
      Scentless


      

      
      
         The mare trotted through the abandoned marketplace, the salesponies all gone for the day. Booths upon booths lined the streets, many advertising some form of food, whether it be fruit or dessert. She paused at the apple stand and inhaled deeply, eyes closing. The scent of cider, sauce, and pie was still lingering, despite the owner having closed shop an hour or so before.



She continued on her way, occasionally stopping at the empty stalls to smell what delectable scents remained. A pen and notepad floated in front of her as she absentmindedly jotted down possible aromas for future reference. It was odd, in a way; though there were still several ponies meandering about in the sunset, none of them looked as determined as the one making her way home, notes in tow.



It was also odd in that the mare was, for whatever reason, writing down smells. After all, that was not her area of expertise. She had awoken early in the morning with the unusual idea to record scents, but nopony knew the precise reason why this was. Those who knew her personally could tell you that while she did act like a pony of high calibre, she had always been more concerned with aesthetics and proper demeanor.



Regardless of her motives, she had satisfied her goals for the day and was looking forward to a nice salad and a potential bath when she arrived home.



“Rarity…”



The mare stiffened, her purple curls freezing like decorative icicles. She recognized the voice, had heard it somewhere before, but she couldn’t quite place where. The images, though vague, it conjured up were not comforting in the slightest. She slowly turned her head to the left, biting her lip.



Nothing. Nopony there.



Frowning, she turned to the right, certain that the owner of the voice would be there, perhaps creepily leering at her.



Nothing. Nopony there.



Blinking hard, once, twice, she shivered as a light breeze picked up. Several leaves whirled by on the wind, their fiery colors dancing as they were swept into the setting sun towards Whitetail Woods. Rarity watched them disappear into the horizon before adjusting her scarf. She would rather not spend tomorrow with a fever and chills.



She sighed heavily and brought a hoof to her forehead. Squeezing her eyes shut, she silently counted to ten. She began to breathe more normally, and, ever so slowly, opened her eyes again. She was greeted by the stark outline of Carousel Boutique against the rich red and violet hues of the sky, its dark silhouette clearly visible in the distance. Letting out a breath she hadn’t realized she had been holding, she walked home.







Shutting the door behind her, she hummed quietly to herself as she rummaged through a drawer full of various items. Rarity was not nearly as organized as others thought she was, ignoring the lengths of cloth and sewing paraphernalia that almost always lay strewn about her shop. Though she considered herself to be “neat,” she had always shoved smaller objects in this drawer when she was in a hurry.



A smile appeared on her face as she triumphantly dislodged a set of long candles, their yellow hues perfectly identical. Fluttershy had just dropped them off this morning as a sort of early Nightmare Night gift.



Rarity shook her head. Leave it to the timid pegasus to find candles, of all things, scary. Of course, they did help to set the appropriate mood, and though she hated for her friend’s present to be used so soon, it would be terribly rude to not use them at all.



Picking the bright yellow candles up with her magic, she carefully placed them into a pair of glass candleholders, taking care not to knock them over. With a touch of magic, two feeble sparks ignited the wicks, and small blue flames sprouted from the cord. Rarity frowned and extinguished the candles. Relighting them once more, she looked on in bewilderment as the embers turned from orange to blue once more. Even more puzzling was the crimson wax running down the side of the candles, collecting into twin pools of blood at the bases..



She decided not to let herself be bothered by it. After all, food took precedent over anything. She really was quite hungry, and the scents she had been studying for the better part of a day were starting to take their toll. She quickly opened her icebox and grabbed several different vegetables: lettuce, carrots, cucumbers, and arugula. Stomach growling angrily, she devoured the plants in seemingly no time at all. She let out an unladylike belch and blushed, though she was alone in her house.



After making her way up the stairs—without feeding Opal; she didn’t know where the cat had disappeared to—Rarity brushed her teeth and fell onto her mattress with a sigh. It had been a good day, she reflected. Plenty of inspiration from the marketplace’s delectable smells, even if she couldn’t quite remember where she had gotten the idea from. She closed her eyes.



She immediately opened them, remembering that the candles were still burning. In a panic, she rushed downstairs and made a beeline for the table. No traces of the candles themselves were left, save for a pair of small yellow nubs and two smoldering cups of crimson. Rarity sighed in relief, glad that the candles no longer posed a potential threat to her or her house. She turned to go back to her room.



“Rarity…”



Wheeling around, she blasted her front door with a rather potent concussive spell. It blew open into the now-black night, shattering the top hinge completely. The jingling bells were launched into the street, and a thin line of smoke curled up from the door.



The mare stood without moving, her mouth open in disbelief, for two reasons. The first was that she had managed to pull off a higher level self-defense spell. She made a mental to note to apologize to Twilight about how wrong she was; offensive spells did actually have practical purposes in real life.



The second reason why Rarity was still had to do with who was at her front door. Or, more specifically, the complete lack of anypony at her front door.



A strong breeze swept through the household, slamming the door shut. Rarity gasped and jumped back. As she calmed down, she noticed that her kitchen was spinning. Ordinarily, she would have chalked it up to her exceedingly long day, but she felt more awake than ever. Nevertheless, the floor now appeared to be above her and was rotating towards its original location.



Stumbling, Rarity managed to get one hoof on the table. The remains of the candles caught her attention, and she was entranced by the blue flames. It was odd, really; she couldn’t remember the last time her fire was blue. And the blue was so engrossing. They looked so much like eyes…



Spinning and gasping for breath, the mare watched as her surroundings slowly faded to black.







Rarity took in her surroundings. Most of it was white, though little pinpricks of darkness eventually made themselves known. There was the Carousel Boutique in front of her and the library to the left. The marketplace was above and slightly behind her, and the Everfree forest loomed like it always did in the distance.



She attempted a step forward, only to tumble head over hooves. She grabbed onto a nearby bench, which was making its slow course towards the library. It was obvious to Rarity that she was either dreaming or hallucinating, though she could not tell which, at the moment.



As the bench came to rest outside the library, Rarity hesitantly let go of her support. Once satisfied that she was not going to drift off into the unknown, she clambered up the steps and pushed open the door of the library.



She was expecting to see Twilight, or a reasonable facsimile of her. Perhaps even Spike, mumbling and blushing as he invited her in. What she was not expecting was a large winged pony, its back turned to her, sitting in a chair in the middle of the library. In fact, the pony and the chair were the only two things in the library. Everything else was simply… not there.



“So,” said a voice suddenly. Rarity flinched, her gaze drawn towards the pony in the center of the room. “So,” it repeated, a little louder than the last. “You have come here to see… what?”



Rarity didn’t know how to respond to the question. It was the same cool voice of a mare, the one she still couldn’t place. Before she could utter a word of excuse, the voice continued. “This is neither the place nor the mindset that I wish to be at.” The pony turned, but Rarity could only make out a deep indigo haze where the body of the speaker should have been. Its eyes were quite clear.



“Meet me in the Everfree,” said the owner of the voice, her blue eyes burning into Rarity’s. “You will know where.”



Rarity felt the sensation of falling, and her mindscape became dark around her.








She threw a full canteen into her saddlebags, and tugging on the straps, exited the boutique. There was no time to question whether she had imagined the entire sequence or to accessorize for her midnight excursion.



Rarity shivered. Tomorrow—today, technically, she supposed—was Nightmare Night. How interesting that this whole ordeal should happen the night before. She chuckled, despite herself. This was not something she particularly wanted to be doing at the moment. She briefly entertained the thought of turning around and going back to sleep.



No, she thought. The voice had sounded both amused and frustrated, and Rarity wanted to know why. She would get to the bottom of this, even if it was the last thing she did. She trudged on.



The Everfree Forest, as she knew very well, was not the friendliest place, even in the day. And yet the voice didn’t sound particularly evil. It almost sounded… scared, like it was lost or abandoned. Perhaps it was a call for assistance, a plea, even.



Before she knew it, she was standing at the edge of the dark forest. Casting one last glance of longing at the town behind her, Rarity steeled herself and entered the woods.







Crunch. Crunch. Crunch. Thunk.



Rarity stumbled over yet another gnarled root, silently cursing at the wicked vegetation in the forest. Thankfully, she had not run into many other difficulties in her trek, though she had only been walking for a short while. The silhouette of what appeared to be a harpy had caught her eye at one point, but it either ignored her or simply didn’t notice her.



The mare rounded a corner, carefully stepping over a large patch of briars. It just didn’t make sense, she thought. It was too convenient for this to fall on the eve of Nightmare Night to be a coincidence. The wind, the door, the haze… And that voice of the pony was so familiar…



With a startled gasp, Rarity caught herself from falling down a large pit in the center of the path. She looked around for a sign, any sign, that this was where she was supposed to be. Nothing clarified. She looked up at the moon. It was a waning gibbous, if she recalled her astronomy classes correctly. A  fairly significant sliver was missing from its left side, and the Mare in the Moon was looking as fine as—



Wait.



Rarity rubbed her eyes and stared hard at the lunar surface. Nothing of interest presented itself. She stifled a yawn and wondered whether this was simply another trick of the light. She was far too exhausted for this, really, and considered going home again.



A brilliant blue light blinded the unicorn momentarily, her hoof coming up involuntarily and shielding her eyes. The source died down, and Rarity was able to look at it directly. The color was mesmerizing, and as she watched, it formed an inverted triangle.



She gulped. Down, then.







What was meant to be a hesitant step into the hole turned out to be falling down, due to one last root on its edge. Rarity tumbled over herself, practically rolling up and down the long, snaking tunnel. At last, she bounced once, twice, and a third time before coming to a stop at the edge of a pool. Groaning, she picked herself up and brushed the dust off of her coat. It was going to take weeks to clean all of the dirt out of her coat. Wincing slightly, she gave a cursory glance of her current location. There appeared to be a natural luminescence to this place; flowers and bushes and the pool were all clearly visible here.



A dark object on the other side of the pool shifted slightly. Rarity’s breath caught in her throat. She could hear the clanking metal as the object—apparently another pony—stood up, cracking its neck several times. The unicorn frowned and braced herself for anything.



“Hello, my little pony.” It was the voice again, but if Rarity could just see the speaker’s face…



Nightmare Moon’s full visage became very much present in Rarity’s line of vision. The Nightmare cracked a knowing grin and laughed heartily as Rarity recoiled in shock. The whiteness of her teeth was very apparent, and the unicorn couldn’t help but be drawn to it.



“Oh, expecting somepony else, where you?” questioned the alicorn. Rarity hesitated before shaking her head slowly. All of the pieces were finally coming together. Nightmare Moon smiled again, this time with just her lips.



“Well done, then. I admit, I was worried that you would not heed my summons, but it seems as though I have nothing to worry about.”



Don’t panic don’t panic



“And yet you are confused. I can read it in your eyes. You wish to know how I am here.” It was not a question. Rarity nodded, her eyes frantically looking for something, anything, to use as a means of protection. The Nightmare would surely see Rarity’s horn flare before her magic would actually work.



“I’m afraid I cannot tell you that. However! There are more important things to discuss; namely, you and your future.” Nightmare Moon paused here, allowing herself to gather her thoughts. “I have always admired you, as odd as that may sound. You are the Element of Generosity. I? I am 

but a Nightmare.”



A rock a stick anything at all



“You see, you and your friends are closely bonded to each other because of the Elements. I am somewhat envious of you because of it, and I would give my life to be a part of your group. But, alas, I cannot be, as I am held back by the very nature of myself: a spirit of sorts, and nothing more. What I would give for another mortal body!



“Luna was my friend, but she was driven out of hate and anger, not love or happiness. You seem surprised,” continued the alicorn, “that I am not possessing Celestia or Luna at the moment.” She smirked. “Perhaps I will eventually take over one of the princesses, but for now, I am content with you.”



The Nightmare discorporated and surged towards Rarity, who was very much caught off guard. She let loose a primal scream as another soul battled hers for the possession of her body.



No no no no nononononono! No no no!



Horn flaring, Rarity struggled to remain in control of herself. The Nightmare gained possession of her front hooves and threw them into Rarity’s face. One punch cracked her jaw, and Rarity spit blood out of the side of her mouth.



At last, Rarity managed to eject the Nightmare from her body, and both ponies skidded backwards, panting for breath. Rarity was the first to recover, and she quickly created an arcane shield around Nightmare Moon, effectively trapping her in a sphere of energy. The alicorn gave Rarity a fierce glare.



“And who… are you,” the Nightmare said, “that I must bow so low?” She paused, attempting to catch her breath. “Only a pony… of a different strain. That’s all the truth I know.” The Nightmare grimaced and discorporated again. The shield held, but it was obvious that it was undergoing significant stress from the alicorn.



Sweating, Rarity managed to hold the shield for another minute before it collapsed, and she slumped forward onto the floor. The Nightmare took advantage of this situation and entered Rarity, gaining control with hardly any resistance.



The mare opened her eyes and got on her hooves again. The voice laughed in triumph.



You see? Your pathetic shield only made you weaker.



You are correct. It did make me weaker, but not in the way you think.



Rarity’s lips were pulled into a confused expression.



What is the meaning of this?



It made me weaker, but only mentally. I am as strong as ever.



She rolled her eyes.



Oh, spare me the clichés, my little pony. What could you possibly do to stop me?



Rarity regained control over herself for the briefest of moments and dove straight down into the pool. She swam as fast and as hard as she could and soon felt the bottom. She sat down and crossed her forelegs.



What? No! You can’t! We’ll both die!



I’ll do it, if it means defeating you, Nightmare.



What did you just say? The voice sounded confused.



I said I’ll do it if it defeats you, Nightmare.



The voice paused for a minute, then laughed out loud. Bubble escaped from Rarity’s lips as the world began to darken once more.



You misunderstood me, then. You were expecting Nightmare Moon. You never saw through the disguise. You never realized who gave you the candles, who you met in your mindscape, who told you to smell everything you could to mask the smell of the candles. You fool. I can be replaced; you cannot. See for yourself. Goodbye, Rarity.



Rarity was ejected from her body. Her spirit watched as her body became pockmarked and chitinous. She saw the vibrant green eyes close before she too succumbed to the darkness.
      

      
   
      Once Bitten, Twice Shy


      

      
      
         I wanted to thank you so much for coming to visit me. I’ve had such a teirrible week and if I didn’t get any company I thought I was going to lose my last nerve and do something I’d regret. I don’t get very many visitors anymore these days. The girls drop by every so often, but they can’t stand to be around me. I can see the looks on their faces when they come to see me. They don’t look me in the eye anymore because I’m so scary. Well, except for Pinkie Pie and Twilight. Pinkie Pie keeps trying to cheer me up and Twilight does tests every so often. She still says she can fix me, but I don’t know if she believes that. It seems impossible now.



After what happened to Rarity, I wouldn’t blame the girls for feeling like that.. I’m sorry it happened. I’m really, really sorry. I just want to tell her that I wish I could take it all back. But I can’t do that. I can’t do anything right like this…



I’m sorry, I had to… I had to step aside. I’m better now. Really. You don’t have to leave. Please don’t leave. I need somepony to talk to. I have so much I want to get off my chest.



Everything started going wrong when I sat down to eat lunch a week ago. This is back when my animals still came to me, when they wanted to be with me and be cared for. I remember that I was helping the bears hibernate by getting more food for them. There are lots of animals out there that need my help getting to sleep. My lullabies usually work. They just fall right to sleep after hearing them, after I’m done filling their bellies.



No, I’m fine. My thoughts just got away from me there.



After I was done with all of the hibernating animals, I took a break to get some of my own lunch. It was just a simple egg and cress sandwich with just a bit of salt and pepper for flavor. That’s my favorite kind, or maybe it isn’t anymore. I haven’t tried eating another one after that.



When I chewed on the last bite, I bit my tongue. That isn’t a big deal by itself. I think all of my friends did that at least once. But this one hurt, really hurt. I could feel my b-blood welling up in my mouth and mixing with the sandwich, and my tongue felt like it was stabbed, not just getting a little cut. I got worried that it was serious and that I needed stitches, so I swallowed and rushed over to my bathroom mirror, opening my mouth wide to see what was wrong.



It wasn’t the wound that got my attention. The wound was long enough to need stitches and it made my tongue throb and ache and drip blood in the sink, but that wasn’t the worst of it, no. It wasn’t what made me scream. What made me scream was the sharp, pointed fang on the left side of my mouth.



That fang was twice as long as any of my other teeth. It still had a little blood on the tip. It looked too big to fit, stretching my gums and pushing aside my lips. I was shocked at first, not saying anything, just staring at myself in the mirror. How did I close my lips around that fang and chew with that in my mouth? I still don’t know. I touched it with my hoof, felt my lips stretching over it, thought that maybe it wasn’t real, but it was. That was when I screamed.



Poor Angel Bunny probably heard me and wanted to check. I didn’t notice him, or many other things, when I rushed my way out the door. Ponies and buildings rushed past me, and I think some of them saw me and I surprised them, but all I wanted to do was go to Twilight and find out what happened. Twilight’s so smart, she had to know what happened. You know how smart she is.



When I knocked on the door, I didn’t know how to explain what went wrong. I just stood there for a moment and watched her watching me. She asked me what happened, like I just decided to stop by for a friendly visit. Not that I would have minded that, but, well. I just opened my mouth and let her look inside.



“Is something wrong?” she asked me. “Do you have a toothache? I’m afraid I’m not licensed to treat teeth. You should see the dentist.”



She didn’t see it, didn’t notice the gash or the fang or anything wrong at all. Then I noticed that I didn’t feel it, either. I felt around with my tongue just to make sure, and it wasn’t hurt. No pain at all, no cut, no huge, sharp tooth getting in the way. I was just normal Fluttershy again.



I didn’t tell Twilight what happened. It was just a trick of the mind. I’d been overworking myself keeping up with the animals and I needed to go to the spa and relax with Rarity. She could help me relax.



When I got to her boutique, I tried to ask her to bump up our spa date as politely as I could. I know it had to have been a hassle for her to work me into her schedule. She’s so busy with her work. But when I told her I had a panic attack, she made time for me. I should have told her why I panicked, but would you have believed me if I said I grew a fang when I was alone? I don’t deserve someone as nice as her.



The spa treatment almost worked to relax me, but I started hearing things when it came time to be massaged. It started out soft at first, almost like a faint drum beat that you hear behind other instruments on a song, but I couldn’t stop thinking about it. It just kept coming, louder and louder, with others joining in the longer the spa pony kept prodding at me with her hooves.



By the time Rarity and I got in the mud bath together, I was shaking like a leaf. The cucumbers on my eyes fell off once or twice. Rarity had to try and calm me down, but I don’t remember what she said. I think there was a ‘darling’ or two in there, but I mostly just remember how soft her voice sounded.



I could still hear those beating sounds, but they all slowed down and gave me the space I needed, so the rest of the date went okay. The spa date, I mean, not… not that other kind. I thought I could go home and calm down after I gave Rarity a hug. Touching her, I could feel a river running through her, and I realized just what it was I was hearing. Her heartbeat never left my ears after that hug.



So my day seemed like it would get normal again after that. I spent a moment or two in my cottage, making sure I was okay and that I wouldn’t have another episode, and then I spent the afternoon working on helping the animals hibernate again. It helped me keep my mind off what happened earlier, even if I kept trying to think that I heard the animals’ hearts too. They all sounded so different, with all sorts of different tempos and pitches, but I was starting to pick them out better. Even with so many, it was easier to tell them apart. I don’t know why. I think I knew it was a bad sign, deep down, and I didn’t want to think that it was real, that I could hear them.



Or maybe I did. I thought it would bring me closer to them, like I thought it would for Rarity. It had to be something special, hearing all of their hearts, right? I think I heard Twilight go on about how the heart is a wellspring of emotion and a source of magic binding us together. That’s probably why I wasn’t worried. Maybe if I was, I could have avoided hurting them.



My first blackout happened while I was in the middle of taking care of the squirrels and chipmunks and all of the other rodents who needed to make a store of nuts. It happened while I started nudging the last acorn underneath the tree to complete Chestnut’s stash for the winter.



Oh, I name all of the animals I take care of. It helps me feel like I’m closer to them that way, that I can care for them better when they’ve got different names. Don’t you name your pets? It’s not very different. You don’t have to name animals if you don’t want to. I was just saying it’s what I do. Sorry.



I just don’t want to remember what happened next. It’s so hazy, and it only came to me after it was too late for me to stop it. All I knew when I started thinking again was that I had a painful stomachache. For a moment I thought that I was hungry, since I was so caught up in helping the little critters that I may have skipped dinner. But that wasn’t it at all. It wasn’t the empty, stomach-rumbling feeling you get when you’re hungry, but the opposite feeling you get when Pinkie Pie asks you to sample some of her new baking recipes and she keeps offering them and you start to feel like you’re going to burst but you don’t want to say no to her and hurt her feelings.



Has that ever happened to anypony else? Just me? Sorry.



My stomach was so full that I thought I was going to vomit, but I never did. And I really wanted to, especially when I started tasting blood in my mouth again. It wasn’t the same blood as last time. I didn’t bite myself with a fang. My mouth was perfectly fine, and it didn’t taste the same.



That’s when… that’s when I noticed something clawing inside of me, multiple somethings that desperately wanted to get out. I could feel little claws trying to find purchase against my s-s-stomach wall and burrow out but they couldn’t get out. There was just too much else constricting them, so much in there and it was just too tough to…



No, I’m not okay! I need to tell somepony about this, because w-w-what I did to the rodents of Ponyville was unforgivable! I can’t… I don’t know if the animals will ever trust me again. I didn’t mean to hurt them. I swear to the princess I didn’t. It just happened.



I started panicking when that realization crept up on me like a monster from the Everfree, that I was the monster. That was when I tried to vomit, because I thought that maybe I could save one of them. It wasn’t really possible, I know, because they were all being drowned and d-d-digested and who could survive that? I stuck one of my pinions down my throat, trying to tickle it and make me puke. Rarity once told me that s-some Canterlot models did that. She didn’t like it, but she’d understand if I did it then.



I couldn’t do it, though. It just wouldn’t work. What do you call that part of you between the stomach and esophagus? Whatever it is, it didn’t budge. It wouldn’t open no matter how sick to my stomach I got. Maybe deep down I really, really didn’t want to see or expose what happened to them, what I did to them? It didn’t matter. They stopped moving soon. Just… stopped. It felt really cold, realizing that I couldn’t hear their hearts anymore. So I fainted. Wouldn’t you?



I wasn’t thinking clearly when I woke up and remembered what happened. You’ve probably heard about how weird and jumpy I was for the last few days. I mean, if you noticed a difference. Apparently some ponies didn’t. But it wasn’t just shyness that made me like that. I was shaking and jittery and I jumped and shrieked whenever somepony snuck up on me. That was when I came out of my cottage at all. The only reason I did it was to stock up on food.



Well, yes, part of it was so that I wouldn’t have to leave the house any more than that. You heard how out of control I was, didn’t you? I didn’t want to risk another blackout like the one I had before. I didn’t know who I’d eat next if that happened. I kept telling Angel that mama wasn’t feeling well, and that he should stay away and go play with the other bunnies, but he wouldn’t listen. He never did like playing with the other bunnies, did he? Eheheheh.



I knew that staying at home wouldn’t work by itself, though. If I had another blackout, I could just leave the house and find a neck to sink my teeth into, tearing out the juicy throat and catching the warm gush of blood in my mouth, gulping down-



Oh no, I’m doing it again! I need to tell Twilight and let her know! I… I think it’s gone. I’m fine. Please don’t leave.



L-like I said, I didn’t have this collar keeping me in the house, so I could just leave. That’s why I had to stuff myself with real food, normal pony food. I thought that if I was always so stuffed that just the thought of eating more was painful, then I could drive away these… these cravings and get back to my normal life. Sure, Rarity would probably get concerned with how fat I’d get, but I’ve seen her make dresses for plus-sized mares. She’d still be my friend, and Rainbow Dash would help me exercise to make up for all the food.



That’s not what happened. You can tell that just by looking at me. I’d still look like a pony if that plan worked. For a while it did. I kept on stuffing myself whenever my stomach stopped hurting. I kept my interactions with other ponies to a minimum, just going out and in to get more food without stopping to chat. The sounds of their heartbeats never stopped, but I didn’t think of them as something to kill and eat once! I thought I could actually get back to normal, but then whatever made this happen to me decided that it had enough.



I collapsed on the floor when I went to have another eggplant, the pain in my stomach spreading through my whole body. Needles sprouted inside my bones and muscles, shredding them all and reducing me to a limp doll, twitching and shivering. It felt like I was trapped inside of my own body and I desperately wanted to get out. No matter how much I willed myself up, it hurt too much to move. The fresh waves of pain nauseated me and made me drool on the floor, my legs and wings jerking spasmodically, but I still couldn’t let the food in my stomach loose. I don’t… I don’t think that my body would let me go. I got too hungry to pass up on food, even when it wasn’t meat.



So for a moment I just lay sprawled on the floor, crying and whimpering. I don’t think I could even scream. Getting enough of a lungful for a good shriek made me feel like sucking in little glass shards. One thing I remembered from however long it was that I had to lay there was how stupid I was for shutting myself off and eating too much. What if it was some kind of food paralysis and overeating illness that made me paralyzed? There wouldn’t be anypony helping me up and I was going to die.



But then something happened to my hooves. I’m still not sure how to describe it, because… They split apart. Sometimes when we work them too hard without shoes they crack and split apart and we can’t walk. Did that ever happen to you? Was it so bad that you felt them split apart down to the bone? I tried to look, but since my neck burned so much I just had to rely on feeling them twist and crack and mutate. I felt them drip blood or something else thick and goopy as they all shifted away. When I tried to fit them all back together, it stung and they wouldn’t combine anymore. They were all too soft. And that’s when I started wondering how I got the muscles to fit my toes together again, or toes at all.



Whatever fire split apart my hooves and turned them into burning appendages that I had to move on their own started spreading into my bones. I heard them all start breaking at once, which just made me whimper and cry again. They started healing almost immediately only to break again in all new places, and they were growing too. It made me keep growing, straining my skin and poking against it. The thought that my bones would puncture my skin and tear me open and kill me made me freeze up worse than anything else I ever thought in my life. I’ve panicked when I had to face against a dragon before. It was huge and scary and fearsome, but at least I could run away from it and hide.



That never happened, though. I heard my skin creak and strain, but it always stretched and grew around the bones. The muscles started growing and bulging too. I’m surprised I was able to stay conscious for so long with everything happening to me, even when it reached my head.



I felt that fang coming back, noticing it growing in, splitting my gums, jutting out of my lips. There were two of them, actually. More if you count all of my teeth shifting around my tongue to get sharper and pointier. My muzzle also started jutting out and growing. Then it started affecting my skull, and that’s just about when I couldn’t stand any more. All I wanted while I felt my body burning was to just go to sleep so I wouldn’t have to feel it anymore. It wasn’t until then that whatever did this to me finally let me drift off in peace.



The first thing I noticed when I woke up was how shaggy I’d gotten. It felt like I grew a carpet from my skin. All of the fur on my body made me start panting. I almost didn’t want to get up since I knew moving would just make me hotter. I could just sit there and take up space on my floor until the sun set and I could get cool. But, well, you see what else changed? The big, black nose on my muzzle? The big, rock hard claws on my new paws? MY TEETH? I’m sorry, I don’t mean to panic, but I just want to be a pony again so much! I want to be able to take care of my animals and be friends with Rarity and not be a freak that has to keep itself on a leash and train itself not to think of ponies as food!



Please don’t leave. I can keep calm now. That was just bad luck that I couldn’t keep that in.



I couldn’t stay at the cottage for much longer, anyway. I felt a void in my stomach that I needed to fill really badly. All of the food that I stockpiled wouldn’t do anymore. It didn’t smell right, blending into all of the other things in the apartment that I couldn’t eat. The cheese wasn’t any more enticing than my wicker baskets. And the scents of all the other animals that used to be in my cottage made those other scents hard to notice anyway. Just a week before then I was letting birds fly through my windows and the little critters running on the stairs all around. Those stairs are probably gathering dust now. I should do something about that. They would sit in all of those little houses in the wall because they trusted me. Even though they were gone, I could still smell them. I can still smell them now, actually. If I really wanted to I could probably track them through the woods and find them. That’s not a good idea, not the way I am now, and not on an empty stomach either.



For a while I tried to ignore how hungry I was, but it just wouldn’t leave me alone. I had to eat meat now, but I didn’t know where else to get it. I didn’t want to hurt any more of my animal friends, and just the thought of losing control around my friends and the other ponies made me shiver and cringe. But then I thought of the Everfree Forest. All of the wild, untamed monsters in there were dangerous for ponies, and a lot of them ate meat, too!



It was the only solution I could think of, so I opened the door and looked to make sure there weren’t any ponies watching. My cottage is a good place to get away from the crowd, and I thanked myself for moving there as I squeezed through the front door. Now that I’m such a behemoth, I can barely fit through there anymore. You see those claw marks on the floor? I was in too much of a hurry to leave, so I ended up doing some damage because I didn’t want the door to constrict me so much. If you look closely you can see the splintering on the door frame. I’m surprised you can still close and lock it, honestly.



So I flew to the Everfree and stepped inside, whimpering with my tail between my legs. Even though I’ve been there a few times already, it’s still a scary place, but my new nose helped me out a little. Most ponies can’t see very much in the perpetual darkness, with the canopy so thick it blocks out the sun, but my new eyes did a little better than yours would. But even better than that, I could smell everything! It took me a while to tell all of the different plants and animals in the forest; they all made such an overwhelming bouquet. Since I could smell them all, though, and see into the dark, I didn’t have to worry about anything scary sneaking up on me. I don’t think there was anything scarier than me in the forest, anyway.



I don’t know if the manticore I hunted was the same one that I helped when my friends and I looked for the Elements of Harmony. It probably wasn’t, but it wouldn’t surprise me if I did that much more damage. Honestly, I didn’t care at the moment, since he smelled so amazing, and the beat of his heart was such wondrous music. I had to come close and listen. It sounded so good when it started pumping harder and harder in the excitement of the fight.



Mine did too. Manticores are such fearsome beasts that I didn’t know if I could survive a fight with one. All I’d ever eaten were a dozen cute little squirrels and chipmunks! At first I just revealed myself to the manticore and shrank back a bit when it roared at me. I wasn’t about to pull a thorn out of its paw and make it friendly, after all. So I just ended up jumping out of the way when it swiped at me with its paws and tail. The tail especially scared me, because I didn’t know if being whatever I was would make me immune or resistant or if I would just feel my muscles shutting down until my heart stopped and I died alone in the forest, with none of my friends ever finding me.



I think that thought was what propelled me to start fighting back. A few months ago I became kind of a beast too, but that was because I was mean to everypony in Ponyville. I wasn’t feeling the need to rip their throats out and feel their blood in my mouth. To think I considered myself a monster in the wake of that little temper tantrum! But I guess Iron Will’s assertiveness training saved my life, because the next thing I knew I pinned that manticore to the ground and crushed its spine.



Before it could finish crying out in pain I went for the throat and killed it. New Fluttershy was in control, and she wasn’t going to waste any time crying over spilled blood. I ripped meat from his bones and swallowed, barely chewing or tasting it. All that mattered to me was that I just eat more and show this impudent beast what happened to anything that tried to kill me in this forest. I felt like I wanted to be queen of all the miserable animals in here, and I think at this point I started to forget what it was like before. The sounds of hooves stepping on hard floors, eating oats and hay, relaxing in the spa with the massage and mud bath, getting hugs and having conversations with my friends, all of that barely entered my mind, and I treated those kinds of thoughts like flies on my flank to swat with my tail. No, to scratch at with my paws.



Time passed and I continued to hunt for food. Is it wrong that I still feel some pride about how well I managed to feed myself, how dominant I proved to be in the forest where I resigned myself to live? I felt hungry all of the time, so I spent most of my time hunting when I wasn’t too full to function well.



I took down a few more manticores, though I did at least try to avoid their young. I think I may have failed once or twice, but I did try.



Timber wolves aren’t all that edible. I figured that out after I fought off that one pack. They only bothered me the one time, since I, um, set boundaries for them later.



Cockatrices were no problem, as long as I could sneak up on them and break their necks before they looked at me. Did you know that their petrifying gaze still takes effect a few minutes after death? I’m so thankful I didn’t find that out for myself. I just remember reading it somewhere. So I made sure to put the heads in my mouth, back first, and chew up their eyes.



Sorry. I’ll try to go into less detail. I can’t believe how fondly I’m remembering these hunts. That was me killing defenseless wildlife without any guilt – defenseless by my standards, anyway – just because they lived in the Everfree Forest! Even now I’m still getting the craving for juicy, bloody manticore liver and I have to concentrate on not scratching at this collar to get it off!



Anyway, I’m glad that I was discovered before I had the chance to do some serious damage to the Everfree ecosystem. Not that I would have done all that much by myself, but it felt like I could have taken on anything at all.



Oh my. I just thought, Spike said earlier that he ran into a dragon nesting in the Everfree Forest, so… what if I stumbled across him? I can’t imagine what would happen. Oh no, I’d probably have died. I don’t think I’d be afraid of it, the way I was that way in my bloodlust. Then I’d pick a fight and it would just… splat. Like that. And my friends might never have known what happened to me.



You’re probably wondering why I didn’t go see Zecora. I just told you, I wasn’t in the right mindset to see her. Either I was scared too much to make the trip and really, really hungry, or I just didn’t care… and was also hungry. But I guess she found what I left behind and told Twilight, because one day I started hearing some new animals to hunt. It took me a while to realize who they were at first, so I stalked them through the brush and I found that I was curious about the noises that they made with her mouth. At that point I hadn’t heard speech in quite a while, so I just… I don’t know why it took me so long to recognize it.



I’m trying to remember what they said before I attacked. I don’t know if I could make out any words. Everything I knew about language, it just flew away while I was eating. I’d like to think that Rainbow Dash was excited. She was chirping a lot, like a bird. It sounded like chirping to me. Applejack was probably talking her down. Rainbow stopped flying after Applejack said something. Pinkie Pie wasn’t bouncing like she does in Ponyville, Twilight and Zecora stood up front, whispering.



As for Rarity, I went for Rarity before I even knew what happened. I don’t know how to describe it. Maybe… at that point I wasn’t a monster, not entirely. I think instead of being the same mind as that monster, I was just separate enough to recognize my friends. But I wasn’t separate enough, wasn’t dominant enough to control it. I already leaped by the time I recognized Rarity and I tried to pounce and chew on her, and all this time I was talking to myself, trying to get me to stop, reminding myself of how much Rarity meant to me and that I didn’t want to hurt her and that’s all I knew before Twilight or Zecora or somebody did something to make me sleep.



She’s going to be alright. She’s in the hospital right now, but she’s going to be alright. Twilight said I didn’t use my teeth on her, so that’s a relief. But those broken bones and that concussion are still… I wish I hadn’t done that. Twilight made it so that I could talk to ponies and just… be myself. Except bigger and scarier. And still a carnivore.



That’s it. That’s all I have left. What have the ponies been saying about me in town lately?



Oh.



Th-thank you for staying with me this long, at least.



I can make you some dinner if you want! I’ve gotten better at using my paws to cook things, and I still have my cookbook ready!



Oh, well, that’s okay. You can tell Twilight I’m doing better now. Um, goodbye then.



Thanks.
      

      
   
      The Colourful Hunter


      

      
      
         A scout troop of young ponies from Canterlot had been marching through the Everfree Forest all day long, and when it was just about sunset, they decided to set up their tents for the night. While some were busy finding out where they put the marshmallows in their backpack, and others had problems figuring out the forest map, their leader, a zebra by the name of Zebron, who had had many endeavours in the forests and mountains in Equestria and a whole lot of badges on his left backpack that showed it, found the matches and began to fire up the campfire that formed the centre of the sleeping area.



As the logs that formed the fire slowly got warmer and warmer, an earth pony scout colt with a light brown skin and a cutie mark of a smiling sun shining over a forest full of treetops, asked Zebron, “Would it be a true trip to the Everfree Forest if we don’t sit together and tell each other spooky stories over the campfire?”



     Zebron replied, “Of course we’ll have some spooky stories to tell each other. It would indeed not be same if it was something we didn’t bother.”



While this conversation proceeded nicely, they were interrupted when another colt, this time a pegasus with a light blue hue, a short mane and a cutie mark of two soft skies and some drizzle falling down from them, had tried to set up his tent on his own and it had fallen down on him. The earth pony giggled a little bit, while Zebron went over to him to give him some tips and advice.



     “It’s nice to show an initiative to learn to do things on your own, and much courage for such a young pony has been shown. But using the stakes that such a tent need, is just as much important as giving the construction the needed heed.”



     The pegasus nodded, “Thanks, boss. I’ll see if I can do it better this time!”



When the sun had set and the ponies were beginning to feel quite hungry for some marshmallows, biscuits and s’mores, Zebron said it was time to sit around the campfire for the usual announcements and eventually the stories they had been waiting for. Zebron announced, “On this second day of a three-day trip, we’ve walked quickly without sparing a single hip. We may feel tired right now, but when we finish tomorrow, the accolades will be waiting patiently in both a line and a row”.



The four scouts sitting around the warm flare knew that getting through the Everfree Forest was one of the greatest achievements a boy scout could receive, and one that would make most of their classmates at the Canterlot school jealous.



Another pony, a unicorn colt with light grey skin, a bit chubby and who hadn’t gotten his cutie mark just yet, asked a question to Zebron that the others around the fire was wondering about too, “Zebron, when are we going to start tonight’s story telling? I can’t even imagine how scary telling a ghost story in the middle of the Everfree Forest at night would be. It would be super-scary, and awesome, and even scarier”. His eyes were big of excitement.



     Zebron answered his question, “It may not be a ghost story we’ll end up telling, but at least it will be a story that your minds will find compelling. When I start speaking the words of the tale, you’ll feel that you may want to bail.”



The earth pony said, “It better be something interesting then. Come on. Tell us this story.”



     Zebron said to that, “Okay, you have waited patiently for this moment. I will no longer hold you in patience and torment”. She raised her focus and began the story.







There was once a story about,

How a pony on Nightmare Night so stout

Whose festive night went worse than the plan,

And off to the troubled worlds she ran



It was the afternoon before the Nightmare Night,

Six ponies from Ponyville began planning so slight



It was a nice sunny afternoon, and the ponies we all know so well, Twilight Sparkle, Pinkie Pie, Rainbow Dash, Applejack, Rarity and Fluttershy, were hanging together at the Carousel Boutique, putting together some plans for the Nightmare Moon that would be held at the town square later that night.



     Pinkie Pie was excited and spoke loudly, “This is going to be the best Nightmare Night ever!”



     Twilight Sparkle asked Rarity, “Have you finished the Nightmare Night costumes that we have planned to wear tonight?”



     Rarity said, “Of course I have, darlings. I finished the last touch on Fluttershy’s bunny costume three days ago, and the others were finished long before that. This may be my chance to show the Canterlot fashionistas that my designs can be more than just pretty or nice. They can give quite some chills to those who look at them too”.



Fluttershy gave a tiny little smile that was almost unnoticeable. Then, Rainbow Dash, who was rather unconvinced that Rarity could provide something that would actually scare the townsponies, and that she wasn’t one to be scared by mere decorations and spooky stories, began to talk to the others.



The rainbow one said, “Nothing can scare me at this day”,

Then the pink one said, “I have something that’ll make your bravery run far away”



She started her story, a story of fear,

“When the moonlight bounces off the midnight’s tear”

“The costume you’re wearing will feel so right, not least,”

“That its spirit will make you become a big beast”



The rainbow pony didn’t feel any loss of bravery,

She felt that the story was for its night quite so savoury

But the other ponies stood there a bit shook,

They had to admit that the story had held them on a hook



When Pinkie Pie was finished with her story, Rainbow remained unmoved, but the others were feeling uncomfortable, a tiny bit chilly, and somewhat surprised. In other words, they had been scared.



     Rainbow said, “Do you really believe in such dull, old bedtime stories?”



     Rarity replied, “Well, strange things have happened on Nightmare Night before. I’m still mildly afraid of what could happen, even though I know that curses aren’t what they look like. Does anypony remember when we met Zecora?”



     Applejack said with a stern look on her face, “Ah still remember it like it was yesterday. Apple Bloom had no business goin’ into the forest alone just like that!”



     Twilight frowned silently, and then said to her friends, “Maybe it’s time to put on our costumes and get ready for tonight”.



They took out their costumes they had prepared for it,

On which the point was the scariness, not the costs in bit

The rainbow pony had a wolf costume, with fur so thick,

Her friends gave her “The colourful hunter” as a nick



     “It’s simply marvellous, Rainbow! I must say I did an extra good job with your costume. It’ll look great and impress everypony around you”, Rarity exclaimed. “Now it’s time to go!”



They trotted off to the village, with such many decorations,

That the town’s many ponies felt ready for the celebrations

Tonight would be a special night for a lot,

They even had the apples ready for bobbing in the pot



The six ponies entered the town square,

The awes and laughs they had when they saw the decoration so fair

Was the reaction shared so often by the townsponies they could point it on a pin,

When Mayor Mare said to the town, “Let the Nightmare Night begin”



The six friends quickly went off, each to their own, to different areas of the town square. Pinkie Pie went trick-or-treating with the fillies like she usually does, Rarity was on the lookout for upperclass visitors she could mingle with, apparently unaware of the concept of Nightmare Night, and Rainbow hid behind house corners to surprise ponies, and a lost bear, who were passing by.



And so the night time feast began with food and scares,

With games and story times so fun they could keep away nightmares

The moon stood proud and shining on the night sky,

And everypony had the greatest time of the autumn passing by



The six ponies had a great time being there,

Laughter, candy, costumes, chats and fun, with everypony and their bear

The townsponies felt both fun and fright,

As the town bell began to approach midnight



     After a particularly successful scare, Rainbow walked to the surrounding forest to plan how to scare the ponies even more. “Hmm… maybe some fireworks would be great? Oh, or maybe a giant thunderbolt soaring down from the sky”, she wondered.



The rainbow one hid in the forest, planning her next scare,

When the bell struck twelve, she had no intentions to care

But the moist of the loose leafs in the treetop

Formed a drop and fell on her, a cursed drop



She barely had time to think about the drop that fell so sorted,

As she quickly began to feel very distorted

She began to feel rage and doom,

Just as she had originally planned with her costume



When the cursed drop had finished its spell,

She had transformed into something that nopony could tell

How much of a monster she saw she would be at the feast,

As even though she couldn’t collect her remaining thoughts, this would be the night of the beast



She felt a need for food, rampage and pillage,

While the other ponies was unaware down at the village

She walked with her clawed paws back to the town,

While her old thoughts were replaced with wolf instincts, certainly no clown



When her five friends saw her, they looked at her in shock and aim,

Frozen in horror at what she became

As she howled and ran off to the pastries and sweets,

This would be no night for mere tricks and treats



     Twilight was the first to break the frozen silence, “R-R-Rainbow? Is that you? Can you speak? Hello?”



     Rarity said to herself, “I think I may have made the costume a tiny bit too realistic”. Then she said to the group, “Didn’t Pinkie predict something like this?”



     “I think she did. It’s surprisingly moist to be so late in the night. Of course I didn’t really believe Pinkie, but where does she get all of her knowledge? Does she collect old, dusty myth books or somethi—“, Twilight was interrupted when Rainbow ran through them and ran off to the town square.



She devoured all the food, clawed through the bobbing bucket

Destroyed the speech scene, the rage of her struck it

The water from the bucket and spoon from the scene,

This was the night of “The colourful hunter” that wasn’t simply mean



Her friends tried to talk and reach in to her,

But her anger and instincts caused her mind to blur

She was more wolf than pony now,

Her growls so loud was louder than the passing crow



     “Rainbow, come to your senses! I know you’re still in there somewhere!” Twilight shouted to Rainbow.



     “You’ve become a mean party pooper. You’ve ruined this fun night.” Pinkie shouted in the same direction as Twilight, with a stern and a little bit sad expression on her face.



     Twilight thought for a second, then said to her friends, “Alright, girls. We need to distract her away to a safe place in case it’s only a temporary effect. The forest should be safe enough. Applejack, you’ll be the rodeo clown, so you can get her attention. Fluttershy, fly up to her and grab her ears. Rarity, you’ll block the side streets so she’ll go straight into the forest.”



At the risk of their lives, her friends had a plan,

They had to lead her into the Everfree Forest until enough time had ran

They used magic, flying and running so strong,

They soon had the upper hand on her so long



Off to the forest, full of trees, monsters and grass

She walked in hope that enough time would pass

For her nightmarish night to finally stop,

Which nothing that had ever happened on that night could ever top



But while the town had hopes so high,

That the end of one of their ponies wouldn’t be nigh

And though their hopes were high on a scale of ten,

They never were to see her, ever again



And if you hear a wolf’s howl in the darkness of the Everfree,

Maybe it’s the hunter, you’d better run to be







     “The end, of a story you may remember and fend”, said Zebron. “Who’s up for more s’mores? I feel they’ll be soft and delicious in their cores.”



The fourth pony in the group, a unicorn with a light red hue, a white mane, and a cutie mark of snowy mountain tops, said to Zebron, “Wait a minute. I’ve read about those six ponies in contemporary history class. They never mentioned any eternal wolf transformations.”



     The pegasus also spoke out, “It was a pretty good story, but I doubt it’s real. Even though the Everfree is full of monsters and beasts, I doubt that she’s really out there”. 



     “Let’s get to bed now, young folks. Let’s calm down our shaky yolks”, said Zebron.



     Right after that, they heard soft steps not too far away. The earth pony said, “You don’t think that could be…”



The conversation was hanging in the air for about two seconds, and then they all heard a loud howl that couldn’t be very far away. The colts yelled in shock, and even Zebron was a bit surprised by it. He said, “Maybe it’s best to grab some stuff and run away? Maybe we’ll see the light of the outside plains before the night becomes day?”



They picked up some food and half-full backpacks and walked as fast as they could. After a half-hour, they were out of the forest and relieved that they hadn’t been caught by what they all assumed to be the hunter.



They reached Canterlot before lunchtime, but had run out of food, had barely slept and had had to drink water from a fishing river. The colts knew that there would be several medals, diplomas and much respect from their trip, but the memories of the night, the story, and the howl, wouldn’t be forgotten so easily. And who knew exactly where The Colourful Hunter was now?
      

      
   
      Luster


      

      
      
         LUSTER



This all started one morning when my friend Twilight Sparkle stopped by out of the blue. I believe I was upstairs at the time, daydreaming in my inspiration room. I hadn’t had any clients in quite some time, so I just planned on seeing what I could come up with of my own accord. That proved a bit easier said than done, however. To be perfectly honest, Twilight’s knock on the door might have woken me from a nap.



She’s a good friend of mine. Rather fortunate, too, however she’ll deny it. Born and raised in Canterlot. I still can hardly believe it. Honestly, besides the fact that she has a great deal more basic manners and courtesy than most ponies I know, she hardly presents herself like the near-nobility she is. As far as I can tell, that’s probably a result of her unhealthy attachment to her books. She never got a real chance to experience the sophistication of Canterlot while she was stuck in her room or a library. A bit sad, actually, if you think about it. Still, she’s my friend, and I can respect our differences.



But I’m getting a bit off-topic. After all, she didn’t come around for the sake of talking about Canterlot or books. That wouldn’t have stood out so oddly as this. No, when I opened the door and we were finished exchanging our formalities, she said this:



“So, you know your gem-finding spell? That one you taught me a while ago?”



Of course, how could I forget? Twilight might know a host of different spells, being a student of magic and all, but most unicorns don’t know so many as to get them confused. Why, I learned how to cast this particular spell around the time I earned my cutie mark. I use the gems for accents in my work, you see. And, of course, I keep a few particularly spectacular finds for myself. I like to think I can appreciate beauty when I see it.



“I don’t suppose you’ve ever tried casting it near the forest, have you?” Twilight finished.



I was a bit puzzled. At first, I thought, “Of course. I’ve had this spell at my disposal for half of my life, and all that time I’ve been in Ponyville. I must have at some point.” But the more I thought about it, the more I realized that I could not actually recall having done so.



“Actually, I don’t believe I have,” I told her. “Why do you ask?”



At that, Twilight looked quite surprised. She then smiled a pleasant little smirk. “Well then, do you have a moment?” she asked. “If I’m right, I think you’ll want to see this yourself.”



Now, I didn’t exactly want to outright admit that I was having an unproductive dry spell, so to speak, and the way she spoke, this sounded rather promising. It took me an uncomfortable moment of silence to find the right words, but I settled on a compromise: “Oh, I could use a break anyway.”



With that, I locked up shop, and we were off for the forest. On the way, I started to realized just why I hadn’t been this way looking for gems in the first place. Besides the fact that you’d rarely find precious gems nearly as much in the woods as near the mountains and rock, and besides the fact that the Everfree Forest is one of the most infamously dangerous places in all of Equestria, it had to be one of the most dreadful-looking and dirty locales I’d seen in my entire life. I mean, I’d been there out of necessity a number of times before, but it’s not somewhere I’d like to go if I had an actual choice.



Twilight explained a bit more of the situation along the way. “I was out practicing my magic in the forest when it happened,” she said. “I figured that, since I can cast so many basic spells perfectly under calm conditions, I should try to practice where there might be more distractions. Not so many as in Ponyville, mind you, but out in the wild. You know, birds chirping, leaves rustling, that sort of thing.”



That was the gist of it anyway. She probably started rambling on and on about the specifics, but I don’t remember most of it. I’m sure they weren’t important anyway, however she might have thought they were, bless her heart.



Eventually, she stopped us somewhere out in the thick of the woods. I’d been spending the last ten minutes or so carefully trying to keep anything from getting stuck in my coat as we brushed past bushes and flowers and who-knows-what-else was in there, so I was a bit relieved to find that our destination was a clearing, however small.



“Go ahead,” said Twilight. “Cast the spell.”



I was a bit skeptical, but I did as I was told. Now, I was expecting a bit of a small read, maybe a distant, underground ruby or emerald or something. The last thing I was expecting was this force drawing me in, locking in on some massive, monstrous deposit of gems not too far from where I stood. I hadn’t felt anything like that in years, not since my horn drew me to that boulder full of sparkling gemstones the day I earned my cutie mark.



It took a surprising amount of effort just to dispel the effect and let me pull my head back. I’m sure I stood there with my jaw hanging open for a few moments before Twilight spoke up again. Or maybe she started with a giggle. I’m not sure. I was still in shock at the spell’s find.



“Oh, good,” said Twilight. “You could see it, too, right? I wanted to make sure I wasn’t casting it wrong or something.”



No, I was sure of what I saw. Of what we saw, presumably. It was distorted from the distance and the ground between us and it, but there was something underground. Something like I’d never seen before. And, between all different kinds of curiosity, I knew I had to see it up close.



I’m not even sure if I answered Twilight’s question, I’m afraid. All I remember is saying, “We have to get to them.”



Twilight just stood there and shook her head. “Sure, but shouldn’t we come back with some kind of equipment? It’s not like we can dig anything up with our bare hooves.”



“Sure, later,” I said. “But I want to see them first! Please?”



Okay, I probably said ‘please’ another couple dozen times, and not in the most dignified manner, either. It wasn’t exactly my proudest moment.



The point is, by the time I was done degrading myself and practically kissing Twilight’s hooves, she finally said, “Fine.”



We did a little searching around the area. Well, mostly Twilight, but I craned my neck and looked over the bushes myself. We figured that, given how close the deposit looked, there might be a cave entrance nearby. Eventually, we thought to try some magical methods, but those were mostly fruitless. Twilight had half a dozen spells ready to go, but none of them were great for finding anything or even digging our own path. At that point, I was desperate, and tried my gem-finder spell again, this time bracing myself for the tug.



As I did so, I spotted something I’d have missed before from the tug on my horn and head; a line of gem deposits, spiraling down towards the big one before they faded out completely. The best part was, the first one looked to be just a few feet away.



At this point I was worried that we might need shovels or something after all, but I was surprised, and I believe Twilight was too, to find a large rock half-buried right above the first few gems. The edges of the dirt around it were a bit sunken-in, like the rock had been dropped there. Or rather, as if it had been placed there. It was like a plug of sorts, not unlike how we’d sealed the entrance to that blasted mirror pool a few months back.



We tried to just push it out of the way, but it was no use. Despite its relatively modest size, it was stuck tight, and it felt as if we were trying to move an entire house.



Of course, we still had our magic to try. Somehow, even through telekinetic means, I could not make the rock even budge by myself. It was only when we combined our efforts that we could even make it twitch. From there, it took a few minutes of rocking it back and forth, but we eventually did manage to loose it from the hole. Strangely, without the pressure of its hold, the rock moved much more easily. Well, for me at least. I’m sure Twilight could’ve managed without my help, given enough time. I’m glad she at least let me feel like I was helping.



Beneath the rock was a curious and yet wondrous sight. There were, in fact, gemstones not far from the surface, just as my spell had shown. But they were embedded in the wall of an underground tunnel. It looked rather narrow near the surface, but not so narrow that a pony couldn’t fit through, if barely.



We were both silent. Awestruck, perhaps. For as we both leaned into the tunnel for a better look, we saw it stretch out far and wide, down into the ground in the general direction of our sought-after motherlode. More gems and crystals dotted the entire tunnel, and oddly enough, they seemed to give off their own light. The only reason we couldn’t see any further than we did was that the tunnel turned sharply after some distance.



Twilight made some comment, but at the moment I didn’t hear her all that well. Something about the tunnel being strange or pony-made or otherwise along those lines. She managed to get herself lost in thought while I was busy squeezing my way inside the tunnel. Sure, it wasn’t the cleanest way, but if these were the gems nearer the surface, I just had to see the big ones further down.







I was anything but disappointed.



Allow me to put this in perspective. All along the tunnels, I got to get a good look at the various gems and crystals lighting the path. Fine-cut, rather large jewels, some easily as big as the average pony is tall. They were dazzling, sparkling in their own light. A few times I had to resist the urge to stop what I was doing and try to pry one off the walls. I think I even caught Twilight staring in awe once or twice.



Compared to the central chamber, that magnificent cavern, those gems in the walls might as well have been common quartz.



The cave we eventually worked our way towards, the one whose sheer effect on my spell had drawn us all this way, was absolutely covered in fine crystal, or perhaps some other near colorless gem I’ve never heard of or seen before. While we entered on a narrow rock path that snaked its way down towards the middle, I could see formations all over the walls, floor, and even ceiling. It was like a garden of sparkling, shimmering glass growing out of the ground, with the vines and flowers upon the walls, and a lush canopy overhead. Everywhere I looked, light shimmered and sparkled right back at me. I sat bathed in a soft glow of pale blue from all around.



Yet what caught my eye the most was there in the center. There was a massive pillar of solid crystal, a trunk at the center of this dazzling forest of beauty. It was easily half as big around as my very house, and twice as tall as it was wide. Somehow, it seemed to shimmer even more as I got closer. The dazzling, sparkling wonder of it all…



As I galloped up to it, I placed my hoof upon its surface and gazed up at its majesty. It was simply marvelous. Each facet upon its side was as wide as a pony and nearly as smooth as a mirror. Somehow, in the middle of nowhere, it felt like the cut of a master jeweler, made beyond the scale of giants.



Suddenly, Twilight gasped and grabbed my hoof off of the crystal. “Did you see that?” she asked.



I looked at her, puzzled, then back towards the crystal. I squinted at it, and for a moment saw nothing. Yet just as I was about to reply, I swore I saw something move. By Twilight’s jumpy reaction, I assumed she had seen the same.



Under closer inspection, there were several odd shapes swirling about inside. I thought they might be the shimmers from the other crystals’ glows, or something akin to the light of a fire, but nothing I did on the outside changed how the faint, swirling shadows looked. Not that they could detract from the beauty of the crystal, mind you.



Twilight furrowed her brow as she stepped up for a closer inspection herself. “I get the feeling this isn’t a natural formation,” she said, tapping at the crystal with her hoof.



A part of me wanted to snap at her for risking defacing its surface, but I swallowed the notion. After all, I’d basically been doing the same thing moments before.



She took a few steps back and shook her head. “I don’t know, Rarity,” she said. “I think we might want to leave all of this alone until we know more. I wouldn’t want to risk setting off some kind of magical seal or something.”



I glanced longingly back at the big crystal, and to an extent at the ones around the chamber. Just the thought of not seeing all of this majesty was enough to break my heart, but I couldn’t quite put it to words. I frankly didn’t want to. As much as I wanted to take some of this with me, more than a memory, or at least get to see it more, I knew Twilight had a point.



After a few moments without me saying anything, Twilight put her hoof on my shoulder and spoke up again. “How about this,” she said, “we go back home for now. I’ll do some research, see if I can’t figure out anything about this cave. If it all checks out, or if I can’t find anything within a few days, we can come back with Spike and start excavating. Sound like a plan?”



It wasn’t until she finished that I looked her in the eye. She was smiling at me with a look I’d only rarely ever seen: a sincere sort of apology in the eyes, with a hopeful smile alongside. It was a look I imagine I returned at that moment, as I nodded to her. “Yes, that does sound reasonable I suppose,” I told her.



“Good,” she said. “Now let’s get back to Ponyville before it gets dark.”



And that was that, for the most part. I let her take the lead, so I might spare a few fleeting glances back at the gems before we left, and we made our way out the way we came. She might have had to drag me out of the main chamber, but once we were past there, we had no further problems.



Well, at least not at that particular moment, anyway.








The real peculiarities of late started later that night. More specifically, in my dream of that night. I use the word ‘dream’ lightly in this case. I can’t exactly say that it was a true nightmare, but it was fairly close.



The odd thing is, it was so simple, looking back on it, yet it felt so overwhelming while I was asleep.



In short, I was back in the cavern. Like I wanted to be, actually. Well, sort of. I most certainly wouldn’t have wanted to be there like this. I was seated before the massive, majestic center crystal, staring at my reflection in its nearest facet. But that was just it; that was all I could do. If I tried to turn my head, nothing happened. If I tried to lift my hoof, nothing happened. I was stuck, frozen, staring at my reflection. Even my expression was frozen in place, if a little eerie. I had a blank, lifeless look to me, with my mouth open as I took slow, quiet breaths in the near-darkness.



That’s actually interesting, now that I think about it. All the light from the other crystals seemed so much dimmer in my dream. Perhaps I didn’t quite remember it right overnight. Or perhaps I’m over-thinking this. It was a dream, after all. I also remember a haze about my vision, which is perfectly well explained by this whole thing being a dream. Why not little errors as well?



But more to the point, the dream was full of strange noises and sounds. At first, it was as simple as a deep humming, echoing presumably from being in the cave. It got louder every now and again, only to fade away just the same, like a pulse of sorts.



I also heard some other sounds once the dream had gone on long enough. I was already a tad unnerved by this point, but this was what got my heart to start racing. Now, I know this may sound crazy, but remember that this was all in the dream; I heard voices. Disembodied voices, three or four of them muttering about in whispers of what I swear had to be but gibberish. I couldn’t even tell if any were from a mare or a stallion, they were so quiet and whispery about it all. The one thing I could tell was that they were talking to me, or at least about me.



Then, as they started to escalate in their intensity, I felt something of a tingling sensation in my left eye. This too escalated, from a tingling to a stinging feeling. And then, all of a sudden, it stopped, and the voices when silent altogether.



In my reflection, I saw some dark substance start to drift about on the surface of my eye, flowing about like ribbon dancing and sinking in the water, yet expanding and growing as it went.



I only saw a few seconds of this, however, as the next thing I knew, I started awake, at home and safe in my bed. Well, I didn’t exactly feel safe. My heart was racing and I was gasping for a breath of fresh air. I felt like I’d spent half the night with my lungs constricted. Only now that I had a chance to move again did the feeling start coming back to me.



That’s when I noticed, in the mirror on my dresser, the blood in my left eye, and the stinging-burning feeling that went with it.







I was in a panic. Dreams aren’t real. How could something that happened in a dream possibly affect me in the morning? Between the humming, the voices, and now this ghastly-looking eye of mine, I was rather on edge. Call it superstition, but I knew something was deeply wrong, and this was far more than a coincidence. This had never happened to me before, so even if I had felt something while I was asleep, how could I have known ahead of time exactly what my eye would look like?



This was before breakfast, mind you, though partly for my lack of appetite. Really, nopony should have to see that much blood just free-floating in their own eye. Unfortunately, it was the sort of thing that you know looks awful but you can’t quite look away from all the same. Somepony was going to see me like that if I went out, after all. Even keeping my eye closed wouldn’t look much better. No, I had to find something subtle to cover for it. In this case, I settled on a crooked-worn hat, at least as a temporary solution.



In any event, I wasn’t quite thinking clearly. Rather than go off to see a doctor, like I probably should have, I set off early that morning for Twilight’s place. By early, I really do mean early. As in, early enough to watch the sunrise on my way there. So add on ‘lack of proper sleep’ to the reasons I wasn’t all-there-in-the-head.



With all of that together, it’s not quite so ridiculous to see how I could’ve rapped on Twilight’s front door so loudly and frantically at around seven o’clock in the morning.



I literally jumped when she answered the door so quickly.



“Rarity? What are—” is all she got to say before she returned the favor, courtesy of getting a look at my eye up close.



I think we both yelped at about the same time just then. “I-is it bad?!” I asked.



Twilight tried to smile for me, though she wasn’t so subtle about avoiding making eye contact. “Oh, i-it’s probably not that bad,” she said. “It’s, um, well—”



“Twilight?” said Spike from somewhere inside the library. Spike is like Twilight’s little brother, or just about. He’s a dragon. Still just a baby at that. He can be rather adorable at times, I must say. “Who is it?” he asked.



Twilight looked quickly between him and me and said, “Oh, um, Rarity—” She turned to me. “You know what,” she said, “why don’t you come inside?”



Well, who am I to refuse some friendly hospitality? “Yes, of course,” I said, graciously accepting her invitation.



Now, under normal circumstances, little Spikey would’ve been all over me the second I entered the room. As it stood, however, he caught his first glimpse of me just as I doffed my hat, giving him a good look at my blood-smattered eye. It took me a moment to realize this, leaving me quite confused as to his reaction.



“Gah!” he yelped. I’m not sure why he was already up at this hour. “R-Rarity! Are you okay?” he asked. Again, not building my confidence.



“She’s fine,” said Twilight, still seeming to force a smile. After I’d come in, she trotted over to a side table and started digging about in a drawer. In a moment, she came back with a magnifying lens. “Now Rarity, if you don’t mind, may I see your eye?”



I nodded, and turned to let her have a better look. It’s a bit of an awkward feeling, to have somepony look that closely right into your eye. No matter what, you have to look right back, if not try to look through them and ignore the urge to follow them around.



Then Twilight simply smiled, sure of herself as she said, “Just as I thought, nothing to worry about.”



From the look on his face, I do believe me and Spike had the same thought. As I put it, “I’m sorry, but how?!”



“It’s just a popped blood vessel,” said Twilight. Sometimes I really am impressed by her composure. Sometimes. “It can happen to anypony,” she explained.



“Oh, good,” I said, taking a sigh of relief. For the first time all morning, I began to smile. “And here I was worried it might have something to do with our little excursion yesterday.”



Well, I tried to say that, anyway. I got about as far as ‘our’ when Twilight spoke up again, rather hastily I might add. “Absolutely nothing to worry about,” she said. “Nothing whatsoever. Just give it some time, and you’ll be just fine.”



I nodded once more, giving her a sideways look. “Why, yes, that is quite the relief,” I said. “I was just saying, I was worried that I might have gotten something in my eye while we were in the cave. Perhaps some dust, or a piece of crystal—”



“Cave? Crystal?” asked Spike, turning to Twilight. “What’s she talking about?”



Twilight bit her lip and looked between the two of us, then sighed. “Look,” she said, in a much more stern tone than before. “Until I get some more research done, nopony needs to know about the crystals, okay? I’d rather not let word of this find get out of control.”



“What find?!” asked Spike. He crossed his arms and pouted, adorable about it as ever.



“I-I was going to tell you!” said Twilight, giving him a similar look to the one she’d given me the day before, apologizing with her eyes. “Just, you know, later. I need to make sure it’s safe, that’s all.”



“She’s right, Spike,” I added. “They were most certainly not normal gems or crystals. Even I could tell that.”



Spike groaned. “Oh, come on, now you’re just teasing me!” he said. “You know I haven’t had a good gemstone in weeks…”



Twilight smiled a sweet little smile and gave Spike a pat on the back. “Tell you what,” she said. “Help me out with my research this morning, and I’ll let you have whatever you want for lunch.”



Instantly, his eyes lit up. “Really?” he asked, a twinkle in his eyes.



“Within reason,” Twilight added. It’s times like this that I remember she’s also almost like a mother to him. There really isn’t a simple way to describe their relationship.



“Deal!” said Spike, saluting like a little soldier.



At that point, Twilight turned back to me and said, “I’m sorry we can’t invite you to stay, but we should probably get to work.”



“I understand completely,” I said. “I’ll leave you two to it.”



I smiled and turned about to leave. I might have imagined it, but I could’ve sworn I felt something give me a little extra push on my way out. Perhaps I’m being presumptuous. It was early, after all. Even if she did basically throw me out, Twilight did have good reason, assuming I woke her or something. Yes, looking back, what was I thinking? I could have at least waited until a more reasonable hour before just barging in like that.








“Nothing to worry about. Nothing whatsoever.” What an absolute crock.



Then came the next night, after a fairly average and boring day. Once again, I was left to try to come up with some kind of inspiring work for myself, but nothing really came to me besides the desire to sleep. That, and thoughts of the crystals. Left to my own, without anything else on my mind, my thoughts drifted back to the cavern. I could just see the sparkling, dazzling gems in that cave. I wanted to go back, just for a peek, but I remembered Twilight’s words of warning. Of course, I wasn’t about to just go against my friend’s wishes. So instead, I decided to take a nap, hoping that would help clear my mind.



And then I really did see the crystals again, or at least the marvelous centerpiece of it all.



It took a while for me to actually fall asleep, but when I did, and started dreaming, I was right back where I was the night before. Sitting, staring, entranced in the dark cavern, with only the soft glow and the deep hum to keep me company.



I should have been far more frightened than I was, but to be honest, it actually felt mostly dull. Neutral, perhaps. Somewhere between good and bad.



On one hoof, this creepiness had become a recurring thing. No more could I say it was a one-time nightmare. More importantly, everything was far more vivid. The sheen of the crystal’s surface, the must in the air, even the humming, all around me, filling the emptiness of the chamber… I could even feel little pebbles underneath my hooves.



Yet on the other, I felt like I should be relaxed. The voices began again, but their whispers were almost comforting. They were still speaking nonsense, of course, but they were familiar. As far as I knew, they were truly harmless. Besides, I was there with the crystal. That beautiful, magnificent, glorious pillar of glass and glow. I was getting what I wanted. I got to see it again, even for a few fleeting moments.



In fact, this night, I could see the smallest of smiles on my face. I was still locked in that thousand-yard stare, of course, but I could be sure that I was happy, or I was supposed to be.



Once again, the voices started to pick up in their intensity, and I simply listened in with some kind of curiosity.



“Hysbgu’uk s’e luun…” said one.



“Reih’llj tsuo wviv nau’iho…” said another.



That should give you some perspective as to how confused I was after just a few seconds of bothering to pay attention, and why I summarily gave it up as a lost cause. Instead I just turned my attention back to the crystals. They weren’t so hard to understand. Just a pretty sight.



Yet by now, I’ve made the connection between the voices and another part of the dreams. A key part, that has since led to me reevaluating the night before. For once they spontaneously went silent once more, I felt the strangest sensation wash over the side of my body. It was like someone silently splashed iced acid over me. There was a horrid chill, matched with a tingling, almost burning sensation over half of my body.



I blinked once, and the pain in my eye grew tenfold. That alone was enough to wake me.



As I woke, everything seemed to be moving in slow motion, and covered in a haze that lingered over my eyes. Mostly my left eye, however, as I soon saw why.



I almost screamed, but I could not find the breath to do so. I scrambled out of my bed with what energy and feeling I had, which made me stumble over to my dresser mirror more than anything, tripping over my covers and my self evenly. I’m fairly sure I hurt myself in this process, given the aches later on that morning.



And yet, now that I had a clear view of my face, and just why my left eye had shut itself, none of that mattered. This whole time, the most feeling I had was on the left half of my face, as well as in my back left leg. But my face moreso, as I felt it grow tighter and tighter, right around my eye. It felt dry, hardened, and stiff. I could hear a sickening crack or two, met with sharp pains each time, from within my very self. And worst of all, I felt my eye burn and twist, contorting upon itself.



There, in the mirror, as I finally dared open my other eye again, I could see what became of it. Of me. On my right, my face was perfectly normal, the same as it had ever been. On the left, my pupil has stretched tall and thin, like some kind of predator. My once-soft and luxurious coat had hardened into a pair of silvery, rock-like ridges above and below my eye. As I felt them, horribly shaky and tentative about the very notion, I confirmed something slightly different. They weren’t rock. They were scale.



I was about to cry, should I find my voice again. I blinked a few times just to be sure it was mine, and I swear, I saw another set of eyelids or something on my ‘new’ eye. Gross! I could almost even feel them at that.



In all this ruckus, I barely even noticed my leg, but after another nauseating internal crunch or two, whatever had been happening to it ceased as the feeling returned. I took a deep breath to prepare myself, then tried to walk around to show it better before the mirror.



It looked thinner, possibly more boney and gnarled. I could see, reflecting off the mirror and the moonlight, more scales in crusty patches here and there. The big change at this point was at my hoof, if I could even call it that anymore. Three claws pierced out of it, and I could feel every one. I tried moving them, as best I could figure how. I’m not sure why I was so surprised when it worked.



At this point, I gasped for a breath of air, much like when I had woken the night before, then collapsed onto the ground, sobbing. Obviously, this was bad. Were these still dreams, or something else? What else could they be? Sure, I was getting disfigured nightly, but how?



The main problem, however, was with my face. Yes, really. I have a certain reputation to uphold, and the last thing I needed was for somepony to see me with half of a grotesque, mutated face out in public. And, I suppose, my leg would cause a similar reaction. For my line of work, appearance is everything.



So I decided to try to wait it out. For all I knew, this was like my eye from the day before, just a bit more extreme. Maybe I passed somepony with a rare disease in town that day. Maybe I’d brushed up against something in the forest, and was just having a delayed reaction. Either way, the last thing I wanted to do was let anypony see the ghastly reflection of my former self that I’d become.



For the time being, I thought, I’d just have to cover myself up, and try to avoid going into town so as to avoid many questions. A dark shawl or two, something simple, something easy to put on, and with enough flow to better disguise my ‘changes of shape’.



That was the plan, at least as I’d devised at four in the morning, short one caveat. I told myself that if this got too extreme, if it continued for another night, I would ‘suck it up’ as it were and try seeing an actual doctor. Unfortunately, I never did think of anything more sophisticated.








I’ve always thought my big sister Rarity was kinda strange. She’s always, always trying to look her best, you gotta twist her leg just to get her to do anything fun, and I swear she tries to be even more grown-up than Mom and Dad. I don’t get it. Sometimes I don’t know how we can even be related. And I’ve asked, too.



I guess that’s just how sisters can be. Still, I kinda do feel bad for her sometimes. I don’t know how she doesn’t get bored doing all of that.



So, the other day, I thought I’d pay her a visit. You know, the friendly, sisterly thing to do.



Normally, when I’d pay her a visit, I’d like to surprise her and just let myself in. But today, for some reason, the front door was locked. I thought that was a little odd, but then again, sometimes she gets a little mad when I sneak up on her, so it at least made sense.



I tried knocking on the door a few times, but she didn’t answer, so then I tried the doorbell. Once, twice, three times… I was beginning to think she didn’t want to see me!



Finally, after what felt like forever, I heard some hoofsteps inside. The next thing I knew, Rarity was there! Except she only opened the door by a hair and looked around outside kinda weirdly.



“Good afternoon, Sis’,” I said, trying to go inside. Either the door was still locked or something, or she was holding it in place.



“Oh, hello there Sweetie Belle,” said Rarity. “D-do you need something?”



“I just thought I’d pay you a visit,” I said back with a smile.



“Oh, well, that’s… nice,” she said. Yet she still didn’t let me in. “Could you by any chance come back another time? Now’s really not—”



“Pleeease!” I said. The thing is, I know how to get to her. Big, sad eyes and a wobbly lower lip… there’s no way she can say ‘no’ to that!



She hesitated, but after a moment, she sighed and said, “Fine, but just for a little bit.”



Yes! I was in. Everything was going great. I headed on inside, ready for a whole afternoon with my big sister, helping her and playing games and having a good time.



Only… that’s not what I got.



What happened next was just freaky, and I don’t think I could ever forget it if I tried. See, when I got inside, I noticed Rarity was wearing some weird… stuff. Like dark blue cloths she just wrapped around herself. A few were kinda hanging around her back legs, I guess like the weirdest dress I’d ever seen. But there were another few wrapped around her face, which I thought was kind of odd. What, did she hurt herself?



I kinda tilted my head to the side to get a better look, to see if I couldn’t see under the loose bits. That’s when I saw it. There was like barely enough light to make it out, but I swear, this was what I saw: her left eye was like a kinda-glowy cat’s eye! You know, with that slit-pupil thing. There were some other bumps or something under there, but that wasn’t as big of a deal.



I just about screamed. “Rarity!” I said. “What happened to your—”



“Sweetie Belle!” she yelled. Rude. “If that’s how you’re going to act today, then maybe you should just stay outside!”



“But your eye—”



She nodded her head to the side to shift the wraps around. Real subtle, Sis. “I popped a blood vessel, and I’m trying not to scare anypony,” she said.



“What about your leg?”



And then she just pointed to the door. “I changed my mind,” she said. It wasn’t quite yelling, but she definitely sounded ticked off now. “I need to focus on my work. Please, go find something else to do. We can ‘hang out’ later.”



I frowned. “I’m sorry! I’m just worried about—”



Now she got in my face, with this kind of ‘dead serious’ look about her. She was so close, I could actually see her other eye again. That really didn’t help make her look any less scary. “There’s nothing to worry about,” she said. “Understand?”



I nodded, forcing a smile. And, of course, lying through my teeth.



“Good,” she said, suddenly back to acting like everything was all hunky-dorey. She opened the door for me with her magic, then gave me a little shove. “I’ll see you some other time then, yes?”



“Sure,” I said, still forcing that smile. At least I did until I got outside and she slammed the door behind me. I know we’re sisters and all, but come on. She was acting like a real jerk!



I was suspicious, however. This all seemed just too weird, even for Rarity. So I did what any good little sister would do. I peeked back in the window, saw she was headed to her back room, then snuck around the side of her boutique to keep my eye on her.



Apparently she was headed to some pad of paper on a desk she had in the back room. I guess that’s normal for her. That’s how she draws out her dress ideas and stuff. Sometimes I wonder if she’d have been able to just be an artist instead. Her drawings are really good.



Actually, I got to see what that would’ve been like a few seconds later. She just sat there, holding the quill and staring at the paper. Then she yawned, and blinked a few times. Suddenly, her eyes— well, at least the eye I could see— went kinda cuckoo. Like it was somewhere between psycho and just silly. Kind of blank, too. It’s like she forgot she was supposed to be awake.



But then she started drawing. It wasn’t a dress though. Not unless she’s started making dresses for rocks, anyway. It was like gemstones and stuff. Maybe crystals. I don’t know, I always get them mixed up, especially around Rarity.



I was pretty sure something had to be wrong with her now, but at least it seemed harmless. I didn’t wanna risk making her mad at me all over again though. So… okay, I was a little bit of a tattle-tale. I ran home and told Mom and Dad about all this weird stuff. I don’t think they really believed me though. Dad kinda laughed at me when I brought up the drawing stuff. Still, I’m worried about Rarity. I’ve never seen her do or act anything like this before.



Oh, and I looked it up, and that is not what a popped blood vessel looks like. Liar.








I took a small nap that afternoon, after a brief encounter with my sister. It was something I probably needed, given how fast I seemed to pass out. At least it was a restful sleep for once.



Of course, by ‘small nap’, I mean I was out for several hours, completely missing lunch. I might not have woken up at all had my stomach not started growling. It was odd, though, how I felt. I was hungry, but nothing I could think to have seemed all that appetizing. Part of me just wanted to go back to sleep, but my stomach was having none of that.



I ended up just throwing together something of a more well-thought-out outfit, while making sure to keep things covered up of course, and headed out into town for a quick little shopping venture. Nothing too extravagant, mind you, but just a bite to eat to get me through the day.



I kept my head low and did my best to avoid making eye contact with the ponies around. This worked for the most part; I swear, I even saw Spike out by himself with some kind of shopping list, and he didn’t even notice me. That has to be a first.



The one encounter I did have to work my way through happened on my way back home: my parents. I ran into them around one of the grocery stalls. It figures that if anypony around town would recognize me while I was in disguise, it’d be them. I figure somepony saw more than I thought she did. And of course, she told our parents all about it. Luckily, whatever she told them must have been so outlandish that they barely gave it any thought. It was almost too easy to convince them that she was just being a child. They probably had already been thinking the same.



I was in a hurry to get home, so whatever conversation we had was kept short. It’s strange, I can’t seem to recall much more of the specifics, or even any general topics that might’ve come up. I’m sure none of it was that important.







A lot has happened since then. I’ve learned so much, so much has become clear to me. It’s a bit overwhelming.



Lo and behold, when I went to sleep that night, I soon found myself in the cavern once more. This time, I thought I was prepared. I wasn’t going to stay around for the voices. No, I made a promise to myself, before I even went to bed that night. If it happened again, I wasn’t even going to let my once-beautiful body continue to be mutated into whatever monstrosity I had started to become.



This was easier said than done. Once in the dream, again I heard the humming, saw the crystals. The beautiful, majestic, sparkling, marvelous crystals. And, as before, I couldn’t move. I could only stare and listen, waiting.



So I did the only thing I could. I tried to wake up. I tried to envision my bedroom, the blanket I was laying underneath, my soft pillows beneath my head. I tried to remember what time it was, where I should be. And, despite feeling nothing in return, I tried, tried, and tried again just to move my head. Just to turn my head to one side or another.



And then, somehow, I did it. I moved. I tilted my head to the right. As did my reflection, staring silently back at me from within the big crystal.



Only then did I break eye contact, and get to look around the chamber. I took a breath, and felt the thick air of the underground. I shifted my hooves about and stood up, hearing the crunch of dirt and rock beneath me.



I looked curiously at my reflection. My eyes remained wide and wild looking, though I felt calm. I felt safe, there in the crystal’s soft, warm glow. Yet still, with what doubt I had remaining, I felt the need to check; I reached up and felt around my eye. My left eye, with the ridges around it.



The voices, whispering in an echo, came from all around me. Soon, a coolness washed over me, all of me. I could hear a crackling coming from my sides, and my legs, and even possibly my face. Before my very eyes, I could see my hoof split open to three or four points; it cracked apart nearly like an egg, slowly, and with whatever was left between the points oozing back into me. It was so gradual, it was almost hypnotic.



My heart was racing, yet a bigger part of me didn’t want to run. The voices continued. I think I started to understand them, in a way. Not the words themselves, but the notion. As my once-luscious coat hardened into silvery scales, as claws pierced out of my flesh in a sickening squelch, they were telling me not to be afraid.



In the mirror of the facets, I could see the same happening all over. My legs were turning, one by one. First my hooves split, then crusted over with hardened scales. They started to thin themselves, it looked, as the scales grew up their length. I believe I even saw some of my coat fall loose, shed like the fur of a mere animal, glistening in the cavern’s glow.



On the back of my head, I heard more crunching from within. I could see my ear, left again as my eye, drop back of its own accord. I felt my skin stretch and tear as my ear forced itself down further and further, only for my skin to stitch itself back together with a line of scales. Finally, my ear split itself into three, squelching and contorting as my hooves had into claws, only this time leaving a membrane between the points, like a fish’s fin.



And that’s where it stopped, strangely. With still most of my coat, my head, and tail intact and unchanged, I couldn’t help but wonder why. A part of me was thankful for the mercy. At least like this I could justify seeking help in the morning.



But another part of me didn’t want to. The part of me that felt more in control, at least. I strode around to get a look at myself. It wasn’t just the crystals anymore. I was sparkling, dazzling, at least upon the parts that had been changed. I wasn’t becoming a monster. I was becoming beautiful.



The voices, they wanted to help me. They wanted to give me a gift, and they wanted me to stay. Now I knew, now I knew what was happening. Why, night after night, this was no dream. This was real. I was being drawn there out of my sleep.



It was the crystals. The gems. They wanted me there. They wanted me to stay, and to protect them. To marvel in their beauty, as they might marvel in mine. The wondrous, sparkling crystals spoke to me.



They wanted to belong to me. I knew it from the moment I set my eyes on them. I wanted them, as much as they wanted me. They wanted to be mine. All mine.



I wanted to thank them. I approached the center crystal and reared up before it. It felt so much more natural, with my legs reformed, just to stand up on two. What’s more, it let me feel the center, master crystal. To caress it, let it know that I was oh so grateful for it and the others’ gift. To let it know that I would be there.



The crystals would be mine. All mine. Soon enough, they would. But it was not yet time, or so they told me. I had to return home first. One more day, that was all. And then we could be together.



It’s not about Twilight anymore. Or Spike. Or Sweetie Belle. Or even me. Surely, nopony would understand. Not now. Now when I look like this. But who cares?



It’s all about me and the crystals. My beautiful, precious crystals. Mine, all mine.








I couldn’t believe it! Mom and Dad came back later that night and said they saw Rarity, and she seemed perfectly fine! Are they blind or something? There’s no way she was all right.



I decided to take matters into my own hooves. If there was something wrong with Rarity, what kind of sister would I be if I let it go unnoticed?



The next day, I got my friends Apple Bloom and Scootaloo together to help me out with a plan. See, I figured that if Rarity already knew I sort of told on her, she probably wouldn’t just let me back in to talk to her. She’d probably just yell again. Instead, I got to talking with my friends, and we came up with a better idea. We were gonna spy on her.



The plan was simple. All we needed was a ball. Sometime late in the afternoon, we made our way over to the boutique. Once we got close enough, I passed the ball to Apple Bloom. Then Scootaloo ran a little closer to the house, and Apple Bloom passed the ball to her. Then I ran a little closer, and Scootaloo passed… well, you get the picture. It was something like a spinning triangle of ponies.



The point was to get as close to her house as possible without getting yelled at. As far as she’d know, we weren’t snooping, we were just playing a game.



Once we got so close that we couldn’t go any further, me and Apple Bloom got in close to two of the windows. I passed the ball on, then tried to look inside. It was dark, and kind of hard to see with the glare from the setting sunset coming off of it.



“See anything?” Scootaloo whispered to us.



We both shook our heads. “Nah,” I said. “Let’s move around to the other side.”



Again, we worked our triangle formation around, this time to spin around the house. I’m actually pretty impressed that we didn’t get dizzy doing this. When we got to the far side, or at least to the next-closest windows, I ended up being the odd filly out while Apple Bloom and Scootaloo got to sneak a peek inside.



“Well?” I asked, passing the ball to Apple Bloom.



Just before she caught it, she did a double-take, and the ball bounced off her flank. Her and Scootaloo both leaned up to the windows for a closer look.



“What are you doing?!” I whispered. They were gonna blow our cover!



“I don’t think she’s home,” said Apple Bloom, shaking her head.



Scootaloo did the same. “Actually, it doesn’t look like she’s ever been home.”



“What?!” I asked. I forgot to whisper, but I don’t know that it really mattered at this point. I trotted up next to them and took a look inside. I was shocked. Rarity’s always been so neat and tidy, but the house looked like a total mess: tables turned over, mannequins taken down, cloth thrown about all over the place…



I took a few steps back and tried to look upstairs. Even though it was getting late, there weren’t any lights on.



“Maybe she moved and didn’t tell you?” Scootaloo suggested.



But I knew better. Even if she did move, she wouldn’t have left all her stuff behind. Either she was trying to trick us, or things were even worse than I thought. It took me a second, but I got an idea to test that.



I cleared my throat, leaned up to the side of the house, and said, as obviously as I could, “I sure hope Rarity doesn’t mind us playing in her garden. It’d be a real shame if we got dirt all over the side of her house!”



Somewhere in the middle of that, my friends caught on. So we waited for a reaction. And we waited. And waited.



Eventually, I gave up and stomped back over to the ball. “What is she hiding?!” I yelled.



Now, I don’t want to get in too much trouble, but let’s just say that, hypothetically, the next thing I did involved kicking our ball. And, hypothetically, that ball might’ve crashed right through Rarity’s back window, shattering it into a million tiny little pieces…



Assuming that’s what happened, I didn’t even realize I could kick that hard. All three of us winced as we looked over the damage. That window would probably need to be completely replaced after that.



“I think you’d better go inside,” said Apple Bloom, giving me a nudge.



“Are you crazy?” I said. “Do you know how much trouble I’m gonna be in?”



Scootaloo offered me a bit of a smile. “W-well, it doesn’t look like she’s home, right? Even if she is, if you hurry, maybe you can get in and out without her noticing!”



I considered it, crazy as it sounded. “I don’t know…”



Apple Bloom scowled at us. “Applejack says I should always tell her right away if I break somethin’. She’d be a lot madder if I tried to hide it.”



I rolled my eyes at that. “Yeah, but Applejack’s not Rarity.”



It took a second, but she got what I meant. “I-I mean,” she said, trying to smile the same way as Scootaloo, “what Scootaloo said.”



The two of them waved me on, and even though I didn’t really want to go, I kinda thought I didn’t have a choice. I mean, Scootaloo had a point, but they hadn’t seen Rarity the other day. She could already get scary when she’s angry, but with that new eye, she looked absolutely terrifying.



But like I said, I didn’t think I had a choice, and with a gulp, I headed for the door. I knew I was gonna get caught, I knew I’d have to face the music sooner or later, but I went in anyway.







Now, I thought it was freaky to see her house so messy from the outside, but once I got inside it was downright creepy. All the furniture and stuff was where it shouldn’t be. The lights were out, and most of the blinds were drawn. If there were any cobwebs or spiders or anything like that, it could’ve passed for a haunted house.



It was some weird kind of quiet, too. Like it was so quiet, I could hear myself breathe. Every step I took through the front room felt louder than the last. It didn’t help that I started to slow down since I was so nervous. The only thing that kept me going was the thought that I was already too far in to really get away.



Eventually, I made my way to the back room where the window broke. Bits and pieces of glass were all over the floor, at least that I could see. Without the little bit of sunlight that came into the front room, this room was somehow even darker.



I squinted my eyes and looked around for the ball for a minute or two. I didn’t wanna move around too much. The last thing I needed was to step on broken glass. Eventually, I took a chance and very, very carefully stepped around the bits I could see.



That’s when I spotted the open door. I had forgotten where exactly I was, since everything looked so different, but seeing that door, it all came back to me: that was the door to the basement. At first, it was a relief to find something remotely normal and recognizable in here. But then I realized the reason the door was open.



Just as I thought, when I peeked down the stairs, our ball was sitting right there at the bottom.



As quick as I could, I went downstairs and grabbed the ball. The stairs were kind of old and wooden, and made a lot of creaking noises while I was on my way down, but I didn’t really care. I had the ball, I could go.



But something caught my eye when I got downstairs. I mean besides the fact that I finally found somewhere where the lights were on, even if it was just one half burned-out lightbulb.



It looked like something had smashed a hole in the wall just about as big as a pony, only they kept going. And since this was in the basement, that meant digging through the ground. There was no way somepony made this on purpose, especially not my sister. It was too rough round the edges, and kind of twisty. It looked more like a cave than a tunnel.



Then I saw something kind of glisten around the mouth of the cave-tunnel-thing. I knew I was pressed for time, but I was curious, so I left the ball where it was and trotted over for a better look. It kinda reminded me of chalk, when I got a better look at it, only shinier, like glitter. Kind of a silvery shaving around the edges.



Suddenly, I heard somepony at the top of the stairs. Three guesses who.



“Hello? Is somepony down there?” asked Rarity.



I didn’t know what to do. I was trapped and freaked out and I panicked. Without thinking, I ran over, grabbed the ball, and tried to take it back upstairs. Of course, by the time I had the ball, Rarity was downstairs with me, blocking the way.



Somehow, she was covered in ten times as many wraps as before. The only parts of her I could really see were her good eye and her mouth. And this wasn’t some kind of fashion thing, or at least I hoped not. She looked like she had been trying to wrap herself in a dark body cast!



“Sweetie Belle, what are— Do you know what happened to my window?!” Yep. She was ticked off again.



“I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” I said. Again, I wasn’t thinking. I could’ve maybe tried to think of an excuse or something at this point, but not after that. “It won’t happen again, I—”



She looked at the ball, then to me, then just sighed. Somehow, that calmed her down. “Well,” she said, “at least you’re being honest about it.”



My heart skipped a beat. I thought I was in the clear. “Y-you mean you aren’t mad?” I asked.



“Hardly,” she snapped right back. “But I’m too tired and it’s too late to worry about now.” Then she yawned so loud it started to make me sleepy. “I’ll talk to Mom and Dad about your punishment in the morning. Just… just go and think about what you’ve done or whatever.”



“Okay!” I said, a little too cheerfully. “I-I mean— okay…” That time I hung my head and waited until she seemed satisfied. Just another trick I’ve learned over the years. It gets to her.



Rarity finally stood aside to let me by her. “Good,” she said. “Watch your step on the way out. Sorry if I’m a little short with you right now, I just woke up from a—”



And then she stopped out of nowhere. I was halfway upstairs already, and only really paying half-attention. Suddenly I saw a blue aura wrap around the door and slam it shut when I was only a few steps away. So close to freedom, so close to getting out and away from all this. If I’d have been just a little faster, it would’ve all been over.



I know I screamed when I turned back around and saw her. First of all, apparently she was twitching a bit, and had been for a while, which knocked the wraps off of her face and one of her forelegs. It wasn’t just her eye now, it was half of her head. There was barely any fur left, only scales and ridges and this frill… thing about where her ear should’ve been. That’s not even to mention what her hoov— what her claws looked like. Long, scary, and sharp. I’d never seen anything like them.



Her eyes were wide and wild, and kind of cuckoo all over again. I guess it only made sense that she was talking to herself on top of that.



“What, my sister?” she asked no one. “No, it can’t— she is?! No, that’s not right. Not little Sweetie Belle…”



Then she turned towards me, eyes wide but blank. I froze, shaking in my hooves. This wasn’t right, none of this was right.



She blinked a few times, her only ear twitching, then glared at me. I swear, she bared her teeth just then, and I almost screamed again. They were sharp and pointy like a wolf, or maybe a shark.



“But of course,” she growled. “Why else would you be down here?”



I’m still so confused about how we got to this point. She didn’t give me any warning, she just… pounced at me! I don’t even know what she would’ve done to me if she’d made it.



I got lucky, if you could even call it that. She didn’t really pay attention to how low the ceiling was in the stairwell, so she ended up hitting her head and landing a few stairs short.



I couldn’t move, I was so scared. I think I started to cry. “Rarity?” I asked. “Wh-what are—”



The closest thing I got to an answer was a nasty snarl. It didn’t even sound like her anymore. She just looked and sounded like… like a monster.



I tried to push on the door, but she’d locked it. Every second I wasted, she clawed her way that much closer. I didn’t have a choice. I had to go around her. Or, in this case, over her.



As she laid sprawled out on the steps, slowly trying to get back to her hoof-claw-things, I managed to hop on and over her. I tried to say I was sorry, but I couldn’t really talk at the moment or anything.



I wanted to scream, I wanted to cry. I wanted to just wake up and get a hug from Mom and have her tell me it was all just a bad dream.



Instead, as I turned down the tunnel, the only way out I could find, I heard Rarity scream behind me, “The crystals are mine! Mine!” Her voice was so shrill it hurt just to hear it.



I didn’t know what she was talking about, and I didn’t care. I just kept running into the dark tunnel. Sure, it was scary, but nothing compared to what was behind me. Nothing compared to my monster-sister.







When I’d first ran into the cave, I could hear some kind of scritch-scratch sound behind me. Rarity’s claws, I figured. I wasn’t exactly in the mood to find out if I was right or not. I just knew I had to get away.



Eventually, I found that the darkness let up a little. I was surprised, but I didn’t really think too hard about it. I’d gotten plenty of bumps and bruises on my shins trying to walk through the rock-filled black. It was about time I could see again.



As I got closer to the foggy blue light, I realized it was coming from some crystals in the wall. It was a pretty light, kinda nice to just stare at for a while. For some reason, it felt kind of warm near it, like it was more of a not-so-hot fire or something. I didn’t mind. It was a nice change of pace.



I didn’t stay for too long, or at least I tried not too. Sooner or later, I heard the scritch-scratching all over again, and I knew I had to get moving. I guess because the cave was a little cramped she couldn’t keep up with me. I didn’t really care why at the time. Frankly, I wasn’t even sure she wasn’t just messing with me somehow.



The tunnel turned kinda sharply after that, but I saw more light up ahead. Of course, I’d be headed that way anyway. It’s not like I had a choice. But as I went, I began to notice something about the walls. Besides the crystals, of course. I saw something kind of glittery on the walls, kind of like what I saw at the beginning. At first I thought it was just random sparkles, like I’ve seen on rocks on the side of the road, but then I realized they were in patterns.



I had to stop and scratch my head at these. It kind of reminded me of something I’d seen in one of our schoolbooks. Hieroglyphs, I think. Well, kinda. It was something between that and upside-down-sideways normal letters.



Every few feet, there was another bunch of them. Sometimes they went left to right, other times up and down. I think one might have even been on the ceiling. All of them were drawn on the walls in the same silvery chalk, too. Well, mostly. Some of the marks looked darker, and perhaps a little reddish.



Then I rounded another corner. It was a short part of the path, with another corner just like ten feet away or so. But the walls, floor, and ceiling were covered in more writing. This time, I could read it. I could definitely read it.



“Mine, all mine. Mine, all mine. Mine, all mine. Mine, all mine…”



Hundreds— thousands of times, over and over again, the same thing, scratched out in this creepy looking hoofwriting. I started to feel sick, like I was gonna throw up. Not just because of the writing, or the chase.



“Mine, all mine.” Didn’t Rarity say exactly that about the crystals?



I sat there, scared stiff but shaking all over, for just a little too long. I heard the scratching get closer and closer. She was almost there, almost to me. I had to move, and I couldn’t.



You know that feeling when somepony’s looking at you, but you can’t see them? The scratching stopped, then I felt that chill. I started to whimper, and at the same time, I heard this hiss from behind me.



That’s when I finally tried to run for it. I tripped all over myself, getting up again that fast, but it was worth it. She growled, but I didn’t dare look at her. I felt the swipe of her claws just barely miss my tail, just grabbing a few hairs instead. Sure, that hurt a lot, but I knew it could’ve been worse.



But as I ran around the corner, I spotted her out of the corner of my eye. She was still snarling, prowling after me like a tiger in the dark, but she wasn’t really moving much more. I stopped just around the corner and peeked back.



Turns out that scratching was her, alright. But it wasn’t her footsteps. She stopped, found a free spot on the way, and started scratching away. Her claws, her scales were the chalk, grinding away against the hard rock.



I didn’t stay long enough to see what she was writing. I already had a pretty good idea.







At the end of the tunnels, I came out into this spectacular cave, completely covered in crystals. Up until now, I’d just thought that Rarity was talking about the ones on the way. Somehow, this made some twisted kind of sense. I’d seen Rarity go ga-ga over hoof-sized gems before. I could definitely believe she’d lose her mind to try to keep these. Not that that was a good thing.



As soon as I got over the pretty, sparkly sights, I headed on in. Through the glow in there, I thought I could see another path, only this one led up. That’s where I was headed, and in a hurry. After all, Rarity wasn’t exactly going to wait up.



I trotted up towards this huge gem in the middle through the crystals. It was strange, but I thought I heard a kind of buzz coming from it. I’m sure it was glowing brighter than the rest, at least. And it was really pretty, too. Sparkly, glittery…



While I was busy staring at it, I almost forgot completely about Rarity. That is, until I saw her reflection rushing up to me. I gasped and jumped out of the way just as her claw slammed on the ground, right where I was a second ago.



My heart was pounding in my chest. If I hadn’t have already cried myself out on the way, I’d probably have been gushing right then as I stared my sister down. She still had that wild animal look on her face as she snarled and raised her claw again.



“Rarity!” I shouted. “Stop! Please!”



“They’re mine!” she growled back. She took another swipe at me, but it came just short. Just to be safe, and even though my legs wouldn’t stop shaking, I started to back away.



“Rarity, it’s me! Sweetie Belle! Your little sister, remember?”



She clawed at me again. I jumped to my left, just out of the way, only I hit my head on the big crystal. She stood over me and bared her teeth at me. “All I see is a greedy little jewel thief,” she growled.



Okay, I’ll admit, I was out of options. And I was more than a little bit desperate.



So I did the only thing I could think of. I gave her the saddest eyes I’d ever had, and let my lower lip wobble a bit. At least this time it wasn’t all fake for once.



Even with all that, though, she bared her sharp teeth, raised up a claw, and was about to come down on me. But just before she did, she stopped. I opened my eyes and saw just what had happened; she stopped right before hitting the crystal.



She stopped growling and snarling and all that. Instead, she turned her crazy eyes to the crystal. Her mouth started moving, like she was saying something, but if she was, it was too quiet for me to hear.



I took the chance to get out from under her, but just as I did, I heard a loud crunch behind me. My heart stopped. I thought one of us broke something, or something fell on her, or something like that.



Instead, she was up against the crystal, just staring at it as she ran her claws down its side. But the crunch I heard wasn’t from that. As best I could tell in that light, the hair was falling off of her tail. And it was slowly stretching out, one twisting crack at a time.








All at once, I forgot all about Sweetie Belle. There I was, staring at my reflection once more, as all the rest of the world started to fade away. I was beautiful, magnificent. Just like the crystals. Just like my crystals.



And now, their gift would be complete.



I could feel my inside stretch and contort, my tail growing outward, longer, and thicker. Scales grew where the hair dropped loose, scattering to the floor of the cave.



I had to twist and turn myself just to accommodate the rest. Just as with my tail, my mane began to simply drop off of me, except this time, something grew to replace it. Crunching, squelching noises came from all down the line of my back. Sharp spines stabbed their way out of me, forming a line from my horn all the way to the end of my still-growing tail. Each one looked like a curved, violet dagger, glistening in the light.



The changes began to complete themselves, with the remaining half of face left to go, and I leaned in that much closer to the crystal. I was grateful, thankful. I loved it for what it had done.



This whole time, I’d simply shut out the outside world. Even the voices, as they spoke, were but background to the gloriousness I was becoming. And yet, try as I might, my sister’s shrill cries could not be wholly silenced.



“Rarity, stop!” she screamed. “You don’t have to do this!”



Ah, so naive as always. She hadn’t the slightest idea what was going on. And, once I was done, I planned to keep it that way.



“Think of your friends!”



More potential thieves, or perhaps those who’d seek to ruin this some other way.



“Think of your family! Of your little sister!”



The crystals would be my family now. Besides, they told me all about your scheme, Sweetie Belle. You want them all to yourself. You want their gift instead of me. No, I won’t let you. You’ll never have it.



But then, my thoughts began to drift back. I wondered how I had gotten there, to this point. Sure, to some extent, I did have my family to thank for raising me, and helping to get me started. Without my home, I would never have been able to sneak down here so easily, even if I didn’t know it at the time.



My home, however, was certainly something. Something that was mine. Just like the crystals. And I’m sure I had more gems within. And even the dresses and cloth must have had value. Perhaps I could even consider the furniture…



As I began to contemplate all of this, I felt a strange warmth growing within me. Even as, in my reflection, I saw my eye and frill complete their change, I was not yet done. For as I realized just how much was, in fact, all mine, the cavern seemed to shrink around me. Every part of me stretched out, my limbs and muscles groaning in strain. Even my snout, slowly turning more jagged and wicked by the second, grew out and away.



All the while, as I grew taller, and wider, and stronger… I held the crystal as close as I may. Yes, now I could be there, always there. I could defend my precious, sparkling darlings forever.



Finally, as my ascension ceased, I took a good, hard look at myself. Fully gone, a pony no longer, but beautiful and glorious.



“Yes,” I said. “Now I see. It’s all mine. Now… and forever.”








Impossible. It had to be. There’s just no way this could’ve been happening.



I thought she was just a monster before, or maybe cursed or something. I tried to get through to her one last time, and that only made it worse.



All that was left of her were the colors. White, purple, and blue-eyed. She wasn’t a pony anymore. Not like this. She grew. I don’t know how, but she grew. Big, huge, right before my eyes. And scaly, scary, sharp and…



Now I was trapped in this cave. Trapped with a huge dragon, as big as a house, that used to be my sister.



Then she said, in this deep, creepy, hissing voice, “It’sss all mine.”



She turned her eyes towards me, then turned her whole head. Her eyes stayed as wide and wild as ever, but there was something not right. It wasn’t like before. Before, she looked crazy, now she just looked like the monster she was.



Right then. That’s when she stopped being Rarity. That’s when she stopped being my big sister.








As I stared at my reflection, something happened that I did not expect. For one moment, I was a powerful, beautiful dragoness. I had done it, I had accepted the crystals’ gift and grown to be their protector and owner.



The next, the dragon before me, on the other side of the crystal facet, turned her head and spoke.



I did not.



I could not. I could not speak, I could not look away. I could not even move.



Now I understood, truly, the call of the voices in this cave, and the shadows of this prison. They wanted to warn me, to tell me to stop and to run away. But I couldn’t listen. I couldn’t understand. Not with that other voice. The one in my head. The one I thought was mine.



I wanted to scream. I wanted to claw my way out of that glass prison. But I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t breathe.



But that’s not to say it was for my own sake. I didn’t want to go, not like this, but…



If I could only save one of us, that might have felt enough. But I couldn’t move. I couldn’t scream. I couldn’t tell her to run.



I had no choice. I hadn’t had a choice since I first came down here. And never again would I.








I screamed. That just made her mad.



That thing that used to be Rarity stomped towards me, and I ran down into the crystals again. I wasn’t running to anywhere in particular, just away. I just wanted to hide my head and make it all go away.



The dragon roared. In such a tiny cave, I felt like I was gonna go deaf. Still, I kept running in and out of the crystals near the floor. They were kind of big, almost like bushes, and I could just barely squeeze under some of them if I wanted to.



Just as I was running between two of them, the dragon suddenly slammed its huge claws down right in front of me. I gasped and jumped back, but when I tried again in a different direction, the same thing happened.



It snarled and growled again, only this time, it was close. Really close.



As in, right above me, with just a few crystals between me and its giant mouth of razor-sharp teeth.



I cowered back as far as I could under the crystals as it kept clawing around them. For some reason, it couldn’t quite get to me, but I could feel its breath all around me: hot, wet, and just gross.



Yet the more it tried to get to me, the more I realized why I was still alive; it didn’t want to hurt the crystals.



Finally, I had my chance. It leaned back and roared again, probably really frustrated. Even though I couldn’t even hear myself think, I knew what I had to do. That path up and out of here was right there. I just had to run a little more, then I’d make it out.



Just before I left the crystals, I heard this deep hiss. I looked back, and I don’t know if I was sorry I did or not. The dragon twisted its long, snake-y neck around and glared at me, then took a deep breath.



If I hadn’t kept running, I’d have been toast. Literally. That thing spat a cloud of blue fire at me.







I was hot, sweaty, and scared, and probably starting to go a little numb from all the running by now. Every part of me was aching and screaming at me to stop, but I knew I had to keep going.



The tunnel out was winding and twisty, kind of like the one from Rarity’s basement. It was kinda dark, too, at least compared to that big room. There were glowy crystals on the way, but not too many.



At one point I rounded the corner and almost ran face-first into something. I stopped cold, waiting to see what it was. I had to stand still and catch my breath just to see clearly.



Turns out, as best could tell in the dim light, it was Twilight Sparkle.



“Twilight!” I said. I didn’t care that she wasn’t my sister or anything, she was a familiar, friendly face. I hugged her leg tight and didn’t want to ever let go. “Twilight, we have to get outta here!” I said. “Rarity, she— the crystals are bad. They changed her, I don’t know how. And I— she—”



I would’ve gone on, but I thought I’d heard her say something back. It was soft and quiet, almost like a whisper under her breath.



“No. Sleep. Don’t.”



She was muttering a bunch of words. It sounded crazy, it sounded like she’d lost her mind.



And when I looked up, I saw the worst part yet. One of her eyes looked like a cat’s eye, with scaley bits on either side.



She kept mumbling to herself, like she was talking in her sleep with her eyes wide open. “Crystals. Bad. No. Sleep. Princess said. No. No. Sleep.”



“Twilight!” I screamed, desperate. “Snap out of it!”



I tried to shake her, and at first I thought that worked. She shook her head, and her eyes started to clear up a bit. “Sweetie Belle?” she asked. “Where are we? Where—” She gasped. “Was I just sleeping?!”



“I think?” I said. “Please, we have to get out of here! Rarity— The crystals— That’s not Rarity, she’s some kind of—”



And then her eyes went cuckoo, just like my sister. “Are the crystals okay?” she asked. “What did Rarity do? Is she still there?”



We heard a roar from back down the tunnel, and Twilight galloped right on past me. I don’t even know what she said after that. Something about the stupid crystals, I’m sure. I stopped caring after that.



The last I heard out of that cave was a roar and a horrible scream.



I’m surprised I made it as far as I did after that. I couldn’t feel my legs anymore, and by the time I found the exit, there was this ringing in my ears, and my eyes felt kind of sleepy. I tried to see where I was going, but it just looked like I was wearing a mask or something. But at least I was back above ground.



Now I’m just taking a nap here, right in the middle of the woods. I’m too tired to do anything else. I just want to go to sleep. Maybe if I’m lucky, I’ll actually wake up from this nightmare.



I can’t stop picturing that dragon Rarity turned into though. I don’t know how I’m gonna tell Mom and Dad. They probably won’t believe me. They never do.



Maybe I just shouldn’t. I don’t want anypony else to get hurt. If anything, I could just check myself to make sure they’re okay. I mean Rarity and Twilight.



I mean… she wouldn’t hurt the crystals, would she?
      

      
   