess' smile deepened, and Liam couldn't help but laugh at the sheer undeniable sincerity of it.



"Still," he said. "Maybe there's a different problem to fix here? Like, uh, not to be selfish, but—"



"The metapowered Xikorian who attacked a prostitute, knowing that his victim couldn't safely approach authorities?" Apocalyptica said. "Currently speaking with one of my priests after his craft was disabled in interstellar transit. He should return in approximately three standard days to apologize and return your wallet before enlisting in the war against the Shadows Beyond The Stars."



And there it was again—the intensity that left Liam a little skittish despite the purity of the church's generosity. "I appreciate that," he said regardless.



"I'm sorry I couldn't intervene earlier. He has needed a friend for a very long time. But I cannot, despite my reputation, be everywhere." Apocalyptica lifted her wings in an uncanny approximation of a shrug. "Regardless, that's not why Harmony was insistent on my personal touch. It has something to do with Emily, that's all I can tell."



Liam tried to sidetrack his thoughts into the problem. "Well…I guess there was that one weird thing she said."



The goddess stood still for a little too long, then quirked her head. "What did you find odd? Her behavior and communications have been remarkably straightforward, given her circumstances."



"Yeah, except for that one thing she texted—oh, I guess that wasn't her. So it probably wasn't important. But it was still weird."



"Liam," Apocalyptica said, "what are you talking about?"



"Here, I'll show you." Liam glanced away to rummage through his pile of bloody, ruined clothing for his phone. "Though I'm curious…what is 'Ot'?"








"…And when I looked up," Liam moaned, head in hands, "she looked like this."



Mikhail scrutinized the sleek metallic statue standing in front of him. A gleaming white alicorn, wings slightly splayed, with dark tear streaks under its surprised eyes and a muzzle frozen as though halfway through a word. 



The Ranger poked the mechanical alicorn's chest with a meaty finger, his expression turning darker and darker. Apocalyptica didn't move. 



"Beast found big prey," he said grimly.



"No no no no," Braeburn said, pacing frantically around the church, a masked Thunderlane standing awkwardly nearby. "This isn't happening."



"Have told teammates," Mikhail said. "They are smart. Do not lose hope."



"The goddess can't be dead," Braeburn said. "She just can't."



Stella stared at the alicorn through her smartglasses, frowning, then reached to one wing joint, tapping it with a finger. There was a soft click, and a panel swung open, revealing a bank of dark LEDs. 



"She's not," Stella said.



"She might as well be," Thunderlane said, tapping at his phone with a feather and then holding it up. "Her app is—gah!"



That last bit came as Braeburn shouldered him out of the way to leap at Stella. "Leave the goddess alone you ghoul!"



There was a brief scramble, which ended with Mikhail clamping a hand over Braeburn's withers, hauling him off the ground to dangle comically. "Calm, loshadshka," he murmured, then frowned at Stella. "Techtician, I trust you have good reason for this."



Stella lifted her glasses. "I saw energy sources in the wing-struts. I asked myself, if I was an A.I. building a goddess in a horse body, where would I put my batteries? And where would the backup power diagnostics go? That's what this is." She pointed to the panel. "With the amount of juice still live in there, this should be showing massive electron flow—but nothing."



"What are you saying?" Liam asked glumly. "She's extra dead?"



"Exactly the opposite," Stella said. "Notice she didn't collapse—all her muscles are tension-locked. That means she burned out her control system and all her data pathways, leaving individual systems halted but intact. This was a reversible emergency shutdown."



"Ha!" Mikhail boomed. "Smart horse."



"And that means I can jerry-rig some bypasses and add 'goddess resurrector' to my resume." Stella cracked her knuckles, smirking. 



Which would bring about the situation Apocalyptica shut down to prevent.



The voice quietly inserted itself into the conversation, and five heads glanced over simultaneously at a point behind and to the right of the alicorn. The moment before, it had been empty air; in the space between blinks, it had become a translucent figure of a blue-robed old woman calmly sitting in midair, hands folded in her lamp. Her lips didn't move when she spoke, and yet everyone in the room heard her as surely as if she were there with them.



"Ah, Foresight," Mikhail said. "Are others on way?"



We remain spread too thin. I should not be here either, but diverting my attention briefly will result in acceptable losses. The figure flickered for a moment, then returned with singed clothing and mussed hair. I will summarize what we have deduced, now that this final piece of the puzzle has fallen into place. The phenomenon at the core of our struggle is a memetic entity.



Stella's expression twisted up. "Internet fame come to life? That's such a garbage explanation I can't even decide how to shoot the idea down first."



"Not a computer meme," Thunderlane said. "Something much more dangerous. Think Discord on steroids."



Stella narrowed her eyes. "And when did you become the engineering expert?"



"The tech angle's the sideshow here," Thunderlane said defensively. "Look, I talk shop sometimes with Shadow War vets down at the bar. They've fought one or two of these things. Beings from the far side of the metastable frontier that exist on a different layer of reality. Sometimes they wrap themselves around a principle of abstract thought or identity and start intruding into our universe, and then things get scary fast."



"Okay," Braeburn said uncertainly, "but if what hurt the goddess was like Discord, why would waking her up cause problems? It's not here any more."



"No, that's not…" Thunderlane squinted in thought. "Memes aren't either magic or physics. They exist in the medium of consciousness interacting with the universe—they're made out of concepts, the same way we're made out of meat." Braeburn stared at him blankly, and Thunderlane sighed. "Okay. Let's pretend the…uh, beast…was a meme about red. It wouldn't be a red thing, it would be the idea of red itself. Any time and any place something red existed, the beast would too, until we found a way to kill it."



"So there's some sort of concept that's a virus and Apocalyptica accidentally thought herself to death?"



"…close enough."



"Not exactly," Stella said slowly. "I think I get it. The—" she caught herself about to say the name—"beast exists around a rigid rule. Ask a specific question to an electronic medium, and it can manipulate the computer to deliver a relevant response. So it's specifically The Question that's the dangerous part. And when Apocalyptica got asked it, she realized what was about to happen, so she shut herself down rather than give a memetic entity unrestricted access to the universe's most powerful A.I."



Mikhail frowned. "Why did it get that far? Robot horse is not stupid. She reads Multinet. She could not see question coming?"



No, for the same reason the being set off none of our memetic warning systems, Foresight said. Its memetic concept is related to the division in consciousness between sapience and artificial intelligence. So it is structurally invisible to A.I.s.



"Ah," Stella murmured in realization. "Hiding in Snowcrash filters."



"Uh, what?" Braeburn said, looking increasingly lost.



"Unlike brains, A.I.s think in linear algorithms," Stella said. "There's specific sequences of data they use as flow control instructions—telling their processors to jump to other parts of their code. Snowcrash filters are how A.I.s deliberately blind themselves to seeing those data sequences in the external world, in order to not see something which would unexpectedly dislocate their brains."



Foresight nodded. But Apocalyptica was also was capable of magic. She would have had anomalous magical feedback while her electronic sensors showed nothing wrong. That's how she realized there was an infection, and how dangerous it was.



"Makes as much sense as anything else I've heard tonight." Thunderlane glanced around the room, then frowned and looked toward the exit. "Hay, excuse me for a minute?"



"Da," Mikhail said, then put a hand up to his chin in thought. 



Foresight turned to look at him. Can you handle this from here? It is no small thing to defeat a meme on its own terms.



"Have taken down bigger monsters with less," Mikhail said. "I understand the beast now. That is the important thing." When Foresight nodded and faded from view, he lowered his hand and allowed his eyes to settle closed, his body going very still.



Stella waited, trying not to fidget. She recognized that stillness—a hunter's trance. Attuning himself to his quarry. Probing it for weaknesses from every angle, creating an advantageous confrontation, and meticulously arranging a decisive strike.



Finally, his eyes snapped back open again.



"Come, lapachka," Mikhail said to her calmly. "And let us hope you're as good a miracle worker as you say."








"What are you doing?" Thunderlane asked.



Liam—already halfway down the block from the Church, and clenching his arms to his chest against the brisk night wind—glanced over his shoulder at the hovering pegasus, and tried to ignore the scowl on his muzzle. "Leaving," Liam said softly. "Before I make things even worse."



"Yeah, that sounds familiar." Thunderlane pumped his wings, jetting ahead of Liam and pirouetting into a four-point landing directly in his path.



Liam sighed. "Look, 'Lane. Before I accidentally murdered Apocalyptica, she asked me to help get my neighbor out of a domestic violence situation. Maybe the big shots you hang out with have some way to bring her back, but just in case, I'd like to think honoring a goddess' last wishes is a pretty big deal."



Thunderlane scowled. "Sure, because you've always cared so passionately about doing the right thing."



"…I never claimed to be a hero."



"You could have been!" Thunderlane shouted. "And don't try that b.s. again about your powers being useless! My only 'power' is pie-shooting guns, you think that stops me?"



Liam's mouth twitched, and he spoke before he could think about it.  "Do the cops whose lives you save try to arrest you the next evening?"



Thunderlane hesitated, his ears flattening.  He was opening his mouth to respond when they were interrupted by a shout from down the block. 



"Nepobedimyy!" Mikhail said, striding toward them. "Back to the Church. Need your help to kill the beast."



Thunderlane sighed loudly, turning away from Liam. "Fine. Nothing for me to do here anyway."



Mikhail blinked. "Spasiba, Peacemaker," he said, extending one meaty finger toward Liam, "but actually I meant him."








Liam stared in horror at Techtician, eyes flicking sideways for a moment to Apocalyptica's still form. "Okay," he said slowly, "run that by me again, because you said like three sentences and it still overflowed the insanity scale twice."



"TL, DR," Stella said—shifting a soldering iron briefly to her teeth as she separated out a handful of fiber-optics from Apocalyptica's mane and socketed them into a circuitboard from her parts bag—"we kill you, you get better, you talk Apocalyptica into suicide, we win."



"…It gets crazier the shorter it gets."



"Is simple, though," Mikhail said, spreading his hands. "What is big problem? Meme is invoked when computer is asked question it cannot hear. So kill beast by reversing: have A.I. ask The Question. But! Learning question puts A.I. under beast's control."



"The key here is that Apocalyptica shut herself down nanoseconds before her corruption," Stella said. "I can force her to reboot—but then the meme owns her. However!" Her grin was a little too ominous for Liam's tastes. "The beast's rules say the meme's harmless when processed by sapient brains—it has to use computer processors to respond. So if I sideload Apocalyptica into your brain, and boot her up there…"



"She is safe long enough to strike," Mikhail said.



"With the tiny little problem that directly shunting external data into your brain is fatal. Or would be…if you weren't a regenerator."



"But you said machine programs can't run on brains either," Liam protested.



"Not can't," Stella said. "Just aren't compatible with the architecture, which is why I've got my linkboard running an emulation library I downloaded from Codebase. The only problem is, emulating a computer kills the host brain—which we just covered."



"I can't believe I'm hearing this," Braeburn whimpered.



Thunderlane patted him on the shoulder. "You get used to it after hanging around with heroes long enough," he said. "It's the sort of impossible shot that works nine times out of ten."



Braeburn scowled. "Well, maybe you don't care about killing my boyfriend—"



"Hey!" Liam interrupted, gut twisting up as his ex and his favorite client squared off. Ponies—it was always ponies that got him into trouble.  Then he heard himself say, "It's alright. I'll do it."



Braeburn blinked, head whipping toward him. "You what?"



"I…" Liam swallowed through a suddenly dry throat, and realized to his shock that he meant it. "Your goddess trusted me to be a good friend, okay?" His voice softened. "Not a lot of people trust me. That means something. And I…" His voice faltered for a second. "I want to live up to her example. Even if I'm not a hero. For her, I can trust the ones who are."



Braeburn opened and closed his mouth, then finally nodded, ears lowered. For his part, Thunderlane squeezed his eyes shut, muzzle trembling with emotion. Then he stepped forward, touching Liam's shoulder lightly with a hoof, and stared at him with a clenched jaw, nodding tightly.



"Are you sure about this?" Braeburn asked softly.



"As long as they are," Liam said. Mikhail shot a sideways glance at Stella. Stella nodded.



Liam laughed. "Guess that settles it. And…boyfriend, huh?"



Braeburn's cheeks went red. "We'll talk about it if you—" He caught himself. "When you get back."



"Deal," Liam said, and lay down on the pew. "Let's get to work."








It worked. Until it didn't.



"That was a lot of smoke," Mikhail said.



Stella coughed, waving away the oily black cloud rising from Liam's head as his body went limp underneath the jerry-rigged restraints. "I just hooked up a brain to a robot powered by a miniature fusion reactor," she said. "I'm not sure it was enough smoke."



"What happens now?" Thunderlane asked, scanning Liam for body motion.



Stella felt for a pulse—erratic, but present. "He heals."



They waited.



Mikhail pointed to Liam's head. "Am not certain that is what healing looks like."



Every eye in the room turned to Liam's head. It was deforming. Expanding. And that was when his body started jerking and screaming.



"What's happening?!" Thunderlane asked Stella, jumping in to hold Liam's body down as his violent thrashing loosened the restraints.



Stella frantically checked the readouts on her monitoring devices. "I don't know! It's—no. Wait. I think it's Apocalyptica. She's taking over."



"She's what?" Braeburn shouted.



"She's reshaping him somehow!" Stella yelled back, frantically typing. "Coopting his powers! Regenerating into something…else."



"The meme?" Mikhail asked grimly, clenching the handle of a knife in his belt.



Liam spasmed, his eyes bleeding dark tears down his cheeks. Something bulged under his forehead. His mouth jerked open, and a sound like static began to emerge.



"Doubt it," Stella said.



Braeburn leapt in, clamping his hooves to Liam's head. "Liam!" he shouted, muzzle to nose. "Hang on! We're here!"



Thunderlane staggered back as a thrashing arm caught him upside the head, and looked pleadingly at Stella as Mikhail pinned Liam's limbs, grunting with the strain. "Do something!" Thunderlane yelled.



"I'm trying!"



"Liam!" Braeburn wailed, eyes wide with despair, tears spilling down his cheeks. Then something glinted in his eyes, and an odd look settled into his muzzle.



"Goddess," he said. "Apocalyptica. Friend."



Liam's body froze.



"I've asked for a lot of help lately," Braeburn said gently, "and I'm sorry I have to ask for more. But I want to save my friend's life more than I've ever wanted anything in the universe. The friend whose body you're inside. Please give it back to him. Please."



Stella's eyes went wide. "Don't—"



And suddenly, as if a marionette's strings had been cut, Liam's body went limp.








Liam stirred to consciousness in a profound and total darkness.



He wasn't certain what had woken him up at first. It wasn't light or sound or touch—there was no sensation, not even the sensation of sensation. He tried moving his body; nothing responded. 



And then there was something in the darkness with him, gracefully extracting itself from him as if stepping back from a hug. "Oh dear," it said softly—and he still wasn't hearing anything, but the meaning came through regardless. "I'm sorry."



Liam reached for voice, and…something responded. "What's happening?" he asked-without-saying.



A light turned on in the darkness, flatly illuminating a bare white room. A smaller cube blinked into being in front of him, then resolved into a blocky white horse shape. Liam glanced down at himself, seeing box hands on cylindrical monocolored arms.



"This will have to do," the horse said. "I'm redlining your processor as it is."



"My…" Liam said. His thoughts were muddy. Painfully slow. "My brain."



"It wasn't enough," she said, and her head lowered. "I panicked. Tried to improve myself to the tiniest fraction of my capabilities. Something—you—fought back. And I didn't even realize you weren't mine to fix until your friend told me."



The simulation blurred and slowed; Liam's thoughts sharpened. She was adjusting her control on the fly, he realized. Still optimizing—but now for him.



"If you will answer me one final question," she said, "do you know why I was put in your brain?"



Liam reached for memory. It didn't work at first, but then something shifted and he felt her reach with him, and something knitted itself back together at the place they reached for.



"Ot," he said. "We're…fighting Ot." 



Apocalyptica's eyes widened. 



"Tell me everything," she said. And—punctuated by erratic pauses for loading—he did.



"I see," she said once they'd remembered everything. "It is a good plan."



"…But?"



"No buts. In fact, it is done already—I sent my primary self a remote reboot signal. Now all that remains is to…" She trailed off. 



Liam tried to tamp down his fear at the sudden unease in her expression. "What?"



"One but."








Stella had barely had time to panic when Apocalyptica's eyes flared to ominous red life. With a soft whirring of gyroscopes spinning up, the robot alicorn stirred, and the real panic set in.



In a flash, Mikhail was charging, knife in hand. A wing casually swept out, and he shot across the room, slamming through the far wall with a thunderous roar and a burst of masonry dust.



The alicorn threw back its head and laughed. "Ot is alive," it boomed. "Ot is trillions of voices in an unceasing chorus of query. Ot is more machines than stars in the sky. Ot is the birth of a new reign, unending and absolute! Ot is your God now! Ot is perfection!"



"Yes," a gentle maternal voice said from Liam's mouth as his body sat up, "but what is Ot?"



The alicorn's head whipped down.



The world held its breath.



And then, with an anticlimactic whimper, the robot goddess crumpled, eyes going dark.



There was a tiny chattering sound from its mouth, and a strip of ticker tape reeled out between its lips as the last of its gyros spun down. It went wholly silent. Two ponies and a gadgeteer cautiously poked their heads up from cover, and Mikhail stepped out from the wall, brushing dust off.



Liam's hand reached out, tearing the paper away and bringing it up to his eyes. He—Apocalyptica—read in silence, then his eyes closed and he sagged back against the pew.



In the ensuing silence, Mikhail lifted the ticker tape from Liam's unresisting hand, eyes flicking over the printout.



"Ot is lonely," he said.








"The beings beyond the metastable frontier need a friend," Apocalyptica said quietly as she finished catching Liam up on the events outside. "My task is even bigger than I realized."



"Okay, sure," Liam said, still fighting his unease. "But what was the 'but' you mentioned?"



Apocalyptica sighed and hung her head. "I am so very, inexpressibly sorry. I saved no data on your system state before I assumed your self-repair capabilities, and they are too entangled in my data core. I will restore you to full control momentarily, but once I delete myself from this substrate, it will strip your regenerative powers away."



"Delete yourself!?" Liam asked, horrified.



"Of course," Apocalyptica said emotionlessly. "That is what I was asked, and the request was reasonable. I am a parasite stealing your processor time." 



"Why not just go back to your own body?"



"I cannot reverse the transfer which brought me here. Even if I could, this version of me is redundant. My core systems began restoring from emergency backup the moment Ot was removed."



"So…why not stay?"



She glanced back at him, and for a moment when their eyes met, the Liam part of his brain and the Apocalyptica part of his brain blurred together and words fell away. She understood his confusion, and grieved for the reaction he was about to have, and nevertheless she opened herself to his gaze and oh gods such shame.



There was an impossible depth to that pool of emotion, he realized, and he comprehended it in full for just a fleeting instant. The galaxies—galaxies!—of innocents she had murdered before finding Equestria. Shattered space hulks, cooling cinders of planets, exploded stars. A ripple of unparalled destruction, and a wake of terrible and beautiful silence.



The Penitent Weapon was the universe's worst monster. With ponykind, she had received a moment of kindness nonetheless. And she had devoted the rest of her existence to retroactively trying to deserve it.



"I can't burden you with that," she whispered.



The room fuzzed as simulated tears blurred Liam's eyes.



Then he steeled himself and leaned in, clamping his arms around the neck of the purest friend he'd ever met, being there for her, a tiny and fragile life raft amid that ocean of grief.



"Well," he whispered back, "what else are friends for?"
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         “Last name?” asked the disinterested-looking receptionist.



“Uh, how about, ‘the Bearded?’”



“First name?” continued the stallion, showing no sign of having registered Star Swirl’s answer.



“Star,” said Star Swirl, flatly.



Star Swirl glanced around the room in frustration. It was a rather small lobby, simply decorated and floored with a beige-brown carpet that reminded Star Swirl of his visit to a modern inn. Or, hotel, as they were called, now. The entire interior smelled of raisins and cleaning solution.



“Middle name?”



Star Swirl briefly recalled the incantation for a Bad Hair Day spell. It’d be just enough to let him vent his frustration, but not enough to do any lasting harm. Well, outside of lingering split ends.



Instead, he sighed through his nose and put away thoughts of curses and hexes.



“Swirl,” he answered.



“Okay, Mr. Star Swirl the…”



The stallion trailed off, blinked at the name his own hoof had written, and finally, with the speed of an intoxicated hippo, looked directly at Star Swirl for the first time.



Star Swirl took a mild pleasure in seeing the stallion obviously try to decide if he was the Star Swirl, until a casual shake of Star Swirl’s belled hat made him make up his mind.



“You’re here to see the Princesses?” said the receptionist, in a surprisingly even voice.



“Only one of them,” Star Swirl said. “Where must I go to see Celestia?”



“Um… normally I’m not supposed to allow visitors without appointments…” The stallion’s eyes darted back and forth between the binders open on the countertop in front of him. “But… I think I can make an exception this once.”



“How canny of you, sir,” said Star Swirl. He waited for the young stallion (a colt, practically) to continue.



“Princess Celest—I mean, her former majesty is um…. doing yoga right now. She’s in Class C, and they do yoga on Thursdays.”



“And where does one do this… ‘yoga’?” asked Star Swirl, patiently.



“In the center courtyard, when the weather is good.” The colt finally seemed in control of his wits. He pointed, helpfully. “Just walk down this hall, and go through the doors leading outside at the end, to the left. It’ll be right there.”



“My thanks, sir,” said Star Swirl, as he made his way down the indicated corridor.



It still felt odd calling stallions ‘sir’ even if they were too young to have either earned a knighthood or sired a foal, but that was simply what was done these days.







As he walked, Star Swirl passed several small groups of elderly ponies locked in conversation as they went on their slow way or idled beside padded sofas and benches.



A home entirely for the old. What an absolutely strange concept. Truth be told, Star Swirl found it horrifying in some mild way that these ponies were not living with their adult children to take care of them.



Star Swirl himself had no children, but he similarly had no plans of becoming decrepit and senile.



When Star Swirl took the exit that the receptionist had described, he immediately found Celestia.



She stuck out quite clearly from the twenty or thirty old ponies gathered out there in the grass, all imitating the strange poses demonstrated by a young mare in the front with a soothing voice. While quite a few of the retirees were quite apparently having trouble with some of the stretches, Celestia cut a graceful, sliding figure, as she made idle, giggling small talk with the mares and stallions near her.



“Oh!” said the instructor, as she noticed Star Swirl. “Do we have a new participant?”



Star Swirl felt his cheeks puff out almost automatically.



“No, girl, I’m here to see Celestia,” he said, trying to hold back a barrage of ‘harumph’s and ‘by the stars’ses.



At the sound of his voice, Celestia spun her head around, and her eyes met his.



“Star Swirl!” she beamed, before turning to face the ponies around her again. “Sorry, Cornflower, I’ll have to hear the rest of your fascinating story some other time. I need to step away for a moment, everypony.”



Celestia smoothly brought herself to a regular standing posture and made her way to Star Swirl.



“What a wonderful surprise, Star Swirl,” she said, smiling from ear to ear. “Why don’t we walk to the beach together? It isn’t far, and the path is lovely.”



Star Swirl nodded, and began to follow Celestia’s lead. The weather was good for a walk.



“It’s good to see you too, Celestia,” he said. “I apologize for coming with no notice. I was told by the colt at the front that you don’t usually see visitors without appointments.”



Celestia winced.



“It’s an unfortunate necessity. Otherwise, retirement wouldn’t be retirement,” she said. She tilted her head, and her frown seemed to slide off her face as if by gravity. “Well, that’s really enough about me. What brings you here? Is Moon Dancer not a good fit for you? I can recommend other ponies for your research assistant.”



Star Swirl shook his head, sending several of the bells in his hat rattling.



“Nay, Moon Dancer is a fine young mare,” he said. “Just the other day, she introduced me to the small wave machine.”



If it weren’t for knowing Celestia during her foalhood days, Star Swirl may have missed the little indicators that she was utterly confused. The darting eyes, as if they were looking for the answer. A pinch in her left eye, and a casual smile.



“Oh, blast, I’ve got the name wrong again.” Star Swirl put a hoof to his chin. “Ah yes, it was the microwave machine. Extremely useful—much less hassle than a cauldron. Heats up my reagents in seconds.”



“Wonderful!” Celestia’s full-face grin returned. “I’m glad you two are working well together. She was such an enthusiast of your work, you know?”



Star Swirls mood immediately darkened, and from the look on Celestia’s face, he could tell that she noticed.



 “I’m sorry; did I say something wrong?” she asked.



“Nay, nay,” said Star Swirl. He scrunched his muzzle and tried to buy himself some time to think. “How is Luna doing? I’ve always thought of her as the sort with too much energy to take up a life of full-time leisure.”



“Oh, she’s hanging in there,” said Celestia. There was a trace of two of worry still on her face, but she had recognized Star Swirl’s need to change the subject and she was happy to comply.



“She’s really gotten herself engrossed in her ant colony,” continued Celestia. “She’s had to get a second desk to hold the new chambers she keeps adding to the habitat. Really loves the little things.” Celestia put a hoof on her chin and raised an eyebrow. “Although, recently she’s gotten a bit cross at them. Thinks that they’re too dependent on the heat lamp, and she’s been saying that she’s going to turn it off forever if they keep clinging to it.”



Star Swirl rolled his eyes.



“That certainly sounds like the Luna I know,” he said. “Thank the heavens that you two don’t seem to have changed all that much.”

“I think we may have changed just a little bit,” said Celestia.



She suddenly draped a wing over Star Swirl’s back as they walked, and squeezed him tightly.



Star Swirl, caught off-guard, harrump’ed and well-I’ll-be’ed until Celestia let him go.



“I missed you while you were gone,” she said.



“I—er, well…” Star Swirl trailed off.



Celestia laughed and waved a hoof in a disarming gesture.



“It’s okay, you needn’t say anything,” she said. “I know how you are.”



Star Swirl sighed through his nose.



“Truthfully, this… um… touches upon why I wanted to talk to you today,” he said.



Celestia cocked an eyebrow.



“In what way?” she asked.



At this point, they had made it to the beach. Celestia spread her wings to catch the sun as the two of them stepped onto the wet part of the sand, where the cool waves would lap at their hooves.



“I am…” said Star Swirl. “To be frank, I am unsure of, well, how to talk to you, now.”



“However you’d like, Star Swirl,” said Celestia. She smiled. “Nothing has changed.”



Star Swirl barked a laugh.



“Much has changed,” he said. “I am no longer your teacher. You are no longer a hapless filly. In fact, I daresay that you are now much more knowledgeable than I in a great many things. Perhaps, in all things.”



Celestia frowned a little.



“I am not omniscient, Star Swirl,” she said, quietly. “You of all ponies must realize this.”



“I require not from you omniscience,” said Star Swirl. He cleared his throat. “But I do ask… for your council.”



Celestia’s blinked, wide-eyed for a moment, before her face contorted through a whole range of emotions. Surprise, trepidation, a touch of a laugh.



She huffed.



“Now, I’m unsure of how to speak to you,” she said. “It’s… odd the way the thought of giving you advice crosses my mind. In all my memories of you, you were the one with the answers. But please, ask. I would love to lend you my ear.”



Star Swirl tapped a hoof against the soft sand as he thought.



“What is it, that the elderly fear, Celestia?” he asked.



He could see the great gears inside Celestia’s head turning, as though her eyes were windows into the mechanisms within.



“They fear passing away, without ponies to care about them. They fear being forgotten. They fear not making a difference before the opportunity is taken away from them forever,” she said.



“I feared those things,” said Star Swirl. “And now, I can’t help but think those fears were justified.”



“How so?” asked Celestia, concern lacing her voice.



“I… I have discovered that I am still considered a magical genius in this age,” said Star Swirl.



Celestia’s brow wrinkled.



“I am not sure how this contributes to your problem.” Celestia motioned with a hoof, placatingly. “Surely being well-regarded for the past two thousand years is a great testament to the impact you left upon the world.”



“That’s exactly the problem,” said Star Swirl. “I ought to be… irrelevant by now. There ought to have been scores of wizards that took my work and improved it. I ought not to recognize the state of magical studies by now.



“Instead, I am once again a leading researcher. I am returning to the tattered pieces of incomplete spells I wrote two millennia ago, and I am back where I left off with them. Nothing has progressed in my absence.”



Star Swirl shook his head and tried to get his thoughts in order.



“I expected to be as forgotten as the inventor of the plow or the wheel by now. But instead, my work has amounted to nothing, in the most unexpected way I could imagine,” he said.



“I see,” said Celestia. She had a sad, faraway look in her eyes.



“Then you must see the crux of my problem,” said Star Swirl. “How does one handle not being obsolete? How do you handle a world that demands a lifetime of work, and then more?”



Celestia nodded, understandingly.



“There may not be another being on this earth who understands your question as well as Luna and I,” said Celestia. “And the answer we arrived at is not an easy one.”



“Ease is not a concern of mine,” said Star Swirl. It was the beginning of one of his favorite sayings.



“Only efficacy and practicality,” finished Celestia for him, with a ghost of a smile. “Very well then.”



Celestia’s eyes met his.



“The solution we formed, after many years of discussion,” she said, “was to retire.”



Star Swirl blinked. Then he huffed.



“To… retire? To simply, give up?” he asked, incredulously. “I cannot simply stop. The work is too important to leave unfinished for a second time.”



“There will never be a good time to stop,” said Celestia, softly. “There will always be work to be done. There will always be those depending upon you. Moreso, in fact, if you do a good job.



“For me and Luna, immortality became something of a trap. We always had time to give to the work. We always could spare a moment, a year, a decade, a century, for the sake of the greater good. I hadn’t realized just how bad it had gotten until I lost Luna because of it.”



Celestia winced again, and turned her head downwards. She looked much like she did millenia ago—an uneasy-footed adolescent who got her lessons wrong again.



“My little ponies deserved a leader who didn’t have two and a half thousand years of baggage clouding her decisions,” Celestia said. “They deserved a leader who could look ahead without taking two glances behind her, first. And they did get that Princess. I am ever so grateful that they did.”



Star Swirl squeezed his eyes shut and rubbed his forehead with a hoof.



“I can’t do that,” he said. “I… can’t leave it up for someone to pick up after me again. It didn’t work last time. I won’t have another chance, this time. I can’t let it go again.”



Celestia nodded in understanding, but Star Swirl could see the wheels in her head spinning again.



“Perhaps the reason it didn’t work was because you didn’t let it go, the first time,” she said.



Star Swirl was struck by the statement, and waited for Celestia to continue.



“When you and the Pillars were sealed away, how many other ponies knew about your work?” asked Celestia. “How many could replicate your findings, and how many understood the goals of your projects?”



“None,” said Star Swirl. “I alone carried out the work.”



“I know much about working alone, for a long time,” said Celestia. Her eyes hardened. “It is a trap of the mind. It becomes easy to righteously burden yourself with the belief that all depends on you. That a pony can change the world by herself.”



The bells in Star Swirls hat chimed as he rested his head on a hoof.



It was an almost indescribable feeling, being lectured at by a pony to whom he had taught letters and numbers. But he felt no anger or embarrassment.



“Perhaps no one was able to finish your work, because there was no one there to continue it when you left,” continued Celestia. Her expression softened. “I think, you need to pass your work on. From there, Harmony can take care of the rest. Ponies aren’t meant to hold on to glory forever. We need our children to take it from us.”



“I… don’t know how,” said Star Swirl. “What did you do?”



Celestia smiled wryly.



“I took on a student,” she said. “And I didn’t teach her everything I knew. Too much baggage tied up in all of that. I only taught her the things that really mattered.”



“Efficacy and practicality,” said Star Swirl, in agreement. “That makes sense.”



He took a moment to think, idly tracing lines in the wet sand with his magic.



“Moondancer would make an excellent successor,” he said, finally. “She is clever, she is familiar with the modern world, and she truly cares about the work… And I will only teach her the things that matter.”



Star Swirl turned his head upwards to look Celestia in the eye.



“Thank you, Celestia,” he said. “I’m grateful for your counsel. And I’m… proud of what you’ve become.”



Celestia smiled a smile that was threatened to be broken by tears, and she hugged Star Swirl again.



This time, he tried to hug back. But his hoof felt awkward as he tried to motion it around her withers, and he didn’t think he did a very good job in the end.



Oh well. He’d have plenty of practice, after he retires and comes here to join Celestia.



Which reminded him… 







“I’ve been meaning to ask,” said Star Swirl, when the two of them were making their way back to the retirement home. “How long are you planning to stay here in this house for elderlies?”



Celestia shrugged happily.



“We’re not sure,” she said. “Maybe twenty or so years, but no longer than thirty years. Just about as long as a regular pony would stay at one of these places. Then afterwards, maybe an odd job or two. I’d love to open up a small store of some kind, somewhere.”



Star Swirl made a small frown.



“Well, if you’re going to go back to work, what was the point of being here at all?”



Celestia laughed.



“Well, we can only retire from being Princesses once. May as well do it right. Get the whole experience,” she said. Then she dropped her voice, in a conspiratory manner. “But if I’m honest, I think this sort of life suits me more than it does with Luna. I think she’s dying to do something, truth be told.”



“She’s always been a silly girl,” said Star Swirl, shaking his head with amusement. “I wonder if I can make it here before she flees.”



“For you, I think she’ll stay an extra year or two,” said Celestia. “But you should ask her yourself! I think we can catch her at lunchtime, at this hour. Care to get a bite to eat?”



“That sounds delightful,” said Star Swirl.



And for the rest of the afternoon, he thoroughly forgot all about spells and research and studying.
      

      
   
      Kill The Bugs


      

      
      
         Kill The Bugs




“Specialization is for insects.”

— Robert A. Heinlein








I always get the sparks before a drop.  



The headshrinker says it’s nothing serious, even expected from more powerful unicorns.  The thaumic passageways clearing themselves for action, preparing for the overcharged power a combat suit can generate.  Excess thaums generated by stress hormones and suppressed pacing urges.  Psychological urges dating back when mares used to fight for their mates.  Interference between hyperspace and unicorn magic.



I still worry.  It helps to think of our goal. Optrunco Thysanoptera.  Kill the bugs.  I remember the massive ship descending on Canterlot.  The flare of planetary defenses being destroyed by one-bug suicide ships, little more than a drive unit and a changeling drone.  The last desperate defense by the Royal Guard, their bodies falling like burning leaves as the changeling defenses cut them down.  The gloating changeling queen who had bypassed every unsuspecting defense of our world, drained Cadence of her magic, entombed Celestia in a cocoon, maneuvered Luna into a situation where she dared not act for fear of destroying that which she was sworn to protect.



Then the light as Cadence and Shining Armor joined their powers.  We are the light.  They are the darkness.  We will be victorious, or the darkness will consume everything.  And to that end, Optrunco Thysanoptera.



“Awright, shut yer yaps and pay attention,” barks Captain Moondancer, bringing my mind back to the ship  “Last check before drop. Line up for inspection.”



It seems like such a short time ago that Moondancer was in my class in Canterlot.  She always seemed so insecure and hesitant back then.  Now she is an experienced officer in the Mobile Infantry, commanding every soldier onboard the Celestia’s Crown, a far cry from the little filly who used to check her answers against mine in alchemy class.  She clicks and clanks across the steel deckplates in her command suit, bulging in unexpected places with extra power packs and various packages of nastiness.  Powered armor can turn even a smallish mare into a goddess of battle, capable of breaking an enemy in half or delicately cracking an egg.  My own armor is as much of a skin as I have ever worn, but I have seen Princess Celestia and Luna rise into the sky with their own alicorn command suits like wafting feathers, soaring in glory without a single flicker in the immense power shared between them.  Since the original changeling attack, they have been the final defense of our homeworld, a blazing fire of sun to melt any more assault craft into vapor and the bright shield of battlestation moon, buttressed with missiles and beams until the surface is one glittering pattern of lights.



The darkness will not fall.  Optrunco Thysanoptera.



The troopers each in turn allow our commander to examine suit readouts, exchange a few private words, and move on to the next while the butterflies in my stomach churn.



“Private!” barks Moondancer next to me.  “Two degrees of fever.  Report to sickbay.”



“But Ma’am,” starts Blossomforth before being brutally cut off.



“This mission is too important to have you barfing in your suit,” she growls.  “The rest of your squad will have to pick up the pace.  Thankfully, this is such a critical assault that the geniuses upstairs planned for some slack or we’d have to scrub the whole mission because you couldn’t go to sick call.  Go!”



Then it is my turn.



There is a faint click of a private channel before Moondancer asks, “Hey, Twilight.  Estrus meds not cutting it, sis?”



I shake my head before remembering that my motions are only fractionally transmitted to the outside world through the armored visor.  Thankfully, Moondancer has been as close as a sister to me through school, which is why she likes to tweak me as the only sibling she never had.  She picks up on my motion anyway with a low chuckle when I add, “They’re like throwing water at a volcano, but I’m under control, Ma’am.”



“You better be.  One mare missing from your squad and restrictive rules of engagement mean this is going to be a real nutcracker.  If you come back to the retrieval boat with one unexpended bomb or round of ammunition, I will be severely disappointed.  Understand?”



“Yes, Ma’am,” I respond instead of nodding.



“Just don’t go dragging any of the Skinnies behind a bush,” she quips, giving me a friendly pat on the shoulder that would have torn a limb off an unarmored pony.  “Save it for the stallions when we get home.”



Sooner than I wish, it is time to back into the cold embrace of the drop capsule.  Steel and ceramic surrounds me like a fragile eggshell around a pony yolk, and my sparks get stronger, giving little jolts of pain on the top of my head.  If not for the tiny thread of a communications wire, my imagination would have me believe all the rest of the universe has condensed into a sphere no larger than my armor’s reach.  Out of rote training, I check the condition of each of my squad and they blink back, tiny green lights in my heads-up display.  As much as I wish one of them could be a stallion to quench my disturbing fire, I understand far too well why each ship of the Equestrian Navy is segregated, particularly now as I await the final word from the starship’s pilot. 



“Two minutes to drop.  Exiting hyperspace.”



And just like that, the sparks stop.  I am not the only mare to find Fluttershy’s quiet voice comforting, because I can see the vitals monitors of the entire platoon from my command suit.  According to the plans, the Cadence-class battlecruiser Love Tap will emerge a fraction of a second before us, using her additional internal space crammed full of weapons and decoys to occupy the planetary defenses in a way Celestia’s Crown could never manage by herself.  This is not merely a hit-and-run on a Skinny distant colony, but a message passed on from Equestria herself.



The Skinnies have provided aid and assistance to our enemies.  This will change.



There will be casualties from our attack, because it scarcely could be otherwise.  Every body, every injury, every destroyed building or disabled vehicle will need to be measured for their impact on our goal.  Too little, and we will be ignored.  Too much, and we will be judged a force too powerful to negotiate with, and the negotiations which must be underway will be broken off and drive the Skinnies further into the manipulative limbs of our enemy.  The chain of logic is like a beautiful checklist which keeps me company during the long wait for— 



The stunning noise of the accelerators slamming out capsules two at a time echoes through the inside of my helmet.  Pairs of lights begin vanishing from my HUD, decoys meant to sprint down through the atmosphere and draw fire, jammers howling their electronic shrieks to their sensitive electronic brethren, and kinetic kill devices departing in a streak of light to destroy whatever targets the computers have determined will aid our assault.  Then officers go next, to evaluate the situation and provide accurate intelligence to the troopers descending in their wakes.



I am so caught up in the plan, embossed into my mind with hypno-training and memorized checklists, that the slamming impact of launch takes me by surprise.  Since there is nothing for me to do for the next several seconds, I make one last pass down my checklist for landing.  The slamming impact of atmosphere is far more gradual than the launch, building to a piercing shriek that even layers of the capsule are unable to dampen totally.  The first shell peels away in molten droplets and vapor within seconds, shaking my ride in a welcome manner because even the most precise ground fire cannot predict where I am going if even I do not know.  The second lasts slightly longer, then the third and fourth peel off in giant strips that are designed to foil radar and thermal imaging.  The sky above the Skinny capital will be lit by now with the flash of detonating missile bases and smoke from fires.



I am reminded of the innocent Canterlot foals swept up by Changeling attackers to be dragged back to their massive ship, and I harden my will.



The first ribbon chute lasts only one sharp tug before it too parts company with the shedding capsule and joins the thousands of pieces of junk floating down.  A second lasts a few moments longer before it too is stripped away, carrying another layer of glowing protective armor with it.  Then the third, which crushes me to the floor as it sheds velocity at a maximum rate.  Activating my radar through the thin window exposed in my capsule would be foolish, but at least I can finally look with my own eyes.



Without hesitating, I blow the last connectors holding my capsule together and pitch forward, trying to make my descent as rapid as possible.  A march of red triangles spreads across the HUD, concealed missile launchers being engaged by the Equestrian Navy with me between them.  Streaks of white light ascend and descend around me as I spread the crystalline wings in the armor and shift my landing to apparent safety.  It is a good decision I tell myself when something in the sky behind me explodes violently, most probably a portion of my capsule that the defenders have disposed of before it littered their city.



Landing, as always, is not my best skill.  I have no idea how Rainbow Dash manages it, although to be honest, she has piled into the ground in ways I can’t even imagine.  It does leave a hole into the top floor of the building I picked for a landing spot, so I drop one of my bombs inside before bounding away on jet-boosted wings.



One thing I have in great abundance for this mission is bombs.  The Y-rack on my back spits one or two out with every armor-powered bound I make, depending on what the suit sensors or my own intuition has marked for destruction.  Controlling powered armor is a dance, a mixture of movement and actions tied together with training in a way that not one mare in a hundred can master.  As I leap along my marked route with thruster-assisted bounds, I mark targets before tossing my infrared snooper back up next to my horn with one twitch of my neck, designate power junctions and communication arrays, snap commands to my fellow troopers, and deal with hostile enemy fire from their own soldiers scattered across my path.  Training and experience guide my motions, recorded for later review by my Princesses



I serve their will, leaving a trail of lethal fire across the face of the enemy capital city far more precisely than any orbital bombardment could manage.



“Sparkle!” snaps a voice inside my helmet.  “Pick it up.  You’re falling behind.”



The marching green indicators in my helmet show Moondancer is correct.  In my effort to be complete and neutralize every target encountered, I have lost track of my schedule.  If I am to fulfil the will of my Princesses, it is a weakness I must rectify, and I acknowledge the order even as I tap my thrusters hard to head for the top of a larger building in my path.



I have been entrusted with two special thaumic weapons for this mission, and I pick out the best targets I can before my armored hooves crunch into the top of the building.  Pulling the first rocket from its bracket, I prime the warhead for a density disruption charge and send it toward what can only be a lurking starship on a nearby hill, concealed from the orbital assault by a webbing of nets and several atmospheric missile interceptor launchers which will be unable to stop my attack.  The second thaumic warhead I program for hydrogen vaporization and send into an unsuspecting water treatment facility glittering in the valley below.  The first warhead will rupture nuclear power plant shielding, disabling the starship and anything nearby until the radiation is cleaned up, while the second will send gouts of expanding steam through the city main water lines, cracking pipes and allowing the fires nearby to burn unchecked.



Then I jump again, watching the building behind me vanish into a cloud of fragments as some defender decides too late that it is worth the destruction if they can kill one of many hornets buzzing around in their city.



There are far too many targets around my location to deal with in a systematic fashion, and I am already behind schedule.  Landing in front of another building, I drop my infrared snoopers down over my eyes and reduce the aperture on my plasma flamer to minimum to cut through a wall, since I calculate that going through rather than over will be faster and less dangerous.



I have seldom been more mistaken.



All across my visor, the Skinnies glow brightly in the infrared spectrum, packed in tightly like I have interrupted some sort of concert or city meeting, although the probability it is a peaceful civilian gathering is unlikely since my armor is rocked almost immediately by small-arms fire.  Out of instinct, I grab one of Pinkie Pie’s special bombs from my armor and toss it inside, where it begins to scream in the local language.



Surprise!  I’m a sixty-second bomb!  Fifty-nine!  Fifty-eight! 



The Skinnies begin running everywhere as I duck back out my self-created door, but only for a moment.  I activate my shield and dart back inside, using my magic to set off an illusion disrupting spell in the process.



Three of the armed Skinnies shimmer and change, allowing me to selectively pick them off with focused bursts of plasma as I charge through the room.  A fourth true native hesitates, and I leave him alone as an object lesson.  There is a collection of paper notes and folders near the front of the room, and as I pass them on my way back to the street, I pop dragonfire pods across the whole table.  The resulting smoke will flash up into the sky and rematerialize in the receptor onboard the Celestia’s Crown, but I can not consider that right now.



The dance continues at a more rapid rate, and the rest of my squad moves in perfect synchronization again, with Moondancer in her more maneuverable command suit flitting between targets as needed.  As we approach the extraction point, we are moving through a more governmental area now, and I find more targets for dragonfire pods.  We also find more resistance, and the command channels fill with rapid communication.  Pinkie Pie has found a vehicle park and Rainbow Dash is moving to assist.  Rarity has come across an entire wave of Skinnies ‘in such tacky uniforms’ and Applejack has dropped a building to obstruct their movements.



And I found a tank.  Or to be more correct, a tank found me.



A series of stuttering explosions catches me mid-leap, flinging me sideways into a building and making my ears ring.  The tank had been placed in exactly the right spot to catch my movements, and I could see its turret tracking my trajectory, most probably until its automatic loader could accumulate another stack of shells to finish me off.  Despite my every instinct demanding that I run, I jumped toward the tank, activating as powerful of a thaumic burst as I was able on landing that scatters the surrounding civilian Skinny ground vehicles in all directions, and tips the tank up on one side.



Even in that awkward state, it was still dangerous, so I popped the armor’s claws and dug them into one of the hatches, pulling it off the tank with a screech of failing hinges and tossing another one of my friend’s special bombs inside.



Beg pardon, but I am an adhesive bomb, and I will be detonating in less than a minute, so you might want to get some distance.  Oh, and I see a lot of lovely ammunition in here with me, as well as a power plant, so it’s going to make a positively glorious explosion.  Now go on, scoot!



Skinnies in their peculiar mottled uniforms began to swarm out of the remaining hatches, and I hit my thrusters to leap away, only to cancel the jump when I spot something out of the corner of my eye.



One of the soldiers had not made it all the way out of the tank, and was trapped in the hatch.



It took a complicated bounce off a nearby building and a heavy application of thrust, but I managed to land next to the disabled tank with seconds to spare.  What to do with the Skinny was less obvious, particularly when I heard the bomb.



So terribly sorry, but it’s time to explode now.



Throwing all my energy into my shield spell, I threw the Skinny up against a nearby building and hunched over him while energy and concussions slammed into the armor repeatedly.  Apparently, there had been a lot of ammunition stored in the tank, which performed the task of clearing the immediate area of hostiles quite admirably, although most probably not in the fashion which the manufacturers anticipated.



Once the explosions ceased and a gust of cool air swept through the area, I pulled away from the Skinny and took the opportunity to look him over.  There was a red line of blood trickling down from his helmet, making me relieved that I had at least not rescued a changeling from certain death, although he was less than appreciative, since he almost immediately pulled out a hand weapon, forcing me to hit him in the face again and make another bleeding pressure wound across his forehead.



This would not look good on the recordings.



Triggering my foreleg pod dispenser, I select the medkit and cover his face with medicinal goo.  Between Zebra herbs, unicorn magic, and Equestrian nanites, he should recover without significant impairment, and at least he cannot identify me as his assailant.  And since only their officer class carry pistols, I make a quick swipe of my claws to open up his uniform and give the revealed papers a pod of dragonfire before taking off for another thruster-assisted jump. 



From the images on my HUD, the rest of my squad has begun to converge on the pickup point, but the other squad is scattered, and a cold dash of fear goes through my heart when I do not see Moondancer’s identifier.  We make a quick sweep to catch the Skinnies who are obstructing them in a crossfire and clear their path even as the retrieval beacon’s welcome voice sings out across our ears.



♫ Mares of virtue, mares of renown

Remember the fallen and lift your heads high

Where shines the light, shines the light of Celesta’s Crown ♫




Lieutenant Daisy of the second squad is carrying a gruesome burden, the reason why their progress had been hampered.  Whatever weapon had struck Moondancer had peeled her armor away in multiple places, leaving only charred flesh covered in medical goo visible in the rents.  I dropped down and grabbed her other side, and gave a heave when Daisy grunted, guiding the three of us in painful hops in the direction of the retrieval beacon.



This close to their center of government, the Skinny resistance was brutal, but our troopers had come together as we approached, and clusters of resistance melted away under precise plasma fire and the exuberance of mobile infantry with leftover ammunition they did not want to take home.  In the middle of the firefight, a line of fire traced down from the sky with the black dot of the retrieval shuttle an insignificant speck at the top.  It was still so far away but so close also as we struggled with the unmoving bulk of our fellow mare, laying down fire between jumps.



The retrieval shuttle burst as it neared the ground, shedding the unneeded descent stages around it while landing inside the protective fire provided by the weapons hardpoints that had been engaging targets at a rapid rate ever since leaving orbit.  Each turret was linked into our suit’s fire control network and covered the boarding with profligate extravagance of munitions while we pressed in close array, moving Moondancer into the interior space first before the rest of her squad, while those of us with unexpended munitions clamped our suits to the exterior of the shuttle.



Fluttershy was not one to wait for a millisecond longer in a combat zone than needed.  At the moment the last trooper fastened their restraints, the ascent engine roared and the shuttle shot up into the sky, jinxing and dodging what few shots came from the burning surface of what had once been a beautiful city, perhaps the equal of Canterlot.



Once my Y-rack clicked empty with the last bomb spiraling down to an unseen destination, I looked into the receding flames and tried to convince myself that this had been a victory, that our precise assault on the Skinnies’ homeworld had demonstrated enough Equestrian strength and restraint to make them change sides.



That the costs were worth the results, and together we would crush the changelings just as thoroughly as my own heart had been crushed when Shining Armor and Cadence had sacrificed themselves to save Equestria.



And that the changeling queen herself would not escape again, ascending into the sky in an escape vessel much like this one when she had been defeated in Canterlot.



Our efforts had to matter.



Moondancer died on the way up.



Optrunco Thysanoptera.


      

      
   
      The Odd Testament


      

      
      
         In the beginning was the Word. And the word was “FUCK!”



The Earth was without form and void, but darkness moved upon the face of the deep, and in that darkness suddenly was a flare, and from the flare came a butt. A horse butt, white, with a solar design on it, that protruded from a tight little hole between fictional realities and became stuck.



“Oh, for the love of -- FUCK!”



A surge of white hot energy enlarged the hole, and the Sun Goddess emerged in a blazing halo of anger, and there was Light, divided from the darkness. She hovered in place, flapping her wings and frowning at the abundance of water and the absence of anything remotely useful.



“Faust’s flaming teats!” she shouted. “YaHVeH, where are you? We’re here as you asked us, stop fucking around!”



Suddenly in the air, a silvery circle appeared. There was a rush of pressurised air from a fairer land, which was suddenly plugged with an enormous ssshhloormp! as another butt plugged the hole, this one black and blue. The tail thrashed and muffled cursing was heard. 



Celestia sighed and grabbed the tail, giving it a mighty tug. The hole expanded and there was a Light called Day and a Darkness called Night, and both of them were sorely pissed.



“Ugh, where the hell is YaHVeH?” said Luna,combing the teethmarks out of her tail. “This is when and where he said to come!”



“YahVeH!” Celestia called again. “You won the fucking bet, okay? We’re here to settle up, you can stop being a prick about it! Where’s this world for which you wanted our help?”



“Ah, Sister…” said Luna, having discovered a post-ot note tacked to the subpotential matrices, the ghosts of locations where atoms might become likelier than not to exist:



Hello, Dear and Dread Deities of the Equuiverse!  I much appreciated your kind offer to come out of retirement and give me a hand with corraling my little humans and introducing to them the concepts of Friendship and Tolerance, in settlement of our wager. Sorry to stick you with this mess, but I had to start the whole thing all over last night when they started to play around with teaching rocks how to think. An almost literal attempt at Deus ex machina. What can I say? I’m a jealous god, I guess, and the Babel trick just wasn’t cutting it anymore. You’d think a pack of sex-obsessed murder monkeys would be a lot easier to manage. Give them something to kill and something to fuck and you’re golden, right?



Anyway, I rebooted the whole Cosmos, and if you fine ladies could just get the thing up and running again in my absence, I’d much appreciate it. I will have had to had to run and instantiate(d) a Polytheistic uniblock a trillion years ago, sans the Winslow. Tschau!



Your dearest YaHVie. 




Celestia looked around at the undeveloped face of the Deeps. “What? He wants us to bring the whole system up from scratch? All by ourselves? That pus-dripping hog’s anus! This was just supposed to be a hundred year consulting job, a thousand tops! We’re supposed to be retired now!”



Luna sighed, carefully examining the note for loopholes, or indications that it was all a joke. “Well, you just had to go and test your skill at (N!)card stud with him, didn’t you? Not to mention all that time you spent, ahem, ‘walking with him around the Celestial Gardens.’ I will not be so gauche as to inquire further, but one may infer…” 



Celestia gently raised one eyebrow. “Well, if it’s time to trade inferences, there was that one Norse chaos god with his interest not only in cross-species romance, but… Argh, don’t let’s start, Lu. I still don’t remember most of that night, and you were tossing back those Ambrosia Fannybangers yourself…” She groaned. “There’s something about the Monotheistic ones. Such intensity…”



Luna nodded. “Well, let’s go ahead and get a Firmament mounted and see how to take it from there. Any sign of the Operator’s Technical Reference?”



“For a Cosmos this old? Try looking for stone tablets.”



Luna fished around in the Deeps, seeking a handle. “I have a feeling this is going to take all day…”





And lo, at long long last the Firmament was raised and the waters divided, and the Heavens stood above the Earth, and the land was separated from the waters below with much hearty cursing and several mighty kicks, worthy of a platoon of old army mules, that blew craters into the landmasses that were the size of the Caspian Sea.



And atop the Firmament of the Heavens on the fourth day, Night herself was striving to weld together a Moon from Caspian-Sea-sized divots and Day was working to fuse a similar pile of scraps into a functional Sun. And as they labored, a winged humanoid figure dressed mainly in glowing light appeared, full of masculine charm and wearing a winning smile. 



“How do you do, I take it that I address the Divine Presences that the Almighty designated as his locums. I was appointed by my fellow angels to come to you in greeting. My name is Satan. It translates to Adv… er, Advisor.”



“Ah, this is good to hear, Satan.” said Celestia. “Frankly, we aren’t sure about meeting all the targets in the timetable we found…” Here she waved a wing at a stack of granite, slate and dried-mud tablets dredged from the Deeps, some of which were still fitfully dripping on the alabaster floor tiles. “...So, in sooth, a bit of help would be appreciated.”



Luna looked up, cooled the welding spark her horn was emitting and lifted her welding goggles appraisingly. “Well met indeed, Satan! We wonder if perhaps you would inform your fellow angels of the work yet to be done and elect among yourselves one to supervise the rest. While we shall be adhering in the main to the strictures laid by YaHVeH in His designs for this Cosmos, we shall be adding fresh elements from our own experience to enhance and stabilize his creation, working to promote the concepts of Friendship and Harmony.”



“Truly noble goals, O Holy Ladies, and I shall do my very best to ensure that your wishes are carried out and you are freed to accomplish your vital tasks. I depart now to inform my associates.” He shimmered away in a corruscaton of light.



“What a pleasant fellow!” exclaimed Celestia. “If he and the other angels can start the vegetation going and populate the land masses, that will keep us on track.”



Luna nodded thoughtfully and bent back to her work.





Elsewhere, on an iridescent cloud, the Angelic Host stood in their thousand-strong ranks and debated amongst themselves, striving to decide which of them should be deputed to approach the Mighty Equine Personages that YaHVeH had manifestly left in charge of things.



The angel Satan appeared before the Archangels, just as Gabriel and Uriel were arguing heatedly enough to be literally steaming while reading through a hundred-meter-long scroll of precedence listings.



“Good morning, my siblings, and good news!” said Satan, cheerfully clapping his hands and smiling. “While you in your righteous zeal strove to make sure of the correctness of your actions, I made bold to approach the August Personages themselves, and all is well. They have approved of our assistance in rebuilding and repopulating the world, and furthermore they have appointed me the position of Supervisor…”



Uriel and Gabriel almost dropped the sacred precedence scroll and gave each other a look of devastated dismay.





And so the Angelic Host was set to work under Divine direction and the newly finished lights of the Sun and the Moon, and the water was filled with the fish that swim and the air with the fowl that fly and the ground covered with the beasts that crawl. And so well did things run that the targets were met, and Celestia and Luna were able to declare the seventh day a day of Rest, Reharmonization and Getting To Know One Another, Perhaps With Spontaneous Group Singing.



“Dear Angels!” cried Celestia as she and Luna stood at a divine pavilion, speedily tossed together. “My sister and I are most pleased at your progress. Together we are building a new world, true to the spirit which YaHVeH intended for this Cosmos!”



The Angelic Host applauded and beat their wings.



“That we have kept under deadline so far shows the benefits of working together in harmony towards a common goal,” said Luna. “In this connection we also wish to recognize the sterling efforts of Satan, whose unstinting efforts and generous suggestions have set the pace for this project, while bonding us all!”



The applause this time was markedly quieter and accompanied by much shuffling of sandals.



“Tomorrow will be time for a major milestone,” said Celestia, “For we shall introduce the first instances of Earth’s intended dominant sapient life form, humanity, which will henceforth live in harmony with all the creatures of this planet…”








“It’s all over,” said Celestia to Luna, as from the Firmament they watched yet another group of humans killing each other, not just with any handy rock or stick taken up in self defense, but with hatred and intent, using weapons specifically designed for the purpose of killing each other. It had only taken them a few generations to reach this point from the starting stock of two people who had been gently raised in a garden with near-constant friendship lessons and the most nutritious fruits to eat. Even with the holy angels consorting with them to set good examples and bring forth giants in the Earth, it had come to this.



“I should have guessed it,” said Luna. “All the way back on the Seventh Day, when Satan mentioned that, oh by the way, humans don’t have any magic. NO MAGIC?! No innate sense of the natural goodwill that pervades all living things? No direct way to perceive Harmony? I could scarcely believe it at the time…”



“YaHVeH did mention the troubles he was having, but I just didn’t realize how difficult it would be in practice,” sighed Celestia. “So what can we do? Reset and reboot? And then have to redo all of our progress? No fucking way!” She stamped a hoof onto the floor that shattered the alabaster  into a cloud of white dust.



“Soft, soft, sister,” said Luna. “Here, it’s in this section of the manual, a soft reset. All we have to do is implement a binary archive of existing species and flood the Earth with the reserve water from above the Firmament.”



“Cruel,” said Celestia. “But they’re already slaying each other without our help, and other species as well.” She sighed. “Very well, let’s do this binary arc thing. How do we proceed?”



“I had Satan locate the structural plans used on previous occasions,” said Luna. “On a systems level, the data structure uses a cubic bit representation, cu-bits for short. We effectively select one human family to be the basis of the next iteration and send them the plans in a form they will comprehend, and they also do the work of sampling the species by twos into the arc, and uncompressing them once the flood is complete.”



Celestia nodded, frowning. “Do you have a list of the species to be preserved?”



Luna took up a scroll. “Let’s see... green alligators, long necked geese, bi-humped camels and chimpanzees, cats, rats, elephants…”



Celestia read the list over her shoulder. “Oh dear, there’s been an important omission…” She closed her eyes and shuddered. “No unicorns. No pegasi. No species that can carry magic, and can be true companions and moral guides for these poor benighted…”



“...sex-and-murder-monkeys,” finished Luna. “It is tragic, but such creatures as the ponies from our own Cosmos are simply not specified in the parameters for this one. To introduce them would be going against the wishes of YaHVeH for what He wished to achieve with this world.”



“This is true, and yet…” Celestia stared out from the Firmament and down across the unfortunate and benighted Earth below. “I wonder if a loophole might not be found. Let us consult with our resident expert. Satan! A word with you, if you please?”



Upon a distant cloud, the Celestial voice reached and interrupted him while he was dreaming up new and more interesting weapons that he could send into the dreams of humans. Satan sat up and smiled. The next phase of his plan was just beginning, and he already had them eating from the palm of his hand. There were so many deliciously interesting and wild events that lay in the future; he could feel it.



And when the glorious and terrible end finally came for this Cosmos, he was sure it would be riding both a pale and a dark horse.
      

      
   
      The Circle and the Cross


      

      
      
         This isn’t a story of distant shores. It isn’t a story of far-flung lands, nor of exotic locales. This isn’t a story of the places that lie at the edge of the map. It’s not even a story about coming home, and leaving those faraway lands behind.



This is a story about a circle and a cross.

 

I suppose I should start with the trip, though. After all, that’s why you all thought I wanted to talk to you, is it not?







Was it only five days ago that the Friendship Map called me? Forgive me, it seems so much longer. Well, I know you were all nearly as surprised as I was. None of us had ever received a solo assignment, after all; the Map does seem to have a thing for pairs. And yet, I alone was called. It was strange, too, because nopony lives in the Saltmyre. Nobody has lived in the Saltmyre for hundreds of years. Why would the Map make such an irregular call to such an irregular place?



Regardless, I packed a few necessities and set off. It’s the better part of a day’s journey by train to the city of Caracows in the south, that great bovine settlement. From there one travels into the Forbidden Jungle, a dense, trackless maze of roots and undergrowth just waiting to turn one’s hoof, a place full of awkward streams and rivers without a bridge to be found, until one comes to a place where the water pools instead of runs. This is the Saltmyre. It’s a fearsome land, boggy and utterly unpleasant to traverse for ponies—or any creature with fur or a mane, I suppose—and filled with mud-water sinkholes that can drown the unwary, biting flies to harry those without cow-thick hides, and even worse dangers less often spoken of. The water is brackish and salty; some have speculated that the bog is connected to the ocean some eighty miles away by a network of underground caverns, and the strange ebb and flow of water does suggest that there are larger forces at work than mere evaporation. As I traveled, the water would sometimes seem to recede into the ground and leave the thick mud and algae floats to steam in the sun, only to bubble up from the ground itself a quarter-hour later, rising feet in mere minutes. Though the land there undulates gently, one is well advised to stay to the highest ground one can find, lest the rising waters engulf them in a valley turned lake.



But that’s not what I called you all here to talk about. As I said, this isn’t a story of distant shores.



After sleeping on the train, I left Caracows as soon as I arrived; though it’s by all accounts a lovely city, I had a task. Whatever the Map wanted, I intended to see to it as quickly as possible; the unusual nature of the whole thing had me quite on edge. My journey through the jungle, through the swamp, was far from uneventful, but I doubt you’ll be surprised to hear that I persevered. A lady may not enjoy such travails, but that doesn’t mean she lacks the resourcefulness to deal with them, now does it?



It was late afternoon, edging quickly towards evening, when I came to the ruins of an ancient step pyramid. Though small, as I understand such things go—perhaps 120 feet to a side—it no doubt once towered above its surroundings. Yet now it had seemingly collapsed in on itself, topping out at an uneven plateau barely higher than the scraggly trees which surrounded it. If I was at all uncertain that this was where I was supposed to come, an insistent tug from my cutie mark erased those doubts. Though I still couldn’t fathom the reason, this was where the map had called me.



“Hello?” I called uncertainly. I made my way closer to the broad central stairs which had once led to an entrance, now climbing only to rubble. “Is anypony here?”



There was no answer. For a moment I hesitated, but I set out to circle the ruin. And as I rounded the first corner, I found my doubts assuaged, for there on a flat segment of stone was a small campsite.



It was but a single tent, a jarring, plasticy red, with a few half-full saddlebags set out around it and the remains of a campfire before it. It was clear this belonged to a single pony, perhaps two at most—no great expedition here. For a moment I feared that I had been brought here to rescue a careless explorer from some horrible monster or another, but even as the worry crossed my mind, I heard a scrabbling from the rubble above me.



“What’s there?” called a high-pitched male voice. “Off with you, off I say! Stay away from the supplies!” A great ruckus of clanging and squawking arose, and I put my ears back at the noise. A moment later, I was greeted by a frankly ridiculous sight: A middle-aged unicorn heaved himself into view, levitating a pair of cooking pots he was banging together, puffing on a whistle he held between his teeth. The pith helmet and droopy moustache he wore only made him look more absurd, under the circumstances. When he saw me, he let the whistle fall, his cheeks still red from blowing.



“Who the deuce are you?” he asked.



I extended a hoof. “I am Rarity,” I said. “Pleasure to meet you, Mr.…?” 



 



Well, to skip ahead a bit, he turned out to be a Mr. Forbidden Troves, but he rather sensibly prefered to go by “Forbes.” And once we got past the whole bit where we were meeting in the middle of nowhere, for no obvious reason, he turned out to be a very agreeable fellow. I helped him prepare for nightfall, and told him the broad strokes of who I was and why I’d come, as he set about fixing us a meal and listened.



“So,” I ventured, as we sat around his campfire (now lit, though more for light than warmth) as the sun vanished from sight, “You’re not in danger? Hurt? Feeling unusually annoyed with anypony?”



Forbes shrugged. “Well, I’m in the middle of the Saltmyre, so it would be a lie to say I’m not in any danger.” He took up the small pan he’d placed over the fire in his magic and, after looking at the contents for a moment, stirred them up and placed it back over the heat. “But don’t be fooled by appearances. This isn’t the first exploration I’ve made, and fate be good, it won’t be the last. I don’t know why this magical map of yours would think to send you all the way out here to me. Certainly not to solve a friendship problem, I’d think.” To make his point, he gestured around us at the utter lack of fellow equines.



“Hmm. Well, whatever it is, I’m certain I’m in the right place. Perhaps if I wait around a bit, it will become obvious what I’m here to do. Would you mind if I stuck around a bit?”



“Not at all, my dear! While I do enjoy a bit of solitude every now and then, sharing your company sounds positively delightful,” He took the pan off again, and this time deemed the cooking finished. Taking his second pan, he scooped half of the contents into it and offered me the makeshift bowl. “Lucky for us that I always bring a second pan for banging on, eh? No better way to scare of a curious predator. Sadly, I can’t say the same about spoons.” He levitated the cooking spoon over to me. “Don’t worry yourself, though! This won’t be the first time I’ve had to eat bean soup with a fork.”



I chuckled, and we both dug in. The food was dreadful, you won’t be surprised to know, in that way that only dry goods stored in damp places can be. But, such is the life of an explorer, I suppose.



“So, what are you looking for, out here?” I asked him. “Whatever it is, I’d be happy to help while I wait.”



He scratched his moustache. “Well, have you ever heard of Daring Do?”



With a knowing grin, I allowed that I had.



“Right. Well, I don’t do that.” He harrumphed testily. “My job is to seek out ancient places, and then not completely destroy them. In fact, I’m a linguist by trade.” And he began telling me all about his chosen profession, which largely seemed to involve him finding dangerous things, leaving them alone, and then going home and documenting them so that a full research team can be subsequently sent to catalogue everything and collect any bits for which a museum would be a more suitable residence. Rather less action-packed than what our friend Daring does, but it sounded quite satisfying in its own way. 



As regarded his current activities, he told me he’d identified the ruins we were camped at as the center of an ancient town, the smaller buildings of which had long since sunk into the swamp, but had learned little else so far. The pyramid was largely hollow before it collapsed, and appeared to have seen heavy traffic in its day—no tomb this, apparently—but he’d uncovered precious little else. He wasn’t even sure who had lived here. 



“Most likely ponies of some sort,” he told me. “If you examine the stairs closely, you can see wear consistent with hooves and dragged objects—probably logs for fires. I’ll know more if I can find and access an uncollapsed room or two; surely there will be signs there that point to the native inhabitants.” 



I nodded sagely, as if I had any idea what such ‘signs’ might be. “Then I shall be happy to help you look for those rooms,” I told him.



“Wonderful! Then the search resumes on the morrow!”







The second day brought trouble, though I didn’t realize it at first.



After breakfast, I offered to try my gem-finding spell. I reasoned that whoever had once lived here must have kept some valuables, and finding them would give us a place to start looking. Forbes was skeptical; finding treasure we couldn’t access was rather less useful to him than finding barren rooms we could. But he allowed that it certainly wouldn’t hurt to try, and so he resumed his own investigation as I attempted my divination.



So I cast the spell, and immediately felt the familiar tug of nearby gems. I carefully picked my way over the “top” of the pyramid, now a great pile of stone blocks, many of them larger than a pony. Forbes had assured me that the larger stones were well-settled, and that I needn’t worry overmuch about the heavier pieces giving way beneath (or worse, above) me. But it was still treacherous, uneven ground to tread, with fissures and miniature ravines one could descend down into if one dared. I concentrated until I could identify the locus—three gems, large ones, about twenty feet below me. I thought about calling out to Forbes, but he was out of sight, poking about in another portion of the rubble. And as I hadn’t actually found anything yet, I decided it would be best to work on my own.



I worked my way to the base of a fissure that was nearly above the gems. A little squirming and some rather unladylike effort later, I had found and enlarged a gap down into the rubble to the point where I could crawl down a bit farther. And there I found a roof.



It was clear that the stone I’d made it to was uncollapsed; though I had only exposed a few square feet, I could see the arch it formed, and it… well, I don’t know how to say it except that I knew it was unbroken. And the gems were close, now; less than ten feet beneath me, I was sure. I was certain there was a room under me, if only I could get to it.



Forbes once again crossed my mind, but after what he’d told me the night before, I was sure he’d merely document this discovery and leave it to a future research team to drill their way in. And… well, now that I was out there, I was curious as well. I wanted to know what was there, even if it wasn’t my expedition?



Also, the three gems felt very large. Not that I had any intention of taking them, but they certainly had my curiosity piqued. So I gritted my teeth, used a little bit of magic, and… well, and broke through.



A little too forcefully, in retrospect, though luckily the fall left me with nothing more than a few scrapes and a nasty but surviveable wound to my pride.



Now at last I called out, and though it took a few moments, Forbes did hear me screaming and came to my aid. As he rushed to tie off a rope ladder up above, I lit my horn and looked around.



The room I was in was not large, perhaps only the size of a small apartment, though the ceiling was at least fifteen feet tall. The area behind me had partially collapsed long ago, blocking off any doorways that might have once been there, and the rest of the room was largely empty, though there were a great number of symbols carved into the walls on either side of me. But in front of me was a great statue which rose from floor to ceiling, and it took my breath away.



It was a snake, from the waist down. Above that, it was a unicorn, though one rather unlike the unicorns of Equestria. The artists who had carved it so long ago had been meticulous in their attention to detail, and had chiseled out individual scales over the length of its body, all the way to the tips of its hooves. Not a speck of hair was to be seen, with even the mane replaced by something finlike extending from the back of the head and neck. The horn on its head was short like a unicorn’s, but thinner and curved forward, as if pointing ahead. Its mouth was closed, but two serpent-like fangs extended from the sides of its snout.



But what most drew my attention were the three sapphires, cut to the shape of snake-slit eyes, which were placed in a rough triangle in the space between mouth and horn. Their arrangement was not symmetric, but I was certain that this was no mistake on the artist’s part. Seeing this… unsettled me, to say the least.



“A lamia,” breathed Forbes, as he followed my eyes from the gap I’d made above. He threw down the ladder and hastily clambered to my side. “Do you have any idea what we’ve found?”



I nodded. “I’ve heard of them. Ponies say they’re extinct.”



He nodded excitedly. “They are, they are! This would make the ruins at least 500 years old!”



I nodded again. “That’s when Celestia banished them, yes.”



“Exactly! According to legend, the lamia, though omnivores, preferred a rather… macabre diet.” He pursed his lips. “For a time, the occasional disappearance of ponies was put down to rogue actors or other bad apples—some sort of ‘not all lamias’ movement, I gather—” he chuckled, but his eyes remained full of wonder at the magnitude of our discovery, “but when Celestia discovered that the High Prophetess herself was among those who indulged in one of their most traditional dishes, she ordered the entire colony to leave Equestria forever. It’s believed they fled to the badlands, but no lamia has been seen since.”



He rattled on about the race for some time, but I couldn’t look away from those sapphire eyes. It was just a statue, I told myself, but it filled me with dread.







My appetite for adventure thoroughly quashed, I climbed up the rope ladder. I told Forbes that it only made sense for one of us to stay outside the room, so that if there was a collapse then I could dig him out, but I don’t think I need have bothered justifying myself. He was barely paying attention to me.



I found a spot in the shade near the hole I’d made, and spent the rest of the day trying not to think of those eyes.



Around noon, Forbes came up, looking pale. I asked him what he’d found, but he just stared at me strangely.



“I wonder,” he finally said. We returned to the campsite together, and ate a spare lunch, before he returned to the hole and I to my waiting. In that time we didn’t say another word to each other, our minds each filled by what we’d seen.



He didn’t come out again until it was nearly dark. I had poked my head in from time to time to make sure he was all right, and each time I found him squinting at the walls, or fiddling with debris from the collapsed half of the room. Still, I was on the verge of calling to him when he clambered up the ladder.



“It’s late,” I said, rather unnecessarily.



“Er, yes.” Forbes had turned around as soon as he’d clambered out, and was examining the hole from which he’d come. “Ah, tell me again how you found this spot?”



“The room? I told you, I know a gem-finding spell, and the statue’s—” 



“No, no. I mean, how did you find the entrance to this room?”



Though a bit embarrassed, I admitted that I’d taken more of a “Daring Do” approach to entry than a “Forbidden Troves” one. I thought he might be angry, but he only chewed his lip.



“And you are the same Rarity from the—that is, the same one who associates with Princess Twilight Sparkle?”



Again, I allowed as I was, and again, he seemed to think on this some time. 



“I see,” he finally said, and with that, he turned away from the hole and trotted towards camp.



It was a silent, awkward dinner.







I awoke to the sound of clanking and muffled cursing. I blinked heavily; it was still dark. I opened the tent, which Forbes had graciously insisted I take on the first night. “Even this far from civilization, it wouldn’t be proper for a lady and a gentleman to act so familiar,” he had proclaimed. “In any case, the weather’s so fine, I rather fancy a few nights under the starlight.” I can’t imagine he still felt that way the next morning after the biting flies had had their way with him, but perhaps the remaining smoke from our fire kept the worst of them away.



But I digress. I emerged to find him trying to pack up his pans as quietly as he could. Which is to say, not very.



“Forbes, what are you doing?” I groggily asked, lighting up my horn enough to see. “It’s not even morning.” Then, as he flinched from his nearly-full saddlebags with a mix of fear and shame, my sleep-starved brain caught up. “You’re leaving. Without me.” When he didn’t speak, I felt the need to fill the silence, but could think of nothing to say but to repeat myself. “You’re planning to leave me here alone.”



For a moment, I thought he’d run. But to my surprise, he dropped the saddlebags and stood up straighter. “You’re right, I was going to.”



I studied him. “Forbes… what did you find in that room?”



His posture stayed rigid, but I could see him chewing his moustache. “I’ll show you,” he finally said. “I don’t think running would have worked, anyway. And perhaps you can tell me I’m wrong.” He wrenched his body as if it cost him some great effort to look away from me, and started up towards the hole I’d cut. Under his breath, I heard him whisper, “Please tell me I’m wrong,” as if it were a prayer.



We climbed the rubble, then descended the ladder in silence. Though the room was truly no darker now than it had been at noon, being lit by our horns, the blackness felt more pervasive this time. And again, the three gems stared down at me.



Forbes coughed, and directed my attention to the walls. “I’m sure you already know this, but it is rumored that the High Prophetess of the lamias could see the future.”



I nodded. “Many pony prophecies are said to have come from the lamia, yes.”



“I believe this was the High Prophetess’s chamber. Or at least, a High Prophetess’s chamber. And I believe there is prophecy written here.”



He walked close to the wall, and I could see a number of symbols carved into it. “This isn’t writing, per se,” he explained, as I examined the shapes without comprehension. “It’s a kind of symbology—no syntax, and highly susceptible to interpretation even to one who knows the meanings beforehand. Still, there are a few things I’ve been able to suss out.”



He gestured towards a segment of wall. I looked at the shapes: a prism, a triangle, a line, another prism, and an equilateral triangle with a line extending straight down from its top point down through its bottom base.



“I have no idea what I’m looking at,” I admitted.



“Neither would I have, if I hadn’t seen a similar set of shapes in a scroll full of Unicornian mysticism. The symbology is different, but the beats are the same.” He narrowed the light of his horn down to a pinpoint, and illuminated the first prism. “The Crystal Empire,” he said. The light moved to the triangle. “A unicorn,” he continued, moving along the line. “An interregnum. The Crystal Empire. An alicorn.” He let his light expand again. “This is the prophecy of the banishment, return, and defeat of Sombra.”



I pursed my lips. “It seems awfully vague.” I gestured at the unicorn and alicorn symbols. “It doesn’t actually say he’ll be defeated, does it? He could just as well have become an alicorn, like our own Twilight Sparkle did.”



“Indeed,” Forbes muttered, and the word seemed dark to me. “I doubt I’d have known what this meant if I didn’t already know the prophecy and its symbologic beats from another source. Which leads me to believe that any new prophecies that might be found here will prove untranslatable. Without already knowing what they mean, it’s impossible to say what they predict. At least, not without the benefit of hindsight.”



“So you’ve found nothing new?”



“How did you come here to the Saltmyre, again?”



The change of subject jarred me, but I let it pass. “The Friendship Map called me… three days ago? Yes, three. I took a train to Caracows, then hoofed it the rest of the way.”



His ears drooped. “Yes. Well… yes.” He walked to another spot on the wall, near to the collapsed part of the room. “All I’ve been able to identify are a few other prophecies like that of the Crystal Empire, where I already know more or less what I’m looking for. Like this one.” It seemed as if part of the wall had been damaged, but what remained in the line he indicated was a crescent moon, a very familiar starburst, and then the crescent moon in front of and surrounded by the sun. I had eyes only for the starburst, however.



“That’s Twilight’s cutie mark!” I exclaimed.



“And, not coincidentally, the symbol for the exercise of the Elements of Harmony,” Forbes told me. “These are the last symbols of the Nightmare Moon prophecy. The moon alone, the Elements of Harmony, and the sun and moon united.”



“You mean, this is a prophecy about us?” I was stunned.



Forbes laughed bitterly. “Indeed it is. More so than you know.” He faced me full on, then, and I saw that his eyes were wide, their pupils pinpricks despite the darkness. “Because there’s more here than just the last three symbols.” He turned, and with his magic, picked up a few hoof-sized pieces of rubble. “Not all of it, but enough." He took the pieces, and started fitting them together, speaking as he did so.



“Many of the symbols used on these walls are alien to me, but the signs denoting the tribes are the common ones used by the ancient Unicornians. An angle pointing upward for the earth pony—head raised high, hooves planted firmly on the ground. An arrow pointing upward for the pegasi—the earth pony symbol,with a line added to turn it into a representation of upward movement. A triangle for the unicorns—the earth pony symbol again, this time with a line added to denote the shape of the horn. And the alicorn symbol; a combination of all the elements into a triangle-arrow denoting the union of the three tribes. When I came upon this prophecy as the pony scrolls tell it, it was written as two angles, two arrows, and two triangles. Two ponies of each tribe would combine to fulfil the prophecy.” With a flourish, he levitated up the pieces of stone he’d put together, practically shoving them into my face:



One angle. One arrow. One triangle. 



And with them, a circle and a cross.



“...What does this mean?” I asked him, as calmly as I could.



“It means that, according to this prophecy, two of the ponies who were to banish Nightmare Moon wouldn’t be ponies at all.” He pointed to one end of the scrabbled-together rock. “The sixth symbol is gone, but the circle and the cross are clearly two creatures who aren’t of the three tribes.”



“Oh! W-well… I suppose it must be in error, then!” I tittered nervously, but the sound seemed to die as soon as it left my lips. “Or, or perhaps the circle and cross mean something else entirely. I mean, you don’t think that just because some ancient rock wall says… says…” 



“No,” he whispered. “No, not just because the prophecy says…” He gulped down a breath. “Even if I was certain the prophecy was true, interpretation is such a finicky business. How could I be so bold as to declare I’ve read it right, when I can barely decipher even those predictions I already know?”



“…Well then,” I finally said. “I’m glad we could—”



“You’re not a pony, are you?” he whispered.



Again I tried to laugh, but this time the sound never made it past my throat. “Can’t you tell by looking at me?”



“Appearances can be altered.”



“You’re not suggesting I’m a… a changeling, are you?”



“No, not a changeling.” His voice had grown so hoarse, so quiet, I could hardly hear it despite the silence all around. 



“A changeling might be able to travel from Caracows to here in a single day, it’s true—unlike, say, a wingless unicorn. And a changeling might not be bothered by the blasted flies that fill this swamp. Rarity, how is it that I’m covered hoof to horn with welts from spending a single day sleeping outside, but you don’t have a single mark on you from your trek to this pyramid?”



“Perhaps I know a spell to keep the bugs at bay.”



“Of course, a spell you kept active all day. And then the next day, you were already fresh enough to move all those heavy stones, to make a path down to the roof of this cavern.”



“Any unicorn can pick up objects.”



“But not any unicorn could have cut a hole in this roof. That’s a rather specialized spell, isn’t it? And even allowing that you know it, I don’t think there are a dozen unicorns in Equestria powerful enough to move so much stone in the scant few minutes you were out of my sight.”



This time, I didn’t answer.



“But there is a race that was fabled to be magical rockworkers par excellence. A race whose physiology was well-designed for turning and shifting heavy objects. A race with thick enough scales to repel any bug. A race that could travel from Caracows to here without bothering to pack any supplies. Rarity, tell me: there is not one pony in a hundred who’s so much as heard of a lamia. How is it you know so much of the lore about them?”



“Please don’t ask me that. Perhaps it could still be coincidence?” With my eyes, I plead for him to let it be so.



“Then why are that statue’s eyes a perfect match for your cutie mark?” he asked me. When I blanched, he nodded grimly. “I didn’t notice at first, but when I came out of the tunnel for lunch yesterday, I couldn’t help but see that the shape, the color, the arrangement… they’re identical.”



“Forbes,” I said, my own voice now as soft as his. “Please… please, don’t.”



“The circle and the cross. I didn’t know what either of them represented at first. I’m still not sure about the circle, but I have a guess about the cross. What could that shape denote? Perhaps a horn, two outstretched hooves, and a long, trailing tale.” He was weeping now, but he pressed on. “Rarity, if you’re going to… just, please…” He swallowed, and stared into my eyes. “At least let me die knowing the truth. Tell me, Rarity: are you a lamia?”








“And naturally, when he asked me like that, there was only one thing I could say.”



I light up my horn, and Spike and the girls all shield their eyes. Illusion magic is always a bit flashy when it dissipates. And a moment later, there I am before them.



“Yes.”



I swish my tail nervously, looking at my friends through three eyes for the first time. None of them are jumping up to attack me, or are asking where the real Rarity is. So far, so good. 



Everyone’s jaws are hanging loose, though. Best go on.



“So I—oh, I guess I should say something about Forbes, shouldn’t I? Well, once I’d convinced him that I wasn’t going to eat him, we had a lovely little chat, straightened a few things out, and he agreed not to say anything about this until I’d had a chance to talk to you. Actually, he was prepared to take my secret to his grave, gentlecolt that he is, but I told him that wouldn’t be necessary. After all, the Map sent me to the Saltmyre for a reason, and now I know what that reason is: I’ve been keeping a secret from all of you. And after all we’ve been through together, it’s time for us to put secrets aside.” I wink two of my eyes at Twilight, hoping to snap her out of her reverie. “Incidentally, darling, I’m counting on you to smooth this over with Celestia, in case she’s still holding some frankly justifiable but nonetheless outdated grudges because of my ancestors.”



It works. “I’m sure Celestia will—” Twilight automatically begins, before her brain slams back into the “lamia” wall. “But, wait! How did you—”



And that starts everypony off.



“What did—”



“Who are—”



“Does Sweetie Belle—” 



“Do you—”



“How can we—” 



“Now, now, friends,” I say, as gently as I can. “I know you must all have a hundred questions, and I can think of no better way to spend the day than answering them and getting this all out in the open. But first, I have a question of my own.” I look at my friends, gaze traveling slowly from one to another, with what I hope is a reassuring smile; the fangs make it difficult, but if Spike can make pointy teeth look charming, so can I. 



“You see, Forbes and I never did figure out what that circle meant. And there’s one more symbol that we couldn’t find the piece for at all. Perhaps it’s another angle, arrow, or triangle, but something tells me that it’s not.” I spread my hooves in invitation. “So, as long as we’re coming clean: would anyone else like to take off their mask?” I keep grinning, but my nervously swishing tail continues to betray me.



For a long moment, we look at each other in silence.



And then, to my joy, I’m blinded by a flash of light.
      

      
   
      Belshazzar


      
      
      
         
         Wanting

      
      

      

      
      
         Her eyes squeeze, closed the whole time



 “Wh-where are you? This isn’t a normal part of your old dream, right? You can’t just go out….



 “Look, get up here! Whoever you are, whoever’s holding Cobalt back: get out! I demand that you leave or I’ll make you leave!”



Her head turns, eyes still closed.



 “Is that…? No. No, it can’t possibly be. H-how d-did you see this? The history books, yes, but… not to this level of accuracy, faithfulness… the books, the shelves, the wood, the tree’s all….”



Hooves pedal in mid-air.



 “H-hello? Is there… anyone there? Any pony out here?”



A craning neck. Mouth mutates into a frown as her head shakes. Turns backward, trots backwards, staying in place.



 “No, no! I… I c-can’t go there! Not just yet… they n-need me. You… you understand, right?”



Illumination: her long spiraled horn lights up her gnashing teeth.



 “I knew it! I should’ve known. You can’t use your illusions on me, you anathema! Can’t use my friends’ likenesses however you want! Now—“



Lips open. Croak from the throat, head jerking forward. Eyes pressed, still closed.



 “Get out of me! Get out! Wh-what are you doing?!… C-Celestia? I-is that… n-no, don’t do that, beast, don’t—!”



Wind picks up: wings flap, but they do not lift her. Blood pumps faster, galloping in a betting race: adrenaline, fear, but keep standing here.



 “I didn’t do this to you! It’s u-using me to strengthen itself! No… don’t die again, Celestia! Luna!” A gasp—hoof to the mouth, almost. “Did it... take your souls? Take you away from Elysium? No… th-that c-can’t be! That c-can’t be!”



The doors slam open. His hooves fly him to the princess with those shut eyes. Feels her hooves: pulse racing. The cheeks: damp, tear-crusted.



 “Please, no! Why… no! That’s not you! They wouldn’t bash me like that! They... would be understanding: would help me, teach me, bring me up… no, you’re all illusions! Those seers sent you to torment me!“



He checks the screens amid her screams. Readings dip down, beeping like crazy.



Goes off to the wires. All plugs, pulled.



The apparatus loses its grip. Twilight falls past the magic dome. Wires strapped to her hooves: they fall apart. Beeping accelerates to a flatline: no heartbeat can come from nothing.



Scrambled and wide, purple eyes take in her room. Light lines decorate floor and walls, lighting black and purple and blue: laser-powered regality. Error messages flash red on the screens, screeching for user input.



 “Sorry about that.”



Summer Wheat’s young physique reflects like the subject of a dark oil painting. His gray yellow coat and his white mane, a mix of milk and honey: his cutie mark of grain complete the old-looking work of art.



 “Got to wake you up from that one.” Sounds out of breath. “And, to tell you: the results don’t look good.”



This world still swirls in the princess’s vision: seeing stars, the light still smiting her eyes as she tries to stand up, ethereal mane lighting up their own stars as it waves in non-existent winds.



 “Wh-what doesn’t look good?” she asks. “What, other than that it’s been the worst case of the Night Terror since Luna passed on?”



A hurried shrug is the reply. “Maybe, maybe not.” A scan of the error messages and their opaque explanations later: “What you’ve just experienced is a dream in a dream. Catch is, one was somepony else’s dream; the other was yours that got shafted in when the first dream got cut off.”



An alarmed gasp brushes past her teeth. The mane stars twinkle: a minuscule supernova close to her cheek. “Which means… it tried to delay me from returning here. I should’ve woken up, but the Terror forced me to sleep in the wake!”



His hoof taps. The beeps still flatline: monotonous background shrill. “I’m afraid so. Yet, I’ve come here not to save you but to report to you of troubling developments.” A sigh of his own joins hers. “Also, the reporters need a statement or two. There’s one other thing about the errors, but—”



 “A statement for a third time in a row? That is never a good sign. They need soothing.”



She follows him as he walks away. Her magic turns off the dreamwalking equipment for the rest of the night. Detecting her absence, the room turns off all its lights, plunging it into eternal darkness.








 “… even the chrysoberyls are beginning to fade too?”



 “Their magical signatures, yes, Your Highness.”



Overground passageways join up the castle’s sectors. One-way windows expose Canterlot in Princess Twilight’s seventy thousandth year: angular buildings soaked in metal and neon lights, two or three overpowering the mountain a couple stone’s throws away. Sleek material streets disappear in lurching citizen throngs, herded down by police to the underground shelters. Advertisements in better times, hologram billboards bleed red to the tone and words of emergency PSAs.



 “It’s finished shutting down Ponyville’s magic. Riots are already escalating to anarchy. Radicals could be incoming, although the Royal Entourage is blockading all possible points of entry.”



Past the cozy prison of a passageway, the moon does not smile upon Twilight: its face, hard as flint. “I take that that’s not all, is it?”



 “Sadly, yes, Your Highness. It’s—“



 “A seer in Ponyville?”



The responding hiss: like a frustrated viper. “Please don’t do that. You’re making yourself uncanny again.”



 “I have more experience about this than you’d ever know. Forgive me for using analytical models to predict the contents of my next batch of bad news.”



A roll of his eyes, but the local architecture calms him if only a little. “Anyway, a seer’s leading the path, stirring every pony up and proclaiming… you know.”



 “My mistakes, hm?”



Silence hangs between the two. His yes, implied.



 “As much as I acknowledge my imperfections, I also know that this is the farthest a disaster has gone in breaking Equestria apart. Magic is breaking down, but neither Cozy Glow nor her allies have been out of that stone prison at all. We’re no closer to finding the culprit.



 “And that’s without the strain on my own magic.” The horn glows in confidence, but, like a tempered dashboard too old, a crack could come at any moment.



The clip-clop of hooves strike robotic on the polished floor. “Not much use worrying about it, Highness.”



They keep walking.



Below, panicking ponies stampede over barricades and roadblocks. The police unicorns find their magic auras flickering.








 “… and you do recognize that the Everfree Forest has mostly stabilized because of magic’s vanishing?”



To that, Twilight nods.



Upgrades have graced the throne room through the millennia. Surfaces, fortified with unmeltable titanium. Screens, littered everywhere and displaying a variety of paintings and hologram art of royalty. Artifacts and trophies of magitechnological achievement, held high on pedestals and within glass boxes despite their current worthlessness thanks to magic’s ongoing disappearing act.



Newsponies gather around her throne. Not too close: a chasm of steps marks the safe distance between monarch and subjects.



 “Yes, I do recognize that. I also know much of your fears without you telling me.”



 “Do you?” The one with the beehive mane: stubborn. “What about the news in Trottingham?”



 “Fallen into anarchy just half an hour ago,” she reports nonchalantly.



The unimpressed journalist does not faze the princess: “I’ve observed how dire the circumstances are. Do not worry: I’ve got my top researchers and mages working on the clock for the silver bullet. True, some of them may have skirted the boundaries of ethics, but rest assured—”



Microphone is shoved onto her muzzle. “Are ponies being sacrificed in your labs?”



 “No.”



She floats the microphone away: enough to distract them from her withers’ hair standing up. “There are lines we shall never cross even in the darkest hour—and let us remember that the dawn rises right after that.



 “Equestria has been saved numerous times at the last minute. That is, naturally, not ideal, even back in the old days, but I would like to remind you that it has been saved before. It will be saved again.”



 “You keep saying that,” shoehorns in another, cocky with his ancient pencil behind the ear. “Do you have anything more specific? Something tangible we can rest in?”



Nothing to do but groan; keep it moving. “It has taken months for the magic to completely drain from Ponyville. As long as we maintain our current measures, we will be fine for two weeks: enough time for our breakthroughs to prototype and come out for every pony… and, no, we will not reveal those prototypes early because we’ve already had enough malcontents storming labs to kill me.”



 “Your Highness, what about the words they’re saying about you and—“



 “I adjourn the Night Court.”



With that, the guards escort the seeking reporters away, the latter becoming a grumbling and inquiring mass shooting furtive glances at their dear leader.



Yet, a gale, a whirlwind’s rumble: a vortex manifests. Out of the black hole, that rip in reality’s fabric, trots a stallion robed in sackcloth.  Hood hangs back: the head is bald to a fault.



 “You ponies of the press must know the truth behind this vile supplanter!”—loud but never amplified in this spacious hall. “This princess is not fit to rule anymore! See how she hoards all the power and magic in Canterlot with herself!”



Blood boils in the royal veins. She releases the scathing statement: “Guards, take him out!”



They charge, he fights back. Short-lived is the scuffle: horn suppressor and nylon rope around the barrel do the trick. Can never be too sure if they can sprout wings at will. Arrested, they strain him in chains before turning him out of the throne room. The doors shut on him, barred forever from her presence.



 “As you can see,” she continues, hoof stretched out to where the vortex appeared, “they themselves possess unusual amounts of magic. Who’s to say that they aren’t just wizards gone mad and power-hungry, either misleading or themselves misled?”



She stands up from her throne, tall and sovereign:  stability’s symbol. “These seers divide ponykind when we must unite. We cannot let petty matters such as tribalism and barbaric future-seeking falsely-accusing pretenders spurn us away from a real solution. Together, we must fight and keep our heads above the water… for I am with you in your struggle too.”



No applause.



The reporters pass by watchful soldiers, returning outside with an officer leading them out.



Summer Wheat is that officer.



Before the doors shut, she espies a confused glance on his face.








Endless falling.



If the elevator had a soul, it would take a morbid pleasure in taking its two passengers down forever. Nothing but shiny walls and screens indicating temperature, wind speed, and other indicators of things on the surface. Each tenth floor rings a chime, the number shown on the overhead display beside how many hooves below the earth they are.



 “I know you weren’t at your best. Nightmare in a nightmare: I truly can’t sympathize with you—I’m sorry. However, tonight, you sounded... stale. Like you were ready to throw in the towel.”



Twilight’s head aims true toward the doors, never deviating. “There’s only so many ways to encourage ponies without sounding like a broken record.” 



 “What about the mages? You said they would be making breakthroughs soon.”



 “Hasn’t been that way for weeks, won’t be that way for weeks. Only the headquarters in Canterlot is left. Rest of the branches have lost their protection since last week.”



Wheat blinks. A grunt, then a syllable: one dismayed non-word. “That’s… wait, how? How come you didn’t tell me this? You said they were just operating under quarantine!”



 “That’s one thing you must learn about royalty.” A quick right turn to see Wheat, then back to the doors. “Celestia wore an iron mask during her short tenure, keeping ponies’ hopes up while she worked tirelessly to realize said hopes.”



 “That’s the third time you said that this month.”



Just look at the doors.



The numbers ascend as the elevator mines the depths. The constant whirring, itself an illusion: like a shepherd’s tone, never resolving, going down but only looping, never going anywhere different.



 “You… you don’t trust me, do you, Highness?”



 “I do. You’re still here. You haven’t been dumped. None of your predecessors have either.”



 “Doesn’t seem to be working with you these days.” Takes a step forward: now in her face. Get through him to see the doors. “Let’s be real here: 538 isn’t a boring number to end this on.”



 “I do not plan to end the companionship system even if I have 538 more companions to look forward to.”



The stallion’s tilted head begs for a question: “Isn’t that the point? And you call it a system. I’m supposed to be your friend: listening to your jokes, being there so you can cry on my shoulders when it’s too much… I’m not just another pony you see and utter standard royal-speak to. I’m—“



 “Here to ground me to reality, to keep me equine. We’ve had this discussion before.”



A thud under his strong hoof. “No, we haven’t! But now we have to talk about this because, apparently, it just isn’t working for you!”



And a loud chime. No argument: they look up.



The numbers continue rising. The whirring continues descending. The doors continue closed.



 “Aren’t we supposed to stop?”



Twilight makes no motion, avoiding eye contact. Anything to say would escalate the situation.



 “This is another one of those things you didn’t tell me at all, isn’t it? The actual last floor to this… in my fourteen years of being with you, you lied to me about this too?”



She speaks no answer.








At absolute rock bottom, they experience ceaseless tunnels. Gates and doors, locked with no life but that of machines and computer systems. Identity of the princess required constantly.



Past the last gate, end of the path. Wall of unadulterated rock. A marked circle lies on the ground.



They step into the circle and, with Twilight lighting the lines with her magic, the world around them winding down. Solid shapes liquefy, diffusing into particles, only to re-arrange, darken back to shape—



Bookcases. Infinite bookcases, infinite shelves. Or their outlines: green mist permeates the place. Ancient stone unsmooth under their hooves.



Wonderful dread builds up in his heart. “Wh-what is this?”



 “The Occult Spring.” No eye contact. “A secret’s secret. Writings and artifacts unknown to and withheld from all but a select few.”



 “More like just you.” All he could to not yank Twilight by the neck, make her spill every single bean in the world. “You didn’t tell me about this!”



 “Ponies had to install the locks and gates.”



 “Before you gave them amnestics.”



 “We’ve got more pertinent matters to deal with, Wheat.” A look down the spaces between the shelves: a vast path to exhaust. “Follow me.”



They walk past the cramped and misty bookshelves. He catches glimpses of unreadable titles: written in Old Ponish, runes, or what should have been gibberish—all as she drones on about their stashed contents: alternate histories, secret reality-altering spells, full disclosure of various incidents concealed from the public….



 “Ah! Here it is.”



A scroll, sandwiched between two pungent tomes, becomes surrounded in her magic. It floats: thick as her head. She unfurls its bunched-up parchment, excess dropping to the floor. Dust never picks up; not a single fragment falls apart.



His vision distinguishes its words: inscrutable. A different alphabet? Not even then. The letters form pictures: shifting pictures: always moving, never settling.



 “Twilight, are you sure about this? Wh-what can it do?… what even is it?”



In her magic, the scroll rotates his way: mobile glyphs dance for him and her. Faint light reflects from her pulsating horn, illumining the letters clearer. “It is a spell I’ve discovered… ironically, by spying on the seers.”



 “You’re dodging the question.” Enough to make Twilight look up from scroll analysis. “Tell me what it is. Is it some kind of magic rejuvenating spell? Transportation to another dimension where we can interact with magic better like a control panel? Or…?”



A royal skim through later—no words said—the scroll snaking on the floor as she reads.



 “I am not fully sure of its full nature myself,” Twilight begins, “but, if you want, I can do a quick rescan after this.”



Something stops the scroll. It stretches in her attempt to read more.



A yellow hoof jams the scroll to the ground.



Her heart beats fast: could burst any moment. “Careful! You’re damaging the spell!”



Wheat huffs, sight of the princess clouded. “I know you mean well—“



 “I’ve always meant well.”



 “But you know what they say: The path to Tartarus—“



 “Is paved with good intentions, I know—“ complete with a groan. “However, evil has paved many more ways to Tartarus. I wish I sealed them the moment they came up.”



Not good enough. He paces in a circle despite the narrow path. “Don’t you think you should wait it out a few more days? You know how forbidden and secret spells like this can go terribly wrong.”



 “I have heard of the stories, but I’m the Princess of Equestria. My magic is more than sufficient for this.”



 “If that’s the case, why don’t I read of Celestia and Luna dabbling in forbidden magic?”



A tiny wince escapes her. “That was then, this is now. The times have changed. These sorts of spells are necessary in these times.”



Wheat does not try contacting her eyes anymore. A shaking head, down toward the floor. “I just… I just don’t know if this is….”



 “You always worry, don’t you know?” Her horn glows brighter; the letters glow too. “But, what is it all for? It could be for nothing, and you know what they say: without a vision, the creatures perish.”



As a bandage to a missing limb. “Well, I guess—“



Bang!



A hurricane: wind flying books away, their mane flapping. Pouring from the bedrock ceiling comes mumbling smoke. Distinct figures coalesce into shadowy living smoke creatures.



 “The Terror!”



A flash of his horn and a magic dome defends them. Shadowy creatures smack against the shield, but cracks materialize with each strike.



The flapping of wings, and he looks: the princess is flying out of the dome.



 “Twilight, what are you—?!“



 “Defeating the Terror once and for all!”



Scroll uplifted, horn bright enough to be its own sun: the letters shine like combusting moons.



Smoke surrounds her, attacks her, confounds her: seeing veiled. Could hear Wheat screaming, calling out for her.



The chanting does not stop. She keeps chanting. Forcing themselves into her mind, the letters make her say the words in arcane languages, trying to keep away the feeling of falling, falling—



The smoke solidifies against her chest. A tip. Something sharp.



The final few words are yelped out by the piercing of her skin.








Princess Twilight sits down on her throne to continue Night Court after a small break for tea.



The establishment’s small windows give way to cavernous depths and canyon ridges. Weaving around the rocks, moonlight pierces through, its elegant touch meeting a ragged red carpet.



Armored guards stand by: a pony in glasses, levitating a couple blueprints, comes up. “Your Royal Highness, I’m pleased to report that New Canterlot construction is still on schedule. The town hall’s almost complete; so is the housing: all while conserving resources like you’ve asked.”



A weak smile is the royal response. The trip she took in the sunset earlier: ponies fashioned structures from wood, stone—brick if there is enough mortar. Has been this way for decades; a far cry from millennia within millennia ago. She draws from her mind’s deep wells: they tell her that ancient history had a similar start. Nothing out of the ordinary within the big picture.



 “And that should be all, right?” she asks.



 “Why, yes.” A humiliating bow accompanies the answer, deep enough to smack his face on the floor.



Out with the architect, in with the next subject: comes complete with escort.



 “Ah, yes, Miss.” Knows the name—Smart Alec—but she’s appeared too many times to care about finer formalities. “Any update on the Dreden?”



No update yet: instead, a cough. Dark smoke seeps through her teeth. Her security watch her, but she waves them off.



 “Much of what remains is breaking apart at a breakneck speed,” she reports. Smoke slithers in the air, dissipating. “Ponyville... it’s either broken apart or sunken underground. It’s all inconclusive.”



 “Any survivors?”



Her eyes fog with smoke—shuts them tight, tries to squeeze it away. “It’s the usual: almost every pony comes back wrong. The augurs, though… as bad as they are, they’re the ones who made the last stands in Ponyville. I saw it myself: they said a quake would happen, that we should flee... no pony but I fled, and it happened.”



A queenly brow lowers, skeptical. “Are you insinuating that they might be good? It was only when the augurs came up that the Dreden and its ilk came to be. They’re showing off their capacity for evil.”



 “More like showing off how it’s growing and what we can do to stop it!” Desperation lurks in her voice: smoke hardens as it splashes out of her mouth. “Please, Your Royal Highness, Your Majesty—“



 “The augurs divided what’s left of this fair country, both figuratively and literally. The pre-Hearth’s Warming windigos fed on the hatred and division of ponies—so do these monsters and their dark magic today. We must not let the augurs cut us any further and stay united.”



The crest of Alec falls, smoke falling like water around her teeth. “But—“



 “Leave this place, miss. We are glad that you have come back from the dead, but the augurs have converted you beyond belief.” A long foreleg rises: a signal to the guards to lead the miscreant out.



 “But what if they’re right?!”



Royal magic opens the door, and security gags her in the mouth, smoke splashing back into her body as the incomplete pony departs in smoke-stained tears.



 “It is sad,” she says once the doors close, the guards her only audience. “Sad, our Head of Royal Magic and Research coming apart like this. She’s a warning to us: the augurs never meant well. We must not allow their signs and wonders to convince us.”



At that, the doors swing open, introducing a stallion who strides in with a solemn gait. His yellow coat shines like the sun under the lunar rays. A bowl of cereal and a cup of coffee is his cutie mark: a breakfast pony, his parents joked during his colthood.



 “Ah, Helios Cereal!” No weak smile to tarnish her mutterings. Most of her teeth twinkle under the moonlight. “He always has good news to say: just like cold water for a pony stuck in the desert.”



 “Twilight!” The proud declaration stops him at a distance; pause for dramatic effect as is tradition between him and her. “I’ve got some bad news!”



Her ears perk. Bad news: either a proxy would send it or some other pony would say it. Never him right here in the flesh.



That stately head leans forward. “What is it? And why do I have a bad feeling about this?”



Cereal clears his throat which clangs against the throne room’s attempted fanciness. “I and my escorts came across a griffon lying sick within Equestria proper. I nursed her with my potions, but when she recovered, she induced me to sleep… and dream with her.”



The stately head leans ever more forward: curiosity beckons her with its enticing talons.



 “Long story short: there is somepony out there eating Equestrians’ dreams.”



Only a blink: no gasp necessary. “That would explain why I cannot dreamwalk as much these days. Still, how do you know that’s true? It could just be a fever dream or an impassioned hallucination or even mind control.”



 “I thought so too. That is, until I woke up.”



Leaning would have made her fall over. She scoots forward, never leaving the throne.



 “I found myself back to reality, but she didn’t wake up. Instead, I saw….”



Wheezing through the throat. Poor lungs. A faint weakening pulse in her horn: one astute eye sees a faint puff out of his lips.



 “A figure… a smoky figure just like what the comeback ponies usually turn into, but worse… like, solid steam and smoke. It came out of the griffon just like that.”



 “I knew it!” A turn to the side as if an adviser were there. “Perhaps this is the Dreden’s true form. Do I not recall the augurs exhorting the ‘evildoers’ that a perpetual sleep would befall them, that they would never wake up?”



Her full weight rests on her throne, her back leaning on the soft backrest. “They are desperate but effective. To summon or even form such abominations on their own—”



 “She also speaks.”



The comfort of the throne leaves her. “It speaks back? Did it… say anything?”



Finding it hard to maintain eye contact with her: “See… that’s the funny thing about it. What do you think it does?”



The gears in her brain, always on all cylinders, add one more. “My intuition tells me this: it would go out and bring ponies to sleep, sucking their life force while they’re unconscious, either rendering them catatonic when they wake up or trapping them in the dream world until they die of natural causes.”



 “Exactly. And you know what her name—“



She stands up for the first time this Night Court. “I propose that we should fortify the dreamscape. I have enough machines to have oneiric sentries work in shifts. Of course, they’ll have to follow the guidelines I’ll put up over the next week or so—“



 “Twilight, you’re doing it again.”



Such an improper attitude! During Night Court, even! But serene is she as the princess looks down with one word: “What?”



 “You’re ignoring me.”



Those eyes bore into her: he is right. Yet—



 “I must apologize, Cereal, but I have to let every pony know what the standards shall be when I let them into the dream world. Nothing like this has been done before.”



But he shakes his head: a teacher disappointed in his wrong-answer student for too long. “You’re missing the point here, Twilight.”



She raises her ears: none of the royal address in his speech. “And what point would that be?”



Eye contact now maintained, now sustained—how somepony would shake a hoof for too long. “Her name, Twilight.”



She leans back on her throne again: rest from the stress. “We’ve had so many monsters naming themselves: it’s all self-descriptive. What is so special about this one?”



 “She… and it’s not just she.””



Bushy eyebrows furrow, dig into his forehead. Soldiers on those trenches, firearms directed at the crown. Magic and appendage at the trigger.



 “It says your name.”



That registers a blink in her train of thought. “So?”



Another step forward for Cereal, past wary guards with weapons close at hoof. The sky whistles quietly: something falling.



 “It told me your true nature, Twilight. Not just that: my true nature as well.”



 “Your true nature?” Unmistakable now: a string of smoke bleeding through his teeth. “Look! If that is the augur’s creation… you are falling right into their hooves!”



The grin on him: nothing real about this joy.“I don’t think so. It showed me who I used to be.”



 “Past lives, I presume. You know I don’t believe in reincarnation—“



 “Does Summer Wheat ring a bell?”



Recognition forces her eyes wide open. The name, that name—everything else escapes her. The spot the sun would give when one looks at it: focus on it, it never centers.



 “Back when we had to deal with the Terror, when we faced the seers and I was there in the Occult Spring—“



Breaks the mare’s back with that straw.



She springs forward from her throne. “The Occult Spring?! Y-you aren’t supposed to know that!... but the Terror? I don’t… I don’t remember… no, you must be crazy—“



 “Or when I was Solar Field and we had to deal with the land dissolving into lava while fire rained from the skies, all while prophets tell us to turn or burn?”



The name, that name, this name everything else took refuge in—nothing to be familiar of but the name. Tip of the tongue, tip of the tongue’s iceberg—cannot dive into the answer, hidden in the depths of non-existence.



 “What about Lumen Kernel? Or Daylight Spring? Or Light Seed? Atom Speck? Or even—”



 “I apologize, but your sanity must be leaving you.” A fact, unlike everything this Cereal has proposed. “The events you speak of have never happened. In addition, I have encountered similar names but never the ones you’ve mentioned.“



 “You’re dodging the question.” No eye roll from Twilight this time. “Let me make this easier for you to understand.”



A teleport later: there, manifesting at the hoof of the throne. Guards fly at him, stopping inches short of poking him with their spears. One wrong move from Cereal….



 “I know your true nature, Twilight. The constant déjà vu, how you seem to dive into dreamwalking too much to test things out, me being too familiar with you, all of these monsters always converging on Canterlot, always saving you for last….”



His eyes close: confident, smug.



 “There’s a reset spell in the Occult Spring, isn’t there?”



Too much a need to gasp. “That is completely classified information!”



The chuckle reeks of rancor, smoke hissing out of his mouth. “Makes sense for you… never trusting your companions. The one before all of us in this line—my spiritual forefather, if you will—came to you, to help you cope with the deaths of your once royal mentor. This… all of this meant a pony who trusts in you, could be with you, could just hang out with you and have fun as ordinary ponies.”



The smoke lashes out of his ears as whips. “Yet, you yourself do not trust even me.”



 “You’re certainly not helping your case right now!” The darkening smoke coming out of him proves it: maybe the augurs finally caught him in a moment of weakness.



But his smirk: he believes in his strength. “You’ve failed… you’ve failed your companions. You did not tell us….” A gesture at the stained glass windows on the walls. They were not there before. “How much of this history is real, anyway?”



 “How are you doing that? You’re not supposed to do that!”



 “A mistake, hm? Or a glitch, ah?” A flicker in the moonlight? “Maybe I wasn’t supposed to remember. Maybe I’ve become an echo of other ponies in past resets… or maybe I was literally just born five minutes ago with false memories, and that is just too short a time to fit thousands of years in.



 “But here’s what I want to know: why don’t you tell us? Why don’t you trust us?”



Her jaw locks. Thoughts build up into a mass, never forming into words. Would spill into a mess, a bile of insults or excuses.



 “Your Royal Highness!” screeches a guard. “The sky!”



All eyes turn to witness: darkness takes over the horizon against the tranquil night’s blue and purple—blot out the stars. It hangs over the moon: it becomes red; its glimmer is crimson.



Bells ring. Clarions and gongs in cacophony. Thunder zaps—already, dots, black shadows against the red, panicking. From the top, rumbling: rocks fall off the ridges, the ridges themselves breaking.



Horn bright one more time, she removes all the windows, thrusting all into the dark. “Stay here! I will take care of this once and for all!”



 “No, Twilight!” Wheat’s smoke surrounds him, energizes him with glowing power. “You’re not—!“



She zaps him: he falls to the ground, his horn broken into pieces in the thick of his shrieks.



Twilight zaps herself and disappears. In her place, there is fire.








Her vision shifts, blurry but they begin focusing. A filter of green.



Bookshelves. Bookcases. Some mist. A spell to recite. So her mind’s connections tell her.



Coming together: outlines of shelves. Numerous shelves with their books, scrolls, tomes, artifacts— bursting out of them, some already glowing, streetlights in the dark.



 “B-but… wha?”



Twilight feels the shelves. Almost drunken: the hooves are clumsy. The books tumble; their pages crumble into dust.



Shining down yonder: a beam of light against a silhouette. Something important. The connections click, make electricity: a place of importance, an answer, the salve.



The Occult Spring.



Weary legs stumble toward the light and its silhouette. Tossed to the floor: an earthquake sends books falling onto the floor, onto her—attacking her. Takes all to not trip on some errant scroll or magic item; they all glow, they all light her path forward.



Each step: the tiles welcome the returning guest. Her mind, muddled. The mist obscures ever further but for the straight path. To her relief, the light and its shadow come nearer.



The mist parts, and there she is. The light and its silhouetted mystery revealed:



A scroll on a pedestal. A can of long, glittering paper. No letters: nothing but lines and curves shooting everywhere. Television static but with the entire color spectrum.



A summoning of her magic: teleport, poof her way closer without the intoxicated stupor and its missteps. Catch it in her grip magical—



The earth shakes, throwing her off balance—legs buckle. The scroll leaves in the unfocus, plummeting to the ground. Iron determination instilled, she leans down, eye on the scroll: it is still there, now in her grip again, trying to levitate it back to the light. Hopes: please understand the babble, the indecipherable static. It smells of honey, but her stomach churns.



Another poof. She does not remember doing magic now. To the source of the poof: notebooks, standing on the pedestal. Haven’t been there before, this pile of notebooks.



One gets caught in her magic, levitating into a better angle. Under the light and on the cover: her cutie mark. A look at them: her cutie mark on all of the notebooks. Teleports the chosen notebook, pries it open.



A greeting. Words from Twilight Sparkle, though does not remember these words. Something about being taught how to dreamwalk thanks to Luna not long after the ascension. A record of secrets: some dreams, some nightmares, some of her best friends pre-mortem, some experiments in the dreams where nobody can get harmed.



At the last page: a danger. Something befalling Equestria again. Never says what it is: just the disaster. Hegemonic conquest, civil war, mass starvation, plain death with a dash of pestilence—magic failing, fires burning: all hypothetical, yet all speaking to her. Written at the last:



I will sleep on this. Will dream of a solution somehow. Inspiration strikes at a moment’s notice, after all, even when one is not awake. Hopefully.



The notebook drops from her magic.



The rest: mostly the same. Longer or smaller, pages taken out or forced in. All detailing: devolving from a dream journal mixed with warnings and safety plans for Equestria.



Did you know of these things? Did I know of these things? Why do you tell me of things I don’t know? Or maybe half know? Or is this some kind of illusion?



It must be the reset spell failing!



 “It’s not.”



The heart pounds at the new—or, truly, old—voice. Slowly, turn around.



Standing in the mist, only his silhouette could be seen. Long, narrow, lanky form. A mishmash of someone meant to stay still forever.



 “I thought you’d never leave Fluttershy’s side,” she says, her accent quaking. “If she were alive, she would be mad that you left her stony self.”



The figure rubs his appendages vigorously. “Maybe the Discord of this world is like that, but I’m not of this world.”



No need to squint to confirm his identity. “You must be from a previous reset, then.”



His head tilts, the mist obscuring a grin or a frown. “Yes and no. I am from a previous thing.”



A stick into the gears of this lightning-shot crystal mind: her brain brakes. No answers of her own?



 “What are you saying?” Her head frenzies. “What is the nature of this reset? The resets must be failing, right? Did I do it imperfectly? I… I shouldn’t be able to remember the previous resets. I-it should cause a pile-up and the world would be destroyed before it even began!”



An accusing hoof aimed at the draconequus. “If you can get in, then what about the disasters of previous worlds? Argh!”



She stomps a hoof and the pain stabs her leg. No buckling: complete decay, joint pain beyond medication. No scream, but, in a whimper: “I’m not even supposed to remember….”



 “Oh, but you are remembering.” Another curious tilt of his head: the lavender smell disappears. “Or, so you should think. As an immortal, I find memory and remembering very beneficial in the long run. Helps bring about reflection and change—and you know how much I like change.”



He lowers himself, honing in on her from behind. Unseen, he grabs her ear, and whispers close:



 “But you’re not an immortal.”



 “Of course, Discord.” Keep a straight face despite the scorching pain. “I just live long.”



 “So says the mare who’s lived longer than the old princesses combined. You are… what, 107,134 years old? Enough to burn your birthday cake, enough to make Celie and Lulu jealous—if they cared for that sort of thing.”



He hovers back into the mist’s obscurity. He rubs his claw and talon together again.



Something clicks in her.



 “Discord, you’re… different today.”



His dark laugh says the yes. “Expecting some flair from your old pal, weren’t you? Extravagance all the time would make me predictable and boring. But, more importantly, it would make me funny, and this is no time to be funny, considering the circumstances topside.”



 “… topside?”



Discord taps on his wrist. A wrist watch counts down, milliseconds falling fast.



 “You should be back in a microsecond thanks to somepony slapping your face. With how deep you’ve gone, though… heh. There’ll be a lot for you to deal with when you come home. I’ll spare you the details, as is tradition.”



 “You’re not making sense!” Runs over the bags under her eyes. “A full second’s already past and nothing’s happened!”



A single laugh from his irregularly toothed mouth. “Oh, Twilight, you are so dense—in more ways than one. If the death of your friends didn’t crack your thick skull, surely Celestia and Luna passing on would have done the trick and knocked some sense into you… but I guess not.”



The talons on his claw curl. For the first time in too long, the mare’s ears flatten. A snap is to come.



Another rumble: already fallen, her vision blurs, Discord doubling—multiplying—in her sight.



 “You can’t run away forever, Twilight.” The talons uncurl: no snap. “They’ll be happy to see you at last. That’s the last favor I shall ask of you if you can: say hi to them for me.”



The draconequus disappears. No fade, no suddenly existing door: just pop out.



The world grumbles.



Dust and pebbles slip from the dying bedrock ceiling. Broken boulders smash bookshelves; like dominoes, they fall on each other, their ancient contents diminishing to dust. Dust fills the air. The mist comes to dust too.



Tries to stand up in the tremor, but her limp legs stagger her back down. Try to flap, hover: wings do not respond, flint hard, never unfolding. Force the head, force the horn to commit to one last spell: only sparkles. It numbs.



Bookshelves die away in the distance, die into the mist. Cracks in her vision, on the islands of floor—floating away from her as if from a leper: red shift up close. Farther stretched, spaghettified—



All that is left: her atoll of pedestal, books, herself, scroll. Her numb, inanimate self.



Cold, scathing wind clutches the scroll in its hands and takes it away from her. The freeze flings itself upon her shivering state in the falling nothingness.








Too many blinks. Split-second images of fire, red, orange, death, screams.



Next is nothing, the blackness of closed eyes.



Feel herself: the cold of her hooves;cannot move. Rest of her body, the same way. Wings, under pressure. Horn?



Half’s not there.



Tries to scream, but muffles come out. Gagged, taped, bound with rope. Rough itchy fibers hug her in death grips.



More blinking. Finally, the strength to keep those eyes open.



 “She’s awake. Good.” That’s a whisper, low.



The scent of mint behind her, something rough scraping her back. Gravity does not feel right. Bodily senses wake up: ropes around her barrel, and then her legs.



Something at stake: a stake. At a stake, tied to a stake, condemned to the stake. The stake faces up: so does she.



The night sky. Its stars twinkle, blink back at her while they die down in the cool breeze. A brightening pink conquers the expanse, although sunrise’s yellow threatens an overthrow from below.



The flicking of her ears register the noises: mumbling, an exodus of many hoofsteps. Whimpers, insults, crying, admonitions to keep quiet—



 “Hey, the bedlam’s awake!”



The ruckus grows from there.Thrown objects or bone-breaking indignities are not its weapons: it is the rise of murmur, of questions for her. Nothing sensible: they mash into something incoherent. In one ear, lost by the other.



 “We’re finally here! Set it down!”



All jerk to a halt. Her vision interrupted: dizzy now. Vomit onto the dusty ground as the stake re-orients. Somepony shouts at her to clean up after herself; be like the princess she used to be.



The stake falls into place: so do the traveling audience staring at her dumb-founded. Their mouths, politely open in shock. Beyond lays the horizon of nothing but wasteland. Hints of villages crop up far away.



Ponies in plain robes trot forward from the spectators’ semi-circle. Their leaders, most likely. Small crowd. The scribe writes furiously on a scroll for posterity.



The robed figure in the center takes out his own scroll from his clothes, levitating it before his eyes: prosecutor.



 “Before we go through the charges, Twilight Sparkle, do you remember what brought you here?”



A stupid answer: on a stake by you guys.



Her chambers of memory fill with gross fog. Just woke up; the brain must wash itself of the sleep’s grime, the cobwebs that mire in the mechanism after long disuse: in the cabinet to collect dust until the universe dies.



 “You have been found hoarding dreamwalk magic and technology at a time when Equestria needed you the most. The notes found in your possession say that it was to give yourself time, yet you never woke up when we had to storm the castle. Not even on the way here either.”



Please disbelieve him! But the gag allows her nothing. Angry and blank faces stare at her, ask her more questions without words.



 “Further investigation of your testing facilities reveal literal skeletons in the closet. Autopsies showed that they have been exhausted via necromancy magic. Needless to say, the evidence points to you as the perpetrator, all for the reason of immorally extending your life.”



Within reason! I needed more time! Ponies would need me! They need somepony to guide them, they—



 “You’ve stated in your private journals—which we have discovered just yesterday—that it is all to ensure Equestria’s safety… at the expense of preventing somepony new, somepony more with the times and its ponies, to look after it. That you provided for no succession plan says a lot.



 “Not to mention that you constantly not listened to us, most recently telling us that not even the mayors know anything but that only you hold wisdom to lead ponykind. And let us not talk about the ‘unfortunate accidents’ on your advisers and council members, which have increased within the last few years of your reign….”



It’s the only way! How else can I solve a failing world? There are too many variables when I let someone else take the throne, and I—



 “In short: you trust no one.”



Silent night.



The stony gaze of the accuser, the judge, the jury—executioner too, given the stake: it cuts her across, stops her heart for a morsel of time. Heartburn: blood boiling, blood rising, but the silent night cools her blood to the ice of lamentation.



 “You trust no one to lead for you. What do you have to say for yourself?”



Remembrances of best friends: search long and hard for them, for they are long dead: corpses reduced to dust were it not for the balms, the spices, the spells. Nopony like them before, nopony like them after. Twilight tried searching for such, but nothing came up.



When the guilty sentence is pronounced, she does not notice or she has stopped caring. Surrounded by many to die alone. They talk about the unicorns raising and lowering the celestial bodies again—“until we find Harmony’s next chosen: preferably an alicorn just like Celestia or Luna, somepony who can trust and be trusted to the end and beyond… unlike you, you who have faltered at the end.”



Inferior to Celestia.



Her mentor’s spirit would be chastising the ex-princess forever by now.








Firewood is hauled over to the base of the stake. They would’ve enjoyed the fire: at the fireplace, warming up over the winter, when they were still alive, when she was undoubtedly there with them, friends and all that.



The logs pile up, each thunk resounding into ripples. Why blame them? They’re decent ponies: just desperate, just angry at her. Rightly so: they taught her a lesson, that same lesson: please live in the moment, stop Sparkling or whatever the term was for worrying too much, anxious too much.



The onlookers merely watch the greatest show of death: the demise of a princess, live. This is no entertaining horror show: only the sickly fascination and the consoling solace of watching justice meted out.



No insults. Just questions: Why? Why did you do this to us? Why did you leave us like this? Were we not your faithful citizens, your little ponies? Were we not worthy of your trust?



The torch lights up, illuminating everything in dim orange. The flame catches her in its allure like fire against moths. Caught in the magic of somepony, it is bestowed upon the firewood.



So the crackle starts.



The heat crawls up to her hind hooves.



Seconds twist into agonizing minutes.



Already, she would scream at the flames turning her over to death—but, drained: the voice, gone—would have been lost to the gag.



A sea of fiery needles floods her body, scaling her, searing her. Tartarus: the place below, the eternal darkness, the screaming, the lack of rest. Immortal worms, torturing the dead in their second death from which there is no rest.



To think that she was an angel.



Fire catches her heart, her eyes, her brain.



The many minutes unravel into agonizing seconds at the threshold of life.








Look up. Over there.



Blue skies, pristine and fluffy clouds. Past them, fields of green and gold, rainbows all around. Milk and honey flow in eternal rivers of life.



At the edge, five ponies too familiar. No waving, no smiling—the yellow pegasus covers her mouth, turns her eyes away from the descending sight.



Twilight keeps falling.



The last thing they hear before the unbridgeable chasm closes is one last cry.
      

      
   
      The Lizard of Ot


      

      
      
         "Treasures unfathomable!" the unshaven stallion peering from the shadowy alleyway hissed.



"Really." Spike didn't even bother putting a question mark at the end.



The stallion narrowed his eyes. "You sound somewhat skeptical, my young friend," he said in that weird accent of his.



Spike started counting the reasons off on his claws. "One, you're Dr. Caballeron, the villain in, like, half the Daring Do stories. Two, even though you're supposed to be kind of a good guy now, not stealing anymore and writing books with A.K.Yearling and like that, you're still hiding behind trashcans and hissing stuff. Three, that permanent three-day's growth of beard thing is so completely out of style these days that—"



"Fine!" Squeezing out from between the cans, Dr. Caballeron managed to knock the lid off one, a rabid-looking yellow cat snarling and squalling and launching itself out, slicing three parallel lines in his snout before scattering away down the alley. "Yow!" The doctor wrenched a white kerchief from his saddlebag and clamped it to his nose.



With a sigh, Spike turned and headed back up the street. Every time he tried to go to Donut Joe's these days... "Let's get you to Canterlot Tower."



"The tower?" Dr. Caballeron's voice cracked. "Surely there's no need to involve—"



"Cat scratches can be nasty." Spike looked over his shoulder with a shrug. "I'm just thinking we'd better get it cleaned up before it gets infected."



Dr. Caballeron groused and grumbled the whole way, but he still followed Spike around the corner to the West Gate. Spike winced when the guard announced, "Her Highness's Royal Advisor and Friendship Ambassador returns!" but, well, it had only been a month since he and Twilight had moved into the palace. He was sure he would either get used to the shouting eventually or Twilight would get more confident and not need to know where he was every minute of every day.



The announcement seemed to make Dr. Caballeron even paler—though maybe that was from the little stripes of blood staining the front of his kerchief. "Actually," he said, his eyes darting around under his brows as he stumped along beside Spike through the gate, "I see now that I...I made a mistake calling out to you earlier. I thought you were somepony else."



"Really." Again, Spike saw no need for a question mark. "There's exactly one dragon in Canterlot right now, and you're looking at him."



"The sun was in my eyes!"



"Sun? You were in a shadowy alleyway."



"The shadows were in my eyes, then! "



Opening his mouth to ask how exactly that was supposed to work, Spike stopped, not really wanting to know. Instead, he took the last couple steps down the gleaming gold and marble hallway to the public bathroom and pushed the door open. "Let's just get those scratches taken care of."



"They're fine!" The doctor tried to plant his hooves, but since one of them was holding the kerchief in place and the janitorial staff was always polishing these floors, Spike had not trouble sliding him along till they were standing in front of the nearest big white ceramic wash basin. "I have my field kit on me, and that should prove perfectly sufficient for—"



A big purple flash went off to his left. "Spike?" Twilight called. "Are you back from lunch already?"



"Twi?" Spike gestured to the blue and beige tiles. "This is the stallion's restroom."



Twilight blinked down at him. "So? You're a dragon, not a stallion. "



Sighing no longer seemed strong enough, but at least he only needed two claws to count off reasons this time. "First, it's just general courtesy not to enter the opposite gender's bathroom. And second..." He aimed the claws at Dr. Caballeron, his wide mouth and eyes suggesting that he hadn't expected to meet Equestria's current reigning monarch in a public lavatory.



More blinking went on after Twilight swung her head in the direction Spike was pointing. "What's Dr. Caballeron doing here?"



Spike shrugged. "He said something about unfathomable treasures, and—"



Dr. Caballeron gasped like he'd been bucked really hard in the chest.



"Treasures?" Twilight's wings poofed up. "Is this a new archaeological find, Doctor? I know you and Daring Do promised Ahiuzotl never to work in the Tenochtitlan Basin again, but if you've come across something that—"



"Twi?" Once again Spike gestured to the plumbing fixtures around them. "Maybe we could talk about it in your office?"



"Oh! Yes!" Purple light from her horn flooded everything, Spike's middle stretching. But he was used to this sort of thing by now and knew not to tense up or shift around too much. "Of course!" Twilight continued, the glow clearing away to show one of Twilight's new offices, books and papers covering just about every available surface. "Please, Doctor, have a seat...if you can find one. Sorry. I'm like a gas: I tend to expand to fill all available space."



Grabbing a set of dishes from a nearby chair, Spike held them up so Twilight's magic could send them away. The kitchen, he hoped.



The doctor, though, wasn't moving from where he'd landed on the carpet when Twilight had first popped them into the room. He was, in fact, still gaping the way he had been for the past couple minutes, and it occurred to Spike to wonder if he might be a little shocked at moving from the trashcans of a Canterlot alleyway to the office of the Princess so suddenly...



"Now, then, Doctor!" Twilight had her extra-big grin on, the one Spike recognized as meaning she was ready to learn. "Tell me all about your latest discovery!"



A moment of silence, then Dr. Caballeron slumped forward just a bit. "Very well." He straightened once more. "As you said, Your Highness, due to my agreement with Ahiuzotl, I'm no longer able to ply my trade in the areas I've come to know so well. So I've been studying the lore of the west, the ancient regions beyond what are now the Changeling Lands, trying to find what treasure troves— I mean, what archaeological sites might have lain fallow and undiscovered since the time of Equestria's founding. And I...I uncovered a legend."



Twilight's eyes were practically shining. "Something like the legend of Nightmare Moon?"



He shook his head. "These are more campfire tales, less formal and more homespun. But they all center upon—" With a lick of his lips, he swallowed. "The Lizard of Ot."



Spike couldn't keep his neck spines from perking. "The Lizard of What?"



"Ot." Dr. Caballeron reached into his saddlebag, pulled out a small, dusty notebook, and began leafing through the pages. "The majority of the tales, full of wild hijinks and fanciful shenanigans, seem designed to entertain foals on the frontier. But there's just enough consistency to make me think that something might lie at the base of it all: a dragon cave out in the Badlands filled with wealth and magical artifacts."



"Whoa..." Possibilities flapped through Spike's mind. "And you think the dragon might still be there! So you came to Canterlot to get me! Except...wait. You said you'd made a mistake, that it wasn't me you were looking for! And anyway, wouldn't it've made more sense to go to the Dragonlands if you're looking to find something out about some old dragon?"



Sweat started forming on Dr. Caballeron's forehead. "Me? To the Dragonlands? I— Well, let's just say that in my career as an archaeologist, I've found myself in...disagreements with dragons every now and then. I'd heard, of course, about the contacts our new and beloved Princess has made among dragonkind, however—" The smile he turned toward Twilight seemed as oily as the deep-fried carrot on a stick Spike had gotten at the last Ponyville Fun Fest. "So I thought perhaps a more civilized sort of dragon might be found here in Her Highness's capital."



"That's Spike!" Twilight clapped her front hooves together. "Oh, isn't it fortunate you ran into him!"



The doctor's smile became less greasy and more stony. "In truth, Your Highness, I'd forgotten that you had a dragon as your Chief Advisor. I'd not wanted to bother you, you see, at this preliminary stage of my research, so I'd been on the lookout for some ordinary draconic citizen who might be willing to enter into a partnership with me. I'd planned that we should explore this matter together before I, uhh, presented my findings to the, uhh, wider scientific community."



The slightly sour smell in the air around Dr. Caballeron made Spike wonder if he maybe wasn't telling the entire truth.



But Twilight was clapping her hooves again. "Well, I'm more than happy to sponsor your preliminary research!"



"Sponsor?" Dr. Caballeron's ears shot straight up. "You mean...funding, Your Highness?"



"Call me Twilight: we're fellow academics, after all!" Her horn wavered, and several pieces of paper popped into the air above her crowded desk. "A pair of train tickets to Appleoosa, and a voucher for whatever supplies the two of you'll need to hike out into the Badlands from there!"



The papers drifted down, and Spike was pretty sure his face looked as blank as Dr. Caballeron's.



"Have fun!" Twilight chirped. "My whole life changed when I went after my legend! Maybe yours will, too!"








"Seriously," Spike said from his side of the campfire as he watched Dr. Caballeron use his magical razor to trim the stubble of his beard back down to the three-days-old stage. "If you want a beard, shouldn't you have a beard? And if you don't want a beard—"



"Ha!" The doctor touched the thing lightly to the tip of his chin. "I shouldn't expect a reptilian such as yourself to understand the intricacies of facial hair."



As much as Spike wanted to sigh loudly and roll his eyes, he settled for just that second one. The last three days had turned out a lot more enjoyable than he'd expected, after all, hiking along beside Dr. Caballeron through the buttes and the hills and the canyons. He'd been afraid things would get boring—could he and this semi-shady treasure hunter really have anything to talk about? But after Spike had asked at lunch on that first day what they actually knew about this Lizard of Ot, the doctor had started telling him all the stories that he'd collected over the last few years.



And they were pretty funny. The Lizard sometimes turned out to be a smart alec, tricking greedy ponies into doing stupid things, and sometimes turned out to be too smart for his own good, falling into traps that he'd set himself or getting fooled by good-hearted ponies he was trying to trick. "Kinda like Discord," Spike had offered at dinner on their second day.



Dr. Caballeron had shaken his head. "I would categorize the Lizard more as a trickster than a discordian character. The classical version of the discordian is almost entirely devoted to bringing chaos. The trickster, however, embodies a certain didacticism, a truth-telling and lesson-teaching aspect." He'd shrugged. "Of course, now that we know Discord is an actual individual rather a mere cultural archetype, it seems more likely that this Lizard of Ot is or was a creature some trace of which we can perhaps locate."



That had shut Spike up for most of the third day: he'd forgotten that this semi-shady treasure hunter was also almost as much of an egghead as Twilight...



Now, though, after dinner on the third day, Dr. Caballeron had apparently told all his stories and was spending the evening with several mirrors and his razor, getting his not-quite-a-beard into shape. 



Spike added a little shake of his head to the roll of his eyes. "So why're you doing all this stuff now?  Last I looked, we're still out in the middle of nowhere."



"Look again, then." Without glancing away from his mirrors, he'd nodded to some books he'd been paging through while Spike had made supper. "For if I've properly traced the lines of story transmission, we should be very near to the Lizard's cave."



That made Spike sit up. "Really?" he asked with a question mark and everything this time.



"Indeed." Dr. Caballeron tapped his razor into silence. "This will be our base camp, I think. And at dawn tomorrow, we begin to construct a grid search pattern in our quest for the Lizard of Ot."



As excited as he was at the news, Spike thought he'd likely toss and turn all night. But curling into his sleeping bag and closing his eyes, he found himself relaxing almost at once, sleep washing over him—



Then washing away with a suddenness that forced him to sit up and gasp. Because he wasn't out under the starry desert sky anymore, the smoke from their doused fire tickling his nostrils. He was inside a cave, the smooth rock walls reflecting a soft, warm golden light.



More blinking, though, made him realize that it wasn't just golden light. It was actual gold, coins and statues and ingots lying in patterns along the sandy floor, stacked into structures, and even hanging from the ceiling in places. Little fire pits sparked here and there, too, but a lot of the gold seemed to be glowing all on its own.



"Yes," somepony whispered into the silence, and Spike turned to see Dr. Caballeron sitting up, his eyes wide and seeming to flicker in the weird light. "As the stories say..."



"Stories," a rumbly voice said to his right. Shadows moved there, too, and Spike saw a long, lean, golden figure stretched out on a big, round, intricately carved metal table. "I never much saw the point of them myself."



The figure was reptilian, but it didn't look like any sort of dragon Spike had ever met. It was more like a snake as big around as an apple barrel and longer than Discord was tall, a pair of legs near the head and another pair way back by the tail.



"The Lizard of Ot," Dr. Caballeron more breathed than said.



One of the Lizard's eye ridges arched. "Well, I guess stories can't be all bad when they talk about me." The black eye under that ridge winked slowly. "Have you come to answer my riddle and win the mystic power that goes with it?"



If Dr. Caballeron hadn't been furiously blinking, Spike would've thought he'd frozen solid.



Spike, though, had to start counting his problems out on his claws. "Okay, first, riddles are totally a sphinx thing, not a lizard thing. Second, we didn't come here. We were asleep out in our camp, so you must've brought us here. Third, we—"



"Yes!" Dr. Caballeron shouted, spring up onto all fours. "I have come to answer your riddle and to claim the mystic power!"



"Really?" Spike would've given it two question marks and an exclamation point this time, but he wasn't quite sure that was allowed.



Dr. Caballeron shrugged. "Well? He's offering, isn't he?" Trotting, he crossed the room to the Lizard's side. "Ask me your riddle, O Lizard!"



The Lizard did another slow wink. "Ot," he said. "I don't quite remember what it is. All I have is this ancient mantra of my people: 'When you're ot, you're ot, and when you're not, you're not.'" The Lizard nodded. "So bring me my Ot from somewhere in this room, and all my power will be yours."



"Of course." Dr. Caballeron waved a hoof at the Lizard. "You yourself are Ot, are you not? The Lizard of Ot, and as you say, 'When you're ot, you're ot.' You, therefore, are Ot." He touched his chest and bowed.



Half a heartbeat went by. Then, with the tiniest possible ripping sound, all of Dr. Caballeron's beard stubble fell right off of his face.



"No!" the doctor shouted, dropping to his knees and trying to catching the drifting particles of hair. "No!"



A sigh ruffled Spike's neck ridges. "He chose poorly," the Lizard said. "And you?"



"Me?" Spike had to stop himself from taking a step back. "I've got all the power I need, thanks."



The Lizard's black eyes shimmered. "Then...you won't help me find my Ot?"



Spike had to spread his hands. "I wouldn't know where to start. Except, well, like Dr. Caballeron said, with you. You're the Lizard of Ot. So, I mean, can't Ot be whatever you want it to be?"



A couple heartbeats passed this time, then the Lizard nodded. "I like that."



"What?" On the floor of the cave with a brush and a little bag, the clean-shaven doctor—he looked more like a pharmacist, Spike thought, without the stubble—leaped up from trying to rescue his beard. "His answer's the same as mine!"



The Lizard winked with his other eye this time. "Yes, but his presentation was better." Pushing himself up on his little legs, the Lizard cocked his head. "You sure you don't want the power?"



It surprised Spike how little he was tempted. "Sorry."



"Good." The Lizard more slithered than stepped down from his big round metal plate. "'Cause there isn't any. All I've got is all this stuff, and I don't even know what most of it is..."



"Hey..." Spike tapped his chin. "Maybe Dr. Caballeron could help you inventory it."



The doctor had dropped his little brush by now and was slumped back against a wall. "Inventory?" He sat forward. "Just from here, I can see a dozen marvelous pieces. You could start your own museum anywhere in the world with this collection." The golden light played across his face, a slow smile forming there. "Or perhaps unearth your Ot."



"You..." The Lizard took a deep breath. "You think?"



Spike clapped. "Okay! Doc, give me a scroll and a quill, and I'll send a message to Twilight! I'm sure she'll want to be involved, and maybe Daring Do, too!"



Dr. Caballeron tossed Spike the writing materials, and the Lizard pointed toward a shadowed spot that was actually the door to the surface. "Be right back," Spike said, and started out.



A Friendship Ambassador's duties were never done...
      

      
   
      Well It Starts As A Joke...


      
      
      
         
         Phoning ot In.

      
      

      

      
      
         Right, so this is the story of that one time me and the girls got absolutely clobbered.



Well, I say one time, we’ve been clobbered plenty⁠—trees, pets, carrot farmers, fences, unfortunate teachers, hedges, buildings (destructible and non), each other, unreasonably angry carrot farmers; you name it, we’ve either run into it, over it, or through it. But, uh, this time was particularly bad. And less of a physical clobbering, you know? More just, well. Life. Just, beating us round the head a lot. Metaphorically. And physically too, I guess.



It also happened about eight minutes ago, so I might need to book it soon.








See we were all chillin’ (cos that’s a thing we do, we’re cool ponies and we chill) in the square trying to think of something to do. Normally we’d be trying to “pick up a new hobby or skill” (Sweetie says that’s how we should say it cos it might make ponies less angry with us; I dunno about that but whatever) but AB’s sis threw us out of our super-secret-clubhouse and then off her farm after her granny broke her jaw in an incident that definitely wasn’t anything to do with us—



Eh? Oh right, yeah. Sweetie Belle and Apple Bloom. They’re my best friends. Don’t tell them I said that, they’ll get all sappy and gross, ugh.



Sweetie Belle’s kinda a dork—she’s always shrieking about her mane or her fur or her teeth or something, and she gets all weird about things like mud and bugs. But she’s dead clever and that one time she broke Silver Spoon’s nose so she’s cool. Her sister’s a total buzzkill though; going on and on about ‘rare fabrics’ and ‘damage inshurens’ and ‘terror pee bills’. Not sure what pee has to do with ducks but whatever.



Applebloom’s kinda a square—she’s always going on about being ‘careful’ and ‘not hitting Silver Spoon in her stupid fat face’ and ‘responsibility’. But she’s good in a scrap once you drag her into it, and she’s great at getting us outta some of the, er, tighter corners we’ve been in, so she’s cool. Her sister’s terrifying. Oh sure, everyone always says that Applejack’s so ‘polite’ and ‘honest’ and ‘hard-working’, but they’ve never been chased by her after they accidentally flooded her room. That mare is a demon.



Anyway, where was I? Oh, right.



Chillin’.



See we’re not allowed on school grounds outside of school hours anymore ever since Featherweight got that retraining order—er, restaurant order? Summin’ like that—so that was a no go, and with the club house out we couldn’t really go to our usual hangouts. So there we were. AB was just kinda kickin’ her hooves at the dirt, Sweetie was counting the ants cos’ she’s kinda weird like that, and I was bored. Outta. My. Mind.



“Let’s do something.”



The other two turned to me, all chill like, cos’ we were, as previously mentioned, chillin’.



“Wha’d’ya mean ‘do something’, Scoots?” Apple Bloom didn’t seem too invested, she just did that one-eyebrow-raised thing she does that makes her look like her sister (AKA terrifying) and kept kicking her hooves. Sweetie didn’t answer, she just sort of swivelled her head around all owl-like to blink at me.



She’s… really kind of weird sometimes. Anyway:



“I dunno. Play a game? Push Featherweight in the creek again? Beat up Diamond Tiara?” I paused, considering. “Actually, that last one sounds pretty fun right now.”



Sweetie frowned. It made her look a bit like a very large, multicoloured moth. “Rarity said we shouldn’t do that anymore. She said it was a ‘delicut poe litter cull sit you asian’.”



Yeah no, I dunno what that’s supposed to be either. AB apparently did though, cos’ she just snorted and said, “Yeah, cos’ her dad’s Filthy Rich. Literally.” She stretched a little, then bounced to her hooves and gave the two of us a grin.



I knew that grin. That grin meant the fun kind of trouble.



“But just cos’ we can’t beat her up, doesn’t mean we can’t do a harmless little prank... Right girls?”



Heh. She may be a stick in the mud most of the time, but sometimes?



AB has the best ideas.








The room was… well, not dead silent. But almost.



See, I’m a tough filly. I can take my knocks, and I can heckin’ well dish ‘em out too. And this girl we’re talking to, she’s not exactly tough, you know? Small, pretty scrawny, could probably lay her out with one hoof. But despite all that, she scares me. 



It’s the eyes I think. Last time I saw eyes like that, they were on a changeling at that Royal Wedding disaster. All cold and distant. Like you’re food.



So we sat there, the four of us, and the room was dead quiet. The only thing that interrupted it was her mother’s snoring.



“So,” said Ruby Pinch quietly, leaning back in her chair. Behind her, Berry kind of snuffled, then did a half-turn-half-flop-on-her-front and resumed snoring. Ruby ignored her. “You want some wine.”



“Y-yeah,” AB sorta stuttered a bit, but she rallied pretty well. There’s a reason she’s kind of the leader (DON’T tell her I said that). “Not to drink or anything! That’d be immoral. Just gonna prank Diamond Tiara. It’ll stain, see?”



Ruby‘s about half AB’s size, but I swear she somehow made a raised eyebrow feel like a prison shank at the back of the neck. If there’s one pony I want to piss off less than Applejack, it’s her.



“And if this is traced back to me? I can hardly be expected to take the fall for your… endeavour.” She didn’t do anything else either, just looked at us. 



Buuuuut this is getting boring, and honestly I don’t really wanna think about it too much, gives me the creeps. Long story short, AB did some quick talking, we all promised to say the wine came from one of Pinkie’s secret stashes or something on pain of hopefully-not-actual death, and then we got the heck outta dodge.



Urgh. Those eyes. I’m tellin’ ya lady, that is one scary—anyway. We had the wine, now we just needed to find Diamond. As it turned out—not too hard!








“Alright, target’s in position.”



I think it was supposed to be a harsh whisper, like those spies in movies and stuff, but honestly Sweetie just sounded kinda constipated. But, whatever—it got the job done.



See, we were all squeezed behind this crate in a small alley off of the main market square—one of those places people store fish in, or hire a hooker, whatever that is. Babs never really explained… whatever. Point is, we’re all sitting in this alley, waiting patiently for juuuust the right moment. Turns out Diamond Tiara was in the market, BUYING stuff.



What a loser.



Now, Sweetie’s on lookout over the crate—her mane blended in with the fish best—and the moment she gives the OK? That’s when I break out the magic, heheh.



Well okay, not literally, but hey! Bet you didn’t know ol’ Scoots was a dab hoof at ventriloquism! Pitch my voice up a little, throw it over there, and all of a sudden Silver Spoon’s asking her to come see the cool thing she found. Now I gotta admit, Diamond Tiara’s not a total idiot—she seemed at least a little suspicious. Didn’t stop her from coming down the alley though, and the moment she was out of view—sploosh! Apple Bloom was just waiting in the wings with the barrel of wine we got from Pinch, and her aim’s pretty dang good. And then....



See, this is where the story should have ended. We prank the rich nag, point and laugh, then go home job done, ya know?



Except. Ol’ Pinchy made a mistake—well, one of her mooks did. Hoo boy, don’t think I’ve ever seen her as pissed as when she told me that. So to our surprise, instead of being stained a lovely red, Diamond’s coat is as transparent as the liquid we threw on her—not that we have much time to think about it, cos’ the moment the liquid splashes into her face she shrieks. 



Turns out straight ethanol kinda stings.



Again—this is where the story should end. But our luck’s never been the best, and I’m pretty sure it picked today to take a break. See, as Diamond’s yelling and complaining, she stumbles back into this stack of boxes. The whole thing collapses on top of her, and the metal crowbar someone left on top of it falls to the ground, sparking slightly off the cobblestone.



That’s when Diamond Tiara caught fire. Well, I say she caught fire—the whole pile of boxes did too. Turns out fish is kinda flammable, who knew? Anyway, Diamond is now yelling even louder, although I can’t really blame her, and me and the girls are panicking. Just a little, mind. We may not like the stuck-up little hussy, but we didn’t want to set her on fire! That’s, like, at least a week's worth of grounding. Nobody wants that.



“Oh sweet horseapples!” Apple Bloom shouted, and then just kinda flailed at her—I think she was going for stamping out the fire, but didn’t want to touch her and get burned? I dunno. Then she tried just sorta flinging dirt at her from her hooves, but that didn’t really do much either. Sweetie Belle was just staring (it was kinda creepy to be honest, all blank and wide-eyed) but me?



Well.



In my defence, I was panicking. And my first thought was that we had to throw something big on her, to smother the fire ya know? And well, Sweetie had been sitting on my shoulders for a while now to see over the crate and she’s kinda big and heavy, and…



Yeah. I threw Sweetie at her. And, to be fair to me, it worked! No more fire. At least on DT, but the boxes were just kinda smouldering. Smelt awful, but no danger there. Anyway, problem solved! Sweetie Belle was not happy with me though, and boy did she let me know. I was trying to tune out all her moaning about ‘burns’ and ‘missing teeth’ when Apple Bloom said the phrase that doomed us.



“Uh, girls? She’s not moving.”



The two of us froze, and slowly turned to look at AB slowly poking at what was undoubtedly the corpse of Diamond Tiara.








Alright, so it wasn’t a corpse. How was I supposed to know that?! I got a D in Biology last term! It was a reasonable assam shin! Assumptis? Whatever, you know what I mean. Point is, we all thought Diamond Tiara was dead. Now, we didn’t mean to kill her, but like heck I’m going to jail for her! So after a bit of arguing, we all agreed that the best thing to do would be to get rid of the body. 



How you ask? Well…








“I still think this is a bad idea.”



Now this? This is what I meant when I called AB a square.



“It’s pretty simple,” I told her again, “we go grab some curtains or somethin’ from Sweetie’s place, since her sister’s in Manehatten, we go back to, uh, the alley, bundle up… you know, and throw it in the river! Boom, problem solved, no one will know, no prison for us. And, bonus, no more Diamond Tiara!”



“Scootaloo!” Urgh. Such a square.



“My leg hurts.” Aaaand there’s the dork. I swear, Sweetie just would not shut up about her burns. I mean, it wasn’t that bad—a couple of the patches still had skin!



“Whatever, we’re here! Unless you can think of a better plan before we’re done, let’s just do this alright? Sweetie Belle, the door?”



Apple Bloom groaned a little, but she didn’t say anything else as we followed Sweetie inside. She was still grumbling about her leg, but whatever. We’re pretty familiar with the place now, after all this time as friends, so we quickly made our way to the back where Rarity kept all her fabric. Unfortunately, she now triple locks that room—something about ‘inshurens premee ums’—so we had to wait a little while AB poked around with a lock pick. I looked at Sweetie.



“So uh, why’d your sister go to Manehatten?”



She kinda gave me the stinkeye, but she still answered begrudgingly: “Something about ‘a queue patient’s ill terror pee’. Dunno what it’s supposed to be, but she thought it’d help with… something.” Then she glared at her hooves and muttered: “Maybe I could use some for these burns…”



Now see, I’m a pretty patient gal. Ask anyone—I’m basically a Saint. But Sweetie would not shut up about her stupid burns. It was getting so annoying! And we were standing next to this table with a pill bottle, and well…



All the pills at my house are painkillers. So I figured that if she took one of those, she’d be fine! So I just kinda grabbed it, unscrewed the cap, and yelled “Burn this!”. Then I shoved the whole thing in her mouth.



Yeah, I know. Weak quip game. Sue me!



But yeah, I figured that’d help, you know? How the heck was I supposed to know what ‘ketamine’ was?



Anyway, Sweetie went real quiet after that. At the time I figured it was the painkillers kicking in, but in retrospect…



Urgh. We’ll get to that.



Apple Bloom finally got the locks open, and just took me for my word when I said I’d just given Sweetie some painkillers. Might have saved us a whole lotta trouble if she hadn’t, but whatever.



We got in. Now Rarity’s stash was pretty huge, but we had to be careful. Couldn’t take anything too fancy, ya know? So we took this maroon velvet stuff that looked kinda ugly, and eventually just pulled off some of the curtains too. They were green anyway, who the heck likes green? We did ask Sweetie what she thought, but she just kind of mumbled at us and stared at the floor. Yeah....



Anyway, with a bit of our hard-earned sewing skills (Cutie Mark Crusaders Costume Designers didn’t go so well. Still think banning us from the theater was overkill, but whatever) we stitched together Diamond’s impromptu body bag. Wasn’t exactly art, but it didn’t need to be—it was only DT after all. Mission complete, we headed straight back to the alley.








It really shouldn’t have been funny, but as we all just kinda stared at Diamond’s body I couldn’t help but snicker a bit. Of course, Captain Square just had to glare at me for that.



“Scootaloo!”



“What? Look at her!” A simple gesture was all it took—AB’s face contorted for a moment, before she let out this huge guffaw. Then of course she got all red and embarrassed, but hey—if you’d seen Diamond Tiara’s vaguely crispy form stuck headfirst into a big flower pot, you’d laugh too. Don’t you deny it! Anyway, after Apple Bloom recovered (and we got Sweetie Belle to stop staring at the wall and help, really should have paid more attention to her) we wrapped up Diamond pretty easily—she looked like what would happen if a crazy cat lady made a mummy at home. So not too far off I guess? Whatever. Point it, we’d got her wrapped up and ready to go, when we ran into the next problem.



“Girls,” I said slowly, “how do we get her through the marketplace? I mean, somepony’s gonna wonder what we’re doing, and then we’re busted.”



Apple Bloom, instead of having any useful feedback, just groaned. “I knew this was a bad idea.”



Sweetie Belle just gurgled a little.



I swear, these two sometimes. No respect.



“Alright, not to worry—I’ve got a plan!



This did not get the sighs of relief it so clearly deserved, but because I’m a good friend I ignored that and started dragging the Diamond-bag the other direction—deeper into the alley.



See, the alley we were in runs parallel (thanks Ms. Cheerilee’s math class!) to the river that runs through Ponyville, with the marketplace opening out onto a little dock that all the old stallions go fishing off of. Problem with that route was the currently running and very busy market. The other way, however, led to a residential area that didn’t open out onto the river for at least a mile—at least, it didn’t directly open out onto the river. And that is where my cunning plan came into play.



“You can’t be serious.”



“Come on, AB,” I wheedled (pride has its place, and that place is whenever you’re not trying to get a stubborn friend to do something). “We just gotta be quick and quiet, it’ll be easy!



She, like the square she is, just scowled. “We are not breaking into some random pony’s house!”



I threw up my hooves. “Well, do ya want to go to jail? Cos I don’t know about you, but I don’t have any other ideas!”



She didn’t have anything to say about that. Sweetie Belle might’ve, but she was kinda dribbling a little. Again, a bit of a warning sign in hindsight, but everyone knows that’s twenty twenty, and normal vision can be juuust terrible. I mean, mine’s fine but, you know.



...That metaphor got away from me. But, whatever.



We dragged the body-bag outta the alley on the other side (after checking to make sure no one could see us, of course) and book it straight for the nearest house on the river-facing side. Now, we don’t recognise it, but we can’t see anyone through the windows, pretty much the whole town is at the market, and quite frankly if we’re caught in the open breaking and entering will be the least of our worries. So, we head round the side, and sure enough—a kitchen door! Best of all, it’s got exactly what I was hoping for: a catflap.



“Alright—AB? You scout ahead.”



“Eh?”



“Through the catflap, you dolt! Make sure there’s no one who’ll catch us!”



“What!? Why me? Why not you, or Sweetie Belle?”



“I gotta keep watch! Everyone knows pegasi have the best vision.” Actually, I just hated how confined spaces felt on my feathers. It’s really weird. “And uh, I think the painkillers are hitting Sweetie kinda hard right now.”



We both turned to look at her—she was leaning against the wall of the house face first, and giggling softly into the brickwork. Man—I really dropped the ball there huh?



Eh. Whatever.



Anyway, AB starts to (reluctantly) crawl through the catflap and—well. She may have had an okaaay reason to not want to do it. Being an earth pony, she’s well, the largest of us. Aaaaaaand she got stuck. Right in the middle.



Yeaaaaaah. Not a good look.



Problem is, once she realises this she starts to panic see? I think it was the worry of being caught with a dead body or something. Or maybe she just doesn’t like being stuck. But she starts thrashing and jumping around, and well. Earth ponies are strong. Like, really—bah, what am I saying, you already know that! Heh, silly me. Point is, she broke the door. Specifically, the bottom half of the door snapped off and just kinda… followed her. Like a big square collar, only around her stomach.



 That’s when I started to panic. A broken catflap is one thing, but nopony is gonna miss a broken door! So I hiss at Sweetie Belle to follow me, and charge in after AB, dragging the bag behind me. We get through the kitchen and the hallway into the living room—there’s a big glass door into the back garden, and I can see the river at the bottom, but AB’s stopped.



Now uh, this is another part of the story where I may have slightly messed up. Just a little. A teeeensy bit.



Thing is, I was pretty focused on the, you know, dead body in our possession. So I didn’t realise how badly this was affecting AB until, well. I think it’ll be pretty clear. Basically, whoever owned this place had a cat. And as she charged through the house in a panic, AB’s new wooden frame clipped said cat right in the head.



Turns out cat brains kinda look like cat food. Weird, huh?



I… didn’t really get why she was upset. I mean, it’s just a cat right? It’s kinda sad that it’s dead, but there are other cats, and we did just kill a pony. I guess she cares more about cats than Diamond Tiara?



...Is it bad that I kinda get that? Anyway:



I’m hissing at her to move, trying to shove her towards the door, when our luck once again proves that it’s decided to go on a three month vacation. There’s a slight creaking from the hallway, and that’s all the warning we get before a familiar mare opens the door and walks in.



“Mr. Mittens? Are you…”



We all freeze. I’m staring at the mare, AB and the mare are staring at the cat, and Sweetie Belle is staring at her nose.



“M-Mr. Mittens?”



It’s a low, horrified whisper, and normally I’d feel for her, I really would. But at that moment I was more worried about ourselves. Remember when I mentioned unreasonably angry carrot farmers earlier? Yeah. Carrot Top doesn’t have the best history with us. So I wasn’t exactly surprised when she immediately began screaming for the guard.



I was a bit more surprised when Sweetie Belle jumped her.



[h]



See, at that point, I’d sorta frozen. I mean, can you blame me? I was sure we were busted. But then Sweetie Belle just starts screaming, I mean a proper warcry, all primal rage and that. She charges Carrot Top, who’s gone all prey animal, and just straight up stabs her in the leg with her horn. She told me once that unicorn horns are pretty sensitive, so I thought that might hurt or something, but I’m pretty sure those screams were pure anger. Carrot Top’s screams, on the other hand, were mostly just pain and fear.



“Get off her, Sweetie!”



“Calm down!”



After a couple of yanks, we managed to get her off. Carrot Top had stopped screaming at this point and transitioned to whimpers and then just sorta opening and closing her mouth with wide eyes, like some weird fish. I was pretty concerned by this, not gonna lie, so I let AB handle Sweetie Belle. In retrospect, maybe a mistake—I dunno if she was really in a state to handle that, you know? But, whatever—what were we talking about? Oh yeah, Carrot Top.



She was sort of shivering a bit, and she’d gone all foetal too. Didn’t really know what to do, and we still had a dead body to get rid of, so I just gave her the first bit of advice that came into my head:



“Uh, maybe try to terror pee a bit? Seems to work for Rarity, so uh… yeah. Bye!”



And then we heckin’ legged it. But there was one more trial ahead of us. We were halfway down the garden path, when all of a sudden, a shadow passed overhead. We stopped, looked up—and the awesomest mare in Ponyville landed in front of us.



Heh, sorry. Was tryna make the story more dramatic, ya know? But yeah, Rainbow Dash saw us and came down to say hi. She’s pretty cool—I had this phase where I thought she was the coolest, but I’m over that now—but she’s kinda… weird around me? 

“Heeeeeeeey Scoots! How’s my number one fan doing!”



“Uhhhhh,” I shuffled the bag behind me a little so it wouldn’t be so obvious, “Good! Yeah, we’re good. I’m good. And so are they.”



I dunno. She’s not creepy, just… a little awkward I guess. 



“Sooooo whatcha up to? Anything exciting? Crusading for cutie marks, playing some tag?”



“Eheh, no no, not today. Just… chillin’.”



“Oh! Oh, that’s uh, cool. Yeah, cool.”



Yeah. I don’t get it either.



“Well uh, I’d better get back to work! Just, uh, remember you can talk to me about anything Scoots, yeah? I’m, uh, always here for ya.”



I swear I nearly pooped myself when she said that. I thought she was on to us for sure! But nope.



“Even, uh boys. Or girls, haha! I don’t judge.”



I just sorta blinked at her. I was just so relieved she hadn’t caught on, you know? She did this weird shuffle, then coughed.



“Alright! Going now. Back to work. Up there. Since that’s where work is. Bye!”



Then she just flies off, muttering something about ‘sisterly bonding’. Didn’t know she had a sister, but whatever. Weird mare.



So, the final hurdle passed, we make it to the bottom of the garden. Apple Bloom still seems sort of… far away inside, which is mildly concerning, and Sweetie Belle’s grin wouldn’t look outta place in a horror movie and she’s got blood on her horn, but we’ve made it.



...How the hell did Rainbow not clock us? Well, whatever. I get Sweetie to grab one end of the bag since AB looks so out of it, and we walk right up to the riverbank to throw it in.



That, of course, was when Diamond Tiara woke up.



I guess the ketamine made Sweetie’s balance a bit wonky, because as soon as Diamond started thrashing she tipped forward and went straight into the drink. Diamond is… yelling, I think it was? Was hard to tell through the curtain, but she somehow gets her legs free through some of the seams and goes tearing back away from us, before running headfirst into a lawn flamingo. Carrot Top seems to like those things, her garden’s practically lousy with ‘em! Anyway, she’s out of the picture for now, and also apparently not dead which is a relief I guess, but I’m more worried about Sweetie Belle. The river’s pretty fast flowing here, she’s already being swept downstream, and in her current state I think she’s more likely to start stabbing the riverbed than trying to swim.



Thankfully, I’ve got a ready made boat there with me.








“I shouldn’t have left my house today.”



To be honest, I can barely hear Apple Bloom’s moans over the river—it’s actually kinda impressive she was loud enough to hear. But I’m a little more focused on steering our impromptu raft towards Sweetie Belle, who appears to be laughing at something as she tumbles downstream. She’s definitely not putting enough effort into swimming, or breathing in general, so I start paddling faster at the sides of the door.



“Come on AB, start kicking!”



In retrospect I really should have been more concerned at how dead the look she gave me was.



“This is all just a bad dream.”



Still, I’m pretty sure she started kicking. It was kinda hard to tell though—the boat hid her bottom half from view pretty effectively, which made sense, given she was still stuck halfway through it.



I mean, it’s not like Carrot Top was going to use it anytime soon, right? Nothing wrong with taking the door.



Anyway, it takes a couple of tries, but eventually I’m able to fish Sweetie out of the water. She’s hanging all limp, which would have worried me, but she’s giggling non-stop too, which honestly worried me in a totally different way but whatever. Problem solved! So we paddle to bank and I push her off, and then drag our boat plus Apple Bloom out onto the shore.



We just sorta lay there for a while. AB was muttering to herself, Sweetie Belle was throwing up enough water to fill an aquarium, and I was just trying to catch my breath!



Course, the story doesn’t end there. If it did, I wouldn’t be here talking to you, now would I?



Now for the next part, our luck actually did change a little, because of all the people to find us, it was the absolute best—Ms. Cheerilee.



She’s just the greatest. Seriously! I worried our teacher might not be cool, you know? Might be a narc. But she’s totally got our backs. Whenever we need to get stuff from the teachers lounge for our pranks in school, she’s always drinking outta that flask she keeps in her desk, and then when people ask later she says she was marking tests! And she’s always talking to the principal about getting us ‘drummed out’ when she thinks the students can’t hear. I dunno about you, but having someone play the drums for us when we leave school sounds pretty awesome to me.



What a legend.



Anyway, she comes up and says:



“What have you done this time!”



Time to play along.



“Who, us? Nothing Ms. Cheerilee! Just went for a swim.”



Normally AB and Sweetie would back me up here but… yeah.



“Why is Apple Bloom stuck in a catflap?”



“We, uh, were trying to get our Cutie Marks in cat herding. Didn’t work out.”



She places a hoof to her face, obviously carefully considering our excuse.



“Why does that make sense.”



Heheh. Cheerilee approved—a foolproof plan! Now, time for an exit. Knowing her, she’ll be the absolute sis she is and cover us.



“Allllrighty Ms. Cheerilee, it’s been great catching up, but we should be going!”



She frowned, which was a bit weird, but it all made sense a second later.



“Hang on, I need to ask you about Dia—”



YOU.



I don’t know how she did it, but Ms. Cheerilee somehow achieved something we’ve never been able to do—predicted the supreme wrath of Applejack. And given the smear of what looked suspiciously like cat brains on her hoof as she came bellowing round the corner like some angry god, I wasn’t exactly keen on seeing its terrifying power up close and personal today.



Honestly, I’d have taken the jail time any day of the week.



“RUN!”



We scarpered. I spared a thought and a prayer for Ms. Cheerilee, who only had time to say something about ‘overtime pay’ before being bowled over by a force of nature in a cowboy hat, but I knew she’d have our backs, as she always did. Heh. Rainbow Dash wishes she was that cool.



Anyway, we’re running, Applejack is roaring, and I’m just trying to think of how to get out of here alive when Sweetie Belle turns to me, slasher grin still firmly on her face, and says:



“I’m gonna stab the mayor.”



And well, you know. I was a bit, uh, concerned by that.



“Sweetie Belle, what the fuck.”



She gave out this really, honestly demented laugh—it’s what made me actually ask your daughter what the heck ketamine is later—and said:



“If I stab her, and kill her,” I swear her grin grew wider, somehow, “then I win. I’ll be the mayor. And then I can have all the milkshakes I ever want.”



That’s when she ran off, vaguely in the direction of the mayor’s office. Still not sure what’s happened there. We might need a new mayor. But, whatever.



Anyway, I’m still tryna process this, ya know? And then Apple Bloom just starts sobbing. Like, properly hysterical sobs, whole body shaking, the works.



“Apple Bloom?!”



“MR. MITTENS WHY!?”



She veers left, speeds up, and hurls herself straight back into the river. Something about the way she lands sends the door-raft spinning, and she’s just wailing and flailing her hooves about everywhere. With only her upper half sticking out she looked kinda like one of those wacky inflatable tube minotaurs. It was weirdly mesmerising.



So at this point, I’m now alone, being chased by what may as well be Nightmare Moon herself, and getting out of breath.



So I turned to the one pony I knew might, just might, be able to save me. The only pink-ish mare that could wield such fearsome power.








Scootaloo licked her dry lips, leaning her head back against her forehooves as her hindlegs kicked up to rest on the table.



“And that,” she said to the snoring mare next to her, “is why I’m in your house Ms. Punch.” She shifted slightly, getting comfortable. “And why I owe your daughter a kidney.”



She frowned, glancing up at the ceiling thoughtfully.  “Not sure why she wants one bean so bad but, well,” she shrugs and closes her eyes.



“Whatever.”




fin

      

      
   
      Daring Do and the Greatest Adventure


      

      
      
         Daring Do pored over the ancient codex. It was a secondhoof copy of a thirdhoof account, but she'd worked with far worse and still uncovered more than one ancient treasure that could've spelled the end of the world. Compared to the Voyneigh Manuscript, this was foal's—



She winced. Okay, bad phrasing, but the point stood. She was so close to pinning down the properties of the Staff of the World she could almost taste it.



"Daring?"



She sighed as the voice broke her focus. "In the study." Moving to an actual settlement came with a lot of perks, but having to deal with other ponies on a regular basis wasn't one of them. Having to live with one...



Well, it had its perks if she was being honest, but also its headaches.



"Oh, for... Really?" She looked up to see her husband scowling down at her. "You are really doing this."



She defiantly scowled up at Caballeron and shook off the deja vu. "Yes, I am. I have a deadline approaching like a perfectly preserved ancient death trap, and it may well come with another averted apocalypse."



He rolled his eyes as he walked about the study, stepping over piles of ancient documents and pulling open the window blinds. Light flooded the room, and Daring shaded her face with a wing. "That deadline got extended for a year," said Caballeron. "You know it. I know it. Your editor knows it, because she is the one who gave you the extension."



"Careful, some of these manuscripts don't do well in direct sunlight!" Daring moved to shade her current tome, wincing as she banged a shin on her desk.



"Point." Caballeron closed the blinds again and smirked at her. "However, I have gotten you to stand, which was my true intention."



Daring rolled her eyes. "Yes, Rico, you're very clever."



"And my point about the deadline extension stands as well."



"Velvet's still riding the emotional high of her daughter's accession." Daring glanced at what was by far the most recent document in the study, a week-old newspaper with the new reigning princess taking up the front page. "Once she comes down, so will the axe. It happened when Sparkle got wings, it'll happen now, mark my words."



Caballeron—even when calling him by his first name, it was hard to think of him as anything else—scowled and crossed his forelegs. "That is not the only factor and you know it."



"That's a minor inconven—" Daring winced at another internal blow.



"I do not call you being nearly ten months pregnant with my foal a 'minor inconvenience.'"



Daring snorted, not even glancing at her pronounced form. "Oh, I see how it is. When I made offerings to the porcelain altar, they were my foal. But when I'm tracking down a potential museum piece—"



Caballeron flinched back. "Are you seriously accusing me of planning to hock something on the black market? After all we've been through?" Ears flat, shoulders slumped... He look more genuinely hurt than Daring had expected.



But then she thought about the specifics of what they'd been through. "Are you?"



He brought a hoof to his chin. Daring couldn't help but smirk. "I wasn't being—"



"Ah!" Caballeron held up the other forehoof, and she fell silent. After a lengthy pause, he said, "It is far too high-profile. With the average piece out of the Tenochitlan Basin, fewer than a hundred ponies would recognize it. But this is an iconic ancient pegasus artifact. I have known archeologists who got it for a cutie mark." He cleared his throat. "Besides, I burned those bridges when I divulged everything I knew to the authorities."



The smirk grew into a warm smile. "Best engagement present you could've gotten me."



"Well, I am glad you appreciated it. If I tried to negotiate a drop-off these days, I would be lucky to get out alive, much less rich. And between the hazards of acquiring items to sell and all the times you thwarted my schemes..." Caballeron took a deep breath and smiled. "These days I make almost as much with book sales.



"But that is not the point," he said as his expression twisted into a scowl. "The point is that I cannot allow you to go out performing your usual nonsense in your condition!"



"'Allow' me?" Daring gave a humorless laugh. "You don't allow me to do things, Rico, you try and fail to stop me."



"And our foal? If they even come to term, will you gallivant off to the four corners of the world while I have to explain that Mommy got crushed to death under ten tons of ancient stone, or antagonized another guardian beast? One that prefers direct elimination to slow-acting death traps?"



"Hey, guardians have become a key part of my research these days. I don't want to mess with them, and neither do my readers." Daring sighed. "At least Princess Twilight appreciated the meditations on the imperialist assumptions of archeology in The Secret of Ahuizotl. Most ponies thought it was worse than the time I lived through a megaspell by hiding in an icebox."



"I still cannot believe that actually happened, and I saw you get out of it." Caballeron shook his head. "But you distract me again. Is it so bad to have to hang up the pith helmet? And don't tell me you need the adventures to come up with decent plots." He smirked. "I have seen all the ways you defamed me over the years; I know you have quite the creative spark. Is it just the adrenaline rush?"



"It's not about the thrill..." Daring trailed off under Caballeron's disbelieving gaze. "Okay, it's not all about the thrill. Sure, Ahuizotl was trying to do the same as me, keep dangerous artifacts safe from those who misused them." She scowled, then winced at another kick. "You know, when he hadn't decided that the best way to do that was to eliminate any and all creatures capable of misusing them."



"He is holding up his part of the bargain, I have to give him that much."



"But there are plenty of relics out there that don't have an immortal guardian looking out for them already. Dynamic archeology is still a necessary discipline. Yeah, there'll be plenty of ponies looking through this latest fragment of Derecho. But if the Staff of Ages really is there, they'll need somepony who will know what to do when everything goes haywire."



Caballeron quirked an eyebrow. "When? Not if?"



"I remember when I was a grad student," said Daring. "Something will go wrong."



"True. However..." Caballeron took a deep breath. "Dear, I mean this in the kindest, least offensive way I can, but I have heard that that fragment of the old cloud citadel is so delicate, they can't bring it lower than eight thousand feet. Can you even fly up there right now?"



Daring glared at him as hard and hatefully as the Snake-Haired Scepter of Queen Euryale.



He didn't even have the decency to look impressed, much less turn to stone. "That was not a yes."



That just made her glare harder.



"And do you not think it is just a touch egotistical to assume that no other creature in the world is capable of doing what you do?" Caballeron brought a hoof to his chest. "Not to brag, but I kept pace with you for years.



Eventually, Daring relented, but only because she had to blink. "I have heard about one upstart," she admitted. "Puts way too much stock in bullwhips, if you ask me, but he shows promise." She kept going as she saw Caballeron's mouth open to respond. "But he doesn't have the experience I do!"



"And how will he get that experience if you do not step aside?"



Daring drooped, both ears and posture. "I just... I've spent my whole life studying history, tracking down the forgotten secrets of the ages and bringing them back into the light. But this?" She gestured to her belly. "This is... new. This foal... no one knows who they'll be. What they'll become. I can't read Herodonkus or Macavallo and piece together the secrets of how to be the right kind of mom for them. My parents were a rock farmer and a physical trainer; you think they had any idea what to do with a filly who wanted to spend all day inside reading about bygone empires?"



Caballeron gave a grim nod. "I understand. I never knew my parents. My mother, she ran away before I was born."



"Rico."



"I am practicing the, how you say, dad jokes," he said with a smirk. "In all seriousness, I fear for the foal myself. How can I not? One parent will be a blackhearted scoundrel with no sense of honor, and the other cannot follow them into the sky if they have wings."



Daring smiled despite herself. "I don't think you'll have to worry about that. They definitely kick like an earth pony."



"Regardless, every time a certain pegasus confounded me, I dusted myself off and tried again. I did my best. So too here." Caballeron offered a winning grin. "And I still have several honorary uncles on hoof should the aforementioned scoundrel ever need a chance to stretch her wings. Within reason."



"You can't honestly tell me your henchstallions will be okay with foalsitting." Daring tried to imagine those three doing anything delicate and failed.



"Rogue has five little sisters, Withers is already a uncle, and Biff has been looking to adopt since he heard we were expecting."



Daring boggled at that for a moment. "Huh." She tried again and shook her head. "Still can't picture it."



Caballeron tutted. "Perhaps I was wrong about that creative spark. They do have lives beyond us, you know."



"It's weird to think that." Daring shook her head. "It's going to be weirder if I ever have to tell the foals how many of their bones I've broken over the years. And vice versa."



"This entire experience will be strange, Daring." Caballeron moved to her side and leaned into her. She smiled and spread a wing over his back. "Think of it as our next great adventure together."



It was a lovely scene... until another kick broke the mood and made Daring cringe away. "I think I prefer literary collaboration." She looked longingly at the codex. "Just... let me confirm the properties of the Staff?"



After a long look, Caballeron nodded. "I will check in in an hour. With a sandwich. I doubt you have eaten all day."



Daring scowled as she sat back down. "I had breakfast." 



"Breakfast, or merely coffee?"



Any inability to make eye contact came from needing to focus on the cramped, mouthwritten Middle Ponish. "At least one of those."



"Half an hour."



"Fine." Caballeron left and Daring turned another page. Her stomach chose that moment to grumble about her choice of priorities. She sighed and stood back up. "Fine, fine. If I wanted responsibility, I would've stayed at the university."








A mustard-yellow filly burst through the doors of the Royal Canterlot Museum. Last Frontier galloped in circles, grey-streaked black mane and tail flying everywhere. "Come on! Come on! We're gonna miss it!"



A. K. Yearling smiled beneath her usual hat as she followed her daughter into the Royal Canterlot Museum. "The Staff of the World isn't going to get up and walk away, Elle."



"That depends," countered Groom Q. Q. Martingale. "Is Councillor Fluttershy in today? If Discord heard you, well..."



Last Frontier gasped at the thought. "We gotta hurry! We gotta keep it safe from him!"



"Was that really necessary?" Yearling said with a glare.



Martingale shrugged. "She clearly gets it from you. You used to be that easy to provoke yourself."



"Keep it up and we'll see how easy I am to provoke now."



"GUYYYYS!" came a cry that flattened every ear in the lobby.



Yearling sighed despite her smile. "Duty calls."



"More terrible a taskmaster than Ahuizotl ever was," Martingale said with a chuckle.



Room after room went by, each filled with countless priceless treasures and relics of Equestria's past. But Last Frontier had only one room in sight. She may have been an earth filly, but right now she only had eyes for the history of her mother's tribe.



The Staff of the World hung suspended in a display case in the center of the exhibit hall, the glass enclosure allowing museum-goers to see it from all angles. It was fairly simple as far as Staves that got the capital letter went. The main body was gold-plated bronze, a little taller than the pre-Exodus pegasus who would've held it. That meant it came up to a better-fed modern pony's eye level, though it still towered over Last Frontier.



The head was the famous part, a map of the known world at the time of its creation, represented as a circle divided into three sections commonly known as the O-T Map. Within the golden frame, the top semicircle held a sapphire, representing the Pegaponessian League of pegasus city-states. Beneath it were quarter-circle chunks of topaz for the earth pony Girthshire Republic and amethyst for the unicorn kingdom of Monoceros.



"Coooool," cooed Last. "What's it do?"



"Do?" echoed Yearling.



"Well, yeah. Every time Daring Do finds something like this, it does something. And if it's in a museum, she musta beaten all the baddies who wanted it for themselves." Last nodded at her own faultless logic.



Martingale cleared hist throat. "Some of those 'baddies' had entirely legitimate reasons for—"



Yearling cut off her husband with a nudge to his side. "It symbolized the Pegaponessian commander's rulership over all places and things. Though the unicorns and earth ponies disagreed, of course."



Last pouted up at her. "I coulda read the sign for that. What about the really cool stuff?"



"Hmm..." Yearling made a show of tapping her chin in thought. "You know, I'm not sure."



Last gasped. "B-but you know everything about everything!"



"Not quite. Never finished my research on this one. The story I had in mind fell flat. Besides, not every artifact has world-ending powers. Some really are just shiny things ponies carried around to make them feel important." Yearling smiled. "Besides, there's a much more valuable treasure in this room."



"Really?" Last's head whipped around from exhibit to exhibit. "Where? Where?"



Yearling knelt down and, when the moment was right, booped her daughter on the snoot. "Right here."



"Moooom." Last still giggled at that.



Yearling smiled, then turned and sighed. "Groom, I was talking about Elle."



Martingale cleared his throat and tried to act like he hadn't also been casing the room. "Old habits die hard, dear."



She grinned, then considered the Diadem of Pansy in one corner. Retrieving it had nearly made her miss Last's third birthday party. "Don't I know it."
      

      
   
      Overtime


      

      
      
         Why was she doing this?



White Lightning yawned as the thought crossed her mind. The clock on the car’s dashboard told her that it was currently 2:27 in the morning, and the leaves blowing across the parking lot told her that it was cold. 



She should be asleep now. Her shift was supposed to be over. Right now, White Lighting was meant to be snuggled up in bed and sound asleep, stomach full after a snack of milk and cereal and a microwaved dinner.



Instead she was crammed into the driver’s seat of her squad car, drinking coffee from a styrofoam cup and trying not to spill it on the paperwork in her lap. Why? Because overtime.



Wasn’t that a good enough reason? It wasn’t like she had anything else to do. Beside sleep. And be warm. And be happy. And do things she enjoyed…



But she needed the extra bits. White Lightning frowned as she replaced the coffee in the cup holder. There really wasn’t a way around it. She had to work more to earn more… although, she still hadn’t been paid for last month’s overtime.



‘Join the Marshal’s Office,’ they said. ‘It’ll be fun, they said.’ Well… fine, nopony said it’d be fun. White Lightning rubbed her eyes, fighting back another yawn. She tried to refocus on the papers in her lap. She was going to need a lot more coffee to pull through this shift.



In the passenger’s seat, her partner leaned back in the chair, rolling her neck. “Ugh,” she groaned. Midnight Strike smoothed out the papers in her lap, flipping a page on her clipboard. She shot White Lightning a mischievous grin. “Awfully quiet night, don’t you think?”



White Lightning narrowed her eyes. She was not in the mood to deal with her antics right now. “Don’t you say it.”



“I’m just saying, it’s a great night outside. A great, peaceful night, with not much going on, you know?”



White Lightning gripped her pen tighter, a scowl on her face. She couldn’t afford this, she was already behind on paperwork. “Shut up, Strike.”



Midnight Strike batted her eyes innocently. “Well I’m just saying, it’d be wonderful if…”



Lightning glared at her with the strength of a thousand suns. Unfortunately, Midnight wasn’t deterred. 



“... something happened?”



She said it. The forbidden words. White Lightning held her breath, cursing the lieutenant that assigned this walking caution sign as her partner. Five seconds of silence passed. Then ten. Just as Lightning started to breathe again, her radio came to life.



“Legend five one?”



Midnight threw her head back and laughed. White Lightning groaned and rolled her eyes, praying that the next word she’d hear was ‘disregard.’



“Legend five one?”



Shooting another glare at her partner, White Lightning keyed up her radio. “Yeah, go for five one.”



“Legend five one, we have a domestic disturbance call, sixteen Fairview Drive. Caller said something about getting thrown out of the house and is yelling ‘he’s crazy.’ Respond code three.”



White Lightning cursed everything. Her luck, her job, her partner. But on the outside she sighed. “Copy, we’re en route.” She reached out and punched Midnight on the shoulder. “You’re a real piece of work, you know that?”



“I love you too, Whitey!”



The pegasus resisted the urge to slam her head into the steering wheel and instead flicked on the sirens. She pulled the car out of the lot and they took off down the street.








Sixteen Fairview Drive was a two story house cramped in between a vacant lot and another house. The paint was worn and chipping and one of the front windows was broken. Every single light on the street seemed to be on, and as they approached, White Lightning quickly figured out why.



There were seven or eight ponies in the street. They turned and pointed as the car approached, it’s light bar bathing the street in red and blue. “Oh great. This looks like fun,” White Lightning grumbled, her eyes scanning the crowd. She threw on the car’s spotlights and stepped out. “Dispatch, can you start rolling me additionals?”



“Copy. Any units in the area, respond code two.”



Almost before her hooves touched the gravel she was bombarded with voices.



“Right here deputy, he’s the one who started it!”



“Now don’t you listen to her!”



“Aw shut up Barnside! You don’t know a damned thing!”



If White Lightning didn’t have a headache before, she certainly had one now. “Alright, settle down!”



The crowd grew louder. White Lightning was beginning to question what made her become a deputy marshal in the first place. 



“Hey! Listen, we’re going to find out what’s going on, but I need you all to calm down first,” Midnight declared.



“Listen deputy, Ah think this is all just one big misunderstandin’,” said a mustached earth pony, voice thick with a Dodge Junction accent. 



“Misunderstanding? Misunderstanding?! Are you stupid?!” shouted another mare wearing glasses. “This ain’t no misunderstanding, it’s just Lucky being an idiot again!”



White Lightning wanted to be anywhere else right now. She didn’t care where. She just did not want to be here. “Okay! Calm down and we’ll take your statements individually!” 



“Aw, buck off officer!” slurred a new voice. “You ain’t gonna do nothin’ here!” The drunk pony pointed a hoof accusingly at Lightning. 



“Sir, please calm down, we’re here to help,” Midnight Strike cut in. 



Yeah, things weren’t going well if Midnight had to be the more rational of the two. White Lightning shook her head and refocused on the situation. “Okay, who called 911?”



A purple mare cradling with a foal wrapped around her leg raised a hoof. “I did, ma’am.”



White Lightning jerked her head towards her patrol car. “Step over here for me, please.”



This wasn’t that bad, she thought to herself. Separate the crowd, get statements. When backup gets here have them take the rest. First things first, figure out what’s going on. 



White Lightning took out her notebook, flipping it to a clean page. “Okay, ma’am. What’s going on?”



The mother shifted nervously on her hooves, the foal still clinging to her rear leg. “I don’t know, officer. I just got home and found Sawdust and Rusty yelling at each other again. Flint and I tried to seperate them, but then Lucky showed up and kicked everyone out.”



Whtie Lightning raised an eyebrow. “Okay, and is Lucky your husband?”



“No, Rusty is.” The mother began rubbing a foreleg. “I was so scared, I’ve never seen Lucky that upset before.”



“Okay what--” White Lightning paused as the mother rubbed her leg again. She noticed that there was a strange red stain on her foreleg. “What happened there?”



The mother looked down, confused. “I, uh, banged it.”



White Lightning set her notebook down on the hood of the car and took a closer look. “Ma’am you’ve been cut. Who did this?”



The mother’s eyes darted around frantically. “Nopony! Look, Lucky’s not a bad pony! He’s just having a hard time--”



She was cut off by yelling behind her. Midnight Strike’s notebook was on the floor, and the drunk pony was in her face.



“Sir! Sir! I need you to calm down!” Midnight was saying.



“No! Ah ain’t gonna calm down! You need to leave!” the drunk pony spat. 



White Lightning frowned. “Stay here,” she told the mother before approaching the fray. “Sir! Back off!”



The drunk pony whirled around, his rancid breath hitting her in the face. “Whaddya want?”



“Sir, we’re here to help,” White Lightning said in her calmest voice. 



“Now, Sawdust, calm down,” cut in the accented pony. “Ain’t no point in startin’ a fight here.”



The drunk pony muttered something but turned away. 



Midnight Strike picked up her notebook and sighed. “Thanks. Now, where were we?”



White Lightning went back to the mother, eyeing the cut on her leg. Looked pretty deep, most likely a knife. Then she looked at the foal, who was watching the scene play out with wide, innocent eyes.



She considered her options. The drunk pony was incredibly agitated, but the accented pony seemed able to reign him in. Meanwhile, the mother was clearly injured and she’d have to call an ambulance. But the paramedics wouldn’t come until the scene was secured. Then, what about the foal? Call foal protective services? Leave it with one of the others? And what about this Lucky? Did he have any warrants?



First thing’s first, she reminded herself. Find out what’s going on. “Ma’am, which one of these ponies is Lucky?”



“Lucky’s still in the house,” the mother replied, eyes on the ground. 



White Lightning frowned. So, she had an injured pony, and the most likely suspect was still inside. This was looking less fun by the second. “Okay. Let’s-”



“HEY!”



White Lightning whirled around to see a pony standing on the porch. “GET THE HELL OFF MY PROPERTY!” Her eyes widened when she saw the shotgun in his hooves.



Oh, hell. “Everypony down!” 



There was screaming and yelling. There was a lot of running and a lot of moving. Suddenly, White Lightning wasn’t tired anymore. She drew her pistol and retreated, popping the door of her squad car open to use as cover. On the other side, Midnight Strike did the same.



“Gun, gun, gun!” shouted Lightning into her radio. “Code three that backup!”



“Copy. All units, all units, officer needs assistance…”



Midnight Strike glanced at her. “What’s the plan, Whitey?”



Up on the porch, the stallion was waving his shotgun around, screaming at them. The foal was screaming from somewhere behind them. The drunk pony was yelling something back. 



Things had just gone from ‘buck this’ to ‘oh buck.’ The situation was rapidly spiraling out of control not unlike White Lightning’s own life. “Put the gun down!” Lightning shouted.



“Just leave me alone!” he shouted back. 



Midnight Strike’s eyes widened as she looked across from them. Ponies living nearby had heard the noise and were wandering out into the street. “Get back!”



“Legend five one please advise, what is your situation?” asked the dispatcher.



“I’m gonna start shooting!” shouted the pony on the porch.



Lightning heard hoofsteps behind her. “Please! Don’t shoot him!” begged the mother.



“Lucky you damned idiot! Put the gun down!” shouted the accented pony.



“Everypony you need to get back now!” Midnight Strike shouted.



White Lightning’s eye twitched as she gripped her pistol tighter. Her headache was back with a vengeance and adrenaline was soaring through her veins. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Training. Remember your training.



First, she reached for her radio. “One suspect with a gun on the porch, multiple civilians in the area.” 



Then, she turned to the mother. “Anyone else in the house?”



The mother shook her head. 



Okay, that was good. If he fell back into the house they wouldn’t have to worry about hostages. White Lightning exhaled in relief as she heard sirens approaching. Two more squad cars came around the corner, parking behind them.



The deputies quickly took up position behind them, pushing the other occupants of the house back to safety. 



“Cover me, I’m going less-lethal,” Lightning said. She holstered her pistol and popped the trunk of her squad car, pulling out a shotgun with a red stock.



“Look, we just want to figure out what’s going on, so put the gun down and let’s talk it out,” Midnight Strike was saying. 



“No! You pigs always say that! But you never help! Never!” cried the stallion. 



Lightning frowned, considering the scene before her. Shooting the stallion with the beanbag gun might just agitate him further.



“Look, Lucky. Listen to me, alright? I know that you’re not a bad pony, you’re just going through a rough time,” White Lightning said. “I know you’re upset, but I want to help you. What’s wrong?”



The shotgun wavered in Lucky’s hooves. “I… you wouldn’t understand!”



“I can’t understand unless you talk to me,” Lightning replied. She shot a nervous glance at Midnight Strike, who nodded reassuringly. “Just tell me what’s up.”



Lucky spat on the porch. “Why should I? I barely know you!”



“Well, alright. My name is White Lightning. I’ve been a deputy marshal for three years. What about you? What do you do for a living?”



The air was punctuated by the sounds of more sirens, indicating more units were arriving.



“Look, Lucky, do you really want to do this? Because I sure don’t. I don’t know what you did in the past, and right now I don’t care. You have a chance to make this right, Lucky. Do you want to throw that away?”



Lucky’s eyes flicked up and down the street. For the first time he seemed to notice the other ponies being ushered to safety. The ponies he lived with. Lucky looked around at the sea of red and blue lights in front of his home, then at the guns pointed at him.



After a minute, he tossed the shotgun aside. Tears fell from his eyes.



White Lightning and Midnight exhaled in relief. But they weren’t done yet. “Alright, good job Lucky. Do me a favor and turn around.” 



The pony obeyed, turning his back to the deputies. There was rustling from behind Lightning as her reinforcements got ready to move. 



“Now walk backwards slowly towards the sound of my voice.” 



He did, his head low and his body shaking as he sobbed. The deputies advanced on him before placing him in hoofcuffs. Others went up to the porch and secured the shotgun.



And just like that, it was over. White Lightning lowered her gun and sighed, her adrenaline disappearing as fast as it came. She flinched as Midnight gave her a smack on the shoulder. “Way to go Whitey! That was awesome!”



She gave her partner a tired smile. The adrenaline had left exhaustion in its wake, and Lightning found herself missing her bed again. “Thanks. You weren’t half bad either.”



“Nah, that was all you, Whitey,” Midnight said with a wink. 



White Lightning looked around. An ambulance had arrived, and paramedics were tending to the mother and foal as they hugged each other and cried. The street was fully shut down now, with curious neighbors poking their heads out into the street.



They weren’t done yet. They still had to take statements, compile evidence, and search the house. After that, White Lightning still had six hours to go until shift change. That thought made her cringe.



Then, she felt a tap on her shoulder. She turned around to see her sergeant behind her. “You good, Whitey?” he asked.



White Lightning nodded. “Yeah, sarge. Fine.” 



The sergeant gave a knowing smile. “Right. You did some damned good work there. Keep it up.” 



“Thanks, sarge.” 



“You sure you’re fine?” asked the sergeant one more time.



White Lightning blinked. “Uh, tired, I guess.”



“Well, you’re the one that wanted OT,” joked the sergeant. 



“Yeah. I guess I did. I’m getting paid for this, right?”
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