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         Chaoschat Log, Riteoff server:



Crassius

Anyone getting anywhere on the rituals for quantum bifurcation?



Dao

Still working on long-distance teleports. D:



Crassius

Do you even rift, Dao? Your horn privileges are hereby revoked. 



Cornaspella

Prompt’s up for the next round! 



All Fallen

At last, something new to relieve the pain of existence.



A. Moose

What is it?



Cornaspella

“Shine While the Sun Makes Hay”



A. Moose

 ...



Cornaspella

Getting my spell-drafting quills ready.



DrearyDullApathy

I’m sitting this one out. See you in the sigils round.








Sylphen Cert turned aside from the chatscreen and looked to the curtained window, through which hints of the morning sun shone in little streams that glimmered with floating dust motes. Celestia had done it again, created another instance of the daily work of art, just as she had Done It Again over and over for thousands of years… There was nothing new. What must be running through her mind at this point? The ultimate artist, who yet had to churn out endless copies of her great creation--could she be taking pleasure in this act any more, at this point?



“Another fricking sun-based prompt, how original.” With a sigh, Sylphen grabbed a box of fresh quills, extracted one, and clipped the end with a precise snip of horn mana. Dipping it in the inkwell, Sylphen considered the mystic symbols as they drifted in and out of clear conscious focus. What kind of quality spell could you produce from a prompt like this? In two days, no less? Well, it had been done before.



Sylphen took up a piece of scrap parchment and jotted notes, then connected words at random to see if they sparked any interesting ideas. That one showed some promise; Celestia as a literal farmer, not just giving the energy to plants to enable them to follow the Earth pony’s directives, but tilling the fields herself as the grasses rose around her. Perhaps a rite to enable unicorns to channel mana from sunlight and cause the grass to grow? It’d have to be done with some tact and sensitivity, it wouldn’t do to have Earths complaining about Unicorns literally encroaching on their turf. 



But was this a good enough idea to meet Riteoff standards, and win a medal? Was it bronze material, let alone gold?



Sylphen put down the quill and breathed deeply, eyes falling on that article in Dweomer Days journal about speed-spellcrafting. It was always possible that it held advice that would give a decisive edge. It made sense to finish the article off now so as not to be too distracted later.



Three hours later, the journal had been read cover to cover, some interesting ads were bookmarked, and true inspiration hadn’t come yet and it was almost lunchtime. Might as well take a break and see if the fresh air and the friendly environs at the corner cafe made a difference.



A fresh salad assuaged hunger but provided little inspiration, though Sylphen was able to test a small incantation that used the ambient sunlight to make the spinach leaves greener. This was an excellent sign. Sylphen paid the tab and headed home, whistling, thinking of where to continue research. There was a small field outside town, a good place to work in the sunshine—



“Hey, Sylf!” shouted Meandering Trails, bosom chum and gaming buddy. “Got an hour? We’re helping a buddy of mine to move to a new apartment, and then we’re gonna grab some pizza afterward.”



“I’d love to help, but I’ve got another riting thing going on.”



“Oh? That’s cool. what are you doing for this one?”



“I’m—” Sylphen stared into Meander’s open, honest Earth pony face, trying to figure out how to explain his concept without it sounding like tribal appropriation. “You know what, I could use a bit of exercise, anyway. I’ll come and help.”



And so it went, all that day and all the next.







By the night before deadline, Sylphen Cert stood in a secluded grassy glen, shuffling eight pieces of parchment paper with ritual symbols partly inscribed. Most of them were crumpled. Sylphen had meanwhile racked up a pretty impressive score in MageCraft and was number seventeen in the Equestrian leaderboard. He didn’t know what it took to rise higher than that; he was sure that some of these other players didn’t have jobs, or lives, or the need to sleep. 



Speaking of the need to sleep, it was fast approaching. Luna’s moon was high in the sky overhead and the brilliant moonbeans shone on the blue-tinged grassblades. Sylphen’s supplications last night had produced no keen inspiration to feed his dreams, no visit from the Night Princess to bestow some fragment of guiding light... but she was another sort of artist altogether, one who remained in the background unless you took the care to look and discover those interesting surprises she’s included on her canvas to tantalize and draw the eye deeper… Maybe a bit of stargazing would help, or even a few hours of sleep…



No. This was it, if nothing got done now, there would be no entry at all. Sylphen took up the parchment that held the original idea from yesterday, half torn and crumpled over and over, and set to it again, forcing glowing symbols to the parchment with desperate scrawls from the fluttering quill, link by link.







With blurry eyes from staying up all night, Sylphen Cert saw the dawn yet again, streaming through the trees. Celestia made it all seem so effortless, creating something inspiring each day, and alway fresh and radiant. What if she had something new to deal with each time, as in the days when Chaos was lord? What if the sun was square sometimes, or the light came in little wriggly packets instead of big lovely sunbeams? How would she deal with that?



Maybe the secret was not trying to be original? Just doing what you did best over and over, and letting time hone your craft to its brilliant essentials? But who aside of an Alicorn had time to do that?



Sylphen was exhausted with trying to cast the rite over and over using moonlight, and the grass had stayed distressingly the same. But the deadline was close, it was now or never. There was just time for a quick review using the nascent sunlight, eliminating sparks and paper-burning feedback wherever it arose, cursing quietly as horn fatigue set in that would guarantee a headache all day… And activating the dragonfire submit sigil at five minutes after the last possible second.



And then the waiting. And the reviews, each one with a ding as the little bell at the top of the screen turned red.







RitingSprint

Set my tail on fire. Didn’t you even try to cast this thing before submitting it? 



Pasofinite

A potentially brilliant concept, but would have benefited from even one more day of spellcrafting.



Crassius

[Rant on proper symbology linkage for building mana reserves within spell structures, longer than the rite itself.]



Sky’s Edge

Considering how sensitive Earth ponies are on this topic, I’m surprised you even went here. I’m going to have to bottom slate it on this consideration alone.



CaféMinyan

Genre: Watching the grass grow. Interminably...












1 ⦿ Sky’s Edge 

.....Fields of Gold

2 ⦿ Bold in Our Days 

.....Tales About People

3 ⦿ Pillar Plus

.....The Unseen Spellwork

4 Duokeras 

.....So Close, I Can Taste

5 Angel Angora

.....From Nothing, Life

.

.

.



147 Maress

.....Increasing Confusion

148 Sylphen Cert

.....Untitled Ritual
      

      
   
      One Thousand Years of Solitude


      
      
      
         
         Carcere

      
      

      

      
      
         At first, she did nothing but scream.



Curses and spittle-flecked rants of rage, the wails and moans of self-directed grief, the hoarse moans of bitter regret, the pitiful cries for a pointless forgiveness.



It was all the same. The roars of a wounded animal lashing out at the world and its enemies and itself.



But there is nothing much to scream at on the moon and after a time she tired of the empty, unlistening air and became still.



That is when I first spoke to her.



"Is this not what you wanted?"



Then the air was once more filled with screaming, for now little Luna finally had a target.








When the screams died down again I did not at first approach, for I too tired of the empty air. And so we sat a while in the humming silence and felt the turning of the ground beneath our feet, saw the lights of her sister's charge curve around the horizon in patient loops.



After a time she spoke, and the quiet of it seemed to echo through the black skies.



"How long?"



I pondered the heavens, thinking of the many times I had watched them pass, and found her answer. "Near a quarter century now, I should think."



Collapsed in sheer exhaustion as she was she did not sag, for there was nowhere for her body to go; but what little light had remained in her eyes seemed to dim a little. I confess I found it vexing.



"Leave me be, spectre."



Her words were quiet but I found no jest in them, and so left her to her misery.








When once I happened upon the princess again the skies had moved around us a hundredfold times more than when last I had seen her, and I found her much changed.



It appeared that she had not moved overmuch from where I had left her, for her once glossy coat now hung heavy with moondust, silky trails of silver streaming from worn feathertips. She sat on her haunches, hunched forward like an old nag, half planted in the ground like some withered tree after a landslide, now clinging to the dull earth with only the deepest and bitterest of roots.



I waited. She did not move.



Eventually, I asked again:



"Is this not what you wanted?"



I waited. She did not move, but instead made some small noise, like the rustle of her old silken gowns over stone castle floors. I realised after a moment that she was laughing - it seemed the dust had coated even her throat, and so she sat and quietly laughed, the wheezing huff of a mare before the gallows.



I misliked that laugh, and asked her again, forcefully now:



"Is this not what you wanted?"



The laughing stopped. She did not move.



Eventually, I left.








When next I returned to where the princess sat the dust had risen to her chest. Her mane, once the envy and muse of every artist, resembled more the crumbling gravel walls of a long abandoned mine than the skies above us.



I kicked her.



Time and neglect cannot touch an alicorn, and I have no doubt she barely felt the blow, but to be touched by something other than the stillness and slow weight of burial clearly startled her, for she flinched, dust spilling away onto the barren ground and scattering into the air.



"Is this not what you wanted? A world of your own, a place to rule without standing in her shadow?"



She turned her head, slowly, more dust cascading downwards as she tilted wide eyes, focused for the first time in four hundred years, towards me.



It is unnerving to so thoroughly hold the gaze of a goddess, but what need does a shadow have to fear the light that casts it? I met her gaze.



"You told me in the quiet hours of the night of the new world you would build if just given a chance. You have a world, Luna. Now build it."



She stared at me, unmoving. I had passed years in what felt like days as I wondered the mountains and valleys of this empty world, but those next few seconds felt like an eternity. And then in one smooth, deliberate motion, Luna stood up.



The accumulated weight of four centuries of stillness burst into the air, swirling in clouds and plumes of shimmering refracted starlight. Her blue coat gleamed like new, and her mane and tail seemed to reach forever out into the everspinning sea of stars above. A goddess risen anew from the grave.



"Come then, Nightmare," she said, looking out at the untouched horizon. "Let us build."








The city was dead, but it was no less glorious for it. No civilisation had ever walked these halls, but its splendour rivaled the grandest of any bygone kingdom's halcyon days. Grand cathedrals in her name, spiralling towers reaching towards her everdistant home, deep caverns hiding the treasures of this worlds deepest places, murals and statues and glittering jewels. It would be the crown of any empire, the anointed jewel of any people, the envy of all who beheld it.



Only I was here to see it. Only I ever would.



I walked through the city, down deserted streets of polished marble, under arches adorned with carvings of plants this place would never see grow. 



I met her in her tower. The centre of her citadel, taller and more magnificent than anything else she had built, her castle to watch over her kingdom. My princess stood under the pale earthlight and turned to look at me with such serene joy that I could hardly bear to speak.



"It is done."



"It is."



She turned away, and gazed out at all she had wrought. "Do you like it?"



"How," I asked, "could I not?"



She looked to me again, smiling sweetly. "I am glad". She turned her head back to the city, then tilted it slightly upwards, towards her distant home. "How long?"



I did not answer.



She laughed. "Not long then." We looked at the earth then, she and I, in shared stillness and companionship.



"Stay with me?"



"Always."



"Kiss me?"



"...Of course."
      

      
   
      Expert Amateur


      
      
      
         
         Tri-Linear

      
      

      

      
      
         I heard once that if you stare at a painting for long enough, it’ll stare back at you.



Whoever I heard that from must have been a rat-faced liar. Cuz I was doing an awful lot of staring at this painting, and the only thing I felt was bored.



Okay, point of clarification--I did feel a pair of eyes on me. But they weren’t from the painting. Paintings don’t have eyes, and this painting didn’t even have a painting of eyes.



The eyes I felt were Rarity’s. She stood behind me, pretending to look at the painting, but also very obviously gauging my reaction. Which was insane. She already knew what my reaction was gonna be. 



She just wanted me to suffer. Because she’s crazy.



She and I have this thing going on. Twice a year, we meet up in Canterlot for a weekend retreat. We each program a whole day’s worth of our favorite activities, and drag the other pony along for the ride.



The idea was to get out of our cultural comfort zones and try new things. Yesterday, I had Rarity sleep in til noon, then go to a hoofball game.



Today, she took me to an art gallery. Me. Rainbow Dash. To an art gallery.



She’s crazy.



“The colors are so fascinating,” Rarity murmured. 



I shrugged. “I thought paintings were supposed to have more colors.”



“It doesn’t have to be as vibrant as your mane to make a valid artistic statement.”



“Yeah, but there’s only three colors. And they’re barely colors.”



“They’re called pastels.”



“It’s like they don’t even want to be colors.” Another set of eyes fell on me. This time it was the security guard. Maybe my voice might have gotten a little bit loud just then. Whatever. Isn’t art supposed to make you feel something? What am I supposed to do, just bottle all my feelings up or something?



Art museums were so lame.



I looked around for a clock. There was one on the other side of the wall, but it was just another painting, and it was melting. 



“How much longer do we have to stay here?” I asked.



“There’s two more exhibits I’d like to see.”



I groaned and turned my attention to the museum pamphlet I’d picked up at the entrance. The logo of the Modern Art Institute of Canterlot decorated the front. Inside, I found the title of this exhibit: Impressionism and Impresarios. 



For what these paintings cost, I could only hope the impresarios were impressed with the impressionists’ impressions. Cuz I wasn’t.



“Bet you ten bits I could do that,” I said, gesturing to the painting. 



All of a sudden, Rarity got this devious look in her eye, and I knew I’d screwed up. Before I could take it back, she said, “You know what, I think that’s a wonderful idea.”



“Uh--you want me to be an impresario?”



“I think we should get some canvases and let out our crafty side.”



Oh yeah, I’d really screwed up. “Hang on. We’re supposed to go to that tea shop after this. You raved all morning about their ”



Her eyes were full of fire now. Dread filled my heart, cold and silent as the room we stood in. I knew there was no stopping this train now. 



And I knew that because I knew this: she’s crazy.



-----



We left the museum and made our way to a nearby crafts store. Instead of big canvases like the ones in the museum, Rarity opted for six smaller canvases.



“Just in case we have to start over,” she said. 



We went back to her boutique in the heart of Canterlot and requisitioned a back room and put some tarps down and set the canvases up and--



And all of a sudden, there was a blank canvas in front of me, and a brush in my hoof. And I had to reconsider what that one pony said about staring at art, cuz this canvas was looking at me. 



“Go ahead,” Rarity said. “Try your best.”



The smirk on her face let me know the stakes. My pride was on the line. 



So I took a deep breath and covered the canvas with three wide horizontal brush strokes.



“There,” I said, stepping back so she could admire my work.



Rarity covered her mouth, but I still heard the laugh slip out.



“What? What’s so funny?”



“Dear, I really don’t mean to be harsh. but--look at it.”



“I’m looking. It’s three lines. That’s what we bet on.”



“Fair. You painted three lines. But the lines aren’t straight, and they’re splotchy.”



Okay, she had a point. I dipped my brush into the paint and went for another coat, but I forgot to wipe the brush off before I went in and the colors came out all brown and gross-looking.



“How about instead of ten bits, you buy the first round of tea?” Rarity suggested.



“Give me another canvas,” I muttered, and went to work. 



My next try was much better than the first. The lines were much straighter this time. But the colors looked kinda funny together. The first one was too dark, and the third one was hardly there at all. The middle one looked pretty nice--what had she called it before? Pastry? Pastrami? Pastel, right--but it couldn’t overcome being sandwiched between the ugliness of the other two. 



Rarity handed me my third canvas. “Last chance,” she said. 



Sweat broke out on the back of my neck. “Whaddaya mean? There’s three more canvases.”



“I didn’t buy these all for you, dear. Three for you and three for me. We’re having fun together, remember?”



“Why don’t you start, then?”



“I think I’ll save mine for another time. Your work’s just so engrossing.”



I grumbled something unintelligible and narrowed my focus. This time I knew what to do. I mixed the colors on a piece of white construction paper to get a feel for what the colors looked like together. Then I borrowed a pencil and traced two horizontal lines into the canvas as guides. 



Then, with my breath held, I cleaned my brush, double-checked my colors, said a silent prayer, and painted. 



Thirty seconds later, it was over. I stepped back and wiped the sweat off my face and admired my work. The lines were straight. The colors looked nice and pastel-y. It was a dead ringer for the original in the museum.



Much to my surprise, Rarity agreed. “You have an artist’s eye,” she said as he admired my work. 



I held the painting up so it caught the light. “I wonder if the museum would hang it up next to the big one if I gave it to them.”



“Don’t get your hopes up. The establishment looks down on derivative works.”



“Oh.”



“But perhaps you’d sell it to me? I’d love to hang it up in my shop.”



“Really?”



“Oh yes, of course. I’d even pay commision for it.”



“Really?”



Rarity pulled out ten bits from her purse. “Will this cover it?”



I smiled coyly. “How about you buy us some of those little scone-thingies from the tea shop instead?”



“Fair deal. We better leave right now, then.”



As we were leaving, I paused to take one last look at my creation. 



“What are you looking at?” I jeered.



I puffed out my chest and fluffed up my wings and backed out the door slowly without breaking eye contact, and that little canvas dared not stare back.
      

      
   
      Hayseed Turnip Truck: Re-Animator


      

      
      
         *Snip*



She was the client he had to plan the rest around.



*Snip*



Her smile, crisp and vivid, shone beneath two endless pools of frozen blue that held his gaze, unwavering, no matter how far down the hedge he trimmed.



*Snip*



His pulse quickened in time with a rhythmic pulsing of her hornglow. He didn’t know why she lit her horn sometimes, only that—



*Schlorp!*



Hayseed Turnip Truck jerked to a halt. He dragged his eyes from the lodestone that was Minuette’s smile, and considered the slick red sheen upon his trimmers. Which, he realized, had been stuck out a bit farther than where the hedge ended and the sidewalk began…



“Why’s this hedge all red, too?” he asked, leaning over it, expecting to see just the clean, polished white of a Canterlot sidewalk.



He did not, in fact, see a clean sidewalk.



Hayseed screamed, dropped the trimmers, and tumbled backwards, scrabbling hoof-over-hoof through the pristine lawn he’d just mowed. “Oh I’m done for! I’m done for! It’s gon’ be like Cousin Double-Wide all over again!”



“Hey, heyyyy, it’s okay,” said the warm, insistent mass he’d blundered into. Hayseed whirled around, and found himself nestled in Minuette’s embrace. Heat suffused his barrel as she rocked him, ran her forehooves through his tousled brown mane, and made even cuter little “shush”ing sounds that he’d imagined anytime this moment had played out in his fantasies.



“L—Lovel—lace,” he stammered, because accidentally decapitating one of Minuette’s neighbors—and another of his clients—hadn’t been part of his fantasies, either.



Minuette’s muzzle screwed up with the cutest look of determination. Her horn lit for a second, too. Then her smile returned, and his heart hammered with the sheer desire to plant his bucktoothed muzzle right in the middle of it.



“It’s okay,” she said, somehow smiling deeper.



“But it can’t be! I just—”



“I just used my talent,” she said, drawing his attention down to her flank with a slow, dare he say even teasing, gesture. “Short-term temporal stasis… y’know, freezing! Even works on ponies… or in this case, parts of them!”



Her giggle seemed genuine. Yet Hayseed furrowed his heavy brow. “Y’all froze Lovelace?”



“Of course! We can’t have her bleeding out before we find a way to bring her back, can we?”



 “B—But we all can’t bring back a dead pony! My cousin tried that with my grandpa, and grandma’s velvet paintings still stink!”



“Oh, you say that now, but I have something special: friendship!” Minuette’s smile took on a harder edge; her eyes, though dark and deep, showed a glimmer that doused the heat in Hayseed’s barrel surer than a burst sprinkler line. “Moondancer’s the second-smartest pony that I know, and not as connected to law enforcement as the first!”








As introductions went, Hayseed felt that dumping a decapitated body on a pony’s kitchen table lacked a certain something.



Sure enough, Moondancer screamed, flailed, and tried to wrench herself away from Minuette’s iron grasp. Hayseed felt a little jealous at seeing that turned on somepony else, and a little turned on at seeing Minuette hugging another mare who was, in fact, quite cute as well. Where Minuette was a vision in periwinkle perfection, Moondancer’s worn black sweater, up-done red mane, and thick-rimmed glasses, seemed… comfortable. Approachable. There was something about her that he instantly liked, and it wasn’t just her completely relatable response to having a dead body dragged into her home.



“Hush now, it’s okay,” Minuette cooed, stroking Moondancer’s mane. “You’ve just gotta help us put Lovelace back together, that’s all.”



Moondancer’s screaming abated. She drew back and stared straight at Minuette. “What do you mean ‘put her back together?!’ She’s dead!”



“Buuuut Twilight shared oodles of high-level spells with you since you reconnected, didn’t she?”



The glint in Minuette’s eye continued to worry Hayseed. But strangely, the horror writ upon Moondancer’s muzzle didn’t quite blot out her comfy charm. “N—Necromancy? That’s… forbidden!”



“But-it’s-the-only-way,” Minuette singsonged.



Moondancer froze, then looked at Hayseed with desperation. “W—We have to go to the authorities. They’ll understand it was an accident. Stallionslaughter gets lighter sentencing than—”



“Conspiracy?” Minuette’s grin made Hayseed’s coat bristle. “Oh, we’re all accessories to Lovelace’s fate now, aren’t we?” She gestured at the body, and plunked down the duffel bag with the head.



Moondancer kneaded her forehead. “The palace library has a forbidden wing. If we could get in, we might—”



Minuette squeed, and pressed her muzzle close to Hayseed’s. “Ooo! You have a contract with the library, yes?”



“Y—Yes, ma’am—”



“Then it’s settled!” Minuette clopped her forehooves together, then lit her horn and refreshed the preservation spell on Lovelace. “Let’s go take a little off the top!” She flicked her eyes down to the body. “Of the library hedges, of course!”



“Ah’m too pretty fer jail,” Hayseed moaned.








Hayseed had never broken and entered before. Not even the time his third cousin Turd Burglar tricked him into smashing a feedlot’s office window as a kid, and left him holding the bag in more ways than one.



Then again, Turd Burglar hadn’t had Minuette’s smile, or a dead body, or books full of ancient lore that could help make everything right again. This time, when Hayseed smashed the window, it wasn’t by accident; it wasn’t on the ground floor; and he climbed right up the library’s brick edifice alongside one mare holding an invisibility spell on them, and another levitating the dead body.



The trio landed in a chamber that seemed straight out of the tracts warning about Ogres & Oubliettes that Hayseed’s Aunt Chick carried around. Black tapestries with crimson symbols hung above dusty shelves festooned with cauldrons, bones, and other unnerving objects.



“There,” Moondancer said, dropping their invisibility spell and walking to a hidebound tome set on a pedestal. “Twilight only let me in here once, but this thing… has some serious horseapples.”



A rapping at the chamber’s door drew all their eyes. The rap-rap-rapping turned into a pound-pound-pounding, accompanied by calls of: “Stop right there, criminal scum!”



“Horseapples!” Moondancer repeated, flipping through pages. “Brace the door—I’ll find a resurrection spell!”



Hayseed charged the door, and slammed into it just as a potent buck impacted on the other side. He turned desperate eyes on Minuette—



His blood ran cold at the sight of her perfect white teeth shining like daggers in the room’s fading sunlight.



Another buck jerked him out of his reverie. “Moondancer?!”



“I’ve found one, but it needs a sacrifice! Like a part of one’s soul!”



Hayseed’s side lit up with pain as another hit came at the door. “M—Minuette?!”



She was laughing.



The next hit burst the door asunder, bowling Hayseed over in a tangle of guards. His muzzle smacked the ground hard, his face blossoming with agony.



Minuette screamed.



Its shrillness wrenched Hayseed out of gauzy unconsciousness, and left the guards writhing. “Your teeth!” she bellowed. “Your ugly, ugly teeth!”



“Whut,” Hayseed managed.



“Oh, how I’ve stared at them for hours, dreaming of the day I’d fix them!” Minuette devolved into blubbering. “I… I froze time for them! I would’ve frozen it… forever!”



Hayseed blinked.



Horror dawned upon him.



“Y’all… played with time,” he said beneath the pile of guards. “Y’all made me kill Lovelace!”



“Hayseed!” screamed Moondancer.



“A piece of my soul… I know! Take my love for Minuette—she cray-cray!”



“Here goes…”



A blinding burst of light overtook the room.








In the days that followed, Hayseed learned firsthand why one of his family’s favorite phrases was: “...And they didn’t press charges!”


      

      
   
      Meat for the Grinder


      

      
      
         Flash Sentry had eaten at Quesedillaz many times before, but rarely at a table where everyone else could see, and never with a flaming-hot girl. He was regretting his order of spicy, because there was plenty of heat as it was.



"I, uh," he said, fumbling for small talk, "I'm kinda surprised you were into the movie. Didn't peg you as a hero-fic type."



Sunset Shimmer smirked from behind her burrito. "Right, the firehead who wears leather and drives a motorcycle couldn't possibly have any interest in action."



"That, uh, that's not exactly what I... um." He took another bite to stall.



"It was your first time, right?"



"Burk—"



She gave a sly grin. "The bike, I mean. Or did you think I meant letting your girl drive? You know, you won't last long if you're this easy. I mean, to tease."



"Hey now, that's not fair. Besides, uh, I bet this was the first time you'd gone out with a guy with blue hair!"



"You've got me, there," she said, chuckling.



His phone chimed. He reached into his coat pocket.



"Ah-ah," she scolded. "You're on a date with me, remember? Anything on your phone can wait."



He chuckled nervously. "R-right. It's, uh, just a text anyway. It can wait."



She pouted, clearly playing it. "Are you suggesting that anything someone else could be texting you is more important than the girl in front of you?"



He stole another bite and chewed thoroughly, working very hard to keep his eyes where they belonged.



After a moment, she gave another self-indulgent laugh, then sighed dramatically. "Well, I suppose it is rather cruel to force you to abstain so soon. Go ahead and check it, I won't mind."



"You're sure?" He said, hand already instinctively moving a few inches toward the pocket.



She leaned halfway across the table and shook her head and shoulders playfully, as if nuzzling. "Would you prefer I change my mind?"



He tore his eyes from below her chin. "Uh, okay, sure. When you put it like that..." The phone came out, glowed, went back in. "It's Pierce, my friend. Asking how the movie was."



Still from over the table: "Is that so?"



"And how the date's going."



She beamed at him. "And how is it?"



His eyes had to shift again. "Huh?"



"The date. How's it going?"



"G-great." He started for another stalling bite. Could you, uh, sit back again, please?"



"Hm?" She blinked, as if just becoming aware of herself. "Oh, of course." She beamed again and slowly sat back. "Good friend of yours?"



"I guess so," He said, surprised at the interest. "We've known each other since elementary."



"Is he a rock musician, too?"



Flash laughed. "No! Dude is completely tone-deaf, and a classical buff besides. Nah, we bond over sports and video games."



"Vidya games?"



"Yeah! He's more into RTSes and has this totally weird fixation on Tetris – seriously, never mention it around him unless you want a half-hour essay. But we mesh when it comes to fighting games. Both of us suck at 'em, though."



"I'd like you to show me sometime."



"What?"



"Show me these games. I'd like to see."



He gawked at her, as though she were some space-alien. Or maybe Eve. "For real?"



"Totally."



"Y-yeah, sure! I mean, since you're intersted, and all."



"You're surprised?"



"Well, a little. I mean, most girls think 'video games' and turn the other way."



"So... You're saying that I shouldn't be interested in these games with you?"



"No! I mean, yes? I mean... I mean, I think it's totally cool that you're interested."



She chuckled as if she'd won a small victory.



"You're teasing me."



"I'm a girl," she retorted. "I will always tease you. But..." She leaned forward a little and twisted her shoulders just so. "...I am also interested. It's our next date."



"C—cool." He took another bite for safety, even if the spices only made him sweat more.



"You, ah, got the bill, right?"



He looked at her abruptly. "Huh?"



"Isn't that the deal? The man pays?"



"Uh, yeah..." He sweated some more. He looked around anxiously and suddenly became aware that they were the only two diners left in the restaurant. "Why do you ask all of a—"



She huffed, visibly agitated. "I have a ten-page geology paper due tomorrow, I completely forgot." She flashed an apologetic smile. "Sorry to cut things short, but I have to run. But we have our next date, right?"



"Y—yeah, I guess—"



"Thanks, you're the best!" She mimed a kiss at him. "I'll text you later, okay? Thanks for the night out. I had a really good time."



She was gone with a wave.



"Right..."



After a few more bites, Flash realized that he'd also have to pay for a taxi back home.



His phone buzzed, and out it came. Pierce again.



Yo buddy ur quiet. Hows it going? Gonna score or something?




Flash sighed, unsure himself of what had just happened.



I'll tell you when i know

      

      
   
      Dashed Hopes


      

      
      
         Rainbow Dash’s wings nervously fluffed and fluttered at her sides as she walked towards the distant sounds of applebucking. The bright light of a clear, sunny day diffused through the tidy rows of apple trees, leaves rustling in the breeze. Normally -- and especially on a day like this one -- she would fly into Sweet Apple Acres, enjoying the sky for as long as possible; she just didn’t feel like it was worth it today, though.



She’d been feeling like that a lot lately.



It was too much effort and she just didn’t have the energy. Maybe tomorrow. And then ‘maybe tomorrow’s would pile up into her staring at the ceiling at three in the morning and only flying when she absolutely had to.



She snorted and groaned. Rainbow might not have known what was wrong with her, but she was sick of running in mental circles. Normally, she would never go to a friend to whine, but this was very much not a normal situation.



And, as much as she hated to admit it, she was scared. She was scared of the way things felt pointless; she was scared of the way she couldn’t sleep. But most of all she was scared that she just felt empty. Hollowed out.



Before her thoughts could go any further, she saw the mare she was looking for. Rainbow might have had a bit of a rivalry with Applejack, but there was no one among her friends she trusted more. Applejack was dependable, always willing to be there for others, which was important to the Element of Loyalty.



Rainbow paused. Applejack had bags under her eyes and her coat was lathered -- proof of how hard she’d been working recently. She was breathing heavily and it looked like she was about to fall asleep. Maybe now wasn’t a good time to bother her about something she wasn’t sure how to actually explain. Taking a step back, her hoof snapped a twig and Applejack’s head shot up towards her.



“Rainbow? What are you doing here?”



“Hey AJ. I, uh, wanted to talk to you about something. But you look really busy, so I’ll just leave you to it.” She rubbed her foreleg and chuckled awkwardly, hoping her friend would leave well enough alone.



“Just ‘cause I’m busy doesn’t mean I can’t spare a minute for a friend,” Applejack said, offering a small smile to her friend. “Could we keep it quick, though? Work waits for no one and all.”



“Yeah, of course. Thanks AJ,” Rainbow said, outwardly relieved but cursing internally. So much for leaving well enough alone. She sat down and circled her hoof in the air, as if willing her thoughts into motion. “I’ve just been down lately, and I’m not sure what I should do about it.”



Applejack furrowed her brow. “Well, I’ve seen you down before Rainbow, but you always seemed better a few days later. Have you tried doing, well, whatever it is you usually do when you’re feeling down?”



“Yeah!” Rainbow said, throwing her forelegs in the air to punctuate. “I’ve tried practicing some tricks. I’ve tried every flying exercise I know. Hay, I’ve even tried just waiting this out, but nothing seems to be working.” Closing her eyes, she softly said, “I don’t even know what’s got me so down, and I’m just… lost.”



Silence stretched uncomfortably between the two, only interrupted by leaves rustling in the breeze. Rainbow squirmed, unsure whether that last sentence carried over the wind. Part of her hoped she had because she didn’t think she could say it again; part of her hoped it hadn’t, whispering doubts into the back of her mind.



“So, you don’t know what’s got you down,” Applejack said slowly, breaking the silence. Rainbow’s eyes opened, and she wished they hadn’t. Applejack’s eyebrow was raised and the corners of her mouth were stretched back, unamused.



Rainbow’s ears fell, as if pinned by an oppressive weight. “Well, no…”



“Can you at least try to explain? I ain’t got all day.”



“Well, it’s kind of like… little things get to me when they didn’t before. And I don’t have any energy, or… Um…” She stumbled over her words, trying to organize and express thoughts and feelings that were barely ordered before Applejack hurried her.



“Just spit it out already, girl!” Applejack shouted.



“I’m trying!” Rainbow shouted right back. She licked her suddenly dry lips. “It’s just… I can’t…”



Applejack stomped and glared at her. “Darn it Rainbow, why did you think it was a good idea to come here and waste my time over something you can’t even talk about?” Her tone was icy, and it cut Rainbow to the quick.



“W-what?” she managed to stutter out, scrambling backwards to her hooves as if she had been slapped. Rainbow’s mouth was agape and her eyes were wide. She had trusted Applejack, and now… Tears welled up in her eyes and no matter how hard she tried to blink them away, they continued to blur her vision



“Rainbow… You know I didn’t mean it like that.” Applejack’s eyes softened, but her tone still had that steel to it. Her hindlegs were already twitching, itching to get back to work, and she stayed rooted to the spot, not even making the pretense of offering physical comfort.



Rainbow Dash saw it all just as surely as she saw the sky was blue; she felt it just as surely as the grass beneath her hooves. The retraction was meaningless. Just an olive branch being offered to her after getting struck with it. It didn’t matter.



She collected herself and offered a shaky smile. “Y-yeah, of course not. It’s cool, AJ.” She turned away and flapped her wings. “I’ll see you later.”



Under her breath, she added, “Sorry for wasting your time.”



If Applejack said anything else, she didn’t hear it.



She flew home faster than she’d flown in weeks, and she grit her teeth because she knew it was still slow compared to her normal speed. Furiously blinking in an attempt to clear up her blurry vision, she flew primarily on instinct, and ended up flying through her window and crashing into her bed. The impact stole her breath, and she was so distracted that she forgot to be thankful that her windows had no glass.



Smashing her face against a pillow, she screamed and wailed until her throat was raw. All of the frustration and anger of the day slowly drained away. When she could scream no more, she sobbed, but no matter how long and how hard she cried, the feelings of hurt and betrayal stayed.



Finally, wheezing and rasping, eyes red and puffy, she lost any meager energy she had left and flopped onto her back. She stared at her unchanging ceiling until her eyes grew heavy and she fell into dreamless sleep.
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