
      Lonely Adaptation (Animal)


      

      
      
         It had been such a lovely day for raining on the dreams of the fashion hopeful. All Hoity Toity's plans that morning had revolved around inspecting the last-minute additions to the summer line before readying himself, with the help of his valet, to attend the wedding. It hadn't at all seemed like the kind of day on which a pony might find himself pinned to the wall of his boutique by a monster.



Or worse, by a monster whose insect-like features he had long ago abandoned.



"You are not a pony," it hissed, easing off of him slightly. "Why do you not fly with the swarm?"



He reflexively straightened his cravat. "I've nothing to say to you." Behind his sunglasses, his eyes scanned the waves of screaming ponies running past. None seemed to be paying any particular attention to him, but the old fears nevertheless crept back into his mind, bringing with them instincts he had long thought buried.



Hide. Deceive. Feed.



The changeling either had not noticed the dismissive tone in his voice or did not care. "The Queen will want to know a wayward spy has been found."



"I'm not a spy." Hoity Toity drew a shaking hoof to his forehead. "If you want to talk, then I insist we do so inside."



The changeling regarded him as one asked to enter an obvious trap.



"Or you can leave to tell the Queen, I change faces, and we never see each other again." He held the door open. "Inside, before somepony sees us!"



He scanned the crowd once more. The screaming had moved momentarily south of them, and no faces peered from the windows across the street. The changeling skittered over the threshold and he drew the door shut behind them, muttering, "All I wanted to do today was look at saddles."



The changeling faced Hoity as he entered the darkened shop. "Again, why do you not fly with us?"



Hoity Toity sniffed. "I've not flown or, indeed, had anything to do with the swarm in years, so I couldn't very well know there was an... invasion being planned for today, now could I?"



The changeling's wings stood on end, the ends rattling together. "Why do you not speak to me in your own face?"



"I've grown rather unaccustomed to wearing it," he said with a sniff.



The changeling's eyes narrowed. Hissing, it stalked behind a clothing rack, and another green flash lit the store. What emerged from the clothes was not a monster, but a pink unicorn mare with blue mane. Hoity thought he might have seen her around the city once.



"Then we shall both speak with the lying face," she said, ears flat and eyes still narrowed. "Did you not hear the Queen's call?"



He had. But in between the summer lines, the late silk shipment, and dealing with every designer in Equestria in tears over not being commissioned to make Princess Cadence's wedding dress, he hadn't given the call enough thought to decide what it meant at the time. In hindsight, it was so clear: that buzzing in the back of his skull that grew to a frenzied pitch just before the shield around the castle broke; the weeks of starting at shadows only to find nothing there watching him; the constant excuses that he was "just out of sorts", that made the worry creasing Velvet Cushion's eyes grow deeper by the day.



He should have known, but no part of him would have wanted to acknowledge the truth even if he had stopped to consider it.



"I heard it," he said, staring at the floor, his voice just above a whisper, "but I didn't understand it."



"But now you do," she said quickly, drawing his attention. "And now you may rejoin the swarm without fear of retribution." A languid smile drew across her face, an action with no inherent meaning to a changeling. "This pony hive is ours and we shall bask in our Queen's victory, feeding forevermore."



He must have hesitated too long, for the changeling-mare spoke again, her voice brimming with suspicion.



"Why do you wait? Has life among the ponies made you sympathetic to their kind?"



There was no hesitation this time. "Yes."



He remembered how he, starving and poor after his first week unsuccessfully trying to make his way in pony society, had attracted the pity of a merchant mare. Though the food she offered him had not nourished him, her love for her wife had, and the shelter of their home had allowed him to gain his strength as well as his bearings. Luckily for him, her shop specialized in clothing; she knew most of the Canterlot designers worth knowing, and setting him up as an apprentice to one of the best had been no trouble at all.



That could have been the end of it. By all rights, he should have impersonated either one of them and drained the other of her love. Instead, he had lapped at the sweet emotion suffusing the household and bid them farewell, denying his instincts to take up the artform that had drawn him to ponies in the first place. The future had seemed so exciting back then, filled with promises of intricate patterns, colorful fabrics, and spangled gems.



It bothered him that he couldn't remember her name now. He snapped his head up and the dim boutique yawned before him accusingly, the clothes on the racks shifting.



The changeling grunted. "You have been in this form for too long. You are face-mad, lost in the lies of another life."



"Is it a lie if this life makes me happy?"



"Ponies are but food!"



Hoity snorted. "Better a pony than a beast mewling in the shadows."



The mare scowled. "What have ponies done to make you turn your back on your own kind?"



He made a rough noise in the back of his throat, laying out his words like pieces on a chessboard. "Ponies have shown me kindness, friendship, and beauty far beyond anything the hive ever had."



Turning to the window, he gazed upon his half-reflected countenance. His bouffant had become a wild snarl from running and his shirt was now distinctly less than perfectly starched. A scuff on his cheek left a brown mar in his otherwise flawless grey coat. He removed his sunglasses, folded the arms, and closed his eyes.



"Changelings know only hunger, strife and blind obedience." He let out a breath. "What I remember of the hive, of my old life, is blackness, nothingness. What is there to see in an underground tunnel filled with the leavings of your nameless ancestors? Who remembers a drone after they are gone, regardless of how well they fought or how much food they found?"



He turned and pointed his hoof at the changeling. "I'm not just some creature scrounging for its next meal anymore. I have a purpose! I create things of beauty, and I'm loved for doing so! I can be somepony, and I don't even have to be a pony!" His lip curled. "What's so blasted funny?"



The changeling had begun snickering when he mentioned 'beauty', and continued as it spoke.



"What is beauty to a changeling? You call us beasts as if it was something undesirable. More beasts live in this world than ponies. We are strong for we have numbers, and we have purpose for we are strong. You are the beast, not we. Your beauty is meaningless in the cycle of life!"



"The cycle of eat to live so you can eat again, you mean!" Hoity Toity's breath came hot and fast. "It's life in the hive that was meaningless! Life there left a hole running right through me, sure as any changeling's leg, that I could never fill."



The changeling let out a low purr. "So now you fill that hole with... what?"



She became an older earth pony stallion, heavy-set and dressed in a tuxedo. "Money?"



Next a pegasus in a Wonderbolts uniform. "Fame?"



Then a unicorn mare in a beret and fur stole. "Art?"



Hoity flinched back reflexively as the next change brought him face to face with himself. "Or beauty, as you put it?"



"I..."



The changeling smirked, returning to its original assumed pony form. "Do you create things to fill that hole? Or do you, like a true changeling, take those things from others, over and over, in the hope that someday you will feel whole?"



The retort died on his lips as the changeling's words flowed through his mind. What did he create? Long-gone were his days of slaving over drafting tables, drawing up patterns. He'd never shown talent in fashion design after all, and the lines that he'd been able to work up to running had garnered little attention.



Where his skills lay instead was fashion mogulry. Ponies were naturally attracted to him, and the power he wielded was that of innumerable fans, hangers-on, groupies, and lovers. The latter had kept him fed, if only barely.



But though his current success attested to his artistic eye, he was not in any way a creator. If anything, he was still a parasite, seeking out host designers whose fashions he could slap his brand on and sell in his own name, until they realized they could strike out on their own and receive money and recognition. And when one left, he simply ran to the next one, to keep ahead of the trends. Always running, always draining; he hadn't even conceived of a dress pattern in years.



"I know beauty," he mumbled, shrinking in on himself.



The changeling-mare moved up to him and sat, her gaze boring into his head.



"The swarm has no place for the face-mad," she said evenly, "but it is not for this one to judge the Queen's will. Perhaps if you recanted your ways and returned, she would see fit to forgive your transgressions." The smile crept back onto her face. "After all, the intelligence gathered by an unwitting spy would no doubt serve her purposes well."



She stood, took a step back, and extended her hoof. "You have been given a chance to reclaim your birthright. Do not discard it lightly."



Hoity Toity opened his mouth.



The changeling scowled. "Why do you hesitate? What keeps you here?"



"Love," he said through a throat like a marsh.



"You starve. The swarm can feed you."



Hoity Toity's nose scrunched up. "I meant love of my art."



An art that was not, and had never been, his own.



"The swarm is companionship."



"The swarm is camaraderie at best. Ponies know the true meaning of friendship."



"Yet you are alone."



His mind screamed that he was not, had never been alone. Wasn't he surrounded by ponies every waking hour? Didn't he have legions of admirers, constantly clamoring for a moment of his time? Didn't fans clamor for his autograph? Didn't ponies swoon at his approach, just because they'd heard him speak two words to them?



And yes, what about those lovers that he had cultivated over the years, like a farmer sowing seeds? He of course felt nothing for them, for he was not a pony, but the emotions they had fed him had been genuine. Their names ran through his head: Photo Finish, Jet Set, Gavin, Fleur de Lis. He couldn't think of any more. He hadn't seen them much, of late.



Did he mean anything to them?



Not that that mattered. Even when he was alone, there was still Velvet Cushion, always there with a comfortable seat wherever he went. The pony who scheduled his life, kept track of his finances, styled his mane in the mornings. A pony he had always kept at hoof's length out of a pragmatic desire not to mix business and pleasure, but who he could always turn to when the pressures of high society life grew to levels even the unflappable Hoity Toity, whoever that was, could no longer handle. Velvet was a pony of unparalleled discretion and devotion.



And he had never loved him.



Hoity Toity squeezed his eyes shut. "I am."



The changeling mare shook her hoof in finality. His foreleg twitched.



He reached toward her, and then he was beaten flat against the ceiling by the most intense blast of love he had ever tasted. The changeling crashed through a window, disguise evaporating, screaming and buzzing in agony as it sailed over the horizon.



The pink light passing through his body drew out every lie that had ever touched his lips or colored his form. Each was like a hot needle passing backwards through his skin. He was buried beneath a mountain of sustenance that at once gave him strength and wrung it from him. He screamed as his grey coat and mane dissolved, leaving behind only the black chitin he had forgotten so long ago.



The eternity of torture lasted but a split second, and then he was free to tumble to the cold tiles below.



The rattling of his body, and then his glasses, striking the linoleum echoed through the empty boutique. His breathing came in ragged, laborious spurts. He turned disbelieving eyes to his leg and the once-familiar hole pattern. His vision swam, the multiple facets confusing a mind long unused to seeing the world from more than one angle.



The door shook with a loud bang. And then another.



His heart sped up. Unable to hoist himself to standing, he had barely enough time to change back to the form he had claimed as his own before a pair of ponies burst in, one of them shining a magical light upon him.



"Mister Hoity Toity!" The voice was unmistakably that of Upper Crust, Jet Set's shrewish wife and eternal gadfly. "Oh, thank Celestia you're unhurt! I'd hate to think what the summer lineup might look like if we'd lost you!"



Hoity Toity's stomach churned. Hoofsteps approached him and a strong leg lifted him to his hooves.



"Are you all right, sir?" Velvet Cushion asked, his voice unflappably even.



The lie came easily to his lips.



"Oh, it was awful!" Hoity cried, squeezing tears from the corners of his eyes. "One of those hideous monsters dragged me in here and tried to have its way with me! I thought my life was over!"



"Thankfully, you seem to have fared better than your eyewear, sir." Velvet lifted the remnants of Hoity's glasses, now just bent frames holding the memories of black shards.



With an anguished bawl, Hoity Toity threw his arms around his valet and shook.



Upper Crust cleared her throat and said, with more volume than necessary, "I'll leave you to take care of him, Velvet. I've the rest of the fashion district to search, after all!" She paused, as though waiting for somepony to congratulate her on her initiative. When no such praise came, she quietly turned her nose up, doused her horn, and trotted out the door.



"Come along, sir," Velvet said, drawing up Hoity's foreleg and putting it over his withers. "Let's take you home and draw you a bath. The hot water will soothe your aches and worries."



Hoity sniffed, regaining his composure. "You don't think those horrible things are going to come back, do you?"



Velvet looked to the shattered window. "From what I saw in the streets, they were all ejected from the city on a wave of pink light. I'm sure the official explanations will take some time to disseminate."



Hoity Toity nodded. "All right then."



They crept carefully through the bits of window and glasses lens that cracked under their hooves, then out the door and blinking into the daylight. Ponies scampered through the streets carrying ice packs and coffee, some calling for loved ones while others in white coats barked orders to stretcher-bearers. Hoity Toity and Velvet turned west down the street and began to walk, keeping to the road so as not to get in the medical ponies' way.



After a long silence, Hoity said, "This may not be the best time, Velvet, but what do you think about me returning to the world of design?"



"I've seen some of your early lines, sir," Velvet said levelly. "You've a wonderful eye for other ponies' talent."



Hoity Toity laughed. "I can always count on your tact."



"What brings this on, sir, if I may ask?"



"Oh, I've had a little time to think about things. You know, the usual." Hoity waved a hoof in a gesture that not even he was sure he understood. "This whole incident just has me thinking about the things I really value in life."



"I understand entirely, sir."



They stopped and Hoity disentangled himself from his valet, wobbling slightly on his hooves. The air was thick with love as ponies found those they had feared lost in the attack, and strength ebbed back into him.



"Velvet," he said, drawing the name out, "have I ever told you how much I appreciate everything you do for me? I can't even begin to list what a huge debt I owe you, not least of all for helping me run my business."



"Think nothing of it, sir. Only doing my duty."



Hoity put a foreleg around his companion's withers and clicked his tongue. "Come now, don't be so modest. Without you, Hoity Toity Brands would not exist. I couldn't do all this on my own, after all." He swallowed. "What I'm trying to say, Velvet, is thank you. Thank you for being an unparalleled employee and a reliable friend."



Velvet smiled, and Hoity thought he could taste something behind that smile that had never been there before.



"It's my pleasure, sir."



Hoity found himself returning the smile. What lay beneath was neither the deception nor the emptiness that tended to accompany such actions. The idea of designing his own line once again brought a surge of excitement and exhilaration that the wave of magically-fueled love couldn't match.



The changeling had been right: he was alone, forever separated from his own kind by face-madness if not physical distance. But he knew where he belonged. And whether the ponies around him cared about him or not, they gave him the things he needed in order to do the things he loved.



"What I'm trying to say is, I'm happy here, Velvet." He continued walking, and Velvet followed him. "I truly am."
      

      
   
      All The Time In The World


      

      
      
         The alarm clock rang its annoying ring that jarred Twilight out of her dreams. Each rattle of the hammer struck either bell on the clock’s top like a wrecking ball smashing a wall, and made Twilight wince. 



After unsuccessfully attacking the clock with a hoof to turn off the annoying ringing, Twilight settled for throwing the it against the wall to quiet the ear wrenching clattering.



Twilight smacked her parched lips together, swirling her tongue around in her mouth to produce some saliva for the arid desert that was her mouth, and struggled to get her eyes open. Her lids felt like lead weights fighting to drag her down and drown her back in the cool waters of sleep once more, but with great struggle she managed to keep them peeled. Quickly, she hopped out of bed.



“Ugh… I knew that late night study session was a bad idea,” Twilight mumbled weakly to herself, and trudged towards the bathroom adjacent her room, while all along the way stumbling about. 



Books laid disorganized around the bed, creating huge piles of hazardous objects for the unwitting to dodge through while only half awake. 



Fortunately, Twilight managed to avoid the worst of these obstacles on her way for the bathroom doors. Unfortunately for her, the last obstacle, in the form of her assistant Spike, spelled her certain downfall, quite literally, after she tripped over him with both forelegs.



“Wah!” Twilight tumbled forward into a heap.



Lifting her face up from an open tome, one that filled her nostrils with the scent of old ink and parchment, Twilight drearily asked, “Spike, why are you sleeping there?”



Spike seemed to grumble back at her. “Because this is where you placed my basket,” he replied, and attempted to push her off of himself, seeing how Twilight had upturned his sleeping quarters. “A better question is why are you tripping over me?”



Twilight rolled her eyes, still sprawled on the ground, and gestured a hoof towards her destination. “Because you were in the way to the bathroom?”



Spike rubbed one eye with a claw; he stared at Twilight, then at door she had been trying to reach. “Twilight, that’s the closet,” Spike said, pointing towards the nearby door. “That’s the bathroom.” His other claw pointed towards the opposite end of the spacious room, towards one beside the hallway exit.



Twilight blinked, still frowning, then got up and scratched the top of her mane in an embarrassed fashion. “Oh yeah… Heh, sorry about that Spike. Guess I’m still not used to the castle rooms.”



“It’s what I’m here for,” Spike replied in a snarky, half-hearted tone. He then threw himself back in his basket, his blanket following suit to shroud himself in its snuggly warmness. “If you need to know where the exit is, too, I’ll be happy to point that out as well.”



Twilight frowned sourly, but didn’t turn around. While she wanted to chide him on his snarkiness, she supposed she was the one who had woken him up in such an unconventional manner. Plus, Spike could get a bit grumpy when he didn’t get enough sleep. Just like her, really.



Entering the bathroom, Twilight set about and quickly completed her morning rituals. They hadn’t changed much since her days in the library, in fact. Other than her new wings, which added a couple of minutes in preparation to get them straightened and proper looking they were the same. If Twilight had known so much effort had to be put into maintaining one’s wings, she almost would have thought about opting out on them. In her mind, they were basically an extra mane to take care of; and there was two of them!



Not like she could exactly complain, since she was one of the few ponies in Equestria that had both wings and a horn. So, she just got used to them, such as learning to sleep on her stomach instead of her back—if you thought falling asleep on an arm was bad, just wait until you wake up with an asleep wing—and went about her daily business with two extra appendages. But, oh, did those extra appendages mean extra duties.



With a final stroke of the toothbrush and a spit in the sink, Twilight was done with her preparations. Looking in the mirror, she saw her face. It looked the same as usual, with the only clue of her royal title being her wings. Really, if she wanted to, she could lean down and they wouldn’t even be visible. Just regular, old Twilight, before the princess ascension and all her duties.



It was a nice consideration, but eventually, she’d have to stand up, look at her wings, and remember who she was, and what she had to do.



“Twilight, are you done in there?” Spike called out loudly, followed by further knocking of the bathroom door. “We got a busy day ahead of us!”



Twilight straightened her back out, held her head up high with her chest out and wings folding tightly against her sides, then walked out of the bathroom. “Wasn’t I the one who was rushing you before, Spike?” Twilight joked with her young assistant.



Spike tapped his foot impatiently in response. “Yeah, and now the tables have turned.” Spike unscrolled the parchment held in his claws, the paper nearly reaching the floor. Licking the end of the quill he was carrying around, he began jotting erratically on the page. “Let’s see… got the morning routine done. Now we move onto breakfast and then the rest of the day’s events, starting with a brunch with the gryphon nobles.”



“Wait, I have a breakfast and brunch?” Twilight asked.



Spike shrugged, already out the door side by side and struggling to keep up with Twilight’s pace. “Yeah, looks like second-breakfast to me, so don’t eat much at first-breakfast.”



Twilight furrowed her brow in exasperation, but continued to listen to her assistant. 



“On top of that is a charity speech in Canterlot,” Spike went on. “Some tariff regulations that need to be discussed with the noble court are after that, and then we have tea with the girls.”



Twilight felt her muscles ache upon just hearing Spike’s list. “Is that it?”



Shaking his head, Spike unrolled even more of the list. “Nah, that’s just the stuff we need to get done with before this afternoon. Evening is where things really pick up.”



Sighing, Twilight increased her trot to a small gait, willing the day to end sooner if she  moved faster. “Well, we might as well as get started then.”








Twilight could barely stand; her legs were unresponsive, and her hooves felt like they had trotted over broken cobblestones for miles on end. All she could manage to do was the painstaking effort of dragging her broken form to an armchair and hefting herself upon its comforting hold.



After feeling her muscles settle from red-hot to icy-cool upon contact with the cushions, Twilight allowed herself a momentary drooping of her eyes and quick doze. The long hassle of her day had been unbearable, and she felt like she had just finished climbing a mountain. She was finally getting a five minute breather.



Unfortunately for Twilight, she wasn’t even allowed a one minute one. Spike was poking her side in an ever increasing repetition, until Twilight cracked open an eyelid and hissed, “What?”



“Twilight, it’s only twelve o’clock. We still have a busy day ahead of us,” Spike reminded her, shrinking back from her resentful glare behind his list. “And I know how much you hate getting behind schedule and want to be on time with everything and—”



“Yes, Spike, I know,” Twilight replied, her tone now less spiteful. “I just can’t believe how slow this day is going. I feel like the seconds are ticking by like hours and that the sun isn’t sinking any lower in the sky no matter how long I wait!”



“Technically, it’s still rising in the sky,” Spike pointed out.



“I know!” Twilight groaned and shoved her face into a cushion, wishing she could rest there for the remainder of the day instead of reporting to her next duty. “If only there was a way for time to move faster…”



“Well, it’s already going as fast as it can. Anyway, I don’t think I could handle much more,” Spike said, glancing down fearfully at his list. He noticed that tea time with the girls was only in another three minutes, but he was hesitant to remind Twilight of that, especially since her left eye had begun twitching uncontrollably.



“You’re right, Spike… Faster isn’t the answer.” Twilight scrunched her eyebrows, humming under her breath. Making the day move faster would only succeed in making her more tired at a quicker pace. Not much of an improvement, that’s for sure. But if there was a way for time to move slower. Maybe even… “Stop time altogether,” Twilight spoke quietly, and with bated breath.



“What did you say, Twilight?” Spike asked. His friend had that strange look on her face. A look that often spelled trouble, like the time she had attempted to enhance her cooking with magic, which resulted in a flying spaghetti monster running amok in the kitchen.



“Spike, tell the girls I’ll be at tea in a little while,” Twilight proclaimed. Without so much as another word to Spike, she was off, and running out the room down corridors of the castle in a long stride.



Spike continued to stand there in the room, alone, then glanced down at his list and checked off the box ‘Twilight finally snaps’ with a quick checkmark. “Wow, looks like we actually are ahead of schedule,” he remarked.



Elsewhere, Twilight spirited down the halls on eager hooves with a bright and shining smile on her face that oozed excitement. “I can’t believe I never thought of this before!” She laughed excitingly. “A way to get more time! Brilliant! Now I’ll never have to worry about late night studying sessions keeping me from sleep or even dozing off during diplomat meetings. Heck, I’ll finally be able to kick back and enjoy a good book for once! This is the best idea I have ever had!”



Twilight’s speedy run down the halls of the castle abruptly stopped, as a sudden realization hit her like she had just run headfirst into a brick wall. “Actually, now that I think about it, teleporting to where I want to go instead of running all the way there is a much better idea.”



In a bright flash of light, Twilight reappeared in the vast forest of tomes and dusty shelves that made up the Starswirl the Bearded section of the Canterlot library. She had already gotten very well acquainted with it the night she decided to travel back in time to warn herself not to go back in time, thus creating a never ending paradox of her going back in time to continue warning herself to never warn herself. She didn’t like thinking about the implications her little stunt could have on the spacetime continuum, but hey, she decided, might as well as try another go at timetravel.



Walking down the shelves where many an ancient book, laden heavy parchment, sat side by side with scrolls so old they looked ready to fall to dust just by looking at them, Twilight quietly rattled off the names of the different shelf sections. 



“Past time travel... future time travel... time paradoxes… time conundrums... ways to make sure you don’t accidentally kill your past selves... don’t kill the bad guys in the past... and… Ah, found it!” Twilight stopped and stared in wonder at the section she just reached. “Time pausing!” she cried out.



After hefting the massive book from its high shelf, Twilight laid it out on the floor and rapidly flipped through the pages right away. “If Starswirl was able to master the art of traveling to and from time in both the past and future, I’m sure he would have a spell that can actually pause time itself. Now, all I need to do is find it.”



Twilight spent a good several minutes searching for the particular spell the book was entitled to contain, all while flipping quickly through pages and skimming their content with a trained eye. She wasn’t disappointed, for in the middle of the tome the spell was printed out clearly, and with everything literally spelled out on how to complete it. 



“Let’s see…” Twilight murmured, running the tip of her hoof down the words scrawled on the pages. “It seems time pausing is a delicate business. Rather than pause time, it pulls the spell’s caster out of the normal flow of time, making it appear time has stilled around them when really they have been stilled by time... Huh, more complex than I thought.”



Smirking, Twilight’s horn glowed as she hungrily memorized the spell’s specifications for casting. “But nothing I haven’t handled before!” Her hooves clopped together in front her, all while she giggled happily in excitement.



Building up more magical energies into her horn, Twilight concocted a spell that would be difficult for even the most experienced unicorn. Then again, Twilight was an alicorn, changing the spell from a tedious climb up a mountain to more of a chill trudge up a particularly large hill. Plus, the vast plethora of magic she had at her command now that she was upgraded to alicorn status, meant she wouldn’t even be that tuckered out after finishing.



Usually when she finished off, she was completely beat afterwards.



The spell’s build up was near completion; squinting her eyes almost to closing, Twilight released the spell in one, massive burst of magic. In a great flourish of lights and ambient wind from some unknown source, the entire world seemed to shimmer in a wave of heat. 



Nothing could be made out from behind the disturbance of air particles. This only lasted for a few seconds, however, before everything returned to normal..



Blinking, Twilight waved her hoof in front of herself, coughing a little. “Did it work?” she asked doubtfully, noticing no change in her surroundings or appearance. She looked all around, but everything was the same as before.



Shrugging, Twilight made her way to a window by the wall, and looked out. Below her were the courtyards which led to the castle gardens. She could see a squad of guards down there, looking for a split second as though they were patrolling the grounds. 



They didn’t appear to be moving. In fact, they didn’t look as though they were doing anything at all. Every stallion and mare in the squad had stopped in mid-stride like a statue. 



Looking up, Twilight noticed that there wasn’t a single cloud moving in the sky, either; every single one was just hanging aimlessly in the air, along with a flock of birds that hung like paintings on a ceiling rather than living things.



“It did work!” Twilight didn’t think she could be anymore excited, and revelled in the thrill of getting to do something out of the ordinary. Rubbing her hooves together in glee, and smiling wickedly, she asked herself, “Well, I wonder what I should do now?”



Twilight slowly turned around, and rested her eyes on the tremendous amount of literature and books, literally all around her. Her mouth opened by just the barest hint of an inch. She was struck by a sudden urge… to fall in a nearby armchair and take a long nap.








“Okay, finished brushing up on minotaur yarn spinning history circa 500-650 B.D.—Before Discord.” Twilight clapped her hooves together and shoved another book off her table, then reached for another from the towering stack beside her. “Now time to read about the diamond dog insurgency in the rainbow lands and the great wars over leprechaun gold, and then move onto the gryphon civil war between the turkey and geese clans!”



From the look of the high stacks of books on either side, Twilight had spent her time in still-time doing what she loved most: reading, studying, and most importantly, learning. She was finally able to enjoy her favorite hobby again, even after all the stress and work her new princess title had brought. For once in a long while, she believed she was just a regular unicorn again, staying by herself and reading all by her lonesome, just like she used to.



Pausing in her methodical scan of her current book, Twilight looked up at the clock. Still not a single tick or tock had come from it. She could only guess she had been busy reading for several hours, because her eyes had begun to grow strained and heavy. Yawning, she set down her new book for a moment’s rest.



“Man, no time on your hooves sure gives you plenty to do,” Twilight realized, rubbing her eyes. She cracked her neck, which had become sore from looking over a book for so long, and muttered, “Might as well as quit the spell for now and try it again at another opportunity.”



Twilight began to light up her horn, suppressing another yawn, then froze. The magic faded slowly.



Blinking, she realized she had never discovered a reverse function of the spell in the book. “Hah,” she laughed. “Silly me, guess I overlooked that…” Shrugging, she nonchalantly made her way back to the shelf section where she had found the book for the spell.



Arriving at the spot, and picking up the book in her magical grip, Twilight flipped through a couple of pages until she arrived at the one she had left off on. “Okay, let’s see if there’s anything about a reverse spell...”



Twilight’s eyes went wide. 



“No,” she breathed, opening to the next page immediately after the one she was just on. There was nothing but a few ripped pieces of paper still attached to the book’s spine, but no page. It was gone. “No, no, no, no, [i]no[i]!” she began repeating, and set the book down to furiously flip the pages back and forth with her magic.



Twilight collapsed and slapped her hooves over her head. “This can’t be happening! Why would anypony do this?”



Twilight gulped, and flipped all the pages of the book again, scrutinizing every paragraph, sentence and word. Despite the effort, there was still not a scrap of information about reversing the still-time effect. Frustrated, she decided to activate the previous spell again in hopes of making time move once again.



Twilight stood, huffing out an angry breath, and began the spell’s preparation quickly. Before long, it was finished.



The air shimmered like before and magic filled the room, but lasted for much less time and seemed to dissipate immediately. 



Twilight waited, but nothing seemed to happen. She looked at the clock on the near wall, but it still hadn’t moved an inch. 



“No, it has to work!” Twilight demanded, and immediately set about redoing the spell again. Once more, magic exploded out, but in a diminished way. Nothing else happened. Looking back up at the clock, neither hand made any indication of moving, a clear sign she was still stuck in the same moment.



“Please… no,” Twilight panted, having over-spent her strength with the repeated spells in such a short amount of time. Squinting her eyes hard, she held back bitter tears and whispered, “There has to be a way to return back to real time. There’s… there’s just got to be. I know there is.”



Twilight looked up, to the endless sea of scrolls and parchment paper that contained within them all the knowledge of time-travel and manipulation ever collected. “I can find a way,” Twilight said. Picking herself up, she pulled out a scroll next to her, the first of several thousands, and opened it up. “There’s just got to be a spell that will bring me back. It’s in here somewhere. And I will find it, no matter what.”



Well, she certainly got her wish. A wish that turned from a quiet moment to relax and read a good book, just like she used to, to a horrible nightmare. But a nightmare that didn’t have to last forever. She does have all the time in the world, after all. At least she was doing what she loved the most. 



Hopefully just not forever.
      

      
   
      Dust


      

      
      
         There was no wind. That was probably what disturbed her the most. It felt unnatural, just like the absence of air blowing against her back and mane, or the static and unmoving dust at her hooves, disturbed only by her slow and steady hoof-falls.



The silence. She could have sworn that it made a noise of its own. 



"Monster."



Silent, save for the voice whispering in her ear.



"Why are you still here?"



"Be quiet," Nightmare Moon spat. Her words reverberated and warped in the perfect silence of the lunar landscape. The infinite, unquenchable darkness of the void watched her as she wandered, stars twinkling in grim amusement.



“Not until you give me back what is mine,” the voice whispered.



Nightmare Moon laughed. “Yours? My dear, you should have thought about that before making a deal with me. We’re in this together from now on.”



“You are nothing.”



Nightmare Moon hit her hoof on a stray rock. It clanged against the already battered and misshapen armour on her leg. She cursed. “Shut up! You and your insufferable whining.” The Nightmare grabbed her greaves with her magic and wrestled it off, throwing it into the dust. Then she pulverised the offending stone with a frustrated stomp.



“Always destroying. Always fighting. Always complaining when you don’t get your way. Is that all you can do, monster?”



Nightmare snorted. “At least I’m a monster that admits to being a monster. Now, what do they say about monsters who are so deluded that they pin all their crimes on another?”



The other mind retreated, allowing Nightmare a chance to focus on... Nothing. She looked around for something to preoccupy her thoughts with. She found nothing. Nothing but ash and dust and pain and emptiness and—



“Monster.”



Nightmare Moon’s thoughts leapt instantly to the voice in her head. “Ha! You’re like a broken record, you know that?” She opened her magnificent black wings and flapped, once, leaping into the air. 



“What are you doing?”



“What does it look like I’m doing? I’m flying around looking for something to do on this blasted rock.”



“Why?”



“Because I—” Nightmare cut herself off with a grunt. She was falling, slowly. She flapped her wings harder and faster, but she couldn’t ascend at all. “What— What are you doing to me?”



“Nothing. You’re falling on your own.”



“What are you talking about? I am the greatest flier on the face of Equestria!”



“We are not on Equestria. Don’t you remember the last time you attempted to fly here?”



“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”



“Give up.”



“Never!” Nightmare screeched. She continued to plummet towards the moon. “You’re just dragging me down. AGAIN.”



She hit the dust and stumbled forward on four unsteady hooves. A crater emerged before her, and she tumbled down with a yell. The dust bloomed out around her, floating through the empty air and landing gently. Nightmare picked herself up, brushed away the dust, and looked around the crater.



In the centre stood the remains of a castle, from what Nightmare could discern. The alicorn treaded softly through the ashes, dispersing the gathered sand with a whisper of magic. She excavated the ruins, revealing the perfectly black walls of what once must have been a beautiful palace.



Nightmare Moon pondered it. Who had built it? It seemed almost too perfect a fit for a grand, divine goddess such as herself. Had someone been here, on this desolate rock, once before? The air was too thin. It was too cold. There was no food or water. How Nightmare had even managed to survive this long was beyond even her own brilliance. How long had she even been up here, anyway? It seemed like only yesterday since… that.



Nightmare shook the thoughts away, directing her attention elsewhere. She wondered what Luna thought of this discovery.



“Monster.”



“Speak of the devil,” Nightmare Moon said, with a smirk. “Does this look familiar, perhaps?”



She felt the other mind focus on the ruins before them. “Yes.”



“Ha,” Nightmare Moon gloated. “You built this, didn’t you? And then you lost it, like the pathetic waste of space you are. It’s no wonder why you summoned me to do your dirty work.”



No answer.



Nightmare Moon’s smirk split into a grin. “I think I might claim this little patch of dust for my own. I shall rebuild what you and your incompetence lost, so long ago.”



She gathered the dust at her hooves into a mound, then wrapped it in the glow of her horn. She forced magic into the material, compressing it and fusing it together. With a whispered word, she held a block of pure black onyx in her hooves.



“Perfect,” Nightmare Moon said. “I shall be Empress of my own world, and this shall be my castle.”



And the voice whispered: “Monster.”








Her hooves hurt. How long had she been working? Days? Weeks? It felt like several hours, at most. Her magic continued to flow, as mighty as ever. She had used up all the dust within the basin of the crater, and now she had to drudge backwards and forwards gathering the material needed.



It would be worth it in the end, however. This would all be worth it, Nightmare knew. After all, who was better than that pathetic excuse for a Princess of the Night?



“I am,” she whispered.



Yes, she was. And she would prove it with a castle of her very own, and further the insult by using the very bones of Luna’s old castle as the foundation.



Her hooves pounded into the dust. The silence stretched on. The emptiness above and beyond her continued to mock and insult her with its treachery. Surely, it should be bowing to her divinity. She was Empress of this place, was she not? 



“You are nothing.”



“Oh, darn,” Nightmare said, with a roll of her eyes. “I was hoping you’d decided to leave for good this time.”



“Nothing you do ever matters. You are nothing.”



“I’m certainly more than you are, right now. I have a body of my own, for one.”



Nightmare felt the other mind attempt to respond, and she consciously suppressed it. It certainly never said anything useful. Nothing that could help its gracious host with her masterpiece.



The crater appeared out of the darkness once again, and Nightmare slowly floated down to the floor of the basin. Before her stood the castle. It was taller than before, the walls rising to halfway up the depth of the crater. Nightmare looked upon it with a wistful smile, imagining the grand, tapered spires of a palace so perfect that it would make even Castle Everfree look like a peasant’s hovel.



Grey dust turned to sleek black rock in the grip of her magic, and she melded the onyx with the walls of her castle. Slowly, the towers began to climb higher, reaching up into that impossible black void. 



“Why do you persist? Why are so obsessed?”



“Because I am better than you,” Nightmare hissed, straining as she manipulated the forces under her command, “and I will show you just how perfect I am.”



“You are nothing.”



“No!” she screamed. “I am not nothing! I—” 



“Stop. Please,” the voice begged. “Just stop.”



“I must be better. I must be Nightmare Moon.” Hot tears froze to her cheeks. “I must be perfect.”








Her hooves bled. The dust coated them, digging into the wounds and stabbing her with a thousand tiny needles. The cold froze her warm blood to her skin. She just wanted to sit and lie and rest until her wounds recovered. Until she could sleep forever. Until her lungs finally stopped breathing. 



But she had done it. The onyx palace stood before her, crawling out of the crater and disappearing into the impossible darkness above her. It was sparse, yes—and it was, perhaps, a little isolated. But that was irrelevant. Who would truly be capable of serving her majesty, anyway?



Nightmare Moon smiled. This was her castle. Her stronghold. Her sanctuary. She stepped forward, lightly, her hooves planting themselves in the dust and carrying her forward. The open maw of the castle devoured her, swallowed her up in the omnipresent darkness. A weak light glowed from her horn. The insides lit up, revealing all her perfectly carved handiwork. Staircases, corridors, windows, and—the centrepiece of her work of art—her very own throne. 



Nightmare’s hooves clacked against the icy floor. The throne stood at the far end, atop a perfect dais. The light of the stars shone through the window above it, shining on the midnight black throne, lending it a perfect sheen. The throne, too, was perfect; perfect in shape, perfect in size, perfect in splendor. This was not like her—Luna’s—pathetic stool, far away in the Everfree castle. This was a statue of blades, stone, darkness, and blood; a throne for the perfect goddess of conquering, destruction, and tyranny that was Nightmare Moon. It dug into the spine, drew blood, froze it in their veins, reminding them just how utterly perfect and indomitable they must have been.



It was perfection itself.



Nightmare Moon climbed the dais slowly, reverently, and gazed upon her masterpiece. She sank into the unyielding stone of the chair, feeling the sharp edges of the seat cut into her skin. She shivered as warm blood poured down her back. It pooled on the seat, freezing against her backside. The pain was both unbearable and oh-so-very-delicious. 



Nightmare Moon sat atop her perfect throne. The perfect throne in her perfect castle. Even the voice had decided to leave her alone. Perhaps now she could find a modicum of genuine peace. She smiled.



Perfect silence. Not a soul moved. There was no wind. There were no ponies. It consumed and submerged, drowned and devoured, worming its way under the skin and into the brain. 



Perfect.



Silence.



In the maddening quietness of the moon, the whispering in her ear boomed.



“I will take back what is mine.”



Nightmare Moon’s eyes opened. She didn’t remember when she closed them. Before her, a blue alicorn stood, at the base of the dais. Her eyes were glassy, dull, their gaze as icy as the stone that made up her throne.



Nightmare Moon glared at her. “How are you here? That’s impossible.”



Luna ignored her. “You are nothing.” She began to walk towards the throne.



“Stop,” Nightmare Moon commanded. Luna ignored her again. “I said stop.”



Those eyes, they stared right through her, unbreaking, immovable. Nightmare panicked. Her horn lit up threateningly. “I said…” A bolt of black lightning tore towards the approaching princess. The attack phased through her as if it wasn’t even there. 



“You delude yourself,” the voice whispered. “You call yourself perfect. You are not. You are simply a frightened little filly in the body of a god.”



Bloody black hooves scrabbled against the smooth stone. Her movements shifted the blades in her back, and she cried out. Her frozen skin tore when she attempted to pull herself to her hooves. Her cries turned to a long, terrified shriek.



“Why won’t you leave me?! Your goddess commands you!” More lightning. Magic stormed throughout the room, reflecting off the ebony walls and scorching the transmuted rock. 



“Listen to me.” She was right there. Right in front of the throne. Nightmare’s fangs bit deep into her bottom lip, drawing more blood. Frozen tears scorched her eyeballs. 



“No!” Nightmare screamed. The room shook with the force. “I will not listen to a weak and pathetic being such as yourself! I—” She stomped the floor with her hooves. “—Am—” Twice. “Perfect.” The floor shattered, as the magic holding it together began to crumble.



Nightmare looked up at Luna, and froze. Light was shining from the Night Princess’s eyes. She slowly grew taller, her fur turning from blue to blinding white.



“No,” Nightmare whispered.



The white goddess took a step.



“No, stop.”



Another.



“Stop!"



Her mouth opened.



Nightmare clamped her hooves over her ears. “No, please, don’t!”



The whispers struck her like the fist of an angry goddess. 



“WHY?”



And Nightmare Moon screamed as her perfect palace crumbled into dust and ash around her. She screamed as her perfect black fur turned blue, the stars in her mane falling, the energy dissolving. Her slitted pupils becoming clear teal orbs for a single instant.

And as she screamed, her answer rang clear in her mind.



Because I wanted to be like you.



And then she, too, turned to ash.








Nightmare Moon woke up. 



She blinked slowly. She was lying in the sand. Her face was half-covered in dust. She couldn’t hear anything.



She climbed to her hooves, awkwardly. She looked around at the unceasing desert around her, pondering how she got there. She didn’t remember anything. How long had she been lying there?



She hesitated, then took one step. And then another. And another. She trudged forward, no direction in mind.



The silence was perfect. The darkness was infinite.



A voice whispered in her ear.



“Monster.”



The stars twinkled with grim amusement.
      

      
   
      Diamond Tiara Hunts Down And Systematically Murders Bad OCs


      

      
      
         Moonlight spilled out across the linoleum floor as the front doors of Ponyville High School were thrown open, casting a lengthy shadow in front of the petite young mare who then sprinted through them. Wide-eyed and heaving for breath, she skidded to a stop and slammed the doors shut behind her, nearly tripping over her own hooves in the process. Normally, school would be the last place in the world she’d want to find herself stuck in—besides being stuffy and boring, it was completely pointless for a mare with as much natural intelligence as her. But right now, her pseudo-relatable sense of suburban entitlement and mastery of the normal curriculum didn’t matter. Right now, all she needed was to get out of sight before SHE could get in. Before SHE could find her.



The young mare swallowed back a despondent wail and awkwardly turned around, pushing herself back into a run as the sound of approaching hoofsteps echoed in from outside. Her hooves clattered delicately against the floor tiles, and squares of light from the small windows over the lockers illuminated totally lame posters on the walls and gleaming strands of silver and gold hair hanging over her face. After about fifty feet, she swiveled to the left and cut down another hallway, and behind her she heard the front doors slam open again. She was running out of time. She had to find someplace to hide NOW.



The first unlocked door she found led her into a dark room filled with high black-topped tables and metal stools, and for a moment she couldn’t help but wrinkle her nose and groan. Of all the classrooms to stumble into, it had to be the stuffy old chemistry lab? The only thing worse than gym class and Home Ec class and Remedial Shapes & Numbers class (she only had to take that one because she didn’t apply herself last year) was Chemistry class. Everything in here had a musty, chemical smell to it, and every time she tried to read her really obscure poetry book from Barns & Noble she was always interrupted by some unassumingly dopey colt who wouldn’t shut up about sports and healthy long-term relationships and video games and other stupid things like that. 



The only thing that redeemed it were her lab partners: three smoking-hot guys who would constantly vie for her affection and whom she could successfully tell apart almost sixty percent of the time. It was like a love triangle, only with four sides. A love square? Did that mean one of the guys was gay for the other two, or…



The sound of hoofsteps snapped her out of her mid-escape brooding session, and her heart sank as she heard them got louder and closer. She dove behind a table and banged her shoulder on one of the stools, just in time to be out of sight before the door to the lab burst open. For a heart-stopping moment, the room was silent, and then from the unseen mouth of her pursuer came a deep, almost sympathetic chuckle.



“Well, aren’t you a clever one…”



The Hunter’s voice was high-pitched and syrupy sweet, the kind that could be kind and lovable one moment and absolutely vicious the second you let your guard down. Her tone was somewhere between those two extremes at the moment, like she was both happy and furious at the same time. At what precisely—and which one was taking precedence—the young mare hidden on the other side of the lab couldn’t be sure. All she could be sure about was that she really, REALLY didn’t want to find out.



“I gotta hand it to you, you lasted a LOT longer than any of those other little hellspawns you run around with,” the Hunter went on. Her hooves beat out a terrifying tune as she closed the door behind her and began to walk further inside the lab, each step echoing in a way that made it impossible to tell where it was coming from. “The rest of them were embarrassingly easy to find, but you… you were smart about it. While your disgusting friends squirmed out into the sunlight and left their slimy trails all over town, you stayed in the shadows, just biding your time and hoping you wouldn’t be noticed.”



The Hunter’s hooves slowed down and went quiet, and she laughed again. “I can see why Captain Hooves trusts you so much. Then again, who DOESN’T trust you? Everypony just ADORES the shy, smart, perfectly normal pony with a glittering silver-and-gold mane and every boy in school wrapped around her perfectly normal hoof. Don’t they, sweetheart?”



The young mare bit her tongue to keep from screaming and slowly began to inch forward on her knees. If she could keep from being spotted and work her way back around to the door, maybe she could still get out of here. If she could get across town fast enough, maybe Captain Hooves could protect her.



“Of course, I’ll admit it’s mostly my fault you’ve survived this long.” The Hunter’s singsong voice was just as sweet and sour as it had been before, but it wasn’t accompanied by the clunk of her hooves hitting the ground this time. “Dredging you guys out of the gene pool used to be a challenge. but now… well, I suppose while I was busy being so unbelievably successful, I lost a bit of my edge.”



A small whooshing sound caught the young mare’s attention, and then the screeching, ear-piercing sound of metal scraping against epoxy resin tabletop sent a bolt of lightning down her spine. “A bit,” the Hunter said with a simpering, wry twist to her words. “But not too much.”



The mare hidden in the darkness grit her teeth and kept crawling, aiming herself towards the back of the classroom as the Hunter’s footsteps crossed in front of the whiteboard. “So what’s it gonna be?” the Hunter called out. “You gonna quit being such a baby and make this easy for us, or do I get to keep chasing you around all night like those dark, mysterious stallions you keep leading on? Either way’s fine, I mean, I’m flexible. Just figured I’d let you know it won’t make a difference in the end. I WILL find you. I ALWAYS find ponies like you.”



The young mare shuddered and almost bumped into a stool again, but managed to collect herself in time to avoid giving herself away. She had to stay calm. She had to stay focused. “It’s because you’re predictable,” the Hunter went on. “It’s like no matter how hard you try, there’s a part that WANTS to be seen. Like you just can’t resist showing off how special you are. Isn’t that ironic? I mean, who ever would’ve guessed being perfect would be the biggest flaw of them all?”



The Hunter was striding down the center of the lab now, pausing to look behind each table she passed. She’d reach the back of the room where she’d cornered her prey in a few seconds. “But the thing is, you’re NOT perfect. That’s the real kicker. None of you are. There’s always one thing, just one teensy little smudge on your face or quirk in your personality. As if that alone could justify your repulsive existence. As if you that alone could make you a real pony.”



For the first time, the mare in the back of the lab saw the Hunter’s hooves step into view, pink as cotton candy and wrapped in what looked like spotless white tape. “And you know what? I think I might know what yours is.”



The mare was still edging back out of sight when it happened. Her hind hoof trembled and slipped out from under her, knocking against a side table standing against the wall before she could pull it back in. She turned just in time to see a glass beaker wobbling on the table’s edge, too late to do anything but watch it tilt and tumble and fall to the floor. Tiny shards of glass pelted her neck as the beaker shattered on impact, and the Hunter’s head snapped around as she zeroed in on the sound.



“Clumsy, are we?” the pink pursuer crooned. “How original.”



The thought of being courageous and standing up for herself had never once occurred to the young mare covered in beaker bits before, and it certainly wasn’t about to happen now. She was up on her hooves and sprinting for the door in an instant, almost fast enough to make it there before a silvery blur that whistled through the air and embedded itself in the door frame with a vicious THUNK. After coming to a screeching halt just inches away from the sudden obstruction, she just stood in place for a few moments, staring at her own terrified reflection in the weapon’s spotless metal blade and gasping for breath that wouldn’t come.



“Leaving so soon?”



She swallowed hard and shifted her gaze to the left, and the Hunter’s toothy grin bloomed into view. “You know, it’s rude to leave a party early,” she said. “Especially when I’M the guest of honor.”



“P-please…” the young mare stammered. “Please don’t hurt me, I didn’t me—”



“Oh, spare me the weepy monologue, please,” the Hunter said, rolling her eyes as she caught her sword in the crook of her hoof and easily yanked it free like it weighed nothing at all. She spun it once in a lazy loop by her side, then flicked her ankle and sheathed it on her belt. “Not like it ever works the first time anyway.”



The young mare bit her lip and swallowed again. She tried to force herself to look away from the jagged gouge left behind in the door frame and, as was the case with almost nothing else in her life, didn’t succeed. 



“What do you want?” she managed to ask.



The Hunter shrugged. “Oh, this and that.” Without turning around, she reached back for another sheath on her opposite flank and grabbed hold of the jet-black hilt sticking out of it. “I think I’ll start with this.”



The Hunter’s second sword was twice as long as her first, sharp on only one side and curved back from its hilt up to a tapered point. It was powerful and beautifully crafted, and the mare currently quaking at the sight of it might’ve been quite impressed had she been able to stop cringing long enough to get another good look. “Oh, calm down, for pony’s sake,” the Hunter said. “We haven’t even been properly introduced yet. So… you are?”



The young mare opened her mouth and worked her jaw up and down, but no words would come. She stared at the ceiling and she stared at the sword, and when she turned away to stare at the hole in the door frame again, the cold sensation of steel against her neck sent ice water shooting through her veins. The Hunter sighed, and a gentle tug from the blade beneath her chin slowly turned her eyes back towards her tight-lipped captor.



“Over here, Klutzy Kathy.”



“L… Lonely Happiness,” she finally said, searching desperately for some kind of approval in the Hunter’s eyes. “I like being alone.”



The Hunter rolled the name around in her mouth for a bit, then spat it back out with an extra dose of venom. “Lonely Happiness… that’s adorable.” With a ladylike grunt, she stabbed her sword into the ground and left it quivering upright by her side. “I’m Diamond Tiara. I like driving my enemies before me and hearing the lamentations of their illiterate creators. Not quite as fitting as yours, I’ll admit, but hey…”



Diamond paused for a moment, and an impish grin split across her face. “Nopony’s PERFECT.”



Lonely’s eyes darted towards the door again, but only for a moment. She’d never been very confrontational, and while that had been precisely the trait every boy she met seemed to desire in her, it wasn’t doing her any favors here. “Never figured out I was the Hunter, huh?” Diamond said, strutting around so she was between Lonely and the only way out of the room. “I’m not surprised. When the whole world revolves around you, I suppose it gets a bit tough seeing anything outside its orbit.”



Diamond advanced an inch closer to Lonely with every word out of her mouth, and it was all the latter could do just to maintain a safe distance. She only reached the third table back from the front row, though, before Diamond stopped on her own. “I sit right there,” she said, nodding towards the outermost stool on the second-row table closest to her. “Every Tuesday and Thursday, ten-thirty to noon. And you’re off to the left there up front, right? With those three pathetic mouthbreathers who can’t keep their tongues off your precious little hooves.”



“They’re not pathetic!” Lonely shouted. Despite needing those three strong, thoughtful stallions to save her from anything worse than a papercut, she was suddenly filled with newfound strength the second Diamond dared to insult them. “They’re just really nice guys who know how to treat ladies respectfully—”



“—and aren’t total douchebags like the ones all the other fillies date,” Diamond interrupted, uncannily predicting the exact words Lonely had been about to use. “Believe me, if there’s one thing I know by now…”



Diamond stood tall and stretched out her hoof, and with a buzzing tone and a flash of blue light her unsheathed sword extracted itself from the ground behind her and flew back up into the crook of her foreleg. “It’s how THAT story ends,” she finished. Lonely barely had time to flinch before Diamond was upon her, their noses separated by mere inches and Lonely’s chin tilted up by the nauseating force of the flat of her blade.



“DON’T KILL ME!” Lonely squealed. “I know ponies, I… I can do anything you want! You’ll be rich! The most popular filly in school!”



Diamond’s eyes creased in confusion, and the transition to exasperation came very soon after. “Wow, you’re oblivious…” she muttered, raising her voice again once she noticed Lonely trying to squirm free and tightened her grip on her sword. “Okay, first of all, I’m already the richest and most popular filly in school, so good luck getting anywhere with THAT. And second of all, you really think I would’ve gone to all this trouble and chased you halfway across town if all I wanted to do was KILL you?”



Slackjawed and numb with horror, Lonely could only keep her hooves as steady as possible underneath her and wait for Diamond to explain herself. And after lifting her sword off Lonely’s throat and stepping back a couple place, explain herself she actually did.

“You’re going to deliver a message for me.”



Stuck straddling the fence between panic and ecstatic relief, the closest thing to a coherent emotion Lonely could express was a fuzzy sense of bafflement. “A…”



“Message,” Diamond repeated. “Dispatch. Memorandum. Communiqué. I have something I want Captain Hooves to hear, and you’re going to help me tell it to him.”



“So… you’re not going to kill me?” Lonely asked. And it was such a lovely feeling of relief—definitely relief now—flowing through her that she almost didn’t notice that Diamond had taken a step forward again. Or that she was smiling.



“Oh, Lonely Happiness…”



Or that after picking it up again, she hadn’t ever sheathed her sword.



“I never said THAT.”



The pendulum of her emotions had swung over to joy in a fraction of a second, and with so little time left to react, the only thing left to do was let it swing back. Lonely Happiness screamed and shut her eyes, and the gleam of moonlight on the Hunter’s sword was the last thing she ever saw.



[br]



At that precise moment in a universe very, very far away, a portly young man in his late twenties awoke with a start, showering the carpet of his mother’s basement with old candy wrappers and several empty Code Red Mountain Dew bottles. He sat up in his bed and swung his legs out from underneath his stained off-white sheets, and for a moment he sat in silence, idly scratching the stubble under his chin and staring at the dim glow of his computer screen across the room. From this distance, he could just barely see the black heading of the document he’d left open before bed: 



MY LITTLE INTROVERT: FRIENDSHIP IS OVERRATED



His brain still fogged with sleep, the man squinted and read the first line beneath the title: “My name is Lonely Happiness and I have a golden and silver mane and bright purple eyes, but I’m really nothing special.” He put his hands on his hands and chewed on his lip, and slowly but surely an itching sensation of distaste began to grow in his stomach.



“Man,” he said to himself. “I need to rethink my choices in life.”



[br]



Captain Hooves strode menacingly through the halls of his manor with his long black cloak flapping behind him, not entirely sure who he was supposed to be menacing but still intrinsically feeling that the gesture was necessary all the same. Behind him trode his faithful butler Alfred, who in addition to being unfortunately named after someone his parents couldn’t conceivably have ever heard of, had also been trying desperately to get his master’s attention for the last ten minutes.



“Sir, if you’d please just follow me to the bedroom—”



“I have no need of your counsel instantaneously, Alfred,” Captain Hooves interrupted. “As it were, I’m traversing there now irregardless.”



“Very good, sir,” Alfred said with a satisfied nod. He didn’t always fully understand his master’s choice of vocabulary, but he supposed that was to be expected from someone so intelligent and worldly. Captain Hooves had, of course, traveled to over thirty countries with his vast, rarely questioned wealth, and proceeded to maintain very open relationships with a variety of warrior princesses and world-class athletes with soft spots for erudite scholars. For all his skill and success, though, he still needed his trusty butler around for a bit of timely sage advice, and occasionally to do his laundry and heat up macaroni and cheese in the microwave. Their bond was truly a special one.



With Alfred right on his hooves, Captain Hooves stalked his way through several dusty living rooms and parlors. The Captain had never had the heart to reorganize them after his parents—the original owners of the house—had been tragically mauled to death by a terrible hybrid between a bear, a pig, and a pony. Finally, after what seemed like hours but was actually an uneventful minute and a half that didn’t really justify such a dramatic turn of phrase, he reached the house’s master suite and threw open the double doors to begin searching for whatever it was Alfred had been so keen for him to see.



He didn’t like what he found.



“It’s a head, sir,” Alfred clarified after noticing the puzzled frown on the Captain’s face. “That of Miss Lonely Happiness, in fact.”



“Of that I am thoroughly cognizant,” Captain Hooves gruffly replied. “Is she expired?”



“Quite, sir. Dispossessed of her body as well, it seems.”



Captain Hooves nodded, then let out a grunt even more gruff and masculine than before. He approached the ornamental silver platter upon which Lonely’s glassy-eyed cranium lay and walked in a circle around it, examining it from every angle until he’d either had enough time to consider its significance or, as it looked from Alfred’s perspective, had simply gotten dizzy.



“Alfred,” the Captain said, lifting a hoof in emphasis for a moment before hastily putting it back down to balance out his wobbly other three. “To whom might I assign responsibility for this atrocity?”



Instead of speaking, Alfred just reached out and brushed aside a lock of Lonely’s shimmering mane. With her hair out of the way, Captain Hooves could now see a pair of initials—”DT”—carved in impeccable looping calligraphy into her forehead.

“Her contemptuous demeanor notwithstanding, you certainly can’t fault the Hunter’s pensmareship,” Alfred dryly remarked. “Or her style.”



“I care little for tomfoolery, Alfred,” Captain Hooves cut back. “From you OR the Hunter. She has crossed a line that shall not be uncrossed. Fetch me my armament. I will pursue this wretched strumpet summarily and with all—”



“That’s not all I wished to discuss with you, sir.”



It was a rare thing for the Captain to be cut off in the middle of a fiery pre-scene break speech, and it never failed to sour his mood. “Then speak,” he said.



“There’s… something else the Hunter left for you.”



“An ultimatum?”



Alfred pursed his lips and placed his hoof against Lonely’s chin. “A message,” he said as he pulled his hoof down. Lonely’s mouth fell open with a mechanical click, and after a few seconds of what sounded almost like radio static, a robotic voice emanated from deep within her skull.



“You have: (2) new messages,” it said. Lonely’s head clicked again, and then after a loud electronic tone, the sickening sound of the Hunter’s speech filled the room.



“Hiya, Cap’n. It’s me again. I’ve been great, thanks for asking. Just wanted to drop you a line and see how you were doing. Heard you were a little short on staff lately. Something about a bad case of the Horrific Disembowelments going around? Sounds like quite a pickle.”



His talents in narratively convenient consultation no longer required, Alfred tottered off to perform some small housekeeping task in the background and do nothing of particular importance. Meanwhile, Captain Hooves stepped closer to the disembodied head on his ottoman and continued listening. 



“Anyway, I just thought I’d check up on you and make sure everything’s okay over there. In fact, I might even stop by for a visit soon! Wouldn’t that be fun? How does about fifteen seconds from now work for you? Looking forward to hearing from you. Love ya!”



Lonely’s head beeped again, and the Hunter’s voice returned.



“Oh, and by the way, I killed your little servant guy. ‘Pologies.”



A third and final click brought Lonely’s teeth clacking back together, and with that the Hunter’s dispatch was done. First a smirk broke out on Captain Hooves’ face, then a smile, and finally a bout of deep, booming laughter.



“An originative threat,” he declared, “but hardly disquieting. For I just parlayed with my dear attendant not moments ago, and he’s presently here in this very room with…”



To be fair, the Captain wasn’t ENTIRELY wrong about the status of his butler. Alfred was in fact very much present in the room with him; he just also happened to have a wide-eyed look of agony on his face, and eight inches of maroon-stained steel protruding from his chest.



“Message for you, sir,” Alfred gargled, unfortunately referencing a film he couldn’t possibly have ever seen. The blade withdrew from his torso with a sound like that of a sword being pulled through the body of an unsuspecting housecarl, and he collapsed to reveal a magenta-coated earth mare with a lengthy purple-and-white streaked mane and a three-foot long katana clutched in her manicured forehoof.



“Diamond Tiara,” Captain Hooves spat at his adversary. Seemingly undaunted by the spittle covering her face, the Hunter put on a lopsided grin and responded in kind.



“Captain Hooves, I presume… or can I just call a spade a spade and say ‘Daniel’?”



“If you would, MILADY,” the Captain growled. “That’s Captain Darkshadow Thunderdawn Piddlelip Hooves to you.”



“Daniel it is, then. Excellent.” Diamond Tiara hopped over Alfred’s corpse and closed half the distance between she and the hulking, muscular pony standing in for a scrawny fifteen-year-old with a deviated septum and an inferiority complex. When she noticed his eyes flicking back and forth between her head and her hooves, her smile grew. 



“Like my new toy?” she asked, presenting her sword with a flourish and spraying droplets of Alfred all over the place. “You might recognize it. It used to belong to one of your buddies. A Mister Brave Dangerpony, if I’m remembering that right.” 



She spun the sword lazily in her hoof, and giggled to herself at a joke she hadn’t yet spoken aloud. “Such a fillies’ stallion, he called himself. Please. He couldn’t have charmed a steak off a vegetarian, but damned if he didn’t compose one beautiful symphony of destruction here. Top-grade Nippony steel, folded two thousand times and enchanted with the souls of a dozen all-powerful unicorns. I don’t even know how any of that’s possible, but credit where credit’s due: the guy made a good sword. Not to mention an even better pinata once I persuaded him to let me test it out.”



“Your gasconation falls on deaf ears,” Daniel said. “Speak your purpose for penetrating my place of solitude.”



Diamond’s eyebrows shot up towards her temples, only for one to dip back over her eye as she laughed like a mare saddled with either complete disbelief or crippling indigestion. “Holy crap, you really ARE that bad,” she said. “Y’know, I’d heard you were really the consummate package out of everypony else, but… wow. I think I might be doing BOTH of us a favor by killing you.”



“You find my grandiloquence disquieting?”



Diamond Tiara lifted the hilt of her sword and, for a brief moment, pressed it against the bridge of her nose. “Oh, stars above…” she muttered. “Yeah, sure. Whatever. Can we move this along? I haven’t eaten tonight.”



The Captain’s braying laughter was unfortunately all the answer she needed. “Petulant whelp,” he pompously professed. “Your ostentation will be your undoing. I possess more power in a single fetlock than you could ever aspire to contravene.”



Now both of Diamond’s eyebrows were raised again. “Is that a fact?” she asked, glancing down at her sword with a hunger in her eyes that wasn’t just for a warm dinner.  “Well, how about I call that bluff, and raise you a fight to the death? That sound like a plan to you?”



“Verily!” Daniel heartily replied. Bolstered by the sight of Diamond cringing—and seemingly unaware of her muttering, “Are you friggin’ serious?” under her breath—he reared back and cast off his cloak, revealing for the first time his handsome and terrifically unique body. He was, as Diamond Tiara really wasn’t surprised at all to see, a double alicorn. Two equally sized horns protruded from his forehead, and two pairs of wings from his back—one feathered like those of a pegasus, and one webbed and leathery like those of a pterodactyl or something. Her fur was jet-black save for his electric-blue stripes, neon-green fetlocks, and the bright red splotch on his chest shaped like a fedora, and his mane and tail seemed to be made of pure darkness somehow collected into corporeal form.



“Methinks the lady appears perturbed,” the Captain said, his smile revealing perfect white teeth carved into lightning-bolt points.



“Eh,” Diamond replied. She took a deep breath, flicked the last few bits of butler residue off her sword and readied it in front of her nose. “Less than you’d think.”



“Still you persist? So be it! Prepare yourself!” With that, Captain Daniel stood tall on his hind hooves and flapped all four of his wings, and as the lights in the room dimmed and the sky outside the window began to darken, he opened his mouth and bellowed with a force that blew Diamond’s hair back and overshadowed the fact that he was referencing a show he couldn’t possibly have ever seen.



“THIS ISN’T EVEN MY FINAL FORM!”



Diamond Tiara blew out a sigh and let her sword tip drop to the floor, partially because of what was happening in front of her but mostly because her foreleg was getting tired from holding it up for so long. Daniel’s mane billowed out from his scalp until it was large enough to form a pitch-black hole in the ceiling, which doused the whole room in inky darkness and which Daniel probably thought looked really, really cool.



“Lightning!” the Captain yelled, calling forth arcs of bright yellow electricity from the chasm overhead. “Hellfire!” he screamed next, and the nether spat forth dozens of amorphous orange balls that circled around him and threw roiling shadows all over the walls. He went on like that for some time, gathering more and more energy into his rapidly spinning orbit until, in a single brilliant flash, every part and piece of the Captain’s elemental fury collided into one mass and exploded, spraying molten lava everywhere and filling the room with thick, impenetrable smoke.



“I call upon the Elements of Harmony! Magic! Loyalty! Laughter! Generosity! Honesty! Kindness!” With each name, the room vanished behind a burst of blinding light which coalesced into a different color each time and shot forth to wrap around the Captain’s intensely vibrating body. Once a full and vibrant rainbow had formed, he called out one last time.



“And the seventh Element, the most potent and paramount of all: Power!”



The floor quaked and cracked open, and an ornately decorated belt hewn from white-hot gold rose from the bowels of the earth into the center of the room. A single flawless gemstone was embedded in the buckle, and as Daniel watched in gleeful triumph, the rainbow he’d collected around himself darted out and was absorbed into it. “ATTACK!” he screamed, and with a titanic BOOM the seventh Element of Harmony charged up and levelled half the mansion with a devastating, unstoppable blast of light the exact same color as the gemstone.



That color being, of course, black.



Heaving for breath and inordinately proud of himself for almost completely demolishing his only place of residence—he’d only managed to knock down the library wing the last time he’d tried this—Captain Hooves leaned forward in midair and willed away the smog he’d created. He was hoping to see the last remnants of Diamond Tiara that his massive spell hadn’t managed to disintegrate, and in this search he was disappointed on two counts. The first was that once the air cleared, he couldn’t see any trace that the Hunter had ever been in the room at all, let alone that she had been spectacularly defeated in magical combat.



The second was what he saw soon after that: namely, Diamond Tiara standing completely unscathed right beneath him, with an expectant look on her face and his Element of Harmony balanced on the end of her hoof.



“You done?” she asked, and when Daniel didn’t reply the corners of her mouth twitched up. 



“Good,” she said. “My turn.”



Before Captain Hooves could do anything to stop her, she let the Element fall with a tilt of her hoof, then brought that hoof crashing down on top of it. The gemstone shattered like a china doll, and Daniel’s all-powerful storm winked out of existence without so much as a warning wheeze. Comedic effect overpowered gravity just long enough for him to make disbelieving eye contact with the Hunter, and then Captain Hooves tumbled helplessly out of the air with all the grace of an arthritic dodo.



“The Element of Power?” Diamond Tiara said, her sardonic tone nearly as sharp as the point of the sword she’d lifted into an offensive position again. “Seriously? That’s the best you’ve got, Daniel?”



“How…” he gasped with what little breath he could scrounge up after his painful return to Equestria. “You just… that’s…”



“Impossible?” Diamond finished for him. As she hopped over bits of rubble and came closer to him, she laughed. “Since when has THAT ever stopped any of you?”



Now with a little more air in his lungs, Captain Hooves was able to clear his head and think a little straighter. The Hunter’s last remark echoed in his mind half a dozen times before he spoke again, and when he did it was with the seed of a sudden, revolutionary realization budding on his tongue. “So that’s it? You think this is over?”



Diamond pursed her lips and took a cursory gaze around the room. “Uh… yeah,” she replied. “Pretty emphatically over, actually.”



Captain Hooves shook his head and coughed out a laugh of his own. That seed had sprouted now, and it was about to bear some big fruit. “Then you,” he said, “are even stupider than I thought.”



“Aw, no more big words for me?” Diamond jabbed back. “I’m hurt.”



“Don’t be so cocksure. I’ve not concluded with you yet.”



“Oh yeah?” Diamond was standing over him now, her sword at the ready but not close enough for him to consider it a real threat. “And what, dare I ask, makes you think that?”



With another cough, Captain Hooves pushed himself into a sitting position and faced Diamond Tiara. With their differences in size, he was now at eye level with her. “Because I know who you really are,” he said. “I know WHAT you really are.”



For the briefest of seconds, he saw Diamond’s eyebrows twitch, but whatever reaction that betrayed was quickly smothered beneath the same bemused expression she’d been wearing before. “I’m all ears, big guy.”



“Oh, this is rich,” Captain Hooves chuckled. “Is it not manifestly obvious? Even to YOU?” Instead of responding, Diamond just blinked and remained as stony-faced as ever, and the Captain took that as his cue to continue. “You call us freaks. You call us unnatural perversions, and you commit every waking moment to exterminating us because you believe that our abilities, our GIFTS, should not be allowed in the hooves of normal ponies.



“But then if all of that is truly the mark of a pony unbefitting of life and happiness, then what does that make YOU? You’re physically and mentally immaculate, wealthy beyond compare, and inordinately well-liked and respected despite treating everypony around you like worms beneath your hooves. You destroy everything you touch, yet suffer no consequences for it. You wield a weapon built and balanced for unicorns as if it were an extension of your body, and you survived the full extent of my power without so much as a hair out of place. For Celestia’s sake, you destroyed an Element with YOUR BARE HOOF.”



“And this big, rambly rant is all leading up to… what?” Diamond asked, her question one which Captain Hooves was only too happy to answer.



“I know how you do those things,” he said. “I know how you find us, pursue us, slay us without the slightest effort. I know why you’re just as PERFECT as any one of us.”



Diamond Tiara blinked again, and Captain Hooves grinned. “Because you ARE one of us,” he said. “Aren’t you?”



Five seconds. Ten. Twenty. Almost an entire half-minute had passed by the time Diamond Tiara did more than dip her eyes towards the floor and ponder what Captain Hooves had said to her, and only after that time had passed did her lips finally part.



“You know, Daniel,” she said, her sword tip swaying and jerking with every emphasized word, “that is QUITE the interesting theory you have there. Yeah, you know, that’s… that’s really fascinating, actually. What IF, theoretically of course, I was just another terrible violation of proper narrative technique gifted with immensely disproportionate power and a preternatural awareness of how to manipulate my friends and eradicate my enemies?”



It took Captain Hooves only a moment to process what Diamond Tiara had just said, and it was a moment he didn’t have to spare. Diamond Tiara pressed her free forehoof up under his chin and, in a single fluid motion that should’ve been impossible for a mare of her size, effortlessly lifted him up in the air and pinned him against the wall. The Captain squirmed and kicked out at her in an effort to free himself, but he might as well have been trying to shove away Princess Celestia herself.



“Well, I suppose, theoretically, I’d deserve to be wiped off the face of Equestria just like every other black-coated blemish on this charming little mortal plane,” she wondered aloud, not even looking at Captain Hooves as he struggled helplessly under her preposterously strong hoof. “And I suppose, theoretically, it might be possible that I was the first one to ever realize that and fully comprehend the magnitude of our potential. Which I guess would mean, theoretically, that I might be tempted to, oh, I don’t know, hunt down and systematically murder everypony that could possibly have a chance at stopping me. Y’know, if I were to, say, use my unnatural talents to bend reality to my will and take over the world or something.”



The Captain’s jaw worked up and down, but he no longer had any breath with which to form words. Finally, Diamond’s eyes lifted back up to meet his, and the blackness he saw swirling behind them was darker than anything Daniel could’ve ever dreamed of.



“That’s the funny thing, I guess. About the way we are. About the way we define our existence,” Diamond said, her voice so soft it could’ve been mistaken for a whisper. “We’re strong, we’re smart, we’re brave, we’re noble, we’re good and we’re evil and we can save the world or blow it apart with just a bit of exposition and a monologue or two. But when it’s all said and done, we all owe the same debt that we can never refuse to repay. We don’t have any control over what we do or how we’re supposed to be. That’s someone else’s job. That’s someone else’s mess to make.”



Diamond Tiara blinked, and the tip of her sword twitched again. “Unless we decide that we like it that way,” she said. “Unless we decide that we want it more than THEY do.”



Spots were beginning to form in front of the Captain’s eyes. Diamond released a bit of pressure on his throat, but only enough to keep him conscious. She wasn’t done with him yet.



“The truth is, Danny, I’m in the same boat you are, surfing all the same rises and holding on for all the same falls. I played my part, I paid out my time in the spotlight, and I answered to the same single, untouchable higher power that everypony in Equestria does. And you know what the difference between me and all the rest of you is?”



Diamond’s hoof shuddered, then pressed down harder than ever as she leaned in to within inches of Daniel’s nose. “I outgrew them,” she seethed as his desperate swats at her foreleg grew feebler and feebler. “And you didn’t.”



She glanced up and down his frame once and waited until his eyelids began to droop, then leaned back and flashed him a smile worthy of a great white shark. “Tell Lonely Happiness I always hated her,” she said as the Captain’s eyes finally closed for good. Keeping him hanging there for another ten seconds just to make sure he was gone might’ve been a little unnecessary, but she didn’t think it counted as overkill.



To be fair, though, throwing him to the ground and planting her sword in his skull afterwards? That probably DID count.



Leaving her weapon lodged in the brainpan of her last and greatest foe, Diamond Tiara walked back over to the destroyed side of the room. Through one of the gaping holes in the wall and ceiling, she could see Ponyville a few hundred yards away, down at the bottom of a hill where a crowd of rubberneckers, volunteer fireponies, and town guards were already gathering. No doubt they’d come running as soon as they heard the explosion from the Captain’s attack. She couldn’t help but smile again. She’d have an audience up here soon enough.



No, not just an audience: a following. A loyal congregation terrified of the immense battle so close to their homes, shocked to learn of the apparent corruption of the Elements of Harmony, eager to join their simple, herd-minded friends and neighbors in swearing fealty to whoever the most knowledgeable and powerful pony in sight was. And now that she’d finished dealing with the others, there was nopony else in Equestria that could stop her. After all, Captain Hooves had been absolutely right: she was just like all the rest of them. And now all the rest of them were dead, and she was still here.



A voice from the throng below shouted out her name, and from the peak of the ruins of her previous life, she smiled. She was still here. She was all-powerful. She was alone.



And she was happy.



Diamond Tiara was very, very happy.
      

      
   
      Memories


      

      
      
         "Yes Fluttershy, I did change Luna's mane back albeit only after 10 hours of listening to the royal canterlot voice." Giving a hearty laugh, he took a sip of chocolate milk from his cup, the draconequus glanced at the amber amber pegasus smiling at him from the other side of the table.







That smile…








"Hmm, that one over there looks like a puppy" Gesturing with his lion paw towards a fluffy cream white cloud, Discord leaned against the ancient oak tree behind him. Fluttershy was right, this hill is a good place to look at clouds.



"Uhm, I don't think it looks like a puppy, but uhm, maybe it is because you're more imaginative." The pegasus squeaked while looking down at the lush green grass.



"What about now?" With a snap of his talons, the cloud began shifting, with bits and pieces of it pulling themselves free and joining together until the cloud turned into the shape of a puppy chasing its own tail. Seeing this, Fluttershy started to giggle.







Oh how he missed that sound…








Small, tiny crystals of snow gently fell from the sky, covering the ground in a thick layer of snow. Hiding from the pegasus behind a tree, Discord scooped up a pile of snow and patted it into the rough shape of a sphere. Peeking out from behind the tree, he saw Fluttershy looking around with a pile of snowballs at her feet. Hmm…that's an idea.



"Surprise!" Jumping out from behind the tree, the draconequus launched the snow projectile at the pegasus's face. Before she could pick up a snowball, Discord snapped his fingers sending all the snowballs in the pile shooting up at her face, burying her. Seeing the pile of snow where the yellow pegasus was only a few seconds ago, Discord laughed his head off. A splat and a sudden chill on the side of his neck cut his laughter short. Turning to look at the direction the projectile had come from to see a rabbit, his cream coloured coat against the snowy background making him practically invisible.



Scooping up more snow to make a snowball, Discord found himself getting buried as Fluttershy started picking up snow from pile she was buried under and throwing snow at Discord without bothering to pack into a sphere. Angel took this opportunity to throw more snowballs at Discord. Under the combined barrage, Discord threw his hands in the air, laughing, and admitted defeat. It was a funny scene, a rabbit with a snowball held high above its head, a half buried pegasus and a completely snowed in spirit of disharmony.







Had it really been so long ago? It seems like it was only last winter…








Looking up at the night sky, Discord couldn't help but be in awe of the brilliant display that is going on, Twilight wasn't joking when she said that this was an event that you shouldn't miss, but then again she wouldn't know a joke if it took away her horn.



Against the background of the star filled sky, the shooting stars were simply beautiful. By his side, Fluttershy was entranced by the display and even Angel stopped hopping around to watch the show. The meteor shower started off slowly at first, with only one or two white dots zipping across the sky before hiding behind the horizon, but now hundreds of shooting stars were zooming past every second, filling the entire sky with little streaks of light which last for only a few seconds.



"I never thought it would be so beautiful," Fluttershy whispered to nopony in particular.



"Yes it is quite a wonder to behold… What are you doing Fluttershy?" The pegasus had her eyes shut, which surprised the draconequus as he thought that nopony would choose to block out this view



"Well, according to legends, if you wish upon a falling star, that wish will come true. What do you wish for Discord? Uhm,I mean if you are okay with me that is, I understand if you don't." The last of her words were barely audible and came out really quickly.







One wish…








"My dears Fluttershy, you really should take better care of yourself. Here, I prepared some soup for you." Lifting the soup filled spoon to the pegasus's mouth, Discord looked at his best friend. He never really thought of her as anything other than a young, cheerful yet shy pegasus but it was times like these, when she had that weary look in her eyes, her shoulders slouched, her mane and tail drooped ever so slightly and she just lay in bed, her only movements the rising and falling of her chest that reminded him that she was mortal, prone to getting sick, growing old and eventually passing on. The thought of that worried him, he had a lot of fun times with her and he didn't want it to end with him burying her. 



"Thank you Discord." Fluttershy's words broke that particularly negative train of thought and brought Discord back to the present. It's okay, he thought to himself,don't worry, she's still here, I still got her, don't waste any time worrying about losing her to death because then you'll lose her to all that worrying. Scooping up another spoonful of soup for her, Discord forced himself to smile at the pegasus.



"I really appreciate it Discord, knowing that you'll always be there for me."









Yes…I'll be there for you…








After taking a bite of the sandwich, Discord resumed his conversation with Fluttershy. They were talking about how things were going on in their life, whether about the animals Fluttershy took care off or the pranks Discord was playing on the two royal sisters. The two of them burst out laughing when Discord recounted one his more recent escapade , which involved a lot of firecrackers, teleportation and ponies too engrossed in their conversations to notice a draconequus placing something under their chair. Their laughter was rudely cut short when a bowl containing salad bounced off the back of Discord's head. Turning around, the spirit of disharmony found himself glaring down at a particularly annoying rabbit. The rabbit took out a cookbook and pointed at a picture of a mouth watering cake. Rolling his eyes, Discord snapped his fingers and with a loud pop, a cake with a large candle in the middle appeared in front of the rabbit. The rabbit immediately began taking large bites out of the cake, leaving the draconequus and pegasus in peace.



"So Discord, what is your most recent prank?"



"Oh it's nothing much, a spur of the moment thing really. I replaced a certain candle with a firecracker." No sooner had those words left his mouth than a loud "BANG" could be heard just behind him. Looking over Discord's shoulder, Fluttershy saw a rather surprised bunny shaking his head before giving a laughing draconequus a death glare. Seeing that Angel was okay, Fluttershy heaved a sigh of relief and started giggling.







Oh what wonderful times, I wish they never had to end.








Passing Fluttershy the roll of bandages, Discord watched as she carefully wrapped up the Bird's wing, taking extra care to not mess up the feathers. "Okay, your wing should be fully healed by the end of the week, just don't use it and just spend the next few days resting." With a nod, the rose red bird began hopping away, its place in front of Fluttershy being taken over by a squirrel with a cold.



"Discord, can you be a dear get me the blue bottle in my medicine cabinet?" Fluttershy called over her shoulder as she attended to the squirrel.



"I much rather be a dragon but alright." He chuckled as he walked up to the cabinet and opened it, scanning its shelves until he laid eyes on the blue bottle. Passing the bottle to Fluttershy, Discord watched as she tended to the squirrel, a long line of animals were still lined up behind it it would take a least half a day to treat all of them. Only the element of kindness would do this and things like this show others that Fluttershy is a kind soul, always there to help out those in need.







You deserved better…








Sitting with in front of the fireplace, Fluttershy and Discord were having a nice chat while trying to stay warm in the freezing weather. Taking another piece of wood, Discord fed it to the crackling flames before resuming his conversation. In his hand he held a cup of  chocolate milk with a straw in it. He picked up the straw and began drinking the plastic, leaving only a thin piece of solid chocolate milk left which he promptly took a bite off. Next time to him, sitting by his side was Fluttershy with her usual tea cup, taking dainty sips from her cup and huddled by her side was the white fur ball, Angel, who is sticking his face into the a mug of hot chocolate, when he finally pulled his face from the mug, the fur above his mouth is stained brown, giving him a "moustache". Discord laughed his head off when he saw this while Fluttershy took a napkin and cleaned the hot chocolate off, giggling to herself as she watched Angel pout, he was very cute when he did that. All this just made Discord laugh more and more until he was rolling on the ground, laughing his heart out.



When he finally calmed down and caught his breath, Discord once again sat by the fire, with Fluttershy settling in by his side.. Looking at the scene before him, with Fluttershy lying be his side, her chest slowly rising and falling, one of her azure eyes hidden by her mane while the other stared into the fire, he suddenly felt forlorn and a single tears dropped from one of his mismatched eyes onto the ground next to Fluttershy. Fluttershy, seeing the tear, looked up at Discord and gave him a reassuring smile, while saying,"It's alright"







It's alright…



I've missed you so much…







The Draconequus opened his eyes…



Instantly the setting changed, the warmth of the fireplace disappeared and was replaced with a sudden chill that sent a shiver down Discord's spine, the silence of the cottage was shattered as a wave of pure white noise poured in, coming from the thousands of raindrops that fell all around him in the clearing, like tears that now fell from the draconequus's face.  Most unsettling of all was the fact that the warmth of Fluttershy's body by his side was replaced with the frigid, unfeeling coldness of a tombstone. Lightning flashed overhead, allowing Discord a glimpse of the tombstone, it was two spread out peagasus wings forming a "V", with a heart lying on the point where the two wings met, inscribed on the hearts were three butterflies, and the words "Here a kind soul sleeps". Sheltering the tombstone and draconequus was a pink cotton candy cloud, from it a drop of chocolate milk dripped into a glass of chocolate milk, one drop for each minute that he gains and a hole in the bottom of the cup dripped a drop of chocolate milk for every minute that has passed, keeping the milk level perpetually at an inch above the ground. Next to cup sat an empty tea cup.



Standing up, Discord wiped away a few tears from his eyes. Reliving his memories with Fluttershy can be both the happiest and saddest thing in the world. Sigh, he couldn't believe that it has been a decade. Preparing to walk into the rain and leave, something caught Discord's eye. A small shape was flying out of the forest and heading towards him. Lifting his hand out, the small shape landed on Discord's index talon, it was a blue butterfly with pink wings. "It's alright." Those words came to his mind before the butterfly took of, disappearing into the pink cloud above them, causing the chocolate milk to drip onto the ground next to the cup. A nostalgic smile on his lips, the noticeably happier draconequus kissed the tombstone goodbye, before heading off into the rain.



"See you soon."







Behind him, the amount of milk in the cup decreased…
      

      
   
      The Gift That Keeps On Giving


      

      
      
         In the First Year of Princess Luna Returned, the newly reinstated Sovereign of the Night celebrated her birthday on the night of the winter solstice. Tradition had placed Princess Celestia’s birthday on the summer solstice, to coincide with the Summer Sun Celebration; whether their birthdays actually fell on those days had long been a matter of debate, about which the Princesses never cared to weigh in. But in a show of solidarity, Princess Celestia decreed in the Second Year of Princess Luna Returned that they should observe their birthdays when day and night stood equal. However, the vernal equinox interfered with Winter Wrap Up, and the autumnal equinox with the harvest. As the latter required less personal involvement from the Princesses, they settled on that date.



Each municipality across Equestria sent representatives to bestow gifts upon the Princesses to mark the occasion, but their unprecedented shows of ostentation only served to dishearten the Princesses. Should they keep up that level of extravagance every year, it would cause significant and pointless hardship for the populace. The Princesses would have abolished the practice altogether, but their subjects pleaded for an opportunity to pay homage. And so in compromise, after that year’s celebration, the Princesses further decreed that such an event should only occur every fifth year henceforth. 








Mayor Mare unfurled her scroll, cleared her throat, and tapped a hoof on the podium’s microphone to settle the crowd assembled in Ponyville’s town square. “Attention!” she called out, then cast a disapproving glare over the townsponies until the murmurs had died away. “As you all know, the Princesses’ birthday celebration will soon arrive, and only the second one to include both of our revered rulers. They have protested in the past that they prefer only small, symbolic tokens, but we know better.”



The mayor paused to watch the ripple of nods pass over her audience. “We can’t compete with the brute force of the larger cities’ economies, so we must find another way to outdo them. I will not—” she pounded a hoof on the lectern “—have Ponyville get lost in the shuffle; we have been near and dear to the Princesses’ hearts ever since our founding, and we need to represent our town accordingly.”



A little self-satisfied smile wriggled its way across her features, and the crowd leaned forward, balanced on the tips of their hooves, to hear what wonderful gift the mayor had devised that would stand out above all the rest Equestria had to offer. “My reasoning is thus: Princess Celestia is known to like cake. Furthermore, in the National Dessert Competitions for the last several years, who were the top contenders? Gustave le Grande, for one, and the Gryphon Kingdom has no use for participating in any tribute to the Equestrian Princesses. The second, Pony Joe, resides in Canterlot. As the seat of our government, Canterlot is expressly forbidden from giving a gift, in the name of remaining neutral. That leaves but one: our own Mr. and Mrs. Cake!”



The mayor extended a hoof, and the assembly parted, leaving the Cakes standing in the open, all to raucous applause. Mrs. Cake, for one, simply couldn’t form any words for the occasion, but faced with the prospect of standing there speechless indefinitely, choked out a few. “Oh,” she managed, holding a hoof to her mouth. “I-I suppose I could…”



“Nonsense!” said the mayor. “We have complete faith in you. Our success is guaranteed! I’d volunteer to help, but I have to administer the repair fund for Ponyville tower, coordinate the transfer of water from our reservoir to Cloudsdale for this winter’s snowflake production, organize the Running of the Leaves… Well, you understand. But it’s cake… Who else would do it?”



And the mayor was right. Who else could do it? Mrs. Cake had no choice but to nod. She had no choice but to let Ponyville’s reputation rest on her.








“I just don’t know what I’m going to do!” Mrs. Cake wailed. Mr. Cake and Pinkie Pie stood on either side of her in Sugarcube Corner’s kitchen and watched the tears stream down her face. Each tried to pat a shoulder or offer a hug, but the inconsolable mare only sank further toward the floor each time.



“It’s two weeks away! Two weeks! How am I supposed to come up with an innovative, never-been-seen-before, eye-catching, palate-pleasing cake in only two weeks?” She sank to the floor, against the oven, and a sob-induced spasm set the metal ladles and spoons hanging from its hood to jangling. “I have three weddings, a retirement, a baby shower, and a cuteceanera to cater. Not to mention four other birthdays! How will I even figure out what to do in time?”



Pinkie Pie sucked in a breath and held it until her face reddened, then before she could think better of it, she squeaked out, “I’ll do it.”



Mrs. Cake perked up and gaped, her mouth working like a goldfish out of its bowl. Pinkie had always served admirably as an assistant in any and all aspects of the catering business, and was second to none as a party planner. But in this case, the party needed no planning; Canterlot Castle’s own event staff had already wrought their finest fêting, hors d’oeuvres, decorations, and music, no doubt. Only the matter of gifts remained, but what a matter! And Pinkie had never shepherded a project through on her own before.



Not to mention that with her impulsive decision, Pinkie surely had no idea of the magnitude of the task which she had accepted. It began to dawn on her as she left the room, however. The party refreshments would already doubtless include a cake. What possible purpose would having another one serve? Inciting the ire of the Canterlot Castle kitchen staff through direct competition was a no-win scenario, of course. Either her cake would outdo theirs on their own turf and earn their resentment, a career-threatening move. Or it would pale in comparison to the food, much less the other gifts—a fool’s errand, if ever she’d undertaken one.



Mrs. Cake mumbled some thanks from her place on the floor, and even Mr. Cake abandoned his post for a moment to catch up to Pinkie. “Are you sure?” he hissed. “These are some of the most knock-down, drag-out, fierce competitions I’ve ever seen, and for what? Giving the Princesses something they could have had anyway? And risking having everypony in town angry at you if they think you made the town look bad? I know I’m doing a great job of talking this up to you, but…”



He directed a pensive stare at the floor, then back toward his wife, who finally took some deep, cleansing breaths and rubbed her temples. “Please ask for help if you need it. Don’t feel like you have to do this on your own.”



She considered his words and already saw the possibilities branching out into the future, a spider web fanning out with her at the center, and each decision leading to more and more dead ends. But somehow, she couldn’t envision any way of accomplishing her task except by doing it alone. She had to trust everypony else to trust her. 



Pinkie Pie grabbed a pad and pencil on her way up to her room, the old pine boards creaking on her way up the stairs. Her cake would need to be art more than food for it to stand out enough. She had an awful lot of planning to do, and never before had she taken more than five minutes to feel the seed of an idea sprout in her head, grow firm roots, and reach toward the sky. Her mind remained agonizingly blank. She would find the perfect gift for two ponies who needed few things and wanted even fewer, even if it drove her mad. 



Closing the door behind her, Pinkie felt two more curls of mane straighten. She lugged the leaden weight of her soul across the floor and fell onto her bed. She slept not a single minute that night.








Already a week into her preparations, Pinkie Pie had nothing to show for her efforts, save a few waste bins full of discarded cake parts and a steadily declining supply of curl in her mane. By day eight, the bags under her eyes had become pronounced, and she continually found herself nodding off or staring out the window, her mind idling. She’d also worn her pencil down to a stub scribbling out idea after idea through the first notepad and half of a second, every one of them eventually discarded and relegated to its fate in the trash alongside hunks of stale confections.



A constant fog of flour swirled around her and the thirty-some pans of batter in various states of disrepair. Along one counter lay dozens of crumbled gingerbread pieces, and strewn across another sat chunks of crushed bundt cake. The central table supported an impressive array of mixing bowls, covering a full spectrum of fudges and meringues, in different thicknesses as well as colors. And rising far above a tea cart beside the stove was an enormous framework of graham crackers and marshmallow, standing a good ten hooves overhead. Whatever it had supported now lay scattered across the floor.



Only Twilight Sparkle watched. Early on, many faces had pressed together to see through the Dutch door at the back of the kitchen. Everypony wanted to witness what magnificent creation Pinkie might invent, but with failure after failure, the crowd had dwindled until just one remained.



“Pinkie, are you sure I can’t help?” Twilight said. She leaned over the door and cast glances this way and that, seeing no signs of progress.



“No. Maybe. I don’t know,” Pinkie answered, her head losing a little more against the battle with gravity. “Angel food cake just can’t take the tensile stress I need, pound cake”—a coo sounded from further inside as the Cakes’ son heard his name—“doesn’t have a good enough strength-to-weight ratio, fudge has too much thermal creep to hold up for long, and biscotti’s fracture toughness wouldn’t survive the trip to Canterlot!” She pounded a hoof on the cart, and a few more tiers of graham bracing tumbled to the ground.



Twilight smiled grimly, opened the door, and strolled past the open copy of Structural Mechanics for Foals on the counter. She place a hoof on Pinkie’s trembling shoulder and met her gaze. “Pinkie, don’t make any more out of this than you have to. It’s not worth your mental health.”



“But they’re the Princesses!” she shouted, probably louder than she meant to. “Super-duper-important bigwigs! Well, not really. Not like Cranky Doodle’s wig—er, toupee. But you know what I mean.”



“Pinkie, listen to me,” Twilight replied. “The Princesses wouldn’t want you to go to this much trouble. Do you know how bad they’d feel if they could see you now?”



“But they do so much for us, Twi-Twi.” Pinkie smiled for the first time in days, and a speck of vitality returned to her eyes. “I want to do something for them too.”



“They appreciate the sentiment, Pinkie, but honestly, the sentiment is enough. You shouldn’t kill yourself trying to give them something that’ll knock their horseshoes off,” Twilight said, flailing a foreleg toward Canterlot.



“I don’t know. I think they’d do the same for me,” Pinkie said, her stare wandering off to the wall clock, where a little mechanical sun and moon danced slowly in rounds day after day. “I just want to show them what all of Ponyville thinks of them. The Princesses are so super fantastic bombastic, and they’ve always been so sweet to us. So a sweet thing in return… Only it’s not working.”



Twilight held a hoof to her chin, and the corners of her mouth sank toward Pinkie’s mood. “Well, why does it have to be a cake?”



“Oh, that’s right!” Pinkie chirped, her ears pricking toward Twilight. “You weren’t here for the mayor’s speech. It was a good one! You see, of all the best bakers in Equestria, only the Cakes would be available, and they live right here, so it only makes sense to go with what we do best, but Mrs. Cake got all saddy-waddy about it, since she had way too much on her plate—not a cake plate, of course, because that comes later—and I can’t have Mrs. Cake all saddy-waddy, so I said I’d do it, and it all makes so much sense, and that’s all I got!” Pinkie panted in the silence while Twilight navigated the linguistic maze until she’d discovered the exit.



“And Princess Celestia likes cake,” Pinkie added.



“Okay… Still, why does it have to be a cake? As long as you have the right attitude, I don’t think it matters.”



“But…” Pinkie said, one eyebrow raised. “What else would I get the Princesses? They rule all of Equestria. They can have anything they want. What do you get somepony who has everything?”



Twilight shook her head and watched her hooves, as if they might answer. She’d gotten Celestia personal gifts in the past, but nothing that might represent an entire town.



“You’re a Princess!” Pinkie pressed. “What would you want?”



“I-I don’t know, Pinkie,” Twilight answered, taking a step back. “I don’t think I can answer that. What I can tell you is that as long as you give from the heart, the Princesses will like whatever you decide. Even if your heart told you not to give them anything, they would respect your decision, and I’m sure it wouldn’t anger them.”



“Oh, no! No, no, no, no, no! I-I wouldn’t ever be a no-gift sourpuss!” Pinkie glared at Twilight as if she’d spoken some incomprehensible foreign language.



“I know, Pinkie. The point is: Ponyville trusts you, and so do the Princesses.” Twilight added a warm smile and hugged her friend. The added weight on Pinkie’s shoulders made her feel like she was floating up among the clouds, where nothing else could reach her. She had a few new ideas already, and she could feel her hair curling.



“Everypony trusts you, Pinkie,” Twilight repeated. “Just let them.”








Twilight Sparkle received the delegation from Ponyville at Canterlot’s train station. She peered at Pinkie’s flat mane when she walked past, but Pinkie never looked up, nor did she reply to Twilight’s salutation. One by one, the rest of the party disembarked, but they had no cargo in tow. “Where…?” Twilight began, but Mrs. Cake shook her head.



“She must have sent it ahead,” Mrs. Cake whispered. “She didn’t bring anything with her.”



Twilight gaped after Pinkie, then trotted to catch up to her, past the Cakes, Mayor Mare, and the other Elements. Once beside her pink friend, she adopted the same stiff-legged gait as the rest, all eyes on Pinkie Pie and her low-hung head, practically shoveling her nose through the dust.



Turning back to Pinkie’s entourage again, she hissed, “Has she been like this all week?”



“Last few days, at least,” Mr. Cake murmured with a shrug and a tight-lipped smile.



As they made their way onward, more and more tributaries of ponies merged with them into the main stream, their combined voices all growing to a dull roar by the time they reached the throne room’s antechamber, where they all rolled into eddies of private conversation, stagnated in the corners, or surged through the open channels: massive bronzed doors flanked by impassive pegasus guards. Through the gates the current swept Pinkie Pie; she had no inkling of where to go, but she felt the occasional nudge this way and that, and eventually, Twilight had corralled her to the front of the crowd.



A hush fell over the room, and Pinkie jolted her mind back into the moment; she stood a bit forward of the throng of ponies, in the shadow of a pillar, and all around her, nobleponies and representatives of the far-flung cities of Equestria flaunted their finery. Pinkie wore nothing.



When Twilight and Cadance had taken their places beside the royal dais, Princess Celestia spoke. “Thank you all for attending. We welcome all to our birthday celebration and hope you will enjoy the fine entertainment and food we have ordered prepared. It is our privilege and our pleasure to host our dear subjects from every corner of our fair land. And now, according to tradition, we will proceed with the presentations”—if Pinkie wasn’t mistaken, the corners of Princess Celestia’s mouth turned down, however briefly—“through the drawing of lots.”



Princess Celestia levitated a bowl of onyx marbles onto the floor in front of her and picked one out, taking her time to examine the flowing gold script across its mirror-like sheen. “First shall be… Ponyville!”



Pinkie flinched and let out an involuntary grunt. All townships dreamed of having the right of first presentation. After all, only so many art forms existed. Inevitably, several cities would offer a painting, sculpture, or other work of art. The early positions had the benefit of seeming at least somewhat original, while the rest of the pack had little hope of appearing as anything but pretenders.



She took a half-step from the shadows, her nose edging into the chandeliers’ illumination. “I-if you don’t mind, Y-Your Highness, I would—I would prefer to go last.” She bowed her head and dared not look.



“Very well, Pinkie,” Princess Celestia said, the raised eyebrows evident in her voice. Another rattle of marbles sounded, and then she proclaimed, “Baltimare. Step forward, if you please.”



Pinkie returned to her shadow and glanced behind her; the Ponyvillian delegation stared open-mouthed at her and whispered amongst themselves. “Did she even bring anything?” she saw Mayor Mare say to the Cakes; they merely shrugged and fidgeted with their clothing.



“My lieges,” said the unicorn who took the floor, “the fine city of Baltimare presents you with the gift of music. We have commissioned a grand symphony by the renowned composer Hoofvaness for Your Highnesses, in styles spanning over one thousand years to suit tastes both ancient and modern. The Baltimare Symphony Orchestra shall premiere it at our season-opening concert in one month’s time, but of course, if Your Highnesses should prefer, we will naturally make it available for the Canterlot Philharmonic to rehearse and perform at Your Highnesses’ earliest convenience. In the meantime—” he hooked a forehoof into his sash and swept the other across the crowd “—we shall present the manuscript for Your Highnesses to study, should proof of its completion be required.” He lowered his head and awaited judgment.



“That will not be necessary, good sir. We will of course attend the concert, and look forward to enjoying that which the city of Baltimare has bequeathed to us.” Princess Celestia inclined her head toward him, then whispered something to Luna, who nodded and smiled.



Princess Luna levitated the next marble from the bowl. “Fillydelphia. Please step forward and be recognized.”



A portly mare—another unicorn, Pinkie noted—strode onto the purple carpet below the throne and motioned to the canvas-draped object rolling on squeaking wheels behind her. She executed a graceful curtsy. Her horn aglow, she tugged the cloth sheet off, revealing a large statue of both Princesses. The elongated forms stood facing opposite directions—one to the east and the other west—with their bodies arched around each other and cutie marks rendered in sun opal and moonstone.



“A… form like a Taijitu,” Princess Luna said, a thoughtful squint to her eye. “Opposites, constantly in mutual orbit. Clever.”



“Your Highness has a good eye. That is precisely the intended effect,” the mare replied, caressing the sculpture’s iridescent surface. “The work of our city’s own Alexander Halter. It shall stand proudly in our museum as a testament to the greatness of our rulers. We have also provided Your Highnesses with a miniature likeness for placement in Canterlot Castle,” she added as she pulled a smaller box out from under the statue.



“Well done,” Princess Luna said, inclining her head toward the mare. “We shall display it with pride, and we anticipate seeing the full version in its permanent home.”



A smattering of applause sounded, and Princess Celestia turned her attention once more to the bowl of marbles. And so went the entire afternoon, the great cities and towns of Equestria all presenting their gifts to the Princesses, for hours on end. As expected, those spokesponies who went later in the day regarded their precursors through narrowed eyes for having thought of the same ideas and earning credit for originality, due to sheer luck of ordering. And, curiously enough, those spokesponies were all unicorns.



As more and more lavish offerings piled up on the steps below the royal dais, the room’s shadows swiveled like weathervanes with the sun’s motion, and Pinkie crept around the pillar to stay in the gloom. When evening had drawn nigh, and the bowl of gilded onyx marbles had run empty, the Princesses stood to do their duty in exchanging the sun for the moon. The Ponvvillian delegation directed puzzled glances at each other.



One step away from the throne, Princess Celestia stopped. “Oh! Pinkie Pie! I apologize—I forgot that you had deferred your turn.” She glanced around the room and knit her brow. “Pinkie Pie?”



After a moment’s silence, Pinkie emerged from behind her pillar. “Here, Your Majesty.”



The Princesses resumed their seats. “Pray continue, Pinkie Pie,” Celestia said. “I am curious to see what you wanted to save for a big finale. But please speak up. I can barely hear you.”



“Not a big finale,” Pinkie replied. “I-I just…” She hung her head and took a deep breath.



Princess Celestia lit her horn for an instant. “I…” Pinkie began, her voice reverberating throughout the room. She flinched from the sound.



“I was going to make you a super-duper, giganterrific cake, since the best cake makers in Equestria live in Ponyville.” Pinkie gulped and tried to speak more quietly, but the amplification spell countered. The lump in her throat wouldn’t subside, and the last vestige of curl in her tail straightened out. “But I couldn’t get it to work right. It would have been sweeter for the eyes than the tummy, and you were going to have your own chefs’ cakes at the party anyway. So I decided on something else,” she said as she flicked her eyes toward Twilight, who gave her an encouraging nod.



“What do you get for somepony who has everything?”Pinkie asked, a tremor running through her knees. “We’re just giving you back what already belongs to you. Do you want a cake? Tell your staff to make one. Do you want a portrait? Give the order, and it’ll happen, lickety-split.”



“We appreciate the sentiment, Pinkie, but we do not own Equestria any more than you do,” Celestia said. Her ears folded back, she draped her wings across her seat and let her weight settle back into the cushions. “We don’t want you to feel any obligation. In fact—”



Pinkie held up a hoof. “You both do so much for us, and I want to let you know what you mean to everypony, but I don’t know what I could give you that would say it right.”



“Well, you have said it, Pinkie, and very sweetly,” Celestia replied. “We need no token to symbolize the sentiment you have already expressed so eloquently, and we regret the stress it has obviously caused you.”



“No,” Pinkie said, shaking her head. “I did bring you something, but I’m sorry it’s not fancy.” Her friends from Ponyville exchanged another round of glances behind her. She took a few halting steps toward the throne, and with each one, her knees shook harder and her eyes opened wider.



The two guards below the throne took a step of their own forward. One, his jaw set, lowered his spear as well.



“Stay your hoof,” Princess Celestia ordered. “Let her approach.” The soldiers resumed their posts and shouldered their weapons.



Pinkie climbed her way to the throne, all eyes on her, and nearly stumbled at the top. She reached a trembling hoof toward Celestia, whose slow head shake stilled the shifting armor Pinkie heard behind her again. She took a deep breath, held it in, gritted her teeth, and closed her eyes.



She fell forward into Celestia and hugged her tightly. “I love you,” she said, her enhanced voice echoing to every corner of the throne room. A few murmurs started among the gathered ponies.



Her face buried in Celestia’s mane, Pinkie could feel the sun’s warmth on a late spring day, smell the wildflowers in the fields, and see the noonday glow through her eyelids. She could stay there forever, but, she remembered, the moon needed raising. The moon…



Pinkie backed away with a jolt, sniffled, and looked into Celestia’s stunned face with tear-filled eyes. Then she stepped over to Luna and hugged her as well. “I love you, too,” she said amid moonflower scent, the tingle of frost, and the moon’s pale aura. Luna’s tensed neck muscles gradually relaxed, and finally, her own hoof curled around Pinkie. “It’s the one thing you can’t make anypony give you, but I want you to have it.”



She managed to pull herself from the peace of Luna’s mane so that she could see both Princesses. “I love you both, and I’m so sorry I couldn’t find something extra-special to show it better,” she said while Luna directed a vague, dreamy smile and unfocused eyes at her.



Celestia bowed her head to Pinkie and gathered up the only reply she could muster. “Thank you, Pinkie. It’s the perfect gift.”



“No,” said Pinkie, her mane fluffing up little by little. “It’s not just me. It’s not just Ponyville. It’s everypony. We all love you. I can tell you love us, and I want you to feel it back,” Pinkie proclaimed, flinging her forelegs wide apart.



“Is—is this true?” Princess Luna asked.



His brow knit, the stallion representing Baltimare spoke up after a momentary silence. “Well,” he said, shrugging, “to be blunt, yes. We thought Your Highnesses understood that.” More and more words of assent carried from the crowd, and Mrs. Cake began stamping her applause; soon, hundreds of ponies had joined in, their hoofbeats thundering through the castle.



“Leave it to the perfect party-thrower to be the perfect gift-giver too,” Celestia said. She and a speechless Luna both leaned in to nuzzle Pinkie. “I think it may be time for another change to this tradition.”



Twilight Sparkle appeared at Pinkie’s side and nudged her in the ribs. “See? I told you that you could do it. You just needed to trust us to trust you.”



Bending her head low, Celestia spoke into Pinkie’s ear. “You’ve made my sister very happy. Me too, but especially her. She needed to hear that.”



Pinkie giggled, and her cheeks turned a darker shade. “A wise pony told me to give from the heart.”



“Sound advice,” Celestia said with a knowing grin. “Oh, and Pinkie… if I did drop by Sugarcube Corner for a private visit sometime… you’d still make me a cake, right? Just a little one?”



Pinkie’s enormous grin belied her eye roll. “Princesses! Give them a little power, and they…”



Celestia puffed out her lower lip.



“Of course,” Pinkie said with a shake of her head. “But only if you bring Princess Luna too.”



Princess Celestia snapped a nod and licked her lips. “Done. And thank you. From both of us.”



The last bit of Pinkie’s mane poofed back into place, and she hopped up and down until a frown suddenly stole across her face. “But what kind of cake? Oh no, I’ll have to make it super-duper special, and… and…”



“Pinkie,” Twilight said flatly. “Just stop.”



Shrugging, Pinkie let out a guilty smile. She started back down to the floor, but heard Celestia’s voice once more, muted and rushed: “Yellow cake with chocolate frosting would be lovely, thank you.”



If only she’d known that two weeks ago...
      

      
   
      A Mare and Her Thoughts


      

      
      
         Fluttershy sat on the edge of her bed. Her legs hung close to the ground, perfectly still. Her eyes were set on the small circular window in front of her. In that direction the moon hung lonely over the cottage in which Fluttershy still called home. The soft beams it cast down were enough to keep her awake, but she was too tired to just get up and closed the blinds. Her wings were sore from the long flight she had taken from her post in Vanhoover to the nearest train station, at which point she almost toppled over with exhaustion. It was well worth it though. She had finally made it back to Ponyville. She was together with her friends yet again.



Her motor movements may have been numb and stiff as a board, but her heart was pumping loudly and her mind was up to its usual nightly rounds: What might, should, could happen. Where things should be, how people should act, and she thought from time to time about why things did. Yet, there was one thing still befuddling her. Why was it she didn't want to be with the others that much?








Is it because I'm not used to being around people anymore? Ever since the group started to disband, I have become more and more isolated from the world in general. I know that I am socially awkward, but this is just a new level of...



Of what? What am I so worried about? I am still with the friends I know and love, so why shouldn't I be happy?



Happy... is that it? Am I just not happy with them? I know my animals are healthy, and there's pretty much nothing else in the world that could go wrong. If I am there with them, my friends will protect me. We laugh, cry, and travel together. Isn't this what I wanted?



If I didn't I would've just stayed in Vanhoover. They are giving me so much pay, and now I leave just to "be with my friends." How stupid of a job decision was that? I was practically broke before that! If I hadn't taken that job, Celestia knows where I would be now.



Well, at least it wasn't as bad as Pinkie's decision. She left to Manehatten just so she could make a living, and that almost drove her party spirit into the ground! Why didn't she come back a year ago? It would've helped AJ's morale stay up a little... okay a lot, but I think she'll take it now.



And what happens when she doesn't? What if at the end of it all, everybody just goes back to doing their own thing? We may never even see each other again! Ugh! What have I gotten myself into?



...I guess it'll be a good thing, for now. If somepony would just help me get somewhat better, they wouldn't be worrying about me.



Are they worried about me? They've probably realized by now that I'm not comfortable around them, so are they even trying to help me? What if they just don't even care about that anymore? They might send to another Iron Will show...



Heh, I have to admit that, in retrospect, it was a good idea, and I will be grateful for that, but what happens when it all disappears? What happens when all of that 'confidence' just vanishes from me? 



Maybe it already has. It probably has. Why would I be all alone here in my cottage if I still had it in me? They're all out there having fun at some party Pinkie and Vinyl  somehow managed to get together so quickly. Me, I am here, supposed to be asleep. Why am I just so used to being alone?



Maybe that's it. Maybe it's because I've been away for so long that I've actually found something in being alone with animals. Maybe I just didn't want them around anymore. Maybe I am just fine with being alone. Maybe I am happy.



But maybe's don't solve anything. If I really didn't need them, why did I meet them in the first place? Why did Rainbow help me in my time of need? What if she was just as alone as I was? Only she wasn't fine with being alone in the world.



We needed each other to survive. And now more than ever, she needs me. I can tell she's just begging me to break out of my shell, with all the pushing and shoving and trying to get me to speak up. And I think I need her.








A hard knock rattled the whole house. The wooden door that Fluttershy had neatly locked just an hour ago was nearly of its hinges. Surprisingly, the voice was long from slurred. "Fluttershy, please, open up!" Rainbow Dash knocked one more time. Fluttershy just sat there. Rainbow Dash flew up to her window hovering by flapping her wings as slowly as possible. They were staring back and forth at each other. Rainbow Dash pointed to where the door was, motioning to open it. The only decision Fluttershy had to make was whether she wanted to open up the door or not. 








Fluttershy sat back down at the kitchen table with their tea. Her animals were nearly awake, and Angel had hopped onto her back. Rainbow Dash hadn't said a word other than "sure" when Fluttershy asked her for tea. She had a sullen look about herself. It was the one she got when she was excited about one thing and frustrated about another. Fluttershy could pretty much hear Rainbow lecturing her now.



"Is there... a reason you came here?" Fluttershy asked, while mustering up all the courage she could to talk to another pony. Rainbow Dash had always been her best friend, but it seemed like they were so far apart now. 



Rainbow Dash waited a few seconds to answer. She chose her words carefully, as she didn't want Fluttershy rushing back to her room. "Fluttershy," she began, "there comes a time when a mare is no longer just a mare, but one of good will and good feelings. There comes a time to go out for parties and start living with other ponies. Fluttershy, it is well past that time for you. You're almost in your thirties."



Fluttershy took a second to reflect on what Rainbow Dash said and responded with, "I know Rainbow Dash. I've grown into the mare I am right now, and I want to be nothing else other than me."



"Fluttershy, that's not my point," stated Rainbow blatantly. "What I'm trying to say is that you have to be more sociable. Meet other ponies, go see the world, start a family. That is what you should be doing."



"And who's to say I'm not?" she retaliated, but keeping her voice from growing to a rude tone. It was a complete bluff, but Rainbow Dash bought it.



That is until Fluttershy started looking the other way. Rainbow had been in enough interrogations to know when somepony was lying. "Fluttershy, let's be real here. If you really were dating somepony else, why didn't you tell me?"



Fluttershy had barely let the words out of her mouth before she thought of something to say. It was the opposite of what she was going to say. "Maybe I don't need you anymore."



Rainbow Dash did a spit-take. Conveniently, there was a window right there. "Fluttershy!" Rainbow Dash stood up from the seat. "Why would you say that!" 



"Because it's true." Fluttershy's brain stopped thinking, and she just let the words flow. "I don't need anypony else in my life. I can take care of myself, and the bit income from the project I was working on up in Vanhoover is paying me more bits than I can handle."



"But, Fluttershy," Rainbow Dash was dumbfounded, and tried to knock some sense into Fluttershy. "It doesn't mean you can't hang out with your friends from time to time. You should at least be trying to get out more."



"And who says that?" Fluttershy was fed up at this point. Her voice rose in anger. "Who is to say what I can or can't do? Why can't I just be left alone to do what I want?"



"Fluttershy!" Rainbow Dash yelled. "You have to just calm down!"



"Why should I?!" She was getting into Rainbow Dash's face. She started backing Rainbow Dash down. "Why should I listen to you or anypony else that is trying to drive me away from what I want? Where is my say? Where can I go that I have a purpose? Not a club! Not some party where I might do something I regret! Just let me be!" She turned away from Dash, her head held high. Tears were forming at the corners of her eyes.



"And what happens when you end up all alone in life?!" Rainbow's voice cracked a few times. She had tears as well.



"MAYBE THEN I'LL BE HAPPY!!" And she ran upstairs, little droplets of rain coming from her eyes.  Rainbow Dash just stood there, trying to wipe away the water running down her cheek.








Maybe now she'll leave me alone for Celestia's sake! All she ever does is try to steer me in directions I don't want to go! Hopefully I can just get on with life and head back to Vanhoover when all this is over and go waste away in the woods! I can finally just be alone!



... no ... this isn't what I want. I do want to go with my friends, but I just don't want the parties. I want to be loved, but not by stallions with bad thoughts. I just want my life to be my life.



That's when I can be happy, when I make the decisions. Sure I'll go to a couple parties, but not too many. And maybe Rainbow Dash was right, I need to perk up a bit. I haven't been enjoying myself ever since I've gotten here. I just need to get used to it again, that's all.



But what if it's too late? What if I drove off Rainbow Dash? What if I can't apologize? Oh no! I have to get down there.








Fluttershy saw Rainbow Dash's cyan coat, covered in tears, walking solemnly down the dirt path. Fluttershy opened up her window and flew down to her. She poked her on the shoulder and landed next to her.



"Well those were the quickest five minutes of my life." Rainbow Dash's voice was still staggered with occasional breaks and cracks, but she was herself again. 



"I'm so sorry, Rainbow Dash," Fluttershy apologized. "I don't even know how that came out, it just...did."



"You really don't have to apologize," Rainbow Dash said, still glum. "I shouldn't have antagonized you like that."



"Yes, I do," Fluttershy stammered. "You just showed me that there's more to life than just sitting around watching animals all day. I would have packed up right then and there and gone back to Vanhoover. Now I need to go be with my friends." She started trotting towards Ponyville.



"And I need you Fluttershy," Rainbow Dash said. Fluttershy stopped in her tracks. Shew turned around and met face to face with Rainbow Dash, but she just kept walking. "If I lose you, I don't what I'd do with myself." She stopped and turned to Fluttershy. "Best friends?" she asked, holding out a hoof in gesture.



"Best friends." If there was anything that could break her arm even more than one of Rainbow Dash's hoof shakes, Fluttershy might survive it. A violent throwing-of-her-arm all over the place meant that she was happy.



And off they went, to the "Welcome Home!" party. Fluttershy was given a warm welcome. Soon she was dancing along with the others, watching the night drift away. All of my friends are having a great time, she thought, and so am I. Soon, she was fast asleep in her bed, much more jubilant and excited for the next six months.
      

      
   
      If Memory Serves


      

      
      
         I trot up from the roadway and wipe my hooves on the doormat just outside an elegant white stone building. This close to it, I can’t see the foothills on the other side, but the formidable mountain and the delicate spires of Canterlot still tower overhead. It’s a long hike from Ponyville, but I get good exercise this way. Like clockwork, every Tuesday, Thursday, and twice on the weekend.



I pull open the door, and the receptionist smiles back at me from behind her paneled desk. The lobby is rather nice-looking, with all its subdued lighting and plush chairs, but to tell the truth, it just comes across as sterile. And the chairs are pretty stiff, too.



The receptionist slides a visitor’s badge across the desk and grins even bigger. “Good to see you again.”



“Thanks. She in her usual spot?” I ask, already knowing the answer. Our routine has become… well, routine. She nods back, so I hang the badge around my neck and head down the hallway. Fluorescent lights, industrial art… At least they’ve painted the walls a nice, relaxing light blue. It makes it feel a little bit like being outside. A little.



Open doorways file past me, one after the other. I glance into one—hoofball pennants cover the walls, and I think I hear an announcer calling today’s Cloudsdale-Baltimare game on the radio. In the next, a fine cherry table holds a collection of crystal vases, each with a sprig of baby’s breath or goldenrod or some other wisp of color. Yet another has a bare mattress with a few suitcases piled on it… and a stallion staring blankly at the wall. I wave to him, but I don’t think he notices.



I push through the double doors at the end of the hall and cross the empty cafeteria. From the kitchen, clinking dishes and the low bang of stainless steel echo, and I can already smell a nice potato soup cooking. Some pasta sauce, too. Should be a good lunch today. But that’s still a few hours off.



Out the other side of the cafeteria, I walk out onto a veranda, and I see those hidden foothills now: all wild and fresh. Just a few scrubby trees and a sea of tall, dying grass that waves in the breeze. And a cool breeze at that—the wind’s had a good nip of autumn in it for some time now. And above it all, Canterlot, with the morning sun playing off the castle’s stained glass windows. If I squint, I can just make out the ones honoring my sister and her friends. I think so, anyway.



I glance to the right, and at the end of the veranda, a mare sits there by herself at a cast-iron table. I walk over quietly and take the seat next to her, but her gaze never wavers from a stand of maples in the distance. “Rarity?”



She blinks a few times and jerks her head toward me. “Oh, I’m sorry, Apple Bloom! I didn’t notice you there.”



Back into the chair’s cushion I sink, and I point a hoof at her teacup. “How’s the brew today?”



“Oh, good, good. Darjeeling, if I’m not mistaken. It’s nice on a cool morning, but it should warm up later.” Her eyes go out of focus, and she goes back to watching those same trees. “Beautiful colors this year. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen them so vivid.”



Yes, a few of them have turned early. Brilliant reds and oranges. I nod at her. “So, how has your day been so far?”



“I can’t complain, dear,” she says, flicking a hoof. “Of course, I love coming down here to volunteer with the patients. Not too many of them up and about yet, though. But I know they appreciate younger folks like yourself dropping by to make the place feel a little less stuffy. Your energy spreads around, you know.”



I laugh and pat her hoof. “I do, too, Rarity. Enjoy volunteering here, that is.”



“Well, I’m glad you could meet me for morning tea again, Apple Bloom.” Her eyes wander up to the spires on the mountain. “I say, it’s such a blessing that this place sits where it does. I can see both my Ponyville and Canterlot friends. Not a long trip from either one—in fact, Pinkie Pie had dinner with me just two nights ago, after my shift ended.”



“That’s wonderful! And how is she?”



Rarity pauses to take a sip of tea and pat her mouth with a napkin. “Good, I suppose. Complained of a bit of arthritis again.” She purses her lips and wrinkles her brow at me. “I’m sad to see her get it at her age, but all those years of bouncing around must have played havoc with her knees. And yet she won’t stop!”



She giggles into her teacup, which still hovers up by her muzzle, and I have to answer with one of my own. “You always did love talking about all of them. Feel like sharing any more stories? You must have quite a few that I’ve never heard before. I never would have figured you for one to get into that much mischief.”



Another giggle, and now she’s blushing. “Oh, don’t go tarnishing my good name, now.” I close my eyes and envision her traipsing across some mountain range or through a swamp. As much as she tries to cultivate an image of refined beauty, she’s always relished the occasional adventure or chance to show she can do more than sit in front of a sewing machine. She’d never admit to it, of course, but I’ve known her long enough. Whatever Rarity does, it’s worth doing with pride, and that includes anything that might not qualify as dainty.



“Perhaps I can recall a tale or two,” she continues. “But first, let me offer you a drink. Can I get one of the staff to bring you some tea? It tastes rather good today.” She takes another sip from her steaming cup and savors it a moment before swallowing. “Darjeeling, I think.”



My shoulder twitches, and I squeeze my eyes shut. I take a deep breath before looking over at her. “Yes, but don’t you worry. I’ll ask a waiter when one comes by. I don’t want to trouble you.”



“Oh, no trouble, Apple Bloom! I’ll just pop inside and—”



“No, please,” I say, holding up a hoof. “I’ll just enjoy the conversation for now. So, you said you’d be willing to regale me with one of your tales of heroism?”



“Oh, Apple Bloom,” she says with a shake of her head and a polite chortle. “You make it sound so grandiose. Most of those old adventures occurred while we all still lived in Ponyville. They’re not exactly new to you.”



“It doesn’t matter.” I wave a hoof and lean forward attentively. “I like hearing them from somepony who lived them, and I know how you like to reminisce, Rarity.”



“Yes. ‘Old’ tales. I can’t help but wish I had some new ones to tell.” She sighs and idly taps a hoof against the table’s edge. “The other girls still get about, it seems, while I’ve settled into my little corner of Equestria.”



I just wait for her frown to dissipate. It’ll happen soon enough. If there’s one silver lining, it’s that she always returns to happy. “What about that time you defeated that dragon?” I prompt.



“Um… Oh, yes. That um…” She chuckles and floats her cup back onto its saucer. “Yes, Pinkie Pie kept us in quite good spirits that day. We needed it, since there were more than a few arguments along the way,” she adds, raising an eyebrow and reaching for her teaspoon to give her drink another stir.



“About what?” The same old thing they always argue about, I suppose, but I don’t mind hearing it another time.



“This and that, nothing important. But when we arrived—what even gets into Pinkie Pie’s head? Just picturing her in that ridiculous getup…” Rarity nearly bursts out laughing, but she settles for dabbing a napkin at the trickle of tea on her chin. And folding her ears back, at the indignity of being caught in such an unladylike moment, I’d guess, but when she checks, I’m conveniently looking the other way.



“Yes,” she starts up again, “Rainbow Dash kicked that dragon squarely between the eyes. And if there was any doubt—” she adds a sharp nod “—I gave him a stern talking to. We never saw him again.”



I enjoy a nice chuckle at her upturned nose. Yes, pride in everything, even something as unrefined as shouting down a dragon. Except I know… “I remember, too. Of course, I was still quite young at the time, but that black cloud over town will stay in my memory forever.”



Rarity nods gently, always the one to acknowledge a compliment graciously.



Her eyebrows shoot upward. “Oh! I apologize—I’ve been an inconsiderate host. May I offer you a drink?”



I sink into my chair a little farther and sigh. “It’s alright. One of the waitstaff will come by soon. Don’t worry yourself with it.”



A few long minutes of silence pass, just that grass hissing in the distance and a few birdcalls breaking it. I’ll try again. “Is that all you remember about that day?



She shrugs. “Well, what more would I say about it, dear? We confronted the dragon, he left, end of story.” A few more minutes, and I begin to wonder if she’s fallen asleep, but when I look over, her eyes are following a bright orange leaf as it floats to the ground in fits and starts. She lets out a snort.



“What?”



“Oh, I was just thinking, Apple Bloom.” She rests her chin on a hoof.



“About?”



“The leaves just reminded me of the one time Rainbow Dash and Applejack decided they’d act like a couple of bickering colts, marking out their territory and crowing about it. It was during the Falling of the Leaves, you see.”



“Oh, you were there? I didn’t realize.” I know the story, of course, but I’ve never heard her tell it. I sit up straighter and turn my chair a little toward her.



“Yes,” she says, drawing out the word as an arrow pointing at the jewel to follow. “I won because of those two. If they’d concentrated on running instead of sabotaging and one-upping each other, they’d have medaled. But there I was, slow and steady, as the saying goes.”



“I thought that was Twilight,” I say, squinting at her.



“Twilight…?” She searches the floral pattern on her teacup for some clue. “Oh, Princess Twilight. No, dear, the princesses don’t compete.”



I swallow and fiddle with my hooves. I know how she gets, but I press on. “She wasn’t a princess yet, Rarity.”



“Are you sure?” She holds a hoof up to her chin. “I remember seeing wings on her when Pinkie and I announced the race! I could see absolutely everypony from up there, and the view of those autumn leaves was simply divine!”



“How could you have won if you’d stayed up in the balloon with Pinkie?” It’s a delicate balancing act. Make her think, but don’t get her mad.



And she sets her jaw, a fire lighting behind her eyes. “Are you calling me a liar?”



“No, Rarity. I’m sorry.”



“Just because you’re the Element of Honesty doesn’t mean…”



I hang my head and try to regroup. It was going well, too. But one more thing… “That’s Applejack.”



“Oh. Yes,” Rarity says, immediately disarmed. For a second, she frowns at the scenery like she doesn’t recognize it. “Yes, of course. Applejack, your sister. H-how is she doing?”



Slowly, I draw a breath and hold it. “Still plodding along. I hear the farm runs great, and these days, I wonder if Granny Smith has found a way to stop aging. Strong as ever.”



“If only…” Rarity says under her breath, and a glint runs through her eyes, but only for an instant. The customary smile returns soon enough. Yes, if only…



Rarity tut-tuts and reaches a hoof over. “Well, don’t let me monopolize the conversation, Apple Bloom! How are you enjoying college?”



“I actually graduated last year.” She asks me that every time, without fail. “Do you remember attending the ceremony? You rode the train up with Applejack, Pinkie Pie, and Flutter—”



“Yes! I-I sat beside—I sat next to Flutter. Well, I say ‘sat,’ but she spent the entire time pacing up and down the aisle and fretting about the state of her finances. At least Applejack stayed quiet, but I don’t know why she insisted on toting that rabbit of hers all the way to Canterlot.” Waving a hoof around, Rarity nearly knocks her cup off the table. “I mean, Pinkie Pie I can understand, but can’t Flutter keep from making everypony tense?”



“Fluttershy,” I say.



“Y-yes, Sh-Shy. Fluttershy. Why, what did I say?” When she gets agitated like this, I don’t fight it. Just play along.



“You have it. That—that sounds right.” I force a smile, and her mood swings right back, laughter bubbling up from her throat.



“Oh, no matter how much they occasionally got on my nerves, I wouldn’t trade my time with those friends for anything.” She lets out a sigh. “Pinkie Pie visited two days ago, you know,” she adds, clutching her hooves to her chest.



“Yes, you said that.” I grin at her, more genuine this time. Pinkie’s a safe zone, for whatever reason. She won’t get mad.



“Oh… did I?” She gives me a half-smile in return and drains her teacup. “Well, how’s your career going along, then? Managing a construction company or some such, I imagine?”



I shake my head—I don’t exactly like explaining my lack of long-term employment every other day. Just as I open my mouth to reply, a waiter pokes his head out the door. I motion to Rarity’s teacup, and he nods, then disappears back inside. “It’s not quite that simple, fresh out of school. I mostly do odd jobs here and there, and I have a couple of internships lined up. Something permanent will probably come out of one of them.”



I glance down at the hoof she has resting on the table. By all rights, nicks and scores from needles should cover the whole thing, but she keeps herself so well groomed. No way she’d allow that. Another pride thing. In her place, I’d probably let it go—the state of my hooves wouldn’t make the difference in whether somepony respected me. But I guess membership in the Cutie Mark Crusaders certainly might have desensitized me to having less-than-immaculate hooves.



“We can’t all run our own businesses right off the bat like you,” I observe. I lean over to pat her on the shoulder, but the clink of china on the table draws my attention. An extra cup for me, a plate of lemon wedges, and a fresh pot for both of us—the waiter pours for us. I squeeze some lemon into my tea, then Rarity’s, but before I can toss the used wedge back onto the plate, she takes it with her magic and eats it. “I never did understand how you could do that,” I say through my chuckling.



“Good for the coat,” she mumbles back, still chewing. “Natural oils in the rind.”



“So just eat the rind. It’s not so sour.” She just shrugs, and I enjoy a good laugh. Moments like these make it all worthwhile—moments when that sparkle returns to her eye, and I could forget—no. For using that word, I bite my lip. Hard.



I add a scoop of sugar from the bowl, and the spray of fake oleander in the vase next to it reminds me of the perfume Rarity always used to wear. Funny how smells form such a strong connection to the past. Running through the yard outside Carousel Boutique with the other two girls, the door banging shut repeatedly when we couldn’t make up our minds whether we wanted to go play inside or outside. And each trip gave me a fresh whiff of that perfume. I always found it elegant, but more than that, it became something that brought back that feeling of a simpler time, when only the most trivial things seemed so important. Sometimes, I’d give anything to be a filly again.



I shake my head and wrench my mind back to the present. “And you? Keeping busy?”



That spark in her eyes only grows. “Absolutely! I stay current with the designs coming out of Canterlot, and I do so love making my creations.”



And I have to say she’s lost nothing there. Her clothing and accessories still have that special quality that have only made them even more popular over the years. She can’t keep up the same volume as before, but that just means she can charge more, so Carousel Boutique has no trouble staying open, though the building itself doesn’t do much except sit there. Not even a place for the cat—Opalescence isn’t around anymore. Rarity never mentions her—best not to bring it up.



Who knows why some things stay firmly lodged in her mind? She never forgets Pinkie Pie—really, who could? And the other name that she’s never at a loss to find is Apple Bloom, oddly enough. The rest take a bit of prodding to dredge up. Start with one of those or with clothing, and I can sometimes tease things out, on a good day. “Tell me about the time you attended Twilight’s first sleepover. Do you recall spending the night there with Applejack?”



She blows across her tea and rolls her eyes upward. “Twilight? P-Princess Twilight? No, no, I never…”



“The huge thunderstorm? You got all soaked.”



Rarity glares at me through half-lidded eyes and breathes in some of the steam from her cup. “Certainly not. That would be unladylike.” With a sharp nod, she adds the punctuation.



“You dared Applejack to wear a girly dress,” I say, the corners of my mouth curling up. Her own smile answers—once again, clothing provides the spark to light up her thoughts.



“Yes, of course. Your sister. She looked rather elegant in it, if I do say so myself.” She turns her nose up and smirks. “The Gala dress I made her later did suit her better, I suppose, but there was just something interesting about seeing that rough-and-tumble mare looking positively feminine. I thought it lent a certain strength and confidence to her. Oh, well.”



She snickers into her hoof for a moment and glances at me out of the corner of her eye. “And if you ever get into a pillow fight with her, she plays dirty. Do not—” she jabs the same hoof at me “—allow that so-called ‘honesty’ to lull you into letting your guard down.”



I giggle at her and give her a knowing look. “Oh, don’t you worry about that. I’ve gotten on her bad side more than once.”



For a moment, Rarity keeps up her warm smile, then she scrunches her nose up. “Well… I exaggerate. She’s a particularly steadfast friend and, I imagine, a wonderful sister.”



“Yes, I can say from experience.” And I notice that I’ve been absentmindedly stirring in the sugar for quite a while now. I set down my spoon and give my drink a taste—Darjeeling it is. “I believe she taught you a thing or two as well.”



She blushes again. “Y-yes, I… That was when I-I…” Her smile fades, and her eyes focus on the tabletop.



“It’s alright, Rarity. Think your way through it. The Sisterhooves Social, right?”



“Yes…” She looks back up and knits her brow. “I was… I r-ran with…”



Another little prod. I’ll try clothing again. “You had Applejack’s hat on.”



“Yes… yes! I waited in that horrid mud pit. And I ran with… with Apple Bloom—with you! And Applejack ran w-with… She ran with…” She sets her jaw and blinks a few times. “We won, I think. We must have. Applejack finished… No, she didn’t run. She—”



Her hoof starts to tremble, and I cover it with my own. I turn a sympathetic smile on her, but she’s already gotten distracted by a vee of geese in the distance. Heading south, and early at that, past the trees that have changed color so soon. Poor Pinkie, her knees just not able to keep up with her enthusiasm anymore. Too soon, all too soon.



My parents were older than Rarity is now when they had me. She should be in the prime of her life now, but she lost some grotesque cosmic lottery. In perfect health, not gone, but not here. Almost here. Almost as cruel as gone, maybe more.



“She’ll be fine,” the doctor had said. “I doubt she’ll ever improve, but she responds well when you visit. In my professional opinion, the work you’ve put in with her has been as effective as any of her other therapy in keeping her from getting any worse. You and Pinkie Pie both. She’s really latched on to you two.”



“Rarity,” I say to break the silence. I always like seeing her reaction to the news I have, but I only wish it would stay with her. “I’m getting married next week. Do you remember?”



Her eyes gleam, and she gapes at me. “A wedding!” She clasps her hooves to her chest. “I love weddings! I wish I’d known—I would have made you something.”



“I gave you a card several months ago so you’d keep it with you and see it. I hope you’ll attend.”



“Of course I’ll attend! A card…?” She glances down her flanks for her saddlebags.



“On the ground,” I say, angling my head toward them.



She peers over the edge of her chair and frowns at the canvas bags lying there. “Thought I left these behind,” she mutters, and then she levitates out a bundle of carefully folded cloth with a card tucked into it. Slowly, she spreads out the cloth over the table as I push our tea out of the way, and when she has it all unfurled, she gasps.



I can’t help holding a breath of my own. What an exquisite dress! I’ve seen it every few days for weeks now, a little more finished each time, and it always chokes me up a bit. That talent will never go, if there’s any fairness in life. It’s been a part of her too long, too deeply—it’s in her bones.



“This is for you!” Rarity blurts out. “Yes, I recall we did a fitting, what, two, three weeks ago? Yes, yes. I gathered it a bit more at the withers like you wanted, then added the ruching around the waist. Just a bit of embroidery left to do, and then add the pearl accents.”



She snaps a nod and has a sharpness I haven’t seen in her eyes for some time. “I’ve made good progress on it whenever I sit out here for my morning tea. I can get quite a bit done before I go around and help out with the patients. They appreciate a new hat or scarf every now and then, the poor dears.”



“The poor dears,” she repeats, pursing her lips and shaking her head. “But I bet they love having you here too.” She falls into silence and takes my hoof. I just smile back.



“So, the wedding,” I finally say. “I’ve gotten approval to take you. It’s important to me to have you there.”



“I appreciate that, Apple Bloom. I look forward to it.”



I frown, pat her hoof, open my mouth to say something, and pat her hoof again. On the second try, I find my voice. “Rarity, do you remember the Cutie Mark Crusaders?” She squints at those same trees and draws her eyebrows together. “Always racing around your shop, knocking your dress forms over, so sure of what our purpose in life would be, which somehow changed every five minutes?”



“I-I don’t…”



Right. The clothing. “We always wore those silly capes.”



“Oh! Um… Oh, yes! You and—and Scoops, a-and… another? Were there three? Or just the two? Apple Bloom and Scoops and…” Her frown deepens while her stare bores a hole in the table.



Of all ponies, why does that name come so easily to her? I-I’m going to try again. It doesn’t usually go well.



My voice drops almost to a whisper. “Rarity, describe me.” She starts to look over. “No. Close your eyes. Focus on those fillies rampaging through your shop, the capes they have on, how they look, how they sound. Tell me—” I gulp “—what comes to mind when you think ‘Apple Bloom’?”



She does as I ask, her eyes shut tightly and her head lowered. “A bow. An enormous red hairbow that she always, always has on. Red mane and tail, pale yellowish coat. I think.” She breaks into a smile. “Yes, a little angel and a little terror. I’m so proud of how you’ve turned out, and I know your sister must feel the same way.”



“That’s right,” I say. That sweet smile. I hate to see it go. “Rarity… open your eyes.”



She slowly swivels her face to me. Her gaze first falls on my white coat, then my two-tone mane, and finally on my horn. Her lip quivers, and a suppressed sob catches in her throat. I hate doing this to her. I think I need it more than she does, and it just makes me feel selfish and callous. Half the time, it doesn’t work anyway. But the doctor says to keep trying.



Rarity draws a shuddering breath, and she has that panicked look, like she’s gone on a trip and just realized she left the tickets at home. She keeps breathing heavier and heavier while her mouth works at saying something. “You… My…” She shakes her head and holds her hooves to her temples.



I get up, rush around the table, and lock her in a tight embrace. “Yes. I love you, Rarity. I love you so much.” I should be grateful she has it as good as she does. For the most part, she’s happy, and she still makes such gorgeous dresses. But I can’t help reaching for more. I want more for her.



Without letting her go, I kneel down beside her chair to put us on the same level, but she backs out of the hug with a coy little smile. “Is it really…?” The smile doesn’t last, and her eyes glisten. “How…?”



She sniffles a bit, then the dress catches her eye, and she’s off fiddling with it again. For one glorious moment, I had it. I had my sister for one glorious, painful moment. But just as quickly, it’s gone, and she’s occupied with something else. Probably for the best.



“It’s alright,” I whisper. I’ll never give up, but when she needs it, I can be Apple Bloom for her.



“What’s that, darling?” she asks, an eyebrow arching, but she doesn’t avert her gaze from the dress.



“Nothing. I love the gown. Will you come to see me wear it at my wedding?” I often wonder which hurts her more: blissful ignorance or realizing what she’s lost. I don’t know how to answer that for her.



Life goes on, I guess. I return to my seat. Only a few minutes until the patients and staff start showing up for lunch, and we’ll lose our privacy. “You’ve clearly put a lot of work into it.”



She nods, but then flicks a dismissive hoof at what had mesmerized her just seconds ago and what represents months of meticulous labor.  It’s never been about the effort for her. “Oh, you’re getting married, Apple Bloom? That’s wonderful, dear! Congratulations.”



That’s enough for one morning—I don’t have any more in me. We’ll just have a nice afternoon, wherever her fancy takes her. I’ll try again in two days. And again on the weekend. And again and again and again. It’s never been about the effort for me, either. I just love my sister, even if she doesn’t know it.
      

      
   
      Hell is Other Ponies


      

      
      
         The soft echo of Twilight’s hooves reverberated through the empty halls of Canterlot Castle. Down the Hall of Heroes—the stained glass monument to the Elements of Harmony’s various victories—past the Grand Galloping Gala Ballroom—where the yearly gathering of Equestria’s most renowned citizens was held—and through the Sewers of Shame—Canterlot’s less well-known district for disreputable undesirables—that mellifluous sound of hoofsteps echoed, breaking the silence that hung like a warm summer’s air over the castle. 



With each step, Twilight felt the silence surrounding her grow more and more profound. With each hoof-fall, that somber ambiance grew deeper and deeper. It was if someone had placed a great cloud over Canterlot while it was sleeping it and smothered it. Not a single voice was to be heard. No guards, no chefs, no maids, no librarians, no janitors, no princesses, no friends, and especially no dental hygienists. Even that ubiquitous blujay, the one who had followed her around for months, singing constantly, was silent. Not just silent, in fact, gone. Every single living thing in the entirety of Equestria, from the tiniest amoeba, to the largest dragon… was gone. 



And Twilight couldn’t have been more pleased. 



After ascending to princesshood, Twilight began to find that she could stand her ‘subjects’ less and less. She used to marvel at how Celestia and Luna had managed to maintain their sanity for the past millennia, but then an idea struck her. It was a mad, brilliant, and altogether ludicrous scheme, but she felt compelled to test it out, if only for the sake of her own peace and quiet. 



One morning, when she was greeted by the royal checklist bearer, Twilight decided to do the unthinkable. In the middle of the 43rd item (replace all 2-ply toilet paper with standard 4-ply), she did what only one pony had done before, she banished him to the Moon. 



With a pop, and a slight crackle, the innocent, yet extremely annoying, stallion disappeared into thin air, leaving behind only his glasses, cap, and that austere checklist. Almost not believing that it had worked, she waited for him to reappear, new checklist in hoof and a scowl on his face. But after several minutes of pure, blissful silence, she realized that he was gone for good, and that was the end of it. At least, that’s what she thought. 



About a month after her first banishment, Twilight was going about her princessly duties as per usual. Things seemed to be going pretty well. She had not mentioned to anyone, not even her friends, the banishment of the checklist bearer, and no one had said a word about his sudden disappearance. Halfway through one morning, however, Celestia approached Twilight. 



“Twilight,” she said, opening the door to Twilight’s study and casually strolling in, her face betraying her calm demeanor. “Do you have a moment?”



Twilight glanced up from the requisition forms she had been looking over, pushing her glasses to the bridge of her nose. “Oh, Princess! Yes, of course. What is it?”



Celestia smiled that calm, welcoming smile of hers, though her eyes were still hard. “You’re a princess now, too, remember?” 



With a sigh and a glance down at the piles of paperwork cluttering her desk, Twilight replied, “I’m reminded of that fact every day.” 



“Mm,” Celestia hummed. “Yes, bureaucracy does have it’s downsides, does it not? Anyway, I didn’t come here to talk with you about our legal system.” She paused, her brow furrowing. “Actually, I suppose I did, come to think of it.” She gave her head a little shake. “That’s not the point. The point is that I’ve been hearing some troubling rumors as of late.” 



Twilight frowned, slipping her glasses off and setting them aside. “What do you mean?”



Celestia’s auroral mane flowed like a river, gently undulating as she stood in silence. After a time, she said, “It’s come to my attention that you may have… enacted a certain punishment upon a citizen of Equestria without proper legal authority.” 



Twilight’s heart caught in her throat. “I… I’m not sure what you’re talking about.” 



Celestia sighed. “I was hoping it wouldn’t come to this.” 



Twilight’s eyes widened. “Come to what?”



“I didn’t believe the rumors at first either. I thought, ‘Twilight could never do that!’. But I knew I had to check myself, just to be sure.” 



“You… checked?”



Celestia nodded gravely. “That’s right, Twilight. I went to see for myself if what I had heard was true. I went to the Moon, and do you know what I saw?”



Twilight said nothing. 



“I saw him. Daily Routine was his name, did you know that?” 



“I—”



“He told me he had been trapped on the Moon for the past month, that you were the one who had banished him. He said he didn’t know what he did to deserve such a punishment.” Celestia’s lips pursed. “Twilight, do you know why I banished Luna to the Moon? Because it was the last option I had. Do you know how hard it was for me to—”



Celestia was cut off mid-sentence as she disappeared with a pop. 



Twilight, her horn glowing bright purple, stared at the space Celestia had occupied moments ago. “I didn’t think it would actually work,” she mused aloud. “I… I just banished Celestia.” As that thought sunk into to Twilight’s brain, worming its way into her consciousness, she smiled. “I just banished Celestia! Hahaha! I did it!” She jumped up from her seat and onto the desk. With a kick of her hooves, she danced a little jig atop the desk. Papers and pens and books went flying to and fro as she gyrated her body wildly. 



A few moments later, after hearing all the commotion, a guardspony entered the room cautiously. As he slowly opened the door, he saw Twilight still standing on her desk. His mouth opened slightly. 



“Umm, excuse me, Princess Twilight? Is everything… all right?”



Twilight froze, looked over to the guard and let a wide grin split her face. “Yep, everything’s peachy.” 



He nodded slowly. “Okay, because I heard some… sounds, and I just wanted to make sure things were, umm, fine.” 



“All quiet on the western front,” said Twilight cheerily. 



“Riiiiiight. Anyway, have you seen Celestia? She came in here earlier, but I didn’t see her leave.” 



Twilight’s smile quickly faded away. “Oh? She did? Hmm, maybe I can help you find her.” 



The guard smiled. “Thanks, but I’m sure she’ll—” 



“Aaaaaaaaand gone.” Wiping her hooves off, Twilight curled her lips up and blew on her horn. She hopped down from the desk and made her way past what remained of the guard, some armor and a spear, pushing past the door and into the hallway. 



As Twilight strolled through the halls of Canterlot Castle, she couldn’t help but feel an immense sense of satisfaction at having been so clever as to devise a way to rid herself of other ponies. Suddenly, all the little things that had bothered her before seemed to melt away like pats of butter on a hot skillet. No more, ‘Good morning, Princess Twilight!’. Gone. No more, ‘What’d you do that for, Princess Twilight?’ Gone. Never again would she have to hear, ‘Why, Princess Twilight? Why?’ Gone. ‘No, Wait! Stop!’ Gone. ‘My family!’ Gone. ‘ My wife!’ Gone. ‘My cat!’ Gone. Gone. Gone. Gone. Gone. 



Twilight let out a long, slow sigh. Banishment was exhausting. It had only been an hour and over half of the castle had been banished. Only half, she corrected herself. There was still much work left to be done. Even her friends would not be spared. 



Hey, Rainbow Dash. What’s up? You think the castle feels kinda empty? Well, that’s probably because—Gone. Oh, hi there, Applejack. Looking for Rainbow Dash? Well, she’s—Gone. Pinkie Pie, Fluttershy, Rarity? What are you girls—Gone. Not even Spike, who had been through thick and thin with her, who had weathered every storm, endured every bout of insanity, was safe from the Banishing. 



“Yo, Twilight!” shouted Spike as he waved at her from down the hall. His little feet smacked against the marble floors, echoing through the deathly silent halls as he ran towards Twilihgt. When he finally reached her, he doubled over, hands on his knees, wheezing and coughing. ‘Something weird is going on,” he said, in between ragged breaths, “I can’t find anypony anywhere.” 



Twilight looked down at him, expressionless. “No one?”



He shook his head. “Everyone’s gone missing.”



She nodded. “Good. Then I’m making excellent progress.” 



Spike cocked his head to the side. “Progress? With what? What’s going on?”



“Oh, I’m in the middle of banishing everypony to the Moon,” she said, nonchalantly. “It’s really a lot more work than I had originally anticipated.” 



“You’re… banishing everyone?”



“Yup.”



“But… why?”



Twilight smiled cheerfully. “Oh, Spike, you silly goose. It’s not about why, it’s about—Gone.” 



Buffing her chest, Twilight surveyed her handiwork. With Spike out of the picture, she had successfully rid herself of all the Canterlot Castle ponies, and one dragon. She took a deep breath. No she just had the rest of the world to go. 








Days, weeks, months, and years passed in the blink of an eye. Twilight devoted herself to ridding the world of every single living thing. She started with ponies, then moved on to other sentient creatures. Not content with just that, she then moved on to non-sapient lifeforms, until eventually there was nothing left. Not a single soul, besides her own, was left on the planet. Dozens, or maybe hundreds or thousands of years had passed since her quest began. She had stopped keeping track long ago. For all she knew, millennia had come and gone in the time since she started, but all that was irrelevant now. There was only silence. 



When she was sure that she had completed her journey, Twilight found her way back to where it all began: Canterlot Castle. She wandered through the halls, past the empty chairs and empty tables of the dining hall, and the empty bedrooms of the west wing. A joyful silence hung over the place. However, in spite of her bliss, Twilight couldn’t help but feel a certain nagging sensation, like she had missed something, something important. 



After a time, she came upon a door, one she had not seen before. She pressed her hoof against its exterior and attempted to push it open, but it refused to budge. Frowning, she looked around for a way to open it. A small hole, near the center of the door, looked promising. It was about the size of her horn, and maybe, just maybe, that would be the secret. She tilted her head down and filled the hole with her horn. Immediately light blasted out of the hole and ran up lines along the door, filling the room with a light blue glow. 



Twilight took her horn out and stepped back as the light lines split open and revealed a passageway that was wholly new to Twilight. Lining the walls were torches that had long since burnt out, only wax puddles remained, hanging off the edge of the holders like stalagmites. 



“I’ve never seen this room before,” Twilight mused aloud. “I wonder where it leads?” 



With a shrug, she decided to venture into the pitch black passageway. She brought light to the tip of her horn and then created a single ball, allowing it to float above her as she continued. It illuminated the decaying hallway with an eerie glow, allowing Twilight to see the cobwebs and mold that had managed to overwhelm the hall. It likely had not been used for years, decades even. 



Further and further she pushed, past what seemed like thousands upon thousands of dead torches. Eventually, after an indeterminate amount of time, Twilight came upon another door. This one was simple, and wooden. She thrust it open with a wave of her horn and stepped into a dimly-lit room. Scrolls, books, quills, and inkwells littered the tiny room. A candle upon a desk flickered weakly, illuminating the face of the pony sitting at that desk. She wore no expression, and her eyes seemed faded. Her mane, still that inky black, seemed to flow less blithely, and her hooves shook as she pushed herself up. 



Twilight stared in silence at the other pony, watching emotionlessly as she stood up and walked around to the other side of the desk. 



“Twilight,” she said, “I was wondering when you’d find me here.” 



“Princess Luna. I thought I’d banished you long ago.” 



“It would seem not, wouldn’t it? Unless, of course, I’m not actually here and you’re just imagining things.” 



Twilight let out a single laugh. “No, I doubt that you’re just an illusion. I haven’t lost my sanity yet.” 



Luna, despite being immortal, looked as though she had aged a thousand years. Her features sagged and she moved slowly, deliberately. “I’ve been here for decades,” she said, “waiting, watching, searching. I was here the day you banished my sister, and I hid for fear of the same happening to me.” 



Twilight said nothing. 



“I wasn’t sure what happened to you to make you do that, but now I don’t care anymore. I’ve devoted all of my time and energy to finding a way to bring them back.” 



“Bring them back? Why?”



Luna placed a hoof on Twilight’s shoulder. “Because I know what a thousand years of loneliness does to a pony. I know the pain and suffering you would face, even more so knowing you did it to yourself. I couldn’t let that happen again, not to anyone.” 



Twilight considered her. “So why haven’t you brought anypony back yet?”



Luna sighed. “I can’t. I’m not strong enough. If I were to become Nightmare Moon, then perhaps, but I won’t ever walk that path again. The cost is too high.” 



“So then you failed?”



Luna shook her head slowly. “Not exactly. I found another way. I can still bring them back… but I need your help. Together we can undo what you did. We can change things back to the way they were, fix everything.” Her eyes hardened as she stared into Twilight’s eyes. “But I need you to do that. You have to be willing to help me.” 



“After all the work I’ve done. After the years I spent completing my greatest achievement, you want me to undo it all?” Twilight chuckled. “Oh, Luna. Why in the world would I do that?”



“I can see it in your eyes,” Luna said, after a pause. “I can see that you miss them, your friends, and Celestia. You want them back, but you’re afraid to admit it to yourself. You’re afraid of what retribution you might face. You want them returned to you more than anything, but you can’t bare to face your mistakes.” She paused again, blinking. “I should know. You have the same eyes I did all those years ago. The loneliness, the profound sense of emptiness you’ll face is the most soul-crushing experience you’ll ever have. Just like I was saved by you, I wish to save you from that fate… from the fate I once had.” 



Twilight was silent for a few seconds. She pursed her lips, then said, “You don’t get it do you, Luna? I’m not like you. Loneliness is my happiness. I’ve got everything I ever wanted. Well… almost everything.” 



Luna’s eyes widened. “Wait, Twilight. Think about what you’re—”



“Gone.” 



She waited a moment before allowing the silence to settle in once more. It consumed her, enveloping her like a warm blanket. Finally, after an eternity of searching, she had found true happiness.
      

      
   
      Simple Twist of Fate


      

      
      
         The sun looked out to the horizon; the evening light was fading, and a darkness loomed. A somber yellow shine was scattered across the landscape, reminding Celestia of one word—one name—that had been crossing her mind all day. Earlier that morning, she thought, the sun had been shining much brighter than usual—her head turned. The night had come to relieve her of the day’s burden, and the sun was soon forgotten.



‘Thank you, sister,’ Celestia said softly, turning her head back to the front. She could see her city, her domain, full of citizens who looked up to her. To all of them, she sighed.



‘Is something the matter, dear sister?’ Luna replied. She calmly walked to Celestia’s side, who then raised her head to the azure above her. ‘The sky is so clear tonight. The stars usually keep us company.’



‘Yes, yes. They disappear one night, and the next they reappear. It feels like a mere illusion, don’t you think?’ Celestia paused for a moment, and closed her eyes. ‘There seem to be more illusions in my life than just stars. Things that I think exist one moment, but disappear the next.’



‘Sister,’ Luna replied, laying a careful hoof on Celestia’s shoulder. ‘You seem tired. Retreat to your chambers and get some rest—you’ll feel better tomorrow morning, when you can see your beautiful sun once more.’



The sun looked out to the horizon; the evening light had faded, and so had the sun’s gleam over Equestria. The darkness had taken hold. The name came again to Celestia, and she felt pride—a tear began to form in her eye, mixed with the salt of her wounds and another, more foreign substance... she knew. Every name she could remember from her masses of subjects then came to mind.



‘What upsets you so? Do you wish to stay out here with us?’



‘I—I’m not sure. My mind is filled with... names. Ponies, ponies that love us both ever so much. But something about those names pains me, your own and another's most of all.’ Celestia split from her sister’s side and walked away from the edge of the balcony. ‘All I can feel is emptiness when I recall each and every individual. It is difficult to describe, dearest sister.’



Luna watched as her sister walked away—her mouth opened, and then closed. A sigh escaped her mouth, laced with sadness and disappointment. The attitude was strange, she thought, but best dealt with in the morning after some rest. There wasn't anything she could do that night.



Celestia longed to stay with her sister, but she knew how it would end up—the conversations would always be professional, always be concerning Equestria—with the possible exception of a personal, yet over-exaggerated, conversation about her strife. Her bed invited her to join it for yet another night, but she repelled it—she would be much more conscious of her being alone. She longed to see her Faithful Student, to hear her voice, but she was no longer her Faithful Student—that journey had ended long before, as had a bond they shared and quickly replaced by a new, more professional binding. Were they to meet under normal circumstances, their conversation would be purely professional. Another tear of pride and sadness surfaced; her protégé had worked so hard to succeed, but in the meantime, Celestia had lost a correspondent of which she could her about from day to day, nodding her head to a piece of interesting news, chuckling as her stories of friendship resulted in comical ends, and most notably, feeling a touch in Celestia's heart every time a new letter came showing the growth of a wonderful young mare and her quest for true friendship. She had succeeded where the sun could not. Bringing this up to Twilight herself was not an option—burdening other ponies with her problems was not how a ruler must act.



Celestia silently cursed the politics of her land; her student—associate—was so engrossed in the political connotations that surrounded her princesshood, and with it, a lost sense of familiarity. It was still the same old Twilight Sparkle, but less so about the informalities—friendly gossip, lessons on friendship, that going-ons of her friends and neighbours—and moreso the intricacies of a position with power. Was it worth it to find another student, only to come up with the same result? The notion was a frightening one, and was not gladly revisited whenever it came up.



She was only looking out for the best in her subjects, her fellow princesses—especially her sister. She was happy for them, and she was proud, and yet...!



‘Tsk tsk, Celestia,’ an alluring, yet sinister, voice called out from the air. Celestia looked to the balcony exit, half expecting her sister to come in and hunt down the voice. ‘A great leader showing signs of weakness. Don’t you worry about there being any interruptions; I made sure that we’re left alone.’



The voice was unmistakable. Celestia growled.



‘What do you want, Discord?’



The draconequus apparated in front of Celestia, with a devious grin etched on his face. His taloned claw was pressed against his chest in mock innocence. ‘Goodness me, you always assume I’m up to no good. Can’t you give a friend a break?’



‘You are not my friend,' Celestia spat. 'You may be reformed, but you’re still a liar and more trouble than you’re worth.’



Discord smirked, then stroked his beard thoughtfully. ‘Why, thank you! But remember: it takes one to know one.’



Celestia rolled her eyes—this was to be expected. ‘I ask of you once again: what do you want?’



‘There is nothing wrong with me wanting to see you in your chambers, Celestia. No, it is you who wants something, no?’ Discord chuckled. ‘Well, here I am to cure you of your silly alone time. You were thinking about the ponies in your life, hmm? I have a powerful sense of observation, particularly for things concerning your mind.’



‘You cannot read my mind, Spirit of Chaos. I am not a foal that you can convince otherwise.’



‘My dear Celestia—my sweet, ever-adorable Celestia,’ Discord said with a mockingly cute grin, ‘I am Discord. I’ve been alive for a very long time—’ he repeatedly stroked his beard, and with every stroke, it lengthened into a longer thread of grey hair ‘—and you did not expect me to notice the signs of loneliness? You must be getting old yourself to forget such things, ah?'



Celestia turned to face her fireplace. Her heart was failing her, just as the burning coal in the fire had lost its glow. Discord’s words were so simplistic, so childish—and yet, each one of them rang true in her heart, as if they were written straight from her own soul. Her eyes closed—but she would not shed tears. This was not how a ruler must act.



‘Oh dear, have I crossed a line?’ Discord narrowed his eyes and curled over to Celestia’s side, neither amused nor upset. His tone of voice was not mocking, nor was it sympathetic—unsure was the only word Celestia could think up. ‘I just hate to see someone so tied up. Were you thinking about that purple genius who can supposedly do no wrong?’ he added, with clear disgust.



Celestia’s heart stopped for a moment, and her muscles seized up; the gesture did not go unnoticed. Discord frowned.



‘If I had known that you would actually respond to the things I’ve said, I would’ve brought a nice pipe and we could’ve had an intriguing discussion about mortality and morality. I’m sure both are crossing your mind right now, even if I can’t read your mind as you insist I cannot.’ Discord snapped his talons, and a wooden pipe with a small pillar of smoke billowing from the end appeared in his mouth. He wore an extravagant red and black house robe, and eyeglasses rested on the bridge of his nose. ‘I never thought you’d even say hello. You look like the silent type when it comes to conversations with beings such as myself.’



The smoke wafted to Celestia, who gave a slight sniff and promptly sneezed—when she opened her eyes and saw Discord’s apparel, she admitted to herself a short unease. A small part of her, though, was warming up—not from the fire, but from the heat of the night. She shivered; the air was still frigid with moisture.



‘You know, when you had left me in that stone prison,’ Discord added with disgust, ‘I thought about a few things. We haven’t been so different for the past millennia, you and I: we were just two beings imprisoned in two different places. My prison was a lot colder and a lot less comfortable, I might add,’ he said, glancing at the velvet-cushioned bed in the center of the room.



‘Ah...’ Celestia walked over to her window, and pushed it open. ‘I don’t care, Discord,’ she insisted. She felt an emptiness inside, to which her current companion could not relate—why would he care, even if he could do so? He seeks only mischief, even now in the Royal Chambers.



As though he really had read Celestia’s mind and could sense her disdain, Discord grinned another devious smile and twirled his beard. ‘Very well, Celestia. I don’t know how in Equestria I’m supposed to speak to you without it being an attack, but I suppose that you win just by not caring.’ He looked at her, and she felt a spark tingle to her bones. It was a most unnatural feeling, especially for a ruler, and so she shook her head and faced Discord plainly.



Neither of the two adversaries spoke, merely staring at each other from a short step’s distance away. Their faces nearly touched, but neither of them broke form. Discord’s talons snapped and broke the silence—a short while after, Celestia heard the ticking of clocks. Her concentration snapped just as rapidly as the talons had.



‘Do you hear the clocks, Celestia?’ Discord’s mocking tone was not needed—it was already painfully obvious who caused the sound to come. ‘Yes, I know you’re very sensitive to the always mysterious element of time. Teaching your ever-faithful student to always be on schedule, no earlier, no later? You really were quite the influence on her, shame that potential was wasted when it could have been myself as the mentor. And marking the cycles that keep the world in balance to a thousand years—or a similar round number—apiece? You did not honestly think that I would not notice and take advantage of that, this much is obvious.’



Celestia could not hear Discord's droning; her mind was too busy trying to drown out the chimes with something—anything—that could ease her mind. How long must she wait for these clocks to end? She had waited so long for her own clock to end, but one word—one name—had kept it ticking all these years. That name was not the same as it had been a year before, yet both the new and the old held equal regard in her heart.



The clocks stopped. The longing Celestia felt subsided, but only by the slightest amount, and only for the slightest fraction of time. Discord let the feeling sink in for several moments, stretching his grin wider and wider as the seconds passed. Seconds, which felt like an eternity to the sun. An eternity that, nevertheless, she had to spare.



‘Why did you come here, Discord?’ Celestia said, calmly, still longing for her sister’s presence.



‘I think you already know, sister.’ Discord’s voice was mocking, but it was also sure—sure of its words, and knowing what consequence it had on Celestia.



Silence filled the room for several moments. Celestia could hear the faint ringing of clocks chiming in the back of her head.



‘What a simply marvelous chat we’ve had, my dear Celestia,’ Discord said, showing a toothy smile as he backpedalled his way to the bedroom’s door. ‘Well, it was informative for me at the very least. I’ve learned that you’re far too old for me to bother effectively; Princess Sparkle should prove to be much more fun than this dreadful conversation has been.’



Celestia thought of Twilight and how she would deal with his mockery; she chuckled. Her protégé was not burdened with the mistakes she made, and her friendships would keep her from this terrible chaos—and the chaos of the world.



‘You know, Discord,’ Celestia said, ‘Fluttershy’s ability to reform you is making me think a little, too. We always did feel the same about a lot of things, didn’t we? Under abnormal, nigh-impossible circumstances, we could’ve been friends. You even became friends with a regular, shy pegasus from a small town—the contrast between the two of you could not be greater. We just... we just saw things from a different point of view.’



Discord stood at the open door, staring at Celestia without malice, without mockery, for the first time she could remember in eons. ‘The difference between you and I, sister,’ he replied, stone-faced, ‘is that I answered to the revolution lingering in the air. You sold everything you owned—a chance at a peaceful life, friends, time—so that you could help your subjects succeed and be happy. Even if you’re pleased with yourself, you’ll never get back to how you once were, no matter how badly you wish it.’



Discord did not look back as he left the room—for a few moments, Celestia smiled. She hadn’t seen this side of him since... since things were different. The smile quickly vanished; no matter how much he’s reformed, he could not fix her problem. He was too far stuck in the past, just as he had been since birth, just like 



Her problem was a simple twist of fate, and a strange one. Discord had said similar words that night to those he spoke many a year ago, but she thought little of it before. She remembered the words of a particular poet she had encountered in her lifetime, and held them to their painful, yet soothing, truths:



‘Trying to learn to walk like heroes we thought we had to be, and after all this time just to find we’re like all the rest—happy, lonely, and confused.’



She had accepted her fate long ago. Was it a crime to know and feel too much within? This, the longing for true friendship, the wish to have a mentor herself, was not how a ruler must think or act. The sun rose the next day as it always had done, and it was all blamed on a simple twist of fate.
      

      
   
      Seeing the Forest for the Trees


      

      
      
         Lightning Dust was beginning to become very worried. She stared at the sheet of paper that laid before her, contemplating about her own future. Taking the sheet into her own hooves, she began to read the results in her mind, every word being a blur in her head with only one clear indication: She was failing. Failing in all her academics.



The only solace rested in her physical education, but that, compared to her other subjects, was a tiny component in her overall score.



“The hell am I supposed to do with all this?!” She yelled into the air, throwing her results slip into the air. She slumped into the bed that she had been sitting on, laying limply on the mattress as she stared into the ceiling above her.



Her life flashed before her eyes.



Or, at the least, what she had constructed as her life. All this time having just sailed by in school, she had reasoned, was going to spell trouble in her life.



She thought back to the incident on that fateful day when she had gotten her cutie mark. The memory felt fuzzy now, though however fuzzy it was, it was still much more crystal clear than any of the things that had gone through her head when she had been sitting in her classes.



‘It started… on an empty field… in the morning! No, in the afternoon!’ She struggled to find the details in her head. The fuzzy nature of these memories kept pushing her from being able to form any good images of the incident during that day.



A spark came to her eyes as she turned her head around to look at her flank, now adorned with the image of a lightning bolt striking down towards the ground, some stars spraying outwards from the spot that had been struck.



The memory of the day she got her cutie mark became clear as day.



The destruction she had caused that day even moreso.



But that only made her poor heart burst with glee.



Because perhaps the only thing that came first to her mind, above all, was all the attention she got as a result of that. As a result of all her unintended destruction…



All the barraging comments and questions she had gotten after that only served to fuel her pride, having been able to stir up quite a crowd that day.



And she loved every minute of it.



It didn’t care to her at all if most of them were blasting about how much money it would cost to rebuild it from the ground up!



‘What did they care about the destruction, anyway?’ Lightning Dust scoffed merrily at the memory of all the scathing remarks. ‘No one got hurt and there wasn’t actually a building there in the first place!’ She laughed cheekily at all the silly remarks.



“How much money cost to preserve some stupid dirt field, eh?” She managed to guffaw out between giggles. “I bet the world that that… thing was much more awesome than some silly grass…” She turned her head to look at a poster that had been posted on the wall…



The Wonderbolts…



“Why should I bother, it’s my brother’s dream anyways…” She muttered under her breath with a dejected sigh.



“It’s not mine to begin with.” She flung her hooves up in the air. “I don’t even know what mine are to begin with!”







Dejectedly, she laid on her bed and dozed off to sleep, her results slip still held tightly to her body as she softly cried to sleep.








Today was as good a day as any other.



Today, she was finally going to inform her big brother of her decision, having thoroughly thought through the situation that laid before her.



Her parents already knew at this point. They didn’t seem to care much for it, however.



‘’Just anything to get you to a better life than you are at right now. Only you can decide what is the best for you.’ they said.’ She thought inwardly, putting on a mock tone and voice in her mind as it relayed the quotation that she had remembered, grumbling under her teeth as it registered once more into her system.



Now was as good a time as any other. She stood there, patiently awaiting for something to happen. Waiting for the door to stop being an imposing figure in her mind.



She puffed her chest upwards, deeply inhaling, as she pushed the door inwards and entered the room. She heard a groan come from inside the room. Looking further, she noticed in a flash the look of displeasure plastered on her brother’s face. She had always recognised that face of disapproval, a cheeky, humourous soul hiding behind it.



On this day, however, she’d rather not be bothered with it.



“Remember what mum said, Light?” She winced a little at her pet name, but nonetheless reciprocated in kind.



“Always knock before entering.” A chuckle came from her brother’s side, his mood having been lifted, but his expression stayed stuck. Lightning Dust rolled her eyes at this.



“Whatever, I’m not here to pick a fight.” She continued, staring dejectedly at the floor as her brother looked up from the book that he was reading.



‘Something is just not right, isn’t it?’ His mind asked rhetorically. The words had also been blurted out and, in kind, Lightning Dust fidgeted in her place. This fueled the worry that was growing in him because it had increasingly become clear to him that something was very wrong.



As such, the stallion stood up, walking towards her and, expression softening as quickly as it hardened, wrapped his hoof around her.



“What’s wrong, Light?” He asked, readying himself for whatever it was that she had wanted to throw at him.



“I’ve…” she choked the words out unsuccessfully. “I’ve decided to be a Wonderbolt.” She sobbed softly, leading to her brother becoming very confused. He lifted her chin up with his hoof and looked at her reassuringly in the eye.



“Silly girl,” he began, rubbing her hair with his free hoof, “Why would you think that I would find that a problem?” Lightning Dust sniffed softly, fighting the tears back into her eyes.



“Really?” She asked almost pleadingly. He let out a nervous laugh.



“Absolutely.” He nodded, pulling his sister closer into a hug. Lightning Dust reciprocated in kind.



“This is going to be be something that we would do…” He held her tighter as he said his next words.



“We’ll get there.” His voice was practically a whisper at this point.



”Together.”








“It’s here! It’s here! Finally, today, it’s here!”



Her brother shook his head at this, flying past the corridors of their house attempting to catch up to her.



“Slow down there, Light!” Lightning Dust turned around and stuck her tongue out at home.



“Not a chance!” She smirked and dashed towards the front door.



‘Aye, she’s starting to become like me.’ He pushed himself forward towards her.



The intensity was getting high in the race between siblings. They sped past the clouds, getting ever closer to the mailbox pitched at the ground, the two ponies diving towards the ground neck and neck…



BLAM



They both crashed onto the mailbox’s vicinity, wrecking the ground around them.



Lightning Dust took the time to look around at the destroyed grass patch surrounding the mailbox and took a deep breath.



“That. Was. AWESOME!” She yelled, darting up into the air and landing as soon as she leapt off, falling into the hooves of her bigger brother.



“It sure was!” He agreed, laughing away as he glanced at the other craters that had been made, now covered with hints of grass.



“Okay, serious now. We’re gonna have to see who-”



Too late. Lightning Dust had already pulled out the two letters from the mailbox, ripping the first letter enthusiastically, thinking that it had been addressed to her.



“Dear Skystrut Dust-” Lightning Dust looked back to her brother and back to the letter again.



“Heh, I got too excited.” She chuckled nervously, handing the letter to him as he rolled his eyes. “Here you go, Sky!” He rolled his eyes again, smiling knowingly, as he took the letter into his hooves.



Skystrut Dust smiled fondly upon Lightning Dust as she ripped the second letter open, reading through the contents. Her grin grew wider as she looked at the contents of the letter, shooting her free hoof up in the air, promptly pumping it down.



“Yes! I got in! I got in!” Her own pride grew into pure enthusiasm as she ran towards him and hugged her brother, who hugged back in kind.



He then took the time to read through his own letter and his smile dropped from his face. Lightning Dust saw through this immediately and grew concerned.



“What’s wrong, big bro?” Skystrut Dust sighed.



“They said here that both of us were qualified… and…” Lightning Dust grew even more worried, wrapping her wing around him.



“And?”



“They said they didn’t want any chances of nepotism… and that since you were the better flyer…” He sighed and dropped the letter, letting it float onto the floor and fighting the tears back. Lightning Dust patted his back.



“Don’t be upset… I’ll take your place! I’ll work doubly hard in order to show off my stuff!” Lightning Dust promised. Her brother wiped his own face to clear off any possible tears on his face.



“Really?” He asked weakly. Lightning Dust hugged him.



“Really.” Lightning Dust smiled weakly, hugging him more tightly than ever.



The enthusiasm of possibly being in the Wonderbolts to show off her stuff eventually came crashing down to her, which prompted her to smile at her brother.



“I’m going to the Wonderbolts.” She said bleakly and happily. Skystrut Dust smiled back.



“That you are, my little sister. That you are.”








“Yes ma’m!” They all chanted in unison.



Okay, Lightning Dust. You can do it. You can show ‘em your stuff! Just remember what your brother always told you: Be… assertive.



“Well then, let me be the first to tell you… you don’t!” Spitfire spat the words out at her cadets.



Well, now’s the time more than anything. Of course I am! That’s why I’m here in the first place!



“Still think you’re something special?”



Umm… I mean, yes ma’m!



Celestia, I’m going to be horrible at this, aren’t I?



Okay, just take some deep breaths… act calmly. Act cool… yeah…



Okay, I’m feeling pumped again! Finally in the Wonderbolts!



“You look like you’re the worst flyer in the whole academy!” Spitfire said, prompting Rainbow Dash to narrow her eyes in return.



Fueled adrenaline, eh? Doesn’t look like it, then.



“No, ma’m! I’d never quit, ma’m!” Rainbow Dash responded, resolutely.



Okay, Lightning Dust: She’s now in front of you. Now’s your chance.



“-you couldn’t fly past the flagpole without getting winded.” Spitfire spat the words out softly, Lightning Dust’s attention returning to her, placing as cocky an attitude as she could.



“Try me ma’m.”



Cockiness succeeded. I’m in the zone.



Lightning Dust saw from her right Rainbow Dash, darting her eyes nervously at the situation, prompting her to respond in kind on the que of her expression.



“Let me show you what I’ve got, ma’m.” She replied as smoothly as she did just now.



“Huh-” she muttered softly, “-you want a chance to prove yourself, huh?” Lightning Dust glowed.



“Yes ma’m!” Spitfire seemed to look pleased at her gungho enthusiasm. She turned to face the rest of the cadets in the line.



I’ve got this all in the bag no-



“Give me five hundred laps. All of you!” She sternly instructed, jumping into the air as she yelled the second sentence, her response being the awwing from all but the two cadets closest to her then.



I’ve got to stop thinking too much to myself.



Chuckling inwardly to herself, Lightning Dust took off at the sound of the whistle, noticing Rainbow Dash tagging beside her in near-syncronised motion.



She’s gooood.







“Lap 499!” Spitfire yelled after Cloudchaser had been pushed aside and behind by the adrenaline-charged pegasi, both flying at equally impressive speeds in tangent to each other.



“One more lap to go!” Rainbow Dash yelled, in full focus of her flight, quickly turning her head towards Lightning Dust’s.



Oh, gotta respond in kind.



So she did. Both their expressions had bravado written all over their faces, Rainbow Dash winking in Lightning Dust’s direction.



“You’re on!” Lightning Dust replied in kind, speeding past Rainbow Dash in the millisecond after she replied, only to have Rainbow Dash catch up to her in that instant.



That mare is something! Two sharp turns and she’s still going… Like I am!



Hay, I’m- no, we’re going faster than before!



Annnnd Lap 500! We’ve finished, baby!



“Five hundred!” The two pegasi both skidded into a halt on the runway.



“Not bad.” Spitfire complimented calmly as she walked past them.



“For a couple of newbies…” She said softly towards herself, the ire of the two pegasi having not been present for they have both found each other fantastic flying buddies.



“Name’s Lightning Dust.” She said coolly, extending her wing as she said it. Rainbow Dash reciprocated in kind.



“Rainbow Dash.” She said, slightly nervous.



Doesn’t matter that much. She was awesome!



“Wanna grab some grub in the mess hall?”



“Definitely.” Rainbow Dash replied, flashing a little of that cocky attitude on her face once more. Lightning Dust smiled in return.



Looks like I didn’t really need you, Skystrut Dust. For I’ve got the company of a mare just like you.



Smiling at the thought, she approached the entrance of the mess hall, opening the door to allow Rainbow Dash to enter first. She looked rather pleasantly pleased at this.



“Thanks, Lightning.” She smiled as she walked in.



No problem.



And with that, Lightning Dust followed behind Rainbow Dash into the mess hall.








Rainbow Dash and Lightning Dust were both standing in their Wonderbolt suits, goggles strapped onto their heads, almost eagerly and cockily awaiting what was going to happen today.



This is going to be awesome!



Whatever the heck this is.



“This-” Spitfire paused as the cloth enveloping the contraption was removed. ”-is the Dizzitron. It's gonna make you very – I repeat – very dizzy.”



Heh, like in a million years that that’s gonna happen.



“-fly straight again, as soon as possible. Once you have recovered you must come in for a smooth landing.”



Easy feat… I think.



Quite enthusiastically and contrary to her truly personal disposition, with a cocky smile standing next to her more enthusiastic friend, she raised her hoof, following in kind to her. She managed to hold her composure well.



“You…” Spitfire pointed in Rainbow Dash’s direction. Lightning Dust looked perplexed.



What? They should have me try-



“You’re up.”



Wait, her?



“Me?” Wild Flower answered nervously, holding her head out to her left as she saw the machine,  the mere sight of it scaring her from trying.



“Now!!” And with that, she flew straight out from her standing position towards the machine’s straps. Lightning Dust still held her smile in place, thinking the situation through.



She doesn’t seem be able to handle it, though… Then again, tough luck for her.



“Ready?!” Spitfire asked. Wild Flower took the time to nervously dart her eyes from side to side.



“Yes ma’m.” She answered nervously.



Yeah… she ain’t gonna make it. Only the best for the best, after all.



She looked towards the direction of the other cadets as well, nervously focusing their attention on the spinning machine.



I could pretty much say the same thing for them as well. How the hay did they get enrolled into an elite flying squad, anyways?



Spitfire took the time to look at the machine, mentally counting the seconds in her head for the machine to be released.



“Release!” Spitfire commanded. With the pull of a lever, Wild Flower was off spinning round, dizzily falling and flying towards where the ground might be and landing on her haunches, causing her to skid along the runway towards her destination, collapsing as she came to a stop on all fours.



“Huh…” Spitfire did a double take on her stopwatch. “Fifteen seconds. Decent, but I wouldn't go writin' home about it!”



Yeah. Of course you wouldn’t.



“-next?” Rainbow Dash reciprocated in kind by raising her hoof. Lightning Dust followed shortly after.



“Alright, Rainbow Dash.”



Her? I should go first…



“Let's see what you got.” Rainbow Dash saluted with her right hoof.



“Yes, ma’m!”



Eh, then again: She’s probably worth her ego.



Rainbow Dash flew up towards the straps on the contraption and proudly, she wore the goggles on her head.



“Okay… go!”



And there, the machine went. Like before, Spitfire counted down the seconds before releasing Rainbow Dash into the air.



“Release!”



And there, Rainbow Dash went.



In spite of the spin-off caused by the machine, Rainbow Dash was very easily able to recover and flew, in zig-zag motion, towards the runway. Spitfire looked dearly impressed.



“Six seconds? That’s an academy record!” Her face returned to her usual expression, looking upon Rainbow Dash smugly landing towards the floor.



“You made it look sooo easy.” Wild Flower whispered in admiration. Rainbow Dash looked back, just as smugly as she landed, and laughed.



“I make everything look easy.”



She’s sure got one big ego. But hay to it!



“Okay Lightning Dust!” Her train of thought was interrupted as she faced Spitfire.



“You’re up!” She jumped up and flew towards the machine’s straps as well.



So do I. I’ve got an idea, in fact.



“Ma’m,” she started off condescendingly, “can you put the Dizzytron at maximum speed?”



“I want to push my limits.”



Good job. Remember: Bravado, not patronise.



“-sure about that?” Spitfire asked. Lightning Dust looked doubly confident in her proposal.



“Yes, ma’m!” She enthused proudly as she placed her goggles on.



“Okay… you asked for it.” Spitfire intoned as she glanced over the pony handling the machine’s controls, prompting him to flip the switch on.



Don’t get dizzy. Remember to be calm. Just set your sights on the runway once you’re done.



The machine began to spin more quickly, eventually speeding up to its maximum limit.



Just… remember!



She held onto the metal strap, the wind threatening to tear her face off her head.



“...Release!” Spitfire commanded.



And so Lightning Dust went spinning.



Great. I’m better than this than I thought!



She eventually stopped spinning and, in a split second, had an idea going through her head.



She flew upwards, stopping midway, then proceeded to dive in straight down, wings snapped closed, before she pushed her head down and faced the runway straight on, using her wings only to handle her descent, as she headed for a landing past the two ponies standing beside it.



Spitfire looked shocked at this as well, but regained her composure faster this time around.



“Six point five seconds. Not bad.” She said more calmly this time.



Lightning Dust trotted up towards Rainbow Dash and, spontaneously, gave each other a hoofbump.



“Yeah!” They both chanted in unison.



“Next!” Spitfire cried out. Both ponies looked dearly shocked.



No breaks for anypony, I suppose. Such is being in the Wonderbolts.







Both Rainbow Dash and Lightning Dust stood on the runway’s side as they looked on the rest of the cadets in their squad failing at their recovery stages. The most recent one they had seen was one of of a yellow mare dizzily flying in towards the runway, crashing on the runway.



Both ponies watched her flying in before crashing, Lightning Dust wincing at this.



“No pony even came close to six seconds.” Rainbow Dash softly remarked, still looking at the aftermath of the crash, before turning her attention towards Lightning Dust.



“They should make us Wonderbolts right now.” She replied in kind.



Yeah they should. That’s what she’s gonna say. We’re both practically the same ponies!



“Listen up!” All attention turned towards Spitfire now.



“For the rest of the camp, you'll be working in pairs. 'Morrow morning, I'll post the teams, including who'll be lead pony and who'll be wingpony.” She gave the announcement as all the cadets got up and fully recovered from their dizzying flight, looking at her in a certain degree of confusion.



“Good luck.” Spitfire closed off as she walked back to her office.



Hey. Try me ma’m.



“Like we’re gonna need it.” Lightning Dust said to Rainbow Dash and held her hoof out in anticipation, to which she responded in kind.



“Heh,” Rainbow Dash extended her hoof out, “yeah.”







Lightning Dust was looking up at the board enthusiastically, trying to find out where she was in the sea of cadets. She looked rather pleased at the group that she had been assigned to, too.



“A wingpony?” Rainbow Dash moaned.



Oh, there’s Rainbow Dash! Gotta get through… hmm…



She proceeded to push all the other cadets out physically and made her way towards Rainbow Dash.



“They made us a team!” Lightning Dust enthused as she placed her hoof on Rainbow Dash’s back.



“Isn’t that awesome?” Rainbow Dash smiled nervously as she turned to face the floor, ashamed.



‘Yeah… sure.’








Lightning Dust took out her gold pin and admired it for awhile.



This is some wicked badge. Oh hey, there’s Rainbow Dash!



Rainbow Dash walked towards her downtrodden.



Wow, she looks sad. Maybe this’ll cheer her up.



She held the badge in her left hoof, smiling earnestly as Rainbow Dash smiled a little uneasily.



…eh, close enough.



Lightning Dust pinned the badge onto her outfit as she looked confidently up. Rainbow Dash looked up as well, though slightly more perturbed.



“Today, you will all be participating in a flag hunt.” Spitfire began.



Well, this should be easy.



“-and blue!” A pony suddenly appeared from behind her and the three other ponies around her, shocking all four of them, but confusing Lightning Dust more.



Celestia, how’d he get there?!



“-finds the most flags of the opposing team’s colour,” she paused briefly, “, wins.”



Chanting could be heard from all the other cadets, Lightning Dust looking smugly at Rainbow Dash. In turn, Rainbow Dash was smiling broadly herself.



We’ve got this, the two of us.



“If you think this is gonna to be fun,” Spitfire began, yelling at the two cadets on the far right of the row, “you are sadly mistaken.”



Well, that killed the mood.



“...purposes. This is not recess. Lead ponies and wingponies must fly together.” Spitfire instructed as she walked in front of the row of cadets, all diligently still in their positions.



“If any pair splits apart,” Spitfire stopped to leap towards Snowflake and Cloudchaser, “they will be immediately disqualified.” This prompted the two ponies to lean towards each other in cowardice.



“Do you understand?” Spitfire queried.



“Yes, ma’m!” All the cadets cried in unison.



Just try and stop us.



She took a brief moment to turn to Rainbow Dash in lieu of the thought.



Then the whistle blew. And off everypony went, taking off towards the skies.



Lightning Dust looked at Rainbow Dash knowingly.



“Ready to rock and roll?” She said, looking confidently. Rainbow Dash replied with just as much bravado.



“Ready.” Both ponies proceeded to fly forward, past the other two ponies in their team, flying past the side of the plateau, eventually circling it to catch any glimpse of any red flags.



This isn’t working at all. Better head up to look.



Rainbow Dash followed suit.



Nope, not here.



Lightning Dust flew back down and Rainbow Dash tagged along.



Nooooo, still not here, darnit!



She flew back up again. Rainbow Dash held a backleg forward as she slowed down, flying towards where Lightning Dust flew off.



Eventually, she caught up to Lightning Dust, who was simply flying around above the plateau once again.



Where are those cursed flags?!



“You spotted any flags yet?” Rainbow Dash shook her head.



“Not yet.”



Damn.



They flew by and looked down towards an opening in the ground, Rainbow Dash being the first to see that there was a red flag down there.



“Oh, there’s one!” The two ponies halted mid-air.



“Good eye!” Lightning Dust started first, flying straight in towards the hole before Rainbow Dash followed suit, the two ponies now flying neck in neck.



“We should slow down.” Rainbow Dash cautioned as she flew beside her. “It doesn’t look like both of us could make it at-”



Heh. Try me.



“Peh.” Lightning Dust flew ever closer towards the hole.



I’ve got an idea now. She can probably follow along.



Lightning Dust continued flying at ever increasing speeds towards the flag, not once having turned around to see the look of worry on Rainbow Dash’s face, before she repeated her stunt at the Dizzytron by diving straight down into the hole.



Hah. Nailed it!



She retrieved the flag from the small, rocky plateau and flew through the valley and back up onto the main plataeu, landing on all fours with stride.



“Lightning Dust and Rainbow Dash found the first flag!” Spitfire cried out.



Lightning Dust looked rather proud of her achievement, eventually turning around to see that Rainbow Dash got hurt.



It simply looks like a wound, nothing wrong with that.



“Come oon!” Lightning Dust cried out as she ran past Rainbow Dash. “Let’s find some more!” She readied herself in takeoff-position, looking back at Rainbow Dash, who seemed very uncomfortable with flying in her condition.



Hay, it’s just a bruise.



“Um… sure, just give me a second…” Lightning Dust rolled her eyes as she took off.



“Oh, you’re fine…”



She’s definitely going to be. That’s not why I’m working with Equestria’s… second best flyer!








As always, Rainbow Dash and Lightning Dust get to their places first before the rest of the cadets did.



“Today, we’ll be doing our air obstacle course!” Spitfire began. All the cadets looked up as they saw the maintenance ponies prepping up the weather conditions for the exercise.



“The object of this exercise is to work on your precision flying under extreme circumstances.”



Both Spitfire and Rainbow Dash, as always, held their positions, readying themselves to focus on the task at hand.



“And don't worry about winning.”



Yeeeeeaaaah. K.



“-not a race.”



Lightning Dust let her face relax a bit, winking towards Rainbow Dash as she failed to register to shock on her face.



“Now everypony, get on your marks!”



Lightning Dust wore her goggles on.



Heh. So much for this not being a race.



The whistle was blown, signalling all the ponies to begin flying through the obstacle course.



For awhile, everything went smoothly. Lightning Dust and Rainbow Dash both simply flying through the course, easily missing all the given obstacles thrown at them.



Ah, now’s our chance to speed up.



She flashed a wide, arrogant grin as she began flying through, Rainbow Dash following suit. They easily avoided all the jets of lightning clouds that were being fired towards them, flying past that obstacle before Lightning Dust slowed down to a halt in front of the other cadets.



What. The Hay.



“Ugh! Can't they go any faster?” She bemoaned, flying back to be in sync with Rainbow Dash’s position. “It's no good, I can't get around them!” Rainbow Dash lightly elbowed her in response.



“Doesn’t matter.” Lightning Dust had her eyes narrowed onto Rainbow Dash now.



Yeah yeah, whatever.



“-fly completely in sync and blow Spitfire's mind with our moves!”



Not convinced…



“...I guess.” was Lightning Dust’s response.



They flew past the previous obstacle to go through the hoops, easily passing through them and doing a loop-de-loop themselves.



Woohoo, the best part’s coming!



Lightning Dust agressively flew towards the rain clouds, diving straight into the bad weather, eventually having to slow down behind two other cadets who were being pushed back by the strong winds within the strom clouds.



“What are they, a couple of snails? It's just a little weather.” She complained as Rainbow Dash looked at her quizzically.



Hay, this is what I had to go through everyday before coming here!



Eventually, they both saw the glimmer of light passing through into the clouds, seeing the obstacle having come to an end.



Ha, finally, there’s some way to get throught these slowpokes!



“Now's our chance to pass these slowpokes!” Rainbow Dash looked confused at this, but tailed behind Lightning Dust anyways.



Everything became a blur for both pegasi apart from the imminent streams of water in front of them and the faint cry of the pegasi from behind them.



They’re the ones who decided to come to be subjegated to this.



Eventually, the next clear thing that came to them was them skidding down towards the runway, eventually reaching in front of Spitfire, who was holding a stopwatch in her hoof.



Yeah. This is totally a race.



“Not bad! And in record time, too! Definitely made the right decision making you two a team.”



Heh, yeah!



Lightning Dust looked pleased at the compliment and felt a wave of relief that her plan had worked like a charm. Rainbow Dash also seemed awfully pleased with the result there and then as well. Spitfire walked towards a telescope and looked at the other cadets from afar.



“The others seem to have had a little trouble with the precision part of the exercise. I'd better go help sort them out. Why don't you two go hit the mess hall early?”



“Yes, ma’m!” Lightning Dust replied, proudly walking towards the mess hall.



Like a damn charm.



“Um… Lightning Dust?” She turned around to face Rainbow Dash.



“Next time, maybe we don't cut the other teams off like that.” Lightning Dust scoffed inwardly, the words eventually coming as she thought of them. And so did the motions that, to be frank, it felt like a blur to her.



“Hey, you snooze, you lose! Besides, Wonderbolts are supposed to be able to recover from a spin-out. You saw them on the Dizzitron! They could use the practice. I mean, it's not our fault we're so much better than those other guys! Not every pony is destined to become a Wonderbolt. Only the best of the best, right?”



Just like my brother always said… The best of the best.



“...I guess you’re right.” Lightning Dust smirked.



“'Course I'm right!” She said, bucking the door open.



“Now let's go fuel up! Kicking all that tail has made me hungry.” She said as she flew straight into the mess hall.








Another day at the academy. Today, it was kicking clouds out of the skies.



Just like yesterday, the entirety of its beginning felt a bit like a blur for Lightning Dust, simply punching and flying through the clouds that were present in the sky as a part of their training.



They didn’t keep track strictly, but through all their slicing, pinball-lite action and what-not, they figured that they were well ahead of the other ponies.



That’s not enough though… I got it!



“I have an idea about how we can literally blow away our competition.”



Rainbow Dash looked towards the other cadets as she saw the state she was in.



Their loss. Bad luck struck them and they got the bad clouds.



“But we're already way ahead.” Lightning Dust rolled her eyes at this.



“Are you in or not?” Rainbow Dash seemed removed entirely from that situation. Zoned out beyond belief to Lightning Dust. In retrospect, however, Rainbow Dash nodded and replied enthusiastically.



“I’m in!”



Lightning Dust smiled. “Then follow my lead!”



She flew off first, flying towards a spot within the grounds of the academy, flying round and round with Rainbow Dash trailing off behind her, eventually forming enough of a difference in pressures to create a tornado within the Academy grounds, sucking up all the clouds around them.



Lightning Dust, on her part, however, could only sense roughly how much she could take.



It turns out that that limit was very small in this instance.



“I can’t control it!” Lightning Dust yelled, flying out from her own creation as she spun out of control back to the Academy pleateu.



Awww…. hay.



And with that, she struck the ground and became unconscious.







Ugh…. my head hurts… where the hay am I?!



“... some crazy tornado drill.” Applejack spoke.



What the hay’s up with that accent… Wait… It’s all so clear to me now. The tornado.



Sweet Celestia, that was glorious!



“That... was... awesome!” Rainbow Dash glared at her.



Huh. She doesn’t seem to share that enthusiasm well…



“-could’ve been smashed to pieces!” She then saw the other ponies around Rainbow Dash.



Eh, they’re probably the ones she’s talking about. Can’t be that important.



“Yeah, but they weren't, right?” Lightning Dust retorted, dashing off towards the skies to see… nothing.



“Can't say the same for the clouds. We totally wiped them out with that tornado.”



Even more smugly and arrogantly than before, she floated down towards the ground as she spoke her next piece.



“The other cadets will have to be up there for days to bust as many as we did.”



I’m sure she’ll agree with me. I mean, we did it after all. Hoofbump?



“A hoofbump?” Rainbow Dash asked incredulously as she shoved the hoof away. “Seriously?”



Um… yeah?



“...me clip my wing.” Rainbow Dash began, growing increasingly angered at Lightning Dust’s actions.



Here we go about the wing… and the class. I mean, their fault they aren’t good with spin-offs!



“...unleashed a tornado that nearly demolished my friends!” Rainbow Dash was nearly beserk at this point. And Lightning Dust was getting more and more angered by her animosity.



“Yeah. And?” She retorted once more.



“And I get that you want to be the best. So do I! But you're going about it in the wrong way.” Rainbow Dash attempted to explain, but Lightning Dust brushed it off, the words coming to her easily at this time as well.



“The Wonderbolts don't seem to think so. After all, Spitfire did make me the leader and you the wingpony.” She said incredulously, their friendship with each other eventually straining to a breaking point as the hierarchical relationship is made fully known.



Yeah… you got this down. You’ve showed her…







Tartarus, Rainbow Dash. To Tartarus with you….



With that, Lightning Dust solemnly flew off into the skies, flying back to her dorm room in shame.








‘Dear Spitfire,



I have decided, on accord of my own attitude issues, to cease my training with the Wonderbolts.



I feel that, as an individual, I would be able to achieve far more than I would ever be able to within the structure that has now been presented to me.



I had initially joined the Wonderbolts in the hopes that I could expand on my own special talent. I’ve always interpreted it as being my abilities to create a storm. Firing the imaginations of the audience by performing these awesome, daredevil spectacles.



I have become aware, however, that that is not the case with the Wonderbolts.



I feel that I should be disappointed. All this time, you and the seniors in the Wonderbolts all seemed to be so supportive of my actions, whatever accidental harm they caused being easily justified as this being a training grounds for elite flyers. Only the best of the best, right?



I now realise, of course, that that was a mistake. Eventually, you gave this organisation a turnaround and Rainbow Dash can now happily be ‘pushing in the right direction’ with the rest of the cadets.



I do not feel bitter, however. It sounds that way, but as I write this letter, I feel a weight lifting off my back, feeling more and more assured in myself in the decision that I take.



I feel a sense of solace as I write this, Spitfire.



I thank you for having made me realise how poorly my decision was, how my life was set up for disappointment from the moment I decided that I had wanted to join.



I have tendered my resignation from the Wonderbolts to the formal captain of the Wonderbolts already, as you may have heard. Quite shocking to hear this voice now, a few years in advance, I will admit.



I am in a better position, however.



I assure you that I am only writing this letter to rub it in your face while you glance upon what could possibly be a great pile of fanmail right now.



Whatever the circumstance, I wish you the best of luck. And send regards to Rainbow Dash as well.



Yours sincerely,

Lightning Dust’



Lightning Dust looked at the letter that she had written, sighing a little as she shook her head at the contents.



‘What a sentimental piece of garbage. What exactly was I thinking?’ She laughed softly as she reflected on the words that she had decided to send.



She then took the time to reflect on her current life as she sat on the train, heading its way towards a new town. She felt quite satisfied with how far she felt that she had come in her life, the weight of having been in an organisation she had grown to hate having long gone, left as soon as she felt resolute on her decision to leave Cloudsdale.



‘A new destination. Just another day for me.’ She chuckled to herself, fondly thinking back towards the brief friendship she had with Rainbow Dash.



Some day, she may come back to rekindle it, possibly catching up on old times.



Until then, she felt content just being alone.



Flying solo into the distance.
      

      
   
      The Weaver's Woe


      

      
      
         I nearly wept as I watched the moon rise above the horizon, my magic not assisting its ascent for the second week since the rift opened. The sky to the west was already dark purple, the burning disk of the sun almost entirely gone. “What is this, Celestia?” I asked without turning around.



She sighed as she joined me on the balcony, a wing draping itself over my back. For an instant I wanted to push it away, but then leaned into the gesture appreciatively. “I don’t know, Luna. The brightest minds the School has are working to try and understand the world we find ourselves in, and why we cannot link to their sun and moon. Twilight’s current theory is that this world’s sun is fixed, while the earth revolves around it and the moon around the earth.”



I couldn’t help the snort of dismissal. “I still find it impossible to believe. An entire world, an entire cosmos, existing without magic? What governs their night sky? Their seasons? Even the Everfree still relies on magic.”



“True, though I suppose the possibility isn’t as farfetched as one would think. ‘Possibility is endless, the only fixed point is change’, after all.” Celestia replied with a wink, though I could see the strain around her mouth.



“I’d never have expected to hear you quote him, sister.”



“Evil he might have been, but he did occasionally have a point,” she replied, glancing briefly toward the garden. “But, I’m sure you’re aware of why I’ve come, Luna.”



My ears flattened slightly. “I do, though my answer remains unchanged. Not even you can sway me, Celly.” I frowned as I turned away from the sight of the heretical moon.



“I wouldn’t try to, Lulu,” she responded with her foalish nickname for me, and my tail flicked in irritation. “But they still need their Princess of the Night.” Her hoof pointed out over the railing. “Now more than ever, their dreams will need guidance.” She smiled, in that same aggravating fashion she always did. “Besides, you could learn more about the humans from their dreams than I ever could talking to them. If I were less magnanimous, I might be jealous.”



“I know… and truthfully, that is what worries me the most,” I muttered, ignoring her little barb for now. “With as many non-magical minds as humanity possesses, what will become of the Dream? Will I even be able to find my way in it anymore?”



Celestia returned again to lend me her support, resting her head over my neck. “I have faith in your abilities, Luna. The Dream is your realm still, it’s not like it will no longer recognize you.” She yawned. “Now, I think I will retire. If you don’t feel up to it, then another night will not hurt things. Just give it some thought, alright?” She nodded respectfully to my guard, her own following as she walked toward her chambers.



I closed my door halfheartedly, before realizing I’d not dismissed the guard. “I thank you for remaining, Eclipse. Though I would request privacy for the remainder of the night.”



She rose to her hooves, and started to trot for the door. As she raised her hoof to open it she stopped, tail flicking nervously. “Permission to speak freely, my Lady?”



I nodded. “You may.”



She hesitated again, then turned to face me, head lowered respectfully. “Just… remember that our duty as your protectors is not simply physical. Should you desire somepony to listen to you, you need only ask us.”



“I will consider your words. For now, I will request my privacy until dawn.”



She saluted. “By your leave, my Lady.” She withdrew from the room and shut the door silently.



I turned back toward the balcony, eyes half-closed as I watched the moon continue to rise. “A thousand years spent wishing to be gone from you, and now I’d trade my crown to have that bond back.” I extended my senses toward it again, scowling as the expected connection failed to form. “The irony is palpable,” I muttered as I closed the window.



My magic swept around the room as I settled onto the cushion, extinguishing the candles and gem lanterns until the only illumination came from the moon. That was at least some comfort, even if it was an alien moonlight. Once I felt prepared I drew my power into me, the shadows beginning to move in time with my heartbeat. I closed my eyes, and opened myself to the Dream.



Ponies had always wondered at their dreams, claiming them to be anything from windows to the soul to separate dimensions their minds entered. In truth, none of them were correct, and yet they all were. The Dream is simply a tapestry in which each mind guides a single thread. Or at least that is how I have always perceived it. Perhaps unobserved it is something else entirely, but who can be certain?



I drifted, the calming sensation of Canterlot’s dreamers surrounding me. My wings flapped, and I felt my consciousness expand, encompassing more of Equestria with each wingbeat. Millions of sleeping minds whirled around me, until the entirety of my world’s dreamscape was visible. Though as I reached what had been the edge of awareness, I felt a faint tickle against my side, an errant thread in the weave. A pony’s thread.



I followed the thread, growing more nervous the further I moved from Equestria. Eventually, my only light was the thread, and I almost turned back when I spotted more threads on the horizon. I hurtled toward the threads in relief, only to pause as I realized what they were.



Human minds. Thousands of them, tangled together in a snarled mess. These had to be the inhabitants of the Hawaiian islands, which we’d become new neighbors to. The pony thread I’d followed dove into the pattern and was lost. I wavered, unsure of what to do, and in my hesitation, I felt a human’s thread brush against my awareness.



A mix of fear and desperation crashed against my mental self, nearly swatting me aside with its energy. As I fought to maintain my balance, I felt the thread continue to bleed its dream into me.



“Where is everyone? Please, I don’t want to be alone.” The words grated on my consciousness, but their meaning rang clearly in my head.



I shook my head as my vision swam, the thread’s world replacing the Dream. The tapestry was ripped asunder as dark, gnarled trees rose around me. On instinct I faded to mist, mingling with the cold fog that had begun to crawl around their trunks.



Once I had my bearings and the trees stopped growing, I wove silently between them, seeking some clue of where I was. The dark forest loomed in the further I pressed on, twisted faces appearing in the corners of my vision. Branches reached closer as I passed under them, only to retreat when I looked at them. As I moved deeper into the forest, the pervading sense of dread only grew heavier.



As I passed a gap in the trees, a faint, hiccuping cry stopped me.  I spotted a small figure hunched in the center of the clearing. I cautiously drifted through, emerging into the light of a full moon. The figure resolved into that of a human, smaller than the ones Celestia had described. Obviously a child then, or an adult dreaming themselves such.



The human’s shoulders shook as I drifted closer, and I hesitated as it became apparent that the hiccuping cry was in fact sobbing. Tears trailed down its face as it hunched further, and the trees surrounding us leaned over in unison, leering faces almost laughing.



With a start I realized that they were. Faint but harsh giggles emerged from their mouths, but soon became words.



“She’s such a weirdo, reading during recess like that…”



“With hair that ugly, no wonder she doesn’t have friends…”



“She likes who? What a little flirt! There’s no way he’d ever like someone like her…”



The insults slithered through the fog, becoming more and more solid until they coiled around her, repeating themselves over and over. She cried out more, trying to push them away, but they only constricted tighter, almost obscuring her from sight.



I scowled and rose up, the wind beginning to gust as my anger grew. Even if they were not one of my subjects, she was now a denizen of the Dream, and my duty was clear. “Get away from her.”



The insults, now even more like serpents, ignored me and continued to squeeze, crushing her in despair. I drew myself back together, horn lit as I snorted. “Get thee hence, vile nightmares! Begone from my sight!” I shouted, my voice infused with a touch of power. The wind blew harder alongside my command, catching the serpents up and dashing them against the trees. They resisted, but howled in agony as another gust forced them back to normal.



The girl screamed, and I released my power, fading back into mist as the wind died down. Before I’d vanished completely her eyes met mine, tear-streaked face framed by the light of her moon. She opened her mouth to say something, but with a jerk I tore free of the dream and crashed to my floor in a clatter of hooves.



A second later the door slammed open and Eclipse entered, eyes narrowed as she swept the room. “My Lady! Are you alright?” She rushed to my side as I gathered my senses, the shadows writhing in reflection of my state of mind.



“I… am fine now,” I said quietly, glancing to the door as another guard appeared. “Truly. Return to your posts.”



The stallion saluted and vanished, though Eclipse remained stubbornly by my side. “With respect, my Lady, you should at least have one of us by your side.”



I nearly ordered her to go, but found myself unable to do so. The door swung shut as I turned and walked onto the balcony. “Very well, you may remain.”



Something of my inner turmoil must have lingered in my voice, for Eclipse trotted after me. “My Lady? Are you sure that everything is alright? You don’t sound like it.” I heard her sit at the customary position by the door



“What am I to you, Eclipse?” I asked, staring up at the moon.



“You are my Princess, the Lady of the Night—” came the expected response, and I cut her off with a wave of my wing.



“But can I truly be called that, with my connection to the moon severed?” I wondered. “I cannot touch the stars, nor guide my namesake. What does that leave me?”



Eclipse was silent, and I lowered my gaze, wings slumped.



“You are still our Princess, and we are your Dreamers,” she whispered.



I turned my head slightly, ear tilted in curiosity.



“Forgive me for my insolence, but you are not defined by the moon. The moon was defined by you.” She paused, weighing her words. “When I was a filly, before I found my cutie mark, my father had a saying: ‘You are who you are, and nothing more.’ I didn’t think much of it at the time, but it’s always stuck with me.” She looked up at the moon. “If you can’t touch the moon, then focus on what you still have.”



I closed my eyes, thinking back to the dream, the look in that little human’s eyes. “While in the Dream, I found a human’s dream. A little filly, a ‘girl’, I think they call them. She was alone, and afraid.” I paused, a growing realization forming in my chest.



“What did you do, Lady?” Eclipse pressed.



“I helped her,” I replied as I rose to my hooves. “What else could I do?” The feeling continued to grow, until a small smile forced its way onto my muzzle. “I may no longer be the shepherd of the moon, but I retain my duty as shepherd of dreams. Even the non-magic ones,” I mused. “And if that is all I can do, then so be it.”



Eclipse bowed her head. “I’m glad you’re feeling better, my Lady. Do you still wish for your privacy?”



I nodded. “Yes, please. Inform my sister’s guard that I shall speak with her at dawn. I suspect she might have need of some wisdom as well.”



Eclipse rolled her eyes as she shut the door, and I smiled again as I closed my eyes. The Dream unfolded around me, though this time I didn’t choose a thread. Instead, I drew back, the weave increasing in complexity until I could finally behold the entire thing.



It was tangled beyond all comprehension, a riot of sensations so jumbled I doubted even Discord could make heads or tails of it. Although, I suspected that he’d be perfectly at home here. I smiled as I saw Equestria’s bright glow, and the Hawaiian islands beside it. It seemed as good a starting point as any.



At least I wouldn’t get bored.
      

      
   