
      The Word


      
      
      
         
         The Bell That Tolled Too Often

      
      

      

      
      
         The night Twilight Sparkle became an alicorn, she experienced a strange dream that haunted her waking thoughts for the next two hundred years. 



Over those two hundred years, she attempted to speak about this dream exactly once, the morning after it happened. She was helping to clean one of Canterlot Castle’s many ballrooms after the all-night shindig Pinkie had thrown her to celebrate her alicornification.



Pinkie was there too, obstinately sweeping her single little broom along the colossal length of the ballroom. Back and forth, back and forth, back and forth...



“I had a strange dream last night,” Twilight said out loud. She thought she had meant to think it, but it made no difference now. 



Pinkie looked up. “What was it?”



Twilight shrugged. Unconsciously, the small army of brooms she was magically controlling shrugged as well. The sight was fantastic--thirty brooms leaping up like synchronized dancers. 



“I don’t know,” Twilight said.



But Twilight knew.



The problem was, she couldn’t quite put the dream into words. Not that the dream wasn’t vivid. On the contrary. It felt more real than reality. To dwell on it meant inviting unease. She didn’t want to feel uneasy. She had enough on her plate right now, anyway. 



Pinkie went back to sweeping. “Well, if you think of it, I’d be happy to tell me.”



“I will. Thanks.”



They went back to sweeping. 



Pinkie Pie died eighty two years later in her sleep. She never got to hear what Twilight’s dream was about. 








One hundred and twenty one years after Pinkie’s death--two hundred and three after the dream itself--Twilight had another opportunity to talk about the dream. 



This time, she was alone with Princess Cadance in a drafty, lonely tower of the crystal palace. Flurry Heart was having a difficult time handling the anniversary of her father’s death. Predictably, she lashed out, injured a few servants, and damaged an important ballroom in the castle meant to house priceless works of art. 



Twilight and Cadance were strategizing ways to get to Flurry without causing her to freak out and destroy any more art. They had tea in self-warming cups, which they clung to for dear life. 



“What if we sang her a song?” Twilight asked. “That used to work when she was younger.”



Cadance shook her head. “Songs are out. She likes that new punk rock. They don’t sing. Just scream.”



Twilight furrowed her brow. “Unsettling.”



“You’re telling me.”



“Maybe we could sedate her?” Cadance gave her a sour look. “Right, right, that’s a disaster waiting to happen.”



“No, wait. You might be onto something there.”



“Wait, we can’t actually drug her. Can we?”



“Not like, tranquilizer darts and blowguns. But there are other means...” Cadance looked down at her hooves in thought. The plush, self-warming cushion hummed ever so faintly, doing nothing to ward off the chill. “What do teenagers like doing more than anything else?”



“Homework? Making out?”



“Breaking rules.”



“Oh!” Twilight shifted on her own useless self-warming cushion. “I don’t get it.”



“I’ve caught her breaking into the kitchen wine cellar on more than one occasion. We could arrange for a bottle to go missing.”



Twilight nodded slowly, digesting the plan fully. “She’d see right through it.”



“But would she care?”



Another long pause for thought. “...No, I don’t think she would.”



Cadance clapped her hooves together. “Then it’s settled. We should steal a bottle for ourselves while we’re at it. We deserve it.”



“You deserve it,” Twilight said. “You’re handling this incredibly well.”



“I suppose. Emotional maturity doesn’t make the anniversary hurt less.” She raised her hoof, like she was pointing to something. Then she set it back down. “Promise you won’t think I’m crazy?”



“I know for a fact you’re crazy.”



A smile chipped away at her frozen features. “You’re such a brat.”



“Flurry Heart learned from the best.”



“Seriously, though. Promise me you won’t tell anyone else.”



“Okay, promise.”



Cadance sucked in a deep breath of air. “Sometimes when I’m alone, I think I can see him.”



Twilight frowned. 



“I know. It’s insane. It’s not a longing, though. I know I’m not insane. It feels strange. Like it’s not him, but I’m absolutely sure it is him. Or he’s grown into something else, and he doesn’t even recognize me, but I can still recognize him. I don’t know what to say exactly.”



Twilight’s thoughts turned to her dream just then, now fermented in her mind for two long centuries.



“Do you still see your friends like that?” Cadance asked. 



“No,” Twilight admitted. “But I did have this one dream. I kinda felt the way you’re feeling now.”



Cadance looked up suddenly, a spark of hope dancing in her frostbitten eyes. “You did? You felt someone too?”



Twilight nodded. “But in my dream, it wasn’t Shining.”



“Who was it, then?” Cadance’s tone, though quiet, verged on desperation. “Who?”



Twilight could only shrug. “It wasn’t Shining.”



Outside, the wind whipped against the crystal palace, sounding a wail deeper and colder than the frozen earth.








Four hundred years later, and quite unexpectedly, Twilight had the dream again. 



She leapt out of bed and scrambled to the corner of her bedroom. Her fur was caked in sweat. She bit her bottom lip until it bruised trying not to scream. Her ears peeled flat against her head, sensing danger. 



Her husband, a kind and gentle earth pony stallion whose name she’d forget in three millenia, rolled over at the disturbance. His head poked out from beneath the covers. 



“Twilight, dear,” he mumbled, still clasped in a haze of sleep, “what on earth are you doing?”



Twilight saw his face in the dim light and let out a bone-chilling scream. 



His face was on fire. Dozens of eyes shifted in a lattice framework. His eyes--his main set of eyes--were pure blue, all iris, glowing slightly, perceiving all, cutting right through her. His ears flared into dozens of glowing appendages signing dead languages.



Her dream had breached the veil and for a horrifying moment warped reality. 








It was fifteen hundred years since her first encounter with the dream. Equestria had changed again. A perpetual heat wave dominated Canterlot. The architecture shifted to a more open, Marediteranean concept. Lots of arches and columns and windowless holes shaped like windows. Bathhouses soared in popularity. 



Twilight was nervous.



Important ambassadors from Omnia (formerly Saddle Arabia) were set to arrive in just a few minutes’ time. This would mark Equestria’s first diplomatic meeting with the Omnians since they had assumed control of the region. 



Tensions were high. The guard reserves had been activated and dispersed throughout the city. No one knew how, but in the last five years the Omnia clan had gone from a clan of noponies and outcasts preaching a strange new eastern religion on the outskirts of Saddle Arabia’s backwater country, to being the lone ruling power in the area. No single clan had ruled that part of the world since... well, ever. 



The rumor was, the head of the Omnia clan fasted for forty days and forty nights outside the Saddle Arabian royal manor, meditating in absolute silence. On the dawn of the fortieth day, the matriarch of the clan rose to her hooves, shouted to the sky, “It is done!” and walked inside the castle. 



Everyone in the castle had mysteriously died. All at once. Without explanation. 



Twilight took this claim with a grain of salt. Nevertheless, she was very glad to note that when the Omnians arrived in Canterlot, they did not begin any fasted meditations in front of the castle. 



The hour of their meeting arrived. Twilight, Luna, and Celestia all waited to receive their new guests in the largest and most impressive banquet hall. 



When the Omnia clan entered, trumpets sounded. Two unassuming ponies garbed in very assuming silks and gold chains appeared at the head of an entourage that numbered no less than four hundred. 



No sooner had they entered than the matriarch, the one who had meditated their enemies to death, paused. The entourage, not expecting to stop, bumped into itself like a slinky. Trumpets bleated and petered out. 



That left Twilight ant the princesses stewing in awkward silence with a sizable gap between the two ruling parties. 



“What’s going on?” Luna whispered. 



“I don’t know,” Celestia replied.



Twilight decided to take the initiative. “Grand Omnians of the East, well met! I am Princess Twilight Sparkle, co-ruler of the kingdom of Equestria. We are most honored to receive you. In the name of the Sun, Moon, and of Friendship, we would like to--”



The matriarch raised a hoof and pointed directly at Twilight Sparkle. Twilight shut her mouth immediately. 



The matriarch let out an awful, sickening screech. Like a demon leaving her body. The entourage flew into a panic, spreading out in all directions. 



“Put the guard on alert,” Celestia said softly to Luna. “Don armor and fly to the castle walls. Prepare for a siege. Do it now.”



Luna evaporated into shadow. Twilight felt a cold sweat break out on the back of her neck. “Did I say something wrong?” she mumbled to Celestia.



Before Celstia could reply, the matriarch let out a long string of husky, rasping syllables. A trembling interpreter stepped out of the panicked crowd and proclaimed in a high, wavering voice, “Behold, I am Omnia, All and One. One with Sand and Sky. I see You, Twilight Sparkle. You are possessed.”



“Um,” Twilight replied. “I’m sorry. I don’t really feel possessed right now.”



The matriarch spoke again. 



“You are a fool,” the interpreter said. “You do not know what you are. You are like a shimmering wave of heat rising from the desert, thinking itself an oasis.”



“If I said anything to offend you, then I would like to sincerely apologize--”



“Silence!” the matriarch cracked. “You, Twilight Sparkle. You, born of pony, now made Other.”



“Other?”



“Twilight Sparkle, born of pony, now Seraphim.”



Celestia let out a sound Twilight had never heard her make before. It was an honest to goodness whinney. Fear. Rage. Primal thoughtless emotion. 



Celestia’s horn lit up. A bolt of light as pure as the sun flew across the space between them and struck the matriarch squarely in the heart. She was dead before she hit the floor. 



“Guards!” she roared. “To arms!”



At her command, dozens of guards spilled into the room, brandishing spears and mouth-swords. Celestia summoned another bolt of light and loosed it on the interpreter, who collapsed, sucking air through a hole in his chest. Celestia, along with her guard, charged into the unarmed entourage. Screams filled the air.



Twilight was paralyzed, rooted to the spot. The tidal wave of armored guards broke around her, then reformed. 



“Did I do something wrong?” she whimpered.








Whatever survivors of the entourage managed to escape the castle ran into Luna, who guarded the wall with six hundred of Equestria’s finest mages and archers. There were no survivors. When the noise of battle and the moans of the dying had ceased, the guard loaded the bodies into wagons and dumped them off the edge of the city. 



The city was abuzz. “Assassination,” they whispered. “The Omnians tried to kill the princesses.”



Twilight took a much-needed bath while she waited for Celestia to finish her duties with the guard. 



When Celestia finally returned that evening, the two walked without a word to the top of the tallest tower in the center of the castle grounds. This was where Twilight liked to study as a foal. Back then the nights had been cool and still and filled with stars. Now the evenings were dusted a fine, gritty orange, and a western wind constantly buffeted the stone fortress, eroding the work of so many artisans one atom at a time. 



Twilight’s first question was, “How many did we lose?”



Celestia seemed taken aback by the question. “Twenty. A few of the entourage were armed and fought back.”



Twilight nodded. “How many of theirs?”



Six hundred and twenty two. Counting the matriarch.”



Twilight’s head spun. Ponyville’s population had never in its nearly two millennia history broken six hundred. “The east hasn’t been united like this before. Not ever. Once word gets out--”



“The local clans will resume their territorial disputes. It will be as it has been since the dawn of time. Ponies live. Ponies die. The east fights.”



“Why?” she asked. She tried to come up with a better question, but nothing better came to mind. “You killed her in cold blood.”



“It was not a murder, Twilight. It was an execution.” Celestia sat down on the sun-warmed stone. Her eyes wandered vacantly over Canterlot, its orange sun-drenched pillars and ancient walls. “There are secrets this world is not ready to know. Secrets mortal ponies should not have access to. By uttering that word, the matriarch convicted herself of a crime so terrible she could not afford to be left alive. By saying the word she surrendered her life, and the lives of her entourage.”



“Seraphim,” Twilight said. “That’s what she said.”



“Yes.”



Twilight indignantly spat out, “Well, should you kill me for saying it, too?”



Celestia let out a long, slow sigh. “Have you ever seen something you recognize, but don’t recognize at the same time?”



Twilight went silent. Her face, still a mask of indignance and anger, froze in place. 



“Have you ever had a dream that shook you to your core, even though you knew it wasn’t real?”



Chills peeled down Twilight’s body. “Once. A long time ago.”



“It is the fate of alicorns to see such things. We are the intermediary between the unknowable divine and the mortal realm. We are tasked with balancing these things without succumbing to the madness inherent on either side. To mortals, real life makes perfect sense. To those who exist beyond, our realm is nothing more than an illusion.”



“But, you killed them.”



“Yes. Because mortals can’t know of the other realm. Not entirely. It can be hinted at, glimpsed through mirrors, tangentially perceived. But it can never be fully taken in.”



“Why?”



Celestia straightened up suddenly. “Because if they knew what lies beyond before they are ready to cross over from the mortal plain, the knowledge they would gain would be enough to destroy the very fabric of the universe.”



“I don’t believe you,” Twilight said. “All those ponies are dead and you still haven’t given me a good reason why. I think you’re a murderer.”



Celestia stood up. The sun shone through her mane in a golden lattice. “How about I show you? Would that make you believe? Would you like to meet your guardian angel?”








They reconvened in a dark chamber in the deepest pits of the Canterlot catacombs. These dark hallways had been collapsed and redug a hundred times before. These downward-angled tunnels were fresh. Not more than a few years old. The lack of familiarity made Twilight dizzy. 



Inside the chamber, Celestia sat on a cushy pillow. Another had been set out for Twilight across from her. Between them was a small fire, over which brewed a single pot of tea. Two polished stone cups sat on one side of the fire. 



As Twilight took a seat, Celestia took the tea kettle off the fire and poured its contents into the cups. “Drink,” she instructed. “It will taste horrible. But drink it all.”



Twilight did as she was told, gagging at the first sniff, barely managing to choke the whole cup down. The heat scalded her through, and the taste lingered heavily on the roof of her mouth. 



“What now?” Twilight asked. 



“Get comfy,” Celestia said, and closed her eyes. 



Twilight followed her lead. At first she saw nothing. Then, as her eyes adjusted to the dark, she saw the faint outline of the fire playing through her eyelids. How fragile skin was. How thin.



She sat stone still for several minutes. Nothing happened. She opened her eyes to ask Celestia another question, and the sight that greeted her stole the breath from her lungs. 



Celestia’s face was on fire. Dozens of eyes shifted in a lattice framework. His eyes--his main set of eyes--were pure blue, all iris, glowing slightly, perceiving all, cutting right through her. His ears flared into dozens of glowing appendages signing dead languages.



A scream rose in Twilight’s throat. It came out as a wheeze. She blinked hard, but the image did not fade. No, much worse--as she tried to blink it away the frozen face imprinted itself into the back of her eyelids. Everywhere she looked, she saw it. 



She felt like she was falling. Then the face spoke, and she smacked facefirst into the bottom of everything. 



“Hello,” the thing said in a raspy, ageless voice.



Twilight couldn’t find the words to respond. 



“You seek answers. Yet, to know would only bring more destruction, more suffering. So do not ask these questions. Are you so naive as to think they would not taint what knowledge they found on the other side?”



To that, Twilight could only bite her lip. The answer stewed in her mouth, bitter like bile. 



“You and your kind have taken many lives to preserve the secret. I thank you.”



“Why?” Twilight stammered. Chills swept up and down her legs. Bugs crawled across her skin in a lattice pattern. “Why did they die?”



“They died because you are cursed,” the face replied. “You are cursed to exist in one world while seeing into the other. This glimpse alone has gifted you with eternal life. This is your burden to carry, not theirs. They knew, so they had to die. Lest they all become immortals.”



“No... no, they shouldn’t have to die.”



“And yet, they have.” 



“What are you?”



I am the truth, the guiding light. I am mercy and justice and passion and hatred. I am everything you do not understand that fills you with life from your first breath to your last. I am everything. I am the inevitable. I am death. I am life.”



“You’re a monster.”



The face shifted. Wings appeared, two, then four, then six. Eight in total, wrapping around, tumbling out, feathers aglow with liquid fire. It spoke in a voice devoid of ego, devoid of self, of life as she knew it, “You are but a figment of my imagination!”



Twilight vomited in her lap. The fire flickered. Her eyes snapped shut. 



She saw nothing.








She and Celestia did not speak of their evening in the catacombs for another three thousand, one hundred, and twenty six years. The heat wave of that era had come and come. A more temperate and perpetual fall lingered over the land now. Fogs descended in an afternoon and lasted for ten years. Ponies lived and died in single century-long storms. When the sun peeked through the clouds, religions sprouted up and birthrates spiked. 



Twilight sat in the throne room, cool marble tinted green and gold by the stained glass lining the walls. Court had just ended, but she was not quite ready to leave yet. 



Her court transcriber, a lanky pegasus named Verisimilitude, noisily disassembled her typewriter next to Twilight. She was a friendly mare. Unafraid of authority. Bold. Content with her life. 



“Princess?” she said. “You seemed distant today. Everything alright?” 



Twilight turned. For a moment, she saw a face, golden light in a lattice shape. But it was just the windows, it was always the windows, she really needed to commision some other artwork for those blasted windows. 



“I’m fine,” she said, and she meant it. 



Verisimilitude nodded and continued putting away her instrument. Twilight bit her lip and glanced towards the windows again, suddenly unsure of her answer. Had she meant it?



“Verisimilitude?”



“Yes, princess?”



“What do you dream of?”



The mare scrunched up her nose in thought. “I dunno. Food. Colts. Typewriters. Why do you ask?”



Say it. Say it. Twilight looked into the mare’s eyes and saw herself reflected in many different lights. She was her. A shining, golden lattice made of ponies. Company in the darkness.



Twilight opened her mouth.



“No reason. Forget I said anything.”



Verisimilitude shrugged and went on disassembling her typewriter, happy as ever.
      

      
   
      Empty Stalls


      

      
      
         Sun in the sky was baking the grass into tasteless brown wisps that we the herd are cropping closer and closer to the ground, taking the dry earth into us with each bite, tugging free the root systems from the hardbaked clay. Our ribs stand out along our sides and our spines and hips are seen through the shrunken flesh on our backs. The troughs are empty, no alfalfa, no water. We have drunk the puddles dry.



We cannot stay, we cannot leave. The fences of the corral are taller than we can leap, even in good health. The dust arises as we pace around in circles



At last, we smell them coming on the breeze, the hind-leg-walkers. They were coming again, perhaps to bring food and water. 



They say the sounds, babbly like birdsong, but not the noises that have meaning to us, the ones that command our attention, tell us to stop, move, bear them about. Two of them came in the shiny thing that runs fast without galloping.



“I wish we had more time, it’s so fucking cruel to do it this way…”



“We don’t. It’s cruel to just leave them out here too.”



“Well, it has to be done quickly. Let’s get them tied up and get it over with.”



We sniff their hands as they approach, hoping for food, but they simply tie us to the fence by our necks.



They also brought another thing, to fit around our long heads, like the things they use to bind us when they make us carry them. They place it on runs-like-rain, then there is a crack and her legs buckle as she falls and the smell of blood and we pull at the ropes but cannot budge them from the fence.



And then nose-to-sky and gopherhole-leg fall without life, stink of blood and meat and death, and fallow-tail throws her head high rolling eyewhites as she screams and falls and then they place it on me to cover my eyes and CRACK my brain tastes the air as my skull splits







Sun warm on my hide as I awaken, air rich with dew scent of morning grass. I rise and uncurl my legs, stretch my body, bare my teeth to take in the smells… a broad verdant field, stretching out before a strand of trees. No fence, no corral! So much food!



I leap in the air, land with firm clomps on the turf, and take off running around in the sun, grass wet on my hooves and drops of water flying around me to make bands of light in the air. Food around me in green waves that rustle in the breeze, food under my feet, food!



I sniff further around me, no scent of predator, only horse smell and the others rising on the green grass, runs-like-rain and nose-to-sky join me in running, gopherhole-leg runs with us too, but as fast as we, his crooked leg now straight. We dash around in joy, breathing the fresh air and blinking in the bright warm golden sun, and bend to crop the grass. Food! We eat and eat together, until crops are full and green juice runs from our lips.



We drink from the stream, cool clear water free of strange tastes, pure and clear with hint of streambed and ferns. We run without limit, straight lines instead of endless circles, lie on grass, bellies rumble full. Free! Healthy flesh, happy herd!



We gather together as cool night falls, warm flanks against each other, gentle air and scent of remote rain. Rabbits lope through field at ease, no predator stink, all at peace. We fall off to sleep.



Sun rises and days pass, we herd together, roam the field, find tremendous apple tree by clear stream. Gopherhole-leg, our stallion, is now in full health; his bad leg restrains him no more. We mares cluster with him, there are no thoughts of mating yet, the season is far away. Grass is juicy, crisp and sweet. Apples tart and slightly bitter at core; we eat them fresh from the tree and there are always more. 



No hind-leggers have come to find us, we do not need them. We run under the bright blue sky together, leaving our scent as we roam without fear, we stride and gallop as strong hooves strike the ground, we are powerful and swift, we live!







Another morning sun, crimson in the sky at dawn. We rise and eat, play and run.



Others are coming, dark against the distant hills. We run to greet them. They approach us, and we smell each other, no scent of disease, natural and clean.



They are horse, but colored not like earth, one stallion is like grass and one… he is a color I do not know. This one has a horn on his forehead. The green one has wings and we spend much time sniffing these and nuzzling them; he makes a strange noise from his throat as he shifts about.



Nose-to-sky tosses her head and starts to run. We all join, thundering up and down hills, leaping and bucking the air, breath huffing as we herd together. The new ones keep the pace, one-horn frisking from side to side, green-wing lifting his wings as if to rise like a bird, stamping the ground extra hard with strong feeling in our hooves. It is natural to run with them, we all are happy. We find apples and gambol around the trees, splash through streams, chase each other and roll on the grass.



Will the new stallions challenge gopherhole-leg for his place? They make no threatening moves, do not bump or jostle us for dominance, they simply exist with us. We herd with them for the rest of the day, and nestle with them at night. We are happy and strong together. One-horn finds me as we go to rest and shares flank with me, perhaps he wishes to be my stallion when mating time comes. Not important now. I rub chins with him as we fall asleep.







The next day is much the same as we explore and play with our new herdmates. We return by degrees to the large old apple tree, eat our fill. The new ones do not eat the whole apple, they leave the core, an odd thing that reminds me of the hindleggers. I watch one-horn as he finishes his apple, then I snap up the core, crunching the bitter seeds.



Suddenly he looks at me steadily until I return his gaze. Odd sounds come from his lips, not horse sounds.



“Cherry? Cherry Blossom?”



This is the sound the hind-leggers once used to address me! I huff with surprise and start back from him, then rise and bolt around the tree, full of a nervousness I haven’t felt since a time like forever. I am safe and in the herd so I do not go far, but I am hesitant to approach one-horn again. I sleep apart from him that night, sharing flanks with fallow-tail.





The next day we run over plains further away, fields of chicory and patches of wheat, pine scent on the air, and a sweet tart odor… an odor of the little apple colored fruits, the ones with hard stones. We gather to bite them from the branch and swallow or crunch the pits with our broad hard teeth. 



One-horn nears me again. He rises on his hind legs to bite down a branch, then presents the flowers to me. I take a bite.



“Cherry Blossom,” he says. “You were named for them.”



This time I do not flee, but I am nervous and I back off, flicking my ears and tail.



He sighs. “I thought they would understand us, Zenith…” comes the odd sounds as he looks at green-wing, who is grooming fallow-tail.



“They should have the potential, we have to be patient with them,” come sounds from green-wing, his mouth full of fallow-tail’s mane. “They probably don’t know what names even are yet.”



One-horn lies on the grass, signalling non-threat, and waves the branch at me. “Cherry Blossom.” He rolls the fruits that are fallen in the grass. “Cherries, good to eat. Sweet and sour. You’ve heard all these words before, but you had no way to know what they mean. You may not know what meaning is at this point… but… Cherry Blossom, I am here for you.”



Each time he repeats it I feel the call to attention. The sounds are so unlike horse noises, and I remember hind-leggers dressing me, passing the halter over my head and putting the bit into my mouth and the saddle on my back… those sounds are in my mind too, the hind-leggers used them, used them around things, used them by things, used them… on me.



My tongue suddenly feels thick in my mouth as one-horn looks at me.



“Cherry Blossom?” come the sounds again. “I’m Starfinder. You never knew me by that name, you may not know what it ever was. But that’s okay, I’m only Starfinder now. I used to saddle you and ride you and feed you carrots and comb your mane. Do you remember? Cherry Blossom?”



My ears lie back and I shudder, my herdmates looking at me strangely, they can smell my fear, but there’s nothing to be afraid of, just hind-legger noises and my tongue feeling more and more strange in my mouth, worse than with the metal bit lying over it, it feels too free, something it knows that I don’t.



“Sh--sherreyvlussum” comes out of my mouth and I whinney in fear and dash away, kicking up the sod and the dirt in thick clumps, running to nothing, away from everything, the wind a natural sound in my ears.







It is… a moonth later, a moon passing through all its phases as the days pass. A month, since I first said my name and panicked everyone and myself and fled the herd, only returning at nightfall.



Starfinder called something forth from me, something that was always something I knew, in that I was familiar with the sounds, but I could not assemble things, could not put them together. He says that it is abstraction, that a sound indicates a thing that it is not itself, but is a way to think. Thinking is the working of the mind. He is taking it slowly but every day there seems to be something new. We have all learned to speak like hind-leggers now, and learned our names - gopherhole-leg they call Chico, fallow-tail is Fancy, green-wing is Zenith… I am learning not to be afraid of my own name.



Starfinder and I sit on the grass under the cherry tree, watching the others talk; it is something we are all doing now. I feel windblown leaves falling on my back as the breeze ruffles my mane. Each time I talk to Starfinder he twists my mind somehow, leaves me more to think about, and I am learning to ask him things that will throw me into more confusion. We are flank to flank, growing closer, and further down the hill Zenith is nipping playfully at Fancy’s rear. She whaps his snout with her tail; they are likely to pair up when mating season arrives.



I turn back to Starfinder. “I’m learning more about place,” I said. “Places can have names just as we can. What is this place?” I nod to indicate the plains and the distant mountains.



He flicks his ears. “This is a place that once was imaginary, in the head only, like a dream,” he says. “We found a way to make it real, in a sense. We call it Equestria, Horse Land.” 



“A land for horses? It was made for us? It is certainly beautiful, and full of grass and fruit and everything we could ever want…” I blink hard; I still get confused easily, though I am learning better as time goes on. “You.. you who were once hind-leggers, humans, you always used us. We were your… mounts, is it? Slaves, pets, things you used for yourself. Why would you make a place for us? Why are you here?”



He sighs. “That gets complicated,” he says. “For us, you were sort of a symbol of peace, a life at ease with nature. But all of what humans did was to try to exceed nature, escape from it.



“It’s very odd that we actually managed to set ourselves free from nature’s bonds, and then turned around and recreated it. We wanted only the best parts of it. We wanted the green fields and not the venomous snakes, we wanted foxes and rabbits without the rabbits getting eaten by the foxes, we demanded peace, real peace, from a nature ‘red in tooth and claw.’ Freedom from fear, freedom from death.”



I shook my head, remembering the fear-stenches and the riding crops and the agony of a split hoof, all things remote and from a time when I could not even recognize my old self anymore, with what I now had learned.



Starfinder continued. “Equestria was one of our ideals for it, a story we told ourselves about what such a place could be like. And when we had the ability, we made it. A place where dreams can come true with magic, a place where no one ever dies, a place where we can bring out the very best of ourselves.



“But Cherry, it didn’t seem fair that we would leave you behind. To create a magical horse realm with no real horses in it? After we’d beaten you and ridden you and bent your lives to our wills for so long? That certainly wasn’t being the best that we humans could be. We wanted to bring you with us, into paradise, to atone for everything else. 



“And we had to use a really foul means to do it, too. It was a kind of mind scanner, almost instant in operation, but also quite violent. It was as if we were shooting you in the head, and it broke our hearts, even though we knew that you were literally going to a better place with us. I hope you’re all happy with your new bodies, happy to be here?”



Questions piled upon questions and bumped into other questions. “I… am happy, and I am sure the others are as well,” I said. “But I am starting to wish I had another brain to keep all this in.”



He smiled. “Well, that’s what books are for. It’s about time I started showing you reading and writing.” He brought forth a sheath of papers stuck together at one side. “This will be your journal. You can make marks that represent the sounds — another layer of abstraction — and store the extra info there.” He passed me a pen, from his mouth to mine, and as our lips touched I thought he lingered a bit long. He’d explained the human habit of kissing a week ago, so I took it in a kind spirit.



I held the pen in my mouth and stared down at the blank book. “So just what do I do with this?” I asked. “How do I start?”



“I’ll show you the symbols as we go,” he said. “You’re a very quick learner. As for the first sentence, it can be:



“Once upon a time, in the magical land of Equestria…”
      

      
   
      The Love Bug


      
      
      
         
         Herbie Derby

      
      

      

      
      
         The morning sunlight from the bedroom window crept slowly across the ceiling's gold inlay. Cadance watched it and didn't want to think what she was thinking, didn't want to give voice to the feelings rustling through her. But—



Lolling her head sideways on her pillow, she asked, "Is it just me, or is something off today?"



"How so?" Twilight looked over from the book she was reading, and Cadance had to smile. More often than not, it seemed, she went to sleep watching Twilight read and woke to the same sight the next morning.



Her smile faltered. Because for all that she remembered very clearly every terrifying and wonderful moment with Twilight—being her foalsitter, meeting her years later at school, their courtship, their wedding, the changeling invasion, the reappearance of the Crystal Empire, their battle against Sombra, their coronation as Crystal Princess and Consort, the work they'd done to help the crystal ponies adjust to life in the modern world, doing their parts against Tirek, Chrysalis, and Cozy Glow—this didn't seem...right.



"I don't know," she had to admit. Her face getting hot, she reached out and touched Twilight's flank, some small part of her expecting that her hoof would pass right through or that she would suddenly awaken to find somepony else in bed beside her.



"Well..." Twilight set the book on the nightstand. "We've both learned not to discount your feelings." Taking Cadance's hoof between both of hers, she kissed it. "What do you need me to do?"



The heat of her embarrassment changed to a much sweeter warmth, and Cadance stretched her neck so she could touch Twilight's lips with her own. "Just be your usual wonderful, beautiful, devastatingly intelligent self."



Twilight half closed her eyes. "I think I can manage that," she murmured before leaning forward to initiate a much deeper kiss.



Cadance's heart fluttered the way it always did when Twilight got assertive like this—



Except that Twilight had never gotten assertive like this because Twilight shouldn't even be here kissing her and—!



With a gasp, Cadance pulled back, her magic flaring uncontrollably and popping her across the room, her wings spread and her feathers bristling.



The warmth inside her burst into the prickliest sort of heat, and Cadance tried to find some words, some way of explaining herself to Twilight, still blinking at her from the bed. But since she didn't understand what was happening, all she could do for a long, long moment was blink back.



"All right, then," Twilight said into the silence. "I guess we might as well get started."



"I'm sorry!" Cadance blurted. "I...I don't know what—"



"It's all right, Cay." Pushing aside the blankets with her hornglow, Twilight rolled out of bed onto all fours and padded across the carpet to her closet. "This certainly isn't the strangest thing that's ever—"



"Your wings." Shock made Cadance whisper it. Because Twilight's wings were gone.



Except that Twilight had never had wings! How could she? She was a unicorn, not a pegasus and certainly not an—



"My what?" Twilight looked over her shoulder, her magic continuing to pull on the ceremonial silver and gold flanchard and peytral she wore as Captain of the Crystal Guard and Consort to the Crystal Princess.



Except—



"Nothing." Shaking her head did exactly that—nothing—to dispel the jagged uneasiness growing inside her. "I...I'll go notify Sunburst that we'll be away for the rest of the day and possibly longer."



"Away?" With a final click, Twilight turned, the sight of her in full regalia always making Cadance feel better about everything. "You think this is something outside the Empire?"



It took some effort to tear her gaze away from Twilight, from how very, very right and very, very wrong she looked. "It's big, Twily." She had to swallow to clear the roughness from her voice. "Really big."



Twilight gave a crisp nod. "All right. I'll tell Flash Sentry to activate the Guard and send word to have the royal coach attached to the next train."



"Could we—?" Part of Cadance stuttered at the idea, sure that she and Twilight had never done anything like what she as thinking. But the rest of her knew that they had, so she pushed on. "Could we teleport? The sooner we get this settled, I think, the better."



That got Twilight ears perking. "Shall we say Ponyville first to check on Discord and see if Starlight's noticed anything, then up to Canterlot to ask the princess?"



Not trusting herself to speak, Cadance just nodded.



"All right," Twilight said again. "I'll talk to Sentry, you talk to Sunburst, and we'll meet back here in fifteen minutes."



It took some more effort for Cadance not to run to the palace dining room, but Sunburst was there as always, his mane and beard as always perfectly coiffed, the chancellor's pendent shining as always from the chain around his neck. "Your Highness," he said as always, rising from his coffee and granola. He always insisted on calling her by her title the first time he saw her every day, but then he was fine with 'Cadance' after that.



Except—



Flailing out with her magic, Cadance grabbed a basket of muffins. "Emergency protocol one, Sunburst: Twilight's informing Commander Sentry right now. Hopefully we'll be back before nightfall, but you have my full authority until we return."



Sunburst's eyes went wide behind his glasses, but he asked the way he was supposed to, "And the code of the day, ma'am?"



"Persimmon." Several quick bites of muffin helped settle her a bit. "As near as we can tell, the threat's unspecific and non-localized. Just put out word that Twily and I are visiting the princess in Canterlot and keep alert."



His ears dropped just a bit. "You and Twilight be careful, Cadance."



Flipping her mane, Cadance gave a laugh she didn't feel. "Well, maybe just this once." But as soon as she was back in the hallway, she pulled the muffin basket to her chest and flapped as quickly as she could to their chambers.



She managed to suck down two more muffins before a crackle of light in the center of the room dissipated to show Twilight. "Everything set?" she asked.



Cadance nodded and levitated the basket over to her. "You'd better get some food in you."



Twilight smiled and plucked a muffin with a waver of her own magic. "Why? You're the engine here: I'm just navigating."



Despite everything, Cadance had to return her smile. They'd found early in their relationship that, with Twilight's knowledge of magic backed by Cadance's raw alicorn power, they could pretty much do anything they set out to try. Including teleport halfway around the world...



Except—



Not allowing her inner shaking to show, she sniffed with mock indignation and snatched the basket back. "Yes, I'm used to being the work horse around here."



When she was wearing her barding, Twilight's little giggle was the cutest thing Cadance had ever even been able to imagine. "You can't fool me," Twilight said, closing her eyes partway again. "You love being the big spoon."



Cadance's wings twitched with the impulse to swoop over, scoop Twilight up, deposit them both in the bed so close and so beckoning, and forget all this whatever it was.



Except—



The blue of her magic grabbed her saddlebags; she pulled them from the rack beside the door and settled them across her back. "Let's go."



One last swallow finished off the muffin, then Twilight turned away from her. "Any time you're ready."



Her face doing some more heating up, Cadance spread her wings, swooped over, and scooped Twilight into a hover, her wife's back fitting perfectly against her chest and stomach even with the armor. Leaning forward, she touched the tip of her longer horn to Twilight's, almost gasped the way she did every time at the sensation of Twilight's magic wrapping over her, around her, and through her. Her eyes sliding closed, Cadance surrendered herself to Twilight's touch—let her take the reins, as it were—and everything around her shifted: the temperature, the air pressure, the angle and intensity of the sunlight against her eyelids, the scents all woods, dirt, and grass after the drier, more crystalline aroma of home.



Opening her eyes, she saw Ponyville below them—it was always safer, they'd discovered, to do these really long-range transports while airborne to keep from getting tangled up in rocks or buildings or anything.



The town looked normal, something that usually proved to be deceiving. Ponies were setting up the market in the town square to their left, the cupcake-shaped building at the south end of the square showing a lot of traffic in and out. Without even thinking, Cadance curved her wings and glided them that way.



"Well, now!" a countrified accent called as Cadance brought them in for a landing. "Princess Cadance and Twilight Sparkle!" A cider-colored earth pony harnessed to an apple cart stopped and touched the brim of her hat—Applejack was her name, in fact, if Cadance was remembering rightly. "Been a right while! What're y'all doing in town?"



Since Twilight was shifting her armor back into position, Cadance gave a little laugh and a little shrug. "Oh, this and that," she said in the ditzy voice she'd used in school whenever she'd wanted ponies to dismiss her as an airhead: that the act had never fooled Twilight was one of the many reasons they'd gotten together despite the difference in their ages.



Except—



Cadance cleared her throat. "I don't suppose you've noticed anything weird going on this morning?"



Applejack tapped her chin. "Nothing's jumped out at me." She glanced over her shoulder and called back to a large red earth pony stallion hauling a bigger apple cart and a little blue pegasus mare drifting along beside him, the two giggling and nuzzling each other. "You love birds seen anything peculiar so far today?"



"Nnnope," the earth pony said.



The pegasus—Rainbow Dash, the mane and tail reminded Cadance—just smirked. "I wouldn't call what I saw peculiar since I find it waiting for me just about every morning." She nudged the stallion. "I'd say breath-taking might be a better word."



The stallion somehow turned even redder.



All Cadance's muscles were tightening, rooting her to the ground. Beside her, though, she could almost hear the clatter of Applejack's eyes rolling. "Sorry, Princess." She nodded toward the bakery. "Course, if you're looking for peculiar..."



Cadance couldn't loosen her jaw enough to answer.



Twilight did, though, a smile pulling her lips but not going any further. "Exactly." She bowed more than a little stiffly. "Thank you for your time this morning, Applejack, and I hope that we'll see you again soon."



"Sure thing, Twilight, ma'am." Applejack touched her hat again, then leaned toward Cadance. "And I ain't exactly complaining, Your Highness, but if you had something that'd tone them two down just a mite, I wouldn't mind you sending it out to the Acres." She gave a low laugh and started pulling her cart after the others.



The love flooding off Rainbow and the stallion buoyed Cadance enough to breathe again, but its edges seemed too scratchy, too lumpy, too frayed, almost as if—



As if they're supposed to be in love with other ponies?



The ringing of a bell interrupted the thought, made her turn to see Twilight pushing the door open and stepping into Sugarcube Corner.



"Well, now!" The voice saying it this time made Cadance think of a helium balloon. "If this doesn't take the cake! And it does 'cause you two are gonna be taking some of our cake!" A pink blur flashed past, and Cadance found that her magic had somehow activated and was holding a small plate with a slice of cake on it. "Special for visiting princesses!" The pink blur froze in front of Twilight and became Pinkie Pie, a name Cadance knew without even having to think about it. "And princess consorts, too," Pinkie said, reaching past the plate of cake floating in front of a startled Twilight to tap her nose with a hoof. "'Cause I know the proper terminology is cru-cru-crucial!"



"Umm," Twilight said. "Thank you, Pinkie. That...that's very kind of you." She leaned forward, took a bite of cake, and brightened considereably. "Oh, wow! This is incredible!"



Pinkie was hopping up and down in place. "Isn't it? My snookie-wookums puts his special sorta magic into everything he bakes!"



Twilight's eyes went wide, and she stopped chewing. "Discord baked this?"



Cadance gave another phony laugh. "What a coincidence! He's exactly who we came to see!"



"Hooray!" Pinkie shouted, but then her face was suddenly clenched and shoved directly into Cadance's. "Unless you're here trying to pin something on him," she muttered, and while Cadance had never imagined a helium balloon could sound threatening, Pinkie definitely managed it. "'Cause I won't stand by and let my snookie-wookums get railroaded!"



"No!" Cadance managed to gasp. "We...we're just here to consult with him about something that might or might not be happening!"



And Pinkie was back to hopping. "All right-o rooty, then!" She swept a hoof past the line of ponies waiting at the front counter, and Cadance saw Discord in a baker's hat merrily tapping away at the cash register. "Snookie-wookums!" Pinkie called. "Trade places in three, two—"



"One!" Discord shouted, appearing in a puff of smoke where Pinkie had been standing, and now that he was closer, Cadance could tell that it was a large mushroom sprouting from the space between his antlers rather than a baker's hat.



"Whoo-hoo!" Pinkie shouted from across the room, her hooves tapping the cash register.



Discord blew her a kiss, then turned with a big, snaggle-toothed smile and pressed his lion paw and eagle talons together. "Now, ladies, what can I do for you?"



Cadance stared up at him, her insides feeling like she'd swallowed multiple bowling pins as well as the ball that was knocking them over.



Beside her, she heard Twilight clearing her throat. "Cadance and I are looking for your professional opinion as a spirit of chaos."



"Well, now!" A big purple bow tie with yellow spots sprouted around his neck. "I'll finally get to add 'consultant' to my resume!"



"Yes." Twilight cleared her throat again, Cadance struggling to breathe around the jagged chunks of love—or something like it—careening invisibly and insubstantially through the air. "Cadance seems to think the world's experiencing an imbalance. We know it's not you doing it, let me hasten to say: your behavior since Princess Celestia and Princess Luna retired has been exemplary, and nopony who's seen you around Pinkie Pie could doubt the truth of your reformation. But we were wondering if you've noticed anything out of the ordinary this morning."



"Ordinary?" Discord's mouth went sideways, and his bow tie vanished with a pop. "Perhaps you don't understand, Mrs. Sprackle—"



"Sparkle," Twilight said.



"Whatever." At a snap of his claws, the walls of the shop turned transparent, ponies, griffins, reformed changelings, even a few dragons and minotaurs strolling through the streets. "This, you see, is Ponyville. Ordinary stops at the city limits."



"Well, now!" The fourth voice to say those words in the past few minutes sent Cadance spinning. Two ponies were looking up and down along the see-through walls, a white unicorn and a light yellow pegasus, the two of them wearing dresses that complimented each other so well, even if Cadance hadn't been able to sense the love flowing between them, she would've known they were a couple.



Except—



"Really, Pinkie!" the unicorn was saying with a slow grin. "If you were going to redecorate the shop, you might've consulted with—"



"Sorry!" Cadance lurched sideways, grabbed Twilight, and leaped for the doorway. "We've got to—! We can't—! There's something—!" Flapping over the startled unicorn and ducking pegasus, she hefted Twilight to her chest and broke for the open sky.



"Cadance?" Twilight asked, her voice in Cadance's ears understandably a bit breathless.



"Canterlot Tower!" The words wanted to come out as a scream, but Cadance managed to keep a partial lid on it. "Right now!"



"But..." Raising a hoof, Twilight gestured to the School of Friendship, spreading along its hillside beside the old palace. "Starlight Glimmer's the princess's former student, and, well, she might be less busy than—"



"Canterlot Tower!" It was a lot closer to a scream this time; Cadance wanted to take a deep breath, but she was panting too heavily for that. "Please!" She bent forward to touch her horn to Twilight's.



The familiar rush of Twilight's magic whooshed through her—



Except—



—and the alabaster marble of the throne room in Canterlot shut out the sky, the sound and scent of flowing water trying to soothe Cadance with its ambiance.



Except—



On the throne, the princess's wings shot out, feathers of red and orange and yellow matching her mane. "What the—? Cadance? Twilight? What's going on?"



"Hi, Sunset," Twilight said, her voice tight. "Sorry about barging in, but—"



The throne room door burst open, and a white pegasus stallion in full palace armor charged in. "Nopony move! I—" He stopped, blinked, and his mouth went sideways. "Okay, is this a 'Twilynanas' situation?"



Cadance felt Twilight shrug. "It's not me this time, Shiny."



The princess vanished in a gout of fire and reappeared beside the stallion. "It's all right, honey," she said, stroking a wing across the stallion's side—



The stallion. Shining Armor. Twilight's brother. Captain of the Canterlot Guard and Royal Consort, married to...to...to—



Princess Sunset stepped forward, one wingtip still resting on Shining Armor's shoulder. "Cadance?" she asked, everything about her radiating concern. "You look like you could use a nice cup of tea, huh? How about we go into the—"



The happy gurgle of a foal rang out from nowhere, and a light orange alicorn filly appeared hovering behind Sunset Shimmer and Shining Armor.



No. No, no, no, no—



An instant later, a blue unicorn mare with some sort of magic wand as her cutie mark and an annoyed expression on her face popped in beside the child. "Luster!" the unicorn more barked than said. "You can't go teleporting off like that! What—?" The unicorn's eyes went wide, glancing around as if realizing suddenly where she was. "Your Highness! I don't know what's got into Luster Dawn! She just started—" Her eyes narrowed this time. "Oh. Her aunts are here. No wonder she's become unruly."



"No," Cadance heard herself saying out loud. "No, no, no, no, no!" Each repetition, she noticed, was getting louder and louder, her insides squeezing tighter and tighter, the air bellowing in and out of her lungs growing hotter and hotter.



Every eye around her was wide and staring, and as much as Cadance wanted to blast them all, force them to stop whatever terrible game they thought they were playing—



She couldn't because none of them were doing it. The ebb and flow of emotions in the room, the feelings of friendship, the familial bonds, the love everywhere both general and specific, she could tell it was real. It was just the way it swirled up and down and around everypony that was wrong.



So it had to be an outside force acting on them.



Clenching her teeth, she let her rage at the lies and the deceit bubble and build, a pink haze crackling and swirling faster and faster with her at the epicenter, everypony else frozen like insects in amber. "Show yourself!" she shrieked, and she let fly all the power of honesty and devotion, of love and truth and right, cracked the very space ahead of her into a black jagged fissure—



Out of which dropped something smaller than a foal, something black and red with too many legs and a pair of antennae waving frantically. "All right! All right!" the thing yelled in a surprisingly deep voice. "I give up! You win! You win!"



The redness flashed from its back, a glowing mist that covered everything—Twilight, the other ponies, the throne room. Cadance found herself surrounded with the bug thing about five paces ahead of her. "I...win?" she more warbled than said. "Win...what?"



"I know, I know." Wings unfolded from the thing's back—was it a giant sort of ladybug?—and it rose buzzing into the air. "It was a one-sided contest since I didn't tell you about it, but I'll contend that the element of surprise was absolutely crucial."



She was sure her brain was physically twitching. "Contest?"



"Oh, yeah." The words came out with so much bass, they rumbled, and the thing flew up to hover in front her: a bug about half the size of her head, its red wings flashing in a heart shape as they hummed behind it. "The Princess of Love versus the Love Bug. A battle for the ages."



"Love Bug?" Every hair on Cadance's body bristled. "Some kind of changeling, you mean?"



"Please." The bug waved two legs on its left side. "Those wanna-bes?" It gave a low chuckle. "Or maybe I should spell it with two 'e's, huh? 'Cause they're nothing, not even insects, not now, not ever." It crooked a front leg to point at itself. "I'm the Original Gangster of Love, baby girl, the only real competition you're ever gonna have."



"Competition?" Cadance's confusion was slowly tightening back into anger. "What are you talking about?"



"Am I gonna hafta spell it out for you, baby girl?" It made a 'tsk-tsk' sound, which seemed odd since, as far as Cadance could tell, it didn't have a tongue. "And to think that I lost to a creature as clueless as you."



But Cadance could see it now, could see the way the love around her had been pinched and folded, bent out of shape and twisted, all the distortions leading right back to this bug. "However you did this," she forced out through clenched teeth, "you will undo it. Right now!"



"Really?" The bug gave a twirl, and the throne room faded back in, everypony still frozen, the light still tinged with the Love Bug's red glow. "You don't love your sweet little Twilight anymore?"



Cadance looked at Twilight, at Shining Armor and the alicorn filly, her heart twinging in three completely different ways. "I love them all," she whispered. "Just...not like this."



"Well?" The bug's deep voice settled over her as smooth as silk. "With life and love, variety's the spice. How d'you know everypony everywhere doesn't like things this way better?"



She spun, the bug pulling back just before she could smack it with her horn. "Because this isn't right! This isn't natural! This is something you manipulated into existence! Love, real love, is all about choice and consent and an understanding that develops between ponies! And besides!" She stomped a hoof with the force of a thunderclap to blow the last bit of her confusion away. "You said I won! Which means you put it back the way it was, and you put it back right now!"



The weird black feelers of its face seemed to cant sideways. "Even though you can't remember what it was like? Even though it might be worse than this?"



"Even though." She began taking slow steps toward the thing, her head slightly lowered so she could blast it if she needed to. "I help ponies see what's hidden in their own hearts, help them come to understand what it is they truly want when it comes to love. You just turn them into puppets, forcing them to feel what you want them to feel."



The bug had been moving away from her as she approached it, its antennae folded back and its dark, solid eyes fixed on her. But now it came up against the wall of the throne room, its wings scraping at the stone and making it wince.



"But that's done." Cadance didn't try to keep the growl out of her voice. "However things were, that's the way they're supposed to be. So you put them back, or I'll crack you open like I did the spell you were hiding behind." She touched the tip of her horn to its midsection and pushed it hard into the wall, its wings clattering to a stop. "You arrange it so we all wake up again in whatever beds we're supposed to be in, and none of us are going to remember that this happened except for me and you, right?"



"Yes'm," it squeaked. It spread its legs, and everything around Cadance flashed with a light as pure and clear as true love itself.
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