
      Silent Gestures


      

      
      
         The only sound in the room was the rhythmic ticking of the clock. It echoed through the rows and rows of shelves, muted only by the reams of paper bound in the thousands of forgotten tomes that filled the library. Under watch of the moon’s silver eye, cast from a high window, nothing moved. Nothing stirred.



Except in a single corner where a lone alicorn sat with a single candle. Her table was packed high with scrolls and her eyes drooped for want of sleep. 



Twilight had opted for the library rather than her royal chambers because of the familiarity, having spent many hours there while a student at Celestia’s school. The books had been the subject of countless hours of studying but tonight they lacked the comfort they once held. Their watchful gaze deafening in its silence. 



Again Twilight shook her head in an attempt to blink away the sleep and focused on the scroll before her.





To Her Majesty Princess Twilight Sparkle,

From Ambassador Steady Hoof,



The Gryphons have again rejected your proposal for bilateral support in these trying times. They declare your overtures an insult to their people after the years of relations with Princess Celestia who…





The words dragged on but Twilight’s mind knew what her eyes lost in blurring lines. Why does their pride always get in the way? Celestia successfully negotiated with them so why can’t I?



She turned to the blank page before her. ‘To High Chancellor Bronzequill, How’s it going?’ She stared at the words, lingering on the absurdity of it, then smacked her head down on the desk.



“Uugh!” she groaned, wadding up the parchment with her magic but refusing to move from her position of surrender. 



After all these years you’d think a filly would learn how to talk to officials properly.



It was probably the lack of sleep. For weeks now she had been attempting to provide relief for areas affected by severe crop blights. Hosting three committee meetings a day between four governments across two continents had begun to take its toll. Even lifting her pen had begun to seem a chore.



Would the world really end if I just took one night off? Probably, knowing my luck.



Even so it was tempting. She hadn’t even found time to talk with Spike, the last of her close friends still in Canterlot during the crisis. He had been tasked with organizing relief to the Zebrican nations from their own dwindling supply and had scarcely left the lower trade quarter.



She missed her friends, hated how duty drove them apart, but had long since resigned herself to the eventuality. It was a point of pride, but still…



With another sigh she slowly lifted her head, blinking with blearily determined eyes at the task before her, when something caught her attention.



Her nose twitched. Inhaling deeply she found her senses assaulted by a bitter yet creamy aroma. 



Instantly she was reminded of days long ago spent pouring over books in the library, her library. She could see the grain of the shelves, smell the musty tomes new and old, hear the rustle of Owlicious’ feathers as he stood at his perch. Memories so sharp that for a moment she was lost in them. Hours, weeks, years in the old library flashed before her half lidded eyes.



She shifted her gaze from the piled scrolls to find...



Coffee. Caramel’s special blend. Hazelnut cream with two sugars. Sitting next to four neat stacks of parchment and a copy of Abacus Abstract’s Almanac of Gryphon Teachings and Traditions.



She blinked at the new additions dumbly, trying to force her sleep-addled brain to explain the sudden apparitions. Teleportation? Summoning? Flutterponies? Her mind cast about for any possible explanation but before she could even properly formulate a hypothesis she caught a hint of movement out of the corner of her eye. The tip of a purple tail disappearing around one of the towering bookcases. 



She felt a slow smile spread across her face as she chided herself silently. Occolt’s Razor, silly filly. 



She took a sip and felt warmth spreading down to the tips of her hooves, a slight hum in her mind that buzzed along pleasantly.



Once again alone, but not so lonely, she opened Abstract’s Almanac to chapter three and began reading. A soft tune bubbled forth unbidden from her lips, lending a comforting beat to the quiet library.



“Each one of us has something special, 

That makes us different, 

That makes us rare…”
      

      
   
      Plip


      
      
      
         
         We'll Be Together Forever and Ever

      
      

      

      
      
         Plip.



And that was it. The last hydrogen atoms in the universe had fused, deep in the heart of the red dwarf, warming it one final millidegree. From here on out, the heat in the star would slowly drain to the all-welcoming entropy of the cooling universe, until even the most blue-shifted of observers would see nothing but endless black across all of space.



True, there was no actual sound in the moment, but observing the event, Luna reached deep into her ancient memories, to a time when there were planets and atmospheres, and living things that experienced phenomena through crude, biological mechanisms. In those nearly-forgotten corners of her mind, she recalled tiny bright specks settling into dark waters and disappearing into the depths. She remembered they went "plip."



"Plip." She thought again, this time with intent, with direction. The thought, some seconds and many eons later, reached some vaguely tangled wisps of atoms that constituted what Luna still thought of as her sister. At some point in deep time, they'd had bodies, they'd been creatures like the near-infinite quadrillions of sapients that had come before and since. But here, in the final winter of all things, minds (such as they were) had to spread across regions larger than galaxies just to find enough energy to even be recognizable as anything more than entropy.



By the time the thought had reached Celestia, that last red dwarf had cooled enough that those biological ponies of old could've trotted on its now solid surface. Celestia perked up as the message wound its way slowly through her nebulae. It took even longer for her to understand it, sluggish as she was. She'd let Luna occupy the lower-entropy superclusters near that last star, while she resigned her own self to spreading even thinner amongst the decrepit matter where even the protons were falling apart.



With the thought came her own recollection. Over millions of years, particles light years apart slowly bumped into each other. Those moved, and bumped others, sometimes interacting, sometimes not. After a few billion years, some slight macroscopic effects could be noticed, much like the charge in a single neuron can grow only after millions of individual atoms do their work. And, much like those neurons, it takes that, a billion times over to construct even a single thought between ear and mind. When the ear is several gigaparsecs away, it takes even longer. But even so, as the eons wound on, Celestia slowly remembered.








They'd camped on the shore by the still lake after another seemingly endless day of walking. Both of the sisters were hungry, but they had no food, and precious little else, as they'd had to flee when their home had been attacked, and they'd lost their parents. As the cold of nightfall settled in on the newly orphaned ponies, Celestia had built a modest fire there on the shore. Most of the details were fuzzy with time (and space) save for the very end of the night, the end of a conversation as the two had lain by the fire.



"Tia," Luna had said. "I don't want to be alone out here."



"You're not alone! You have me, silly."



Luna had sniffled. "But what if you go away too?"



"Oh Luna, I would never leave you!"



"You promise?" Luna said, shivering.



Celestia moved a bit, curling up behind her sister, and nudging her in closer to the dying embers. "I promise. We'll be together forever and ever."



"How long is that?"



Celestia chuckled, then grabbed a cloud of embers from the fire with her magic, and scattered them through the air over the lake in front of them. "Until all the stars in the sky burn out... and then some!"



Luna watched in wonder as the hundreds of little specks of red light slowly settled and drifted down toward the dark water.



Celestia leaned in toward her sister's ear, and as each little spark of light touched the water and went out, she whispered. "Plip... plip... plip."



When the last of the embers had died, and the final ripple faded, what was left was a reflection of tens of millions of little points of light, gleaming down from the heavens.



The two sat in silence for a moment, snuggling close against the cold, before Luna finally broke the spell with a happy realization.



"That's a lot of plips."
      

      
   
      Crowns and Mimosas


      

      
      
         The rising sun gave Celestia new thrills of pride—and jealousy—as her overnight train pulled into Canterlot station. The honor guard that met and escorted her to the castle stirred lingering unease about her retirement. 



But an almost comforting familiarity washed over her as she entered the throne room—now the demesne of Princess Twilight Sparkle—and observed the worries etched into her greatest pupil’s brow.



“Princess Celestia!” shouted Twilight, eyes brightening. “Thank you for coming!”



“Former Princess. And of course. Luna wanted me to stay for her ‘mimosa week’ kickoff, but she’ll manage… it’s not every day that one’s sovereign liege summons one to ask questions a face-to-face.”



“I’m sorry… it’s taken a while to put my hoof on the problem. I hope you’ll forgive my seeking a more immediate answer.”



“Such is a Princess’ prerogative.”



Twilight sighed. She glanced back at the blazing sun through the balcony’s grandest window. “I worry that Equestria isn’t listening to me, or to the principles of Harmony I share.”



Celestia stifled a grin at Twilight’s familiar, yet unwarranted, self-doubt. “Sometimes even the most attentive ponies have their ears tugged by day-to-day matters. Crops and foals leave little room for ‘principle’ as such.”



“That’s not what I mean. Recall that, for few terrifying moments, Equestria almost let itself be dragged back under the Windigoes’ power. They cast aside the unity that bound them above tribal differences, as well as all I’d taught them as Princess of Friendship, and anything they’d learned of Harmony through their own experiences or a few thousand years of cultural inheritance. And I can’t help but wonder… did I fail them? Or was Equestrian culture so fragile that it could be shattered by mere whispers?”



“Heavy thoughts, indeed.” Celestia kept her tone even and strong, though her mind raced through possibilities of what Twilight might need to hear to maintain faith in herself and her ponies.



Twilight turned damp, pleading eyes on her. “It’s tempting to blame Chrysalis, Cozy Glow, and Tirek. They’re villains, after all. They grew their influence and used it against us. That’s just what villains do—”



“But they did it so quickly,” Celestia added. She shook her head, then approached the throne slowly, reflecting as she went on how tall her former student seemed upon the high platform. Step by step she ascended to meet Twilight, stopping just far enough away to leave a head of height difference. “Few ponies know thentruth of how fragile this ‘Equestria’ truly is.”



“I refuse to be so cynical. Friendship is…” Twilight paused, drawing breath, visibly collecting herself. “Friendship should make us strong. Especially against divisions like this.”



“It isn’t cynical to highlight the truth.” Celesita’s words drew a glare from Twilight, but she continued: “A Princess must accept the truth about her ponies, regardless of what that truth might be.”



“What good is ‘truth’ if they’ll just throw away everything I know to be right at the drop of a hat?!”



Celestia didn’t let the outburst faze her: “It reminds us that all things are fragile. Ideas, ponies, even Equestria itself… they can change. They will, in fact, change during your time with them—and not always for the better. Sometimes high-minded virtue will triumph; more often, you may feel you’re the last pony left trying to hold it together. And at its darkest, you’ll know that you’re truly walking the path alone.”



Twilight shuddered. She turned away, squeezing her eyes shut, hiding what Celestia knew must be bitter disappointment. “I thought they were with me. That I was bringing Equestria along on a noble path.”



“But you are! Twilight… the fact that ponies falter, get distracted, or face a hundred other things that limit the purity of their walk with friendship and Harmony… it doesn’t mean that they’re not walking the path, or that the path isn’t worthy. Their walk may be different than yours, but they need leadership on it, lest they turn away even more easily. They need you to be that leader.”



After a few moments of silent contemplation, Twilight gave her a wan smile. “You know, for a retired mare at the start of her ‘mimosa week,’ you aren’t very comforting.”



Celestia returned the smile. “I earned my mimosa week by leading through the bad times, not the good ones. But I have every confidence that you’ll earn it, too.”



Twilight’s grin turned mischievous. “We don’t have to wait till I retire for mimosas with breakfast, do we?”



“Tartarus no, Twilight. Let’s start this week off right.”
      

      
   
      Rain


      

      
      
         Wrangling the clouds over Sweet Apple Acres is the loneliest job in the world, but I think maybe that’s why I like it.



It’s a worry that lurks while I push steel-grey rainheads over rows of trees, getting them ready to dump their water. My wife is down there, somewhere, but I can’t see her through the foliage.



The weird thing is? I’m glad I can’t.



I worry because I don’t think that’s how this should feel.



It’s just, the thing is, up here it’s only me and the sky; blue above, soft cloud below. I don’t regret marrying into the Apple family, not for a second, but they’re real workhorses, my wife most of all. When I’m up here, though, I get to set my own pace. I can squeeze in a quick nap, and nopony’s gonna know the difference, as long as it rains on time.



But then, for a fleeting moment, I wonder if she feels the same way about me: if she’s glad when it’s just her and her trees, and I’m not there. Sometimes it really seems that way.



I’m worried about that, too.








After the day’s work, and dinner, it’s bedtime. Applejack’s already there, as I crawl under the covers and join her.



I nestle in close, putting my hooves around her and kissing her neck. She knows what I want, and I don’t get any objections, but at the same time… I sorta feel like I’m not getting much enthusiasm, either. And, okay, maybe that’s totally fair. It’s been a long day for her, I know.



Just… somehow, I can’t help feeling like she’s acting on an obligation, instead of a desire.



I don’t think that’s how this should feel.








At sunrise, Applejack is long gone, leaving me with the bed to myself. By the time I’m actually out of bed, plodding my hooves down the stairs to join the living, she’s out working and already probably has about ten different things done.



Sugar Belle is in the kitchen, and insists on feeding me a slice of apple pie and some conversation for breakfast, although really I just wanted coffee. As soon as I can escape—while being, you know, diplomatic about it—I head out.



When I step out the front door of the farmhouse, I see her, sitting on the porch. She’s a little sweaty and her hair’s messy, loose straw-blonde strands sticking out from under her hat, catching the morning sunlight…



…Celestia, she’s hot. That’s still the first thing I think, every time I see her. But… is that enough? I don’t know. I really don’t, lately.



I walk over to her.



“Hey ’Jack.” The porch’s wooden planks don’t feel hot or cold underneath me as I sit down. They just kinda feel… there, I guess. And hard, and wooden, sure. But mostly just there.



“’Sup, Rainbow.” She doesn’t look at me. Her pale, leaf-green eyes stare out over the farm, looking blank, even though I know that’s not true; they don’t ever miss a single thing that goes on here.



“Not much,” I say, with a shrug. I wait a little while. “Just wondering something.”



“Yeah?” She continues staring away.



“…Are we still in love?”



A little jolt runs down her back, spurring her. She turns, leans in, and kisses my lips. And there it is. I feel that spark, like the static electricity just before the lightning strike, tingling, flowing, filling me with real warmth.



Then we’re staring into each other’s eyes, and the corner of her mouth bends upward and she gives me the most adorable little know-it-all grin, the way she does. “Whadda you think?”



“Heh.” I grin like a fool right back. “Yeah.”



She skootches just a bit closer, so that our sides are barely brushing together, sending more of those warm little electric sparks through me as I lean my head against hers and slide my wing across her back.



It’s no great big lightning bolt, but I know as well as anypony, a stormcloud can't keep thundering forever. Besides, what matters about the storm isn’t the lightning – it’s the rain.



That’s what makes things grow.



That’s what makes it worth moving clouds.



And I know that sometimes, when I’m up in those clouds, it’s okay to be alone. It’s even okay to like it.



Everypony needs to be alone sometimes, and right now, I know that’s fine, because it’s not all the time, and right now, when it matters… we’re alone together.
      

      
   
      In Need


      

      
      
         Celestia had become annoyed at first, when Luna locked herself in the closet of her bedchamber. The first ten minutes, anyway. Now her little sister had been in there for an hour, and she grew more worried with time.



She could, at least theoretically, bash open the door with enough magic. Wouldn't take too much energy.



But that wasn't the problem.



"Lulu," she said, "if you could stop this silly business and come out, I would much appreciate it."



"No," said Luna from the other side, muffled, choked.



Celestia sighed. "Now Lulu—"



"And don't call me that!" The suddenness of the outburst took Celestia by surprise. "I'm not coming out, sister! Just leave me here!"



"Until what? Until when? This attitude of yours is not healthy. The Nightmare can't hurt you anymore. Do you understand that? Neither can the Tantabus. I thought that we've been through all this before. I thought we..." She wanted to say "trusted each other," but she wasn't even sure how much she trusted herself at this very moment.



For an achingly long time, nothing came from the other side.



Then Luna said, "I'm staying here," with shame creeping into her voice.



Despite this admission, Celestia tried to not let it get the better of her. "So you'll stay there until you die?" she asked calmly. "Starve yourself?"



"I guess so, sister."



The urge to break down the door only intensified, but Celestia knew it wouldn't do too much good. She waited for some kind of elaboration from Luna, maybe an explanation as to why she was doing this. Then she realized she wasn't going to get one, so she sat by the closet.



"It would be a terrible shame if you died," she said.



"No it wouldn't," said Luna.



She tried to continue acting collected about the situation, but Celestia was never exactly a good actress. 



But she tried.



"It would be a shame," she said finally, struggling to get the words out more than she'd like. "It would be a shame because I would have to bury you, dear sister."



"So what? You have to bury hundreds of your little ponies every year. Why should I be much different?"



"I know I have to bury them. I can't stop them from dying, no matter how hard I try. But I don't want to bury you too. I don't want to have to bury my own sister."



No response.



"Why are you doing this?" asked Celestia, flames of anger brewing in her chest.



"Because..." Uncomfortable silence. Luna thought about something, but Celestia couldn't tell what. "It wouldn't matter. Even if I told you, you wouldn't understand me. And if you don't understand me now, then you won't understand me in a week, or a month." She sounded more resigned than anything.



Part of Celestia wanted to do something terrible to her sister. She felt betrayed, like the pony she trusted most had done something secretive and wrong behind her back. Something treacherous, even. Yet she knew that her sister was in pain. "Very well," she said slowly. "I don't have to know what made you like this. Whatever is troubling you—whatever it could be—is what you can keep to yourself. I won't ask about it."



"Good. Then leave me be."



Celestia realized that she had a few choices. She could force Luna out, or she could let her stay, leave her to her fate. She didn't want her sister to die, and she didn't want her to be in pain. She knew that a pony in pain was a pony in need. But how could she help somepony who didn't want to be helped? Not just anypony, but the pony she knew most?



Celestia sighed. 



She wanted to cry, but she couldn't lose control of her emotions in such a way. "Fine," she said. "If you stay in there, that is up to you. If you come out, I'll forgive you. You won't even need to ask me. Just remember that I love you."



She couldn't do any more than that.








Several hours later, in the middle of the night, Celestia had returned to her own bedchamber. She'd raised the moon, as she had to do during her sister's thousand-year absence, and let sleep overtake her.



So indeed she slept, albeit lightly—until she thought she heard something.



Seemed like the turning of a doorknob in another room...



Her ears perked up, and she awoke with a start. 



"Luna?" she asked, with hope, with desperation.


      

      
   
      Taste of Cherry


      

      
      
         "Fluttershy, I'm sorry I have to do this," said Tempest Shadow, "but I must ask something of you."



Fluttershy was gathering some food for the animals, as well as something for herself, when she said, "Um... yes?"



Tempest took a breath, then said, "I must ask for a favor—the biggest favor I will ever ask for."



Upon hearing the last part, Fluttershy stopped organizing the plates. She acted like she was trying not to blush. "I-is it that serious?"



"I'm afraid so." Tempest's stoic expression didn't change. "I think we'll have to sit down for this. Come," she semi-ordered.



So the two sat, with Angel watching them. Tempest could tell that some critters outside were peeking through the windows, but she didn't care for their gazes. "Fluttershy, you know that I'm a soldier. Or was."



"You don't have to be a soldier, though," said Fluttershy, quietly. "You can do other things that make you happy."



"That's true." Tempest's features softened. "Or so I thought. The truth is that I'm not cut out for much else. Fighting. Tactics. Organizing warriors. I've been thinking about it ever since we defeated the Storm King. And the truth is—I wasn't made for peacetime."



"I-I mean, we did defeat the Storm King," Fluttershy protested gently. "And you've been a great friend to all of us, i-if you don't mind me saying that."



Tempest's lips curled for a second. "You're right. We are good friends. We've done a lot for each other. And now I must ask you to do something for me." Her throat tightened, although she fought against it. "One last thing for me."



The air chilled around them, and Tempest could see the realization dawn gradually, hideously, on Fluttershy's face. 



"W-wait, you don't mean...!" cried the smaller mare.



"Yes and no," said Tempest plainly. "You see, having failed to die a soldier's death on the battlefield, I've been... at a loss, about myself. For a long time I imagined how my death would play out, but since that dream seems to no longer be an option, I've considered alternatives."



Fluttershy nearly punctured the wood of the table with her hooves. "But you can't do that!" she said. "I-I mean, it's not fair to do that to yourself. It isn't right." Her gaze appeared as fierce to Tempest as it probably ever would, and the bigger mare had to admire it.



"You're right, I don't plan on doing it to myself," said Tempest. "I was hoping you could assist me, Fluttershy."



The smaller mare didn't say anything. She simply looked dazed.



"Fluttershy," Tempest continued, "you're a very brave mare. You're also very kind. Perhaps the kindest I've ever known. I'm sure you try your best to take care of your animals. But, sometimes, there is an animal that cannot be healed."



"No..." whispered Fluttershy.



"Despite your best efforts to save it, you know it is better to assist the animal into as painless a death as you can than to try to heal it. There is no other option. And, my friend, I believe that I have no other option. I cannot end my own life. My pride won't allow it. But I feel that I can put my life in your hooves."



Upon hearing Tempest's words, Fluttershy stood still. Except for the tears. 



Eventually she said, "I c-can't do that, Tempest. I can't do that to you."



"To relieve me of my unhappiness? Of my terrible uncertainty?" asked Tempest. "No, I believe you would be helping me."



"But... a-are you really that unhappy?"



"Me? I haven't known true happiness since—" Tempest eyed some of the fruits Fluttershy had gathered. Grapes, raspberries, and cherries. "Not since I was on my family's farm, near Vanhoover," she said ponderously. "We sold a lot of cherries. Some milk. I ate cherries a lot when I was a filly. Haven't had one in years."



Fluttershy wiped her tears away. "I c-could get some cherries for you, if that would help," she said.



Tempest thought back to her foalhood, when she knew happiness. She vaguely remembered the succulent flavor of cherry juice, of how such a small thing made her smile as a filly. She wondered if she could die without once again knowing that taste. "You could get me a bowl of those, yes," she said. "Please."



Was being given such an insignificant thing by a friend enough to dissuade her from her plan?



Was she willing to give up such a mundane pleasure for all eternity?



Perhaps...
      

      
   
      Flat Spiral


      
      
      
         
         Daughter, Mirror

      
      

      

      
      
         My daughter fades into a twist of insanity spinning in her eyes.



She lies on my forehooves. Has been for a minute. It’s too much wretched chaos magic. I kept telling her to never venture too far through the Bedlam Badlands. It just takes one push too many to….



Agh! She’s good and noble, risking her sanity to give ponies safe passage around the insanity, but she’s my daughter! My child, compassion and sacrifice are good, but to see you wither away into disarray… if only I could kill chaos with my own bare hooves!



She looks at me.



Her spiraling eyes stare, bore, into my soul. Two spiraling and shattered pink windows of a poor twisted soul.



Time to put on a brave smile for her. She must recognize me. That’ll be a relief: they all lose their minds, I hear. May this be an exception. May you spare me, you devil!



I keep her close as she inspects all of me: my legs, my face, my mane, my eyes.



I’m your mother. Please, my precious Screwball! Do you remember me?



“Ooh! You’re the new candidate for the checkered floorboard!”



She chucks me a mop and a bucket. I’m in a janitor’s uniform. Don’t know how other than chaos magic—



Speak of the devil.



There he is, standing by a stall of mop-flavored noodles. I’ve only heard the descriptions and seen the stained-glass windows, but, in the flesh… Discord. This abomination upon the land, the great corrupter, my daughter’s murderer! I must strangle him. Let me have at him!



“Oh, that wouldn’t be necessary, Miss Vine Eye.” While he speaks, my poor Screwball floats around, hugging him. He is not your father!



“Besides, I hear that you have a grievance with this newly-born chaos pony. Ma’am, let me direct you to customer support—“



“Bring my daughter back!” I wrench her into my grip, safe in my embrace. “Why… why do you have to do this to her? To me? To us?!”



This new death stares at me like we are mere flies. “It’d be boring if I was the only one doing the chaos, so, naturally I outsource! Also, you’re just not careful enough to travel through Bedlam, are you?“



“Screwball is skilled enough! She’s helped many ponies through this place!”



“Then you should thank me, eh? I made her competent.”



Despite the laughter telling me to give up, I do not. Yes, I’ve just thought of a weapon to stave off this anathema: a logic bomb!



“Is that all you do? Break up relationships?” I raise my voice, confidence empowering me. “That’s... just the same, isn’t it? It’s always about making chaos and breaking stuff! It’s not chaotic if I can predict that you’ll just break things, is it?!



“So, wanna be chaotic? Bring me and my daughter back together!”



He’s drooping his shoulders... defeated? I… I couldn’t believe it. It actually worked! He even snaps his talons! I turn to my saved foal!



Her eyes still swirl. My daughter, still a fading spiral.



“You didn’t change her back!”



His smirk sinks my heart, drags dread across my spine. “You want to be back together, right? You cannot complain if I did deliver on my promise, Missy.”



“What. Did. You. Do?”



That’s when I see everything.



The number, the probabilities, the variables of this world, this reality. The connections between everything and everything else, how they can be modified. 



He shoves something into my mouth. It’s green. The color green. How did I know it was green? How do I even taste green?! Why did he just do that?… no, is he becoming sensible?! I’m asking questions about him?! They say there’s a method, a twisted logic, behind the madness but—



Everything. He’s opening my eyes, and the world is anew. It is so, yes, beautiful. New dimensions, realities, playthings, obstacles….



Get a grip on yourself! This is me speaking, me! He’s turning you into—








I got a new co-worker today! Wow! Thanks so much, Discord! Anyway, she’s Vine Eye, and we’re already mopping the checkerboard noodle aisle! 



Gotta say, she keeps hugging me even though we’ve only known each other for an hour. But, I hug her back! She’s such a nice enlightened pony like me! Maybe hugging is her signature move! She doesn’t know why she’s hugging me, though. According to her, she just knows she has a special connection to me somehow.



Aww! I just know we'll be the bestest friends!
      

      
   
      Splinter


      
      
      
         
         Magic. Friendship. Rock n' Roll.

      
      

      

      
      
         “Pinkie, You’re uh...”



Rainbow Dash couldn’t believe it. After five attempts to meet Pinkie Pie alone were thwarted by Pinkie inviting anybody and everybody along, she finally had her chance in an empty diner late on a Monday night. Of all the times for her unshakable confidence to be shaken!



“I’m a what? Fast eater? Fast talker? Student? Pink Person—,” It turns out Pinkie is a lot of things.



“No, what I mean is—Pinkie! You’re not a purple snake—I’ve been talking to a bigshot talent scout about the future The Rainbooms, and we’re getting a lineup change, and…”



“Oh, ok, I get what you mean. It makes as much sense as frosting on cupcakes.” Pinkie finally took a break from talking to slurp her freshly arrived milkshake.



“You mean you’re not mad?” Rainbow chuckled from how overcautious she was being. Pinkie may seem like a child at times, but deep down she’s still a reasonable young adult who is capable of dealing with tough conversations.



“Of course not! The others are our friends, but there are clear artistic differences between us and the others. If becoming a duo is what it takes for us to take off, I fully support it!”

Rainbow Dash choked on her milkshake.



“Ooh, what will our new name be?” Pinkie obviously continued. “Pie and Dash? The Dashing Pie? A Dash of Pink? All Colors but Mostly Pink?”



“You’re not a Rainboom anymore!” 



The two employees poked their heads out of the kitchen to view the commotion, only to see two customers who had turned to ice. Pinkie’s mouth was wide open, processing what she had just heard, and Rainbow’s fingers were on her eyelids and her elbows were stuck on the table.



What felt like centuries passed until one of the waiters dropped a burger for Pinkie and an omelette for Dash before scurrying back to the safety of the kitchen. Pinkie’s head fell onto the table and she slowly pushed the burger towards her face.



“Do...Do…you not like me anymore?” Pinkie moaned, mouth full of burger.



“No, you’re great. You’re awesome, and you’re my best friend.” Despite the truth of these words, Rainbow was having a hard time convincing herself she meant it. “It’s just, we need a drummer who fits more in line with the band and can fill better.”



“Oh, so I’m awesome but I’m not good enough for you.” Barely audible words spoken into a table. Pinkie wasn’t going to finish her burger. “None of us are awesome enough for you. You were just using us as a rocket to fame. You’re going to forget about all of us, again.”



“That’s not true!” Rainbow swiped her arms in front of her, knocking her untouched milkshake on the ground, shattering the glass. “The talent agent wanted to know who wrote the song we defeated the Dazzlings with. We’re keeping Fluttershy and Sunset.”



Pinkie finally looked up. Her face covered with tears and snot, but their creation seemed to be stopping. She hiccuped once, then said “So you’re not throwing out all of your friends?”



“Come on Pinkie, you know I would never do that. That would be unawesome.” Rainbow’s heart rate began to normalize.



“So, do you have a new drummer picked out?” Rainbow’s heart rate unnormalized.



“Damn it, I knew you were too curious to not ask.”



“What does that mean?”



“Sonata Dusk.”



“How...could you repla...place me with...a villain?” Pinkie was full out bawling now.



“She wasn’t that villainous, she was mostly being led by her sisters. Her full devotion is music now that we’ve defeated her and I’m not sure you can commit that much.” Every world made Pinkie’s wailing louder.



“So you think I’m not a good drummer, cool, marketable, cute, or devoted? Well then, what am I to you? A total loser?”



“No Pinkie, I didn’t say that!”



“You didn’t have to.” And with that, Pinkie ran out of the diner, leaving Rainbow Dash with her untouched omelette and milkshake, staring at the doors Pinkie had just left though. One waiter, brave enough now to come out, crept up to the table.



“Would you like me to reheat your omelette, miss?”



“No, it’s fine, just bring the check, please.” The empty diner, chosen as a comfortable meeting place, now felt like a frozen cave.



Rainbow checked on the texts she sent out earlier. No new messages.



She couldn’t crash with any of her other friends tonight, she could only go home and be alone.
      

      
   
      Between a Rock and a Sad Place


      

      
      
         “C’mon… c’mon…” Yearling's words were muffled by the lanternin her mouth. Her hooves scraped against the fallen stone. Each strike hurt her more than it did the fallen debris. A loose pebble found its way to a sensitive spot in the frog of her hood, sending a jolt of pain up her leg.



Her pained yell filled the small space, and in a fit of anger threw her hat at the stubborn stone. It bounced off and narrowly missed her head, flying off into the  darkness.



She turned and rested her back against the rocks, slowly sliding down as her anger died and distress settled in. She should’ve waited until sunrise to enter the temple, but one really couldn’t hold themselves when finding the remnants of an ancient civilization, could they?



She sighed. Looking up, she saw her hat had ended on a rock a few strides away from her. She thought about picking it up, but energy was in short supply and she’d rather just wait until someone came looking for her.



“I really should’ve waited until morning.”



Her sore limbs and strained muscles forced her to shuffle, trying to look for a less uncomfortable rock to rest against.



Once more, her eyes settled on the rock with her hat on it.



“Don’t suppose you know a way out.”



Unsurprisingly, the rock did not reply.



Yearling rolled her eyes.



“Yeah, I thought so. It’s odd that it took me this long to find an archeological site that actually fell apart, they’re usually in top shape. Though I suppose with the alpaca tribes being gone for the past two centuries there was no one left to look after this place.”



A shame, really. The last hidden fortress of the Alpaca Empire and the entrance falls on her as soon as she walked in.



Her eyes once more were drawn to the hatted rock. “Knew the royals back then? This was an imperial city, after all. Anything for the history books?



Silence.



Sigh.



Now that she really looked at it, the rock was quite mossy. It must have been part of that wall for centuries. That dull throbbing in her back came back, and she groaned as she tried to move around.



The fire of the lamp flickered, but didn’t go out.



“So… how’s the monotone life? Safe and boring?”



The rock didn’t react.



“I've been getting a lot of that back in Equestria. 'Settle down, A.K. You're not in your thirties anymore'. Blegh.” She huffed and laid her head against the rock. “I just don’t see myself as an old mare giving lectures at a university hall.” She punched one of the rocks behind her. “I’m kind of the opposite of this temple. Always in motion, and I’ll crumble the moment I stop.”



Shadows danced around them as she lifted the lamp with one hoof.



“I always pictured I‘d die on one of these journeys. That’s why all my books have self-contained plots.” She traced the edges of the rocks with her hoof, trying to find a loose one. “It’d suck for the readers to start an overarching plot just to be left hanging because I took an arrow to the side in some forgotten temple by the Marengeti.”



The rocks continued silence made her roll her eyes. Everyone’s a critic.



Once she reached the point where the carved rocks met the mountain, she saw many cracks running over its surface. There was some small solace to be found in knowing that, worst case scenario, she only sped up the collapsing of this part of the fortress instead of directly causing it.



Nevertheless, she couldn’t help but feel bad knowing it was going to fall down anyway.



She flexed her hurt wing a couple of times.



“I bet you didn’t see it coming, did you?” she asked the rock, her eyes not leaving the cracked mountainside. “It just caught you off guard.”



The rock silented in agreement.



“Better do your best to live without regrets before that time comes, huh? I bet you don’t have any of those.”



There was a thin space between one of the rocks and the mountain. It was small, but it let her slowly push it out of the way. It landed with a thud on the other side, but to her ears it may as well have been a fanfare.



She looked over her shoulder and looked at the rock.



“You can keep the hat,” she said and, smiling, got out of the cavern.
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