
      One Night at an Izakaya


      

      
      
         As the sun sank low into the sky, tugged down into the sky by the ancient arcane ritual practiced daily by Equestria’s sovereign ruler, a miracle of spellcraft forming the bedrock for civilized life, the patrons of Jiraiya’s sake shop completely took the event for granted and stayed inside, where wooden walls blocked their view of the setting sun.



Flying Buttress laughed when the thought popped into his head. Not only did the kirin take the shift from day to night and back again for granted like most Equestrians did, Princess Celestia wasn’t even their monarch, so why should they equal the Equestrians in showering her with adoration? All of their reverence belonged to the Sovereign Emperor of Neighpon, which reached Celestia by proxy since she was supposed to be the root of the royal family.



Neighponese royalists had been trying to prove that Celestia had founded that particular lineage, and the only thing that opposed them from the homeland’s camp was reaction to assumed arrogance on the Neighponese side. After all, how dare these weird equinoids from across the ocean assert national worth equal to Equestria! And how dare they suggest that Her Majesty ever sullied herself with the act or reproduction.



The thought of what some ponies would go to in order to… honestly, Buttress didn’t know what the naysayers were trying to do. All he knew for sure is that the whole thing was actually pretty funny. Besides, he was lucky enough to catch a pictograph of the Empress, and the two monarchs had the exact same eyes. He’d eat his hoof if they weren’t related.



Letting out a chuckle, he noticed the level stares he got from the kirin sitting in the restaurant. Somehow he got lost in thought and forgot to take a seat. All eyes on the weird pegasus who just walked in and laughed at nothing. Such things weren’t done in Neighpon. Buttress slinked off and took a seat at the counter, leaning on it with his knees. A glance behind him confirmed that most of the stares had left him.



“Beer, please,” he told the server in Neighponese. He knew just enough to get by, and could pick up a specific phrase to get something he wanted, but having a conversation in the language was still beyond him. He’d met a lot of kirin who knew Equish, but it was only a matter of time until the accent confused him, or one of them would get to a phrase the other didn’t know, and then they’d just trail off into silence and he’d walk away feeling like he’d just tripped and fell.



Buttress sighed and watched the server deliver beer. She looked pretty cute, with the points on her antlers filed to little nubs and her pink mane having been combed flat and dyed with red highlights. Normally kirin manes had volume and stuck up in the air, resembling those of lions much more than ponies. The server kept glancing at her wings, which made Buttress fidget. When he first got to Neighpon, he stared too, at the scaly areas of skin on their backs, their cloven hooves, the two little whiskers on the side of their mouths that he saw them move like tentacles. After a month, he realized that those features were normal, and his wings were the new strange.



“Darling, are you sure you don’t have daiquiris here?” somepony next to him said. He turned his head and smiled. Somepony indeed. Somehow he hadn’t noticed that an Equestrian unicorn sat next to him. Her mane and tail, colored a deep shade of indigo, curled around themselves like ribbons, though a few hairs refused to sit in their rightful places. She looked like a million bits. Probably some kind of rich tourist, judging by the diamonds on her flank. But most rich tourists he saw around town were overdressed and couldn’t wait to display their fancy new souvenirs. This pony had tastefully applied makeup, with elegant lashes and blue eyeshadow, and wore a saddlebag with a clasp shaped like her cutie mark which looked like it came from a designer brand, as far as Buttress could tell. That was all.



The poor server or bartender or whatever her post was considered to be in this establishment looked confused as to what the unicorn referred to. They were about to speak again when Buttress cleared his throat, catching their glances. “Um, don’t think they have mixed drinks here at all,” he told the unicorn. “Sorry.”



The unicorn pouted her lips and sighed. “Well now, that’s quite a disappointment,” she said.



A flood of rapid, nearly unintelligible Neighponese spilled from the mouth of the server as her hooves gripped the menu and struggled to open it for them. Once she finally managed to get it open and point at what looked like a picture of some kind of cocktail, proving Buttress wrong, the unicorn looked her in the eyes.



“I beg your pardon?” she asked the server.



It occurred to the server that she forgot the nationality of her customers in her excitement. She took a deep breath and pointed at the drink again. “We have mixed drink here,” she said, hesitating as the unfamiliar words tumbled out of her mouth. “Sour mix.”



“Ah.” The unicorn pursed her lips as she lifted the menu with her magic, scanning the pictures. Her face brightened and she levitated the menu right back. “Wine, please. A bottle of your finest vintage.”



“Vintage wine,” the server repeated in an accent that had problems letting her end a word with a j-sound. She took out the bottle and began pouring a drink.



Buttress met the unicorn’s eyes and gave her a sheepish smile. “Sorry. I tried,” he said.



“Oh, no trouble at all,” she replied. “I think we’re all having quite a time adjusting to our new surroundings, aren’t we?”



“Ain’t that the truth.” He gripped his glass of beer and took a swig. “What’s your excuse for coming here?”



His turn of phrase made the unicorn’s chest twitch with a silent chuckle. “Promoting a new eastern line of kimonos,” she said. “It’s been a challenge, having to work with an entirely new style of dress to cross cultural boundaries, but my colleagues have assured me that this project will give me and my brand a new avenue of exposure.” She gave herself a titter, covering her mouth with a hoof. “But I suspect that you aren’t terribly interested in the fashion world, are you?” Her eyes glanced at his cutie mark, a stone arch supporting two half-arches on either side. His namesake.



“Eh, not really,” Buttress said with a shrug. “Most I tend to wear is a pair of sunglasses when the sun’s too bright. Or the lights. Sweet princesses, there are so many lights here.” He laughed and took another sip. “Sometimes a bandana when I’m feeling dangerous.”



The unicorn lifted the drink to her lips and took a dainty sip, though Buttress saw her start to smile in the process. “Dangerous?” she asked, looking him over. She saw a tan Pegasus with a shaggy, grey mane and tail, one who looked like he’d been hitting the fried vegetables a bit too hard when he should have been hitting the gym.



Buttress burst into laughter. “Oh come on, let me have that one thing!” he said, taking a deep breath. “Yeah, you can see just how fashionable I am, right?” He offered her a hoof to bump. “Flying Buttress.”



She looked down at the hoof, her eyes narrowing as she scrutinized her hoof for dirt and dust and anything else she probably wouldn’t deign to touch. But after some hesitation, she gently touched her hoof to his instead of hearty bump. “Rarity,” she said. “I assume you’re some sort of architect?”



“Sure am!” he said, bumping his chest with a hoof. He got a bright smile on his face, which started melting off his face. “Except that I’m not having much luck in Neighpon. At all.” He went back to his beer.



“Oh really?” Rarity asked, adopting the position of one of those glamorous mares that Buttress had glanced at on magazine racks. He’d never read them, but they still looked pretty classy and easy on the eyes. “And why might that be?”



He glanced back at his cutie mark, then back at Rarity. “Well, you’ve noticed how buildings work around here, right? They’re all modern and metal, businesslike and utilitarian. They may put a ton of lights and lamps on them, and sometimes you get a modern art thing on the side or in the front, but it’s mostly just boring to look at.” He sighed. “It’s like if you were called over her to get work but all you ever got asked to make are black business suits, right?”



The analogy made Rarity flinch. “Oh dear, that would be dreadful,” she muttered, setting down her wine.



Buttress smirked and nodded. “Exactly. To be fair, though, it’s not like I came here to make more than one building. I can’t really make multiple copies like you do with your dresses.” Another sip. The beer was starting to warm up. “You do make multiple copies of those, right?”



“Well, of course, darling,” Rarity says. “Which buildings would you prefer to make, if you had the choice?”



“Stone!” he said, looking up at the ceiling with a wistful smile on his face. “I want to make something like the old stone castles you find in the Equestrian countryside, or something like the royal palace in Canterlot, or… the Trottingham Opera House!”



Rarity let out a gasp. “Oh, I’ve been there! It’s such an amazing and humbling sight, isn’t it? The acoustics are simply beyond my ability to describe, darling!” She sighed and mirrored Buttress’s star-struck expression. “I can completely understand why you would wish to design such a grand building. Perhaps you could make something similar here?”



“Eh.” Buttress made a face and finished off his glass. “Doesn’t really work that way. Every time I brought up the possibility of making something out of stone, they had to explain to me how earthquakes work here. They get a ton of earthquakes around here, and they have to design their buildings around that. Stone and mortar stuff just isn’t gonna work, and if I tried to build anything like the Trottingham Opera House, it’s collapse in ten years, tops.” He sighs. “I still have some adjustment to do. Neighpon in a nutshell, huh?”



“Well…” Rarity thought for a moment, sipping on her glass, pouring another one, sipping that again. “As much as I find myself getting caught up in the zeitgeist and energy of the Neighponese fashion industry, I can’t help but feel that the country is far more suited to Pinkie Pie’s tastes.”



“Who?” Buttress asked.



“Oh, she’s a friend of mine from back in Ponyville. Quite the social butterfly, that one.” Rarity’s chuckle seemed a bit strained to Buttress. “Dear Pinkie has the hyperactive demeanor that suits Neighpon to a tee… and yet she might still be a bit too uncouth for more private aspects of the culture, especially the business side of things.” Rarity thinks for a moment, pursing her lips and leaning her chin on her hoof. Then a smile came back to her face. “It just occurred to me that Pinkie Pie dearly loves throwing parties for new arrivals in Ponyville, but I don’t believe I’ve seen how she celebrates being a new arrival to a city herself.”



“I’d show her the karaoke machine,” Buttress said. “Bet she’d get a kick out of that.”



He could have sworn that the very thought of it make Rarity’s mane begin to uncurl, a reflexive straightening that she barely stopped. “Oh my word! I’ve heard drunken stallions and mares sing karaoke before and it was such a horrid spectacle! I can’t possibly subject Pinkie Pie to that! Or rather, I can’t allow her to succumb to the temptation.”



“What?” Buttress turned her head to look at the karaoke booths in the back. Most of them had a party of kirin packed inside. They always seemed to be packing themselves into tight spaces. Heaven helped any claustrophobes who had to come to the country. He could see a few kirin putting their faces up to a microphone, almost touching it, and then proceeding to belt out lyrics without an ounce of shame. He assumed they were drunk. Not that he could hear them, as the booths had thankfully been enchanted to block out all incoming and outgoing sound.



“Look at them, Rarity. They’re all having fun. They may laugh at how terrible their singing was when they all sober up, but everykirin gets a turn to make fools of themselves, so who are they to judge?”



Rarity turned her nose up at Buttress. “You assume that all of my friends are abysmal singers. What makes you think that we would all make fools of ourselves in the booth?” She glanced back down at him and smirked.



“Well, that’s for all of you to decide, really.” Buttress got up from his seat and stretched his legs.



“Are you not staying for dinner?” Rarity asked, looking at the open menu again. She glanced over at a picture on the menu displaying vegetables that looked like pea pods dusted in salt. “These look delicious. What are they?”



Buttress shrugged. “Edamame. They’re delicious, but they’re also appetizers, so you’ll want another course after that. And I wish I could, but I’ve got patrons breathing down my neck and too many ideas competing for attention. I’ve gotta sort them out.”



Rarity nodded. “A feeling I know too well. Perhaps we’ll meet again sometime?”



“Sure. Same time tomorrow?”



“I’ll see if I can make it.”



Buttress gave Rarity one last smile and walked back out to the exit. Coming here was just what he needed. He wouldn’t have to face this new, bewildering country on his own anymore. He could finally share that experience with somepony else. 
      

      
   
      In Bloom


      

      
      
         Over in a corner of the yard, I tend the grass.



I don’t mind hot days, even though that doesn’t make as much sense. I can put on a coat in the winter, but on days like this, I can’t do much more than find some shade. And yet I much prefer sweating to shivering.



The garden hose is still coiled up by the rosebushes, like a big green snake about to… water the plants, I guess. I don’t know. As well as I can remember, I’ve never seen a snake.



I should have brought the hose over here so I wouldn’t have to get up for a drink of water. Whatever. I stand up, stretch, and yawn.



On my way over to the hose, I peek through the house’s windows and can see the newspaper lying out by the street. I’d go get it so I could see tomorrow’s forecast, but I don’t feel like trying to sneak through the house unnoticed. I’m not supposed to go in there today.



A quick twist of the hoof has the water going, and as long as I’m taking a drink, I might as well water these roses. The heat doesn’t have them wilting yet, but I haven’t watered them in a couple days now.



Over the nozzle’s spray, I can hear voices in the road, behind the house. Not unusual in the summer, of course, but why do ponies have to wander by here? But my ears prick toward the sound, and I can’t help imagining what they might be doing out there. If I have a failing, it’d be letting my curiosity get the better of me all the time.



So of course I drop the hose and trot over to the fence. It’s black, cast iron, and well taller than I am. Strong. Formidable. Without it, my yard wouldn’t be anything more than some extension of the street, some public square that’s mine in name only, with no way to shut out the rest of the world.



I pry apart a bit of the ivy that blankets the whole thing like green scales and peek out. To the left, a couple of groups of ponies stand around chatting, like they have nothing better to do. And to the right, around the corner where I can just see it, a ratty-looking ice cream cart sits, with a crowd of foals around it, and a few older ponies too. All laughing, playing, sitting idle.



Why would they do that out there? I hear them from time to time, of course, when somepony walks by, but just standing around? In the street? They’ll never learn that way. What makes them think they can just—?



There she is again. That earth pony, kinda pale yellow or beige, with streaked magenta mane and tail. I’ve seen her before. Quite often, actually. She must live nearby. Or really like ice cream.



She has a couple other mares with her, and they…



I…



I shake my head and pull the ivy back into place. I have chores, and it wouldn’t do to get caught staring. Besides, I—



I’ve left the hose running.



No, no, no, I can’t drown the rosebushes again!








Sure enough, another hot day. But something’s got me restless today. Instead of lounging in my usual shady spot, I keep finding myself pacing along the fence. I’ll be off in some daydream, and next thing I know, here I am trotting along the ivy.



Whispers, shouts, laughter—even more than usual, all floating over my fence and into my yard. Don’t these ponies have somewhere to go, jobs to do, yards to tend?



I grit my teeth, force a slow breath, and brace a hoof against the sturdy iron. It’s not worth getting worked up over. I can’t control what other ponies do, and if they want to make things worse for themselves, that’s their business.



Gotta keep my mind on something else. I glance over at the hose, but no—I watered the roses yesterday, and I’m lucky I didn’t hurt them. I made that mistake before. Once.



Maybe I’ll sprinkle the grass a bit later. I shouldn’t do it in the heat of the day, anyway. Some ice cream would taste good right about now, but not that stuff from out in the street. Seriously, how can they—?



And here I am again, shoving a couple of vines to the side so I can see out. I don’t remember that ice cream cart from last summer. Maybe I just forgot. I need to stop this. I’m going to get in trouble.



There she is. That mare again, a cone clutched in her hooves. She looks so… innocent. For the life of me, I can’t figure her out. She has time to waste, apparently, but I just can’t imagine that sweet face doing anything wrong. I bet she has huge flowerbeds at home, and she goes out each morning, shopping list in hoof, to get fresh supplies for it. And I just happen to catch her on the way out. That has to be it. Her mane, blending in with all manner of carnations, zinnias, impatiens… She’s even kinda pretty. Us earth ponies, we understand more than any other—



No, no! Now I will get in trouble. I can find other things to do in the yard instead of frittering away my morning on pointless—



She’s staring back.



Quickly, I hold my breath and shove the ivy back over the gap. Did she see? No. No way. Two little eyes looking through a whole fence of vines? No way she saw.



Careful not to tread on the still-muddy ground near the rosebushes, I trot along the fence until I reach the corner, then brush aside a bit of the foliage to look into the neighbor’s yard. Like clockwork, there’s old Juniper raking his lawn. He knows how to take care of his property. I have to respect somepony who pays attention to detail like that and keeps his yard orderly. I’ve never seen him out wasting his time in the streets. He doesn’t need to. The yard is better.



Wiping the sweat off my forehead, I settle down into the soft grass and roll under the low branches of the crabapple tree. The warm sun’s got me sleepy, and I wouldn’t mind a nap.








I’m not hungry, but I nibble at the grass anyway. A little here and there, of course—I can’t leave any bare patches. Sometimes, I think I take care of the lawn too well—a nice dandelion in the mix every so often would taste good, but I won’t have any weeds in my grass. I’d get in trouble, anyway.



And then there’s the voices. Those ponies have jabbered all morning. Are they trying to irritate me? I stalk over and force a few vines aside. Sure enough, over at the ice cream cart—



She’s there, too.



She’s…



Why would she do that? Out there? Ice cream is for inside. Everypony knows that. I can’t believe that somepony who looks so pleasant wouldn’t know any better. I mean, surely she’s not the kind of pony who would just wander around aimlessly. She must have a home. Maybe she just wants to eat it before it melts, but she could at least start heading somewhere—



She’s walking this way, with a funny little grin on her face. No, no, no, I’ll get in trouble! Letting the leaves spring back into place, I stagger a few steps and try to keep my heart from pounding. She didn’t see! She couldn’t have seen!



I hold my breath and prick my ears forward as hard as I can. No hoofsteps, no voice, no nothing. She walked past. She didn’t see anything, and she walked past.



“Hello? Who’s in there?”



I jump and let out a little yelp. Stupid, stupid, she heard!



“Hello? I saw you peeking out. My house is nearby, and I didn’t think anypony lived here.”



What do I do? I can’t speak to her, but if I don’t answer, she might raise her voice! After a quick glance toward the house, I decide I’d better give her a brusque reply, shoo her off. “I-I shouldn’t be talking to you.”



“Why not?”



Her—her voice is like silk: cool and soft, and it slides right over me. I want to hear it again, but I can’t—why won’t she leave?



The ivy rustles where she tries to get a hoof far enough through the fence to pry it apart. “My name’s Roseluck. What’s yours?”



Can’t talk. I can’t. I rush over to the hose and turn it on, in case the sound might drown out her voice. “I have to tend my roses. I can’t talk.”



“Why not?” she presses again.



Clouds. Yes, clouds. They’re blocking the sun anyway, so it won’t hurt to water the bushes again.



“Listen, I enjoy working with roses. You’d kinda have to, with a name like mine, huh?” She giggles, and if I could just wipe this stupid smile off my face and concentrate on my work… “Maybe we could talk shop? I’ll take any chance I can get to learn more about roses. What kinds do you grow?”



I turn the nozzle to a gentle spray and wet the ground underneath the bushes. Just the ground, not the leaves. Yeah, it’s not the best time of the day for this, but if the cloud cover keeps up, it won’t do any harm.



“Hello?” Her hooves shuffle in the dirt, and if only he could listen to that voice all day, but it has to stop. “Look, I’m sorry if I bothered you. If you’re busy, I’ll go—”



“Two,” my throat spits out before I have a chance to fight it. “My name is Two.” Why did I say that? I bite my lip until it hurts, in the hope that it’ll jerk me out of whatever my fogged-up head is doing to me. “But I have to tend my roses.”



My mind racing, I keep at my job, even turning the nozzle on high so I can reach the azaleas and rhododendrons against the house from here. When I’ve saturated just about every plant in this part of the yard, I finally shut off the water and coil the hose up, making sure to do it as slowly as possible. The more time it takes, the better.



She hasn’t said anything in a while, thank goodness, but now I don’t have an excuse to ignore her anymore. She might go away if I told her to, but I don’t want to be rude. I don’t want her to stay, I don’t want her to go, I…



I’d stomp as hard as I could, but she’d hear. Instead, I sneak partway down the fence and peer through the tangle of leaves there. 



She left.



I rest my forehead against the fence, against the cool iron for a minute before heading over to cull the bruised crabapples off the tree.








“Two!”



My eyes shoot open, and I toss my head. Where am I? Oh, yeah… My shady spot under the tree. I thought I heard something, but a quick scan of the yard turns up nothing. A dream, then.



“Two! You in there?”



Before she can even finish those few words, I’ve already stumbled to my hooves and lurched over to the fence. “Hey!” I grunt through my scowl as I yank the vines aside and gather my breath to—



Green. Green eyes gaze back at me, less than a single pace away. Green, like the soft, sweet grass that grows on the far side of the yard, over by the pond. Over where I’m not allowed to go. Her smile grows, little by little, but it’s the green that’s snared me, held me locked down in the green depths of…



I shake my head. Hard. “Quiet!” I finally hiss back at her. “You’ll get me in trouble!”



That lovely smile melts into a frown, and Roseluck cocks her head. “For what?”



“I’m not supposed to talk to anypony,” I say, craning my neck this way and that to make sure nopony else sees.



Her frown deepening, she wrinkles her forehead. “Why not?”



I just want that smile back. “’Cause I’m out here. You should know that. You’re the one in the street.”



“I… What? I’m sorry—I don’t understand…”



I let out a sigh and rub a hoof between my eyes. “If I hadn’t done something wrong, I wouldn’t be in the yard.” I draw my mouth into a taut line and finally tear my gaze away from the green. “I’m out here a lot. But even I’ve never done anything bad enough to get thrown out into the street. And I see you walking around out there nearly every day. What’d you do?”



“I-I don’t… Two, I’m out here because I want to be. Everypony is. You mean you’ve never left your property?”



“Oh, no, no! I’ve never misbehaved that badly!” I look back up and chuckle. Maybe I shouldn’t be making light of her situation, but she just raises an eyebrow.



“Then how… How do you go the the market, shop for new furniture, go to school, take out the garbage…?”



“Oh, I never said there weren’t reasons to leave,” I answer, waving a hoof at her. “But only when you have to. Besides, Mother handles those things.”



“She… does?” Her green eyes have gone wide—I guess her mother leaves all the dirty work for Roseluck to do.



I nod. “Of course. Then I don’t have to bother with any of that. I’m lucky, really.”



Now her frown has come back. I didn’t mean to make her feel bad…



A door slams inside the house, and I whip my head around at the sound. I dart for the vines and shove them back together. “You have to go!” I rasp.



“Two…”



“No! You have to go, now!” I lie down in the grass, squeeze my eyes shut, and roll onto my side. A moment later, I hear soft hoofsteps receding in the roadway.








For the first time in months, I woke up shivering. It’s gotten pretty late in the summer, but we do get these cold snaps occasionally. Rather than take my usual spot in the shade, I’ve moved out where I can get some sun and hopefully bake this frigid dew off my coat. I’d wipe it off, but I’d just pick up more from the grass. Might as well stand, I guess.



I trudge over to the fence and shove a couple vines out of the way. Seems like my little ritual lately. The ice cream cart hasn’t opened yet, all folded up, and there’s an old stallion down that way delivering newspapers.



Roseluck could come by today, I suppose… I hope. No, that’s not productive thinking, though I can’t rid myself of this pesky smile. In case it helps dislodge it, I stamp a hoof, and then—



“Two!”



I nearly bang my mouth on the fence when I whip my head around to the left. She never comes from that direction. Why would she be there?



She just grins, the loose ends of her scarf tossing about in the breeze as little puffs of steam float away from her nose with each breath. “I didn’t think anypony else got up this early! I was just out for a walk. Have yard work already?”



“No,” I answer, suppressing another shudder. “Just waking up.”



“Yeah, that cold morning air is bracing, huh?” For a moment, she pantomimes an exaggerated jogging-in-place motion. “Gets the blood flowing.”



I shrug. I never cared much for cold. Or blood, for that matter.



“So, what do you have on your agenda for the day?” She brushes a hoof through her forelock, though none of it looked out of place to me…



“Tend this here grass,” I answer, my voice dropping into a monotone when I get drawn into those green eyes again. “Same as always.”



“And your rosebushes?” Roseluck asks with a swish of her tail.



“Oh, I only take care of those when they need watering. I keep to my schedule whenever I can.” I hope she doesn’t look closely at those bushes—the bugs have been pretty bad this year.



She cocks her head to the side and folds her ears back. “So… it takes you all day long to do the lawn?”



“No!” I give an emphatic shake of my head. “I just… I dunno. Nap or think or something. If I’m inside, I read.”



“Well, if you’re not working, and it’s cold out…” She holds out her hoof like I’m supposed to take that from her. I-I don’t get… “Why aren’t you inside?” she finally concludes.



“Oh, I can’t, I can’t. I got in trouble.”



“I’m… I’m sorry.” Her face falls, and her ears somehow droop lower. “I hope it wasn’t on my account.”



“No!” I answer right away, wafting her words away with a hoof. “No, don’t worry. That happened before I met you.”



“That was… a couple days ago.” A bent foreleg held up in front of her, Roseluck stiffens. The playful lilt drains from that silken voice.



“I know.” What doesn’t she get? She’s the one out in the street.



“You haven’t gone inside in two days?” Now she’s just humoring me. She must think I’m bragging.



I shrug, which only makes her squint more intensely. “However long it takes.”



“For what?” She practically spits the words out. Fine. I’ll play this her way.



“Till I learn.” A gleam from inside catches my eye—Mother’s come downstairs for breakfast. “Oh, I have to go eat. I’ll… see you around?”



“But… I thought you couldn’t go in the house.” She’s tucked her tail, and that perked foreleg twitches once or twice. She puts on a good act, but now I know she’s kidding.



“For meals, sure. I’m not an animal. We eat inside. Not like that—” I jab a hoof toward the closed ice cream cart “—uncivilized stuff.” She looks like one of those stupid squirrels that’ll jump out in front of a wagon, then can’t decide which way to go. No way she’s actually confused. Right?



Anyway, she can’t get out what she wants to say, and I have to go, so I pull the ivy across the gap again and trot up to the back door.








I stick my head in and around the rosebushes, trying to avoid the thorns as I pluck off all the beetle-eaten leaves. I’ve never tried any before, and I hate to see anything green go to waste, but these taste rather bitter. I guess I’ll just throw them in the garbage can or work them into the mulch or something.



Through all the rustling, I start to notice a metallic tapping, and when I finally turn and prick my ears toward it, I hear a whisper: “Two? You there?”



I crane my neck over the windowsill to see inside—no hint of movement. Yesterday’s smile returning to my lips, I stroll over to the fence line and pull a few vines around a small wire hook I fashioned last night.



“That’s kinda neat,” Roseluck remarks with a half-smile of her own.



“Yeah, I just… took a scrap of wire I found and figured I could…” I scratch at my nose, even though it doesn’t itch.



“It’s almost like you expected me.” Without risking a look at those green eyes, I can still feel the laughter she’s holding back.



Of its own accord, my hoof scuffs at the grass. “Yeah, I guess… I guess I did, Roseluck. I don’t see any harm in it, but I still think I’m going to get in trouble for this.”



“Trouble? With your mother?” And just as quickly, the little amused chime in her voice evaporates. I shrug and nod. “What did you do?”



I shrug again. “If I knew, I’d be in less trouble. It’s the difference between a pony who knows he’s wrong and one who’s bad enough that he doesn’t even realize how he misbehaved. If I could tell what I needed to apologize for, I’d do it. Now, I have to wait until Mother thinks I’ve had enough time to reflect on it.”



I can’t take those green  eyes right now, but out of the corner of my vision, I see her mouth working through several responses. “Look… I haven’t said anything yet, because I felt like it wasn’t my place, but… don’t you think she enforces… rather strict rules? Maybe?”



“No, no!” I spit back, shaking my head. “Look at all those ponies out in the streets. That could be me! I’ve actually got it pretty easy.”



“No,” she says, leaning forward to brace a hoof on the other side of the fence, “those ponies… We… I don’t go around out here as a punishment. We have things to do out here. We live our lives out here. How… how could you spend an entire lifetime shut up in your house?”



“No reason to go out.” My jaw clenched, I take a step back. This is why Mother warned me about talking to other ponies.



And there goes her mouth, back to forming words that her voice won’t give life. She stares at the dirt. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you angry. Just—hey, ‘Two’ is an unusual name. How did you get it? Is it short for something?”



Deft change of subject—do I let it go? She twitches her tail and hangs her head. I guess it’s okay. I let my shoulders relax as I exhale deeply. “I’m the younger one—the second.”



“You mean you have a sister? Or brother?” she asks, her eyes brightening.



“Yes. My older brother, One.” Roseluck flinches at that answer.



“Where… is he?”



I grit my teeth and sneer back, even though she isn’t looking. “He left. A few years ago. Thought he could just mouth off all the time,” I mutter. “So Mother put him out. He never came back. He’s probably dead.”



Her breath catching in her throat, she gapes and tries to unclog the bunched-up words, but she can only back away. Her lower lip quivers, and all that falls out is a rasping “I’m sorry.” She canters away and casts a single glance at me as she disappears around the corner.








Without a conscious thought, I take up my post by the fence, where I’ve hung that improvised hook. I draw a few leafy tendrils aside and watch the ice cream cart. Funny, I never used to care much for all those bad ponies out there before, but now I spend a few hours a day keeping an eye out, it seems. Keeping an eye out for—why? Why would I do that?



I don’t know why. And doing things I don’t even know are wrong is what gets me in the most trouble.



I shake off that thought and peer at the ice cream cart again. She—she’s there! Her familiar red mane, facing the other way right now, and she’s buying some ice cream. Before I know it, my pulse has quickened. I…



Yes, she’s pretty, but I… like to talk. I just like to talk. I’m going to get in trouble.



She’s seen me now, and… why doesn’t she come over? She swallows hard, but she hasn’t even had a bite yet. A deep breath, and then she walks over as if dragging a fully laden wagon behind her. And that smile would blow off in a light breeze.



“Hi,” she says, at least the sound, if not the sentiment. She holds up her cone between the bars. “Want some?”



I shouldn’t. Every fiber of my conscience tells me so.



I wedge my nose through and take a taste. Creamy, yet tart, and… I’ve never had anything like it before. “What flavor?”



“Pineapple.” A touch of sincerity seeps into her grin.



“Pine… apple? Doesn’t taste like either.”



“No, pineapple, silly. You’ve seriously never heard of that?” Roseluck holds it up again, and I have another bite. “What else have you missed out on, all cooped up in—?”



My glare silences her, and the last shred of her smile crumbles. Her eyes darting around, she sits on her haunches and licks off a drip that’s running over her hoof. And for the first time, another flash of red catches my eye. Her mane and tail have plenty of it, but this sits smack in the middle of her coat. A… a rose? She sees me staring and blushes, then maneuvers her hindquarters away and averts her eyes to the dirt. 



“What’s that?” I ask, jutting my chin toward her side. “Some kind of tattoo?” I guess I’ve seen them on a lot of those ponies out in the street, but I never took much notice of them. Maybe they’re common, but I can’t see much use in a tattoo.



Her blush fades, and she swings her rump around to give it a cursory once-over. “I-I’m sorry. I thought you were checking out my—did I get some dirt on me?” She brushes a hoof over her coat a few times. “No, just my cutie mark.”



She says that like I should know what it means. “Cutie mark?”



That gape again, like everything has to be some big drama for her. Yes, so I don’t know some street jargon. “Don’t tell me—you’ve never heard of that either?” I raise my eyebrows and give her a slow, exaggerated shrug. “I was one of the last in my class to get one, and that happened five years ago. You mean to say you’re still a blank flank?”



This is getting tiresome. “Blank…?” Why does she keep tossing out all these fancy words? Trying to show off?



“You look about my age,” she says as she cranes her neck to get a look at my side. “You should have gotten a cutie mark much younger—do you even know how old you are?”



“I…” Years, months, weeks… Two thousand three hundred sixty-seven days since he’d started counting—since it had first occurred to him to do so. Before that… who could tell?



“What makes you happy?” she presses. “What gives you pleasure, what fulfills your day?” She gazes up at the clouds, and at least her smile has returned.



“I read a lot, if I’m allowed inside. I tend the grass, nap, or…” Roseluck isn’t listening. Her mind has wandered off somewhere, and she stares at nothing.



“I need to give this some thought,” she finally says. “I-I’ll see you tomorrow. I want to help. I’m really going to try.” She turns to leave, but at the last moment pushes the rest of the ice cream cone between the bars. “Here.”



I-I juggle it for a moment to keep from dropping it, and it’s starting to drip on my hooves, so I wolf it down in three bites.



“Are you sure your mother is somepony worth obeying?” she says softly, already on her way. I probably wasn’t meant to hear that.



I chew, gulp down that wonderful treat, gone bitter now, bitter as those rose leaves. How dare she! I suck in a big breath to shout after her, but my head—it feels like my brain is at once freezing over and about to explode! Jaw clenched, I rub my temples until I can muster the resolve to speak, but… she’s nowhere in sight.



I yank the vines back into place, undo the small wire hook, fling it over the fence. Good riddance.



In the heat of the day, I lie down in the soft green grass. Green, like… like her eyes.








“Good morning, Two.”



I sneer toward the fence and don’t budge a muscle from my place in the grass, out in the warm sun.



“I-I didn’t mean to upset you. I hope you believe me when I say I only want to help.”



I’m not talking to her. I did her a favor by taking her mind off of whatever got her kicked out of her house, and she repaid me with insults. A short distance down the fence, the leaves rustle where she tries to push the ivy out of the way. In the wrong spot.



“You there?” Roseluck waits a minute, then her voice drops to a whisper. “I hope you got to go inside.”



Letting out a sigh, I walk to my usual spot and hold the foliage back. She steps over and peers back through with her green eyes. Green amid the green, both with life, but only one with vitality, there behind the black iron. I stare… and stare…



“…Do you think?”



I shake the fog out of my head and find my way out of the maze. Almost got lost in there… “Sorry, what?”



“I was asking if you thought reading might have something to do with your cutie mark. You said you enjoy it.” In her own little world, she nods on my behalf.



More of this cutie mark business? Why should I know how they work? “I dunno. Honestly, I spend more time taking care of the yard.”



“Well, it would have happened already, in that case. At least I think so. But you do have a talent for it. Maybe you just haven’t found the right thing.” She gives me a toothy grin and points over past the small pond at the other end of the yard. “I mean, look at those roses over there. You’ve tended them beautifully.”



Those roses? I open my mouth to speak, but—



“See, I can help you there. That’s part of why I came over. My friends Lily and Daisy and I are going in together on a florist shop. We’ve studied the business, raised the money to start up, found a vacant storefront we can afford—I can finally move out on my own! It’s got me so excited that I just wanted to tell you!” She stands there, rocking on the tips of her hooves, and I think I’m supposed to say something. So I—



“So you’ve talked so much about growing your roses that I thought you might have a knack for it. They’re my specialty, of course. Cutie mark and all, y’know,” she says, giggling and brushes her forelock out of her eyes.



This again? I blink hard and take a breath. “These?” I ask, pointing to the bushes near the back door. “I just water them. They pretty much take care of themselves.”



“Yeah, those are knockouts,” she replies with a wave of her hoof. “They won’t give you much hassle. But—” she angles her head toward the pond again “—what about those? They look great, too. Did you do that?”



A tingle runs through my chest. “No. We used to have more of those over here too, but I over-watered them once, and they got a fungus. Mother was furious. I’m not allowed to mess with them anymore. So—” I flinch “—she planted these… knockouts.”



Her jaw tightens, but she keeps a steady voice. She still can’t tear her gaze away from the nice roses. “You have tea roses there. They take a little more work, but I could show you. I’m not surprised they need extra attention in a climate this far north.”



Okay. I wait for her to continue. I guess I’m supposed to say something again…



“Well, go on over there,” Roseluck says with a shooing motion. “I’ll talk you through it. We’ll make you into a master gardener in no time.”



Doesn’t she get it? Is she trying to mock me?



I hold up my foreleg and waggle it, the chain’s clinking drawing her eyes. “Can’t reach that far. Not allowed, remember?”



She sucks in a shuddering breath and staggers backward. “I-I’m sorry,” she coughs up. “I’m sorry. I can’t do this. I have to tell somepony. I-I have to.”



Tell somepony? She’s going to tattle on me? Now she’s crying, and her head keeps twisting to the side like she’s having a seizure or something. Fine. Let her make fun of me. Like her chain is so much longer than mine. At least I get to stay in the yard.



“I have to,” she blubbers through her sob before galloping down the street.








B-banging. Against wood. I—I can’t…



My eyes jerk open, and I sit bolt upright. What was that?



I hold my breath, but I don’t hear anything else. The house is dark, the yard is all shadows. Stars overhead. Only a dream.



A big yawn, and then I roll onto my other side and huddle up against the night air. Only a dream… Only…



Another bang.  And breaking glass. Somepony shouts inside, and lights come on all over the house. I take off at a gallop for the back door—Ow! Dammit! The chain… jerks me to a stop, nearly rips my foreleg out. I grab the chain with my other, I have to get free!



“Mother!” I shout. Furniture tumbles, the shouting gets louder. Are we being robbed? I strain as hard as I can against the manacle, and it digs into my flesh, but that only makes me tug harder. I have to get free! Mother will be angry that I got off the chain, but I have to do it for her! She’ll understand.



The back door crashes open, and a piercing light blinds me.



“It’s alright, kid. We’re here to help.”



I run for the hose—maybe I can swing the heavy metal nozzle around and keep him back.



“Whoa! It’s okay!” He shines the light on himself, and it glints off his badge. Police? Did they catch the robbers? “It’s okay, son. I’ve got you. Everything will be fine. Just step over here slowly.”



Loosening my bite, I let the hose drop to the ground. “M-Mother?” I back off a couple paces, but something about the officer is reassuring—at least if he lets me off this chain, I can help Mother.



He bends down and fiddles with the clasp before shouting toward the house. “Hey, Turnkey! Grab the bolt cutters out of the wagon and get out here!”



“M-Mother? Where’s Mother? Is she okay?” Nothing else matters. I have to help Mother.



“Don’t you worry about her, son. We’ll take care of everything.” Another uniformed pony emerges room the back door with what looks like an enormous pair of pruners. He holds the blade against a link if the chain, braces one handle on the ground, and leans into the other as hard as he can. With a metallic ring, it snaps, and I go charging inside, but the first officer blocks my path. “Come with me, kid. Let’s get you out of here.”



“I-I don’t want to go! Where’s Mother?” They don’t answer. They just corral me into the house, where a third and a fourth officer join them, hemming me in, pushing me toward the front door, toward… the street.



No. No! They’re throwing me out! Just like my brother—forced to leave, never returned, probably dead. He got what he deserved. But I don’t want to go! What did I do wrong?



As I stumble down the front walk, the first officer points to a mare being shoved into the back of a paddy wagon. “There’s your mother, kid.”



“No! Mother!” It takes all four of them to hold me back.



“It’s okay, kid! Calm down! She can’t hurt you now.”



“No! You’ve got it wrong! She didn’t hurt me. She never hurt me!” Everything’s going numb, even my throbbing hoof. I-I can’t walk. Shaking, I sink to my haunches, and the policeponies let go of me. What’s happening?



I scan the crowd of unfamiliar faces: more police, ponies with cameras, scribbling in notepads. Flashbulbs going off, shouting, in the street, no fences, strangers everywhere. No, one face, over by the officer with the most stripes on his sleeve.



It’s—it’s Roseluck. She gives a shy smile and a muted wave. She did this. She did this!



I break into a full gallop, straight for her. “You smug bitch!” I hurl at her as I close the distance. I punch her as hard as I can, the chain’s loose end clinking over the crowd’s noise. She drops immediately, and then I’m on top of her, and I get two more good shots in before the nearest officers can pull me off.



“You don’t even know what you did! You had no right! You had no right!”



Blood trickles from her mouth, and some has spattered up on her nose. It matches her mane well.



I fling every horrible word I can think of at her. Surely, Mother can hear me, but she has to realize I’m doing this for her. Please don’t get angry, Mother!



Roseluck bursts into tears and cowers behind some other mare, probably her idiot mother. By then, the police are dragging me away and pushing me into another wagon. All those faces: ponies in uniform, Roseluck, old Juniper, ponies that have nothing better to do than stand around in the road.



Roseluck. I recognize that look, the same as One gave me when he left. Like he knew better. Like I deserved his pity. “I’ll get you for this!” I shriek as the wagon’s doors close.








Early evening, and I lie in bed while reading a book. Well, not right now. It hangs open over on the nightstand, and I haven’t touched it in an hour. Every time I try, I can’t get more than two pages before I lose my concentration and have to stop.



I’ve lived here for over a month now. I miss my old home, where somepony loved me. Nopony does here. I can tell, because they never punish me.



They want me to call them Mom and Dad, but I only do it to humor them. They’re no parents. Over a month, and they haven’t put me out in the yard once. At least I get to do more with the grass here than I used to. I even got one of those “cutie marks,” some kind of square of turf—a type of centipede grass, as I can tell from the shape of the leaves. The mare and stallion here have even taken to calling me Fescue, but I prefer Two, and I asked them to stop.



I tried clipping that cutie mark out of my coat, but it goes all the way down, even onto my skin. So I picked at it, scraped it with a pair of garden shears, even rubbed it with a hoof file. But once the scabs healed over, it came back the same as before. I guess it’s here to stay.



To be honest, I’d rather go out in the yard now, especially since I can’t read in this mood. Sure, it could get frustrating when Mother wouldn’t tell me what I’d done wrong, but at least I knew I’d done something and could try to figure it out. Not here. These ponies won’t even bother. They must think I’m too far gone to help. Why else would they neglect me like that?



I know for a fact that I need to be punished. The last few nights, I snuck out and wandered around town, trying to find where Roseluck lives. It took a while, but I finally found her yesterday, and spent over an hour watching her.



On a whim, I roll out of bed, clamber through the open window, and walk to the edge of the low roof over the wagon shelter. From there, it’s a quick hop onto the woodpile, then to the ground. Down the street to the lamppost, a left, three blocks, another left… I quickly find my way there and settle between a couple of japonica shrubs across the road.



Roseluck. She walks back and forth by the window of what I assume is the washroom—she’s brushing her teeth. Then her head bobs down and comes back up with a splash of water on it and a washcloth in hoof. The soft light bathes her and spills out into the night.



She’s wearing pajamas? Really? That’s kid stuff.



Part of her mane is still wet and darkened from washing her face, and it sticks against her neck like a streak of blood. I purse my lips and let out a sigh. Yes, I’m still angry, but in a different way than before. I’ve had time to think.



If she’ll just admit to the police that she was wrong, that she lied, then everything can go back to normal. Then I wouldn’t have to hit her. I might even be sorry I did the first time. It’s not like I want to see her bleed.



When my eyes come back into focus, she has her face pressed to the window, gazing out at me. That look again, like she had before, like she feels sorry for me. She mouths something over her shoulder, and soon enough, Lily and Daisy—I have to assume that’s who they are—come out screaming on the front porch.



A couple of the neighbors pop their heads out, but I’m gone, past all those awful open yards, dust kicking up behind me. Why would she treat me like this? I gave her a second chance…



I take the long way home. Gotta have time to think, and just in case anypony follows me… If I go around the edge of town, I can stop, take a breather in the park, get a drink from the stream.



Listen to me. Not that long ago, I didn’t have a clue about what was in this town or where.



A quick snack of sweet grass hits the spot when I pause, panting. Nice green grass, like her eyes…



I must have stood there for five minutes or so. Best to get home before somepony notices my absence. So I head back, but when I’m still three blocks away, I can already see trouble. Light shines from my room, and a police officer stands on the front porch.



I don’t even get much of what happens over the next hour. I nod a lot, and they tell me not to go over to Roseluck’s again. If they’d chained me in the yard, I couldn’t have gone there in the first place. And my “parents” still won’t do it. They don’t care enough.



When I ran away, I noticed that Roseluck had stopped smiling. Maybe she finally understands the seriousness of the situation.



I think I love her.








I can’t read anymore. I’m allowed, but I can’t sit still long enough. Good thing I get to take care of the back lawn, but even that doesn’t interest me as much these days.



I sent Roseluck a letter. If my “parents” won’t let me see her, I’ll find another way. In it, I told her exactly what she needed to do to make things right, but that also brought the police over, so I can’t write, either. For now.



The ponies who live here said they’d have to read any letters I want to mail, and if they approve, they’ll send it—if I write one calmly and rationally.



A lie. The doctor told them to say that. They’ll never mail anything. But I guess I can try it their way.



I take a sheet of paper and a quill to the desk, then poke it at the scar on my foreleg until it bleeds. No, I’m not going to write a letter in blood. That’d be ridiculous. Ink will do fine.



Dear Roseluck,



	I forgive you for what you did. I realize now that you couldn’t have known the particular dynamics of my family life, given that you must have some strange customs that make it unfamiliar to you. You have to be careful to ensure that your actions do not have unintended consequences. You clearly had some sense of my well-being in mind, and for that I am grateful, but you never asked me what I thought, never confirmed that your suspicions had any merit. If you could just tell the police that you were mistaken, that you’d misinterpreted what you saw, then we could all go back to our normal lives. I don’t believe you’re deliberately keeping me from my home; I just think you let your imagination run away, and it’s easy for a town to rally around a frantic young mare.

	I don’t hold that against you. Their fault is not yours, and I would not punish you for it. I would never hit you again. It was rash of me, and I realize that I should have exerted more self-control than that. I would not hit you and make you bleed or even put you out in the street because I love you and I would only keep you in the nice, pretty, quiet yard with a chain plenty long enough to reach the rosebushes, and no thorn shall ever prick you, no, only that mane will lay red against your pale coat.



Your protector,

Two








It’s my little patch of grass, between the fence and the building, and I can do whatever I want with it—everypony else had better stay away. I glance around at all the other guests milling about in the yard, off to whatever mundane things must occupy their minds. They have no business here, but I let them be. As long as they stay away from my corner, they don’t do any harm—it’s rare that I have to confront any of them, but it pays to remain watchful.



I’d prefer to stay out here all the time to keep an eye on my grass, but I have to go inside for most of the day and all night. That’s okay—I write my letters during inside time. The doctor actually encourages me to write my letters, but he won’t give me anything sharp like a pencil—just a charcoal stick. It tastes awful.



But I write my letters, about five a day, and the doctor says he might send them someday. He says that, but I know he won’t.  He says that when he gives me my charcoal stick for the day after breakfast and locks me in my room.



This place has different rules, but at least it has rules, and I have time that I have to spend outside in the yard, and I get in trouble if I break the rules. A lot like home—my real home, not that fake one I went to for a few months.



I haven’t heard from Mother in over a year. Most days, I ask the doctor how she’s doing, but he says he doesn’t know. I think he’s lying.



I haven’t heard from Roseluck, either. The doctor says she doesn’t send me any mail, but he lies about that too. I do love her, but she hasn’t come to visit, and she still owes me an apology. I don’t want to hurt her, but sometimes we have to do distasteful things for a higher purpose.



In the night, I wake up. I hate it—it gives me nightmares, thinking about having to hit her, making her nose and mouth bleed again. I wake up shuddering and crying, but I love her enough to make myself do that for her. I love her, and I hate myself, and I don’t want her to bleed. Now, if I ever get out of here…



I pull a bit of ivy away from the black cast-iron fence and look through to the street to see if any green eyes are gazing back at me. But nothing again today, so far. I can wait.



Over in a corner of the yard, I tend the grass.
      

      
   
      Regnum Intero


      

      
      
         The stallion did not even groan as he got to his hooves.

　　He was gray, both coat and mane, almost blending into the murky emptiness around him. His cutie mark was a silver quill - not out of the ordinary for the ordinary-looking unicorn that he was. And, aside from the utter lack of anything except heavy, scentless smoke in his surroundings, there was nothing out of the ordinary there either. 

　　His head spun, but he did not kneel down, opting only to stand rigid and wait until it passed.

　　When he had regained his bearings, and made out that, in the bleakness, there was some form of plane which served as a floor, he walked on forward.

　　

Teleportation: the unicorn’s greatest boon above the other races. What magic could do, flight or strength, combined with enough focus and effort, could do too - all save for instantaneous displacement. It is as difficult as it sounds. Not all unicorns can do it, for not all unicorns have the same attunement to the leylines, those transcendental channels of magic; it is not just a matter of closing one’s eyes and picturing one already there. 	There is one fundamental step to perform first, one which, interestingly, fillies can do more naturally than grown ponies, and so it came to be that every so often a child would ask: What happens if you teleport half-way and then stop?  This was often accompanied by the deep worry of having a limb or a head end up in Manehatten, the schoolyard or the toilet, with the rest of the pony being said member short, etched across their burrows and in their eyes.

　　Over time, thanks to generations of puzzling and sharing, the answer to this question was generally agreed upon to be, more or less, No, you do not end up severed/ dismembered/gutted, my dear child, so do not fret/continue your chores/do not ask me this again. Upon further grilling, the addendum was offered: You end up in the middle. In between. But not in Equestria-in between. The magical realm-in between.

　　

The stallion had not walked for very long when he stopped, for something had caught up with him.

　　It was a small ball of light, flitting about in front of him like a friendly firefly. There was even a small tinkle as it dipped and rose mid-air.

　　“Hello,” it said, in a tinny female voice, invoking for whatever reason the image of harps and bells in the stallion’s mind.

　　“Hello,” said the stallion uncertainly. “Who are you?”

　　“What a kind soul,” replied the ball, seemingly nodding to itself. “I am a guide, here to lead you through the realm of in-between. That is where you are. Though you must have figured that out.”

　　“I hadn’t,” replied the stallion. He looked around. “Thank you. For telling me.”

　　“Ah,” replied the ball. It flitted about a bit more before settling an inch below his muzzle. “Then where are you headed?”

　　“Forward,” said the stallion, “but as you are a guide I suppose you wouldn’t mind letting me know if I’m mistaken?”

　　“Such a kind soul,” repeated the ball, falling to the floor, only to bounce back up again. On the spot where it landed, a square of light faded into view, and began replicating itself, tile by tile, until it stretched out before him, a single glowing path. 

　　“Mister stallion, this is the way out. The last thing you did was attempt teleportation, yes? This is what separates point A and point B - you could say that you’re in transit.”

　　The stallion looked around again. There was a lot of “this”. 

　　“At the end of this road lies your destination. However, following the road is not enough. I need you to trust me and do as I say, lest you become lost for eternity.”

　　He seemed unfazed at the bold statement. “Very well. What must I do?”

　　“Firstly, you must not set hoof outside of the path. Secondly, you must stay close to me. I will give further instructions when necessary.”

　　“Lead the way, then,” said the stallion, and without another word the ball flew forward, the stallion following at a brisk pace.

　　The pair travelled in silence for a good while until the stallion harrumphed: 

　　“I am sorry... slower, please...”

　　“No, I’m sorry!” The ball did a loop-de-loop as it slowed down. “I forget that not all who enter here are tireless as I. It is all right. We have time, after all. The destination is not headed anywhere.”

　　The stallion grimaced. “No, we do not - I have a mission to complete. I have no idea how much time I have left, so the sooner we reach the end... Just let me catch my breath and we can run again.”

　　“Mission? What is your mission?”

　　“I don’t think you want to know.”

　　“Surprise me,” giggled the ball.

　　The stallion regarded it for a while. It could not stay still, it seemed, always buzzing, darting up and down, left and right. The tinkling sound had dissolved into the silence, and he had almost forgotten to notice it. 

　　“Maybe later,” said the stallion.

　　

“It has been forty minutes,” said the stallion, after forty minutes of alternating running and resting.

　　“How can you tell?” asked the ball curiously.

　　“I, ah, was playing a song in my head.” He had long given up on trying to follow the ball with his eyes; they were tracking it automatically. “The song is about four minutes long, and I’ve repeated it ten times. But that’s not the point - what I want to ask is, shouldn’t there be others like me around? I can’t have been the only one who failed at teleportation...”

　　For the first time, the ball stopped moving, landing on the stallion’s mane. The tinkling stopped.

　　That was when he heard the laughter.

　　He spun around as a cold draft shot up his spine. It was distant, but distinct in the absence of other sound - childrens’ laughter, giggling, delighted shrieking, snorts rang out in bursts. Amidst the cries he could even hear the occasional word: “Momma!” “Papa!” “Big sis, no!” “Another!”

　　“What is this?” he half-shouted, trying to find the source to no avail.

　　“We have travelled for forty minutes at a fairly fast pace,” said the ball quietly. “However, for these poor children to get this far it must have seemed like days, weeks to them. What you hear are the sounds of children who have tried to find the end of the path and given up, either out of weariness or out of hope.”

　　“But they’re... they’re laughing...”

　　“The only grace we - I can give them.” The unchanging melodious air of the voice made him shiver even more. “Illusions of having reunited with their families, living out ageless, happy lives.”

　　“Illusions?” The stallion batted the guide off his head and tried not to shout. He was gasping. “Can’t you lead them out? If you just showed me where they are, I could-”

　　“I have tried,” said the ball simply. “Believe me, I have tried... But when a pony loses hope, they can no longer proceed. And I cannot help those beyond help.”

　　“But they’re children! What about their parents?”

　　“Long gone,” sighed the ball. “You must understand that the chance of a child ending up here is minuscule, and the voices you hear are decades, even centuries old. This is the collective of lost children who failed to make it back out. They have no more family nor friends, and to resurface outside will only mean loneliness and despair. Believe me, I have tried. This is the only grace left for them.”

　　The chill had spread into his chest. He could feel something boiling inside him. “You’re a guide, aren’t you? You obviously have some kind of power. Can’t you just make them-”

　　“I cannot.” The ball sounded tired, and that was all it said before proceeding forward.

　　The stallion gulped and took a few deep, trembling breaths, trying to focus on the tinkling instead of the voices. He bit his lips, stomped his hooves, screamed at the sky - and followed in pursuit.

　　

There was nothing to see but smoke as the stallion walked on. It was like gauze, thick enough to see but thin enough to offer to resistance, no sensation as his ankles dabbed in and out of it. It was gray, just like the realm, and blurred the edges of the path. 

　　As he ran on, the laughter faded, and the smoke thickened. He wanted to ask the guide, but there was an invisible wall between them - probably not literally, though he would not have put it past the world. 

　　‘Believe me, I have tried,’ the voice echoed in his mind, to the drumbeat of his heart. ‘This is the only grace.’ I can’t imagine.

　　“Guide,” he said, choking as the interruption to his breath tripped a bit of spittle down the wrong pipe. 

　　“Yes? Do you require rest?”

　　“No, I just wanted to... I apologize. Sorry.”

　　“For what?”

　　“For just now.”

　　The tinkling sang for five counts before the ball said: “It is all right. Anypony with a heart like yours would have felt like that.” Then, as an afterthought: “Not a very chatty one, are you?”

　　The stallion tried to laugh. It came out strangled and pitiful. “Yeah. I don’t have much to say.”

　　“Perhaps you could tell me your name?”

　　“I’m Blue Stone. Son of Gray Stone, ex-quarry master of South Castershire.” He managed a weak smile. “Dad didn’t have much naming sense, I know. I don’t know how other ponies had the luck to have names that fit their futures.”

　　“It happens,” agreed the ball. “You are a scribe?”

　　“More or less,” said Blue Stone, tilting his head a bit. “My special skill is auditing, though it’s really just an affinity for lots of little bits of paper. I keep good track of them, I can piece them up together, I can find them all if it’s hidden, and it’s just a matter of comparing that to the actual situation.” 

　　“A very useful skill to have,” said the ball.

　　“Now that I’ve told you about me, if you don’t mind... what are you? Why are you here?” asked Blue Stone.

　　“I am a guide,” said the ball. “I am here because I do not wish for anypony to remain lost.”

　　“And your name?”

　　“I have none,” replied the ball. At that, their slow trot halted, and the ball became still, resting on his mane once more.

　　“You have noticed the smoke,” said the ball. It was not a question.

　　“Yes.”

　　“Be warned. This is where most fail. You see, we are in the realm of in-between, regnum intero, but what it actually is, well, you may know it as the thaumic plane...”

　　“You mean the plane of magic?” frowned Blue Stone.

　　“The plane of leylines, yes,” replied the ball. “The one crucial step for teleportation is ‘conversion’ - changing one’s essence into magical energy, and travelling along a leyline highway to reach the destination, and reverting back to physical form. Getting stuck as you have occurs when you, ah...”

　　“Break concentration?” offered Blue Stone.

　　“Gain awareness,” replied the ball. “The most powerful tool a unicorn has is the mind. You could say that the on-off switch for conversion lies in there. You, like almost all the others here, have activated your switch prematurely.”

　　“And what does this have to do with the smoke?”

　　“We are on the leyline highway. And as with all leylines, once they come into use-”

　　The ball pressed down with surprising force, half a second before he heard the unearthly roar. He ducked just in time as a huge ball of fire screamed above him, blowing across his body with a wave of heat as it passed by. Immediately he raised a hoof to the back of his head and felt powdery ash.

　　“Listen to me!” the ball shouted in his ear. “Whatever you do, do not look back! And do not, do not lose sight of the path! Run!”

　　There was a strangled cry to his left as the smoke around him took, very briefly, the face of a mare he had never seen before.

　　His chest tightened again. Without even a second’s delay, he ran.

　　Another ball of flame surged by his right, searing his side. He could feel his skin dry up, itch. From above, another ball of fire fell through the sky, and he stopped just short of it as it crashed through the path of light, shattering it. He could hear another shriek behind him; he leaped over the gap and clung to the left as yet another fireball roared by. 

　　He realized that he was keeping low, noticing the smoke billow and twist around him, too close to his snout for his liking. As he charged forward, dodging the fireballs, he could hear the crackling of ice, feel the air around him drop temperature rapidly. 

　　Something in his heart sank, and his instinct kicked in - he jumped forward just in time to see the smoke twist up into a spike of ice where he had been a moment ago. 

　　He squeezed his eyes shut. This was something he had noticed a while back - even when he closed them for a long period of time, the shimmering road in front did not fade from sight. He had attributed it to the afterimage effect at first, but a quick test confirmed the strange reality: he could still see the way even without his sight.

　　Trusting in his ears and senses, he ran on, sightless, yet seeing everything, until the roaring stopped and shrieking died.

　　Only when all he could hear was the tinkling of his guide did he dare open his eyes to realize that he was in a field full of flowers. 

　　The grayness had disappeared, replaced by lush grass. Here and there, patches of dandelions, daises, tulips and petunias flourished with their bright hues of violet and red and yellow. The sky above him was empty still, but it was a rich blue emptiness, and the sun - what wonderful warmth! - hung high, too bright to stare into as always.

　　He blinked as his ears filled with thumping, the pounding of his heart from the remainder of adrenaline. He lost his breath and gasped for a new one - his lungs filled with sweet, fresh air.

　　And in the horizon were two figures - two very familiar figures...

　　He was running to them already, and in no time drew close enough to confirm what his heart was telling him.

　　The most beautiful mare he knew, with a cream coat and sandy mane tied in a ponytail, smiling for him her radiant smile.

　　The dearest foal in the world, who had her mother’s coat but his mane, waving at him in soundless joy. 

　　He felt his eyes tear up, and shut them.

　　The path of light remained, burning bright in the darkness.

　　“No...”

　　He tried to take a step forward, but in the recesses of his mind, there was a voice, cold and clear, telling him what he did not want to know, accompanied with the faintest of tinkling.

　　“No!”

　　When he next felt the nudge of the ball on his head, his tears had dried up, and he was back in the realm of in-between. The path of light continued to glow with lukewarm luminescence. There was tinkling. There was no horizon nor flowers nor sun.

　　The ball floated in front of his sight, before tentatively floating away.

　　“Wait,” said Blue Stone, only to choke and cough. The ball waited. He finally asked:

　　“Why?”

　　“Magic is an expression of both mind and soul,” said the ball. “As you are, you are a working mind without a physical body. Unless you are practiced in the art of astral projection, some of your thoughts and desires will definitely leak out into the leyline.”

　　“So the smoke...”

　　“Ether. Formless magic that collected as more of your inner being leaked, taking form as it reached critical mass. The fire, the ice and the illusion were all expressions of yourself.”

　　The ball flitted about for a moment, as if searching Blue Stone’s expression for clues.

　　“I will not require you to return the favour, Blue Stone,” sang the ball. “But if I might ask you the same... why, why is it that, though you have such a kind soul, you wish to take the life of another at the end of this path?”

　　

The trip had always been silent, but this was a different silence - instead of mere absence, this was a tangible, suffocating silence. Blue Stone tried to think nothing of it as he ran on, but he found himself wishing for even the sound of his steps - the realm did not even have that - to drown out that ever-present tinkling.



It felt like hours. Blue Stone had lost track of how many times he had repeated the song. He had hummed it softly to himself at one point, but now his lips were dry, and still there was no end in sight.

　　The guide was not speaking any more, content to just flit ahead. 

　　“Hey!” 

　　The male voice was coming from behind. Blue Stone turned to look back; galloping up frantically was another unicorn, one with an orange coat and green mane.

　　“Hello?” 

　　“It’s another pony!” cried the unicorn, falling at his hooves. “Thank Celestia!”

　　“Woah there. Come on, get up.” Blue Stone was about to stretch a hoof out, but the pony was too far outside the path to reach. And the guide was still flitting on, as if it had not noticed. “Hey, guide! Mind stopping for a bit? There’s another pony!”

　　But it did not stop.

　　“Who are you talking to? Guide?” asked the unicorn curiously.

　　“You know, the ball of light over there,” said Blue Stone, pointing. “Can’t you see it?”

　　“There’s nothing there.”

　　Blue Stone frowned. “Ahh... Come on, let’s move on. I’m sorry, but I can’t stop walking. You’re free to walk alongside me though. Care to step into the path?”

　　“Path? Are you all right?”

　　“I suppose you can’t see that either,” said Blue Stone, thinking hard.

　　“I can pretend I can if you like,” said the unicorn cheerily. “Why, I’ll do almost anything with you. It’s been ages since I got lost from the group, I was so worried that I almost went loopy, you know... It’s so good to see another pony.”

　　“I know,” replied Blue Stone, nodding. “What’s your name?”

　　“Gilhort. Yours?”

　　For a brief moment, he turned to look at the guide. It had stopped for two seconds, as if to give him a warning.

　　“I’m, uh, Stone. Stone, er... Stone’s Throw.” He returned the confused look with a smile. “Call me Stone.”

　　“Sure thing. Man, I’m so glad to have found you.” His face was pinched, and his eyes were, upon closer inspection, bloodshot. “Never seen you before, so I’m guessing you aren’t with the Nation?”

　　“The what now?”

　　“The Nation. We’re the country of in-betweeners,” he explained. “All of us are just like you, stranded here with no way out. All we can do is stick together and live out new lives here.”

　　“But there is a way out,” said Blue Stone, lightening up. “I’m on it. Follow me!”

　　“That’s nice, but...” Gilhort stopped in his tracks, looking reluctant. “Say, you’re new, right? Haven’t been here too long?”

　　“Well, it has been a while. A few hours, maybe?”	“Only?” Gilhort laughed. It was a curt, stifled laugh. “Ah, no wonder. You still haven’t come to terms with it. Explains all the stuff about a path and a guide, too.”

　　“What are you talking about?” Blue Stone frowned. Meanwhile, the guide was moving on mercilessly; he tried to do a backpedal, but Gilhort remained stubbornly still. “Come on, we can talk while we walk.”

　　“You’re going the wrong way.” Gilhort turned and pointed to the far right. “I can see them! The Nation!”

　　At this Blue stopped and squinted.

　　“I don’t see anything.”

　　“I do, though. They’re over there. Come on, Stone, let’s go!”

　　“But the way out is-”

　　“There is no way out!” yelled Gilhort, his smile shattering into a look of pure fright. “There’s only you and I and the Nation, and I bugger all as hell don’t want to be alone again! Why won’t you come to your senses? Come with me!”

　　“Why won’t you come to your senses?” shouted Blue Stone. “You come with me! I have a guide, it’s taking me along the path...”

　　“There is no path! There is no hope!”

　　Blue Stone looked into his eyes. They were wide, frightened, tired eyes.

　　He shook his head and chased after the guide.

　　When he caught up to it, it stopped.

　　“I was almost worried that you wouldn’t show up,” it said.

　　“Why wouldn’t you stop? He needed us!” said Blue Stone angrily. “I had to leave him behind because of you!”

　　There was a moment of quiet. “Would you like to see his true form?” asked the ball.

　　“What do you mean?”

　　“Look.” The ball moved behind him; he followed it, and watched as the path behind faded, square by square.

　　Blue Stone screamed as out of the emptiness, a skull the size of himself leaped out, only to crash into pieces at his hooves, where the last square of light had not yet disappeared.

　　“There are creatures worse than these,” said the ball simply as it resumed its position in front. “But you have done well to trust me first. The end is almost near.”

　　

What is a pony? This has troubled philosophers, magicians and scientists alike. Infamous experiments such as burning cadavers to measure the weight of a soul still persist, and will, at least in the parts of the world where ethics still restrain action.

　　In Maretopia, a land equal to Equestria in every way except for its deifical princesses, advanced, abhorrent techniques have proven that ponies truly are the sum of their parts. They have minds, free wills, souls, instincts, and the main characteristic which lets them interact deeper with the world - an earthed strength and a connectedness to nature, flight and a sense for cosmological motion, or magic - and a body to host these in. Where teleportation is concerned, the process of conversion is a matter of translating all of this into magic, tapping into a higher dimension, and relying on magical instinct, so to speak, to bring the body back into physicality.

　　Most unicorns do not possess the mental capacity to override this instinct. It is, in a way, nature over nuture - just as ponies can, through breeding and psychology, deny inherent pony nature such as the grazing of grass and the estrous cycle, so unicorns can keep their will alive during teleportation.

　　Of more interest is the application of the principle, where the will can be made to be awakened during teleportation. The time interval for external interference is understandably short, but there have been systems developed to toggle the switch, so to say, of unicorns entering a prescribed field. One excellent example is the anti-intrusion field maintained in Equestria’s own Canterlot Castle, which inhibits unauthorized magical signatures, cutting them short by means of adverse wave cancellation.

　　It is with this abstract that I, Gauss Wicherwonder, present the next chapter: Teleportation Interruption Mechanisms[...]

　　

-Xerxes, Wicherwonder & Clover: Comprehensive Manual of Arcane Defenses, 1898, Canterlotian Magicians Society, Canterlot.

　　

“Princess Twilight?”

　　Blue Stone steadied himself as he took in everything. He was, just as the rouge magician had said, in a guest room - it was much larger than any room he had been in, with rich carpeting, tapestries of gold and crimson on the walls, a gauze curtain that diffused the harsh light outside - and the wonderful aroma of baked cinnamon - even though it was spacious, compared to the realm of in-between, it was claustrophobic, and he found himself taking shorter gasps.

　　But the mayor of South Castershire was not there. Instead, sitting on the bed a safe distance away, was the pony whose face was splashed across the front page of every newspaper, the youngest addition to the monarchy, dressed in royal garb. Princess Twilight Sparkle.

　　What is going on?!

　　“Have a butterfly wing,” said the princess. As she placed a thick leather-bound tome back on to a shelf on the far side of the room, a silver plate with three of them was levitated in front of Blue Stone, and the smell filled his nostrils. As if on cue, his stomach growled, and he felt his mouth water.

　　“It’s not poisoned,” she added, lifting one to her lips and taking a generous bite. “I meem, I know how much these can - mmm - take ouf you. Did you know that some unicorns experience a whole fifty percent drop in blood sugar level post-teleportation?”

　　Blue Stone nodded dumbly and chaffed down the other two, sinking to his knees.

　　“Your Highness,” he mumbled, eyes widening as reality sunk in. The princess had been waiting for him. That could only mean that she had known from the start - yet, how?

　　“Please, call me Twilight Sparkle. After all, we know each other now.”	“Princess, I-”

　　“Tell me something, Blue Stone,” said the princess, smiling faintly. “Why have you come to visit Canterlot on the last day of the counties’ biennial summons?”

　　“I...”

　　“No, rather - why have you come to the room of your mayor?”

　　“Because I want to kill him.” There was no hope left. To admit, grovel, whatever it took - he had to grasp at every last straw. He fell prostrate on the floor and felt his body tremble violently. “I am here because I want to kill Glimmerstone!”

　　“Tell me why,” said the princess quietly.

　　“You don’t know?” His heart was racing wildly now. Everything that had happened before... He had felt oddly calm at the start. Hollow, even, as he set out. Paid the money to the rouge magician. Stepped into his circle of runes. Set out to Glimmerstone’s room, to suffocate him in his room, a solid two thousand miles away from South Castershire. And all of that had happened, and now it was collapsing all on him. He wanted to scream, but his throat was sore, and his muscles had gone weak. 

　　“You’re a princess! You see everything, and you don’t know?”

　　“We are not gods,” said the princess tartly. “I am asking you to present your case.”

　　“Fine then. I’ll tell you.” He lifted his snout, out of the rustling carpet. His sight was blurring; his breathing was erratic. He could feel a spark of rebellion, anger at the condescending monarch, but he was too fatigued for it to become anything more than a splutter. 

　　“Since you know my name, I’m guessing you know my profession too - I audit, I make sure money and authoritative decisions are properly documented and handled. 

　　“Glimmerstone came into power five years ago, when the old mayor died. Right from the beginning no-one liked him. He had come from Manehatten, the son of the official who selected replacements for administration or something... what does it say about a pony that expected us to bow to him upon arrival?

　　“On the third year when the town audit was due, I found out what all of us had suspected - Glimmerstone was a no-good thief. He was siphoning off funds for private expenses, writing off amenities like coaches and orchard-planting assistance as community benefits when all of this was for his own use! I told him as much, and he tried to bribe me. To share in his filth and change the report I was about to send.

　　“Of course I didn’t, and I was looking forward to the day that Canterlot would revoke him for his corruption. But that day never came. The next thing I knew...”

　　Through sniffles and chokes, Blue Stone managed:

　　“My house had been broken into. My wife and daughter were gone. Neighbours told me that Glimmerstone’s private bodyguards had bound them up and took them to the county house. With help I managed to sneak in - the county house was huge, surrounded by the fruit trees and vineyards that he had funded with our money - but I never made it inside...

　　“My Honey Glaze... Sally Stone... they were screaming... and he was... laughing...”

　　As his nostrils ran and his cheeks streamed, he felt a gentle warmth cover him like a blanket. The princess gently entered his vision, horn glowing softly, leaning down so that their faces were level.

　　“I travelled to Canterlot to demand justice. I bribed a few officials when my requests for information were denied without cause. Turns out that Glimmerstone had friends in the audit department too, who tipped him off. There would be no justice. It was hopeless.”

　　“So you decided to exact revenge yourself,” replied the princess.

　　Blue Stone nodded and cried.



After the longest time, the princess spoke.

　　“Blue Stone. You have a kind soul, yet you’ve suffered so much. Despite the darkness filling your heart, you managed to stay on the path and not lose sight. I want to ask a great favour of you: please, turn back.”

　　He looked at her in horror.

　　“You want me to turn back?” he stammered. “After all he did to me, after all I went through...”

　　“This matter is not for you to deal with. I am your princess. Allow me.” 

　　“But-”

　　“Can’t you trust me?”

　　The princess extended a hoof, and the ball of light drifted out, flitting around as usual. “You were so willing to though I was nothing more than a bright speck, and I did not fail you.”

　　“You... you were-”

　　A lopsided grin. “I am the bearer of the Element of Magic. This used to be one of Princess Celestia’s realms before I was entrusted it. Guiding lost ponies to the other side is kinda what I do.”

　　“So... the children...”

　　“They were like that before I took the job,” said the princess, turning her head away defensively. She sighed and lowered her gaze. “There were worse things in there that I shielded you from. Things like the wraiths or the countless assassins who refused to believe me, and ended up mad... The Nation is very much real, but they would have been less pleasant than the shapeshifter who called itself Gilhort.” She waved her hoof and the ball returned. “You were not like them. You weren’t lost, just misguided... so I guided you, because I know that you’d hold on to your hope.” 

　　She stretched out a wing and lifted his despairing face. “And now, I want you to place that hope in me. Just like you did before. Lest you be lost for eternity - stay on the path of light, and do not lose sight of it, and walk on forward...”



“Ugh, my head!”

　　Glimmerstone woke up and looked around. His instant reaction was a frown - for some reason, there was nothing at all, simply grayness and smoke, where there should have been his reception room. Reporting to the princess had been uneventful; she had asked him a few questions, but he had cleverly deflected them all with his trusty forged paperwork. He had expected a nice long nap and a good deal of brandy after stepping into the castle’s teleportation circle for South Castershire; this was not it.

　　“Hello?”

　　In response, from behind his ear, a small ball of light drifted into view. But before anything could happen, Glimmerstone gave a shriek and smacked it squarely with a hoof. It fell to the floor and faded away as soon as it had appeared.

　　“Yuck. What was that?” He arched his shoulders and shivered. “Ugh. Hello? Hello, anypony? Is this some kind of prank? Hello?...”
      

      
   
      Actions Speak Louder Than Words


      

      
      
         “Really Twilight, I can't believe a pony with your knowledge couldn't pick up on that.”



“How was I supposed to know what you meant? You never said anything!”



Rarity sighed as she stopped at the crosswalk. Her bag of crystals clinked and chimed as she shifted her saddlebags around and looked back at Twilight, who was carrying her own bags, behind her.



“I was signaling you the whole time, darling. You even looked right at me!”



Twilight furrowed her brows as she sat down on the snow covered sidewalk, replaying the entire scene in the back of her mind.



“He mentioned the roads had been particularly icy this year...”



“Yes, and remember how I signaled to you that they weren't? He was playing you darling!”



“You didn't 'signal' anything! You just stood there!”



Rarity sighed as she put a hoof to her face.



“I wasn't just 'standing there' I was trying to communicate to you quietly that the merchant was being more than generous in his description of the snow. Isn't your brother not too far north from here? I would have figured that of either of us you'd have known more about the weather in this area.”



Twilight shook her head, ignoring the comments about the weather.



“Rarity, if you're going to use sign language, you need to sign when I'm looking at you.”



“I didn't use sign language dear, I was using body language! I had my front hooves crossed and I even rolled my eyes! That alone should have been a dead give away.”



Twilight looked even more irritated as she rose from the snow and began crossing the near empty street.



“Well there's the problem, I don't know your secret code. If you had just... what's so funny?”



Rarity snickered and bit her lip as she caught up to Twilight and the two resumed walking towards their hotel.



“I'm sorry darling, it's just that I've never heard anypony refer to it as a 'secret code' before.”



Twilight rolled her eyes as Rarity continued to snicker into her hoof, however her eyes stopped mid-roll as they caught sight of the bookstore right next to them.



Immediately all frustration with her shopping partner vanished as she turned into the store with a lighthearted bounce in her step. Before the little bell over the door had even stopped chiming Twilight was browsing the shelves, looking for something new to read. Rarity had been book shopping with Twilight before, and as such, was far less excited to spend what she was certain would be no less than three hours, in a tiny old store on the edge of Equestria's northern reaches. 



For the first hour, Rarity was interested in what the dusty, old store had to offer. By the second hour, Rarity's hooves were beginning to get sore from standing around on the old hardwood floor with nowhere to sit, and as the fourth hour ticked by, Rarity realized that she would have to do something drastic if she was going to escape the musty prison she had found herself in.



At first, she looked for a book that might shed some light on how a pony's stance conveyed as much, if not more, than a pony's words, but the tiny store didn't have anything that fit what she was looking for. She did however, find a small book that she was certain would get Twilight's interest.



“Ah! Twilight? Have you seen this one?”



Twilight instantly appeared behind her, causing Rarity to jump a bit, but she soon regained her composure as Twilight cracked open the book and looked at the title page.



“Great and Powerful Pranks, Jokes, and Spells for Beginners and Foals...”



“It's a little joke book. You know, harmless little pranks and things. I bet it would prove quite useful when Rainbow Dash and Pinkie Pie go on another one of their pranking sprees to have a few comebacks of our own.”



Twilight said little as she skimmed through the pages. Seizing the initiative, Rarity leaned in closer.



“It looks like good fun, darling. How about we get this and try a few back at the hotel?”



Rarity gave her best sales-pitch-smile while Twilight looked at a few of the spells in more detail. Finally she closed the book with a wide smile of her own.



“This will be so much fun! I'm actually looking forward to our first prank war!”



Much to Rarity's relief, Twilight bounced happily to the counter and before long, they had paid for the book and were walking through the snow back to the hotel. Twilight and Rarity hurried through the empty streets as the snow began to lightly fall from the sky and before long they were both looking through the book with mischievous grins.



“Which one do you think would be the funniest?”



Twilight rubbed her her chin for a moment before turning to a spell a few pages into the book. 



“How about this one? It mutes its target.”



Rarity looked over the spell and shrugged her shoulders.



“I don't know, Twilight, that seems a little light to me.”



Twilight smiled as she reread the spell's procedure.



“Remember all of that bragging she was doing during the whole Mare-Do-Well incident? This would put a humorous end to it.”



They both stifled a laugh as they each imagined the look on Rainbow's face as her words disappeared mid-sentence.



“Alright, alright, let's try it.”



Twilight's eyes widened as she looked at Rarity, who normally didn't volunteer for such things, but Rarity smiled and winked as she stood in the center of the room.



“If you want to catch Rainbow Dash by surprise, you're going to have to have this spell down.”



“I guess that's true, still it's a brand new spell, are you sure you want me to try it on you?”



“It's a practical joke book for foals, darling. I have full confidence a unicorn as talented as you will have no trouble with this. Now hit me while I'm talking about something. Just like you would hit Rainbow Dash.”



Twilight smiled as Rarity began chattering about random things. This prank was already sounding more and more fun as she quickly skimmed through the instructions again. With an eager grin, Twilight rolled off of the bed, took a firm stance, and fired the beam of magic directly at Rarity. The violet ray hit its mark with perfect accuracy and exploded into a bright flash that soon engulfed the entire room.



When Twilight opened her eyes she saw Rarity, still standing in the center of the room. Rarity looked at her with a curious look in her eyes, but when she attempted to ask her a question, no sound came out of her mouth. Her lips moved in the vague form of a sentence, but no sound could be heard. As she grinned with satisfaction, Twilight leapt for joy at her success.



“...”



Then she suddenly stopped.



“...?”



At first Rarity didn't understand why Twilight wasn't celebrating like she usually did after a new spell's successful casting, but as Twilight's eyes widened and her stance became more rigid, Rarity figured it out quickly. Twilight was also muted.



Twilight attempted to clear her throat and speak again, but nothing came out. Racing back to the book, Twilight almost instantly spotted her mistake. The spell didn't just silence its target, but anypony within five feet of the target, including the caster.



Smacking her forehead with her hoof, Twilight let out a sigh. She couldn't believe she had missed that part. But as embarrassing as this mistake was, it was easy enough to rectify. Twilight's hoof traced the lines of the prank's entry to the bottom of the page where a humorous little caricature of a unicorn with a conical hat “demonstrated” the spell's technique and effect. However, Twilight's ability to laugh at the cute, little picture was hampered by the lack of a listed counter-spell. Running her hoof through the article again only caused Twilight to become more exasperated. Turning back to the book's introduction pages, Twilight's eyes landed on the line that both relieved and infuriated her all at the same time.



“For counter-spells and defenses against the spells listed in this book, please refer to the follow-on manual: Great and Powerful Defenses Against Mischief for Beginners and Foals.”



Twilight slapped her forehead again as she looked over to Rarity, who was no doubt getting worried about their situation.



Rarity gave her friend a comforting smile as she walked over to her. Judging by how Twilight had furiously skimmed through the book and now looked at her with despairing eyes, she had guessed that the counter-spell was either simply waiting for the effects to wear off or it was probably listed in a different book. She could only imagine how embarrassed Twilight was, though her face gave Rarity a pretty good idea as she embraced her friend and looked over Twilight's shoulder at the introductory page of the book, now lying on the end-table.



Returning the embrace, Twilight did her best to comfort her friend. She wished she could tell Rarity, who was no doubt already confused and panicking, what exactly was wrong. As the two separated, Twilight made an exaggerated motion to her mouth before violently shaking her head. Then she pulled up the book and showed Rarity the lines about the spell's range and the location of the counter spell.



Rarity nodded in acknowledgment of their situation. Clearly they would have to go back to the store and look for the other book, but it was already getting late and the weather looked to be getting worse outside. As Twilight began to gather her bags and head for the door, Rarity stopped her and pointed outside the window towards the falling snow.



Twilight tried to smile as she followed the hoof pointing outside. Obviously Rarity was wanting them to hurry towards the store. It might be hard, but Twilight was more than ready to help her friend and fix this mess.



As Twilight walked out the door, Rarity felt the urge to smack her own forehead. She knew Twilight was bad at communicating without words, but this was getting silly. As she galloped after her friend, who had evidently just become aware of the time, Rarity began to wonder whether it would be easier to stop Twilight for a game of charades or to just let her read the “closed” sign for herself.



The door of the inn burst open as Twilight sped out to the sidewalk and raced towards the bookstore. Looking back over her shoulder, she saw Rarity stopping by the hotel desk, understandably distraught over their situation and unable to continue. Returning her gaze forward, to the objective at hoof, Twilight sped down the dark, snow covered sidewalks until at last the store appeared on the horizon. Not wasting any time, Twilight sped up to the door and pushed, but the door didn't budge. The sign hung behind the door's window spelled out the disappointing and obvious: the store was closed.







“And then she burst into song! Right there, in front of everypony!”



Rarity shared a silent laugh with the other guests as the earth pony across from her continued her story. She had already arranged with the hotel manager to keep the room for another night in preparation for missing their early morning train tomorrow. Now all she had to do was wait for Twilight to come back, no doubt disappointed, and they would pick up the book tomorrow. Of course there was no reason to not enjoy herself while she waited. Sipping her tea and nodding in agreement with the pony next to her, Rarity leaned back and relaxed.



Twilight couldn't feel much more depressed as she walked back into the inn. She had no idea how she was going to explain their predicament to Rarity. The store wouldn't reopen until fairly late in the morning and after they got the book and performed the counter-spell, they wouldn't have enough time to get all the way to the other side of town to catch their train. As she started walking for the stairs leading up to their room, a burst of laughter in the hotel's lobby caught her attention. Twilight couldn't believe what she was seeing until Rarity, who had noticed her, got up and politely bowed out of the conversation.



Placing a hoof on her friend's shoulder, Rarity lead the clearly confused Twilight up the stairs. She could easily see that Twilight's mind was filled with questions, no doubt about her ability to socialize without her voice, but the mute spell prevented Twilight from having any means of asking any of them. Judging by the fact that Twilight blankly followed Rarity's lead, Rarity guessed that Twilight had all but worn herself out after racing back and forth through the snow. After carefully leading Twilight to her bed and tucking her in like a filly, Rarity breathed a sigh of relief. In just the short time since the spell had been cast, Twilight had been almost as much of a hoof-full as Sweetie Belle.



Of course that didn't mean that Rarity wasn't just as eager to get up in the morning. Both Rarity and Twilight got up with the sun and raced out of the inn and down the street to the bookstore, which didn't open until much later in the morning. However, the moment the door was open, both ponies shoved the title of the counter-spell manual mentioned in their book's introduction into the clerk's face. It was the quickest and easiest sale the store had ever made and as the light from the counter-spell faded, both ponies breathed a heavy sigh of relief.



“Are you okay?”



Rarity nodded as she leaned back from where she sat on the sidewalk.



“Of course, darling. Ah, I'm glad that's dealt with.”



There was a brief silence as the two looked out over the streets, covered in the freshly fallen snow, before suddenly Twilight bolted upright.



“Ah! The train! We're going to miss the train!”



Rarity shook her head and motioned for Twilight to sit back down.



“We already have, dear. But don't worry, I've already taken care of the hotel and we can get new tickets at the station. We just have to extend our little shopping trip for one more day.”



Twilight sat back down next to her friend with a clear expression of confusion and curiosity on her face.



“Rarity, how did you manage to do that? How did you tell the hotel manager that we were muted?”



“Well I didn't tell him everything, darling. But body language is quite universal and with a little care here and there, you'd be surprised what you can convey without words.”



“But you didn't tell me anything!”



Rarity shook her head and placed a hoof to her forehead.



“We really should find you a book on body language when we get back, Twilight. I told you several things, though it all seems to have been lost in translation. Either way...”



Rarity got up and stretched her back.



“We should probably go and buy our new train tickets.”



“I'm sorry for all of the trouble that this caused.”



“Nonsense darling! That spell is perfect for Rainbow Dash! We know that now more than anypony. Though perhaps it is a bit much for Pinkie Pie. We'll need to look through that book and see what we can find for her... though let's make sure we have everything we need for undoing the magic before we cast the spell this time.”



Twilight nodded and, with a laugh, the two trotted off towards the train station.
      

      
   
      Pilgrimage


      

      
      
         The sun hasn’t come up yet, but I already hear hoofsteps coming up the stairs.



I hate it when I know I have to get up early, but my brain wakes me up even earlier instead of letting me sleep. As long as possible, anyway. But when those clomping sounds keep coming down the hallway and pause in front of my door, my heart sinks.



There’s a quiet knock at the door. “Apple Bloom?”



I sigh and pull the blanket up over my nose. Do I have to do this?



“Apple Bloom,” Sis repeats, a little louder. “Wake up. It’s time to go.”



It doesn’t even matter if we’re late. I can’t stay in here forever and make her go on without me. Whenever I get up, that’s when we’ll leave. “Can I have breakfast first?” I mumble through the covers.



“I s’pose. Pack some in a basket and take it along, if you like.”



I groan, but I don’t think she heard. No getting out of this. There never is.



So, I roll off the bed, yawn, scratch an itchy spot on my ribs, and head to the washroom to straighten my bow and brush my teeth, Applejack’s steady eye on me the whole time. She’s one of those ponies who get fixed on something and can’t imagine there’s any other way to see it. In other words, she’s an Apple.



Down the stairs I trudge, then off to the kitchen. Bread and peanut butter from the pantry, then apple jelly from the fridge. “You want one, Sis?” I ask. She’s staring out past the hills, and the heavy shadows outside pull her frown down a little harder. Finally, she nods, not so’s I’d notice if I wasn’t looking for it.



Two sandwiches, then. I spread the jelly on thick, how I know she likes it, and wrap them up in a couple of napkins. In the basket they go, along with a bit of fresh hay and a bottle of apple juice. When I’m done, I balance the picnic basket on my back and poke Sis in the side. It only takes two more pokes to get her attention.



Out the door, onto the road, and finally a few rays of sun peek over the horizon. Let’s get this day over with.



We go a good three miles before Sis says anything. Too bad I already knew what it’d be. Too bad I already know how every minute of this morning will go.



I form the words in my mind: I don’t s’pose I’ve ever told you this before, but…



“Apple Bloom, I don’t s’pose I’ve ever told you this before, but… the reason we went so long without a family reunion is ’cause folks didn’t have the heart so soon after Mom and Dad passed, then after a few years, it’s like they plumb forgot.” She keeps trotting straight ahead, looking straight ahead, still wearing that mask that looks like Applejack but never moves.



Y’know, we should spend the time…



“Y’know, we should spend the time until we get there tellin’ stories ’bout Mom and Dad.” I’ve heard every one of those stories before. She tells the same ones every year. They’re just as much a part of the script as the rest of it. “Lemme start with the first Hearth’s Warming I remember—I must’ve been three, four at most…”



I trot on with her, listening to the birds and wind and creek and breeze instead. She doesn’t get it. I tried explaining it to her once, but I got nowhere. That’s her memory. She might as well tell me a story about June Bug or Mayor Mare or Carrot Top. It doesn’t mean anything to me. Sure, I feel bad for Sis, but I wasn’t there when she was three or four or whatever during Hearth’s Warming. It’s just a story.



“…And Mom forgot all about the oranges in my stocking! A week later, we came down to breakfast, only to have a big ol’ wall o’ stink greetin’ us. Not the best way to start a day, lemme tell you.” At least the mask cracks, and she gets a little laugh out of it.



Sis has dragged me along on this trip four years running now, always on December twenty-second. Rain or shine or snow or—yuck!—the one year she had a nasty case of the flu.



“Then there was the time,” she starts again, “that I got in trouble for cheatin’ on a test at school, even though it was the other pony copyin’ off me. Now, Mom knew she couldn’t give ol’ Miss Slate what for, since I had to sit in her class the rest o’ the year, so…”



And the next one’ll be about the time Braeburn came for a visit, and the one after about her first applebuckin’ season. Then it’ll all wrap up with how she got her hat. I get to hear that one on Mother’s Day, too.



We finally take the turn into the forest, but I lose the pebble I’ve been kicking along, somewhere in the ditch. Sis’d tell me not to dawdle if I went down there to get it, but I don’t feel like playing now, anyway. Just another mile or so.



“Anyways, Apple Bloom, it sure came as a shock to everypony at the reunion when it happened. No fun that year—all somber and… I dunno, stunned silence.” She shrugs and twitches her nose the way she always does when she’s trying not to cry but doesn’t want to rub it and look too deliberate.



“The day everypony showed up, too. We just couldn’t do it. Not for a few years after, either.” She does brush some mane out of her eyes. At least that’s what she’ll say, if I ask her.



Off in the distance, I can see where we’ll stop. The little bend in the road, where an oak root sticks through the wagon ruts, and there’s a little pile of rocks on the edge of the forest. It’s fallen over.



As soon as she sees it, Sis rushes over and tries to stack them back up again. She’s got two or three of them together, but she keeps looking around frantically. “Wh-where is it?”



“Where’s what?”



“The red stone. Th-there’s s’posed to be a red stone!” She jumps off the left side of the path and pokes her nose down toward the stream, her hoof ready to snatch something out of the cold water. “Darned kids. They—they don’t think before… I gotta find it!”



I can’t remember the last time I saw Sis cry. Well, I guess that ain’t true. But I can’t remember the last time she didn’t do anything to hide it. I-I can’t move.



“Do something!” she barks at me, and a jolt shoots through my body. “Look for it!”



“For what?”



“The stone! The red stone!” She points a trembling hoof at the toppled stack. “An old piece o’ jasper. It goes right in the middle!”



Her wide, wild eyes look right through me. “Apple Bloom, help me find it!”



Somehow, I pull my hooves off the ground and gingerly creep down the stream bank, but she jumps full in, splashing about and shivering so hard I think her hat’s gonna come flying off.



She’s… possessed. I don’t know what to do—I wanna dash off find somepony to help, who can knock some sense into her, but I can’t leave her here. Not like this.



She’ll freeze in that water! I have to—I leap back up into the road, where I dropped my basket, and on the other side, a spot of color behind a sapling catches my eye. It’s… well, brownish-red, I guess. “This it, Applejack?” I ask, pointing a hoof toward it.



Her head whips around, and it takes a second for her eyes to come into focus, but then she staggers up out of the water and drops to her haunches, with a hoof held to her chest. She nods hard, flinging drops from her soaked mane at me, and then she just starts shaking.



With those jittering hooves, she somehow manages to pile up the rocks again, but by then, her lips have turned blue, and the creek water in her coat is turning to frost.



“Sis!” I shout. “I’ll get help!”



But she shakes her head and juts her snout toward the picnic basket. Of course! The blanket! But she’s too wet. If I put it on her, it’ll just get soaked. I need some way of drying her off first.



My heart sinks. But not for me.



I undo my bow.



“N-no,” she chatters, shaking her head. “W-was M-mom’s.”



I ignore her, press my bow against her neck, and try to wring out her mane as best I can. Then her tail, and finally her coat, all the while fighting her attempts to wriggle away. When I finish, I toss the sopping wet ribbon over a low branch. Red dye bleeds onto the ground.



“N-no,” she repeats.



For once, I get to be the big sister, the one who knows what to do. I shush her, throw the blanket around her, and huddle inside it with her. That first icy shock of her coat against me sucks out my breath, but I keep rubbing my hooves up and down her back and sides, and after what feels like half an hour, she’s stopped shivering.



“You ready for a sandwich?” I ask, and she bursts out laughing.



When she’s settled down, she wipes her eyes dry, then shrugs and nods. I can’t believe how fast she wolfs it down, then I shove mine at her, too, and for once, she doesn’t argue.



“I—I’m glad,” she pants, “we got that rock back in there. That’s… that’s the heart.” She clutches her hooves to her chest.



It’s snowing.



Those heavy flakes that hiss softly through the trees and soak up every sound—even the stream sounds far away, but right up by my ear, her breath keeps coming, steadier now.



“It means a lot to me that you come along every year,” she says. “It’s important to remember.”



I figure she’s warmed up enough, so I duck out from under the blanket, tuck it around Sis, then squeeze out the water from my ribbon and stuff it in the picnic basket.



“Over there.” Applejack points at a gash cut into a tree trunk next to the pile of stones. New bark has long since grown over it. “That’s where it happened. That’s where I found them.”



Sis closes her eyes and sees something that I can’t. “I’ll never forget,” she adds. “And you won’t, either.”



“Forget? I-I wasn’t there. I was too young to remember.” I never get anywhere with her, but I have the time, I guess. Might as well give it another try. “I… I hate coming here.”



She stares at me, but she doesn’t gape or anything. She expected this. She has tears welling up again, but she expected this.



“I don’t come here ’cause it’s fun,” Sis says, brushing the snow off the piece of forelock hanging out of her blanket. “I come here ’cause it’s important.”



I can’t look her in the eye. “It’s important to you,” I tell her. “That’s why I come with you.” She doesn’t answer, letting the silence press in on me.



“Applejack, I barely remember Mom. Just a fuzzy picture of a blonde mare leaning over me once when I had a bad dream, and following her around on my first Nightmare Night. The only way I remember what she looks like is the photo on the hearth.” When I risk a look up, she bites her lip.



I’ve never gone this far before, and she looks like a wagon hit her. “I know you want to honor her, Sis. I just can’t feel the same way you do. But I know how much it means to you, and I love you, so I’ll come here with you next year, and the year after, and every year from now on. I just didn’t know her like you did.”



“B-but… she’s your mother.” Her eyes glisten in the weak daylight.



I sigh and shake my head. “No. She’s not. You’re my mother. As far back as I can remember, you did all the things that a mother does. That doesn’t take anything away from her or make her any less special.”



She sniffles, but she eventually gives me a hesitant nod, and I think I see a smile. “When I think of a mom, I think of you. I love you.”



“C’mere,” she says, and she wraps me in a hug. “I love you too.” Using a corner of the blanket, she dabs the tears off her cheeks. “I s’pose we should be gettin’ on home.” She keeps the blanket draped over her, and she picks up her hat while I get our basket.



“When we come back next year—” I start. She looks up quickly and raises her eyebrows. “When we come back next year, just don’t tell those same stories again, okay?”



She nods. And somehow, I know that she’s answering much more than that one question. “Done,” she replies.



And we start home, through the quiet snowfall.
      

      
   
      And the Sun Rose


      

      
      
         







The Sun rose over Equestria. 



If Twilight didn’t know any better, she would have said it did so languidly. Sluggish, almost, as if it didn’t want to rise quite yet. 



She chewed on the inside of her cheek. It was a subtle thing, and difficult to notice, much like anything behind that serene expression of the princess Twilight pictured so many times.  It wasn’t so much in the motion of the thing; the sun never rose very quickly, after all. It was really more of a mood that she picked up on. The sun, its color, its warmth, the whole painting of the sky was as bright and alive as it had ever been. But it was strained; stretched out too thin almost, as if there wasn’t quite enough light to pour over Equestria and the sky. It was trying too hard, afraid perhaps that being more subdued might lead some ponies to ponder why. Attempting to compensate, she realized, to cover over a feeling, or a mix of feelings. 



Twilight knew what a relaxed sunrise looked like. She had only truly seen it once, though up until that moment she had thought otherwise. It was the morning after Luna returned. Twilight had been so excited, so exhausted from the last two days, so…so full of all kinds of feelings that she didn’t sleep at all her first night as a permanent resident of Ponyville.  She stayed up, resting on the oaken floor of her balcony, not yet with its wicker furnishings, sorting it all out as she fidgeted with the strands in her tail. And then the sun rose. In it she saw a Celestia who had risen from bed unlike she had in the last thousand years, with an ease of heart and a lightness of burden that she likely couldn’t remember ever feeling. 



This was not relaxed.



The sunrise after Discord had been sealed away wasn’t relaxed, but instead felt to Twilight more relieved than anything, though with something like uncertainty behind it. After the escapade at the Crystal Empire it rose confident and self-assured. Smugly, Luna had remarked, when Twilight made the mistake to comment on it that evening to Luna. 



Twilight hadn’t bothered to watch the sunrise after the Changeling attack. It wasn’t because she slept through it. She had not rested well that night, having slugged off to bed immediately after seeing her brother and Cadance off in their carriage. She was in bed. She saw its light come in through the heavy curtains. But she ignored it. She didn’t want to see it; she didn’t want to try and surmise her mentor’s state of mind. After all, what if she had found herself somewhere inside of it?



Yes, the sun this morning felt wary of something. 



Could Twilight guess?



Couldn’t she always guess?



Perhaps, if she had—



“Hey there, princess of the library, whatcha doin’ up so early?”



Twilight jerked on the wicker lounge, perched on her balcony, and looked up at Rainbow Dash. She was resting on small poofy cloud—what else? Twilight let out a slow breath. Ever since her coronation, Rainbow had taken to calling her that. She wasn’t sure whether it was out of affection, or something darker. She didn’t really want to think about it. 



“Good morning, Rainbow Dash,” she said evenly. “Shouldn’t I be asking you that, with those rings under your eyes?”



“Ha!” Rainbow rolled onto her back in that playfully energetic manner of hers. “At least I have rings below my eyes. You don’t.”



Twilight coughed. “And that’s supposed to be a bad thing?”



“Yes,” Rainbow stated plainly. “Anypony up this Celestia-forsaken early ought to have rings under their eyes, as big as their cutie marks. It’s, you know, normal.” She drew the word out, emphasizing it with her hooves. “You don’t have any. Your face is pulled so tight I’d be worried it’s gonna rip in two.”



Twilight blinked, trying not to let a frown show. Rainbow smiled.



“So…” her friend began, “watcha doin’ up so early?”



Twilight rolled her jaw for a moment. Rainbow could certainly be…invasive. Only one way to deal with her when she was like that. Closing her eyes she shrugged. 



“Nothing.”



“Nothing?”



“Nothing.”



“Watching the sunrise, perhaps?”



“Sure.”



“Probing the depths of magic?”



“Always.”



“Working on those wing exercises I and Fluttershy taught you?”



“With diligence.”



“Hoofing me a barn-full of lies?”



“Applejack’s the one with the barn, not me.”



Rainbow Dash sat up on her cloud and regarded Twilight silently, not hiding the frown on her face. Twilight looked at her but then flicked her eyes away. She felt the beginning roots of annoyance start to sprout. 



“Have you heard back from the princess yet?” Rainbow finally asked, her tail swishing back and forth over the edge of the cloud. Twilight felt her muscles tense but she kept her face straight. Remember what Applejack told you, she thought to herself: poker face. 



“No.”



“Nervous?” Rainbow asked, rather lamely Twilight thought. She gave her Pegasus friend a look. 

 

“Right. Got it.”



It was silent for a few minutes after that. Twilight set her mind back on the sunrise. She remembered the one after her transformation. It was big and proud. Proud of what? Did she even need to ask? There was so much promise in it, so much hope. Twilight drank the whole thing in, every drop alleviating the clawing apprehension in her gut. There was such a sense of great expectation in that sunrise. It was if Celestia was spelling out her hopes for her in color.



That was the last sunrise she had watched, until now. 



“Well don’t worry, Twi, I’m sure the princess will send you a letter today. Hay, she may even come down here herself to give you the good news. You are her, like, favorite student after all.”



“Not student,” Twilight corrected, still looking out at the distance. “Not anymore.”



“Oh…right. Uh, colleague? Fellow princess?”



Twilight just shrugged. She wished Rainbow would go elsewhere. 



“I’m guessing you have somewhere to be, Rainbow Dash?” she asked, raising her eyebrow. Twilight caught the slight wince her friend made; Rainbow didn’t like being kicked out, brushed off, or shooed away. A touch of guilt pricked her, but she promptly sat on top of it. 



“Well?”



“Yeah, of course I do,” she said, overcompensating a bit. “I’d still be in bed otherwise! Applejack requested a bit of early rain for her orchard. I told her those trees would wait until the end of week, just as fine as any other tree around here. But, you know, AJ. So here I am, up at the crack of Celestia’s flank, er—dawn.”



“Why so early?”



“Hay if I know. AJ tried explaining, I think. Tried. All I heard was apples apples apples apples apples.” She blew a few strands of her mane out of her face. “But, you know, she can wait a bit. I flew by and saw you sitting out here, and watched you stare at the sun rising for ten minutes without blinking,” she said, a touch angrily. Probably in defiance of Twilight trying to politely ditch her. It was the politeness that got her, Twilight knew. Rainbow preferred ponies to be straightforward with her. You could insult her to her face (not without the consequences), but if you really wanted to prick a nerve, you would do it underhoof. 



“So I just wanted to, you know…make sure you were, you know, cool and all,” she finished, awkwardly shifting atop her cloud. 



Twilight suddenly found it so easy to smile, and she gave a big pretty one for Rainbow Dash. 



“Dash, thank you for your caring, but I’m fine. Trust me.”



Dash looked at her for a moment, biting her lip. “Uh-huh. You know, Big Mac has your smarty pants doll.”



Twilight frowned, feeling very uncomfortable. Why was she bringing this up? “Yes. And?”



“Just thought I’d remind you. You know, about why he has it, or how he got it in the first place, or—”



“I get it!” Twilight snapped a bit. She immediately took a quiet, calming breath. “Yes, Rainbow I know. And believe me, if I get the urge to magically cast the town into a frothing, foaming rampage of mares…again…I will let you know right away.”



“You sure?”



“Yes.”



“Pinkie Promise?”



“Are you Pinkie?” Twilight asked flatly.



“I don’t know. Are you Princess Celestia?”



“W-wha?” Twilight fumbled. She tried to swallow quickly but found it harder than she expected. “What did you say?” she managed to force out, suddenly feeling her sense of inner balance give way. 



Rainbow just looked at her plainly, her tail continuing to swish. She couldn’t see it in her face, but Twilight knew there was a challenge from somewhere in that body language of hers. 



“I said, are you Princess Celestia?”



Twilight felt her face flushing red and hot. 



“Of course not! What’s that even supposed to mean?! You know, I used to think you had a brain in that thick skull of yours, but now I can see it’s just where all that raggedy mane grows from.” 



“Really? I thought was where all that ear wax kept coming from.”



Twilight didn’t respond to that, but decided to simply glare at her friend. And she knew glares; she was good friends with a certain princess of the night. 



Unfortunately, as her friend, Rainbow seemed impervious to it, as the others did. Perhaps she would write that in a friendship report to the princess someday…if she still wrote friendship reports. 



Twilight eventually looked down at her hooves, drawing a small circle in the ground with her right one. 



“Well, I guess that’s where Scootaloo heard it from.”



“Excuse me?”



“She always does mimic you so, you know.”



“What are you talking about?” Rainbow asked heatedly, up on all fours on her little cloud. Twilight didn’t look up, unable to hide a small smile. A part of her was telling her to stop it, begging her to just let it all go, to not drive it forward, but she was deaf at the moment. 



“I don’t know,” Twilight said innocently, “are you Rarity, or Applejack?”



Silenced impregnated the air. 



Twilight didn’t have to see her to know she caught her meaning. Rarity and AJ were the only two among them that had sisters, after all; real sisters. 



With nothing else to look at, and strictly—but smugly—avoiding the gaze she could feel burning into her, Twilight found the sunrise catching her eye again. 



The sun, the sun, the sun. 



What did it want from her? Wasn’t its message always so clear; wasn’t Twilight always so able to read into its desires? Into the words it wrote into the sky and the morning clouds? 



Hadn’t it spoken to her for most of her life—spilling, pouring, hinting, winking what it wanted from her? Tapping it out on marble floors with gilded shoes?



Had she missed something? Is that why she was out there now, sitting on her balcony, in the wicker lounge the princess gave her, watching—reading—the sunrise? Was she searching for clues? Why hadn’t she done so after the changeling incident? That was worse, after all. Celestia had been metaphorically slapped in the face in front of everypony, and then imprisoned. In her own city. 



Not that she said much about it to Twilight. The princess had been relatively silent towards her, ever since Twlight’s…lashing, before she was flung into the caverns below Canterlot. 



She had certainly given the princess enough opportunity to speak to her, if she wanted. She stood by herself next to the punch table for ten minutes after all, while Celestia stood off by herself, twenty hooves away. Ten long, painful minutes. 



So the sun rose the next morning, and Twilight only buried her head under her pillow. 



But then after Sombra it had been so beautiful—so confident! And then, once a princess herself, she had felt such hope and encouragement from it! 



Twilight wimpered. What had she missed?



“I’m going.”



Twilight looked up slowly, her head trying to clear itself enough to focus on the blue Pegasus above her. Rainbow’s voice felt a bit like running your hoof along rough stone. The frown she wore, coupled with the rings beneath her eyes—which Twilight could have sworn were deeper—gave her a sudden vision of Rainbow being twenty years older. Twilight shuddered. 



“You are?” she asked, her tone careful and neutral. 



“Yes. AJ will have my hide if I don’t show up soon.”



“Good luck.”



Rainbow looked off in the direction of the orchard and sighed, before hopping off of her cloud and landing in front of Twilight, startling her. What was she—?



Twilight tilted back as Rainbow brought her face within a few inches of hers. “Are you alright?” she asked carefully, but with a thrust of determination behind it. 



Twilight gazed back into her friend’s eyes, and felt her heart begin to melt. After what she had said to her, and she was still making sure she was okay…



Twilight opened her mouth, but no answer came. 



After a few moments Rainbow gave up, turned, and flew off without another word. 



Twilight sank to the floor of the balcony, her strength fleeing from her. She felt the warmth of the sun, and she had no strength!



“Rainbow, I’m so sorry. I’m just a confused old mare. Please forgive me.”



Inside her study, which was directly behind her, laid an open scroll on her writing desk, it’s golden wax seal broken in pieces. 



Its message, short.







Twilight,



I have spent much time deeply considering your request, and I am sorry to tell you, but my reply is no.



Sincerely,

~Celestia







Twilight sighed as she looked out at the sunrise again. 



“I’m just a confused old mare.”


























      

      
   
      Good Girl


      

      
      
         The hallway is white.



There’s a pony at my side, his hoofsteps echoing with mine. He’s talking—to me, I realize.



“—just for now, you realize. For your own—”



I remember that he’s the doctor, though I can’t recall his name. I tune him out and look back at the walls.



They weren’t white before. Back in my room, the walls were baby blue, like the color of my coat. There were pictures of flowers on the walls and windows, sunlight streaming in through the glass.



There are no windows down here. There’s no sunlight, either—only the cold, buzzing lights. And the hallway is white.



I remember waking up. I remember shifting under my sheets, my head beneath my pillow and my mane over my face. The bed wasn’t as big as mine at home, but it was nice. It had a little bookshelf next to it, and a remote that I could use to change the height and incline of the mattress. I’d left it alone last night, though. I just wanted to sleep.



And then I woke up. The sunlight was streaming in through the curtains, and the nurse was walking in through the door. She had a tray on her back. I could smell oatmeal, and my stomach grumbled. She’d been talking, too, about get-well cards and visitors, and what did I think of the new curtains? I just smiled and nodded like I always did. I’d only been in Ponyville General for a few days, but I still couldn’t get over how nice everypony was.



Her back was turned to me. I felt something welling up in my chest—like a bubble of air, pushing against my throat. I opened my mouth and then shut it again as the nurse nattered on about how Daisy was going out with Roseluck, and how she wished that her paycheck could be a little bit bigger, but of course the Doctor already had a tight-enough budget, but then again, she really did wish that she could afford that nice little love seat she saw in Quills & Sofas—



I opened my mouth, and I barked.



It wasn’t a loud bark. It was a nice, short one, and I liked how it echoed in the small room.



She turned around, frowning. “What was that?” she asked. “I didn’t quite catch that.”



I barked again. I decided that it felt right, in some way I couldn’t describe. I did it again, louder. Sharper.



She put her hooves over her ears. “Really, now. This joke isn’t funny anymore.”



I felt my eyes drift out of focus, and I smiled at her, gently, to make sure that she saw there was nothing to be worried about. I didn’t stop barking, though; why would I? It was fun, and I liked fun.



Her mouth opened wide, and she got real jittery. I caught the words “doctor” and “instability” a few times, and then she fled the room with her long white coat flapping behind her. I stopped barking, staring at the door as it swung closed.



When they found me, I’d torn off my patient’s dress. It was in pieces all over the floor, and I was chewing on a hoofball in the middle of the room. It tasted good, and the dress had been too tight. I looked up, grinning up at the doctor as he entered.



They took my ball away, put another dress on me, and led me down here.



I tune back in to the doctor. 



“—concussions can have a ripple effect on a patient’s well-being,” he’s saying. “Some papers have recorded accounts of mental instability, especially in the case of skull fracture such as yours. So we’re just going to give you a room down here instead of up there; it’s for safety reasons, of course, so don’t be offended. I’m sure it’ll be even more comfortable than your old room.



The doctor takes a right turn and trots down some stairs, still talking, and I follow him. Down here, the hallways look even whiter than before. I take a careful sniff. Nothing.



“Will there be bones there?”



“Bones?”



I’m keeping pace. His legs aren’t as long as mine, and so he has to look up a bit to look me in the eye. “Uh-huh. Bones. I’m feeling kind of hungry.”



It’s the first time I’ve talked since last night. He seems surprised, and his hoof trembles as he readjusts his glasses. “See, this is exactly what I was talking about. Miss Loose, I’m sorry, but you don’t seem to have the firmest grasp on reality right now.”



I laugh, feeling it bubble up in my chest. “Doctor, I’m not crazy. I just want a few bones to chew on is all.”



He sighs and mumbles something under his breath. My ear twitches, but I can’t quite catch it. “Sorry?”



“It’s nothing.” He stops, hooves squeaking on the floor. “We’re here.”



I look around. “Where—?”



And then I notice it.



It is a door, and a tall one at that. It’s shiny, and I give it a careful tap to see—yep. It’s made of metal. There’s a little window on the top, with those little criss-crossing lines that you only see in hospitals and storage rooms. There’s a room number beside it: A04.



“It’s not the largest of spaces,” the doctor says, rifling through his coat, “but it’s cozy. I’m sure you’ll like it.” He seems to stand a little straighter as he pulls something from his pocket. 



It’s a key, and it slides into the lock easily. One quiet click later and the door is open, the doctor’s hoof still on the knob. I step inside before him.



“You’ll find all the amenities, so don’t worry about that,” he says. “There’s a bed, and a toilet, and even a bookshelf! Just like your one upstairs.”



The bed is small, but I agree; it looks cozy. There’s a little wool comforter on the top, and a teddy sitting on the pillow with a smile on its face. I trot toward the bookshelf and lean down, inspecting its contents. I wrinkle my nose. My shelf upstairs was filled with architecture magazines that my friends had bought me, as well as a few books on poetry that I’d been meaning to read. These books were all old and leathery, with long, boring titles on their covers.



I inspect one of them; it’s called, “The Unconscious Stallion Mind,” by G.E. Freuwhinny. The next one is called, “You and Your Conscience: A Study In Psychosis and Emotional Stability.” There’s no author on its spine.



I chuckle and turn back to the doctor. “Doc,” I say, smiling again, “You do know I’m not crazy, right?” I know the smile doesn’t touch my eyes. I don’t want him to say yes.



He takes a deep breath, licking his lips as the clock on the wall ticks away the seconds. I can feel my heart beat, and I smile even wider.



“You’re going to be perfectly fine,” the doctor finally says. “Please—this is only temporary. We know that you’re usually a very well-adjusted individual.”



“Usually?” I shake my head and take a step forward, lowering my voice. “Doctor, why am I here?”



His lips draw tight. There are wrinkles at the corners of his eyes. “It’s for your own well-being,” he finally says, pushing his glasses further up his snout. “Miss Loose, we only want what’s best for you. While your concussion may be close to healed, we’ve decided it to be necessary to move you down her, to the psychiatric ward, for the time being. As I mentioned before, I’m sure that it will be quite the abbreviated stay. You’re quite the hardy mare.”



Pyschiatric word. The word sends shivers down my spine, and I grit my teeth. “Is...is there something wrong with me?” I wince. “Doc, give me a straight answer. Please.”



He doesn’t respond. Instead, he only gives me a funny look before averting his eyes and staring at the floor.



I swallow. “Oh.”



At long last, he sighs, and meets me eyes again. “Please, make yourself at home,” he says, taking a step back. The key comes out of his pocket again. “We’ll send some dinner down in a few hours. In the meantime, feel free to entertain yourself with a few of those books.”



“And the bones?”



The door stops just short of closing entirely. The doctor’s voice echoes, hollowly, throughout the room once more.



“We’ll get back to you on those.”








A few hours later, somepony knocks on the door. I go to open it, and realize that I can’t. It’s locked.



I hear a click again, and there’s a stallion standing there.



He’s a big one: well-built, with a greyed mane and dark eyes. He could be one of my workers back on the Projects, for all anypony could know. I recognize him as the security guard here, and give him a wave as I step back from the door.



“Good afternoon,” he says. There’s something on his back, I realize, and I can smell freshly steamed carrots from here. My stomach rumbles. “I’ve brought you lunch.”



I smile. “Do you know when the doctor will see me?” I ask.



He just shakes his head and sets the plate down on the night table beside my bed. I watch him, frowning, as he makes his way back toward the door.



“The doctor will see you when he’s ready,” he finally says. “Enjoy your lunch.”



I watch him as the door swings shut, and then make my over to the tray. The carrots taste stale.








The rest of the day is boring. So is the next day, and the day after that. Three times a day, the security pony comes in bearing a tray of food, and three times a day, he rests it on the table and leaves. A few times, the nurse comes in. She asks me some questions—how am I feeling? Does my head hurt? Is there anything that I need?—and writes my answers down on a clipboard. I’m feeling fine, I tell her. My head doesn’t hurt. I don’t need anything, but some bones, and something to play with would be nice. I’ve tried the books, and I can’t seem to get past the first page without wanting to rip the whole thing apart.



I toss my head back and laugh at that last one, a guffaw deep in my chest. It’s a joke, of course—what kind of dull-minded stallion would waste his time putting five pounds of medical jargon into a two-pound book?—but she doesn’t seem to get it. Instead, her mouth only thins into a short line, and she asks me how my stomach’s feeling. There are creases on her forehead, and a squint in her eyes.



My stomach’s feeling fine. She clicks the pen shut and leaves. I hope she’ll come back tomorrow.



I’m lying on my bed on the start of the fourth day, staring at the ceiling. My stomach rumbles, but I don’t feel hungry. I’m bored of carrots, bored of stale celery, and bored of staring up at these same fifty cracks in the paint day after day.



The door opens, and I look up. The security stallion is back, but this time, he doesn’t have a tray. Instead, the nurse is by his side.



“Come along,” she says. I’m having breakfast upstairs today.



A grin spreads across my face. Eating upstairs! Outside! Away from my bed! I haven’t had the chance to eat at a proper table since before I was checked in. I trot along, not even caring about how white the walls are, or how dull the nurse’s voice sounds, because I’m already picturing heaps of pancakes and waffles and toast, done up with so much butter and syrup that it’s leaking onto the floor.



But breakfast is oatmeal again. They’ve got brown sugar this time, though, and sliced bananas and dried raisins. Up here in the dining room, even the normal gray mush seems a little brighter, like it’s been prepared with the conversation and laughter of the dozen other ponies whose utensils clink in the room around us.



I pick at my oatmeal, and then decide that I want to try the raisins. They’re sweet, and I add in the sugar as well. I’m about to ask if there are any apple slices instead of bananas when somepony taps me on the shoulder from behind. I turn around, mouth still full of oats.



It’s the nurse, and she’s holding a plate in her mouth. She sets it down on the table beside me, and I hear the thud of plastic against wood.



There are two pills on the plate: one half yellow and half red, and the other long and thin and green. I blink down at them. Where’s my painkiller—the little white one?



“The doctor’s decided to take you off of that for now,” she says. There’s a frown on her face, but it’s not an unkind one. She pushes the plate toward me, the pills jostling on its surface. “These are your new prescriptions.”



One of them is a “mood stabilizer,” she tells me. It’s supposed to keep me happy—in the right frame of mind, she says. I want to ask her what the “right frame of mind” would be, but then I look in her eyes, and I decide not to ask. I take the pill.



The second one—the green one—is apparently a” stimulant.” I ask if it’s to make me energetic, and quietly chuckle as she cracks a grin.



“It’s just to keep you focused, Miss Loose,” she says. She nods toward my glass of water. “Now, if you wouldn’t mind taking the other one too?”



I take the second pill. It’s not as thick as the first one, so it’s easier to swallow. “Pills taken,” I say, setting the glass back down. “Maybe your patient can get a treat for that?” I waggle my eyebrows in what I can only assume to be a convincing manner.



That gets a laugh out of her, and she pats me on the shoulder. “We’ll see about getting you something. In the meantime, after you’ve finished your breakfast, the doctor’s got an appointment with you.”



“He does?” My heart rises in my chest. Maybe I’ll be released soon. Maybe my head’s gotten better, and he just needs me to sign a few forms. My grin spreads even wider. Maybe he’ll give me that treat, too—a biscuit? A few bones?



I wolf the oatmeal down in under a minute. The nurse seems impressed, if a bit disturbed. She hoofs me a napkin, helps clean me up, and leads me out of the room.








We don’t meet the doctor in the normal waiting room. Instead, I follow the nurse down the hall, past the lounge where I hear the other nurses and staff laughing while they’re on break. We pass by the vending machines, by the potted plants, and soon enough I find myself in a warm, well-lit room, with a couch beneath my back and a glass of hot cocoa at my side. I like hot cocoa. I told the doctor that the first time I’d met him.



He’s sitting across from me, those thin-rimmed spectacles pulled down low over his eyes. His dark brown bangs sometimes fall over his face, and he has to pause in his speech to brush them away, curling them behind an ear. I shift on my couch, trying to get more comfortable as I look around the room. The wallpaper is a soft shade of brown, decorated with pictures of autumn leaves. A few pieces of paper dot the walls; I squint, but I can’t make out the scribbles on their surfaces.



His hoof comes up again to brush his mane away from his caramel-yellow face, and I snap to attention. A blush comes to my cheeks when I realize that I’ve been dozing off.



“...and so again, I hope that you’re adjusting well. We don’t usually do this for patients, so have no fear that you’re receiving the best treatment possible.”



He smiles at me, and I decide that I should respond somehow. “It’s great,” I say. I flash my teeth. “Just like you said. Very cozy.”



That seems to satisfy him. “Good, good. Now, on the subject of medications…”



He starts rattling off a list of facts about those two pills I took: side effects, purposes, chemical agents. I would tune him out, but it actually sounds interesting, in some morbid, stomach-turning way. I never realized that taking a pill could result in impotency—in a mare, even!—severe nausea, or a heart attack.



He winds down with an assurance that these effects are all, of course, very rare, and the pills temporary, and that I shouldn’t worry myself about it.



“The pills are fine,” I say. “As long as you know what you’re doing, then I’ve got my full faith in you, Doc.”



That wins a smile from him.



“So,” he says. “To go on a short tangent, is there anything that you need in your room? I know Nurse Redheart has been doing her best to help you, but the poor mare has so many patients as it is. If there’s anything I can do to make your stay here more comfortable, then feel free to let me know.”



“Well,” I say, drawing out the word. “I wouldn’t mind some walks outside.”



“Excellent. I’m sure that something can be—”



“And some treats, too.” I purse my lips, scowling up at the ceiling. “I’m still waiting for those bones, you know.”



The doctor blinks.



“Maybe a biscuit with breakfast? A chew toy?” I rub my hooves together, salivating. “Maybe even a friend to play with on those walks. If you’d be okay with that, of course,” I assure him. I don’t want him to think that I’m greedy.



There’s a long pause after that. It seems to hang in the air like a giant mosquito, buzzing over my head.



The doctor sighs, and I turn to face him. He’s pushed his glasses back above the top of his snout, and he’s massaging his eyes like he’s got a headache.



“Screw Loose—may I call you that?” I nod. “Screw Loose, I’m afraid that this is the current root of our concerns. Physiologically speaking, you’re fine. The damage to your skull has mostly healed, and, barring some sort of freak accident, I would be happy to discharge you.



“I would be,” he says quickly, watching my mouth open, “if it weren’t for the rather disturbing revelation that you seem to have developed...well, some sort of complex from all this.”



I tilt my head. “Huh?”



“You’re a pony,” the doctor says firmly, “and it would be best if you remembered that.”



I laugh; I can’t help myself. “Of course I’m a pony,” I say, picking up my right forehoof and wiggling it about in the air. “I have these, don’t I?”



“Most ponies don’t ask about biscuits, or bones, or treats.” The doctor shakes his head. “Nor long walks with ‘friends’ to play with on the way—not unless you’re a filly, anyway.”



“And?”



“And I would be remiss in my medical duties were I to discharge you in your current state.” His eyes flash, glasses reflecting the light. “I’m sorry, Screw Loose, but you seem to have a form of psychosis that may have been unlocked by the fall.”



“Come on, Doc.” I give him a weak smile. It’s got to be a joke. “Psy—something? Psy-cho-what?”



“Psychosis,” he says. He adjusts his glasses, pushing them up the bridge of his snout. “It’s not unknown for certain kinds of mental trauma to release behavioral disturbances that may have otherwise gone unseen. Some ponies have reported a tenuous grasp on reality, or an inability to control their actions.”



“I’m sane,” I blurt. “I promise.”



“I certainly hope so,” he says. “In the meantime, though, your recent shifts in behavior are...troubling. So, until such a time as I see that they have been resolved, I’m afraid I’m going to have to…”



He trails off. I look up at him, quirking an eyebrow.



“What are you doing?” he asks.



“What do you mean?”



“With your leg. You’re scratching the back of your head with your hind leg.”



My eyes swivel to the side. Sure enough, I’ve shifted upright on the couch, with three of my four hooves folded beneath me and the fourth—a back hoof—behind my head, scratching at my ears.



“I had an itch,” I say. I shrug. “Nothing wrong with that.”



“But you’re using your back leg.”



“And?”



His voice is flat. “Screw Loose, most ponies use their front legs to scratch themselves—ponies such as yourself when you were first admitted here.”



My leg slowly comes back down to the cushion. “And?” I say again. “Maybe I felt like a change.”



His mouth twists to the side. “I don’t believe so,” he says. He takes out a small sheet of paper and attaches it to his clipboard. He takes a pen from his pocket into his mouth, and scribbles something on the top of the page.



“What’s that?”



“I’m upping your medication,” he says around the pen. He carefully clicks it shut again and deposits it on the table beside him. “Put your tongue away.”



I whimper, my ears going back. “But it’s hot in here.”



“Then I’ll see about installing better air-conditioning. In the meantime, however, you are a pony with sweat glands, and I’ll expect you to act as such.”



My tongue goes back into my mouth. “Fine.”



I don’t say much else after that. He asks a few more questions, I grunt a few times, and soon enough the nurse is there to lead me back to my room.








I don’t see the doctor for another few days after that. Instead, it’s once again the nurse’s job to deliver my food, as well as to ask about my health and my “mental state.” Before, she usually came alone, but now the security guard is always at her side.



She comes in some days with a stack of flashcards at her side. She points to the first one: it’s a silhouette with a long face and mane. “What is this?” she asks.



A pony. I tell her. This is an easy game.



She holds up another one. This time, it’s the shadow of a much smaller, thinner creature. It’s got perkier ears, and stubbier legs with smaller paws. “And this?”



It’s a dog.



“What kind of dog?”



I shrug helplessly. I was never much of an animal lover.



“But you see,” she continues on, holding up both flashcards together, “they’re different. One is not the other. A pony eats hay and oats, and the dog eats kibble. A pony plays with other ponies, and a dog plays with sticks and balls. A pony is a pony, and a dog is a dog.”



She makes me repeat it. “A pony is a pony, and a dog is a dog.” Again. “A pony is a pony, and a dog is a dog.”



The words feel strange on my tongue. I’m not sure why I need to say them, but I say them anyway, if only to make her happy. She seems to approve, and I take a few more bites of the potato soup she brought with her. Then,



“You do know that you’re a pony, right?”



I hesitate, spoon halfway up to my mouth. “...Yes?” She seems to like that answer, and leaves me to finish the soup in peace.



The next night, I decide that I want to finish my soup without a spoon. She doesn’t like that, and she makes me eat it with a full set of silverware and cloth napkins. When she’s not looking, I take the napkin in my mouth and rip it in half, throwing the pieces on the floor.



When she finds that, she likes it even less.








Things settle into a routine. I wake up and eat breakfast, which I’m not allowed to make a mess of. Then I lay in bed, staring at the cracks in the wall until my eyes go numb. Then there’s a knock on the door, and the nurse comes in again.



No matter what I do, though, she never gets angry. She’s disappointed, sometimes, with her lip curling and her eyes scowling, but she doesn’t get angry. She never raises her voice.



And then one day, she smells something.



It’s when she first walks in, tray of hayfries and carrots balanced on her back. “Good afternoon, Miss Loose,” she begins. “How are you—”



She stops in place. I can see her eyes watering.



“Hello,” I offer.



Her nostrils flare, and my ears go back over my head. “What is that smell?” she asks. “Is there a sewage leak in here? A problem with the plumbing?”



I shy away, leaning against a wall. “N-no.”



She looks around suspiciously, eyebrows furrowed—and then spots it. It’s a little pile in the back corner of the room that I’ve done my best to cover up with books. Some of it shows through, though: a big lump of brown, some of the pages of the books colored a sickly yellow. “My goodness, please tell me that isn’t what I think it is.”



I want to, but no words come out. She stalks over, inspects the pile for a moment, and then stalks back to me. There’s something burning in her eyes, and when she speaks again, her voice is deadly.



“Screw Loose,” she says slowly. “Would you care to tell me why there is a pile of what I’m going to assume is your own feces sitting in a corner of this room?”



“The toilet’s cold,” I offer timidly. I try to shrink back a little more. “Didn’t want to use it.”



“But to go all over the floor?” she growls. “And to destroy these books trying to cover it up?”



My hooves are trembling, my ears doing their best to burrow inside of my skull. “Sorry—I’m really sorry. Please.”



She catches herself. Her voice comes back down to a normal level, and the fire in her eyes recedes. She takes a deep breath before speaking again. “What am I supposed to do with this, Miss Loose? Won’t you even try to cooperate with us? We’re just trying to do what’s best for you.”



“I—I could go outside,” I say. “In the yard. That way, it wouldn’t mess up the carpet.”



She snorts. “Ridiculous. No—I’ll just have the doctor up your medications. I’m sorry, Miss Loose, but this is your responsibility. We can’t help you if you refuse to work with us.”



“I’m sorry,” I say again. “Really, I am. I’m trying.”



“If you’re sure,” she says.



An hour later, two stallions with mops come and escort me out of my room. The nurse guides me to the cafeteria in the meantime. It’s empty—lunch was an hour ago, and dinner isn’t for another four—and very quiet. I don’t dare to make any sort of noise. Thankfully, she doesn’t, either.



She leads me back to my room when the stallions are done. The pile is gone, and the room smells like lemons and soap. I wrinkle my nose, but I don’t object. She leaves only after extracting a promise from me to “use the facilities” properly.



I keep my promise for two days. I know I’m supposed to use the toilet like a normal pony, but it’s so cold—so hard—and it feels so wrong beneath my haunches. So on the third day, when she comes into my room with a bowl full of oats, it’s only seconds before she smells it again.



This time, she screams herself hoarse for at least five minutes.



The third time, she screams for another ten. Why can’t I even make an effort? Do I want to be a troublemaker? Why, she seems to be asking, is this my fault? Why can’t I take the blame, like an adult? Like a normal pony?



I don’t know.



A week later, I’m standing outside in the backyard. I’m crouching down near the rusty iron fence, my hooves flattening the dead grass as I do my business. The air is chilly and bitter; there’s a dumpster by the back door, and the pipes running back here are old and covered in moss.



The nurse keeps her back to me as I finish. When I’m done, I trot back toward her and wait for her to open the door.



By the time I’ve trotted inside, it’s become hard to ignore her glares.








I’m running through a field. The grass brushes against my fur, my paws sinking into the dirt. The sunlight is warm, and the breeze whistles between my ears. I bark happily, loving the way that my claws poke into the earth.



My ear twitches, perking up. I’ve heard something—a soft whine, far off in the distance. I wait, and sure enough, I hear it again. I bark in reply—a sharp woof!—and get a quick response. That’s enough for me, and I set off through the tall grasses.



They whip across my fur as I go, leaving bristles and bits of chaff with each bounding leap. I don’t care, though; it’s like they’re hugging me, caressing me as I run. It’s strange to be so much closer to the earth, but it feels...right.



The grass bends down around me, like it’s melting into the earth. I keep running, my tongue hanging out of my mouth, and my tail wagging behind me. In the distance, I can see a dark shape, and I let out a long howl. It howls back, and I redouble my pace.



With each step, the ground becomes firmer beneath my paws. My ears flop across my face, and I bark again and again, begging my target to come a little closer, to wait and play with me. Soft dirt becomes harder clay, which then becomes gravel. Soon, I’m running on hard cobblestone, my claws going clickity-tickity-rickity-tack as they alight upon the ground.



I let out a high-pitched whine. Why won’t my new friend stop? Why doesn’t he want to play? I get only a playful bark in response, and I throw back my head and howl once more. It’s the thrill of the chase, and it’s filling my bones.



My paw pads thump against the stone as I see my target turn a corner. There are no more trees; instead, masses of stone and wood tower into the skies. I take a moment to search for the word. Buildings, I decide, a smug look on my face. Houses.



I somehow know that it’s a dead end. Panting, I turn the same corner, expecting to see my friend waiting there for me.



My mouth falls open, my eyes going wide. Not one, but five shadows are there waiting for me, their ears perked straight up and their tails wagging as fast as mine. I see a flash of golden fur—a twitch of a brown ear—the stare of bright blue eyes—and then they vanish around a corner, barking madly. It’s as if they’re laughing.



I laugh too, my barks and yelps echoing off of the walls as I resume the chase. Their shadows dart and dance away from me, and try as I might, I can never quite catch up. I growl, snapping at the air as one of the smaller ones leaps away. I turn another corner, ready to catch them—



—and see nothing but the flickering of shadows. There’s nothing there, and the only sounds are the echoes of barks on hard brick walls. Soon enough, that too fades.



I take a step back. The cobblestones hurt my sensitive paws, and it’s only then that I realize that I’ve got blisters there: big, throbbing red ones. The back of my neck prickles and a growl wells up in my chest. Something isn’t right.



I turn around and freeze.



A final shadow towers above me. It has four legs, just like me, but where mine end in paws, its turn instead into wide, hard hooves. Slowly, it reaches toward me, and my hackles come up as I give it a snarl in warning.



It stops. I bark, my voice echoing off of the sides of the alleyway. That seems to give it pause for a few more seconds.



I start to back away.



The effect is lost. The shadow blurs, and I find myself running, adrenaline flooding my veins. I take a left. I take a right. My feet burn with each step I take, and my chest feels like it’s going to burst.



But it’s not enough. I can feel that shadow following me, getting closer in its chase. I whimper, darting around a corner—



—and it’s there, waiting for me and towering far above my head. I collapse, my paws on fire. I can’t run anymore. 



There’s a pressure on my neck; I can’t breathe—



Good morning, Miss Loose.



My eyes open.



“Good morning,” the nurse repeats. She’s holding something beneath my nose.



It’s a bowl, with four pills in it. The “mood stabilizer” is there, along with two more stimulants. There’s something new, though: a little purple pill that rolls around the bottom of the bowl. I ask what it is.



It’s an antipsychotic, she tells me. I don’t ask what it’s for, and she doesn’t tell me.



I take the pills, take a gulp of water, and then, when she’s not looking, spit it all out into the toilet.








An hour later, I’m sitting outside the doctor’s main office. I haven’t been back to the room with the couch in over a week. The chairs in the waiting room are hard, and I fidget around to try and get comfortable. It doesn’t work.



A mare sitting across the room looks at me oddly. She has a small colt on her lap, and I bare my teeth in an attempt at a smile. Her glance turns into a glare, and my ears go back as she scoots her chair a few inches away. I close my unfocused eyes and brush my hair out of my face; it’s all frizzy, and the normally silver color is speckled and grey. I can’t remember when I last took a shower. I don’t like the water anymore. It’s too cold, too wet, and it leaves my fur smelling like the dumpster out back.



A secretary calls a name. Apparently, it’s the mare across the room, and she leads her son out of his seat and toward the receptionist’s window. She makes sure to give me a wide berth. Another pony comes out of the doctor’s office, and I freeze.



My nose twitches at the familiar scent, my eyes widening in shock. It’s a little collie, trotting happily beside her master. Her tail wags happily behind her, and her paws make sharp sounds on the tiles.



I let out a little whine, fidgeting in my seat. I feel a weight on my shoulder.



“No,” the nurse says from the seat beside me. She’s seen her too, and there’s a warning in her eyes. “Stay put. Your appointment is in ten minutes.”



I whimper, my tail curling around my leg. Her frown deepens, and the weight of her hoof on my back increases.



I hear voices. The receptionist is chatting with the mare, and the son is playing with his action figures on the floor. The nurse is muttering to herself, and the doctor is talking loudly to somepony in the back room. The front door opens, and the dog follows its master out the door—



My ears perk up. My haunches tense. Before the nurse can even react, I’m dashing across the floor, my paws pounding on the tiles as my tail wags behind me. I can see the sunlight stretching across the hard ground, inviting me outside, the other dog’s scent clinging to my nose and welcoming me outside this cold, dark place—



Something hits me in the side, and I go down. Everything is wild, my hooves are thrashing. Why, I want to scream. Why won’t you let me go outside? Why won’t you let me play? I twist my neck around, teeth bared. I hear raised voices: the mother is shouting, the colt giggling madly, and somepony is screaming. The weight is overpowering and I can’t see; my hooves are thrust beneath me, and I snarl. I’m barking, my throat seizing up as I take in more and more air before biting down on the closest thing that I can find.



My teeth meet flesh. Somepony screams again, louder this time. There’s something in my mouth, a bitter, coppery liquid that I spit out to the side. I bare my teeth and growl, my hooves flailing from side to side. I manage to see out of the door—the other dog is long gone, and the door is swinging closed, the sunlight disappearing—



Something hits me on the head, and everything goes dark.








When I wake up, it’s in a cell.



There are bars on the door. That’s my first hint. The second is that my legs are bound, held tightly around my chest. I growl as I try to pull them away, wiggling my paws from side to side.



“That’s a straightjacket. You’re not going to escape that.”



It’s the doctor’s voice. I ignore him, and instead latch my teeth onto the edge of the “jacket.” I overbalance—only two of my paws are free, and I can barely sit up, let alone stand—and fall to the ground with an oomph.



I hear the padding of hooves toward me. The floor is a cushioned fabric. It sinks beneath my weight as I struggle to get up.



A shadow falls over me. It’s the doctor. I refuse to meet his eyes; instead, a low growl builds up in my chest.



“Get out,” I snarl. “Let me out of here. Don’t want this.”



I hear a sigh, and then the scribbling of a pen on paper. “Patient… displays… animalistic… tendencies,” the doctor murmurs as he writes. “Further...investigation...is…”



My hackles come up, and I bare my teeth. I can just barely turn my head around to face him; it’s a struggle to move anywhere else. “You’re stupid,” I say. “Let me out of this thing! Now!”



The doctor’s eyebrows rise up into his forehead. “Now, now, Miss Loose,” he says, tucking his clipboard under one leg. “I can’t speak in barks and woofs. Would you mind speaking properly, so that I can understand you?”



“Screw you,” I say, and spit onto the ground at his hooves. “You never even got me those bones.”



His lip curls, and he straightens back up. “Should you wish to communicate, then I will be here again tomorrow,” he says. “I’ll instruct the nurses to up your dosages—we’ll see about that extra antipsychotic. You’re the first patient bad enough to force us to go to these levels—I’ve not had to use that straightjacket in over fifteen years—but I’ve got a few ideas in mind.”



He turns to go, and I hear the door swinging open behind me.



“Goodbye.”



The door swings shut.








The cell is dark.



I’ve been sweating. The straightjacket is slick against my fur, and my tongue hangs out as I try to cool myself down. The ponies outside have decided that it’s nighttime, and so they’ve turned off the only light in here.



I don’t want to sleep. I can’t sleep. Not like this, trussed up like some flightless bird—like some limbless freak—unable to run or jump or play.



I nearly whine, the air leaking out of my lungs. Why won’t they let me out? Why won’t they set me free? “Please…”



My barks are absorbed into the plush walls of my cell. There are no echoes here.



The routine starts up again. Three times a day, the security guard comes in with a bowl of oats and a hoof-ful of pills. I refuse to swallow them at first, and then he calls in the doctor, and they hold me down while they stuff the pills down my throat. Their voices are reassuring, but I can’t make out the words. I try to vomit the pills back up, but with my two front hooves bound, I can’t do anything beside gag meaninglessly at the floor. I don’t see the nurse again.



Then one day, I find it. A loose stitch in the straightjacket. I poke my snout beneath it, maneuvering it as best I can. There’s a broken seam there—something torn, something snapped that the doctor didn’t quite catch. Carefully, I nuzzle closer, taking it into my mouth, and—



There’s a click in the door, and I freeze. It must be dinnertime already. I yank my face away from my shoulder and do my best to look as innocent as possible.



It’s the security guard again. This time, the doctor isn’t with him.



He grunts to me as he sets the oats down. I refuse to look at him as I lean down, doing my best not to fall face-first into the bowl as I eat.



“It just isn’t natural,” he mutters, watching me with a wary eye. “Can you even hear me in there?”



I ignore him. His words don’t mean anything to me. Instead, I just eat faster. I hadn’t noticed before, but I’m hungry.



He sighs. “Pony that thinks she’s a dog... I haven’t seen anything this crazy since that monster got loose from Canterlot.”



He’s shaking his head as he retrieves the dish, and he’s still shaking it, muttering under his breath, as he leaves the cell and shuts the door behind him. I wait a few minutes, eyes peeled at the door to make sure that nobody is coming back in.



Five minutes later, the light goes out, and I get to work.



The straightjacket is tight against my muzzle, but I manage to get it into my teeth. It’s already torn, already open to my touch. I clench my jaw and slowly pull away, savoring the r-r-r-riiiip noise it makes. It’s slow going, but eventually, I manage to get a piece peeled away, the threads popping free one by one.



There. One paw is free. 



I hold it up in the air, squinting to make it out in the dim light. It feels strange—I know I should be able to see it, but it’s only a shadow to me. It doesn’t matter, though. I’m half free, and there’s only one more leg to go.



Within another hour, I’ve escaped the straightjacket entirely. It sits on the floor, discarded and unwanted. It’s still dark, and I have no idea what time it is, so I settle in to wait.








I can't tell how long it is before the lights come back on. It might be hours, or it might be five minutes. My eyes are drifting closed, my ears falling back over my skull—but when that cold yellow light flickers on, I'm back on my paws, poised at the door.



Not thirty seconds later, I hear it: the click. Just like every morning, I picture the guard outside, tray resting on the floor as he fiddles with the key. Maybe the doctor is with him. Probably not. He hasn't come in since last week.



The door clicks open. A tiny sliver of light seeps in, and I set my shoulders. Every nerve in my body is screaming to jump, to run, to go, but I wait. I hold off. There's a perfect moment for this, and it's not now.



The door opens a little bit more, and I can see the security guard's graying mane. I can make out his dark brown muzzle above the glint of silver in his mouth that I know is the key. One more second...one more moment...one more heartbeat. My tail is held straight out, my spine singing with tension and irritation. I'm ready.



I see his eyes, and spring into action.



He never knows what hit him. One moment, he's opening the door to a cage that he believes to be empty, delivering food to a prisoner that might as well be dead—and the next, he's on the ground, my paw pushing into his skull. He lets out a grunt of surprise and then says no more. His watch shatters on the tiles. Beside him, my leg catches on the bowl of oatmeal and shoves it over. Glass shatters, tinkling down the corridor as the water for my pills seeps out across the floor like blood.



I keep running, and I don't stop. I remember these corridors from my visits back upstairs—visiting the doctor, the backyard, the cafeteria. The halls down here are empty; it's likely that most of the staff are still at breakfast. I run up the stairs and onto the main floor.



I can hear voices: laughter, conversation from the cafeteria's double doors. I growl, my eyes swivelling back out to the main hallway. I know where I'm going.



But I'm not alone. There's someone else here. It's a young mare, her coat purple with a small red cross on her flank. I haven't seen her before. Her jaw drops, and for a moment, we just stare at each other with eyes wider than dinner plates.



I growl, and she screams. I make a dash for the door.



My heart is pounding in my chest: Ba-thump. Ba-thump. The corridor blurs past me, the wallpaper streaming into one giant mess of color. Ponies jump out into the hallway and I dodge around them, weaving between hooves and leaping through the air.



I turn a corner, my chest heaving. There are shouts behind me—angry voices, with hooves pounding on the floor. I hear one shout, but I can't make out the words. My tongue hangs out of my mouth and I want to laugh. This is the chase—this is the game—and I'm finally going to be free.



There it is. The door. Ponies leap out of my way, screaming and shouting, and behind me, I hear the others getting closer. One ahead of me reaches out, a hoof batting uselessly against my shoulder. I shove her off, my hackles coming up as I bark at her. She flinches away.



It's the nurse. Her eyes are wide, confused, afraid.  I redouble my pace, claws clicking and clacking against the ground.



The front door swings wide: it's the doctor, and he's got a bag held under his leg. His eyes widen as I approach, and then everything slows down. His hooves come up, his mouth moving in slow motion. I leap—



And then I'm out.



My hooves hit dirt. I can smell grass, touched with dew and soil. I can feel sunlight on my face—real sunlight, not the pale, filtered shadows of the backyard—and I want to laugh. I'm laughing, the doctor is on the ground, and I'm running, with a warm breeze behind me, my paws hitting the ground and a song in my heart—



I feel something hit my rear. It's barely noticeable, like a mosquito's bite, or a ticks. I keep running—I don't look back—but my pace slows. It feels like I'm running through mud. My vision clouds over, and my blood turns to ice in my veins. I snarl, struggling to keep moving. Can't stop. Can't wait. I need to keep going—



But my hooves are falling out from under me. Darkness is flashing across my eyes like the deepest night, and my heart is slowing in my chest. With horror, I realize that I can't feel the sunlight anymore.



I crash into the ground, my snout digging deep into the dirt. I whimper, watching the grass blur across my face. Two shadows stand above me, and I can barely muster up the strength to snarl up at them.



They take me by the neck, and my eyes close. I'm falling, my hooves flailing beneath me, and darkness is all I can see.



I sleep, and I don't wake up for a long time.








When I wake up, the ground is soft.



I squeeze my eyes shut. No, I want to say. No, I won't go back there. Not to the room, to the cell, to the cage, never to be free again.



And then I open my eyes, and I see dirt.



It's dark brown: rich and loamy, with pebbles scattered in it. I take a cautious sniff, my eyes widening as I recognize the smell of clay and wet grass. My heart rises in my chest. Can it be...?



I hear a bark. It isn't mine.



My ears perk up, and instantly, I'm on my paws, growling playfully. I can feel the sunlight—the sun! the sun!—on my face, and it's warming my fur, and I close my eyes to bask in it for just a little while. The cold, white lights are gone, and the sun is singing to me from its place in the sky.



I hear the bark again, and my eyes snap open.



There's another dog standing there, right across the field. He raises his head high into the air and barks a third time, even louder. His tongue lolls out of his mouth. He wants to play, and he wants me to come with him.



Without hesitation, I'm off, running toward him. My paws sink into the dirt below me, the nettles catching on my fur and the crickets chirping in the tall grasses all around.



I'm ten feet away from the other dog when I hear it: a voice, sinking through the air, but too blurry to understand. It seems to echo in the sky, and I look around for its source, but find nothing. It’s everywhere and nowhere, and the words blur together. I pause in my step, cocking my ear to the air to see if I can make it out.



“...a thirty-one year-old single mare. No prior history of schizophrenia or other mental illnesses. Ongoing research into family history has revealed a possible case on the maternal side. Further investigation required.”



The words are gibberish to my ears, and I turn back to the other dog, panting happily. He paws the ground, clearly eager to be off, and I bark in return.



He turns to go, and I give chase. We’re yelping as we run across the field, chasing each other through the brambles and tall grasses. High in the sky, birds call to one another as they weave through the clouds, the wind whistling between their wings.



“The patient appears confused, disoriented, and unable to actively cooperate. Concentration is severely lacking, and no effort to retrieve memory or sense of self has been thus far successful. Speech remains indecipherable, though it must be noted that it resembles the random “barking” of a canine subspecies.”



I finally catch him, holding his tail between my teeth. I don’t bite down hard, though I give him a playful nip. He yelps and jumps back over me, tackling me to the ground. We roll through the dirt, tails wagging beneath us as we battle for dominance.



“Patient appears largely docile. Temperament allows for regular feeding and cleaning, although encouragement and physical handling is often required. The patient has formerly reported both visual and auditory hallucinations, and appears to sustain the delusion that she is a member of the aforementioned Canidae family, a belief apparently induced by the mental trauma reported on page 4 of this report.



I pin him to the ground, growling down at him. He nips at my paws, but I don’t let up. A shadow falls over us, and I look up.



It’s the silhouette of a pony: tall, with a bright red coat. I feel like I should be angry, but I can’t remember why. Instead, I wag my tail, panting up at him as my new friend gets up from the ground.



The pony turns back, rifling through a pouch that I can’t see. When he turns back, there’s something in his mouth: a ball. I let out a high-pitched yelp and crouch down to the ground, wagging my tail behind me.



Do you want this ball? he seems to ask me. I bark excitedly. 



I’m ready to go. Throw the ball, I want to say. Throw the ball. I’ll catch it, and kill it, and bring it back to you.



He throws the ball with a long, powerful whip of his neck and I’m off, dodging between the grasses as I try to follow its shadow across the sky. I can hear my new friend behind me, barking as he tries to catch up.



“Diagnoses comprise: antisocial personality disorder, borderline personality disorder, likely schizophrenia, hallucinations, retrograde amnesia, communication disorder, dissociative identity disorder, and suspected dysthymia. Medications thus far have been unsuccessful, and the patient remains incapable of providing feedback on their effects. All efforts to educate the patient on the severity of her condition have thus far failed.”



The ball bounces on the ground, and I stumble, my paws scrambling over the dirt and the grass catching on my fur, but I manage to snag the ball with a tooth. It feels right in my mouth, and before my friend can catch me, I’m off again, dashing through the field and back to the pony.



Barking fills the air behind me: deep barks, high barks, and growling barks that make the air hum and jump. I glance over my shoulder and there at least a dozen other dogs following me, their excited yelps filling the air. I want to laugh, to call back to them, but I don’t want to drop the ball, so I keep running with my paws pounding against the ground.



“A washing-out period of seven to ten days is recommended, followed by the start of a new medical regimen. Experimental drugs from the Canterlot Academy of Biological Sciences have been suggested, though not recommended. It is advised that the patient be administered a combination of both antipsychotics and antidepressants for the time being.”



I drop the ball at the pony’s hooves, my tail wagging behind me. He looks surprised, and then there’s a smile on his face. He reaches back into his pack and pulls something else out, which he drops on the ground beside me.



Good dog, he says. Have a biscuit.



I give the new object a cautious sniff. It smells good, and I give it a lick across the top. In the blink of an eye, the whole thing is in my mouth, and I’m wolfing it down like I’ve never eaten before. This isn’t oatmeal. This is something much, much better.



He laughs, and offers me another one. I take it.



By now, my friends have caught up, and they’re begging for treats. They’re pulling on my fur and ears, nipping at my tail, and I’m growling back at them—not too loudly, but playfully, letting them know that this is my biscuit, my pony, and that I’m not giving either one up. One of them tries to take my ball, and I snap right back. He yelps, but keeps his distance.



I look back up; the pony has a stick, and he’s pulling his neck back again. The ball is forgotten, and my legs tense up, and now it’s in the air and I’m running, my pack beside me. Our yelps and howls fill the sky, and I can feel their fur against mine as we rush through the field after our new prey.



I’ve found my pack, and they’ve found me. Their scent mixes with mine, and I raise my head high and howl to the sun above. The air is warm and light, and the wind rushes through my fur.



“It is unclear how the patient’s many disorders will ultimately be resolved. A mixture of corrective therapy and new medications is likely; however, no further steps must be taken until a clear path is developed for the patient’s treatment.



“Due to the symptoms observed thus far, however, it is unknown how effective further chemical treatments may be. Magical treatment may be necessary, though potential side effects are currently unknown. To express the situation colloquially, the patient has retreated into a world of her own creation, and refuses to come out.



“It is unknown whether her mind will ever be recovered, or if it is, whether it will resemble her previous mental state. For now, further observation and careful treatment is recommended to avoid aggravating the patient’s condition.



“End of Case File: Screw Loose. Dated: 9 September, 1023.”



My pack howls with me, and I feel something swelling in my chest. I’ve found my home, and I’ve been welcomed with open paws. We howl together, our voices singing across the fields.



I’ve found my home, and I’m never going back.
      

      
   
      When Is a Muffin Not a Muffin?


      

      
      
         "Mommy mommy mommy!"



Derpy rocked backwards as her daughter collided with her outside the schoolhouse. Dinky had come rushing out with the bell, dragging her saddlebags and papers behind her. She squealed and leapt up on to Derpy's back, hopping up and down and shouting gleefully.



"Whoa there, sweetie! Did you have a good first day of school?"



"I did, I did!" Dinky stopped jumping and splayed out on her mother's back, hugging her tightly around the neck. "I made a whole new friend!"



"You did?" Derpy's tone brightened with genuine joy. Internally, she breathed a sigh of relief as she turned toward their home.



"Yeah!" Dinky all but vibrated. "His name's Pipsqueak and he's from Trottingham and this is his first day of school too and he lives with his aunt and we played pirates at recess!"



Derpy laughed, letting her daughter's enthusiasm infect her. "That sure sounds exciting! How do you play pirates?"



Dinky shifted on her back. "Mostly you just run around and yell 'Arr!' a lot. But it's a lot of fun, I promise!"



After a pause, she continued. "Oh! And I told him about you and how you like muffins so much and he said his aunt and him have muffins for breakfast every day! And, and that if we wanted to, we could join them sometime!"



A slight blush found its way up Derpy's cheeks. "Did you now? That's very kind of them. Do you think we should?"



"Uh-huh!" Dinky gave her a tight hug.



"Okay then. I'll have to give you a note for your friend then." Derpy spread her wings. "Hold on tight, Dinky, and mommy will fly us home!"



"Mommy, wait." Dinky's voice choked with just a hint of fearfulness. "Last time, I fell off."



Derpy's wings snapped shut. "Oh. You did, didn't you?" She looked back at her daughter, whose hugging had become more akin to hanging on for dear life. "Maybe I should wait till you're old enough to fly."



"Mooooommy!" Dinky jabbed her lightly in the side. "I don't have wiiiings!"



Derpy chuckled and leaned back to kiss her daughter's forehead. "That doesn't mean you can't ever fly, sweetheart. I guess we'll just have to walk home then." She sighed loudly and rolled her head. "It's a shame. I made a big pot of asparagus just for you and me to celebrate today, but it'll get cold by the time we make it home."



The weight on Derpy's back grew exponentially heavier. Dinky's hooves sagged below the level of Derpy's knees and knocked together like a wind chime made of seashells. It was not possible for her daughter to sound any more defeated than she did right then.



"Moooommyyyyy... Asparagus is grooooooss..."



"Gotcha!" Derpy laughed. "Of course it's gross, and that's why I actually made spaghetti. It'll be nice and warm when we get home, don't worry."



Dinky instantly resumed hopping up and down on her mother's back, somehow able to stay in position as Derpy walked them home.



"Yay, yay, yay, spaghetti!"








There were two things everypony in Ponyville knew about Derpy Hooves: one of her eyes moved funny, and she really loved muffins.



The first, no one ever talked about. Derpy couldn't blame them. She'd never met anypony besides her optometrist and Twilight Sparkle who even knew what "strabismus" was. It really wouldn't be fair to hold a pony accountable for not knowing obscure medical terms, and so she didn't.



But that meant whenever a pony wanted to talk to Derpy, they started with muffins. She got muffin baskets for the holidays from her coworkers at the post office. Pinkie Pie always celebrated her birthday with large muffins, and one time with a cake made out of muffins. Every now and then, she'd find a single muffin left anonymously on her doorstep or in her mailbox. In those latter cases, she tried to focus on how thoughtful the pony who'd given it to her had been, and not how it was a federal offense.



Yes, it meant she had to endure a good bit more muffin-based attempts at humor than most ponies. Yes, liking muffins was just one part of her personality and she wished sometimes that more ponies would make an effort to get to know her more deeply. And yes, nopony really knew why she liked them, just that she did. Sometimes she would miss out on cupcakes or donuts or scones or pretty much any other baked good at Sugarcube Corner because "I saved the last muffin just for you!" But she didn't mind. After all, she got more free muffins than anypony in town, and there was really nothing wrong with that, even if they weren't all equally good.



Nopony in town could make the best muffins she'd ever had, after all. Not even her.



If anything truly bothered her though, it was the why. Because even if she'd rather another pony know how much her daughter meant to her, or what she liked to do when she wasn't delivering mail, or what her favorite color was, why she liked muffins was at once her greatest secret and the one thing she most wanted other ponies to understand.



It wasn't the sort of secret that was embarrassing to admit, or that, if it became public knowledge, would ruin her reputation. Rather, it was the sort of secret that was warm and comforting to hold onto. It was the sort of secret that made her feel special, simply because she was the only pony who knew it. And as much as she would have liked to share it with another pony, any time she thought about doing so, she decided to keep it to herself.








After consulting with Pipsqueak's aunt via foal-delivered notes, it was decided that tea and muffins would be served for the four of them that Saturday. When the day came, Derpy couldn't help but hesitate at the door to Pipsqueak's house. What was so important to her about making a good impression on this family? She shifted the basket of apples clutched in her hoof and cleared her throat once again.



Dinky, ever the impetuous one, reached up and knocked on the door.



"Just a moment!"



The voice was clipped yet cheerful, and carried that odd nasal quality that Derpy had come to associate with ponies from Trottingham. After a few moments, the door opened to a green earth mare with orange mane pinned up in a round bouffant. Derpy's knees began shaking, despite the mare's warm smile.



"Ah, Miss Derpy Hooves, welcome!" Pipsqueak's aunt looked over her shoulder and called, "Pip, your little friend is here!"



Derpy was silent for a long moment.



"Won't you come in?" The mare stepped to the side, looking at Derpy expectantly.



"D-Dinky," she finally said, "you never told me your friend was related to a town councilpony..."



"Oh, pish posh," the mare said quickly. "We needn't resort to titles or formalities over breakfast of all things. Just call me Swift. And do come in, the tea's getting cold."



"C'mon, Mommy!" Dinky got behind her mother and began to push.



"J-just call me Derpy then!" she said with a forced giggled as she slid into the house.








This was not right. This wasn't what she'd wanted.



"Butter, Derpy? Jam?"



This muffin... wasn't a muffin.



It was flat and pale and covered in corn meal. It had been cut in half, and its interior was full of holes. It had released steam when cut, but no wonderful smell of blueberries or chocolate or even just warm, spiced goodness. It was fresh, of that much she was sure, but she just couldn't help thinking it was... bland. Nothing more than bread with holes.



"Um," she said, remembering that a request had been made of her. "I've... Never had a muffin like this before, actually. What... What do you recommend?"



"Oh, haven't you?" Swift smiled warmly. "I prefer mine with lots of butter and just a little jam. But if you've got a sweet tooth, well, that's what the spoon is for!"



Derpy looked over at the smaller table, where Pipsqueak and Dinky had already stuffed themselves with the bread-things and were having an animated discussion about the possible adventures two young pirates could have in the coming week.



"You work for the postal service, yes?"



"Hmm?" Derpy's head snapped up. It was unusual for a pony to start conversation about her position. But then, it was no surprise that Swift Justice would know who worked for what government positions, given her own. "O-oh, yes, I do."



Swift smiled lightly. "How is it?"



"It's nice. I mean, I like it because it's kind of slow-paced and I don't have to worry too much about being clumsy if I fly."



Swift nodded. "I don't think you're our mail carrier, though."



"Oh, no, I'm not. Old Mister Post delivers the western route, and I'm on the eastern one." Her gaze dropped to her muffin. "I get half of downtown, Sweet Apple Acres and Rainbow Dash's house, but not your neighborhood."



"I see. I wish my job kept me as active." Swift took a sip of her tea and regarded Derpy with one eye. "You know, if you let it cool much longer, the butter won't melt."



"Oh."



Her leg like a wet noodle, Derpy lifted the butter knife and sliced two squares from the slab, placing one on each half of her "muffin". With equal listlessness, she drew the jam spoon to her plate and emptied it.



"Derpy," Swift said calmly, "I'm hesitant to bring this up, but you seem to have missed the mark, as it were."



Gaze shifting down, Derpy gasped slightly. The blob of jam had fallen onto the edge of her plate and was threatening to drip into her lap. Quickly, she scooped it up with the spoon, spreading it onto one half and then procuring another bit of jam the other. With equal alacrity, she grabbed the so-called muffin and jammed it into her mouth.



Swift Justice stared at her just long enough to avoid a breach of etiquette.



"What do you think, then?"



"Iff gub!" Derpy flushed, chewed some more, and then swallowed. "I mean, um, it's good. The jam is very nice!"



Her host's eyes dropped to her own food, then searched the table. "Not to your liking, then?"



The redness in Derpy's face intensified. "I'm sorry. I'm being rude, aren't I?"



"No, not at all."



"Well, I'm definitely being silly." Derpy picked up the other half-muffin and took a bite. She chewed much more slowly this time, taking note of the rough texture and the way the holes held the melted butter. It still wasn't a muffing, no matter how she tried to think of it. "For what this is, it's very unique, and I don't hate it. It's just... not quite what I was expecting."



"Because of the name, no doubt?"



Derpy nodded.



"I see. Well, I do believe ponies in this area call them 'Trottingham muffins', to differentiate from what you purchase at Sugarcube Corner."



Derpy's eyes widened. "Oh! If I'd known that, I..." She nearly dropped her food as she flailed to regain her composure. "I mean, I'd have still come over for breakfast, I just wouldn't have expected real muffins. I mean, not that these aren't real."



Swift laughed softly. "It's quite all right, no need to get so flustered. Might I let you in on a little secret?"



Derpy nodded and Swift leaned in towards her. She did likewise.



"I actually find them rather dull. Copious amounts of butter help soften the crags, you see."



Derpy frowned. "Then why make them?"



A smile played over Swift's mouth and her gaze dropped to the side. "For my nephew. Pip absolutely loves them. They're a family recipe, which my sister gave me along with him. She and her husband are having some renovations put in on their house... as well as their marriage, you see." She cleared her throat. "So I've made them every morning since he came to Ponyville, and it helps him cope with homesickness."



Derpy tilted her head. "It does?"



"Quite. Luckily, they're easy to make the same way his mother does, and they let him start the day off with a smile." She leaned back in her seat, smiling. "They remind him of her."



Derpy's eyes widened again. She turned to look at Pipsqueak, who was busy showing Dinky a map crayoned onto a piece of construction paper. Something in her mind sparked a warm feeling that spread throughout her entire body.



Oh, sweetie, did you bump your head? Here, have a muffin. It's chocolate chip, your favorite!



There, there, don't cry. Why don't you sit down and watch how I fix Mister Hippo and then we'll sit down and have muffins after? 



Oh my little angel, you have to be more careful where you fly! Come inside, we'll clean you up and bake a fresh batch of muffins. I have a recipe for pineapple and coconut muffins that I've just been dying to try out!



Derpy looked down at the muffin in her hoof. She lifted it to her nose and sniffed it gently. It was still a little warm and the odor was pleasant, like fresh air on a summer day, if somewhat overpowered by strawberry jam. She took another bite and chewed it, not taking her eyes off of the muffin in her hoof.



"It's not a muffin," she said at least, drawing the words out, "it's a memory."



Swift smiled. "I suppose that's one way of looking at it, yes."



Later that morning, as they left Swift's house and made promises to stop by for breakfast again, Dinky agreed that the muffins had been good, but not really muffins. She also said that she had never seen her mommy smile so widely or for so long.
      

      
   