
      Turnabout


      

      
      
         Skyscraper-high flames surged over the surface of the Sun like mountains dancing, and in the valleys between them cooler slabs of magnetized plasma rested like mushrooms on a pizza. The solar wind roared and sunquakes thundered and the corona almost, but not quite, obscured a bright streak in the sky, brighter than the obscuring gases that flickered to drive back the eternal night.



The streak slowly grew larger and larger, then the object started to dip into the solar atmosphere, forming a shell of incandescent plasma around it as it sailed down, emitting a horrible noise that sounded very like a scream. The plasma shell turned colors, pink and green and blue, and something writhed at the center. 



The object splashed into the sun with a consequent ejection of solar mass that would ruin radio reception back on the planet Equus a few days from now. It tunneled under the surface and re-emerged like a leaping fish, bouncing and skittering across the gaseous liquid until it beached upon one of the drifting sunspots, a slightly cooler and slightly less vaporous region than everything else. It skidded across the surface with scattering bolts that resembled sparks, coming to a grating halt with its nose pressed right against something vertical and drastically cooler than its surroundings.



The object, an extremely annoyed white alicorn, stood with a waver, trying to regain her sun legs, and looked at what had arrested her slide. It was a white gazebo with natural cherry railings and curved frets carved into scrollwork that showed the same Solar Insignia that the Alicorn bore on her rump.



Within the gazebo sat another alicorn, whose auroral mane of blazing orange danced gently in tune with the dancing flames that encircled the sunspot. She conjured some water into a teapot, telekinesed it over to the sea of seething plasma, dipped it in for two seconds, then brought it boiling and whistling back to the table, where she poured two cups of tea. She beckoned to the newcomer with a small nod.



Celestia stepped into the gazebo and sat at the table; she blew at her tea but only got it hotter. 



“I’ve been observing your trail for a few days,” said Daybreaker. “I tried to arrange a good place for you to land. Only off by a mile. I probably don’t need to ask, but how did it go this time?”



Celestia sipped at her tea, temporizing. “You know little sisters. She’s still holding a grudge...”



“Yes, I gathered that.” Daybreaker squeezed something like a lemon into her teacup. “You were going to let her try developing... Moon apples this time around, right? Plants that needed moonlight to grow?”



Celestia snorted, rippling her tea. “Oh, if that was the only issue... We've tried equal division of responsibilities, sequential rulership, punctuated equinelibrium, but every couple of thousand years we have another blowup and one of us finds herself cooling or warming her horseshoes in exile. It's like we're riding a roller coaster each time.”



Daybreaker clucked her tongue. “Yes, you do seem to have these issues every cycle.” She leaned forward. “Promise me that you won't go nova if I use the A word again?”



“What? Anger-management? Avoidable? Asshole?” recited Celestia, watching her demiurge's face. “Wait, Abdication!? Are you serious? I really can't leave her to rerun everything; you can't get decent cider from moon apples, for one thing.”



Daybreaker shook her head. “Not just for you. For both of you. Let some protege run the Queendom and you and little sis hit the beach for the rest of the incarnation. Take some time and get to reknow each other.”



Celestia frowned. “You know, I think that's a workable idea. I have just the little go-getter in mind for it too; Sunset could really grow into that role and wear the crown. Thanks, I believe we may give that a try!”



Daybreaker smiled. “Splendid. I'll be happy to jump in for a bit as well if you need a boogeymare. 



“Now, how would you like to spend the next thousand years? I've worked out a few Canasta variants I've been dying to try...”


      

      
   
      Ashes


      

      
      
         “So what’s it like being the head honcho, AJ?”



“Buckin’ sucks, Rainbow,” Applejack grumbled, dragging a haybale toward the barn.



“Yeah.” Rainbow Dash nodded while she helped push the haybale from behind. “So, uh, Applebloom told me something.”



“What’s that?” Applejack grunted through her teeth.



“She said you haven’t cried.” Rainbow pushed along. “Like, nothing. Nada. Not a tear.”



“And?”



“I dunno, just, uh…” Rainbow trailed off.



“Well, what good’s it do anyway?” Applejack pulled, hard, and hefted the bale through the threshold of the barn, then turned to give it a good kick that sent it sliding into place alongside countless others.



“Yeah.” Rainbow shrugged and stared glumly at the dirt floor. “What good?”



“Exactly.” Applejack nodded. “C’mon, on to the next one.”



They walked side by side back to the pile of haybales waiting to be moved.



“We all miss her, you know?” Rainbow helped head-butt the next bale into position.



“Yer tellin’ me,” Applejack growled, grabbing the bale with her teeth.



“Yeah, sorry.” Rainbow Dash moved into position to help push. “I know nopony does more than you.”



“Yer danged right.” Applejack scowled harder at the bale. “And to be honest, I’d actually rather not talk about it much, if it’s okay.”



“Oh, uh, yeah, okay.” Rainbow nodded while she shoved. “Just had to say one thing, though.”



“Ugh, what?”



“Look, I know there’s the whole ‘Applejack cries on the inside,’ and all,” Rainbow said, “but you know it’s okay if she cries on the outside, too, right?”



Applejack snorted and kept dragging her haybale.








“Thanks for helpin’ with all the paperwork, Twi,” Applejack mumbled. “Guess I don’t really know much ‘bout this stuff.”



“Heh.” Twilight rolled her eyes. “I wish I didn’t. But being a princess is nothing if not an endless stream of administrative whatever.”



“Sure, yeah,” Applejack said dully, and shrugged. She stared at the papers on the dark hardwood table with empty pale green eyes.



“I’m sorry again about Granny Smith,” Twilight offered.



“Yeah,” Applejack snapped. “You and everypony else. Yer all ‘sorry this’ and ‘sorry that’.”



“I’m so–” Twilight stopped herself. “You wanna talk about anything, Applejack?”



“No, Twilight, Ah don’t!” Applejack raised her voice. “Talkin’ ain’t gonna bring her back!”



“I know.” Twilight waited a few seconds, then cautiously sidled up next to Applejack and slowly stretched a wing across her withers, gently patting her back.



Suddenly, with a wordless angry guttural noise, Applejack raised a front hoof and smashed it down on the table. She swept her hoof in an arc, sending papers flying. Twilight recoiled, taking two steps back and pulling her wing away.



A dark silence loomed in the aftermath, sheets slowly settling to the floor.



Applejack took several deep breaths. “Ah think I need help, Twi,” she finally spoke, gently.



“With what?” Twilight asked.



“Don’t know how to deal with it,” Applejack said. “Didn’t think it’d feel this way.”



“Well, I know you just said you don’t want to,” Twilight began carefully, “but why don’t you just try talking about how it feels? I mean, I’m here, now, so… just a little, maybe?”



“Everypony says I should be happy, about, you know, this—” Applejack pointed at the mess of papers “—but I ain’t.”



“About inheriting the farm?”



“Inheriting it, bein’ the Apple in charge now.” Applejack nodded. “I knew I was waitin’ for it. Thing is, I’m startin’ to realize I wasn't waiting for it because I wanted it, but only because it was inevitable.”



“Yeah,” Twilight said softly. “Granny wasn’t going to be around forever.”



“I don’t want it, Twilight!” Applejack complained. “Not for what it costs. Not like this. The apples taste like ashes now.”



“She’s not really gone,” Twilight said. “Trite, but it’s true. There's so much of her in you.”



“Yeah. Well, maybe that's why it feels like I lost such a big piece of myself.”








“Thanks again for helpin’ with the chores lately, Rainbow.”



“No problem, ‘Jack.” Rainbow saluted.



“Oh, and, uh.” Applejack coughed. “Thought about what you said the other day.”



“Look, I can’t tell you—”



“No, you’re right. It’s just, I, uh. I guess I don’t really know how.”



“I dunno.” Rainbow shrugged. “You wanna… hug it out, or whatever?”



They stood staring at each other awkwardly, until Rainbow moved first, slowly moving to put a front leg around Applejack, who raised her own leg and returned the embrace.



“It just hurts,” Applejack said, slowly cracking into sobs.



“I know,” Rainbow said softly. “But it’s gonna be okay.”
      

      
   
      Continuance


      
      
      
         
         The Great Spell

      
         
         Triple Threat

      
      

      

      
      
         Celestia stared at her reflection in the mirror. Her mane was a mess. Hair stuck out in every direction, and ends were split. There were dark bags under her eyes, and they also looked red and puffy. Celestia reached out to the hairbrush with her magic, and began to work on combing the knots out. There was a bang on the door behind her, but she ignored it.



The door exploded into the room, flying off its hinges and showering the red carpet with wooden splinters. Celestia could see the reflection of Luna as she stepped through the doorway. Her sister made her way to a spot behind Celestia and slightly to the side, so they could both see each other’s faces in the mirror, and then she sat on her haunches.



“Didn’t you get the message?” Celestia said eventually. “I told my guards not to let you in.”



Luna nodded. “With how powerful the lock spell was, it was obvious.”



Celestia winced as she pulled through a tighter knot. “I hope you didn’t hurt any of my guards.”



Luna huffed and looked away. “What do you take me for?”



Celestia stopped for a moment, holding the comb still in the air. She took a long moment to look into the eyes of Luna’s reflection. “I’m not sure.”



“I am not a heartless monster!” Luna raised her voice as she stomped a hoof, but it wasn’t quite a shout. “And neither are you!”



Celestia felt like rebuking the other Alicorn, but instead remained silent. She went back to working on her mane.



Luna sighed and relaxed. “Look, I know you’re upset. I’m the only pony in Equestria who understands what you’re going through. But you’re not thinking rationally right now. Sleep on it, and in the morning you’ll come to your senses.”



“I’m tired of thinking rationally,” Celestia said. “I’ve been thinking rationally for thousands of years, and nothing has changed. Rational is nothing but painful.”



Celestia put the hairbrush back onto the dresser, although her mane still lacked most of its usual luster. She looked back at Luna over her shoulder. “Help me put on some makeup.”



Luna stared at Celestia, unmoving. Eventually she got up with a long sigh, and came over to sit beside her sister with a frown. “Are you really prepared to cause the suffering and deaths of millions?”



“Our ponies are good,” Celestia said. “They won’t do that.”



“I believe so too, sister.” Luna brought out a makeup kit with her magic. She dipped a soft brush into some powder, and began to gently dab it onto Celestia’s bags. “But you know there’s always a chance. Once you cast that spell, it’s permanent. We won’t be able to stop them anymore.”



Celestia felt a part of herself bubble with pleasure at Luna’s touch. She always enjoyed being doted on like this by her sister, even though this was hardly the time.



“I can’t do it anymore, Luna,” Celestia said quietly. “I can’t watch another pony I love die. This was the last one, I swear it. Old age, disease… it’s so unnecessary, and we know the cure to it all. We just need to have the courage to trust our ponies.”



Luna moved on to applying the second layer. “What we need is to continue our research. There has to be a way to make them all immortal without making them all Alicorns. The idea of every citizen having the power to level a city with a thought… it would be as if Discord ruled once again.”



Celestia shook her head gently enough not to disturb Luna. “I haven’t been idle while you were gone. I’ve tried every single thing I could think of. It’s impossible. This is the only way.”



Luna pulled away, and Celestia looked at herself in the mirror. She looked mostly presentable, although there were still some visible signs of her distress. Still, it was acceptable. She stood up and started walking for the blasted doorway.



“Even if that is true, ponies are living peaceful lives,” Luna said. “Do you truly wish to let them destroy each other?”



Celestia looked back at her sister, who still sat by the mirror. “They won’t. I will continue to guide them, as I always have.”



Luna exhaled deeply. “You’ve always guided Equestria well. Better than I have. I hope you can make the right decision this time too.”



“Don’t worry, my sister. I will make the right decision.”



Celestia walked into the hallway.
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