
      Forever


      

      
      
         Out of the few things I truly hate in the world, this statue is probably the most bitter of them.



All my other mistakes? Fixable. Fixed and forgiven and forgotten long ago, in fact.



But this eyesore? Literally the monument to my failure, written in stone.



Well, a part of it is, anyway. Some of it, I’m at peace with disavowing. Tirek? Write-off. Not my problem. Chrysalis… well, Chryssy is more complicated, but at the end of the day, she had her own agency with a full understanding of her choices and their consequences. I tried to give her a chance. She didn’t want it. Fine. That’s on her.



But she wasn’t a child.



A third of this trio ended up here on my watch. I was the counselor. I was supposed to be Cozy Glow’s guide, a compass pointing in the right direction.



Look where I led her.



My friends all say I’m not supposed to beat myself up about her, but sometimes I can’t help thinking about how things could have been different  – who she could have been, what she might have done, the way she could have found her place to make the world better if had I done better at getting through to her.



Stupid cliché, I know.



But it’s a cliché that stings me every time I come here to Canterlot. At some point, every palace visit finds me in the gardens, sitting in the lengthening sunset shadow of this statue, pondering how all she gets to do now is wait, frozen, in the same spot under every sunrise and sunset and clear blue sky and rain shower, all day, every day, maybe forever.



And forever is a really long time.



I don’t think forever is something anypony deserves.








Thanks to her tastefully faint but distinctive perfume, I  knew it was Rarity walking up behind me before I heard the voice to go with the hoofsteps.



“We can never entirely peel you away from this dreadful old thing, can we?” she asked, patting me gently on the withers with one hoof as she sat close by my side in the dying light.



“Yeah, well, it’s Princess Twilight’s garden,” I responded. “So I guess you can’t peel her away from it, either.”



“I don’t know why she keeps it here, honestly,” Rarity said.



“I asked her once,” I replied. “It’s complicated. She said lots of different reasons. Trophy. Memento. Memorial. Reminder. And…”



“And what?”



“Hope.”



“I see.” Rarity nodded. “Yes, hope that even such as they might be unpetrified and redeemed someday, I suppose. Isn’t that just like Twilight.”



“Yeah. It’s hope for a day she might see, but not me. I know It’ll be long after my time. All I can do is wonder.”



“Maybe you shouldn’t wonder so much. Not about things you can’t change.”



“I was her counselor, Rarity. It was my job to wonder what she could be. I was supposed to lead her to it. But most of all, I wonder…”



“What?”



“How was I different from her, really?” I asked, pointing a hoof at Cozy.



“You, umm…” She thought in silence for a long moment. “Well, you weren’t afflicted with child psychopathy, for one thing.”



“Yeah, I know. I’ve read the literature in the years since. It’s all pretty clear now, clinically, in hindsight. But what I mean is, we didn’t know then, did we? And I didn’t always act so differently than her, especially when Twilight first took me in. So how could anypony tell? Why me and not her? Where was that line?”



“Maybe there wasn’t one, exactly,” Rarity said. “And maybe it wasn’t even right for us to draw one, without, as you say, knowing what the, ah, clinical difference was, at the time.”



“But we did.”



“Yes.” Rarity nodded. “Yes we did.” She paused. “Do you know what the secret to success in fashion is?”



“No,” I answered, a little thrown by the sudden turn. “What?”



Rarity smiled at me. “Dress every lady like a whore, and every whore like a lady.” A slight mischievous narrowing of her eyes brought out the thin lines of crow’s feet on her face. Somehow, on her those lines evoked a sense of wisdom, rather than age.



I pondered this. “Rarity, you know… you made my clothes,” I said.



“So?” She shrugged delicately, casually challenging me to elaborate.



“So, am I a lady you dressed like a whore, or a whore you dressed like a lady?”



“The real question is,” Rarity began, taking a few silent, pacing steps around the garden lawn, “if you can’t tell the difference, what difference is there?”



“Not much, I guess,” I said.



“Exactly.” Rarity nodded, once, in a tiny motion.



“Okay, not really making me better here.” I frowned.



“Not meant to, darling,” Rarity replied. “It’s not meant to.”



“Gee, thanks.”



“I’m just saying, you tried as hard as you could.” Rarity stopped, and turned to look squarely at me. “You gave her the benefit of the doubt, no less than you would have given anypony else. But the thing is, sometimes the mare is wearing the dress, and sometimes the dress is wearing the mare. And it’s hard to say exactly how you know, but when you’re an expert in fashion and you see it – you just know.”



“It’s the expert part that makes all the difference, though. We were kind of out of our league back then, weren’t we?” I asked. “…Or maybe just me? I don’t know.”



“What, the school of friendship thing?” Rarity laughed quietly. “No, we were all just faking it ‘til we made it, at first.”



“We really were, weren’t we?” I finally smiled a little.



“Haha, oh my, yes. But Twilight and the other princesses trusted us, didn’t they?”



“Yeah,” I agreed.



“Right, they respected us enough to give us that trust. So when it came time to deal with dangerous creatures like Cozy Glow and the company she’d thrown in her lot with, I suppose I trusted the princesses who have been doing this for a very long time to know best, whether I could see a line myself or not,” Rarity said. “And what else could we do?”



“I could have known how to counsel before I became a counselor, for one,” I said, coming off maybe more snidely than I meant to.



“Oh, come on, dear!” Rarity said in exasperation. “Not even Celestia can always succeed with every student. Sunset Shimmer, for instance. I know pointing out somepony else’s failing probably doesn’t change how you feel about what you think was your own, but… Errm…” Rarity huffed and scowled at the ground. “Well, now that I think about it, I’m really not sure where I was going with that. I’m sorry.”



“That’s okay.” I shrugged. “Means something that you’re trying, anyway.”



“Well, I’m always here for you. You know that.” She walked closer and hugged me.



“Yeah, I do.” I nodded and hugged her in return. “That’s what really counts.”



“Now, if I’m not mistaken, they’ll be serving dessert very soon,” Rarity said. “Shall we rejoin the pleasant company of the living to partake in the sweeter things of this world? Or will you be remaining here, with these silent stones?”



“Well, as long as it’s not empathy cocoa, I'm in!” I laughed.



But even as I turned and started walking side by side with Rarity toward the promised confections, I knew I would always be back, eventually, still wondering.



Always.
      

      
   
      Dismaid


      

      
      
         White founts were falling in the courts of the Sun outside, seen through the ornate doors that overlooked the balcony and sculpted balustrade. Inside, magelights illuminated the manor reception room, bringing out the rich luster of polished mahogany bookshelves, tables and chairs, the intricate designs on carpets of soft wool woven by the Merino family of Esponia, and the Blueblood coat of arms above the marble fireplace.



At the center of the understated splendor sat two figures. One, the Majordomo, was a gaunt old stallion who looked as though he hadn’t been a horse in previous lifetimes and had only just avoided it in this one. He was dressed austerely in black, and silver locks ran down his back as his glacial blue eyes gazed down over the desk at the Applicant.



She was a small pony mare with large adorable eyes, a chartreuse coat of delicate shade, and an utterly iconic maid’s uniform, and she looked as if she was ready to bolt from the starting gate off to the far hills.



The Majordomo glanced at his papers. “You have recommendations from suitably high sources to command respect, but a lack of corresponding work experience. Might you care to explain this?”



The Maid drew breath to reply, but nothing came out. Her eyes simply grew wider.



The Majordomo raised one eyebrow. “Well…?”



The Maid shuddered under his gaze, then stared at the floor. “Well, I’m not really a maid, or a pony.” she said. “I’m an alien from another world.”



The Majordomo raised his other eyebrow but said nothing.



“I was at an anime con,” she continued, “and met a guy with funny eyebrows and a crooked grin, and he sold me a maid’s cap.  I thought it would look funny with my Venom outfit, you know? Well, I put it on, and Bamf! I was transported here, as a pony mare, in a maid’s costume. I can’t get rid of it; I can take it off long enough to wash it or have a bath, but it just reappears on my body.



“I’ve seen various magicians, unicorns, to try to undo the spell and send me home, but no luck. One had me clean her entire library before admitting she couldn’t help me but that I looked so cute… She was the one who recommended me to you, and helped me to write up the paperwork. So here I am.”



A frigid moment of silence crashed down between them. 



The Majordomo cleared his throat. “And you thought somehow, that when seeking a position with this noble house, on which so much trust resides, you would have the slightest chance of a job after spouting out such a ridiculous story to somepony you’d only just met…?”



The Maid winced. “I have these sudden bouts of self-damaging honesty. Works better than whips and bondage, frankly. I apologize for wasting your time, and I’ll show myself to the door.” She rose to her feet and began to back away.



“No, no, don’t leave,” he said. “You’re hired.”



She sat down again rather heavily on her round rump, sending a ripple through the plush wool carpet. “H-hired? Huh?”



The Majordomo smiled sadly. “Woodstock, 1969. I was standing there in my bell bottoms and Hendrix tie dye, when a fellow with—you said funny eyebrows? crooked grin?—sold me a tab of acid. I asked if it was real dope, and he said it would send me out of this world. It did, alright, it sent me here.



“The prior Majordomo, may his soul rest well, the one who saw through my pony false-front and hired me; he’d been at a party in Bangladesh in 1922 when a similar fellow slipped him the mickey. This isn’t a new problem. But it has become a tradition for the staff serving the nobles of this manor to welcome such refugees and give them a place to stay, and to start a new life of sorts. I still hope for some sort of solution to be found, though frankly at my age there is not much reason for me to go back…”



“That’s a little better than I’d expected,” said the Maid. “I hope I can learn enough about cleaning to justify your keeping me on.”



“Oh, you’ll only be doing a token amount of cleaning. Please come with me.” The Majordomo led the Maid down a long corridor, then took a turn down a dark staircase that led to a small wine cellar. He pulled a bottle out of a rack, reached down the hole and did something, whereupon a nearby door unlocked.



They descended further down long staircases, emerging in a well lit room, bright like fluorescent lighting. Many ponies were at work at benches, applying magic to gadgets and boxes of unknown contents. In the corner, the Maid saw what greatly resembled a classic motorcycle, and detailed models of aircraft hung from girders overhead.



“You’re reproducing Earth technology!” she said with delight. Several working ponies glanced at her, and winked.



“Correct!” smiled the Majordomo. “You might have wondered why Equestria has such archaic technology intermixed with modern and homey inventions such as radios and hydroelectric dams. With all the ex-human immigrants, we’ve formed a secret research lab, with discreet royal support, to translate Earth’s inventions into forms usable here. We have made devices, such as one called a ‘roomba’ with which you are no doubt familiar, that will handle most of the cleaning work in the house above. You may spend your remaining time assisting here. Have you any technical skills?”



“I’ve assembled some PCs—personal computers,” she said with growing hope, “And I’ve put together some kits with a soldering iron.”



“Splendid. You can don coveralls if you like, and we’ll get you started.” 



The Maid noticed that several ponies present were also wearing inappropriate costumes, which the coveralls did not entirely conceal. “Just one more question. Can you tell me more about the current lord of this house? I’ve heard some rumors.”



“You can safely discredit most of them. He’s actually a very nice fellow in private—”



A pneumatic tube in the ceiling hissed, and a black and white streak dropped through it, landing with splayed hooves on the tile floor with a ringing clank. Prince Blueblood shook his immaculate gold mane, but his dinner tux was singed and smoking with an occasional arrowhead protruding from it.



“Hello again, lassies and lads! Just back from a little trouble at the Griffonstone border. I think this suit has passed its trial run, but needs a bit of freshening.” 



Skilled techs surrounded him, expertly unhooked the old tux which rang in spots like a suit of armor, and clad him in a fresh version. The Maid found herself staring at his trim shoulders and strong muscular flanks.



Blueblood checked the fit and the secret pockets. “Capital! Anything new for me? I have to dash; Auntie wants me to apply some ‘creative diplomacy’ in Gemsbokia.”



The Majordomo smiled. “We’ve developed an improved laser pen for cutting hoofcuff chains, taser horseshoes for an added punch… And we have a new employee.”



Blueblood approached the Maid.  “Charmed to meet you,” he said, politely kissing her hoof. “Perhaps we can have a longer chat one of these days. I must be off. My thanks to you all!” 



His refit complete, Blueblood stomped on a button and shot back up the tube towards his next mission. The Maid stared after him in shock.



“...Maybe I’ll go without the coveralls,” she said.
      

      
   
      City of Suckers


      

      
      
         From up this high, Ponyville looked like a basket full of gold. The sun shone on the straw roofs, birds darted from trees, to lampposts, then back again, and the ponies milled about in clumps of bright color. 



They looked like they could use a good fleecing.



Gallus sailed around in easy circles. He cast a look down at the school of friendship to make sure Grandpa Gruff wasn’t following him. But the sky was clear of everyone but him. The old crow probably hadn’t noticed him slip away. Whatever. Let him stand like an idiot with the rest of the ponies, him and his rusty beak, him and his dirty-feather-smelling satchel. Gallus had money to make, and it wasn’t like he had to be physically at the school to get registered anyways. Probably.



Gallus peered down at Ponyville with eagle eyes. The sun was hot on his back, the breeze cool on his face. Already, he had some ideas. Many ponies had loose saddlebags, some of them not even clipped shut. Slipping a talon inside and snatching some bits would be easy. But there were too many marks, not enough time. And it wasn’t just the ponies, it was their little windows in their little houses: Unbroken, unlocked, some of them just left open. At first, Gallus considered sneaking in and taking something worth taking, but then he had a better idea. Gallus the Griffon: Security Consultant. All he had to do was knock on their doors, shake their hooves, lock their windows, say “you’re welcome” and charge them through the nose. If only he had time to make business cards.



The wind suddenly carried a scent. It was heated and soft, sharp but floaty, there and then gone. Gallus stopped and hovered and scanned, and right there, sitting unprotected on a windowsill on the edge of town, was a pie.



“Score.”



Lunch would be good. Can’t scam ponies on an empty stomach.



He tucked in his wings and dove, the town and wind rushing up to meet him. The pie smelled stronger as he fell. Apples and cinnamon. Gallus’s beak watered.



He lighted next to the window quietly, carefully, never making a sound. He peered over the steaming pie into the kitchen. Nopony home. Just green floral wallpaper, a gaudy cat-clock ticking on the wall, and an open book on the table. The breeze floating in through the window was trying to turn the page. 



Gallus took a big whiff of the pie and thanked the pony who baked it for being such a fool. Then she walked in the room.



She froze. So did Gallus. 



“Hi there,” she said. There was no sign of shock in her voice, or in her face. She had white fur and two shades of red in her hair. Faint green eyes. 



Gallus closed his beak when he realized it was slack. “Hey,” he answered.



Something beeped in the kitchen. Gallus was sure it was an alarm. Then the pony did the most unbelievably stupid thing Gallus had ever seen in his life. She took her eyes off him. As if nothing was wrong, she pranced over to the oven, tapped it until the beeping stopped, placed some strange plastic mold in her mouth, opened the hatch, and pulled out a tray of cookies with her teeth. The smell of the pie was gone right away, replaced by chocolate and batter. The pony placed the cookies on the table, tapped one of them with her hoof, then smiled. 



She turned back to Gallus. “Can I help you?” she asked.



“Don’t think so.”



“Okay.” The pony looked left, then right, then back at Gallus. She rolled her eyes conversationally. “So… What’s your name?”



“Gallus.”



“Gallus.” The pony nodded. “Cool name.”



“Thanks,” said Gallus. “It’s a type of chicken.”



The pony laughed. “Are you new in town, Gallus?”



“No. I mean, not for a couple weeks.”



The pony frowned, but it only lasted a second. “Oh!” she said. “You’re going to Twilight’s friendship School, right? I heard registration’s today.”



Gallus nodded. “Yep.”



“That is so cool.” Then her eyes pincered, a little evilly. “Do you know what they teach you on your first day?” 



“No.”



“Want me to tell you? You’ll be one step ahead of the class.”



Gallus thought about it. As weird as this all was, that sounded like an okay idea. 



“Alright.”



The pony sat back on her haunches and lifted her chin dramatically. “The first thing you must always do when making a new friend,” she lectured, “is to ask their name.”



“Okay.”



The pony’s chin dropped to Gallus’s level. She smirked.



“Oh!” Gallus winced. “Crap. Uh… What’s…?”



“Roseluck.”



“Roseluck.” Gallus pointed a talon at her, a little lamely. “Cool name.”



“Thanks,” said Roseluck. “It’s a type of flower.”



Roseluck glanced at the pie between them. It was the first sign of suspicion Gallus had seen on her. But, as if upset with herself, she frowned and went back to poking her cookies. It seemed to make her happy.



“Why both…?” Gallus croaked.



“I’m sorry?”



Gallus cleared his throat. “Why are you making pie and cookies? Baking’s already kind of a waste of time anyways, so, like…” Gallus gestured. “Why make it harder on yourself?”



“I’m having friends over tonight. Some of them prefer cookies.” She started pushing the cookies around the tray, like a sculptor chiseling at her slab. “The girls can never agree on anything.”



A joke formed in Gallus’s head, and he thought, what the hell. “Ponies not liking pie?” he said. “Now I’ve heard everything.”



Roseluck smiled. “It’s not that they don’t like pie. I just want them to have their favorites.” And she left it at that. “Would you like a slice?”



“What? For real?” 



“Yeah, I mean,” and here she looked bashful, “you’d probably find tastier stuff down at Sweet Apple Acres. Applejack’s a better baker than me. But hey! I guess she’ll be one of your teachers, huh?”



Before Gallus could answer, Roseluck plucked the pie off the windowsill and took it inside. One quick rummage through the kitchen later, and there was a glass plate on the sill, complete with a fork, napkin, and about an eighth of the pie. The slice oozed slowly.



“It might be hot,” she said. “Maybe let it cool a bit first.”



“Okay.” 



Gallus picked up the plate, struggling to understand why he was okay having just a slice when he’d almost had the whole thing. No, not just okay. This felt better. 



“Thanks.”



“Don’t mention it.”



Roseluck turned back to her kitchen. Back to her life. Gallus kept his eyes on her. He brought the pie up to his face and blew on it once, then twice, then grabbed the fork.



Once, about a year ago, Gallus had stolen an apple blossom from somepony. Some Griffonstone tourist, with loose saddlebags like the rest of them, there for the sake of saying they’d been there, and not to actually be there. Gallus had swiped the treat from his plate without detection, ducked into an alley and munched on it without shame. It tasted like heaven. Fresh out of the oven yet cool enough not to burn, sugar crystals that dissolved on his tongue, a sweet and salty balance striking for perfect harmony.



It had nothing on Roseluck’s apple pie.



Gallus’s body crumpled.



“Oh, and Gallus?”



“Y—” Gallus swallowed. “Yeah?” 



Roseluck’s face appeared in the window, smiling in the sun. She winked.



“Welcome to Ponyville.”
      

      
   
      A letter from Brass Tacks


      
      
      
         
         The Green Star

      
      

      

      
      
         To the current Royal Archivist, 



Do not read this where others are present. 



I apologize for the workload now forced upon you, but with the rate at which Princess Celestia cycles through archivists, it was inevitable. I have little doubt you were chosen as my replacement even before I replaced Greyhorn. My disappearance likely only pushed the schedule forward. Royal Archivist is a short-lived position; one I was perhaps allowed to hold for too long. But before you begin your work, I would like to explain why I left. 



Three weeks prior to writing, I discovered a rough, hoof-drawn map tucked between the pages of a botanist’s journal dated from the year 361. Despite being nearly six hundred years old, it remained intact enough to see that it depicted the eastern coastline of Equestria. Were it not for a single word, I would have thought the discovery quaint, but otherwise unremarkable. Each port was properly labeled save for Baltimare, which had been curiously written as “New Baltimare.” 



There cannot be a New without an Old, so my interest was piqued. I scoured our collection of maps to see if there were other such instances, but there were none I could find. What I did find, however, was a very intriguing pattern. Most maps of Equestria prior to the 5th century AB are heavily damaged at the edges, but I noticed that the damage always seemed to be more intense on the right side, resulting in a lack of any illustration of the eastern coast—and a distinct lack of Baltimare. I thought this mere coincidence at the time. 



Still puzzled, I looked through shipping records from this time period. Mentions of Baltimare were numerous starting from its founding in 271, but none containing the key word I was looking for. Then at some point in 326, ships seemed to stop visiting altogether. The port did not appear on paper again for nearly four decades. It was at this point I began to notice the records becoming increasingly damaged, with many pages partially or completely missing. The damage regresses around 364, where Baltimare appears once more, albeit less frequently. 



What stuck out to me the most about the newer records was Horseshoe Bay. Despite its importance to Baltimare, Horseshoe Bay does not appear a single time in the older records. In fact, I could find nothing to indicate a bay ever existed in that area, yet it is frequently referenced after Baltimare’s return to the record, even if not by name. 



All this has led me to a conclusion I still struggle to wrap my head around: it is possible Horseshoe Bay is not a natural formation. Something happened in 326 that I suspect destroyed Baltimare, making ours the “new” one.  



I wanted nothing more than to lock myself in the archive and uncover more of this mystery, but my fear overtook me. The trail I was attempting to follow indicated Her Majesty wanted something erased from history. I was afraid my own erasure would follow if my digging were discovered, so I took the relevant maps and records, and I fled. You might think me mad or a coward, and perhaps I am both, but I wish to live long enough to know the truth. I have stumbled into a 12-mile-wide, watery hole in history. I need to know what was removed. 



The reason I tell you this is in the hope that you will feel the same. Had I left without writing this, the missing materials would eventually be discovered and reported. Whether I would be hunted down is perhaps the paranoid delusions of a mad coward, but it is a risk I do not wish to take. I have no desire to use what I find against Equestria or the Princess. I merely thirst for the truth. If you can sympathize, or even feel enough pity for an old stallion, then please keep my thievery secret. It is all I can ask.



Brass Tacks
      

      
   
      It Screams


      

      
      
         It was a bright and sunny day, and Starlight Glimmer was painting a scene of Ponyville Park.



Well, not exactly painting. She had a canvas set up on an easel, and several different primary colors of paint. And she was in Ponyville Park, right by the happy little hill that fell down into the happy little riverbed. And she had subjects. 



The subjects, all thirty two of them, fillies and colts and grown adult ponies and a few village elders as well, stood locked in place by Starlight’s magic, forming a sort of living canvas of their own. they grumbled and groaned, but mostly stayed silent, being locked in place by magic and thus being unable to move their jaws.



Around that moment, Twilight Sparkle happened to walk by, a shopping bag over her shoulder, an extra-large unicorn-pink-drink frappuccino trailing close behind her.



She paused when she saw thirty two of her friends and neighbors frozen in place atop the happy little hill by the happy little riverbed. They appeared to be depicting some sort of battle, though who was fighting what was tough to tell. 



Then she saw Starlight and the canvas. 



“Starlight,” she called out, “what are you doing?”



Starlight squealed and ran over to Twilight. “I’m realizing my potential as an artist!” she said, throwing her arms around her friend and summarily dragging her over to the canvas. “I was trying all morning to realistically depict the struggle between chaos and harmony in a painting, but I realized I couldn’t really draw a straight line all that well, and my pony shapes were kinda lumpy. Not good for the socialist realism style I was going for.”



“So...”



“So, I found a few willing and consenting friends--” she shot the frozen crowd a withering glare, “and now I’m using magic to solve for my artistic inadequacies!” 



Twilight’s brow furrowed. “How exactly are you doing that?”



Starlight beamed. “Let me show you.” Without another word, she lit up her horn. Swirling  magical beams extended to the crowd, the canvas, and the cans of paint. There was a tremendous ca-click like the shutter of a giant’s camera falling, accompanied by a great flash of light. 



In another instant, it was all over. The paint cans had been drained, and on the canvas was a masterful interpretation of the battle of harmony and chaos, stylized as a conflict between a Pollock-esque Discord and an army of socialist realist ponies.



Starlight cheered. “It worked! I’m an artist!”



Twilight took a closer look at the painting. The crowd of stylized friends and neighbors marched in perfect lock-step, driving spears through Discord’s paint-splotch heart.



The canvas was also screaming very quietly.



“Well, no harm, no foul,” Twilight said with a shrug. “Congratulations Starlight! I don’t know how the painter’s guild will react to being made redundant, but if they survived the invention of the camera, I’m sure they’ll survive you.” Twilight turned around, took a long, gratifying sip of her ultra-refined-sugar-and-a-little-bit-of-coffee drink, readjusted her bag on her shoulder, stopped, frowned, and turned around. “Wait.”



She marched back over to the painting and put her ear to the canvas. Sure enough, she heard a tiny, high-pitched chorus of screams coming from the canvas. 



Twilight leapt back. her ear brushed the canvas, smearing the pretty little river so it ran into the pretty little hill. 



“Hey,” Starlight said, “be careful!”



“That painting’s screaming!” Twilight cried. 



“Yes, it just screams with majesty, doesn’t it?”



“No. It’s actually screaming.”



“Don’t be silly, Twilight, it’s not actually screaming. It’s just a metaphor.”



Twilight grabbed Starlight by the ear and dragged her right up to the canvas. 



Starlight paused, went bug-eyed, and leapt back. “My painting is screaming!” she cried. 



“Yes, I know!”



“What do we do, Twilight?”



The assembled crowd passed a series of confused looks among themselves. “Can we go?” one of the ponies said.



“Not yet,” Twilight said.



“Can we at least stop holding this pose?” another pony asked. 



“No,” Twilight and Starlight said in unison. 



“Okay, we can figure this out,” Starlight said, pacing back and forth. “What’s causing the painting to scream?”



“What kind of spell did you use? You didn’t accidentally animate the canvas, did you?”



“No,” Starlight said defensively. “That would explain the screaming though. Imagine being born out of the blue and someone pours paint all over you.”



“Focus. What spell did you use?”



“All I did was take a mental photograph of the background, copied it onto the canvas, then copied the three-dimensional ponies onto a two-dimensional surface, taking into account local shading and light sources.”



While Starlight explained herself, Twilight’s face got paler. “When you did that, did you use a rendering of the 3D space?”



“What? No, I just made an exact copy and put it onto the canvas.” Starlight paused. “Why? Is that bad?”



The frappuccino twisted in Twilight’s gut. “If you didn’t make a rendering, that means you made an exact parallel universe copy of that scene, then squished it into a two dimensional canvas.” Twilight glanced over at the crowd, still frozen in their battle pose. “That means that canvas is now a pocket dimension, and there’s an exact copy of all our friends and neighbors frozen in it.”



Starlight let out a nervous whinny. “I didn’t mean to do that! I just wanted my lines to be straight!” She glanced at the canvas, then the frozen crowd. She lit up her horn again, and the magic holding the crowd together disappeared all at once. Thirty two ponies tumbled in a heap down the happy little hill into the happy little riverbed. 



The ponies in the painting, however, didn’t budge.



“Why can’t they move?” Starlight asked. “They’re not frozen anymore.”



“Have you ever tried to move in two dimensions?” Twilight asked.



“No.”



“Neither have they! They don’t know how! Nopony knows how!” Twilight inhaled her frappuccino in pure panic. “What are we going to do?”



Starlight suddenly stopped freaking out. 



At first Twilight thought she’d somehow frozen herself. But as she looked on, a strange half-smile came over Starlight’s face. 



“What? What is it? Did you figure a way to get them back?”



“Not really,” Starlight said. Her voice was slow and syrupy sweet.



“Then what should we do?”



Starlight turned to her suddenly. “We should put this in a museum.”



Twilight was momentarily too stunned to reply. “A museum? We have to help our friends!”



“Yes, we do. But until we find a way to help them, we can’t just toss a blanket over them and put them in an attic. We can’t destroy the canvas. We have to put it in a museum.”



“That’s... we...” Twilight grasped desperately for the rest of her sentence. “No. You’re not... We can’t put it in a museum.”



“Why not? Nopony knows paintings better than the curators at the Canterlot Metropolitan Art Gallery. They’ll know the answers for sure. And if they don’t, they’ll take expert care of the painting until we can figure out what to do.” She paused. “Maybe they’ll even display it.”



Twilight sucked up the last of her frappuccino and compressed the cup until it was a microscopic ball of carbonized ash. 



A crowd of thirty two soaking wet, sore, unhappy little ponies passed them by, grumbling and mumbling and spitting curses. 



“My art’s gonna be in a museum,” Starlight said to herself, beaming.
      

      
   
      The Waking World


      

      
      
         Twilight Sparkle knew the telltale signs of a dream.



She was no Princess Luna, but she considered herself an expert. There was an entire row of books in the Golden Oak Library dedicated to the subject, after all.



She knew if she paid enough attention, walls would be there one minute and gone the next. Any magical spell she’d cast, no matter the weakness of its thaumic fortitude, would achieve its desired purpose. She’d run slower than tree sap, or faster than a blast of magic. Sometimes, she’d have wings along with her horn, or no horn at all.



As Twilight galloped toward the exit, the castle walls collapsing behind her, she rattled off her checklist. No matter how hard she thought, she could not change the setting around her. Physics felt real. She felt pain.



Princess Celestia’s Royal Canterlot Voice boomed like thunder. “Twilight Sparkle! You’ve failed me not only as a student, but as an individual.” Her wrathful beams of magic skewered pillars, shattered stained glass windows in her path of rage against her former student.



As hard as it was to admit, this time, Twilight Sparkle was not dreaming.



“Please, Princess!” she called out as she continued running. “I-I’m so sorry. I don’t know what it was I did, but… I’m sure it was unforgivable. But please, please. Give me another chance, Princess.”



“Never.” With a powerful crack, her magic demolished the ceiling in front of Twilight, sending heaps of rubble crashing below.



Twilight swore. She was panting heavily, face contorted in an expression of hurt. At least there was a side exit not far. She turned right, hooves echoing in the cramped hallway.



Light streamed ahead of her, a reminder of Princess Celestia’s continued pursuit. Too late, she realized the exit had been walled off, and skidded to a halt. She was trapped.



She turned around, eyes wide, knees shaking as Celestia slowly advanced on her.



“I’m sorry,” she wailed. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”



Celestia prepared one final beam of red. “Die.”








Twilight’s eyes snapped open. She gasped for air, flinging her blankets off her wildly flailing limbs. As her eyes adjusted to the early morning sunlight, her breathing slowed and she wiped the sweat off her forehead.



Not long after, Princess Celestia knocked on her door. “Twilight? Are you doing alright?”



Twilight swallowed heavily. She cleared her throat and said, “Yeah. I-I’m doing fine.”



The door slowly clicked open, and Celestia walked in. She climbed onto the bed beside Twilight, a strained expression on her face. “Did you have another one?”



“Yeah.” Twilight curled into a ball, rocking back and forth. “Even though Sombra’s gone, they’ve… they’ve been getting worse. More vivid. More real.” She exhaled quickly. “I don’t know how to make them go away. Maybe if I were stronger, knew more magic. Maybe I really am a bad stu—”



“Twilight.” Celestia pressed a firm hoof on Twilight’s back. “You’re the best student I have, Twilight. I could never, ever be disappointed in you.” She gave a half-smile. “It’s been a great frustration for us, as well. Princess Luna’s been increasingly angry she is not able to detect your nightmares. Perhaps it would be wise to allow you to stay in the castle for a little longer.”



“Yeah.” Twilight uncurled, nestling herself into Celestia’s fur like she used to when she was younger. “I mean, at least Sombra is gone, right? You’re right. I can figure this out, however long it takes me. Thanks, Princess.”



Celestia’s smile grew. “Believe in yourself, Twilight,” she said. “I believe in you, my faithful student.”








Twilight Sparkle knew the telltale signs of a dream.



As she galloped toward the exit, walls collapsing behind her, she rattled off her checklist. She felt pain and gravity. Nothing she imagined would come into existence.



But in the waking world, Princess Celestia would forgive her. She’d hug Twilight and tell her things were okay, and she was forgiven, no matter the mistake she’d made.



Right?



She turned to face the illusion, her eyes hardened. “You don’t scare me.”



She hesitated. Instead of the snarling monster she’d predicted, she was met with a face of anxious concern.



“I just wanted to talk,” said Princess Celestia. “I’d never want to hurt you, Twilight, and I’m sorry if I have.” She spread her arms, offering a hug.



Twilight checked for any signs of malignancy. There were no crazed eyes, no weapons, no hidden magical auras. Reluctantly, terrified, she accepted the hug.



As she did, she woke up to the sound of Celestia’s knocking.



“Good morning,” Celestia said as she entered the room. “How were your dreams?”



“Morning, Princess,” replied Twilight. “They… they were surprisingly good. Maybe I don’t have so much to be scared of anymore.” She smiled. “Thank you, Princess.”



Celestia beamed back. “Of course, my faithful student.”








Twilight held the hug for a long time. She felt Celestia’s warmth and let the sense of calm wash over her.



“Do you really mean it?” she asked Celestia. “That I could never disappoint you?”



“I mean it.” Celestia withdrew from the hug and curled her lips up at Twilight.



Twilight had a second to view Celestia’s face. It had a look of exhaustion. Like her smile wasn’t genuine, or like how her eyes betrayed a hidden sense of boiling malice.



“Just kidding.” With a snap, Celestia fired up another beam of magic and sent it through Twilight’s heart.



She woke up screaming and flailing again as Princess Celestia burst into her room.



“Twilight, what’s wrong?” Celestia shouted.



“Princess, I—” Twilight stopped. She stared at her mentor with incredulity.



Twilight Sparkle knew the telltale signs of a dream. She knew she was not in one.



And yet, she saw the wrinkles behind Celestia’s eyes. Her dead-eyed stare, and her mouth that only seemed to force itself into a smile. Her tensed muscles, as if she were poised to kill Twilight at any minute.



It would only take a split second. Twilight took a deep breath, and made her move.
      

      
   
      Celestial Audit


      

      
      
         "Raven," Twilight called out from her office, "could you come in here, please?"



"Yes, Princess Twilight?" she answered, poking her head just through the doorway. "Do we need the paper bag again?"



Twilight's ears flattened. "No, I'm fine. I just want you to read this number out loud to me to make sure I'm not delirious or trapped in a horrible nightmare."



Inkwell trotted over to Twilight's desk. "The annual budget?" she asked, eyeing the paper stack on the desk.



"Last page, big red number. Lots of zeroes on the bad side of the decimal. Unless you don't see it, in which case I'm definitely hallucinating and I'll have to be medically sanctioned and tested for fitness to hold office and then Celestia and Luna will have to come back out of retirement only a year and—"



Raven levitated a paper bag over Twilight's muzzle. "Breathe, Princess. Let me see the report..." She let Twilight take over the breathing and skimmed through the papers until she got to the final page, whereupon she let out a slightly surprised hum.



"Well?" Twilight asked, having recovered her composure with a little help from her brown paper friend.



"I am pleased to inform Your Highness that she is not mentally unwell, and is indeed reading the final debt tally on this report as appropriately catastrophic." Raven straightened up the papers and laid them back on Twilight's desk.



"Great! Great. Next question I guess is where did this extra hundred million bit debt come from?!. We went through decades of tax records and policy history to lay the ground work for this year's budget and there wasn't anything to indicate we were in this much trouble!"



"Actually, this is my fault," Raven said. "Please continue breathing normally for a moment longer, Your Highness."



Twilight practiced her breathing exercises while Raven started digging through one of Celestia's old file cabinets, shoving papers aside and pulling out entire folders to reach some prize hidden underneath all the otherwise unremarkable paperwork.



"Here we are," Raven said, holding aloft a stack of whithered yellow forms. "Form PC: 1-G07-7h15, Federal Amicus Memorandum, Emergency Debt. We'll have to make new copies, eventually. This original batch is several centuries old."



Twilight snatched a sheet from the stack. "I've been studying Equestrian finance and tax laws for the last three months nonstop and I have never heard of this form." Her eyes swam across the page, only marginally slowed by the olden style of writing and the faded ink. "I, Princess Celestia, ruler of blah blah blah, titles and accolades, something about a plunger, for the livelihood and prosperity of Equestria, take upon my person a segment of the National Debt valuing Ten Thousand Bits, to be repaid in full to the Treasury upon such a time as it is fiscally stable to do so."



"A little interest adds up over the course of six hundred years or so, doesn't it? The current legal-speak is no less murky than it was six hundred years ago, too, but that's lawyers for you. Again, I apologize. Princess Celestia always attached a copy of the form to the budget resolutions herself—always quite insistent not too many ponies knew about it, I'm sure—so I hadn't thought of it at all." Inkwell tilted her head up in thought. "I'm surprised she didn't mention it to you."



Twilight gently bounced her head on and off the desk while massaging her temples with her wingtips.



"I'm not."
      

      
   
      The Short-Lived Case of the Incongruent Kitchen


      
      
      
         
         Sus

      
      

      

      
      
         Pinkie Pie was all bounce when she walked down the stairs. A bounce to her tail, a bounce to her step, a bounce to her mane, a bounce to the alligator holding on to her mane, and a bounce to her smile. Today was going to be a great day, and great days had to start great.



Well, if Pinkie Pie was great at something was making things great!



“Great! Great, great great, great~!” she singsonged with each step. “Hey, Gummy. I’d be grateful if you helped me grate some great Graviera.”



The little alligator blinked its eyes one at a time.



“Actually, I don’t know if we have that kind, but it’s the only cheese that fit the—” Pinkie’s words stopped as abruptly as her steps did. There was a tingle, a shuddering tingle running down her back unlike the usual tingles she got when she added too much sugar to her milkshake. This was definitely a different kind of tingle, an unsettling kind that was more like the times she left a window open when she went to bed and woke up in the middle of the night feeling really cold.



That could only mean one thing. Something was wrong.



With worried, but no less bouncy steps, Pinkie walked towards the working surface in the middle of the kitchen.



“Gummy.”



Immediately, the little alligator jumped into her mane, emerging a couple of seconds later with a dark grey hat he placed on top of PInkie’s head as he dove back into the poofy confines of his master’s hair.



Pinkie Pie, meanwhile, had turned pensive. She dragged a hoof across the polished wood and brought it close to her face.

“Hmmm… moist,” Pinkie whispered in a gruff voice. “Can’t be right. I cleaned last night, it would’ve dried by now.”



She hummed as she took a step back, squinting as she looked for anything else out of place, and although nothing seemed to be odd, it only made her suspicion grow.



“It’s clean. Perfectly clean.” Her eyes narrowed until they were almost closed. “Too perfect.”



Over the years, Pinkie had grown to know the kitchen of Sugarcube Corner like the frog of her hoof. She knew how important it was to keep things clean, but also knew how to save time and which corners to cut without compromising salubrity. Wouldn’t want a repeat of Salmonella Sunday from several years ago, after all.



This time, however, the kitchen looked spotless. That could only mean one thing. Well, maybe two, but she’d stopped sleepwalking ever since she removed the pop-rocks from her pre-sleeping snack. Regardless, somepony must have been here last night, and cleaned the kitchen to hide their tracks.



Opening a cabinet, she pulled out a bag of flour. The same she had been using the day before… Or was it?



When she wrapped things up last night, the bag of flour had been roughly half of the way down, but now it was barely a third of the way down. Plus, she always made sure to close the flour bags with a different coloured clip for every day of the week so the flour could keep track of time, and this wasn’t yesterday’s clip. This was tomorrow’s clip. Somepony had come into Sugarcube Corner after closing time, used up what was left of the flour, opened another bag, either used or dumped some of it, and then closed it with a different clip.



Why?



“Something doesn’t add up. It’s rather subtracting…” Doing the gruffy voice was straining, but sacrifices had to be made in order to find the truth.



She quickly checked the rest of the kitchen for other inconsistencies and—much like the time she tried some of Mr. Cake’s splendid special espresso and ended up overflowing Sugarcube Corner with pastries—they were everywhere.



Speaking of coffee, the intruder had used some to fill the bottle after it was emptied. The butter was used, but then softened and badly evened. And the shell of a broken egg had been taped together and put in the back of the carton. What was up with that?

Last, the smoking gun. Only instead of a gun it was the ove. And thankfully it wasn’t smoking, either, because she really didn’t want the oven to break down. However, it was still warm. Not the warmth of an oven that had just been turned off, but just a few degrees above room temperature that let her know it had been used at least an hour or so ago.



Pinkie paced around the kitchen in a serious detective pace as she thought. She double checked the supplies last night, so she was sure some had been used before she came into the kitchen in the morning. The Cakes weren’t awake yet, so what was going on? Had somepony really snuck into Sugarcube Corner just to bake something? That was rude. They were all perfectly capable of baking great things, why would—



Suddenly, the tingle was back, this time focused on her lower back, running to her dock and morphing into a twitch as it ran through her tail. She whipped her head, scanning the whole kitchen. Could they still be here? Hidden in Sugarcube Corner, lurking in the shadows, eating freshly baked pastries while concealing ominous intentions?



Pinkie heard a rattling coming from somewhere in the kitchen and she perked her ears as she tried really, really hard not to jump around the kitchen opening every drawer and cabinet. She heard the rattle once more, just as she saw the doors of a cleaning closet at the back of the room jiggle and a faint murmur come from it.



Pinkie's cheeks puffed, but she was quick to will them back to normal and put on an intimidating detective look instead. She took a deep breath, jumped towards the closet, readied her mad, reproachful tone she’d learned from her mom, and opened the doors, just in time to see the twins fall down alongside a small round cake.



“Wuh-huh?” Pinkie asked, forgetting to turn off her gruff detective voice.



Pound Cake was the first to gather her bearings. He blinked a couple of times before his gaze settled on Pinkie.



“Hi, auntie Pinkie…” Pound said in his no-longer-a-baby-but-still-not-really-a-colt voice. Pumpkin was about to speak as well, but a cleaning rag fell over her head.



Pinkie Pie pursed her lips for a second. Gummy popped out of her mane, bit her hat and pulled it alongside him back into her hair. She started giggling, and remembered to go back to her normal tone before speaking.



“Hi, you sillies. What are you doing here so early?”



Pumpkin shook her head, but the rag was stuck on her horn. Rather than trying again, she just talked from under it. “We wanted to try baking something on our own.”



“Yeah, we wanted to show our parents we can help too.”



“Aw… That’s so nice of you,” Pinkie replied with a smile that the twins reciprocated. However, her smile quickly turned mischievous. She swept the kids with one arm while she held their cake with her free hoof. Eyeing the cake, she opened her mouth and ate it all in a single go.



Once she finished eating, she held them even tighter and gave them a sly smile as she put on the gruff voice once more. “You’ve got potential kids. Work with me and I’ll show you the ropes.”



The trio laughed once more, stood up, and went on to bake.
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