
      Midnight Refuge


      
      
      
         
         Nothing Will Come of Nothing...

      
      

      

      
      
         “Tickets, Please.” The conductor held out his hoof.



Flurry stopped midway from reaching into her bag and pulling out her student ID. Instead, she pulled out the stub that she ordered from the counter earlier. She’d never had ordered a ticket from the booth pony before, but they were kind enough to walk her through how it worked.



The conductor took her ticket, ripped off the part with a perforated edge, then gave it back. Flurry stuffed it in her saddlebags, not bothering to look away from the window.



As she stared at the reflection of the conductor moving away down the aisle and into the next train car, she sighed in relief.



The landscape outside seemed barren, an occasional pine tree would pass by, covered in deep snow of the north. The trees were getting more and more frequent, and with each passing one, Flurry was questioning if such a trip was worth it. Wasting coal just for a trip she decided to take on a whim. She dared a peek at the train car, finding all the other aisles empty. 



The only pony aboard seemed to be her, minus a couple workers that passed through, seemily zombified and half-asleep. Other than that, nothing but the cold, artificial light of cabin accompanied her.



She enjoyed solitude occasionally. Now, the isolation seemed to torture her every second she was here. Flurry stared at the ground of the train car, trying to get the words that were seared in her skull out of her mind. “Flurry Heart, we need you and your parents to attend a meeting on the seventeenth of May. Failure to do so will result in―”



She could practically see the headline reach the front-page news; Princess Flurry Heart of the Crystal Empire fails to pass the final exam for her third year…



The question often crossed her mind “Why did my parents send me to a private school? Why couldn’t Sunburst teach her everything she needed to learn?” Their answer? “Flurry Heart, magic cannot be learned from books. It can only be learned in the same way your aunt was taught: making friends. The magic of friendship cannot be learned alone.”



Her next retort was saying that Sunburst was her friend and she could learn it from him, but they answered back that as good as Sunburst was at teaching her friendship, she needed friends her age.



“Hot Chocolate, miss?” A voice asked.



Flurry’s eyes dashed from the landscape to the reflection of the mare behind her. Through the low reflection, Flurry saw she was dressed in blue attire, signifying she was an employee of the train.



Flurry shook her head. “Mmht-mm.”



The mare nodded, then proceeded to make her way quietly to the next car.



Flurry stared at the landscape again, seeing some trees and grass on the way now. She checked her watch and read the time. 11:13. In forty-five minutes, she’d would be in Canterlot.



That would be, if she could keep her unquiet thoughts at bay. Each thought came and went, mocking and taunting her to break down, making her sick to her stomach.



She reached in her saddlebags and pulled out a rubber ball. She took a few deep breaths as she tossed it up and down. The thought crossed her mind that she should bounce it off the wall and ceiling to pass the time, but what if she broke something? She’d be in even more trouble than she was.



Growling at herself, she put the ball back in the saddlebags.



She’d just have to face her demons for another hour or so.








By the time the train arrived at the station, Flurry hurried out and bolted up the streets. Her heart was pumping out of her chest as she worked her way through the steep cobblestone streets of proper Canterlot. Far from the hustle an bustle of afternoon, the deserted streets channeled breezes and cold wind currents, carrying with them a stuffy, dusty scent.



Businesses of the downtown soon gave way to towering gates of the Canterlot elite. Far less clean-cut an organized, the sidewalk often disappeared and reappeared to the wishes of the contractors who built it, giving way to windy roads



She’d rushed through a tunnel, taking a shortcut through the campus of Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns. Thankfully, the paths made more sense, and were aesthetically pleasing at the same time with a congruent set of paths, far from the mish-mash of the regal neighborhoods. The school meant one thing: she was near Canterlot Castle. Celestia had the school erected especially in the view of the castle so she could figuratively and literally ‘keep an eye’ on her students.



She caught her breath as she slowed at the towering spires of Canterlot Castle. The front gate loomed closer and closer, the jagged tips of the gate forbidding any pony who dared to break in via climbing the wall or the gate.



Far from the hostility of the outside, Flurry’s heart found comfort as she stared at the windows of the castle.



Flurry smiled as she gazed at the room alit. Every so often, she’d see a silhouette of a towering Alicorn with a billowing mane step across the window, pacing back and forth. One thing that Flurry never understood about her aunt is how she could stay up late hours of the night studying and poring over old texts and hard-to-read scrolls.



One thing was for sure, her aunt was awake… meaning that her doors were open― at least for family members― at this late hour.



Thankfully, her aunt wasn’t married, meaning that Flurry didn’t need to worry about anypony else sleeping. If anything, Twilight seemed to enjoy the life of a bachelorette, much like Celestia and Luna before they passed the right to rule over to her aunt.



“Who goes there?” A guard poised a spear and grumbled.



Flurry overturned her hood and glared at the guard. The guard lifted up his spear and gasped. “I will fetch the Princess, your majesty.”



As Flurry waited, the gate swung open slowly. Flurry proceed up the drive until she reached the door. On que, the door opened. A towering alicorn had just stepped out, wrapping herself in a white bath robe Immediately, she asked, “Flurry? What are you doing here at this hour?”



Flurry rushed up to her aunt and hugged her.



“Sorry for the lack of notice, aunt Twilight.” Flurry said. “Can I use your buckball court?” She blabbed



“Uhm, sure thing.” Twilight motioned for Flurry to come in.



“Sorry if I’m interrupting.” Flurry said.



“Nono. You’re fine. I was just doing some paperwork.” Twilight said, trotting through the foyer with Flurry. 



Flurry never had seen the foyer― or the rest of the castle― in the evening before. Usually, the rooms were diffused with light at all hours of the day (Probably due to the architecture made specifically for Celestia keeping track of the sun throughout the day), Whereas the candlelight and glow-rocks embedded int the pristine marble seemed to allow the whole room to shine bright.



“What brings you here at this hour?” Twilight asked again.



“Oh, just wanting to get in some buckball practice. Privately, that is. The court is closed in the Empire, so I thought of the next best place.” Flurry answered.



Twilight raised an eyebrow. After sizing up Flurry, she smiled, shrugged, then inserted her horn into the back door. The door slid open, revealing the spacious back gardens and courts.



Twilight chuckled, waving her way out. “Go on ahead, I’ll get the lights on so you can see what you are doing.”



Flurry ran up to the gate, reached for the key behind the bush with her magic, undid the padlock on the gate, then rushed onto the concrete court. On que, the lights overhead flashed on, bathing the court in yellow light. They buzzed and clicked as the filaments from the high-powered glow-rocks heated up.



Flurry set her saddlebags next to the bleachers, and pulled out a buckball. She bounced the ball, and then flew into the air after it, catching it, and then throwing it into an imaginary basket. She missed the mark on the ground, growled, then tried again.



Twilight came, midway through, holding a hoof up to her temple to block the light out. After she spotted Flurry, she took a seat on the bleachers and watched.



“How’s your parents doing?” Twilight called out.



“Fine.” Flurry said, trying to concentrate on her next aim. Ugh… she missed the mark again.



“That’s good. How’s school going?” Twilight asked.



“Good.” Flurry said, growling at another miss. She tossed the ball over to Twilight. “Here, you throw, I can catch.”



Twilight shrugged as she eyed the ball. She proceeded to buck, then it flew throw the air. Flurry backed up and caught it, then threw it back.



“You know, it caught me by surprise that you were into buckball.” Twilight said, kicking the ball.



“Uh-huh” Flurry caught it again. 



“But then again, I was also surprised that Pinkie, Fluttershy, and Snails were also very good at it.” Twilight said.



“Looks can deceive.” Flurry smiled.



“I was frustrated when I found out that you aren’t so much as an academic, as you are an athlete.” Twilight said. “But my friend Rainbow helped me come to terms that some ponies have different likes and dislikes.”



Flurry stayed silent.



“Okay, I’m out of breath, give me a moment.” Twilight said, catching her breath and taking a seat on the bleachers.



Flurry picked up the ball and ran to her. She took a seat next to her aunt.



“Sorry, Flurry, I need to get in better shape.” Twilight said in between deep breaths.



“You need to start sticking to a sleep schedule.” Flurry nudged her aunt.



“I should” Twilight admitted.



“So, other than wanting to use my private court, why did you take a trip all the way out here?” Twilight said.



“Just needed to get some air,” Flurry answered back quickly. “Couldn’t sleep.”



Twilight shook her head and frowned. Suddenly, her horn grew ablaze, and a parchment materialized in front of her “Did this keep you up?”



“How did you?” Flurry stopped herself midway. “Y-you know?”



“You forget that even if I’m not the head of Celestia’s School, I’m still distinguished as second-in-command.” Twilight set the paper down in the bleachers in front of them. “That, and I have a direct reporting of your grades and records at school.”



What was she thinking coming to aunt’s house, who was technical headmistress of her school? Oversight. “Sorry, I wasn’t thinking…”



“Wasn’t thinking?” Twilight growled. “Was that your same excuse when you were caught cheating?”



The words burned. Those few words seared on her memory. Tears came to Flurry’s eyes.



Suddenly, she felt a wind drape over her. Flurry shivered under her aunt’s wings.



“Flurry.” Twilight said, “Flurry. Look at me.”



Flurry looked up, sending tears running down her face. Even if her vision was blurry through moisture, she could make out a few details. Twilight didn’t have a look of condemnation, but not nearly a smile either.



“I’m not mad. I’m just concerned.” Twilight said. “Cheating is a serious thing. It robs others of their hard work and talent, and robs you of your learning. I’m wondering, what drove you to cheat?”



“I-I have been having a hard time at school.” Flurry said. “Books aren’t my thing. I-I just have to be doing something.”



“I know you aren’t inclined to read, but there are times in life that we must do things that we deem as mundane and boring.” Twilight started. “Rainbow had to learn it the hard way when she was in the hospital. I don’t enjoy sports as much as she does either, but it doesn’t get in the way of us being friends.”



“I know… it’s-it’s just so hard sometimes to keep up in my school work.” Flurry started. “I just wanted to get through this class, tick off the box, you know?”



“Wanting it to be over is another thing, but you also need to be well-rounded.” Twilight said. “But cheating? This is serious, Flurry. This could get you booted out of school if you aren’t careful.”



“I-I know. I just didn’t want mom and dad down, finding out I failed another class.” Flurry said.



“Well, think of how they’d feel now. Flurry, you need to go to them and tell them you are struggling.” Twilight said. “I know it hurts your pride to ask for help, but it gets you into bigger messes like this.”



“I know.” Flurry turned away. “That’s why I came here. Mom and Dad will kill me when they find out.”



“They won’t kill you, Flurry.” Twilight said. “They might be angry, but if you are upfront and honest about it, they’ll be thankful for your integrity.”



“Yeah, whatever integrity is left…” Flurry mumbled under her breath.



“Hey. Don’t do that.” Twilight nudged her. “That’s my niece you are talking about.”



Flurry curled up into a ball and sobbed. 



“I know you came here because I’m a lot more permissive than your parents are.” Twilight said, pulling Flurry closer to her. “But, as your aunt and your friend, I’m trying to help you. What you did was wrong, and you need to fix it.”



“But how do I fix it?” Flurry waved her hooves out in frustration. “The Crystal Empire Times will be over this like Parasprites in a basket of fruit!”



“That, you can’t fix.” Twilight said. “You cannot change what others think of you, but you must not let that get in the way of doing what’s right. Focus on what you can do: admit to your parents of what you did, then go from there. It won’t be easy, but then again, we wouldn’t learn if it wasn’t easy.”



Twilight brushed her side with her wing. “Come, let’s get you back to your parents.”



Flurry sat and folded her forelegs and wings. “Can’t you tell them?” 



“Nope.” Twilight snickered “That would be cheating. That, and plus, you can’t hide in my castle forever, playing buckball with your every whim, you wouldn’t learn anything.” She motioned, swinging her neck. “C’mon. If we go now, we’ll be back in the Empire by sunrise.”



Flurry walked through and waited as her aunt padlocked the gate.



As they walked out of the courtyard and then onto the cobblestone path leading down the castle gate, Twilight said, “Thank you, Flurry.”



“Why?” Flurry said, looking up at her aunt.



“It can get awfully lonely at night and between months when my friends are not around.” Twilight said. “I appreciate the company.”



As they approached the deserted downtown of Canterlot, the lampposts flanking the sides of the streets, Flurry started. “I know you can’t tell them for me, but can you help me? Give it a little push, perhaps?”



“I can’t sweet-talk them. Shining knows that his little sister can be a charmer, and Cadance knows that I was a mischievous filly when I was younger.” Twilight nudged Flurry. “And let’s just say that I’m not adorable anymore. But, this much I can do; I can tell the truth.”



They stopped by a lamppost that was illuminating a sign pointing the way to the train station.



“You okay, Flurry?” Twilight asked.



Flurry shook her head. She felt a bubbling in her stomach, rising up to her throat until she retched it out onto the ground. “I-I can’t do this. Just the thought ―” she coughed.



“Here,” Twilight summoned a cloth and a bottle of water, and gave it to Flurry. 



While Flurry took a sip of water and spit it out, Twilight materialized some paper towels and cleaned up.



“I-I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.” Flurry started.



Twilight threw the soiled towels into the trash. “It’s okay, Flurry. Take your time.”



Flurry felt Twilight guide her toward a bench near the light. It was cold, and the metal on the backing was uncomfortable, but Flurry didn’t want to stand. She felt sick to her stomach, like the time she spent way too long reading at the back of the cart, every slight jolt and lurch made her world spin and her stomach swirl.



Flurry was the least bit thankful that nopony was around to gawk at the scene. It was still the middle of the night, and the only ponies who were out at this hour was just her and her aunt.



“Sorry.” Flurry said again.



“Hey, what’d you say?” Twilight asked with a smirk.



“Sorry?” Flurry said quizzically, wiping her mouth.



“Hmm.” Twilight took a seat next to you. “Admitting to your parents your mistake will be easy like that! You’ve said ‘sorry’!”



Flurry frowned.



“Mind the crudeness of the metaphor, but admitting to your fault will just be like this! Not physically, Celestia forbid, but emotionally. It’s just best to get it out of your system.”



“Gee, thanks.” Flurry rolled her eyes.



“You doing better?” Twilight asked, ignoring that last statement.”



“A little bit.” Flurry said. 



“Enough to walk?”



“Sure.” Flurry said finally. Part of her wanted to linger a bit more, delay getting on the train, but she knew she just needed this overwith.



“If you are feeling queasy, let me know.” Twilight said, propping a wing over Flurry, helping her hobble towards the train station.



When they stepped on the platform, Twilight looked on. “Okay, five minutes!”








Flurry kept her eyes on the passing landscape. She couldn’t bear to meet the eyes of Twilight, who was sitting across from her.



Twilight had brought along a book, some old ponish text that made Flurry give up trying to pronounce the title. Flurry sipped on the hot chocolate given to the them by the snack mare, or, more accurately, trying to sip the last few drops that remained on the grainy bottom of the Styrofoam cup.



“How are you feeling?” Twilight asked, for the umpteenth time.



“Great.” Flurry answered.



“Great.” Twilight smiled. This time, however, she shut the book.



Flurry found no use in trying to avoid the subject, she’d was rapidly approaching the time she had to finally admit to her parents what she did, and it was best to shave off whatever nerves and jitters she had; “Are you sure they won’t kill me?”



“If it helps, my brother could be immature when he was younger, so if he’s a pinch harsher than he needs to be, then I can always play that card.” Twilight winked. “I doubt I’ll need to use it. They’ll be just relieved to know you can talk to them. Much better if they find out coming from you than from checking the mail.”



Flurry looked back out the window. The sun was just starting to rise. She looked at Twilight, whose horn was glowing faintly.



“Is it hard raising the sun?” Flurry asked.



“At first. But, it’s like lifting weights.” Twilight tilted her head and poked Flurry on the chest. “Probably a metaphor you’d appreciate.”



“Actually, I don’t lift.” Flurry laughed. “Not my thing.”



“Oh?” Twilight chuckled “My bad.”








“You ready?” Twilight said, motioning to her parent’s bedroom door.



“As I’ll ever be.” Flurry smiled.



Twilight nodded and knocked.



Inside, they could hear a rustling of sheets and then hoofsteps approaching the door. The door swung open a hair, and a groggy male voice answered, “Yes… wait… Twily, what are you doing here?”



“It’s a long story.” Twilight answered. “But, I think you need to hear this. Flurry has something to say.”



The door opened further, and then her eyes met with the tired eyes of her father. She looked at Twilight, and asked, “You sure about this?”



“What’s this about?” He grumbled as he turned back to Twilight.



“Take it easy on her, she’s just had a rough night.” Twilight said softly. She 



He turned back to Flurry and waited. He smiled softly and asked, “Flurry?”



“Dad… erm… there’s something I want to talk to you about.” Flurry started. Her eyes darted over to Twilight briefly. Twilight was smiling, and motioning for her to continue.



“Dad, I cheated on an exam.” Flurry spat out.



Her father’s eyes widened to the size of plates.



“Take it easy, Shining.” Twilight said.



“Give me a moment.” He closed the door slowly, then Flurry heard hoofsteps pacing around the room.



“I’m so dead.” Flurry said.



“Lighten up.” Twilight nudged her.








Twilight paced around the foyer. She hoped that her plea made it through to him. What Flurry did was wrong, alright, but she just did a tough thing admitting to a fault.



Suddenly, the doors burst open, and Twilight froze midstep, eager and anxious to see the result.



She smiled, tears coming to her eyes as she saw Flurry nestled in between her parents, her mother’s wing draped over her. Flurry was smiling, a spring in her step and as light as a feather.



“I take it they didn’t kill you?” Twilight asked.



“Grounded for a week.” Flurry frowned. “But very much alive, thank you.”



“A week? I got grounded for a month after using mom’s makeup in my chemistry set.” Twilight said. Flurry gave her a look as if to saw ‘don’t you dare!’



“It’s because you didn’t tell her at first.” Shining pointed out. Flurry sighed and then stuck out her tongue at Twilight.



“Touché.” Twilight shook her head. “So, what now?”



“Off to clear things up with her professor.” Shining grimaced. 



“Well, I’d better get back to Canterlot. Those documents won’t sign themselves!” Twilight said, walking off with them.



Shining snickered. “No, sis, get some rest.”



Twilight looked at Flurry, who winked at her.



“I will take that into consideration then.” Twilight said.



As they exited the castle and head down the steps towards the station, Shining leaned over and said, “Oh, and on the slight chance that Flurry comes to your house during the wee hours of the night, catching you awake, I’ll send mom and dad over to crash your party.”
      

      
   
      Decohesion


      

      
      
         I stood before the tall castle walls under the night sky, my armor gleaming dully in the starshine. I had been called to aid my one true Lady, but the forces that surrounded the walls were those of My Lady’s sister, and they were not likely to welcome me with joy. 



I waited for the right moment in the guard’s rotations, then opened my wings and flew a winding path through the magic wards, feeling my way gently until I had gained to the crenellated top. I heard a cry from the throne room, deep in the castle. I had to hurry...



“Halt there, Fleetshade. No Thestrae may enter the palace at this time, at her Highness’s orders.” Before me stood a pegasus captain of the guard and two earths, fully armed and armored.



I stood firm, but let my appeal show in my eyes. “I have my duty to My Lady, Captain Thrush, just as you do to yours. I cannot stand idly by when she is in need. Imagine yourself in my place.”



“I have, Fleetshade, which is why I must now regretfully place you under arrest. Remain still and make no sudden moves, and cease all magic effects on your person.” 



“Gladly.” I let all my spells down, which had the effect of removing the restriction on the necklace I wore below my peytral. A sphere of darkness took form, blinding my foes but leaving me my night vision. I dashed past the two earths as they thrashed about, but the Captain was more canny and moved to intercept my likely path. I was forced to give him a disabling blow which I hope did not kill him outright. 



I moved quickly, knowing the alert was now out and a sphere of shadow would be simple to track. Keeping to the dark corners as best I could, I made my way to a great interior window, a marvel of stained glass depicting the world at peace under the loving watch of the two sisters, and just then I heard my lady shriek in anger. Hoofsteps were behind me as the guards followed my trail, I braced myself and leaped with all my strength. 



The priceless window shattered into glittering rainbow shards as I entered the throne room. My shadow sphere was instantly overwhelmed, for I was now in the presence of the Sun personified, but all my attention was on My Lady Moon. They stood upon the dais of the Royal thrones and the air was full of the crackling hum of potent magical potential, and My Lady had been weeping, for I saw the tear trails on her cheeks. I thrust with my wings to place myself at her side, but dazzling bands of fire flew out and surrounded me.



“Halt, Thestral,” commanded the Lady Sun, “you may come no further, it is not meet for you to thus intrude upon your betters. Remand yourself at once to the guards outside this room, for none of this is a concern for one of your station.”



“Fleetshade!” cried My Lady Moon. “You can do nothing for me now, save yourself and fight for me another day!” 



I hovered within the swooping bands of fire, unable to move an inch towards the intolerable heat they contained. But how my heart burned within me! I felt the core of me, my devotion and my duty, growing stronger, more solid than stone.



“Lady Sun,” I shouted, “I mean no disrespect to you, but my duty cannot be silenced. I am needed… here!”



With that, I felt something snap in the air around me, and the fiery bands flickered and broke apart, sending sparks about the room to lodge and smolder in the costly curtains and carpets. The dissolution of the spell rebounded on its caster and the Lady Sun recoiled, falling to the floor in astonishment and rage. “It is not possible!” she exclaimed. “None can break the Solar Bands!”



“But none have the faith of my Fleetshade!” cried My Lady Moon in triumph, as I sped to her side. She turned a grateful eye to me as I landed, and my heart swelled with my earnest loyalty as I strode forth to protect her with all my life and my strength, and in that moment the Lady Sun blinked, shuddered, and turned colorless, then slumped down into a lifeless pile of gray ash, and so did the golden thrones and the castle walls, and My Lady Moon wailed in terror as she also came apart and collapsed into the dust, and I myself, stunned with horror, followed her–







The battle raged around me, my fellow Thestrals, gray and clad in their blue night armor, clashing against the golden shields of the Solar Guard. Shouts of rage, roars of triumph, the curses of the wounded and shrieks of the dying, all filled the air as I pressed on. I called out, hoarse from endless shouting, to the soldiers behind me. “Forward! We must open the gate!”



It was one of those things obvious in retrospect, but so hard to account for in the chaos of battle. The gate had not yet fallen open, hence the team sent to blow it apart had not succeeded or had been slain. Our forces were divided by the castle wall and could not rejoin; the gate had to be opened now! 



My soldiers gathered behind me, bloodied and weary, as I fended off a blow from a guardspony and staved his side in with a roundhouse kick. I pointed the way and we few soldiers made our way through the howling chaos. Some of us fell, screaming and twisting in agony, a spear grazed my cheek, our hooves clanked on the armor of the slain. 



We reached the cover of a buttress; we could fly now without exposure to the arrows. There were so few of us remaining, but we took to the air and headed for the window of the gatehouse.  I was readying my weapon to smash the bars away when something struck me on the side. 



I tumbled, got the wind under my wings again, and turned; it was Captain Thrush. My ribs ached; he had probably broken a few of them even through my armor. All the weariness of the day fell in upon me in one dire moment, and I could barely keep myself aloft.



As I struggled to face him, I felt a presence around me, over me. She was soaring through the sky, giving succor where she could, and I was reminded that she was with us all the way through. I forgot my pain and thrust out with renewed strength, and I heard a satisfying crack as something snapped in Thrush’s left wing and he fell with a cry of despair.



Our way was clear now. We took a sturdy beam from one of the battlements and passed it through the window bars, and heaved, the metal bent under our collected force, and as the bars burst from the window of the gatehouse the stone walls around us started to shed an ashen waterfall of gritty sand that fell straight to the ground, and then there was a great hissing noise as everything slumped into piles. I cast my eyes to the sky in despair but I could not see her anymore, only the sand falling into my eyes as I came to pieces–







She was pensive, looking out the tower window, and I made a slight noise as I entered the doorway to warn her of my approach.



“Your Highness, we’ve cleared the secret passage. We’re ready to begin the next phase of the plan…”



She didn’t move. She must have heard me, but her gaze remained fixed on the bright blue sky and the green-brown fields outside and the distant castle. I saw her lift her silver-clad hoof and paw at the air several times, then she let it fall to the windowsill. 



I tried again. “Your Highness? We shall need to be swift. Our forces are waiting–”



She did not move, but she spoke at last. “Fleetshade… Have we not been here before?”



I stood at attention. “I have always been here for you, My Lady. My life is sworn to your service.”



“I mean…” Again she thrust her hoof at the intrenchant air. “We have done this before; you and I. I’ve been at this window in the past, and you with me, and we creep through the tunnel to go and rally the resistance forces, and… after that, I do not know. It does not come to anything, and I do not remember why.”



I shake my head. “My Lady, I am quite assured of our success, but only if we leave soon.”



“No,” she says, turning to me with bright turquoise eyes that freeze me to the spot. “You’re just answering by rote. Please think. Do you not recall that time, when the solar bands surrounded you and you broke free, due to faith in me? Or when you assaulted the wheelhouse to raise the gate? You remember none of this?”



“My lady, they sound like interesting tales indeed, but…” I stop and stare into the distance, myself. “I… I do remember something. It’s familiar, like a story I read in childhood and never since.”



“Right,” she exclaims, her eyes flaring with hope. “These things have happened to us, but now it’s as if they never were. It’s as if we’re in storybooks with the last pages ripped out. And if we could just stop reading the book and slam the whole thing shut in time, maybe we could figure out what’s really going on.”



I felt as if the whole world was dropping out from under me, and even this sensation was too awfully familiar. I shuddered.



“My Lady, whatever the true case may be, I am now and always at your service, your loyal Fleetshade. What would you have me do?”



“I don’t know, at present,” she said, “But if you can hold on to what you know now, we have a chance. Something happens, and we keep forgetting. Try to hold onto some memory, so we have more time to think about it next time around. Please?” Her strong eyes shimmered, I had never before seen her showing abject fear and it almost stilled my heart. “Please try to hold on to this moment…”



A single tear rolled from her right eye, and turned to gritty sand on its way down her cheek. I saw the terror deepen in her face as it was reflected in my own, and without thought I moved forward to take hold of her, lese majeste be damned, and as I embraced her shivering and sobbing form she slumped forward into cold lifeless dust, and the walls came down around me, and the blue sky faded overhead as everything sank down and I saw a glimpse of what lay beyond, gray jagged mountains and the sky and stars overhead, the sky impossibly black and the stars impossibly bright, and the dust choked my throat as I fell as well.



If this was what lay outside the supposed book, I wanted nothing to do with it. Still, I tried to hold on to what she said, even as I became nothing, less than nothing. I had to believe that somewhere, sometime, we would meet again, that it would all mean something more than this–








“...and guided by etheric strings, 

we take our paces, flitting things 

who strut our time upon the stage, 

and having turned the final page, 

we very sadly have to go. 

We trust you have enjoyed our show!”



With these words, the troupe of tiny pony figures, no more than a few inches high, bowed to the assembled crowd, and then they, their arms and armor, their hats and gowns, and the little castles and walls of their small stage, all shimmered and lost their varied colors, reverting to yellow sand, which collapsed into piles upon the twilit beach. The crowd of watching ponies applauded and cheered at Luna, who lingered impassively for a few moments, then let a genuine smile crack her regal composure. Twilight’s applause was as loud and genuine as the rest.



As the crowd dispersed over the beach to seek other amusements, Twilight took a seat beside Luna in the grandstand that had been constructed for the nobles at the Solstice Celebration.



“What a clever little story!” said Twilight. “Full of pageantry, romance, and a happy ending. And that’s a fascinating extension of the animus spell, Luna. I wouldn’t have thought it possible to maintain so many separate instances and keep them all moving so smoothly together.”



“Thank you, Twilight. I had many, many years to practice it.”



“You mean–?” Twilight’s eyes flicked towards the horizon, where a sliver of the unrisen Moon was visible.



“Yes. It was one of the pastimes I developed during my centuries in Abeyance. It was somewhat easier upon the Moon, for the sands there are rougher and adhere more readily.”



Twilight nodded. “Still, that’s an astonishing degree of control, beyond the limits of what I thought was possible.”



“If I did it often in one spot, it became easier there,” said Luna. “I think the thaumic fields there became imprinted with the patterns I used, and resumed them more readily. More than once I came back to the staging area to find some of the cast of puppets already assembled, as if ready to begin without me.” Luna gazed out over the sea shore, which was graying as the night encroached. “I used to tell myself… just silly little stories, really, about people I knew or what might have been. I would replay them over and over. It would help me to get to sleep at times.”



“That’s very interesting! And actually, it’s a little bit creepy. Do you think it’s… still going on up there?”



Luna blinked. “Without my presence, it is not at all likely that there is enough mana to cause spontaneous occurrences, don’t you think? The sand falls apart rapidly without attention.”



Twilight started to enter lecture mode. “I hope you’ll excuse me, but I’ve been doing some reading lately on animus spells. One paper found that repeated instances of the animus spell became stronger over time, often with additional and unintended side effects. They could develop imprinted, long term attributes… Luna, I am concerned.” 



Luna fell silent as the celebrants chatted in little groups, and the gray waves continued to roll gently to the shore, spreading sand below the foam.



Twilight, who had a history of friendship problems caused by her inability to read people’s emotions, persisted anyway. “Your spells have astonishing power,” she said, “and you have imbued these sands here with the very image of life itself. Do you not think that, over the long centuries, you may have given the sands on the Moon a touch of the spark as well, a hint of sapience, of self awareness? Could they be… well, thinking even now, without you there? Even as they repeat those patterns over and over, for years and years, centuries and centuries?”



Luna stayed still, staring at the waves and the little patch of lumpy sand that had been her theater. Suddenly she stood, and the wind rose around her and light flared in her eyes, and the hair of the partygoers stood on end. She reared to her hind legs and the wind blew harder, toppling drinks and shredding banners and decorations, and she growled and a bright beam of force shot from her horn to the rim of the Moon on the distant horizon. She tossed her head and the Moon rose swiftly, but covered with a horrible crimson haze. Ponies in the crowd cried out and began to back away.



Luna spread and flapped her wings, bracing with all her strength, and pulled hard. The moon rose faster and the waves rolled in harder and higher with the rising tide, surging over the spot of beach where the puppets had stood, soaking the shrieking guests and rolling up to the grandstand to splash over Twilight Sparkle and the other attendees.



The red haze started to fade from the moon. but most of the crowd had already vanished over the hills, the pretty puppet show entirely forgotten, as the waves flowed over and smoothed the sands.



“There,” said Luna harshly. “If there were any residual and repeating patterns up there, that surge will have wiped them out.”



“Wiped them out?” said Twilight, her voice quaking. “But–I didn’t mean–If they were even partly sapient, that’s–”



Luna looked down at Twilight with a curious little smile that didn’t match her eyes.



“When you yourself have lived a few centuries, Twilight Sparkle, you will wind up doing many things that create little ethical dilemmas. It is usually best to put such things right when they are called to your attention.



“Whatever memories may have been up there do belong there, don’t you think?



“Let us leave them to lie.”
      

      
   
      Unplanned


      
      
      
         
         Nothing Will Come of Nothing...

      
      

      

      
      
         As she yawned deep, then sighed with the contentment that only an aftermath can bring, Rarity cuddled in closer to her companion, wriggling her way across silky high thread-count sheets and through a sea of mingling scents. There was perfume, floral and tasteful, overlaid against a backdrop of faint sweat, but of a delicate kind, evoking a sense of the feminine and gracile rather than the rank and brute. It all merged with a wave of ozone rain-cloud fresh as she nestled her muzzle into Rainbow Dash’s neck and delivered a tiny but tingling kiss.



“Whoa,” Rainbow breathed.



Rarity smiled faintly to herself, eyes closed. “Quite,” she agreed.



“I, uh…” A long moment rolled by slowly. Rainbow remained uncharacteristically silent.



“Hmmmm?” Rarity prompted her, opening one eye slightly.



“Heh. Don’t really know what to say, I guess,” Rainbow finally mumbled. Rarity’s smile grew. She loved the way she could feel the faint vibration of the voice in Rainbow’s throat in the tip of her muzzle when the pegasus spoke with her delightful characteristic slight rasp.



“Don’t I get a ‘that was awesome,’ at least?” Rarity fished quietly for a complement.



“Oh! Yeah!” Rainbow blurted quickly. “Totally was. Heh.”



Silence again.



“Mmm.” Rarity sighed happily into Rainbow’s neck, while slowly circling a front leg in a gentle feather-stroke across the fluff of Dash’s chest. “Talk to me, Rainbow. I just love your voice right now.”



“Heh. Okay. About what?”



“I don’t care,” Rarity whispered. “Anything. Whatever you’re thinking of.”



“Huh. What am I thinking of?” Rainbow Dash wondered aloud. “Oh! Well, for one thing, I didn’t know you were a lesbian.”



“Hehee.” Rarity let out a soft, amused laugh, a little too brief to be a giggle. “That’s probably because I’m not one.”



“Sure coulda fooled me,” Rainbow replied.



“Fooling anypony wasn’t my intention,” Rarity said.



“No, right. I didn’t think so.” Rainbow nodded slightly. “Didn’t mean it that way. I just, uh… you know. I just…” She trailed off.



“You what?”



“I didn’t really know I was one, either,” Rainbow finally admitted.



“Oh. Are you?” Rarity asked, with a noncommittal shrug.



“Y– Maybe?” Rainbow fumbled with her words while she shifted slightly in the bed. “I guess? After what we just did? I mean, what else am I supposed to call it?”



“I’m happy just calling it a wonderful time, my dear Dash.” Rarity paused to breathe in, catching Rainbow’s scent again and delighting in it. “And this is still the best part, you know.”



“Whaddya mean?” Rainbow asked quizzically.



“I mean afterward, of course,” Rarity continued. “Like basking in the golden rays of a sunset, only it’s not the sun. It’s the warmth of another pony.”



“Oh yeah,” Rainbow agreed. She stretched out a leg to wrap around Rarity’s withers, pulling her closer into their embrace. “I guess this is kinda awesome too.”



“Glad to hear it,” Rarity murmured, kissing Rainbow’s throat again. “Now, keep talking.”



“Whuddya wanna hear?” Rainbow asked obligingly.



“Oh, I don’t know,” Rarity said, feeling the loop repeat and enjoying it too much to care. “Describe your favorite breakfast. How about that?”



“Well, that all depends on what kinda day it is, you know?” Rainbow indulged her. “Sometimes I like eggs and hay-bacon. Maybe a slice of that tofu sausage, the kind that comes in those big round patties. Protein’s good for off-days when I’m trying to recover. Gotta give the muscles what they need to repair themselves. But on race days, it’s all about those carbs. Cereal, or pancakes, toast. Muffins. Stuff like that. And the trick before a race is to eat enough, but not too much. Gotta hit that balance. Fueled up, but not weighed down.”



“Of course.” Rarity nodded, brushing her muzzle on Rainbow’s neck.



“But then, some days… well, there’s those lazy days, like, you know, when the weather service has rain scheduled or whatever, so you can’t really do anything, and there’s nothing but gloom outside anyway so you wouldn’t really feel like doing anything even if you could… sometimes on those days I just stay in bed until noon and then breakfast’s shot so I guess I don’t have anything.”



“Not even coffee?”



“Nah.” Rainbow shook her head. “Too late for coffee by then.”



“Heresy! It’s never too late for coffee,” Rarity disagreed, softly. “Well, unless it’s tea-time, of course. I think one ought to switch to tea after tea-time.”



“And when exactly is tea-time?” Rainbow asked.



“Four PM,” Rarity answered. “Didn’t you know that?”



“Didn’t you know I’m not real big into tea?” Rainbow Dash laughed softly.



“Then I suppose I won’t have to serve any with breakfast,” Rarity noted. “What kind of day is tomorrow for you, by the way? Will it be one of your eggs mornings, or will toast suffice? I’m sure there’s also a box of cereal around here somewhere, if you like. Sweetie Belle’s, of course. Though I might advise against it, she’s fond of the types with those disgusting dried marshmallow bits mixed in, and–”



“Wait, breakfast?” Rainbow asked, sounding confused.



“Of course breakfast,” Rarity said. “Most important meal of the day, they say.”



“I hadn’t thought about it.” Rainbow seemed suddenly unsure.



“Oh.” Rarity said quietly. “I, um. I see.”



“Uh. We can, uh.” Rainbow paused. “Decide in the morning, I guess?”



“Yes, well.” Rarity nodded into Rainbow’s neck. “If you like. But you also know you don’t have to, if, you… if you would rather not. You know. Decide. Here.”



“Do you–” Rainbow turned. “Do you want me to decide here?”



“Only if that’s really what you want,” Rarity replied. “I certainly won’t demand anything from you. Especially not anything you’re not comfortable with. That’s the last thing I want.”



“Oh. Alright,” Rainbow said awkwardly. “Then, I, ummmm. I’ll figure it out, I guess?”



“Look. Rainbow.” Rarity lifted her head out of the hollow of Rainbow Dash’s neck and scooted up to nuzzle her cheek instead. “If you’re here in the morning, then you’re here. And if you’re not, you’re not. I won’t be sorry about tonight either way, so whichever you choose, please, don’t worry about it. Really.”



“Okay,” Rainbow said, sounding as if she was breathing easier now. “Thanks for bein’ cool. You’re so seriously awesome, Rarity. I mean it.”



“Now that’s high praise, from Rainbow Dash.” Rarity smiled and nestled back in. “If I could ask for one thing, though?”



“Yeah?”



“At least ‘til I fall asleep,” Rarity said. “Be a shame to ruin the best part, after all.”



“Yeah,” Rainbow Dash agreed, turning to kiss Rarity’s forehead. “It’s a deal.”



Rarity closed her eyes and allowed herself to drift off into the warm, pleasant heaven of her friend’s embrace.








The morning sun shining through the parted drapes of her bedroom window greeted Rarity. She yawned and stretched, feeling her legs encounter only what felt like endless expanses of cool sheets. Feeling a pang of fleeting disappointment, she forced her eyes open against the light, and looked around, confirming what she already knew.



Breakfast for one, then.



Perhaps just some toast. Strawberry jam.



Sighing, she pushed off the covers and rolled into position to get out of bed and get started on what would be, no doubt, a lonely day.








Rarity looked up over her sewing machine at the sound of the boutique door opening and the little bell above it ringing.



Through her red work glasses, she watched a pegasus walk in, cerulean coat below bedecked with rainbow mane above. The form was familiar but the mannerisms couldn’t have been more like those of a stranger. The pony who walked in was hesitant to the point of seeming like she was lost, timid and awkward as she gingerly looked around with an apparent complete lack of certainty.



Rarity frowned. This was not the Rainbow Dash she knew.



“Hello, Rainbow,” she called out, waving as she stood up from her machine.



“Oh, uh.” Rainbow looked around again. “H– Hey, Rare,” she started.



“Good to see you again,” Rarity said. “It’s been a few days.”



“Ah. I guess it has.” Rainbow Dash rubbed her neck. “You weren’t, like… looking for me or anything, were you? Sorry.”



“No, no.” Rarity waved a hoof. “I suppose I thought it would be best to let you come around in your own time.”



“Oh. Yeah. Cool. Thanks.”



“We can talk, if you’d like. If you’re ready,” Rarity said, walking closer. “There’s nopony else in the shop right now. The coast is clear, as it were.”



“Yeah. Good. I just wanted to say.” Rainbow fidgeted. “The other night, it was… pretty great.”



Rarity smiled slyly. “Did it really only rank a ‘pretty great?’”



“No!” Rainbow said, more forcefully. “Better than just that, but I don’t know, I’m not good with the word-things, y’know?”



“I’m only teasing.” Rarity smiled more kindly. “I know what you mean. I also enjoyed our time together very, very much.”



“Glad to hear that.” Rainbow finally smiled, to Rarity’s relief.



“So, what else is on your mind?” Rarity asked.



“Uh. A few different things…” Rainbow anxiously tapped a hoof.



“Such as?”



“Well, alright, to just get to the point and say it before I lose my cool, I was wondering if there was any chance of doing it again sometime,” Rainbow Dash blurted out.



Rarity raised an eyebrow. “A little forward.”



Dash immediately blushed. “I– I– I don’t– Oh jeeze, phrasing! Sorry! I didn’t mean ‘doing it’ as in just doing it. I mean, like, the whole… thing. That whole night. You know – a date. Or, whatever.”



“Yes, I understand.” Rarity nodded. “Again, I’m just teasing. No worries.”



“I kinda wish you wouldn’t,” Rainbow said resentfully. “I feel like I’m walking on pins and needles here.”



“I’m sorry, I’ll stop,” Rarity apologized. “Honestly, I’m feeling a little nervous and awkward myself. I appreciate that this isn’t easy.”



“‘Kay, good. Thank you.” Rainbow nodded gratefully. “Sooooo point is, I guess I’m asking you out on another date?”



“In truth, we weren’t exactly on a date, were we?” Rarity pointed out.



“No, I guess not,” Rainbow conceded. “It just sort of… happened. But that’s also what I’m tryin’ to wrap my brain around. Why did it happen?”



“Oh, who can say with these things?” Rarity shrugged dramatically. “A beautiful pony let me take her to bed. There’s some kind of a special magic in the mystique of that, no? Do you really need to kill it by asking why?”



“Maybe I’m just bein’ dumb, but I guess I kinda do,” Rainbow Dash pondered. “Hey, wait. You think I’m beautiful?” She suddenly looked a little moonstruck by the thought.



“You have your moments.” Rarity nodded. “And I suppose that also gets to the crux of your question as to why things happened the way they did. I was having such a wretched time – a flaked date sent me there alone, then that awful what’s-her-name mare stepped on my dress and tore off the hem after I’d spent a week working on the dratted thing. Spilled punch for insult on top of injury. Ugh, and those hors d’oeuvres…”



“Yeah, the ball sucked.” Rainbow shrugged.



“Quite.” Rarity nodded.



“But what’reya gonna do? They’re all kinda bad. I only went ‘cause it was Twilight’s first one ever hosting as a Princess and we gotta be supportive.”



“Still, it was so sweet, the way you swooped in to try to make sure I had a special time in spite of it all. I know you could have made your appearance, done the necessary rounds, and then left early. But you didn’t. You stayed to keep me company, joined me in snarking about the questionable fashion choices of the evening. Even danced with me when I was feeling left out, despite not liking or even really knowing those kinds of dances. Yes, I know you don’t actually know how, and I don’t care,” Rarity said, pre-empting Dash opening her mouth to protest. “It was the caring enough to try anyway that counts.”



“And don’t forget I found that kick-flank hayfry place that was still open somehow when we were starving afterward ‘cause all the party snacks tasted like cardboard and toothpaste,” Rainbow reminded her.



“Ahhh, truly, the bravest part of all! My hero!” Rarity pretended to fawn.



“Soooo you want me to be your hero again, or what?” Rainbow asked.



“Well, that’s the thing, isn’t it?” Rarity fretted. “One doesn’t set out to need a hero, exactly. It just sort of happens, rather despite the best plans of the day.”



“Oh.” Rainbow deflated a bit. “Yeah, I… I guess.”



“You just can’t force these things, you know?” Rarity said helplessly.



“No, right, I get what you mean. I think.” Rainbow nodded.



They stood there in the shop, awkwardly, while a silence descended between them.



“I was kinda wondering something else, though, too,” Rainbow finally broke through.



“Oh?” Rarity perked her ears up. “What is it?”



“You said the other night that you weren’t a lesbian,” Rainbow noted. “But, uh, if that’s not being a lesbian, then… well… what are you, exactly? Is that too personal of a question?”



“No, it’s fine.” Rarity waved aside the concern. “To be perfectly honest with you, I don’t really know, and I don’t really care.”



“Whaaaat?” Rainbow looked incredulous. “You gotta figure out what you are!”



“Why? Is that a rule, or something?” Rarity asked.



“But…” Rainbow half-squinted suspiciously. “How do you not even care, either, though?”



Rarity rolled her eyes in thought for a moment. “Well, because the way I see things, I just don’t need the label. It simply wouldn’t help me to put one on right now. I feel as if they’re really for other ponies, you see. A label puts me in a box, and I’m not trying to be in a box for the benefit of somepony else’s clarification.”



“Oh,” Rainbow said, in a measured, neutral voice with no expression. “Okay.”



“Neat little labeled boxes are for planning, so that you know what you’re going to be getting,” Rarity continued. “Which is great, sometimes. But not when you want the process of messy, organic discovery. Exploration. Right now, in this part of my life, I want that. I want to be open to enjoying things when they happen – things like our night together. It was magic, a kind that couldn’t have happened any other way. But the flip side to it means I’m not necessarily into trying too hard to arrange them, instead of discovering them as they come. It’s just such a difference, and that difference is what makes all the difference. Do you know what I mean?”



“Yeah.” Rainbow Dash nodded, finally smiling a little bit. “I think I get it, why dating wouldn’t be able to catch it again. Can’t plan to surprise yourself, right?”



“Right.” Rarity smiled back. “Thanks for understanding, Rainbow.”



“We’re good to stay friends, then?”



“Of course we are.” Rarity stepped close and reached out in an embrace. They hugged for a long time. “I couldn’t have it any other way.”








“Finally had the courage to ask Applejack to go out with you, I hear,” Rarity said to Rainbow Dash from across a small café table where they were eating lunch.



“Oh yeah!” Rainbow grinned happily. “She said yes! It was freakin’ AWESOME!”



“Good.” Rarity took a bite of her flower sandwich and nodded a satisfied little nod.



“I do still have one more question about, our, uh… you know.” Rainbow rolled a hoof delicately as she lowered her voice.



“Honestly, Rainbow, that was months ago. You’ve been sitting on a question all this time?”



“No, it just sort of occurred to me lately.”



“Well, alright,” Rarity said, setting down her sandwich. “What is it?”



“I was wondering, what if I’d gotten, you know. Weird about things. Angry about it, or sad, or jealous. Stuff like that.”



“Well, you didn’t, did you?” Rarity pointed out.



“Okay, no,” Rainbow admitted. “I’m just sayin’, this coulda ended real bad, you know. How did you know it wouldn’t? Like, how did you know I wouldn’t just refuse to take a hint and try to force things even when you didn’t want to?”



Rarity thought for a moment.



“It was when you weren’t there in the morning,” she finally said, after a sip of her drink. “If you were sure you wanted so badly for there to be an ‘us’ – really, truly sure – I think you would have been there when I woke up. We would have had breakfast together. Then I would have known.”



“Really?” Rainbow asked, raising an eyebrow in an expression that could have just as easily been either impressed or incredulous.



“Well, alright, no.” Rarity shrugged. “Not really. I mean, it would have been a clue to me to… well, to at least explore the possibilities of an ‘us.’ To maybe take you up on a date. But no, I couldn’t have really known. All I know is that life, and especially love, can’t be lived without taking risks some of the time.”



She leaned back in her chair and sighed. “So I took one. I do hope that doesn’t seem unfair to you. I’m sorry, if so.”



“Nah.” Rainbow Dash shrugged. “No harm, no foul. And if not, well, we wouldn’t have, you know. Had our thing. So I’m not sorry about it.”



“Neither am I.” Rarity half-smiled.



“And as far as being a lesbian,” Rainbow continued, “it may not be who you are, and that’s totally cool. But you sure as hay showed me who I am. So that’s something I have to be grateful for. It’s almost like… I dunno, kinda weirdly like you had a plan this whole time, or something, somehow. But that’s impossible. Right?”



“No, I’m afraid just playing it by ear and some luck is all there ever was to it, Rainbow.” Rarity said. “But you know something? I have a feeling you’re going to make Applejack very, very happy. And for that, I’m glad.”
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