
      The Nylon Curtain


      

      
      
         Twilight Sparkle bursts through the library door, carrying naught but slumped shoulders and a drooping face. Spike, initially combing through a row of books on the shelf, turns to face Twilight’s panting, exhausted self. Puzzled, he approaches her, wary of the rainwater dripping off of her and splashing on the floor in torrents.



“Twi?” Spike asks, putting a claw to his mouth in worry. “You’re not looking too—”



Twilight blinks once, and soon after begins swaying in front of the library’s doorway. Spike lunges over and holds out his claws, and soon after they cushion her fall—her eyes close, and her muscles relax.



“T... Twilight, can’t...”



Twilight’s eyes open briefly, just enough for her to see the way as she lifts herself up. When she finds herself in the middle of the library, she collapses, and within moments a loud snoring escapes her.



Spike brushes himself off and walks to the front door, sighing as he closes it. “Let’s get you to bed, Twi. Can’t have you sleeping on the cold, hard floor.” He moves next to Twilight, and begins prodding her along. A snort comes, and a disgruntled Twilight reluctantly lifts herself up once more.



“Sorry, Spike,” Twilight says, shaking out of her trance, “it’s been a long day. You know about the volcano that erupted a few days ago in Western Equestria?”



“Think I heard something in the newspaper, yeah. Did you go there?”



Twilight nods her head, and walks over to the nearby window. Outside, it is still pouring rain. “There was so much destruction, so many families that needed guidance after their homes had been destroyed... and yet, I can’t get something out of my head. I should feel bad for them, but everything seems so normal to me.



“The ground I walked over was fertile, Spike. I could see where the lava had flowed from the volcano, and already new life was springing up in its stead. I know how this all works, but to see it happen and to consider its effects... it’s interesting.”



Spike curls his lips—pondering, he walks over and stands by Twilight’s side. “It’s something to look at for sure, Twi. It’s everywhere, not just at that volcano.”



~|N|~




At the top floor of Ponyville General, a stallion with coarse brown skin lies in a bed, staring into the deep blue eyes of the young mare standing next to him. He reaches out with a hoof, and it is met with her own. The two share several seconds of complete stillness; for a moment, it is eternal. The smile on the stallion’s face begins to fade and his eyes lower to the ground, as both ponies are quickly sent back to reality.



“I... I feel it in my bones,” the old pony says, ending with a bout of hoarse coughing. “It’s coming, just as I knew it would.” As he spoke, keeping his hoof glued to the other pony’s, she frowned and allowed a single tear to escape her closed eyes. “No, there is no need to cry. I’ve lived a good, long life. I can't end it smiling when you're crying, now can I?”



The mare sniffles and then nods her head. “N—No. I want you t—to smile forever Grandpa... but I don't want you to go!” she says, more rushed and loud than before. “Why are you leaving me?”



“Your father takes good care of you, doesn't he? You don't need an old stallion like me hanging around, sitting at home, taking up space and doing nothing.” Grandpa breaks from the mare's hoof and reaches to her face, just out of his reach—she moves closer, and he caresses her face. “I've said it a million times, but you have your mother's beautiful eyes...”



“Mommy...” The mare sniffs and blinks rapidly; under the bright hospital lights and through the layer of tears, the stallion's figure reflects in her eyes. “Mommy is still sick, grandpa. I need you here—”



“No, you don't,” Grandpa says sternly, reaching over with all of his strength to place both of his hooves on her shoulders. “You and your father are strong. Just keep... keep on...”



Grandpa's muscles relax, and his hooves slowly move back to his body to rest on his chest. His movements move at a snail's pace, his chest breathes in a miniscule amount of air and wheezes it out, and his eyes glaze over the ceiling as he looks up. The mare begins to breathe heavily and raises her two front hooves onto the bed. “Nino,” Grandpa says somberly, barely able to pronounce the word with clarity, “it's almost over. Please... please do not cry. I'd hate to see such a sight in my last moments.”



Once more, Nino nods her head. She brings her two hooves over his body, resulting in a loose embrace between the two. Grandpa reciprocates, and smiles as he closes his eyes. Tears flow out of Nino's eyes and land on her grandfather's neck, but his surprise is quelled when he sees the smile on her face.



“Please... just keep smiling, Grandpa,” Nino pleads. “I'll keep fighting for you.”



“And I'll be watching over you from the stars.”



Many moments pass, and the embrace is loosened. One pair of hooves falls and lands softly on the bed sheets, the other doesn't let go.







A moment passes.








An infant foal lies, snoring ever so quietly, in a hospital bed. It is wrapped in soft, baby blue blankets. Two ponies, one a mare dressed in a wrinkled white gown and the other a stallion in a messy black suit, stands beside the newborn. They embrace once, then return their gaze.



“She’s beautiful, honey,” the stallion says. “Everything we could have hoped for.”



The mare smiles, then leans over to kiss the filly’s cheek. “I am so happy to finally meet you,” she says. “Haychuck is glad to meet you too. He’s your daddy!” She closes her eyes, and a sigh soon escapes her lips. A hoof is quickly put on her shoulder.



“It’s okay, Rosaline. She’s here, and nothing is going to change that.”



Rosaline nods her head, and caresses her daughter’s thin, stringy mane. She smiles and turns to Haychuck—a tear forms in her eye. Distressed, Haychuck rushes over to embrace Rosaline once more; this time, the grip is much tighter, and Rosaline fails to hold back a rain of tears sobbing their way into Haychuck’s shoulder.



“Everything is as it should be, there is no reason to cry.’ Haychuck tightens his grip. “You don’t have to be afraid anymore.”



A noise—exactly what, the two could not make out—comes from the crib. Rosaline’s tear-stained face brightens up, and rushes back to the bed to investigate. The filly’s eyelids were struggling to open, but a sliver of blue shines through and comforts her mother. Her limbs stretch and reach out, latching on to nothing but air.



Rosaline smiles and picks up her daughter with one hoof, partly supported by her shoulder. With Haychuck’s aid, she walks over to a nearby chair and sits down—soon after, she cradles the baby with both of her two hooves. The filly’s eyes open wider, and soon her bright blue eyes are clearly visible to both parents.



“She has her mother’s eyes,” Haychuck says. “It took so long... and yet, it was well worth the wait.”



Rosaline could not speak. All she can do is look—and smile—to the new life sitting cradled in her hooves. She could finally start over.



~|N|~




A disgruntled grey stallion, wearing a tattered, sweat-stained suit over his back, sits at the Applespice Café with a tall mug of apple cider in front of him and a weathered black hat angled down to cover his eyes. He takes a careful sip of his drink, taking care not to angle his cap high enough for his eyes to be visible.



“Will there be anything else, sir?” the waitress asks, wearing a polite smile next to the stallion.



“No, that will be quite alright,” the stallion replies, speaking in a vaguely foreign accent masked by a certain roughness that matches his attire. “This cider is enough for me, thanks.”



“Alright! Don’t hesitate to call me if you need me—I’ll be walking around the café for a while!”



As quickly as she had arrived, the stallion meets once again with an atmosphere of isolation—just as he wants it. The café is at a dull roar, most of its occupants keeping to themselves several tables away. The stallion takes another sip of his cider.



A light sound of pit-pattering scurries towards the pony, soon followed by a somber, quiet voice. Through the bottom of his cap, he can see his visitor’s hooves, four trembling brown limbs short enough to make up two of his own.



“E-Excuse me, sir,” the voice says, pausing and waiting until he receives a nod in reply, “b-but I am in need o-of something to eat or drink... please, please! I’ll take anything that you can spare!”



The stallion raises his cap ever so slightly, now catching sight of a young colt staring with deep, brown eyes. He peeks out to the rest of the café, where the rest of its residents stare with contempt at the lad. He pauses for a moment—the boy is not one that he normally talks to, let alone share stories with.



He’s perfect.



“My name is Cerulean, sir,” the stallion says, lifting his cap higher and pointing a hoof to the seat in front of him. “Please, have a seat.”



The young colt raises his eyebrows, and hesitantly stumbles over to the seat. “I... I’ve never been called a “sir’ before, sir. You don’t need to—”



“No, please. You’re my guest.” Cerulean lifts his hoof and shouts: “Waitress! I think a round of apple cider and a hot meal would do well for this young colt, here.”



“...My... my name’s Olive.” Olive blushes. “This is awfully kind of you, sir.”



“It’s my pleasure, Olive. Odd name, I’ll admit, but I’m sure it has a wonderful backstory.” Cerulean smiles a toothy grin. “I’m always willing to hear a story after a rough day.”



“What happened to you?” Olive asks. “You don’t sound much like us folks in the streets.”



Cerulean dusts off his shoulder and inspects his ragged clothing. “A scuffle, of sorts. I don’t normally get into fights or anything.”



Olive ponders for a moment, then smiles. “Maybe talking about it will make it easier to move on from today?”



“No no, I’d rather not bore you with my silly stories.”



“I insist, sir!”



“Do you know much about office politics, and are you at all interested in them?”



“...No,” Olive says, lowering his head.



Cerulean’s face begins to redden, and his muscles tense up. “I mean, why in Equestria should there be precedence to customer satisfaction over sales? Clearly we’re only out to get everyone’s money—why don’t we just get rid of the entire paper industry and just steal from everyone?”



“Sir?”



“Ah, I do apologize.” Cerulean takes a deep breath in, and lets it out slowly. “Like I said, been a rough day. It was a silly thing at the office, and my anger already got the best of me today when I met a few ruffians out on the street. Woke up this afternoon in the dirt next to a childrens’ playground—can you imagine that I didn’t have a single bruise on me? For an unlucky day, I seemed to have lucked out there. To be completely honest, I don’t remember it all too well.”



The waitress comes with a tall mug of cider, and quickly leaves and returns with a plate of warm mossgreens—grease-soaked mosses covered on a layer of mixed flower pâté. Olive’s mouth waters, but he quickly turns to the stallion seated opposite to him, busy taking a hard swig of his cider.



“Thank you, sir... but aren’t you going to eat something?”



After finishing his mug, Cerulean lays it down, licks his lips and smiles once more. “You seem like a nice kid. I underestimated just how tired I was a few minutes ago; I’m likely to crash at any moment. I’m afraid I’ll have to go home and sort some affairs out before hitting the sack for the afternoon—but, before I go,” he adds, digging a hoof into a suit pocket with a small hole sticking out the front, “I think you would enjoy this.”



Cerulean removes a small brown pouch, and tosses it over to Olive. Confused, the colt begins scratching his head as he stares at the bag—when he looks back up, Cerulean is walking with a confident stride out of the café, leaving only the bag and several golden coins on the table.



“...Huh?”



“Ooh, he left a nice tip,” the waitress says, collecting the coins from the table and laying a fresh newspaper on it. “Was he your dad?”



“No, ma’am. He seems like a kind soul.”



“Well, he paid for the newspaper. It’s all yours, I guess.”



The waitress leaves to another table, and the smell of the mossgreens soon overwhelms Olive. Excited, he digs in—he glances at the newspaper, though, and notices a familiar figure on the cover. He read: ‘Papcorp Executive Cerulean Shine Disgusted With New Management!’, and the figure in question made him raise both eyebrows.



The mossgreens were quickly forgotten as the bag of mystery lies on the table—what could an executive, with loads of money and seemingly oodles of values and morals, possibly have put in that bag?







A moment passes.








A younger colt, wearing nothing but dirty rags and a cap improvised from a cooking pot, stood in the Applespice Café, breathless at his opportunity. He has been given a bag filled not with money, but with a simple key and a note detailing ‘451 Green Crescent’ on the front.



The colt was sitting wholly in shock. Had Cerulean been planning on giving this to someone the whole time? Why would he be doing this right after he quits his job?



The food forgotten, Olive rushes out of the café, desperate to find the address on the note. He looks, and he looks, and he soon finds a small house on a peaceful Vanhoover road matching the address a kilometer or so away from the café. Excited, he dashes to the door, fits in the key—a perfect fit. He looks around in excitement at his surroundings—the windows, the lawn, even the curtains inside the house lined with perfect nylon. A perfect fit for his family, and a new beginning rises from a bitter end.



Olive questions again why this all happened to him, but he knows.



~|N|~




Spike nudges his friend as they stare out the rain-spotted window, offering her a smile. “Things end, Twilight. I’m sure you know that, and it’s good that you take notice of what happens next.”



Twilight smiles, then turns back to the window. In a quick moment, she sees her own reflection staring back at her—through the blurred glass, she could see the Twilight outside appearing to frown. “A new beginning forms with it, Spike. A lot of things are related, and they might be happening far away from each other—but each has an end, and each has a beginning that comes just as quickly.”



Spike chuckles. “I think that’s enough philosophy for one day—sleep time. Weren’t you feeling exhausted and aching for sleep just a minute ago?”



Twilight smiles as she stares at her spotty reflection. She knows why.
      

      
   
      Peeping Behind Locked Doors


      

      
      
         The hall in the castle was abandoned, empty of any residents both servant and guard alike. A door stood at the end of the hallway, beautiful adorned with an extravagant gold finish and silver molding. An image engraved in the center of the doorway of a rising sun set in a backdrop of shining rays made it painfully obvious this was an important door of some sort.



Before too long, the empty hall had its abandoned nature ruined when two guards passed down it. The two pegasus males both looked nearly identical, with the same color pristine white coats and blue manes along with golden armor.



Stopping at the door, the first guard turned to his partner and asked, “Hey, Blitz, you sure we’re supposed to be guarding this door?”



Blitz shrugged, turning around to stare down the length of the empty hall with his back to the door. “I dunno, Cleft, I just do what the commander orders.”



Cleft turned and stood at attention likewise. “I guess. But I coulda sworn the commander said to skip this on our guard route.”



“Isn’t this one of Princess Celestia’s private chambers?” Blitz asked.



Cleft looked over his shoulder at the the door that cost probably more than he’ll ever make in several hundred lifetimes, then back to Blitz with a deadpan expression. “What makes you say that?”



“Don’t have to be a smartass about it,” Blitz muttered.



“Don’t have to be a dumbass about it,” Ceft slyly replied.



Blitz rolled his eyes and sneered at his companion. “Okay, Mister Smartass, then tell me why we’re guarding this door if the commander told us not to?”



“Hey now, I’m not sure if the commander said to guard it or not.”



Blitz cocked a brow. “Were you even paying attention at the time?”



Cleft remained silent for a few seconds, eyes wandering about everywhere except to Blitz. “... Of course I was.”



“You were daydreaming about banging that cute castle maid you’ve had your eyes on, weren’t you?”



Biting his lower lip with sweat pouring down the back of his neck like bullets, Cleft said, “Um… no—no, of course I wasn’t!”



“You dipshit!” Blitz snapped, smacking the back of his partner’s head. “Now we’re either guarding a door we’re not supposed to when we could’ve gotten off early if we didn’t guard this door! You know how much of a moron you are?”



“Takes one to know one!” Cleft replied, rubbing the back of his helmet sorely.



Before Blitz could reply back with an equally witty retort, his ears perked upward. “Did you hear something?” Blitz whispered.



“All I can hear is your big mouth yapping on and on,” Cleft answered before Blitz shoved a hoof into his trap.



“Shush it, moron! I think I can hear something from the door,” Blitz whispered, slowly releasing Cleft’s muzzle. Scooting closer to the large keyhole situated in the center of the door, Blitz leaned his ear closer to it. “Yeah… yeah, I can hear two ponies in there.”



“Who are they?” Cleft whispered, trying to hear as well before his partner pushed him off. “Are they trespassing?”



“If you can shut your trap for longer than five seconds, I can tell!” Blitz silently snapped at Cleft. Huffing under his breath, Blitz moved his ear closer to the keyhole.



“Twilight, dear, are you sure you don’t want another glass?” a vaguely familiar feminine voice asked.



“I… I think I’m fine,” the other mare replied, a slight hic following the end of her sentence. “That wine you have sure is strong.”



“It’s a special vintage made in the wine cellars under the castle.” A chuckle could be heard, with the shake of a bottle following it. “Sorry if I got one too potent for you.”



“No, no, it’s fine. At least I have you to help me finish it.”



Female giggles were the last sound Blitz heard before he backed away. His eyes were wide from fright, and his coat was an even paler white than usual, which was an accomplishment in itself. “Oh no! Oh no, no, no, no, no! Cleft, dude, this is bad!”



“What’s the big deal?” Cleft asked, peeking into the keyhole with an eager eye. “We’re just guarding a door is all.”



“But this is the door to—”



“Celestia’s private chambers,” Cleft finished for him. His pupil had shrunk considerably as his jaw fell open.



The famed private chambers made specially for Princess Celestia herself. No one exactly knew what went on behind those walls, or even where the chambers were most of the time. Rumor has it that they magically appeared and disappeared throughout the castle on a regular basis so that their general location isn’t exactly known. Sometimes a guard could be standing in front of an inconspicuous door one day, and then the next it’s a broom closet. No one made much of an event of it or even gossip, since even the princess needed some alone time from all prying eyes… except for Cleft and Blitz, at the moment.



“Dear Celestia, we just can’t eavesdrop on Celestia! And especially not with Princess Twilight in there as well!” Blitz said urgently. Tugging at Cleft’s shoulder, Blitz tried to sidestep backwards. “We gotta go now before we’re banished or locked in the dungeon forever!”



“Yeah, yeah, you’re right,” Cleft said, eye never breaking contact with the keyhole of the door. “Just… gimme a few minutes.”



Blitz facehoofed. “You cannot be serious!”



“Shut it! It’s just getting to the good parts!” Cleft smiled and inched his face closer, squeezing his cheek against the door. “Just listen.”



“Oh Twilight, your wings are absolutely splendid. What shampoo do you use for them?” Celestia asked. The ruffling of feathers that came soon after was accompanied by a sigh of content. “I could never get mine so soft and plush that it feels like I’m preening a cloud.”



“Just some special soap Fluttershy made for me. It has some herbs from her garden. I’m glad you enjoy it.” A small moan could be heard.



“Whoa, dude, what’s happening?” Blitz asked. He strained one eye to get a better view from the keyhole, but Cleft blocked him off. “I can’t see a thing.”



“Sorry, but Mister Smartass here is a bit busy.” Cleft’s smile widened considerably as a low moan sounded from the other room. “Please return when you’re less of a dumbass.”



Blitz smacked Cleft on the back of the head. The rattle of the helmet against his skull caused Cleft to fall to the ground in a great deal of head pain, which he managed to bite back from revealing in a girlish scream because of fear of alerting the princesses of their presence.



“I think that satisfied the requirement of a decrease in dumbassery, don’t you think, Cleft?” Blitz asked. Cleft’s only reply was a low moan.



Returning to the to the keyhole, Blitz just heard Celestia say, “Twilight, your coat is so velvety.” Celestia giggled, her voice slurred by abundant use of alcoholic beverages. “Is that also because of some special soap Fluttershy gave to you?”



“No, just a trip to the Ponyville salon was all it took,” Twilight replied. “It took all day, but I knew it would be worth it.”



“You didn’t have to go through such trouble just for me.”



“Oh man, this is getting heavy,” Blitz muttered to himself. His eyeball was practically hanging out of the socket from how far his face was pressed against the keyhole.



“Well, I did know it would be a special night,” Twilight whispered seductively. “Only right to prepare myself.”



“Come on, come on,” Blitz begged in a quiet voice, tongue sticking out of the corner of his mouth as a sheen of sweat appeared on his forehead. “Touch… touch hooves.”



“Ugh… my frickin noggin,” Cleft groaned, rubbing underneath his helmet where a large bump protruded from atop his head. Glaring at his perverted partner, Cleft kicked out from his place on the ground an area of Blitz’s body left wide open and defenseless for the taking.



Blitz wheezed all the air out of his lungs as he slowly slid to the floor, lips puckered in and mouth held tightly closed. While Blitz was busy clenching his very sore essential set of parts for reproduction, Cleft dragged himself over his body and reached out like a dying pony for his salvation the door handle. Lugging himself upward, he peeped through the keyhole once more.



“My… frickin nuts,” Blitz silently cried.



“Shut it, it’s just getting to the good parts!” Cleft hissed.



“My good parts are broken!”



“No one cares, and no one ever will at the rate you pick up mares! Now quiet, you’re like a broken record!” Cleft angrily whispered, not bothering to break his view.



“What are they doing now?” Blitz tearfully asked.



“Just some shuffling. Too many cushions in the way. I think they’re… ooh boy, they are!” Cleft chuckled. “I didn’t even know the princess was that flexible.”



“Which princess? These are the type of questions that are important!”



Cleft strained his eyes and shrugged. “I dunno for sure. They’re both wearing socks, so it’s hard to tell.” Cleft whistled in a low tone. “And now those socks are gone. Wow, she’s really using her teeth to get it off. Along with other things as well…”



“That’s it, move over!” Blitz kicked Cleft’s hooves out from under him and pile-drove him to the ground, forcing his face into the floor. Still pushing downward, Blitz got appropriate footing over his partner and managed to keep him pinned down to the floor while he got the top position so as to see through the keyhole.



Just then a scream tore through the hall, and the location of such loud outburst of noise came from nowhere else but Celestia’s private chambers. Blitz slammed his face so hard against the door he was sure he’d have the keyhole imprinted on his eyeball.



“Oh Celestia, please, be gentle,” Twilight whispered, a low moan escaping her lips.



“Don’t worry, my sweet.” More moans followed this, along with Celestia shouting out, “Right there, Twilight! You’re glorious!”



“Man… I cannot for the life of me get a better view of what is going on,” Blitz complained. He moved his neck to and fro, positioning his eye for better visibility but unable to find it.



“That’s cause you have too much of a big head,” Cleft replied disdainfully from his position underneath his partner’s rump.



“What does my head have to do with this?”



Cleft reached out with a hoof and slammed it down right where Blitz was struck not thirty seconds ago. His girlish scream matched Twilight’s perfectly, though him falling flat on his back was more of a ruckus. The bang of Blitz’s armor hitting the floor echoed throughout the hallway.



“Wait, Twilight, did you hear something?” Celestia asked.



Twilight’s breath came out in deep pants and gulps for more air. “I don’t… think so. I was a bit too busy to pay attention.”



“I could’ve sworn…”



“Damnit, Cleft, I won’t be able to walk right for a week now,” Blitz muttered in a low voice as to not alert Celestia or Twilight. He struggled upward, still gripping his bruised package. “What am I gonna tell the captain now?”



Cleft got to all fours and muttered, “Tell him you’re a frickin—” Cleft’s mouth shut immediately as he held both hooves over it.



Blitz rubbed the side of his head, the back of his skull still in pain when he fell on the floor from earlier. Looking up, Blitz noticed Cleft’s terrified expression. “What?’ Blitz asked. Cleft shook his head, pointing to Blitz. “What is it? Do I have something on my face?”



“Your helmet,” Cleft hissed, tapping the top of his head. “It’s gonna fall off. Don’t move a muscle.”



“Whoa, seriously?” Blitz asked, turning his head. The loosely attached helmet teetered and tottered atop Blitz’s skull, Blitz’s mane barely keeping it in place after it dislodged itself slightly from Blitz’s fall.



Time seemed to slow down as the helmet slowly slid out of place. Cleft could have done something to stop it. Anything, really. But he was too petrified to move a muscle, only watching in mute horror as the helmet was finally free. Moments ticked by like hours as the helmet faced the cruel fate of gravity’s hand and met the floor with a resounding ding of metal against marble.



“Blitz, cheese it!” Cleft yelled, scrambling away.



“I don’t wanna die young!” Blitz added on, following his partner as the two ran like extra lubed-up greased lightning.



Once the two guards had cleared the premises, Celestia opened the door of her chambers and looked down either way of the hall with a perplexed expression on her face. “That was odd, I could have sworn someone was here,” Celestia said. Looking down, she noticed a lone guard’s helmet on the floor before the door. “Well, well, it looks like there was.”



“Who was it, Celestia?” Twilight asked, tipsy on her feet.



“Nobody. Just a couple of guard’s who got a bit excited,” Celestia replied, climbing over the pillow fort the two of them made to get to the Twister game they had set up in the center of it. “I was sure I had ordered this door unguarded for the night to give us some private time.”



Twilight shrugged, taking another swill of her wine glass. “Stallions can be such perverts sometimes.”



“I know, right?” Celestia poured herself another glass. “I mean, two mares can’t just have a sleepover without everypony in the land thinking it’s something else. Also, how is your injury?”



“It’s fine,” Twilight replied, wincing when she touched her head. “You sure weren’t kidding when you said you play Twister for keeps.”



“When the socks come off, I rock!” Celestia laughed. Setting her wine glass down, she stretched and cracked some kinks in her neck. “Whoo-boy, I don’t think I’ve played that hard in months.”



“We sure did go at it,” Twilight agreed, finishing off her glass in a very unlady-like burp.



“Hey, you know what would really be neat? A bath!” Celestia grinned wide. “Just for the two of us to share, of course.”



“But don’t you have a shower?” Twilight asked.



“Even better!”
      

      
   
      A Story of Solstice


      

      
      
         That night, when the stars lorded high over the restless cloud sea, she fell.



From her perch on the balcony made of paper-thin stratus that bounced under her hooves, she turned her face to the open air, squinting as the wind clawed at her cheeks to push her back up into the sky, refusing her passage with increasing ferocity the harder she tried to bat it aside. With defiant pumps of her wings she tore through the invisible barrier, plunging like a needle through the seamless white curtain below.



She crashed noiselessly through the many layers of the cloud city, tearing through a banner of some royal house made of cloud on the way and reveling in how it melted away around her. She coiled around icy columns and ripped into the thick slate-grey blocks of packed thunderheads and waterlogged cumulus that formed the foundation of several buildings. Swimming through such thick clouds felt strange and unnatural, but she had to make good time and couldn’t go around. 



Her father used to tell her: Nothing in the world came late or early, only at its appointed time. That applied doubly so to little foals.



“Two weeks early,” the nursemaid had said as they tore her bedroom apart, collecting bandages and swaddling cloths. “It’s still two weeks early, Whisper.”



“It doesn’t matter,” she’d replied without looking up, throwing a blanket roll and saddlebags over her shoulders. “I’m leaving, now. This is when it has to happen. I’m not letting them drop him, Cirrus, so I’m taking the plunge before they get the chance.”



She stormed around the room, plucking up all the essentials and ignoring Cirrus until another contraction stopped her dead in her tracks.



“Whisper,” Cirrus whispered, putting a hoof on her shoulder. Whisper had looked up, saw Cirrus’ eyes catching what little moonlight came through the drapes.



“You don’t know that it’s an earth child,” Cirrus had said. “You don’t know. If… If it’s not—”



“Don’t,” Whisper hissed. “Not here, not now. I feel it, Cirrus. I carried him. We’ve shared each other’s blood. I know what my child is. I’m going right now. You know where to meet me.”



And then she had run to the balcony and dropped herself before the Commander found her, looking away from the magnificent city arches and the looming sight of the Acropolis, its wide open doors gaping at her like a monster waiting to swallow her whole. From the mighty towers of her youth to the gleaming bronze of watchponies that once fascinated her, a flick of her tail and a quiet disdainful sniff was all the farwell she gave to mighty Stratosa, the king of the southern skies. No flying formations fascinated her any longer, and no siren call of harps and imperial trumpets lured her back to the safety of the clouds. She turned her back on it all and felt no worse for it.



Soon, as another contraction ripped through her abdomen and made her flight path deviate just enough to tear a banner loose with her wing and leave it fluttering away on a strong thermal, she broke free of the cloud layer.



Alone with her child there was only the wind, rapidly growing thicker and more humid as she raced for the forest below. It stretched out in a great green carpet over the earth. The ancient pegasi had legends that the trees were the claws and teeth of Titans who were cast out of Elysium and buried beneath the earth to forever grasp at the heavens above, but it reminded her more of a blanket than that demonic shroud. No monster could bear fruits so sweet or make such wonderful music with the wind and the leaves. The city elders claimed that monsters and barbarians had roamed the surface world since time immemorial, preying on stupid earth ponies and preyed upon in turn by the rapacious unicorns, who built their silver spires tall to reach, beyond audacious, into a sky that was not theirs to claim.



But she saw the green overgrowth, smelled the rich brown earth beneath, and remembered what it all felt like. She remembered how the earth cushioned her hooves the first time she made landfall, and how she had partaken of such succulent grains and berries on their first nighttime raid. She remembered the weathered and noble faces of the Mustangians who trampled the grass and flowed over fields and among rocks, monsters, and other dangers like the pegasi soared between thunderheads. She even remembered the way the earth ponies scorned those who did not work hard 



She remembered how the grass tickled her feathers when she lay upon it, and how it provided such an exquisite bed as she wrapped herself in the hooves of her lover, cushioning her against his powerful weight as they lay together, possessed of such need for one another she almost forgot that he was no pegasus.



What evil could possibly come from that place? How could what now grew inside her be anything but the fruit of divinely inspired labor?



She took care, though, not to rustle the trees too much as she descended, clutching her belly as another fearsome contraction took hold, very nearly seizing up her wings and sending her into the trunk of one of the old sentinels. She grasped one of the branches to slow herself down, listening to it creak and groan under her weight and making her ears perk and turn to the darkness enshrouding her. In one moment, the shadows under the trees could turn from a comforting blanket to a veil that offered no protection from the greater beasts. A pegasi needed their wits and their speed, and the earth ponies needed their awesome strength.



Her love was but a farmer as most earth ponies were, and yet she had seen him split boulders and crack trees in two with his bare hooves. She had watched from above as a teenager and burgeoning scout as earth pony militias mobilized and brought hoof and steel against the wyrms of the hills, the Stone Gods of the mountains, and the mighty buffalo of the fields. It was in watching one of these engagements, in fact, that she started down the traitor’s path and her eyes found the ground more than the sun and sky time and time again. They had just as much honor and bravery as any pegasus; even more so, since earth ponies who planted farms could not just run away from the myriad threats that assailed them. She had watched them spill their blood time and again, returning to the earth to be reclaimed and given up, in whatever small way, to the next generation of life.



Tonight, she would give a little blood herself.



Another contraction tore through her, quicker than before. She stifled a cry and hurried through the trees, gliding where she could to keep down the noise of her passing. Though there were many monsters in the woods, other hunters would be hounding her soon enough, and they were far more dangerous than any wyrm.



She reached the stone circle with good time and collapsed in the center of a ring of monoliths, each of them five times the height of a pony, yet no trouble for a team of surfacers to move if they worked in tandem. It had been erected by the ancients, perhaps earth ponies or caribou by the runes inscribed on the stone; pegasi and unicorns did not use such primitive symbols. Then again, she could barely even read the unicorns’ flowery letters.



This place was sacred, and it was here she and her sweet one had consummated their affair, rolling on the grass and bathing in the everpresent light of the sky.



Another contraction. Damn. The baby was coming quick.



“Be at peace, sweet one,” she whispered to her belly, crawling up to one of the great stones and laying herself against it, “this is where your ancestors gave thanks to the Sun and Sky.”



Even here, in the sacred places of the surface barbarians, they honored the sky. The clearing was well-tended and she could look straight up to the stars, watching them twinkle mirthfully at her audacity, her brazen defiance of the orders of things. She knew it was risky to bear a child here of all places, but she had no illusions about staying completely hidden. In all likelihood she would be found, but if she was she preferred it to be in a place of strength. Her love’s village did not patrol the woods in force, but she had her wing blades and the watchful eyes of the stars.



More contractions. More pain. More biting her hoof to keep things quiet, just in case the monsters were prowling and the scent of a mare giving birth attracted them. She quietly laid out the blanket and plucked out the sunstone to heat the water, watching the treeline for Cirrus, for her love, for monsters and for the hunters. Sweat began to pour down her mane as the pain grew greater and the pressure mounted until she thought she’d burst. The stars cooed and murmured to the would-be mother, scooting over to let the others in line have a peek as time crept on and the baby grew more restless.



Come quickly my darlings, she said to her foal and her love. I don’t think I’ll last the night otherwise.



There was a rustling on her left, and the first thing she looked for was her dagger. She grabbed it with her hoof and spread her wings, menacing the darkness with the sharp glint of wing blades glistening in the moonlight.



“Come forth,” she said, “and if you be a foe I will end you before my child even takes his first breath.”



“It’s me, Whisper Wind,” Cirrus’ whispered voice slithered to her over the grass. “It’s me!”



Whisper dropped back against the stone. “Hurry!” she snapped, all pretense of subtlety gone when she felt her insides quiver and the foal kick in earnest. “Hurry Cirrus! I feel him!”



“Take deep breaths. You are breathing, aren’t you?” Cirrus said, creeping out from the treeline while she towed a small cloud behind her on a rain leash. She kneeled down in front of Whisper and set down a small bronze basin she’d strapped to her back, and Whisper saw her heavy, ragged breaths at the weight she’d had to carry. A gentle kick of the cloud sent water gushing out until it sloshed around in the basin. Cirrus gave the sunstone a quick rub with her wings and winced as light and heat bloomed from within like a dragon suddenly woken. She dropped it in the bath and let it simmer.



“He’ll be nice and warm when he comes,” she said with a weak smile.



“Pegasi don’t fear the cold or the heat,” Whisper grunted, working her lungs like bellows, “it’s the middle that scares us. The ground that sits between—ahh!—the Abyss and the Everheights. Damn whoever cursed a mare with pain at birth!”



“Shall I recite the legends to you again, Whisper?” Cirrus muttered, spreading Whisper’s legs and whistling at what she found. “We got here just in time.”



“So did he,” Whisper said with a smile. “And so will they.”



“The Commander wouldn’t—”



“Others, Cirrus. Others.”



Cirrus glanced up curiously.



“Keep working,” said Whisper, who kept breathing.



It seemed ten eternities went by. Whisper felt the pain spike again and again, everpresent and unceasing. She moaned and bit down on the bit Cirrus placed in her mouth, squeezing the tears out and biting on the hardwood until she thought her teeth would crack, and when the bit cracked first she went back to biting her hoof until it bled.



“Breathe, Whisper,” Cirrus said through it all. “Breathe! He’ll be here soon. All right, now push! Push!”



Whisper pushed, and her senses exploded. She thought she’d been inured to pain. Once, a manticore stung her in the side and she lay in bed for three full days in utter agony as her nerves slowly strangled themselves to death. She had been saved only by the medicine of a unicorn. Another time, she had been sliced on the leg by the talons of a griffon and forced to endure stitching on the battlefield without painkilling herbs or magic. But this pain reached new heights, because it was not just a physical pain. It transcended what she knew as pain and gripped her spirit, shaking it and kicking it and breaking its back on the rocks behind her. It grew into a balloon that started in her gut and blew upwards through her throat, erupting like a geyser with a blast of hot rage and steaming away on the wind in small whimpers and hiccups.



She had screamed and now knew she was undone. He had still not come, and he had still not come, and now she knew there was no chance of being hidden. There was nothing for it now but to give her child to the world and let it stand on its own four hooves.



“Push!” she heard somepony say, and she reached deep down and grabbed the pain, wrestled it into submission and shoved it back down between her legs, determined to expel it with the child before it ripped back up through her throat again. It was like trying to resist a hurricane or buck a lightning bolt. It was that moment when she breached the storm wall, that instant where the sky's fury met her hooves, when she was a mountain and a paper sheet all at once, teetering between resisting and breaking.



She had killed griffons with less effort than this.



“Breathe. Breathe. Push!”



“Damn you!” she answered the voice, but push she did until her world was pushing and shoving, a constant tug-of-war between She couldn’t hear Cirrus’ words anymore, couldn’t hear anything anymore, not even the sounds of her own screaming as she let loose with the primal rage and expectation of a beast. Nature had given her this child, and she would curse the sky with her dying breath if it did not let her bring him through safely.



She thought of nothing but the push and pull, taking just one breath more before letting it go again fearful it might be her last. Push, breathe, brace, push, over and over and over until it was just one long cycle, an infinite pattern of moments bowling her over and running her under its ceaseless spokes again and again. She smelled her own blood and fluids and her rage rose to the occasion, and in that moment she was sure she could face a dragon without fear if it meant finally being done with the pain.



“River!” she screamed the name of her love, and suddenly it was done and not done.



She opened her eyes without realizing they’d been closed, and Cirrus was shouting not with joy but terror and there were dark shapes in the trees and the familiar sight of august headcrests and spear tips pointing gravely into the sky like headstones.



She heard a tiny voice cry in the dark and her world closed in again. Her hooves snapped out and reached for the bundle held in Cirrus’ hooves, bringing it to her chest and cradling it with all the gentleness an old fighter like her could muster. What she saw broke her heart and made all the love inside spill out and into those sweet gold eyes and dark green coat, and run in rivulets through the little hints of teal mane atop the fragile head. She shook so much she almost swooned, and the sweat in her disheveled mane and the cold rock behind her didn’t matter at all.



She glanced down quickly. A son, as she’d thought. She touched his sides and the baby squirmed, crying out for the sake of it, for the trouble of being alive and the violent dispersal of the warm comfort he’d known so far. His thin, trembling cry revitalized her, giving her strength in spite of all she’d lost and all she’d given away. Her hoof touched his flanks.



No wings.



As she’d expected.



“So the baby is a brute, then.”



Her eyes jumped up and dared the whole world to try and threaten her in that single instant.



“Thunderhead,” she said with a victorious grin. Triumph shuddered through her like a tide, so pleasant and calming she almost imagined herself in her love’s hooves again. “You couldn’t stop me.”



“I didn’t want to,” the looming pegasus at the head of the hunting pack said. He stepped into the clearing and the starlight danced off his burnished steel cuirass. “I came to see if the child was the beast I expected.” Angry blue eyes raked their gaze over the clearing.



“My baby is what he is,” Whisper said, lifting her head though she dearly much wanted to look at her child much more than Thunderhead. “And now nothing you say can change that.”



“You have defied everything that makes the sky sacred!” Thunderhead raged, and while Cirrus recoiled Whisper held her crying foal tighter, bundling him up against the cold night air. “You have done the unthinkable and made our people a laughingstock.”



“The world is changing,” Whisper shot back. “The winters grow longer every year. You insist our people can control it, but every pegasus in the world can’t stop the changing of the seasons! And you could not control where my heart flies.”



“You were one of my best!” Thunderhead snapped, stomping his hoof on the ground. A collective rustle ran through the feathers of the pegasus squadron with him, as if sensing his growing disapproval. “You had everything in the clouds. Everything! Position, power, authority, wealth—Stratosa straddles the greatest skyways of the world and you could have had a hoof in that. But here you cavort in the dirt and shame your people by licking the dust and eating the manure of lesser beings.”



“I found something our people have lost,” Whisper said, looking down at the foal, determined not to give Thunderhead the satisfaction of her gaze, and also mesmerized by the way her son’s eyes darted back and forth, amazed at everything he saw even as he cried. “I have found love and friendship in greater abundance than all the sky could hold. The earth ponies live and love and fight, and want for nothing while our people scratch a living off the mountaintops. Our legends cover us in glory, but we are leaving nothing for our children. For this one, I will leave a whole world to run in.”



“You could have had ten children, all with the greatest warriors who walk the clouds. They would have bowed at your hooves and each would bring the wealth of a whole household with them!”



“A miserable excuse for this sweet thing here. Now keep quiet, he needs his rest.”



Thunderhead snarled and swiped his wing over the ground, scratching a divot in the sacred earth with his wing blades.



“Stop this foolishness!” he raged, bowing into the crouch Whisper realized as a fighting position. “Come home, Whisper Wind, or I swear I will cut your wing tendons and drag you back myself!”



Whisper sighed as all the weariness of the past year came back to haunt her.



“Brother,” she whispered, “sweet brother, I would not come back for every pearl in the sea and every star in the sky.”



“You will be lost! You will be declared Wingless and killed on sight!”



“Only by warriors of Stratosa,” Whisper said with a shrug. “The other cities don’t care a whit about one renegade.”



“I will go to Pegasopolis,” she heard Thunderhead say, his voice thin and creaking with the impotent fury of those who knew their fate and railed against it anyway. “I will go to the Forum and tell all of your name and your face. I will make sure you never walk the clouds again.”



“You’d risk letting our house’s shame spread over the Twelve Airways? You’re more sensitive than I thought, brother.”



Thunderhead stamped his hoof again, less forceful this time. “You think your dirt lover will come for you? You think his family will take you in? You’ll be an outcast on earth and in sky, and the unicorns will laugh and make a fairy tale of you. Beware you don’t be like Whisper Winds and pervert the natures of all ponies! We are many and separate for good reasons, sister.”



“Because all of us bring different things to the Three Kingdoms,” Whisper murmured, feeling so very exhausted. She just wanted to curl up with her son and rest a while. “He taught me that. I’ve learned so much, brother. This world is cold enough already. Why taint it even more?”



“What of Cirrus, then?”



“She is my oldest friend. She may do as she please. And I think you are not cruel enough to let the world know of a serving girl’s folly, brother.”



“Perhaps not,” Thunderhead whispered, drawing himself up, his voice dull and dim. “But what I do next, I am honorbound to do.”



Whisper’s eyes snapped up once more, meeting her brother’s. Both of them looked tired, so tired. A pegasus needed rest, Whisper knew. They couldn’t fly forever, couldn’t stay atop their cloud cities and expect the earth to do whatever they wished just because they looked down on. She’d found her roost, and she would give it up for nothing now.



“And I am bound by friendship and love,” she whispered. “A far heavier yet kinder chain than honor could ever be, brother.”



“I am sorry,” said Thunderhead, broadcasting his next moves clearly with the angle of his wings and the position of his legs. Cirrus whimpered, unsure where to run.



Whisper knew exactly what to do. Covered in her own blood and ugly water, she staggered to her hooves and held the baby under her with one hoof.



Cirrus croaked out a sob. “Whisper, let me—”



Thunderhead’s wings snapped like whips, taking him forward. Whisper ducked underneath and lashed out with her wing blades, catching the cuirass and listening to the scrape of metal on metal. The baby gasped and sent up another cry, thin and weak, so weak, that Whisper knew she would die for him at the drop of a hat. Or in this case, a feather.



“I will erase our shame,” Thunderhead said as he kicked off the very rock her sister had given birth on, and launched himself at her again. The pegasi in the trees watched like griffons at a bloodsport, and it made Whisper sick to think of how far their race had fallen.



She dodged under another blow and another, keeping her wings spread out at her sides and in front, forming a protective shell. It was the standard stance of those who could not fly and fight at the same time. The rustle of her wing blades made her poor son cry all the more, even as she pressed him tight against her chest.



Thunderhead had full range of motion, jumping up and then lashing out with his spear at her legs. She jumped, twisted, kept herself between Thunderhead and the child, and reached out to Cirrus with the bundle in her hooves. Cirrus took the child, their eyes met, Whisper smiled and whispered something even she didn’t understand.



Another sharp, stabbing pain like the birth, but much more physical now.



Something jagged plunged into her side just above her left wing and ripped itself out again, like the jaws of a skyshark. It took something vital, something fragile and tender that snapped like a taut rope, and a piece of her soul went out through the gap.



“Oh,” Whisper whispered, and fell to earth at Cirrus’ hooves, who was too frightened to scream.



Her left wing flopped uselessly on the ground, never to fly again.



“Now,” growled Thunderhead, his spear dripping with Whisper’s blood, “I will end this forever. I cleanse you that our family is spared the cleansing.”



He reared up, and hesitated just a moment longer, his spear tip hovering with him, aimed between Whisper’s shoulders. She had exposed herself, she knew. She had left herself wide open. But she couldn’t risk a fight with a child in her arms, and she hadn’t thought her brother so monstrous as to literally stab his own sister in the back.



She closed her eyes, waiting, as another infinite cycle of moments played out around her. Her final breath shuddered in her lungs, Thunderhead eternally stretched up to gain power for the killing blow, Cirrus ready to scream and never quite getting there.



Something deep and growling rumbled through the sky, trailing off into a trumpeting bellow. Thunderhead reared back and his pegasi looked all around, stumbling and staggering in the dark like startled sparrows. All around them came the sound again, rising and falling and rising again. To the pegasi, it was a sound of terror. To Whisper, it was deliverance, for it was the ruckus of earth pony war horns.



“May the Thunderbird take you all!” Thunderhead screamed. “Take flight, brothers! They are too many for us this night!”



The pegasi in the trees needed no second bidding, launching into the sky through the clearing in the trees.



Thunderhead joined them an instant later, shooting upwards, knife-like, into the air.



He stopped at the treeline. He turned back. He looked down at Whisper, a picture of raw power and authority, his wings outstretched and his long spear held fast to his side. It was a life Whisper had left behind forever, and Thunderhead had placed the final lock on her past.



“Thank you,” she whispered to him, because even in the highest and emptiest reaches of the sky, her life was always the one thing her brother could spare. She thought she saw him nod, or perhaps she just wanted to see it, and then with a loud clap of wings and the rumble of a sonic boom, he was gone from her life forever.



“Cirrus,” she grunted, reaching up to her friend. “Cirrus, let me see my child. Rest me against a rock, my friend.”



She held her crying son close, shushing him gently, and looked up at the thundering of hooves. Her love ran at the head of the herd, coming to save her just after the nick of time. But that was all right. She knew everything would be all right now.



“Solstice,” she said to a shocked Cirrus, hefting her son. “He will be named Solstice. For the longest night of my life.”



She rested her head against the cool rock, and then it was finally, finally over.
      

      
   
      All of It, for Her


      

      
      
         I pull open the curtains and look out the third-story window. Cold, gray streets. A couple of ponies trotting their way across town, trying to get out of the brisk autumn chill. But that’s it. The ponies here say that Fillydelphia’s the city of brotherly love. Feh. What does this city know about love? Just a bunch of nonsense to drum up tourism.



Turn back inside and pick up my sack. Just need a few necessities today. The scrapbook, of course. Bit pouch, which I pop open. I look inside and do the math. Should take about a week, so… four oughta do it. I work my way into the heap, sifting through my collection. Blasted room’s barely big enough to fit it all, and the last thing I want is for the pile to come crashing down. Snowglobe from Manehatten, pretty sure I have a few of those left. That tacky cat figurine from Los Pegasus. The scarf I got in Mane will go for a lot this time of year, and I don’t need such a sissy thing. And the wind chimes from Detrot. I set all the bulky stuff into my pack—not heavy, just large and clunky. But yeah. That’ll do.



Give myself a look-over in the mirror from Vanhoover before I go. Not bad, all considerin’. Got a bit of mane left, yet. Starting to get a bit of a wrinkle in the old jowls, but they’re jowls. They look respectable. A bit of stubble. Maybe I should shave. “Mmm.” I should. I do. Then it’s out the door and down the steps.








Of course, she’s there behind the front desk, same as every morning. Gives me the same smile as she walks out, a tray of coffee and daisies balanced on her back. “Oh, why good morning there, Cranky! Right on schedule.”

	

“Ms. Stardust,” I grunt.

	

She walks over to my usual table in the dining area, slides the tray off her back, and smiles over her shoulder. “Oh, Cranky, I always tell ya: ‘Lemon’ is fine.”

	

Same song and dance every morning for the past four months. Not a clue why she insists on her first name like that. Sure, great name for a sixteen-year-old mare, brimming with energy and eagerness. Not a name that wears well on ya, decades later. More like something you’d be ashamed about sooner or later, like those tongue piercings fillies are getting nowadays. And with how hard she sells the whole “kind, portly mother to everypony” routine, you figure she’d have more dignity than to cling to a youthful name like that. “Mmm.” Still, at least she makes a strong cup of joe. Just the way I like it.

	

“Will you be out again today? It’s a bit breezy so you’ll want to bundle up, alrighty?”

	

“I’ll be fine.” The song and dance continues as she nags me about the weather, but I won’t have anything to do with it. Course, I learned the hard way that Stardust is not a mare who asks rhetorical questions. Least she’s easy enough to get off my back, so long as I give her enough. “Sweeping round 4th and Timberwolf, then out to the edge of the city. Sprinklin’ a few errands in between.”

	

“Ooo, aren’t you just tenacious like a bulldog,” she says, planting her elbows on the table. Yep, there’s the folksy metaphor, there’s her sitting down opposite me for a spell. The daisies are crisp. She sure does fix a mean breakfast. “I’d actually like to join you today, if you don’t mind.”

	

Well. That certainly’s not in the script. I swallow my mouthful of grub and give her the look. “No.”

	

“Cranky.” Her tone has that raising pitch on the end, the kind you use with young jacks. Seriously, she lays the “mother” thing on way too thick.

	

“No, thank you.”

	

She does that thing she does whenever she’s cross with me, where she gives a rapid little shake of her head. Always sends her short, rust-colored mane cascading every which way across that pale yellow coat, ‘til the whole affair settles back into order. “I haven’t rightly met a pony—or donkey for that matter—who runs out from dawn to dusk every day to go on ‘sweeps’. You can’t blame a mare for being curious.”

	

I huff out a breath, still hot from the mouthful of rich, black coffee. “Seeing how I haven’t elaborated any of the dozen times you’ve asked…”

	

She closes her eyes and lifts her hoof and a nose. It’s that pose a rural pony gives when they’re trying to act like a high-class type, seeing how they’ve never met one in their life. Wouldn’t surprise me to learn that’s where she’s from. She certainly has the rural vibe to her. “Now, hold on a moment, I never said I’d stick my nose in where it ain’t welcome. I’m just planning to go for a walk, and if me and you end up in the same places all day, well, that’s certainly some coincidence.”

	

“Mmm.” Likely story. Turn my glare out the window for now. “You don’t have a day to spare.”

	

She waggles her hoof at me and winks. “Now, Cranky, I can’t believe you’d have so little faith in me. Got Red Wagon coming in at noon to fix the sink in 5B, and Rosy Lights works Thursdays so she’ll be able to watch the front desk. I’m nearly offended that you think I can’t get a day off at my own building, if and when I want it.”

	

My sigh is deep and rolls on the back of my throat. It’s for her sake, of course. A loud, well-timed sigh does wonders for shaking a stubborn pony off your back, and I’ve got decades of experience. But she’s a stubborn one, that Stardust. My sigh just runs off her back like water. Outside, the pony pedestrians are starting to pick up, and today’s a busy day. I can’t afford to argue. “Fine.”

	

“Ooo, how fantastic.” She claps her hooves like a schoolfilly and grins as the pink one walks in the front door. “And Rosy, your timing could not have been any more perfect. Just let me grab my bag and my scarf.” One last eye-twinkling smile at me, then she’s trotting off to the back room.

	

Well. Terrific. At least I can hope she’ll stay quiet.

	




	

Oh, Cranky, ya old boy. Now why would you go and jinx it?

	

“—this show, Unicorn on the Rooftops? Oh. My. Celestia. The girls in the office saw it last week on opening night, and they could not rave enough about it. I’ve got tickets to see it a week from this Saturday and I just can’t contain myself!” Stardust yammers along as I drag her down 7th Street. Crazy pony gets more than a few seconds alone with me, and treats it as an excuse to make my ears fall off.

	

“Right. Sounds wonderful.” I’m really rather proud of my sarcasm. I’ve had loads of practice. Could write a book on the matter, if I cared to bother. The fact that this mare just ignores it out-of-hoof has to be intentional. There’s just no way. “Anyway, we’re here.”

	

She stops mid-sentence, standing out on the sidewalk as I push the shop’s door open. “Here? Where’s here?”

	

“First errand,” I explain.

	

I’ve been in this shop a few times, at least in Fillydelphia. Doesn’t really matter where you are, though. They’re all the same. Fulla trinkets and heirlooms. Things ponies said they’d part with “just for a short time. Just ‘til I get enough bits together.” Never works that way, though. I’ve done this enough times to learn that. But it doesn’t really matter. Memories ain’t apples to apples. The important ones… well, sure. You guard those with your life, because they are your life. But what you had yesterday for breakfast? A memory like that isn’t significant. No point in hanging onto it. And if you find somepony willing to pay a few bits for it? Well, that’s one way to make ends meet.

	

The shopkeep makes a beeline for me as soon as he spots me. Like I said, I’ve only been in this particular shop a few times, so I doubt he recognizes me. Nah, I probably have that look about me: a donkey who’s willing to sell some memories in exchange for something greater. Or perhaps it’s just the sack over my shoulder. The two of us get straight to business.

	

Stardust noses her way into our exchange, naturally. That promise lasted all of fourty minutes. Frowns at me and does that head shake of hers. “Cranky, what’s all this? If you need a little more time on your rent…”

	

“No. This doesn’t have anything to do with your rent.” I grunt and show the shopkeep that the snowglobe very clearly is not cracked. Lousy skinflint.

	

“Well…” She bends down so that she can get a look at my eyes. Puts a hoof on my back. “Do you want to talk about it?”

	

Why, yes, Ms. Stardust. In fact, I would love to tell you all about it. “Mmm.”

	

Naturally, she doesn’t take the hint. Just stands there, frowning and leaning in far too close while I wrap up my little exchange. I add the bits to my pouch and give them a quick count just to make sure I’m not losing my marbles. Yep, we’re good. Give the shopkeep a nod, turn to the door, and I’m on my way.

	

For once, Stardust has the sense not to pry. She just follows along, quiet-like, as we make our way further downtown.

	






I’d be lying if I said it was easy work. Us donkeys are a rare enough breed in Equestria. Most days out, even in a city the size of Fillydelphia, I don’t even run across another donkey. Course, still beats hoofin’ it through the rural areas, where you might not run across another anything. At least, here, I can accomplish something by talking to the local ponyfolk.



Course, I don’t normally have a busybody tagging along, threatening to ask questions I really don’t want to answer.



But it’s fine. Most ponies have things to do, and they don’t need some old stick-in-the-mud wasting their time. So I keep it short. Any other donkeys live around here? No? Enjoy your life. Move down a few blocks, try again.



Stick-in-the-mud. If “Lemon” Stardust is a name she grew out of, mine’s one I grew into. Name a foal Cranky and sure, chances are, the kid’s probably gonna turn out to have a grouchy streak. But I’d say I’m more than a little justified in being a crabapple, when my one moment of happiness, the one jenny to warm my jaded heart, disappears without a trace and starts me off on a decade-spanning journey across Equestria. Ponies will actually cry if they spill their milk. Excuse me.



Makes you wonder though. With a name like Cranky, maybe my… “Mmm.” No. Those “destiny” horseapples are for ponies. And now I’m even starting to sound like one, getting all wimpy and reflective. I’ll find her. Just you watch and see.



“Something the matter?” Stardust walks alongside me as we trudge down 2nd Street.



I give her a sidelong glance, then look over at the buildings beside us. Well, how about that? “I’m going to stop inside. Wait out here.”



“Cranky.” That mother tone again. Doesn’t she have her own children she can nag?



I fix her with the look. She invited herself along today, sure, and she even followed inside the pawn shop, but a donkey has to draw the line somewhere. We hold the standoff for some time. Other ponies murmur apologies and shuffle their way around us. Let ‘em. We’re in the middle of something here.



She caves first. Doesn’t even bother to lose with dignity. Just plops her rump down on the pavement and stares out at the street. “Fine, Cranky. You win.” Bout time.



I push my way past the doorway. I usually check these little cafes and coffee shops too. That one night, so many years ago, she really loved the tea they were serving. So here I am. I’d be a foal to say it’s a solid lead, but I’d also be a foal not to check. I’ve got all the time in the world.



Eech. This one’s already done up for Hearth’s Warming. With the garlands and bells and colorful doodads and such. The snow’s not even supposed to start for weeks, last pegasi report I saw. Just another grubby store owner trying to put you in a festive mood. All the easier to drain your bit pouch.



“Hello, just a moment!” a unicorn mare calls out to me. Just a young little thing, green coat with darker mane. Probably only been working here for under a year. That just means she won’t have seen as many faces. When she turns to face me, she makes this tiny “oh” shape with her mouth. Like she’s too dainty to be properly surprised. “Oh, hello there! Sorry, it’s just, we don’t usually have too many donkey customers. Not that we aren’t happy to see you!” she quickly tacks on.



“Mmm.” I get that a lot, especially at the cafes. The little tag on the end. As though they’re apologizing for some slight. Ponies are weird like that sometimes. Whatever. She already told me what I needed to hear. “No regulars, then?”



“Old Hilbert! He’s in here on most Tuesdays.” Again, the green one answers quickly. Oh well, better than the gossipy ones. Besides, met this Hilbert fellow two weeks back, and he didn’t have any leads either. Didn’t realize this cafe was one of his haunts too. Feh. Artist types.



She’s looking at me expectantly though. Might as well nip this one in the bud. “Gotcha. Sorry to trouble you, then.” I turn and open the door back up.



“You’re… looking for somepony, aren’t you?”



Horseapples. Of course she’d ask. She’s one of those types. The ones with the eyes too wide and heart too big for their young body. If she doesn’t hear the story, she’ll just chase me down the street and hound it out of me. Trust me on that one.



Doesn’t mean I can’t go down swinging. A weighty sigh and a none-of-your-business glare should be enough to make her think twice about it. And she does, the way she blinks too much and looks at anything but me. But you can tell her mind’s still made. One more shot. “It’s a long story, miss.”



A porcelain tea set floats its way over to one of the tables in the corner. She sets down on the nearest seat cushion, gives me that soft smile ponies sometimes do. “I’m a good listener.” Well. That’s that, then. Let’s get it over with.



I tell my tale to the green one, the words well worn into memory. The invitation to the Gala. Meeting her. Sharing laughs with her. Discussing tea with her. The tea here is alright actually. Thanks to all these visits, I’ve gotten a bit of a knack for the stuff, too. Dancing the night away with her. A wonderful evening, with the promise of so much more. Going to her room the next morning and finding… nothing. The green one is a weeper, but I can’t say that surprises me. And luckily there’s the tea here, so I have something to sip while she pulls herself back together. Then I describe my journey. Broad strokes anyway. Wandering town to town. Asking the locals. Visiting hotels and coffee shops and cultural centers. Any place you might think to look for another donkey in this crazy candy-colored country.



Those all started with “c”, didn’t they? Lousy ponies rubbing off on me.



The tale always peters off at the end, but that’s unavoidable. Hard to tell a story without an ending. But the green one gets what she was looking for, and of course she’s ashamed to get it. Like if she hadn’t asked, somehow I’d be married with foals. Ponies are weird like that sometimes. But of course, she has to ask anyway, if only to say something. “So… you’ve been looking for her, ever since that Gala?”



“Thirty five years,” I confirm, finishing off my teacup with one last swig.



And of course there’s nothing to say to that. And the green one realizes it, so she stares down at her hooves and makes constipated faces until she can think of something. When the light goes off in her head, it’s visible right through her pupils. She hops up off the seat cushion and trots over to the counter. Bit of a glow from her horn, and suddenly one of the doodads is dislodged from the garland. One of those baubles you hang with a hook, red and narrow. “Here,” she says, floating the bauble in front of me. “I’d like you to have this.”



I’m not exactly a donkey with a rabid curiosity. Life has its oddities, and I’ve got more important things to worry about. But this one’s nagged at me for years, and nopony ever seems to have a straight answer. I look from the bauble to her. “Why?”



She shuffles her hooves around a bit, staring at the far corner of the cafe. Cripes, even she doesn’t know. “It, just… I don’t know. It seems silly to say it out loud, but it just seems like you need a bit of cheer. Something to remind you that there’s always a little glimmer of happiness. A reason to smile.” She really sells her argument by scuffing up the tile floor like a foal. “Even when things look down.”



So, hippie nonsense. Well, it’s certainly one of more popular answers. Better than the “you just had that look about you” destiny garbage that the shopkeeps throw at me sometimes. “Mmm.” Still though, it’s a pretty thing. And, well, frankly, I’m not so certain Fillydelphia will be worth another visit, at this point. This one might be a keeper—something to remember Fillydelphia itself by. Not like the stuff I unloaded this morning. I tuck the bauble into my sack. “Thank you, miss. It’s much appreciated.”



And of course, she lights up. Her big dopey smile comes back, because she fixed it. She made me feel sad, but she gave me something red and shiny so now I feel happy. A model citizen. “Of course, sir! Have a Happy Hearth’s Warming!”



“You, too.” The only reasonable answer.








Stardust is sitting right where I left her, bundled up in her scarf. Looks up as I step outside, snapped out of whatever thoughts she was having. I turn south, and soon I hear her hoofsteps following after me. We head down a few blocks, and the sign for my last errand comes into view.



Her quiet voice cuts through the chill air. “She must have been someone special.”



The regular look isn’t enough. Not for this. Wheel around and give her a full-blown glare. And the blasted pony knows the topic’s off-limits, or else she’d be able to look me in the eye.



“Ponies talk, Cranky. When a donkey goes around the city, every day for months…” Stardust finally looks me in the eye, though the lip-biting weakens it. “I’m awful sorry. I just had to see for myself.”



Well. Maybe this is more cut-and-dry than I feared. “She was. Let’s keep moving.” I do just that.



“Equestria is an awfully big place, Cranky…” Or maybe it’s not cut-and-dry. You just had to jinx it.



“I should know. Been lookin’ thirty five years, and it’d be an awful waste to stop now.”



“You must think about her often… huh?” She stays a few paces behind me, but her voice carries fine. Just a half-block to go.



“Mmm. All the time.” I give her a firm nod of the head, drive the point home. Granted, it’s not always direct thinkin’. Times where I’m on the road, or arguin’ with a shopkeep. But it doesn’t have to be direct. All of it’s for her. Every minute of every day, just to see her again. Actions count more than wishin’.



“But, what about life, Cranky? I’m sure there’s plenty of things you’re good at. Interests. Hobbies. Wouldn’t…” She falls quiet a while. Just us and our hoofsteps echoing in the streets. “Wouldn’t it be nice to stop wandering? Have a place to stay?”



Stop? I have to chuckle at that. Of course the plan is to stop, once I’ve found her. Settling down and spending the rest of our lives together. That’s why I’ve done all this, after all. So, to quit now? And go home empty hooved? Feh. What would I even do with the rest of my life? “You just don’t get it, do you?”



“I suppose I rightly don’t,” Stardust says with a chuckle of her own. She sounds tired. Or something. Been acting funny all day. “But what the hay, let me give this a shot, anyway.”



Hmm, what’s this now? I turn my head back. She’s got the same big smile she wears every morning at breakfast. Like she has some big secret she’s just dying to tell me. 



“How about this?” She trots a bit faster, matches pace with me as we walk. “I’ll help you out, all next week. We’ll canvas the whole city, talk to everypony we can find, explore every lead. But on Sat—”



I shake my head. “No can do.”



She gets this pert little frown from that, like she ate a bad grape. “Cranky… I didn’t finish.”



“Won’t be here next week,” I say. “Leavin’ town tomorrow.”



She stops cold in her tracks. Sounds like she asked “What?” but the wind nearly drowns her out, alluva sudden.



Feh, figures. Ponies always make a huge fuss out of goodbyes. Exactly why I didn’t tell her ‘til now. Knowing Stardust, she’d be the type to put together some big elaborate send-off party, and I just won’t stand for it. “Mmm. Headin’ back west a ways. That’s why we’re here.” Point my nose up at the sign for the wagon rental.



“Stay.”



I frown and turn around. Don’t give her the look. It’s confusin’, is what it is. Especially after hearing the full story. But she’s staring down at the sidewalk like a filly who got caught sneaking cookies from the cookie jar.



“Please stay.”



Reason she’s got that look is because she knows how silly she’s being. “Not until I find her. Then I’ll settle down. Give ya my word.”



After a moment, she nods, still looking down like that. “She must be a very special donkey.”



“She is, Stardust. She is.” I close my eyes, and in that moment I’m swept away. Right back to Canterlot, all those years ago. Like I was there. No. Like she was here.



“I should get back to the building.” When I open my eyes, Stardust’s already making her way north, back the way we came. “Rosy will be expecting me to close up the office. We’ll see you back tonight, alrighty?”



“Mmm.” I nod on instinct, even though she can’t see. Make my way back toward the wagon rental. Surprised she stuck around for as much of today as she did, really.








She’s not at the front desk the next morning. Takes me a while to bring everything down to the wagon. Another set of hooves woulda been nice, but she’s my former landlady. Hauling stuff ain’t her job. Means none of her coffee, though.



Go to drop off my key, and today the blue one is there behind the desk. Wishes me well, gives me a cup of coffee and an envelope, and takes my key. His coffee is rubbish, but he’s all business. Efficient. I like that.



I carry the last box out to the wagon out front and set it on top of the heap. A wagonful of memories, collected from over half my life. The red bauble sits at the top of that box, wedged in nice and secure. Nearly time to say farewell to Fillydelphia for the last time.



Before I head out, I take a look at the envelope. Just says Cranky on the front. Looks like Stardust’s mouthwriting. There’s two tickets inside. Some stageplay from the looks of it. Unicorn on the Rooftops. Now why in Equestria would she give me tickets to a show in Fillydelphia? Told her yesterday that I’m leaving town. “Mmm.” Ponies are weird like that sometimes. Still, the show’s not until next Saturday. Decent odds I’ll run into somepony on the road, heading into Fillydelphia and willing to buy some theater tickets.



Get myself strapped into the wagon harness and then I’m moving west. Wagon’s not half bad. Frame’s solid and the axel’s well lubricated. The journey to the next town is about a week. Should get there well before the pegasi start up with the snow. Besides, it’s not that cold.
      

      
   
      A Waiting Moment


      

      
      
         She was there. In his house. Right there!



Shining stared at the girl of his dreams through the slitted bars of the staircase railing.  It wasn’t that unusual for her to be there. Every time his parents left the home she would arrive, a timid smile adorning her face as she swept through his home, a silent bundle of joy that his entire family loved.



Twilight was bouncing up and down at a regular beat before Cadence, a smile splitting her little face from ear to ear. “Hi Cadence! How are you? How was school? How was your day? Are you here for long? What’re we going to do? Can we do math again?” The older filly took it all in stride with a docile smile.



Shining swallowed hard, rubbing the back of a hoof across his forehead and coming back with a sheen of sweat. “Calm down, Shining, you can do this. Just go down and say hi, smile a bit,” he whispered to himself. 



The twin double doors below closed with a muffled thump as his parents walked out, leaving the three of them alone in the great house. He stared at the familiar walls, covered in old paintings, that were decorated by the flailing light of wall-mounted sconces. It was nice. It was familiar, it was soothing. But she was downstairs. 



“You’ll make a real good guard someday if you’re not even brave enough to meet a single filly,” he grumbled to himself, finally climbing to all fours. With a figety bounce in his step he walked down the staircase and into the entrance hall where Cadence and Twilight were both twisting about and singing. 



“Sunshine, sunshine, ladybugs awake! Clap your hooves and do a little shake!” His eyes widened as Cadence hopped around and lifted her rump to the air. With great reluctance and a burning face he snapped his attention to the floor, counting the square tiles between his forehooves. 



The girls finished their routine with a bout of giggling. Shining looked up again, wishing that his white coat would do something to hide the horrible blush crawling across his face. 



She was staring back at him, purple eyes shining bright as they locked with his own. His face turned a shade of beet red before she looked away and coughed into her hoof. “Um, hi there, Shining Armour,” she said. “How are you doing?”



“Er, fine. You?”



She grinned at him. “I’m doing great. Twilight and I will be eating in a few minutes. If you want, you could join us?” 



Reaching up, Shining scratched at the nape of his neck. “Nah, I’m good,” jhe said, shrugging the offer away.



 “Are you sure?” she asked, an eyebrow climbing up along her forehead. Looking to the ground, she began to play with a forehoof with her long, silky ponytailed mane. 



“Yeah, I ate already, I’m good. Thanks though. Appreciate it and all that.” He tried to smile. “But, um, uh, maybe we could eat something?”



She blinked at him, the long lashes of the purple eyes fluttering. “Well, yes, we could? Didn’t I just offer, you know, in the kitchen. Hay sandwiches.”



“I-I meant later. Or, tomorrow, maybe? It’s not a date!” he blurted out, waving a forehoof dismissively.



A sly smile crawled across Twilight’s face prompting him to shoot a quick glare her way.  Fortunately, Cadence was focused on her own two hooves, looking crestfallen.



“Um, do you like Doughnut Joe’s?” He asked, trying not to cringe. 



“Oh, I love his food!” She perked up, both ears standing tall. “Those creamy jelly doughnuts and his strudel. I have to gallop across the city just to save my flan-- Not that I... um,” she cut herself off, a noticeable pool of warmth flooding her face. “I’d love to see you there. Sometime after school?”



“Yeah, yeah. That’d be cool,” he said, pumping out his chest a little despite feeling very, very small.



“Come on, Cadence,” Twilight said as she pulled her along. Cadence bid him farewell and was dragged into the deeper parts of the house. With every few steps she would look over her shoulder and at him.



Soon she was gone and Shining sat down hard, slamming a hoof into his forehead. “Idiot, idiot, idiot.” Laughter drifted down the hall as he returned to the staircase and began to climb up again. 



“You stupid, thick-headed fool. Should’ve said yes. Now she’s going to think I don’t want to be around her. What if she thinks that I don’t like her? Ah, man!” Reaching the top, he let his hooves guide him along the familiar path to his bedroom and swung open the door with  a push of his magic.



He trotted in and slammed the door behind him, the band posters tacked to it fluttering in the wake. With a groan he crossed the room, circling around discarded weights and humble piles of clothing that had not quite yet began to stink enough for him to wash. He flopped onto his bed’, drowning himself in plush fabrics . 



With a nudge he flipped over, facing his ceiling above as his hooves dangled before him. “What would I give? Just a moment. One minute, with her. I just want to know if she likes me back....” his whispers floated across the room, silent and lonely. 



With time, the sun’s light crawled across his walls and his eyes became heavy. He fell asleep to the distant sound of Cadence laughing.








Walking at a leisurely pace, a healthy mare or stallion could go from the main entrance of Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns to Doughnut Joe’s in under twenty minutes. Shinning had done it in two.



Walking into the shop to the jingle of a door-mounted bell, he looked around and vainly tried to hide his disappointment at the distinct lack of Cadence. Instead, he found the quiet shop filled with only a few older ponies and the irresistible scent of freshly baked doughnuts.



Joe grinned at him from behind the counter before Shining walked over to a seat in a corner stall, one from which he could see the entire shop. He removed his bag and sat down and rested his chin on the table. With the tip of his hoof he drew ever tightening circles on the table while tossing glances towards the doorway every few seconds. 



Others arrived, some he recognized from his own school, others from the public schools nearby. All were in pairs and small groups of three and four, chatting away as they trotted in and ordered at the counter. He watched to and fro, but none were Cadence. Then she arrived.



He saw her open the door with her brilliant purple magic before gracefully stepping in. Her long, tied mane flowed around her neck and bounced with every step as her wide eyes scanned the room. They landed on him, then snapped away with a sudden jerk. Two other mares were behind her, following her as she found a seat only two stalls away with a free space beside her. The others slid into the seats on the opposite end.



She glanced at him and this time he turned away in a hurry. “Now what?” he muttered under his breath. Before he knew it a shadow was standing over him, one the smelled faintly of sprinkles and dough.



“Hey, kid, how can I help you?” Doughnut Joe asked, a wide grin on his face.



“Oh, hey, um. Maybe....” Shining hesitated. “Could I have a jelly doughnut? For her,” he said, discreetly pointing towards Cadence. 



“Ah,” the shopkeep said. “The pretty young alicorn filly?”



Shining nodded, determined not to blush. “Yeah.”



“I’ll see what I can do.” With that, Joe spun around and trotted back through the bustling crowd, deftly avoiding hooves and moving bodies as he exchanged a few quick quips of banter with his customers.



Shining waited a few moments, then, with a final, deep breath, he pushed himself off the table and rose to his hooves. Slowly, with the hesitancy of a soldier navigating a minefield, he trotted over to her table.”Hi Cadence,” he said, then turned to her friends. “Oh, and, um, hi to you guys too?”



The two girls raised eyebrows at him, scrutinizing him.



“Hi, Shining Armour,” Cadence said as she straightened in her seat, firing a bedazzling smile his way. He almost fell flat on his back.



“So, um, I... hi. How are you?”



Her smile never lessened, like an ongoing onslaught of force battering the shields of his willpower. “I’m fine. And you? How’s Twilight?”



“She’s doing great, and so am I. The moment you leave our house it becomes a real tear-fest.... For Twilight, not for me, I mean. We really love you. In a purely platonic way!”



She giggled into her hoof, then reached out to touch his chest lightly. “You’re funny, Shining. Did you want to sit down?” She gestured to the only seat left. One that was very, very close to her.



“I, um, nah, It’s okay. I can stand for a bit.”



“Well, we need to go,” one on Cadence’s friends said. “Just need to freshen up a bit” Sharing a knowing smile, the two fillies scooted out of the booth, stood up and trotted by him, one of them whispering a quick, “Good luck,” in his ear as she walked by.



“Come on, sit down,” Cadence said once her friends were out of earshot. She pointed to the seat just across hers. 



He did so, plopping himself down in the seat right across. She just smiled at him, staring from beneath half-lidded eyes. “So, um, nice weather we’re having, huh?” he said. “A little too, um, warm, for me though.”



She nodded. “Yeah, very nice.”



“Yeah.... So, how’s school?”



“It’s fine.”



“That’s cool.”



She placed a hoof on the table and drew a small circle, just like him. “You were saying, about Twilight?”



“Yeah, she talks about you all the time. And that little dance you two do... It’s, um, really cute.” Both blushed, refusing to look at one another. “Yeah, so, you’re coming over tomorrow night too, eh?” 



She nodded.



“That’s great. Well, I guess I’ll go. Didn’t really have much to say and all that....”



“S-same here,” she said.



He got up and trotted by her, berating himself the entire time until something caught his arm. Turning, his gaze followed along her foreleg until their gazes. A face that was very close to his own. “This was fun,” she said. “M-maybe we can talk again some more?”



“Yeah, sure!” He beamed.



With a light step, Shining trotted out of the building and into the fresh air. He turned as he left, staring through the quick streams of ponies along the sidewalks to peer into the shop. 



Doughnut Joe was standing over Cadence, a doughnut in a plate held by his mouth. He placed it before her and grinned as confusion crossed her face. Shining saw her lips move, voicing her concern before the shop owner pointed his way.



He bolted, a sly grin cutting across his face. It died before he reached the street corner. “Crud. That didn’t go well at all. All I got her was a doughnut. That’s so stupid. I’m so stupid.” Shaking his head, the young stallion crossed the street, heading towards home. “I’m not cut out for this.”








He was on his bed again, hooves splayed out every which way and breathing evenly through his nostrils. Taking in a deep breath, he let out a bellowing roar, screaming for all he was worth and assaulting his ceiling with pure, unadulterated rage.



He settled back down, breath ragged and coarse as a soothing calm invaded him from the inside out. It didn’t take long before a low knock sounded at his door.



It squeaked open, pushing aside a pile of dirty socks.



“Hey son,” came his dad’s concerned voice.



“Hey Pop,” he replied. 



The older stallion trotted in, twisting about the minefield that was Shining's bedroom floor until he came to a rest beside his son’s bed. “What’s up?”



“Nothing.”



He nodded. “Sounds about right. Nothing had me screaming plenty of times. What’s Nothing really called?”



Shining laughed mirthlessly, then shifted on his bed, turning his face away.



“Ah, so it’s a girl problem.”



A warm, gentle hoof placed on his shoulder, rocking him back around until he faced his father’s knowing smile. “What’s she like?”



Shining rolled his eyes, then replied. “She’s perfect.”



“She always is. Does Nothing Perfect have any other qualities? Maybe a prettier name?”



“She’s tall, and talented, and good with kids. She’s got the prettiest eyes and....” He made a roughly round gesture in the air with a forehoof, then gulped. “Yeah, that’s nice too, and she’s smart. Way smarter than me.” 



It was his father’s turn to crack a smile. “Well, it’s not too hard to beat you, hmm?”



“Hey!” Shining said, turning around fully and tossing his covers to the ground with a flutter. “I’m not that dumb!”



“Fine, fine,” the old stallion said, raising a hoof in surrender. “So, tell me, how long have you been in love with Cadence?”



His jaw dropped and eyes bulged. “Wha-what? How’d you know?”



“You had the same stupid look I had when I was running after your mom. And a few other things. You’re paying a lot more attention to Twilight now. At least, when she’s talking about her foalsitter.” He pushed his son’s shoulder. “Come on, admit it.”



“Well, yeah, I guess I sorta like her... a lot.”



“Hmm, and what’re you going to do about it?”



Shining rolled back. “I don’t know. I don’t even know what to do. What to say. I just feel so... stupid and clumsy and slow what she’s around. It’s awful. But then, she’s there and I feel great because of that.”



“Does she know?”



He scoffed. “As if I’d tell her.”



With a humm, his father stood up and moved towards the exit. “You know, son, she’s coming over tonight. You’ll be alone for a bit. Were I you.... No, I’m not you, I can’t say what I’d do. But think about it. There’s little to lose if she knows that you love her. And lots to gain if she loves you back.” He moved closer to the exit, touching the door as if to bring it close. “Oh, and good taste in gals, son. She’s a real looker.”



The door snapped shut, leaving him in the hollow room once more. 



He tossed, he turned, h looked into himself and groaned.



“One moment. That's all it will take. Just one moment to tell her how I feel.”



The house’s doorbell rang.
      

      
   
      Curtains Rise


      

      
      
         The case sat in front of her, silent for now, though she could practically feel the possibility emanating from the seams. Octavia let out the breath she’d been holding as she reached out, hooking a foreleg around the case’s neck. She frowned as she rubbed her hoof over the canvas covering, the worn patches catching against her coat. It’d need to be replaced soon, even though she knew she’d use this one as long as possible. It was special, after all.



The first latch popped free with a quiet click, the lid straining against the rest. She gently pressed down to keep it in place, and carefully undid the other two. The lid lifted with a creak, the cello inside gleaming softly from the stage lights. The strings quivered slightly, and she stilled them with a smile. “Relax, we’re almost there. No need to be impatient.”



“Miss Octavia?” A voice intruded on her privacy, and she turned her head toward the stage manager. He was a skinny thing, legs wiry from years of running to and fro from the stage floor to the catwalks. “We’re five minutes to curtain.”



She nodded quietly, and he trotted away, checking the clipboard floating alongside him. Sparing the rest of the stage a glance, she watched the last few stageponies double checking the rest of the equipment. The stage was almost clear, and she turned her attention back to the case in front of her.



First, she reached for a polish cloth, wrapping it around a hoof as she inspected the face of the cello. Despite the best felt she could find, there were still a few scuff marks here and there. They stood out like bald spots to her, and she gently rubbed the cloth against the first, near the base of the neck. “Nice and easy…”



”...just like it’s your foal,” her father finished, leaning back from his double bass. “The worst thing a musician can do is to mistreat their instrument, even if they mean the best.”



Octavia nodded, eyes wide as she stared up at the towering edifice of wood and string. Her hooves itched, eager to try to play it, though she knew at her age she couldn’t even reach halfway up.



Bass Clef grinned as he watched his filly bounce on her hooves, remembering when he’d sat at his mother’s side with the same expression on his face. “Now now, Octavia, just be patient. You’ll have your own instrument some day, after all.”



Octavia pouted, glancing back at her flank. “Just wish I knew what instrument I’d be good at.”



Bass chuckled. “Well, we’ll just have to wait and see, won’t we?” He glanced back to the double bass, ears perking up. “Tell you what, how about we give the old girl a polish, hmm?”



Octavia froze, eyes wide. “You mean it? But you just polished her…”



“Well, and this is an old secret I learned, but an instrument never got hurt by having a second coat put on.” Bass hefted the double bass with ease, carefully laying it down on its pad. “Grab an extra cloth, okay?”



Octavia beamed and bounded over, snatching one of the polish rags from the hook. “Ready!”



Bass chuckled again. “Are you sure? Just going to dive right in, with no polish or anything, hmm?” He smiled as her ears drooped and patted her consolingly. “Don’t feel too bad, my mother would always chide me for being too eager when I was a colt.” He adjusted the rag so it covered her hoof and indicated the jar of polish. “Do you know why I always polish my instrument on stage before a show?”



“To make sure it’s as clean as possible?” Octavia replied as she rubbed the cloth into the polish.



“No, actually. It’s to help keep myself calm.” He readied his own cloth, and started to rub along the top of the face.



“To keep calm?” Octavia gently got to work on the side, glancing at Bass’ hoof every few seconds to mimic his technique.



He nodded. “If I’m ever feeling nervous about the show, I always make some time to just sit and polish. It’s all about letting go of the things you can’t control, Octavia.”



She frowned. “I think I get it…”



“Well, like I said, you’ve got plenty of time to learn,” Bass said with another chuckle as the two continued to work.



“Three minutes to curtain, Miss Melody.” 



She blinked, not even aware that the stagepony had walked up. With a nod she resumed her polishing, working her way down the face until the cello shone like new. Satisfied, she carefully lifted it by the neck until it stood upright. “Think I could ask for a favor?” She indicated the case, and he nodded. With a grunt, she hefted the cello up and he pulled the case to the side. Octavia lowered the end peg into the slot for it with a sigh. “Bring me the stand, please.”



The stagepony nodded again, dragging the tripod stand over. She adjusted her grip as he positioned it, then leaned it back into the padded neckrest. “Okay, just give me a moment.” She took a few deep breaths, relaxing her legs in preparation for the next part. “Here we go.” She put a hoof on the stand, took one more breath, and heaved herself upright…



...only to fall back to her hooves with a snort of frustration. “I’m never going to get the hang of this, it’s stupid!” she shouted, giving the cello a glare.



“Octavia Philharmonic Melody, that’s no way to behave!” her mother said firmly as she fell onto her hooves. Taking a breath, she continued in a softer tone, “I know it’s tough, sweetheart. But trust me, you’re already doing better than I was at your age.”



Octavia rolled her eyes. “Yeah, but I get the cello to lean on, you don’t have anything.”



Lira blinked. “Don’t have anything? Is that what you think?” She shook her head. “That’s not true at all, my little note.”



“Mom, I’m not a filly anymore, don’t call me that,” Octavia said with a groan, though her anger had started to fade.



“You’ll always be my little filly, and it’s a parents job to embarrass their children. Now, we’re going to try this again, this time watch me carefully.” Lira closed her eyes, legs flexing as Octavia stared. Then, on some signal only she could hear, Lira’s front legs pushed while her back legs buckled, almost half squatting as she started to stand. As she continued up, her back legs extended, forelegs half-out for balance, until she stood fully upright. She wavered for a second, but shifted a hoof and became perfectly still. “There we go. My legs never did like that last bit.”



Octavia stared, awestruck. “How do you even do that?”



Lira grinned as she dropped back to all fours. “Well, lots of practice.” She laughed as Octavia scowled. “Oh, relax. There’s a little trick your father taught me, works like a charm.”



“What was it?” Octavia asked, frustration gone.



“To never try to stand alone,” Lira said, her smile softer as she shook out her foreleg. “You hear all the time about famous ponies. But what they don’t talk about is how many ponies helped get them there.” She stood up again with only a slight grunt, not wavering this time. “For instance, I know that I have my family’s support, “she ruffled Octavia’s mane, “and the support of my audience. Not to mention my violin, and anypony playing with me.”



Octavia half-scowled at the touch, but laughed anyway. “I guess that makes sense.”



“Good! Now, let’s try again. Before long, you’ll be standing on your own two hooves like a pro!” Lira said, laughing as Octavia’s scowl deepened. “Oh come now, you’re never going to get it right with that face!”



Octavia couldn’t help the chuckle as she felt her legs settle into the standing position, only lightly holding the cello. “I’m okay, you can remove the stand now.”



The stagepony nodded again, and removed the stand. Octavia took an awkward step, letting the cello support her. She leaned down, reaching toward the case for the bow, still set into its slot. Before she got there, the stagepony delicately lifted it and held it out for her. “Oh, thank you.”



“Not a problem, Ma’am. Is there anything else?”



“No, that will be all. I hope you enjoy the show,” she said with a smile.



“Thank you, Ma’am. Good luck out there.” He bowed slightly and slung the stand across his back, hurrying offstage.



“One minute to curtain!” the stage manager called, and a fresh round of activity began. The stageponies left on stage redoubled their efforts, rapidly clearing away anything left. Atop the scaffolding, several unicorns took their place by the curtain ropes, ready to begin on their cue.



Another stagepony trotted up to her, his horn glowing. “Miss Melody, I’ll be applying the sound enhancement spell now.”



She glanced down at her cello, eyes half-closed in thought. “No.”



“Ma’am?” the stagepony asked, head cocked to the side.



“Not this time, if you please.” The tone of her voice made it clear she wasn’t asking. “Tell the stage manager I’ll be going with a natural sound this time.”



“Are you sure?” he asked again, before he lowered his head at her insistent nod. “As you wish.” He trotted off stage and spoke briefly to the stage manager, who scowled at Octavia, though made no further comment. The time was up, after all.



It was always a little flutter that signified it, the start of the curtain’s rise. No matter how skilled the unicorns raising it, the curtain always teased those behind it, reminding them that their skills were about to be tested.



Octavia closed her eyes, shifting her grip on the bow as the curtain began to creep its way ceilingward. She felt her heart begin to beat a little harder, her breathing quickening as her nerves began to fray…



”I don’t want to do this,” Octavia whispered, the filly shaking like a leaf backstage. Her cello case leaned against the wall. “I’m not ready, I could have practiced more…”



Bass nuzzled her gently. “I know you’re nervous, sweetheart. But you’re going to do fine. Just remember what we taught you.”



“Everypony out in the audience knows this is your class’ first concert. All they expect is for you to try your best and have fun,” Lira added as she adjusted Octavia’s bow. “Don’t forget, we’re going to be out there too, cheering you on.” She paused, then added with a laugh, “Well, listening quietly first, then we’ll cheer.”



Octavia fidgeted. “But what if I don’t do well? What if they don’t like it?”



Bass sat up, his expression calm. “Then you’ll have tried anyway. That counts for more than anypony can say.” He wrapped a foreleg around her, drawing her into a crushing hug. “Just remember, my little song, life is full of moments like these. Learn to appreciate them.”



Lira nudged her mate. “Don’t squish her, dear. Let’s find our seats before it’s too late.”



Bass released Octavia after a second, lighter squeeze. “Play your heart out, Octavia.”



Octavia couldn’t help the smile that tugged at her lips, or the moisture that tickled her eyes as she felt the air of the rising curtain brush her face. The nervousness was gone, but her entire body shivered with the anticipation of what was coming. She could hear the audience murmuring in front of her, though she didn’t dare open an eye to see them. Her ear flicked as the ropes creaked, drawing the curtain up until it was secured.



Once the sound of the stage faded, leaving only the audience as the source of noise, Octavia raised her bow leg slightly, resting the hair of the bow against the strings. Almost on cue, the audience fell silent, eagerly awaiting her first stroke.



And in that brief, infinite pause, Octavia ruled the world.
      

      
   
      Moments


      

      
      
         My fur bristles, charged with magic. The bright colors of the ponies before me blur and shift toward the red; my own lavender appears sky-blue, while the blue sky thickens into a green-yellow haze. I swallow reflexively, bracing my eardrums against the sudden increase in air pressure as I appear at the far end of Cartwheel Lane in Ponyville with an audible pop, completely drained of magic. A moment ago, an age ago, I was in Canterlot.



An earth pony filly stands at the edge of the street not ten paces away and looks up at me, her head low to the ground. Her name is May Flower. She loves balloon animals and coloring books, but I haven’t got either.



“Well, hello there,” I say, flashing my best Princess smile. “What are you up to?”



“I’m looking for four-leaf clovers,” she tells me, and pokes at the weeds that have sprung up around the edges of somepony’s house.



“The south side of the street is the lucky side,” I tell her, “so you should look there.” I point to a patch of weeds on the other side of the street where I know there is a clonal patch of four-leaf clovers.



“Really?”



I nod. She hesitates, crosses the street. Unexpected teleportation, I always find, lends one credibility. Or maybe it’s the crown. I head off down the street. Before I reach the corner I hear her cry of delight behind me, and I feel the thrill of knowing I made her little moment of joy possible.



It’s a beautiful day, and I’m grateful for that. It makes my task easier. I stroll down the street, smiling and greeting ponies as I pass, with a carefully-chosen question or lie for each. “Afternoon, Holly Copter. I heard your daughter was brilliant in the school play yesterday! Good to see you, Chatter Box. May I call on you this evening after dinner? I want to ask your opinion on some things. Derpy! I saw your poem in the Gazette and read it to Luna, and she loved it!” Head up, chin in, remember to smile. Celestia made it look so easy.



I banter with Old Times while I browse his selection of antique watches. “This one,” I say, “is my favorite. Look at the quality of the engraving on the back.”



His eyes brighten. “I did that inscription, I did. Spent all day at it. The customer never picked it up.”



I buy it, telling him I’ll treasure it forever. When I leave he’s still smiling. Years of close-up work have made him nearsighted. He can’t see me give the watch to a young colt who’s been standing outside all along, looking through the window at the display case.



It’s a difficult optimization problem because the objective function can’t be defined without resolving some long-standing philosophical questions about utility and utility distributions. Measuring my impact is hard enough—how should I compare Old Times’ quiet smile to the colt’s squeal of glee? Is enjoyment proportional to brain capacity? Does it diminish with old age? There are many unknowns.



I stop in at Sugarcube Corner and examine the bear claws and eclairs carefully, ooh-ing and ah-ing while Mrs. Cake watches proudly. I buy a dozen of each and leave. I work my way over to Beech Avenue, handing out pastries to everypony I meet. I’m not hungry.



The distribution of pastries can be an analogy for the distribution of happiness. Suppose that Pinkie Pie enjoys pastries twice as much as any other pony—a reasonable supposition. Should I maximize happiness by giving her all of the pastries? This, on a larger scale, is the problem I face. Some ponies are far out of my way, in less-densely populated areas. Were I to visit them, I could visit fewer total ponies in twenty-three minutes. Does that mean I should never visit them?



I don’t visit Pinkie Pie. I can’t make her happier than she already is, or spread more happiness than she already does. Fluttershy is too far out on the edge of town. Rarity handles the news badly. Applejack doesn’t approve of my methods.



Sometimes friendship means taking things onto yourself.



Celestia should see me now. I know where everypony is and just what each of them needs to hear to give them one moment of happiness. For these twenty-three minutes, I am all-knowing.



At no point do I mention or look at the new star dangling above us, slicing a gash in the eastern sky, sparkling like a sword point even at midday. There are ponies standing in the street, staring at it. When they see my lack of concern, they shrug their shoulders and go about their business. If the sky were falling, surely I of all ponies would be shouting.



Nopony asks about the princesses. The other princesses, I mean. I know who would, and I avoid them. But there’s one who can’t be avoided.



“Twi!” Rainbow shouts from above, and I step to the left. An instant later she slams into the ground to my right. She’s in my face immediately. “What’s up? What happened? We got a plan?”



I shrug. “I’m working on one.”



“What about Celestia and Luna? What’d they do?”



I breathe in. I breathe out.



“They tried,” I say.



Rainbow stares at me.



“Rainbow,” I say, and now I finally look directly at the star. It glistens white against the blue sky, like a pustule seeping through the skin of the firmament. “Remember when I told you there was no point flying out to meet it?”



“Yeah?”



“I changed my mind.”



“I’m on it!” she says, and moments later she’s disappeared into the sky, camouflaged by her own fur. She has no way of knowing that it’s still further away than the moon. But it isn’t pointless. It’ll give her something to do. That’s her kind of happiness.



There’s one lie in particular that I’ve always wanted to tell, and I see the little orange filly I need to tell it to racing towards me on her scooter, right on time. I flag her down with an eclair and she skids to a stop in a cloud of dust.



“How’s your practicing going?” I ask her as she begins ravaging the eclair. She stops chewing. She’s wondering how I knew about her secret wing exercises outside town.



She swallows. “Dunno,” she says, looking down.



I lean over and touch her with one wing. “Scootaloo”, I tell her in my most serious voice, without blinking once, “you will fly someday. I promise.”



Her cheeks redden. “Aw, heck,” she says, kicking the dirt, “I’m not worried about it.” But I know that determined look in her eyes. She kicks the scooter around and heads back towards the edge of town, even faster than she came.



Up ahead is the eastern market, on the edge of town. Applejack is at her stall. I can smell her granny’s pies from here. I turn left on Oak and bypass the market. I don’t want to see Applejack today. But that means going past Apple Bloom, who begged to come to the market with her today but got bored and is now wandering the adjacent streets.



“Twilight,” she says, rushing up to me with a frown on her face. “What’s goin’ on? You run off to Canterlot a week ago to fix up this here stranger star. Now it’s bigger’n ever, and you’re walking around town, jabberin’ and gabbin’’ like you were on holiday!”



“Apple Bloom,” I tell her, “you worry too much.”



“You said it was a asteroid! A hunk of rock big as Equestria!”



“Well,” I say, “I was wrong! Good thing, huh?” The corners of my mouth feel heavy.



“But what is it? And what’re you gonna do about it?”



I bend over and ruffle her mane. “Let me tell you something I only learned recently. I used to be afraid of all kinds of things going wrong. I’d sit up late reading books about history, then lie awake in bed worrying about famines and plagues and wars and all kinds of things, yes, even asteroids. And you know what?”



She waits. Smart kid. Knows the question is rhetorical.



“The most dangerous thing, Apple Bloom—the thing you have to worry about the most—is being unhappy right at this moment.”



She frowns, and waits some more.



“A famous philosopher once said that you should live your life as if you would be forced to re-live it again and again, for all eternity. Every moment spent in unhappiness is a little death, Apple Bloom. A wolf or an asteroid can only kill you once, but a worrisome mind kills you a little bit every moment of your life. So let me worry about the star.”



She seems unconvinced, but I’m out of time and hurry on. I don’t think my talk with Apple Bloom ever helps, yet I keep trying. She’s a smart kid. She should see the logic of it.



I move faster now; there are no crowds out here. I hurry around the curve of Pinwheel Way and turn right on Orchard. Moss grows in the darkness under the oaks by the side of the road. In ten seconds Big Macintosh will come by, pulling a wagonload of hay back from town. The star is burning through the sky like a hot bulb through an old celluloid film that’s been paused.



Nopony else is in view. I stand in the road and stop him, knowing already how badly this will go.



“Big Macintosh,” I say, half-commanding, half-pleading. “I need your help urgently.” I’ve unhitched the traces from him before he realizes what I’m saying.



“Sure, Princess,” he says.



“Please call me Twilight,” I say. I hop over the roadside ditch, landing on moss. “Come here.”



He flicks an ear, then follows. He lopes over the ditch like a cat, muscles rippling. I waste seconds just staring at him. My Macintosh. I know his scent like my own. I’ve re-learned anatomy just from leaning my head against him and feeling his muscles move against it. He stands and tilts his head at a pony he knows only as his sister’s friend.



This will sound terrible, but I’ve never tried to give Big Mac his one moment, except in clumsy and greedy ways. He seems… above that. I read a long book full of big words by an ancient Eastern philosopher who said, finally, that true wisdom is to neither delight in this or that thing, nor despair at this or that other thing, but to take what comes and say only, “Yes.”



Or “Yup,” as the case may be.



I draw myself up to my new, improved full height and try not to shiver.



“I need a hug,” I say.



He blinks, and over his shoulder the star surges four point five miles nearer.



“Please, Big Mac. Please. I’m so tired.”



He chews his lip and says nothing, but I know now I can come close and lay my head on his shoulder. He reaches out automatically and wraps one tree-limb of a foreleg around me. I lean back and sigh, letting all my weight fall back on his chest, and now I finally begin to shake.



He nickers and softly stamps one leg, but stays put. He can recognize when an animal is in distress. Knows better than to try to talk me out of it. He shushes me, though I’m hardly crying at all, and pulls me closer.



I’m letting him down. It’s a terrible thing when your gods fall to pieces before your eyes. But I’m so tired. I don’t want to be a god anymore. They should’ve chosen somepony else. Somepony who could be a god for more than twenty-three minutes. I shudder, and he strokes my mane. His body folds over me, bigger than the star, bigger than the sky. I breathe in musk and sweat and hay and feel the warmth of his body, his chest rising and falling, alive, still alive. I’ve saved him.



I nestle under his chin and try to picture: Leaning out over the rails of the bridge into Ponyville, watching fish leap upstream over the riffling shallows where generations of foals have dropped stones to watch them splash. Laying back on the musty cotton cushions of my favorite chair, reading by the light of my horn and the pulsing glow from the library fireplace, a mug of hot cider on the end table, low rasping dragon-snores drifting down from upstairs.



Instead I hear again a ringing in my ears. I smell the ozone wake of powerful magics, gag on the vapors of burnt hair and boiled fat. Charred hunks of flesh are spattered across orderly rows of ancient oak benches. Something dark drips patiently from the crystal chandelier high above. In the center of the chamber, a choking acrid smoke dissipates slowly from around where eight blackened hooves, still hissing steam, are fused to the cracked marble tile like burnt-out candle stubs. Glossy rivulets, now frozen in time, run down from their ridgeline and pool around them on the floor. They look soft to the touch, like wax.



“Hush, now,” Big Mac whispers.



His voice rumbles like a wagon, so deep I can feel his ribcage vibrate, and it stills my trembling. I breathe in the cool confidence of his voice. I hold my breath, blink the tears away, then exhale deliberately. I feel the steady bass thumping of his heart, and try to slow my own racing heart to match it. I fit perfectly in the hollow of his embrace. It feels like the earth itself has risen up and drawn me into its bosom. Nothing can hurt me. I close my eyes. For a full minute I breathe in and breathe out and think of nothing.



In the distance I hear the clop of hooves. I look up. His eyes have turned to the star.



In a second he’ll notice that it’s growing visibly now, and I’ll lose him. I can already hear shouts from the direction of the village. I lift my muzzle towards his. It’s a million miles away. He hasn’t noticed yet. My neck angles upwards, pointing my mouth towards his. His eyes look down at me and widen as I reach the halfway point. His neck muscles tighten and begin pulling back, but I’m almost there, don’t hesitate now, Princess, push onward, push those technically-virgin lips up against the soft surprised “O” of his mouth. Take a tiny breath. Now push just a little more.



Now it’s him who shivers, jerking his neck back, but I stay with him, matching his trajectory and speed precisely, our lips locked, seal unbroken. There—there! Just for a moment, suspended between surprise and shock, he stops, and pushes his lips and tongue back against mine. For one moment he is mine. I’m not imagining it.



This is my moment.



And it’s gone. He falls away from me, catching himself with a quick sidestep. His mouth hangs open. I smile hopelessly as he backs away. I’ve kissed his lips a thousand times. I’ve never been kissed.



I never learn how long he would have stood there, what would have happened. At my feet, a second shadow fades into view, dim and hazy. The star is as large as the sun now, swallowing up the sky. We can feel its heat. Somewhere far above, Rainbow is streaking out to meet it. My heart swells with pride to be her friend, to have given her this moment.



I wonder what it will look like.



I know exactly what it will look like. I computed the time of impact and the exact spot where it will strike in the brushlands southeast of Appaloosa. I have plotted its altitude, azimuth, absolute magnitude, and angular diameter for up to 1/1000th of a second before impact (logarithmic in time to impact).



But I wonder what it will look like.



Bottle Cap and Ginger Gold gallop by, eyes on the star. “The orchard!” Macintosh says, all awkwardness forgotten. He jumps to his feet and rushes back towards his farm, as though he could save his trees from a million billion tons of nickel and iron by throwing burlap over them.



I understand completely.



If only I’d said something to him before, yesterday, now a hundred years ago. Twenty-three minutes is not enough, not with him. Believe me. I’ve tried.



I can’t let him die like that, running panicked, eyes white, head thrown back staring at the sky, braying like a frightened animal. So I stand and summon what little magic I’ve gathered since I arrived, pulling it into my horn. I wrap it around space and time and twist, until I’m looking back at all the Twilight Sparkles I’ve been, trailing out behind me in time like a thousand-legged centipede. There is nothing ahead of me.



I reach back as far as I can, to the Twilight Sparkle at the bottom of that cliff of magical energy I fell down when I teleported to Ponyville, which rises like a dam and bars me from every-me further back. I unleash the spell that will save them all, the only way that I can.



My fur bristles, charged with magic. The bright colors of the ponies before me blur and shift red; the blue sky thickens into a green-yellow haze. I swallow reflexively, bracing my eardrums against the sudden air pressure as I appear at the far end of Cartwheel Lane in Ponyville with an audible pop, completely drained of magic. A moment ago, an age and twenty-three minutes ago, I was in Canterlot.



An earth pony filly stares up at me. She is looking for four-leaf clovers among the patches of weeds that spring up next to the houses. I point her to a patch on the other side of the street and head off down the street. Before I reach the corner I hear her cry of delight behind me, and I feel the thrill of knowing I made her little moment of joy possible.



It’s a beautiful day. I stroll down the street, greeting ponies as I pass. They smile, they talk, they still breathe, their hearts still pump blood. In just under twenty-one minutes I’ll close my eyes and rest in Big Mac’s embrace. Until then, I have work to do.



Someday I’ll find the right words. Maybe some especially clever lie. Or, maybe, the truth. Someday he’ll stay, and hold me, and I’ll fall asleep in the nest of his legs and chest, smiling. I don’t know what will happen then.
      

      
   
      The Ponies We Love


      

      
      
         The gentle taps on the door rang clearly throughout the hallway. 



Celestia stood before the grand entrance, hoof still raised and poised for another strike, waiting for a response from within. 



Luna always did take her time acknowledging visitors. 



In the silence she gazed at the intricate, inlaid patterns on the pair of doors; they drew one’s eye upwards to a grand arch resting above, giving any visitor the sense they were a foal looking up to a tall and imperious pony. Celestia smiled sadly at the thought. 



“Come in sister,” Luna called. Her voice was strong and authoritative in tone—very professional. It yielded a sense of Luna’s commanding presence, something Celestia had watched fluctuate over the years as she swayed back and forth, uncertain in her image. 



Celestia pushed open the doors and trotted through the brief, dark tunnel that spilled out into the spacious foyer of Luna’s chambers. Built mostly for public use, its wide and polished dark floors and vaulted ceiling at once impressed upon visitors their majesty and yet allowed room to breathe. Arches open to the night air lined the back, and instead of a large fireplace, as in Celestia’s own main chamber room, torches held atop tall, gothic stands dotted the space. There was no rug, but rather a few chaise lounges, pillows, and even a love seat. Luna sat behind a wide, dark wood desk beneath the central—and tallest—archway, her back to the open night.  Despite the light in the room, stars could be seen twinkling in the dark spaces between the arch gaps, with Luna’s mane flowing idly in the middle of it all. 



“A lucky guess that it was me at the door, sister?”



Luna didn’t even look up from the scroll she was reviewing. “Hardly. It would have to be another in a long string of lucky guesses, wouldn’t it? And that defies the idea of luck and its rather unreliable nature.”



Celestia could just make out a sly smile on her sisters lips. Smiles were what she wanted.



“True. You always seem to know it’s me.”



“And you always knock in the same manner. Three perfect, evenly paced taps.”



Celestia gave a pleased chuckle, but caught her sister rolling her eyes even as she looked downward. Swallowing, she asked, “And how does everypony else knock?”



At this Luna finally looked up and gave a laugh. “Exactly the opposite. If it’s one of the palace servants, say a scribe, they always start out strong enough, but then, as if they fear being too bold, they switch to a light tap, which they then strengthen again, perhaps thinking they will look too cowardly or weak in my presence.” Luna swirled her hoof the air. “You know I do try to cultivate courage in the presence of a princess. It’s a rather fumbling melody altogether, but you come to appreciate it.”



“Well, I must say, I’ve never quite found the time to observe how others knock on my doors,” Celestia quipped with a slight chuckle. Luna’s face remained stoic and unpleased. 



“Perhaps you simply aren’t observant enough.”



Celestia winced and frowned, which she quickly replaced with a smile. “Just teasing, Luna.”



“Ah.” Luna shrugged and returned her attention to the scroll in her hooves. Silence reigned, and Celestia couldn’t help but notice the two of them were still separated by the entirety of the foyer. After a few moments, she started walking towards a plush looking pillow, placed about halfway to her sister, and sat down. Luna didn’t look up. 



“Is there something I can help you with, sister?”



Celestia rolled her shoulders as her gaze swept the room, pausing briefly on Luna’s figure. “Well…no. Should there be?”



“I don’t catch your meaning.” Luna pulled a quill out with her magic and dipped it in a stubby bottle of ink. 



“I just came to talk, Luna.”



“Oh? To chat?”



“Yes.”



“About what?” Luna actually sounded genuinely interested—well, genuine for her, but the fact she kept her eyes on her work and didn’t spare Celestia a single glance was dismaying. She had a very impersonal sort of manner hovering about her. 



“Well…” Celestia paused to think. Luna scribbled away. “Ah! There’s a new maid of mine, named Golden Bell, who dusts the main chamber in my quarters.” Celestia gestured about Luna’s room with a hoof. “Earlier today I returned for a brief respite…”



From there she launched into a detailed account of what had transpired. She had found the Zebrican vase she keeps atop the fireplace mantle, which she had decided to admire as she often did with her decorations, held together with a rather poorly done glue job. From there it was a search to discover who had done this—though she could’ve guessed. 



Luna gave all the pretense of interest, giving the occasional “Oh?” and “You don’t say” and “Mm Hm”. Celestia progressively grew more animated, drawing particular attention to how she had gone about procuring an honest confession from Golden Bell, and how afterwards she had calmly assured her servant of her continued service. It was around this point in the tale that Luna seemed suddenly disinterested, returning her eyes and hooves to the scrolls on her desk. 



“I gently laid my wing over her shoulders to help comfort her—how she trembled! Ponies always do the first time I show affection and acceptance like that. But it always helps them feel better in the end. And so—”



“And so,” Luna cut in, punctuating her interruption with a loud ‘dot’ of her quill, “long story short, you found out who broke the vase and got the culprit to apologize?” 



Celestia jolted as if somepony had just stopped her mid-spellcasting by knocking her horn. It took a few seconds to find her voice. “Er—yes, technically…as you said, long story short. But, as I was saying—”



“Because I hate to be rude sister, but as I’m sure you can see,” she waved her hoof across her cluttered desk, “I have quite a lot to do. Your story is very interesting, but you always waltz into my room and talk up a storm at the most inconvenient times. It can be rather…annoying.”



Celestia didn’t attempt to hide her frown. “Sorry…I just wanted to talk with you.”



Luna’s posture became slightly irritated at that. “Yes, well, what you usually do is talk to me, Celestia. The moment you wish to talk with me, I will be more than happy to set aside whatever is at hoof and participate.” 



Celestia felt her blood surge with indignation, and she opened her mouth to give a rebuttle, but Luna cut her off. 



“Please sister,” she pleaded, her eyes towards heaven, “can we argue this another time? I’m very busy.”



Celestia stared quietly at Luna for a few seconds, her face blank. Luna’s eyes shifted about the room, her hooves fiddling with the edge of a scroll. She swallowed, and then met Celestia’s gaze. 



“I suppose I’ll leave you to it then,” Celestia said, her tone very even. Carefully, she rose from the pillow, her movements measured and graceful. With the utmost dignity, her chin raised slightly, she turned and trotted out of the room. 



When she was gone, Luna exhaled loudly and slumped in her seat. 








Twenty minutes later Celestia was relaxing on a soft wool rug before the roaring flames in her fireplace. Contemplatively she sipped a glass of warm milk. 



There was something bothering Luna, she reflected, something she was not letting on. That much was certain. Clearly, her issue with Celestia “talking up a storm” was simply a front. Luna never was very expressive of her true feelings, choosing to hide them more often than open herself up and share them. 



“Oh Luna, why can’t you be honest with me and trust me?” 



Whatever it was that was needling her little sister, it wasn’t temporary. This wasn’t the first time she had been short with her when stopping in her quarters to talk. More often than not Luna seemed as if she was always waiting for her to leave, a mixed air of impatience and disinterest about her. Over the course of the last several months it had been steadily growing. 



Really, she should have noticed it sooner; she should have picked up on it before Luna had to hit her over the head with the realization. 



“Talk with me, not to me,” she repeated in an irritated mumble, “what a ridiculous thing to say, honestly.”



Yes, she should have seen it before now. Luna was right about one thing: she was not observant enough, not where it truly counted. 



Foolish foolish foolish…



Well, she settled, she would simply have to give more attention to her sister. She would see her again tomorrow night, and move on from there. 



Pleased with the idea, she took a deep drink of her milk. Glancing at the clock, she saw it was only nine thirty. With spending time with Luna no longer an option, what to do? Gazing into the crackling flames, she sifted through her options, finally coming to it with a sudden grin. 



She would inquire to Mayor Mare of Ponyville about Twilight. It was time for her to do so again, after all. As her horn lit to snatch some blank parchment from a nearby desk, a complicated feeling arose with the realization that she seemed to pay closer attention to how her once-upon-a-time-student was doing than Luna. 



What nonsense.



Dabbing a quill on the tip of her tongue, she set to writing…
















Orange, morning sunlight streamed through the dainty kitchen window in the Boutique, catching Rarity’s unkempt mane. 



With bags beneath her eyes—she had slept very little last night, and fitfully at that—she took uneven sips of her tea. The sound almost seemed to echo about the empty room. 



She was always aware of its emptiness in the mornings—of the lack of another soul in the entire place. Her day would start off with the feeling as thick as honey as she ate her breakfast—if she ate—and drank her tea, waning throughout the day. By her midafternoon snack it was evaporated completely. But the next morning it never failed to return, creeping back on spindly legs.



Just then Opalescence strutted into the kitchen, stretching for a moment by her food bowl. Rarity smiled. 



Well…it was never totally empty. 



With a yawn she twisted her neck until it cracked loudly. Sitting up straight, she plucked up the mirror she always kept on her table—like the ones she had on her mantle, the coffee table by her sofa, next to the downstairs bathroom sink, in five separate drawers about the house, as well as a few closets, and by her sewing machine—and regarded herself woefully. 



“Dear, all this labor is showing on you. But there’s simply nothing to be done but persist until it is finished—and do that I shall!” 



Standing with an air of determination, she took her cup to the sink. First things first, she had to fix herself up for a trip to the market place. It was going to be another harrowing day on the seam line, but Coco Pommel needed her help. 



She trotted up to her room to straighten her mane out and do her best to erase the heavy bags below her eyes. 








Stowed away in a dusty office with brownish walls, stuffed into the back of the Town Hall building, Mayor Mare sat at her persistently cluttered desk, staring at a letter in an irritated, weary fashion. 



It was from Her Royal Majesty Princess Celestia, and it inquired, ever so curiously, as to the state of her old student. 



Again. 



The mayor sighed, looking upwards to heaven. She had received a similar letter every week since Twilight had, at the princess’s own request, taken up a position in Town Hall, aiding her in the daily, governmental affairs of Ponyville. It was, so to say, to ease her into her duties as a freshly made princess. The Mayor could hardly argue with it; it was a sound decision, after all. Ponyville was small and private—a tepid pond compared to the raging rapids of the Canterlot political arena. Not that the princess ever hinted Twilight would serve her fellow ponies in the capitol city, but it was hardly to be doubted. Twilight was bound for great things, whether she wanted them or not. The princesses of the day and night held their wings firmly over her, the princess of love held her by the shoulders, her princely brother by the hooves, and the powers of harmony that be…well, she didn’t know whether they held her gently by the horn, or by a noose about her neck. Whatever it be, Twilight herself held five impossibly strong-braided cords, the other ends of which were soundly clenched in the mouths of her five friends. Where she was swept off to the others would undoubtedly follow, be it the mountain summit or over the precipice’s edge. 



The Mayor had, of course, replied with all the fervor deserving the mighty sun regent asking of her precious little pony. Her answering letters had started out as fully detailed, in depth reports on Twilight’s habits, practices, work ethic, attitude, levels of adjustment, and never-failing insight. 



Over the course of the weeks and months, however, her responses had dwindled and dwindled, until she had managed to compress the entirety of Twilight’s progress into a single sentence, which she had been sending the princess for the last six weeks. 



“Diligent as usual, as inquisitive as ever, she continues to be a great source of aid to both me and Ponyville in general.”



While the Mayor would never admit this, she had considered suggesting she write only when the state of things had altered in some way, for better or worse. But she had never quite found the courage to do so. And yet, neither had the princess suggested anything different than what they had slid into doing, over and over again, to point of almost producing a formality. 



Princess Celestia, she was learning, was a mare in love with habits of formality. 



The Mayor Mare uncorked her slim bottle of ink and, spreading a clean parchment out between her hooves, went to dip in her quill. Before she could make a single scratch, she heard somepony enter out in the hall; the distinct sound of tired, dragging hooves. Hooves which stubbornly resisted adapting to an early morning lifestyle. 



Setting the quill down, she patiently waited for her door to open. 



After a few moments, it did. In walked Twilight, yawning with her mouth wide open. 



“Good morning, Mayor.”



“Good morning, Princess,” she answered in a cheerful tone, watching as Twilight stretched her wings. 



An Alicorn, working in my Town Hall!



“Drowning in paperwork already, I see,” Twilight remarked with a gesture toward her desk. Mounds of leaflets, unfurled scrolls, and parchments rose to towering heights on all sides, the Mayor valiantly defending against the encroachment with a single circle of clean space the size of a dinner plate. 



“When am I not, Twilight?” She thought for a moment, and then added with a touch of slyness, “Though perhaps I should say we.”



Twilight groaned and pulled at one side of her face with a hoof, stretching her eyelid down until it revealed its pink underside. At this, the Mayor noticed just how bloodshot her eyes were, and how deep and worn in the bags beneath them. 



“Don’t remind me!”



The Mayor Mare smiled in a motherly fashion. “Now now, you know our sacred position: paperwork is the curse of all those who make a real difference in life.”



“I think Rainbow Dash would have something to say about that.”



“Not if she continues at her rate and becomes a Chief Weather Pony. Now you best go and get started. At the rate you plow through paperwork, my dear, you’ll be done before your thirtieth birthday.”



She had expected this to solicit a laugh from Twilight, or at the very least a cynical huff. Rather, she looked as if she’d been stung by a viper, and her eyes became glassy as she stared at some dull terror off in the far-flung distance, which the Mayor couldn’t see. Her body seemed altogether to slump at once, and she turned silently and walked out the door, her twitching tail betraying an agitated nervousness. The Mayor stared after her with concern. 



She heard Twilight reach her little office—a renovated closet really—the loud thump of her saddlebags hitting the floor, following by muffled words and the distinct sound of shuffling parchment. Lots and lots of parchment. 



“Oh, by the way,” the young princess called, “just to reaffirm you previous statement yesterday: it’s fine if I leave after F.C. today, to work on some important research back at the library?”



F.C. stood for Friendship Court—a term the Mayor had proudly coined herself, after turning down Twilight’s “Counsel and Ruling on Varying Relationship Incursions.” Twilight had, in her defiance against the name Rainbow Dash had apparently laughed herself to sleep on, abbreviated it to F.C.. It was perhaps the most princess-like of her new responsibilities, one she did not take lightly. In fact, judging by its effect on her, the Mayor had since day one feared it was too much on the poor dear. But she fought her fears over it again and again until she had reasoned herself into a corner, hoping Twilight’s limbs would eventually get used to the burden and spring back, straight and strong. 



They never did. 



Neither did the Mayor’s hope dwindle entirely. And in lieu of that hope, she had forsaken ever bringing this point up to Princess Celestia in her weekly reports. 



“Yes, of course Twilight. I don’t change my mind that quickly,” she said with a gruff laugh. 



“Thank you so much again,” came the reply from down the hall, its tone weary. “I’ve just had so little time to work on any studies into magic, and…and I think it’s really bothering me. A healthy dip back into the world of Dynamic Third Order Starswirlian Mechanics should do me some good.”



The Mayor shook her head. “Of course,” she called back flatly. 



A pause, and then, “Where…where do we keep the extra ink wells again?”



At this the Mayor’s face scrunched up in serious concern. “Where we always keep them, Twilight.”



There was silence. Getting the feeling Twilight thought that was only the first clause of her response, she added, “In the cupboard down the hall.”



“Oh, yes that’s right. Thank you.”



The Mayor thought deeply for a few minutes, after which she set herself to answering Princess Celestia. To her usual reply, she added one line.



“A bit distracted lately.”








Rarity trotted briskly about the market place, her saddlebags already weighing heavily. Most stands and shops were just opening—the very reason she was out so early. She had her own Boutique to open to customers as well, after all. Pausing in the middle of the clearing, which wasn’t yet crowded with many ponies, she nosed around her bags, mentally checking her list. 



“Got the peaches, the celery, the cheese—that imported, smoked buffalo cheese from Appleloosa—a jar of milk…some new scissors, a bottle of Pinot Noir…that Ponesian thread I needed…a ball of yarn for precious Opal…”



All that was left was to visit Chiffon’s Fabric Shop for some linens and cotton and jute fabrics. Walking up she noticed the “closed” sign still hanging in the window. Rarity clucked her tongue. Would that Chiffon hurry her little cottony tail up? Rarity had masterpieces planned, and they had to be shipped no later than next Tuesday!



With nothing better to do, she closed her eyes for a moment as she breathed through her nose, planting her senses into her Inspiration-Search mode. She might as well look around for some new ideas—put herself to good use. Idling did an artist no good. Breathing evenly, she placed her four hooves together beneath her, a position which was difficult to balance in. She pulled back the reins on her mind, cutting off erratic thoughts, repeating over and over again, “See the world like a little filly see the world like a little filly see the world like a little filly…”



With a calm, slow exhale, she opened her eyes—



To see Fluttershy standing in front of her. 



“Hi, Rarity.”



Rarity gave a sharp jolt, the wheels in her mind jumping tracks. “Er—hi, Fluttershy dear.” She gave a pleasant laugh to cover her ruffled state. 



Fluttershy smiled demurely. “I didn’t catch you in the middle of an Inspiration Search, did I?”



Rarity raised an eyebrow. She had forgotten Fluttershy knew she did that, and more so, that she knew what it looked like. But that would mean…



Carefully, she worded her answer. “Why yes, actually, I was,” she said in a flippant manner, and then, more slowly, “you noticed?” And interrupted me anyway. 



A tremble rumbled through Fluttershy. “Um, well, yes, but not before I said hi.” She plastered a thin smile on her lips. Rarity saw it for what it was: a silent apology. The form of repentance the two of them had, over the years, come to tacitly agree upon—when it came to little, personal faux-pas such as these. Following suite, Rarity let her annoyance slide away, returning her silent forgiveness: a sincere, friendly smile. Fluttershy’s thin lips blossomed into a radiant grin of appreciation. 



“So, darling, what are you out and about for this morning?”



“I have to buy some more feed. I’ve had an awful large influx of new animals in the past week, and I’ve run out of all kinds of fruits, nuts, oats and seeds.” She gestured with a graceful hoof to her wagon parked by a bush, already full of multiple sacks.



“Oh?”



“Yes,” she said, sitting on her haunches. “It’s very strange, and all the animals acted as if they were running away from something—something terrifying!”



Rarity raised an eyebrow.



“I think they all came from the edge of the Everfree; most won’t even leave my house.”



“My goodness, do you know what might be the cause of it?”



Fluttershy trembled, but spoke with the authority she commanded her life’s calling. “No. I don’t. Only some of them are hurt—most just look for shelter, and of course I have to give it. Only one came to me really sick. A poor little rat.”



“You don’t sa—a rat?!” Rarity recoiled. “Oh darling don’t tell me you take care of those horrid things, do you?”



Fluttershy seemed unphased at the idea. “Of course! They’re just as special as any other animal. Did you know they can eat through a—”



Rarity held up a hoof in disgust. “Please, dear Fluttershy, save that information for yourself. The less I know about those creatures the better.”



“…Okay.” 



Rarity shivered, and set her gaze about the market place in hopes of flushing her mind clean.  Fluttershy continued. 



“Anyway, the poor little thing came to me yesterday, and he was so weak he could barely stand. He has the most awful convulsions, and I can’t seem to get them to stop.” 



“Uh-huh.” Rarity felt her stomach lurch, and she sought desperately for something to take her mind off the sickly image of a seizuring rat. 



“I had to put him in a pen outside, as all the other animals go nearly mad if they get anywhere near him. And then—”



Suddenly Rarity spotted a mare across the market clearing, laying out the most beautiful ribbon—satin, if Rarity was guessing right. She was struck with an idea. Eyes shining, she placed a quick hoof on Fluttershy’s shoulder, saying, “Hold that thought Flutterhsy—I’ll be right back!” 



She ran off to the stand. Fluttershy shrank in on herself, a sad smile on her features. A few minutes later Rarity returned, holding a glossy, blood red ribbon in her magic. 



“Ooo, this will go wonderfully with my costume for King Summerset, the evil tyrant of Unicornia.”



“Who?”



“Oh, for the Bridleway play Kings of Unicornia, about a dreadful leader who rules the ancient city, holding his family in vice like grip, while Butterfly, the beautiful unicorn princess tries desperately to escape. In a failed attempt, she meets a handsome stallion before being dragged back, who later tries to rescue her. He’s horribly maimed, but manages to start a revolution that overthrows the tyrant king and saves his family, wherein he becomes the new king, with Butterfly as his queen.” 



Rarity sighed as she looked off in the distance, pressing the ribbon into her chest. 



“What about it?” Fluttershy asked with an uncharacteristic flatness. 



“Oh. Well, I’m designing the costumes. Or rather, helping to design them. Coco Pommel—you remember her, right?—she got the job after doing some brilliant work with Bridleway’s previous show, but the poor mare’s mother just passed away.”



“What…?” Fluttershy covered her mouth with both hooves. “The poor thing!”



“I know I know, it’s unthinkable—I feel so bad for her.” Rarity dug a hoof into the dirt. “She wrote to me asking, if it was at all possible, if I could help make some of her designs—of which she only had drawn up half. She knew nopony else in the industry she could turn to for help. And she has to contact all her family and arrange the funeral and everything; they lived together in the city, her and her mother, all by themselves. Apparently she traveled from Fillydelphia to look after Coco and keep her from being lonely.”



“Oh no…”



“Of course I offered to just design the other half of the costumes as well as make them. Well, more ordered than offered. In fact, I tried to take the whole darned job off her hooves, but she wouldn’t let me. I think she needs something stable to keep her mind focused on, as impossible as that sounds. I just received her letter last week, and I need to ship out all the costumes next Tuesday.”



“So soon? But why?”



Rarity shrugged. “Show schedules are always rushed, and with what happened she just hit a brick wall. It was out of desperation that she wrote to me—she was ready to throw in the saddle, and she would have lost her job, and any chance of a career in Manehatten. Really, it’s nothing I can’t handle.”



“Rarity…” Fluttershy gave her a concerned look. 



“Oh hush. I can do it and you know it. In any event, it’s better than having a convulsing rat on her hooves.” 



Fluttershy bit her lip. “Well, I admire you for helping her Rarity; I hope in your aide she sees the expression of all of our sympathies. We, we should all get together and send her something. I wish we could go there right now and help, but I certainly can’t.”



“So do I.”



“I wish you luck, Rarity.” 



Her friend smiled deeply. “Thank you Fluttershy. A-and, good luck to you too…with your rat.”



Fluttershy chuckled. “Thanks. I have feeling I’m going to need it.”



They shared a brief hug, and then parted way, Fluttershy heading off to her wagon and Rarity trotting back towards the fabric shop. 
















Author’s Note:



This story has many problems. 



Also, it had a narrative, I swear. I just haven’t gotten to fully brining it out yet. Go fig. 



One question I’d love to know the answer to: Was is boring?
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         Time froze. 



Star Swirl, however, did not. 



The first thing he did was blink. Or at least, he thought he did. There was the sensation of blinking, same as there was the sensation of his hooves against the cool stone floor, of the weight of his tattered cloak against his back and his bell-laden hat on his head. He was breathing, his heart pumping, but those sensations seemed distant, as though they didn’t matter.



He could still see, certainly. He could see more than usual, in fact. He could see himself, for one—ragged, wide-eyed, horn sparking in desperation. He could see his teeth were bared, and that one of his incisors was missing. 



And he could certainly see the deadly bolt of red magic screaming towards his face.



“Tsk tsk tsk. A fine mess you’ve gotten yourself into, isn’t it?”



The voice sounded like his own, but it was smooth, devoid of the raspy undercurrent that had settled in with old age. It was the voice he heard in his mind when reading or writing, but somehow twisted in a whimsical fashion. It was a voice he had come to hate and dread.



“Whatever this is,” he said aloud, “it is only made worse by your presence.” There was a tinny echo to his own words.



“Oh, is that any way to treat one of your closest friends?” The voice wrapped around his shoulders, spun itself into his ears. “And after all this time, still?”



“You are but a whisper in my mind. A whisper I know to be my enemy. A whisper I have long since learned to ignore.”



“Ah, the sweet smell of hypocrisy!” The voice chuckled, a noise that resounded behind his eyeballs. “You’re listening now, aren’t you? We both know you always listen.”



Star Swirl kept silent. Of course, that wouldn’t stop the voice.



“And as long as you’re oh-so-willing to listen, why don’t we see where this little conversation takes us?” Its next words carried a verbal shrug. “I’m going to keep talking anyway, so you might as well. What have you got to lose?”



He looked back at the scene before him. It seemed there was indeed little to lose. “Very well.”



Another chuckle, this time like a loving stroke to the base of his skull. “There we go. See? Friendship is really quite easy.”



“You speak of something you are ignorant of.”



“And whose fault is that, exactly?” It laughed, as though it had told a joke but kept the punch line to itself. “But let’s be serious for a moment. I know it’s the one thing you’re good at.”



“If that is meant as a slight, I instead take it as a compliment.”



“Of course you do. Anyway, let’s see if we can puzzle out just how you got into this great big bag of failure.”



Star Swirl regarded the room again. Everything was crystal clear, without the blur his old eyes normally experienced. Everything was also in ruins, with scrolls, gems, potions, and other small objects flying around him like a curio maelstrom. A great fireplace stood in the corner, its flames frozen even as they lashed out at the papers scattered on the floor. The ink on the pages glinted red in the light of the flame.



“No, no. It’s not the flames that have given this scene its… warm hue.”



Right, it was the bolt of magic. The one that was going to kill him.



“Are you really that afraid of death? Is that why you’re not looking at the whole picture? It’s okay if you are. I would be, too, since we’re sharing a head and all.”



“I am not afraid.” He punctuated the sentence with a stamp of his hoof. “I have lived long enough.”



The voice tapped a foot in annoyance. “Oh, come now, old chum. We both know you can’t lie to me. There’s a reason to all of this. There’s a reason you’re averting your eyes, even now.”



He was, wasn’t he? With a great effort, Star Swirl looked up from the stones.



“Let’s put it this way. If you don’t fear death, then why go to all this trouble?”



“There is nothing to fear. Death is part of life. And only a fool would attempt to challenge that.”



It flashed a knowing grin. “But you have tried to challenge it, haven’t you? Why else would you have dedicated your life to magic?”



“I have never once tried to gain immortality. That way lies madness.”



“I suppose that’s true.” The voice played its way around his hooves. “But there are many ways to immortality.”



“Time takes its toll, regardless of the path sailed through its flow. I know that better than anypony.”



The voice gave a snort. “Indeed you do, which is why you’ve tried to gain immortality through others. Remember what you once said when you first started practicing magic? ‘I will be the greatest conjurer in history!’ You want your name etched in the stones of time, even if you have to carve it in there yourself.”



“If you are going to accuse me of being a narcissist, I suggest you look in a mirror.” He pointed to a mirror that was indeed sailing across the room.

	

It barked a great laugh, rattling his teeth. “Good one! See, it’s much more fun when you try being funny. But let’s look past the motivation for now. The point is, you’ve done quite a bit to try and make your life meaningful.”



“Doesn’t everypony?”



“Yes, but you may have gone too far. I mean, just look.”

	

Slowly, deliberately, Star Swirl brought his gaze across the room, to the source of the red bolt. A hooded unicorn stood there, and around its neck was an amulet.



“Hmm… Lovely craftsmanship for such a heinous bit of jewelry. I’m not one for art, but even I can appreciate this piece. It says everything you need to know at a single glance. The red wings, the angry eye, the big red gem in the middle… it just screams ‘bad news.’”



“I simply used the components I had on hoof. I didn’t pay attention to the aesthetics.”



“Whatever. The fact is, you made that.”



“And?”



“Well, what was the point, exactly? Oh, yes, some crazy idea about moving the sun and moon yourself!” The voice laughed, though not in mockery. “I will admit, I love the concept.”



“…Yet another reason I regret crafting it.”



“Love the sin, hate the sinner. Regardless, you were just out to control one more aspect of things, weren’t you? And you wanted to make sure it was just you who was in control. That’s why you enchanted it so that only the wearer could pry it off.”



“And I did, as soon as I understood its ill influence.”



“…But only after you’d demonstrated your newfound power for all to see. That’s the sort of thing that gets ponies thinking. That’s what makes them curious. And when ponies get curious, they get unpredictable. Did you really think you’d keep her from her quest for knowledge?”



He grit his teeth, knowing what was coming next.



“Ah, and here we get to what you’re really afraid of. Come on. Look.”



With a sigh, Star Swirl opened his eyes, and finally allowed his gaze to fall on the face of the pony beneath the hood. Her coat was purple—almost blue—her turquoise mane cut simply and swept to one side. She was young, but he knew her to be wise far beyond her years.



And that made the glaring hatred in her green eyes all the more heartbreaking.



“You never wanted an apprentice, did you? You always tried to keep yourself too busy.”



“I didn’t ‘try’. I simply was.”



“…Until you realized you could be even more busy when you had someone to cook your meals. She’s little more than a glorified housemaid. You know, you ought to get her a proper outfit. I bet she’d look adorable.”



“I have taught her much. She has learned much.”



“You’ve barely scratched the surface and you know it. The proof is right there in front of you. Why else do you think she went and tried that amulet on? She’s wanted to show you her ‘true power’ for ages now. You just haven’t let her.”



“She is not ready for those teachings. This is also proof of that.”



“Ha! And here’s the heart of the matter. You don’t want to let anything out of your control, my friend. You want everything in order.”



“There is an order to everything.”



“But only if you impose it! You’ve tried to put a halter on the world, but some things just can’t be guided like that. Some things happen. Things you can’t control. There’s always something like that.”



“No, there is always an order to things. There is always control.”



“Really?” It laughed, bristling his mane. “Then by all means, prove it! Prove there’s some grand order to this scene in front of you!”



Star Swirl looked around once more. There was certainly no obvious evidence. Between the whirlwind of papers, flying furniture, and the two ponies locked in battle, it seemed a perfect picture of anarchy.



And then he saw it. It hung in the air in front of the bolt, its surface glinting in the red glow. It was so small, almost trivial. He smiled.



“That,” he said, pointing to it, “is my proof.”



“What?” It took a moment for the voice to understand. “That tiny locket? What does that have to do with anything?”



“You know what that locket is.”



“Yes, a little trifle given to you by your apprentice. You’ve never even worn it. It’s been on that table, the one flying across the room, for weeks now.”



“Yes, and it is because of that I will not perish today.”

	

The voice frowned. “And?”



“That locket is carved from obsidian. Obsidian, which has the unusual property of absorbing magical energy. Were the bolt to connect with it, it would likely dissipate enough energy to negate the bolt’s lethality.”



“And who says the bolt is even going to hit it? It looks like it’s going to miss to me.”



“True, here and now, it appears that way, but once time resumes that locket will fall. I would need time to run the calculations, but even without them, I can tell it will fall just enough to make all the difference.”



“So that’s your argument? Really? Because a little thing, which could have flown anywhere, managed to be in the right place at the right time, it proves there’s a grand order to things?”



“Yes. It was I who placed it on the table. It is I who will be saved by it. It can only be called providence.” He stamped a hoof down. “Even here, where everything seems to be in disarray, there is an order to things. There is control.”



For once, the voice went silent. When it spoke again, it was barely a whisper.



“So, that… makes sense to you?”



He looked up defiantly, though there was no need to. “Yes, it does.”



It was quiet again, but then it slowly laughed. It built from a low chuckle to a boisterous guffaw, and this time it seemed to reverberate throughout his entire body. “Well, that’s that. There’s nothing more for me to say.”



 “There’s always more for you to say.”



“Oh no, I’m serious. You’ve come this far, there’s nothing more for me to do but sit back and watch as you continue down this path you’re ‘destined’ to travel.”



“I don’t believe you.”



“Aw, you caught me. You’re right. We’re going to walk along that road together. And I’m going to love watching you trip over all the little cracks and holes. Like it or not, you and I are inseparable.”



“One day, I will be rid of you.”



“Hmph. Promises. You can try, and try, and try until your horn bleeds and your mind breaks in two, but like the sun and moon, like your little apprentice, and like your own death, I will always be beyond your control.”



“We will see.”



He could swear he heard the voice grin. “We will see.”



Time flowed again. The bolt connected.








“Master?! Master, please wake up!”



The voice sounded like that of his student’s, but it was pained and terribly sad. He blinked his eyes open, and beheld the face of a young mare. Her expression was alien—twisted in an agonized grief that he had never seen on her face before.



The warm light of her green eyes, however, he could never mistake.



“Clover…” he gasped.



“Oh, thank the stars! No, no, lie still! I put you in a healing trance after I… I hurt you.” She hung her head, her tears glistening as they fell to the floor.



He reached a hoof out to her. It fell on her bare neck. “Where is the amulet?”



“There.” She pointed to where it lay near the fireplace. “I tore it off and threw it over there.”



“This is why I told you not to trifle with it.”



“I know. I… I can’t say how sorry I am. I won’t ask your forgiveness, Master.”	



“We can talk about that once we have some ti—Ah!” He cut off as a sharp pain jabbed into his lower lip.



“I’m sorry! I tried to bring back your missing tooth, but it… Well…” She held up a shard of mirror for him to see. “…I overdid it.”



Star Swirl gazed into the reflection, grabbing hold of the mirror to point it properly. She had certainly brought the tooth back, all right. In place of his missing incisor, there was now a long, curved fang.



His breath quickened. It was ugly, hideous, monstrous. It was all out of order. It ruined the dignified look of his face! It… It tugged at his beard! For a moment, he thought of screaming.



But no, he couldn’t do that. He couldn’t let her see him that way. Not now, not ever. He would have to take control of the reins once more. He grinned wide—a necessity now—showing the tooth off.



“Peace, my student,” he said. “Leave it as it is. That way, whenever we look at one another, we’ll be reminded of this moment.”



She still looked uncertain, but she smiled through her tears. “Are you sure, Master?”



“I’m sure, Clover.”



Her smile widened, her lower lip curled. She hurled herself forward, wrapping her hooves around him and trembling as she buried her face in his chest. She made some strange choking sounds, as though sobbing and laughing at once. Perhaps she was.



Star Swirl simply held her there, silent and composed. There was still so much to take in, but he’d just give it time. He’d find a way to make this all work, he was sure.



And he was sure. The laughter echoing through his soul was proof of that.
      

      
   
      From One to Another


      

      
      
         	He proudly took his last breath, and his horn glowed for the last time. The spell circle surrounding him was grand and elaborate in ways too subtle for even the greatest of its creator’s peers, for Starswirl had no true peers--only detractors, and worshippers.



	“From one to another; another to one...”



	An incantation that he had drafted and rewritten a hundred, a thousand, a million times. Dozens of layers of complexity compressed into a single perfect ritual: the most beautiful, masterful failure of a spell that there had ever been. It was the first spell of its kind, and the last spell that he would ever cast.



	“... A mark of one’s destiny singled out, alone, fulfilled!”



	The spell circle pulsed once, and then the magic in the old wizard’s soul burst free of its shell, shattering his body, his mind, and his life into a spray of glittering moments.

 

	He was dying, but he had all the time in the world to watch as, one by one, each of his moments came to an end.








A young star sits beneath the sun and the moon.

Daylight warms him, nighttime soothes him,

but his mind and his eyes are swallowed

by the words on a page.




“And what did you learn today, my faithful student?”




He looks up, and sees them. His smile glows

and his eyes shine.









	Princess Celestia’s voice shocked Starswirl from his book-reading trance, and he snapped his eyes to attention. Both of his teachers stood before him, shading half of the library’s study in warm daylight and the other half in heathery dusk.



	He answered the question in a huff. “They did so much, but they figured out so little! How can that be? There have been so many failures to isolate ‘destiny’ that you would think they would find something by sheer process of elimination, but--”



	He thumped his hoof onto the book where it lay open on the stand. Both Celestia and Luna winced with sympathy for the book’s yellowed pages, but Starswirl pretended not to notice.



	“Like right here--Archmage Meteorite, third century--he said that destiny magic is probably bigger than just something that guides names and cutie marks--that it probably has something to do with the flow of time, not time like just seconds and hours, I mean time--like history itself, all the movements of the world! But nobody knows if that’s true, or what it means if it is!”



	“Then it seems to me that you have begun to understand one of the most important lessons of all,” Luna said. Her stern voice belied the faint smile crossing her face. “Some journeys can never end, no matter how hard we strive to find the destination.”



	“I know.” Starswirl drummed his hooves restlessly against the floor as he turned his eyes back to the book and turned the page with his magic. “We have to keep studying and keep learning. Forever.”



	And then his face split into a smile to rival Celestia’s mane in radiance. “Isn’t that wonderful?”








A beautiful mare has been waiting for him.

She approaches him, touches him, 

and finally he turns.



Cold eyes that were made to count and measure

melt to water when they fall upon

her.



The heat of their bodies

staves off her doubt and her fear.









	It had been a very good night of work, and Starswirl’s workspace was piled high with books and scrolls, to the point that a pile of discarded scrap paper had started to accumulate beneath the desk.



	New connections had arisen between texts that Starswirl had thought to be exhausted. He had written notes for three new channeling elements and procedures for his next practical session. He had even stumbled upon an entirely new text written by the great Comet Tail.



	So of course it was inevitable that such a good night of work would be interrupted eventually.



	“It’s late. Won’t you come to bed?”



	The voice was soft, sweet, and absolutely infuriating. After only a few years of married life, Starswirl had already learned to dread that question. It was never the first one that she asked--usually it was the third. The fourth was always “Should I wait for you or not?”



	On most nights, Starswirl would have been content to wait until the fourth question, to which the answer was “No, that’s all right.” Tonight, though, there was something in his Bluebelle’s voice that tempted Starswirl away from his work...



	He didn’t turn, but he slid his book away. “What time is it, exactly?”



	“Late enough.” There was the trace of an edge to her words--not a plea, but not a demand either. “Come to bed?”



	He felt the weight of her hoof as it came to a rest on his shoulder. He sighed as he felt the touch of her breath against his neck. The sensation was decidedly unwelcome, not despite but because it was so pleasant. 



	“Don’t you think you’ve earned a rest?”



	He considered telling her no, that tonight’s work was too important to be interrupted, but the script had already been derailed, and there was no going back now. Not when the closeness of her body was consuming his mind, blocking out thoughts of anything but her smell, her soft fur...



	He turned, and felt the heat of her eyes as they locked with his own.








In Starswirl’s mind

there are a million theories,

a thousand libraries,

and a hundred lifetimes.

There is no space for anything

in Starswirl’s mind

except for his single attempt

to grasp the infinite.








	Noise invaded Starswirl’s study with the force of a tidal wave. It started with the slam of the front door, then built to a muted rolling of hoofbeats approaching from the hallway...



	Starswirl grit his teeth just before the noise exploded to its climax. The room’s rickety old doorknob rattled sharply, and a skull-piercing rush of voices flooded in through the open door.



	“Hey, Starswirl! Been a while! How’s the spellcrafting going? Geez, look at this place! Can’t even move without--” The voice was at least eight decibels too loud and three shades too sharp for Starswirl to handle at that moment, so he cut his friend off with a raised hoof and a snapped order:



	“Do not touch anything. And get to the point. I’m busy.”



	He turned his head far enough to glare at the three ponies who’d just barged into the room. Airshow, Redwood, and Quartz were standing just inside his doorway, their hooves perilously close to the discarded stacks of notes carpeting the cramped room’s floor.



	Airshow--the oblivious fool--still wore a stupid-looking grin, like a child who had been let out to play. “Bluebelle told us you would be in here, and we all wanted to take you out for--”



	At that, Starswirl’s jaw tightened even further. “Belle let you in? Pah! I told her I would be busy until at least eight!”



	There was a beat of silence, and Starswirl took the opportunity to turn away from the three and back to his desk.



	“...She knew that, Starswirl. It’s almost midnight.”



	It had taken Starswirl an infuriatingly long time to find his place on the scroll that he had been reading, so when Airshow’s voice rang out again, it took a tremendous willpower to reply verbally instead of by throwing the inkwell toward the door.



	“Well, tell Belle that I’m still busy. And tell her to listen to what I tell her next time! And close the door behind you!”








Starswirl was a great stallion,

a noble stallion who devoted his life

to the noble cause of higher knowledge.



Starswirl was a great stallion, and

his legacy 

was destined to endure the ages.









	A very old stallion proudly took his last breath and ignited his horn for the last time. He stood at the center of the most powerful spell circle ever created by ponykind, the culmination of all of Starswirl’s years as a spell-weaver--in other words, the single product of his entire life ever since he recieved his cutie mark. The destiny spell that he had dreamed of inventing for so long was finally complete, and it was perfect in every single way: it was Starswirl’s ultimate, perfect failure.



	Not a failed spell, no: Starswirl the Bearded, personal student of Celestia and Luna, had created the world’s greatest, and first, failure spell.



	Starswirl knew both everything and nothing about the ritual that he was about to perform. The spell circle would capture the Destiny linked to him, and bring it to life using his own Magic, and then it would infuse his Body, and plunge his entire being into the fabric of the World.



	After months of double-checking, Starswirl was certain beyond a possible doubt: the spell would work. Anyone using a spell like this one would immediately find themselves engulfed by the power of Destiny and subjected to its unknowable whims.



	And now the journey was finally nearing its destination. It should have been exciting. It was exciting. Except...



	Except that Starswirl had learned how to hold Destiny in his hooves, and so he knew that his own Destiny was dead. When he first saw it, it had been a glorious golden river, vibrant and full. But the deeper he sank into his studies, the more it dwindled, and now it was barely a trickle. It seemed that despite all of Starswirl’s acclaim and accomplishments, his great and mysterious future now belonged to somepony else.



	And what kind of place could the World give the scattered essence of a broken old student who no longer had a Destiny to be shaped by?



	With a bitter flicker of pride, Starswirl wondered what name the scholars and historians would give this spell if they ever unearthed his notes. Would they understand his writings, or would they dismiss his entire life’s work as the scribblings of a lunatic?



	Any well-trained ritualist would cringe at the asymmetrical, haphazard design covering the floor, but Starswirl was beyond needing symmetry and patterns. To Starswirl, his spell circle took the shape of was a symbol of power that could not have been more perfect if it had been etched by Destiny itself: a crooked six-pointed star encircled by five smaller stars.



	The spell circle beneath Starswirl’s hooves thrummed with anticipation. It was time.



	“From one to another; another to one...”








Do not search too hard for things you have lost,

for a lost item is something that you once held,

and to find something already known to you is to find nothing. 

Our days of searching should be spent

on things that we have not yet found.



Do not chase dreams with too much zeal,

for a dream is not a beast that can be caught,

nor a treasure that can be plundered.

Even the grandest dream can warp and break

if held too tightly.



Do not stop walking when a path comes to its end,

for all endings are also beginnings,

and the dark woods are full of trails

waiting to be blazed.









	All births are violent events, but very few beings are ever privileged to be born in a literal explosion of magic.



	The child had slept in its egg for untold ages, only to be awakened in an instant as something from the waking world siezed his heart and pulled him upward. His first sensations as a living being were of being suffused with magic, some of it his own, the rest belonging to something that resonated with his being in a way no other magic ever could.



	His scales tingled and shimmered as they were exposed to the air for the first time, but before they could even begin to try, he found himself wrenched upward, and the world became a blur as his body, only seconds old, was changed and twisted and forced to grow and change, and all around him was the crash of chaos--



	And then it ended, and he was nothing but an infant, his eyes quickly focusing upon the world around him for the first time.



	All around him were living things like himself, furred in a wild spectrum of colors. He glimpsed a purple four-legged creature, hardly larger than himself, and a tiny blink of light as the symbol of a six-pointed star appeared on her haunch.



	He stared at the symbol for a long moment. Then the last of the shards of moments winked into nothingness, and the little dragon curled up and fell asleep, as newborn children often do.
      

      
   
      Selfless


      

      
      
         Our lives are impossibly long when you look at them as a series of moments. There are so many of them that to predict what will happen in any of them is nearly impossible. In each moment, we make a choice, based on what we have done in moments that have passed, and what we want those in our future to be, and we hope that our choice will take us where we want to be.



Out of all of those moments, all of those choices, the greatest of ponies are the ones that can spend even one of those moments being truly selfless... 








In a small apartment near the center of the bustling city of Maretropolis, Galley Proof was finally awoken, groggily, by the echoing of an alarm clock. With a groan, he glanced at the clock’s hands: 7:30. He quickly resigned to the fact that he’d have to get out of bed soon; otherwise, he’d risk Scoops shouting at him until punch-out today, and probably until lunch tomorrow. So, like every day of his life, he pulled himself to his hooves, showered, ate and grabbed his saddlebags before heading out the door at 7:50.



Luckily, it was Tuesday, so by 7:51 he managed to just barely catch the elevator as Miss Carnation was on her way up from grabbing a few bags of produce from the market down the road. He had enough time to thank her for her punctuality, which she gave the usual confused look to, before he was on his way down. By 7:52 he was out of the lobby and onto the busy, packed streets. Dodging between pedestrians on the sidewalks and taxis at the crosswalks, he started his four-block sprint to the Maretropolis Beacon building. 



An unfortunate tumble from avoiding a colt distracted by his morning paper set him back about twenty seconds, but he more than made it up by avoiding the wait on a crosswalk one block later. By the time he made it to the steps of the Maretropolis Beacon, he had enough time to pick up a daisy from the flower cart just down the road, though it did set him back a few more bits than he expected. By 7:59, he was at the front desk on the fifteenth floor, face to face with Daisy, the receptionist.



He kept both of his hooves on the desk, and placed the flower in her quill holder with a smile. “Morning… Daisy… How’s the morning so far?” After the sprint he’d taken, not sounding exhausted was hard.



Daisy took a sniff of the flower and smiled. “Fine, but it’s gonna be bad for you.”



Galley raised an eyebrow before following her hoof to the clock on the wall: 8:02. Scoops always did want to be ahead of the competition, even if it was only by a few minutes. He was right to want an edge, of course, in such a bustling city as Maretropolis, but this was this was likely to gain just an inch—no, a tenth of an inch really. A short glance at the clock tower just down the road showed him that it was only 8 o’clock sharp. With a sigh, Galley started the walk over to his desk, but was less than surprised to find Scoops right behind him.



Despite the fact that Scoops was a head taller, a few dozen pounds heavier, and certainly a few years older than Galley, he did have a talent for sneaking up on ponies. The brown coat and grey mane, nearly blending in with the office walls and carpet, certainly helped, but Galley knew it was probably the mark of a seasoned journalist. A shame he had to use that power for evil.



Galley chuckled and smiled as he backed away from Scoops, to avoid injuring his neck as he looked into his boss’s eyes. “Morning, boss. What’s the—”



“If you say ‘what’s the scoop?’ one more time, Galley, I’ll have you writing the advice columns for the next month!” Galley managed to spot the telltale vein forming on Scoops’ forehead as his eyes narrowed. Luckily, it wasn’t purple, so Scoops was only a little mad. “I told you to get in here on time, didn’t I? So why weren’t you at your desk with those proofed articles like I told you to be?”



Galley considered pointing to the clocks in and out of the office for comparison, but he knew from Scoops’ track record that it’d be a bust. With a shrug, he walked past Scoops towards his desk, and then pointed to the bound papers sitting there, marked up in red. “The articles are right here boss. I was just two minutes late. Can’t we let it slide?”



With a glare and an almost too animalistic growl through his gritted teeth, Scoops grabbed the articles and started walking to his office. “Be glad I already had my coffee this morning, Galley. Make sure it doesn’t happen again.”



Galley sat down at his desk, and flinched when he heard, and slightly felt, Scoops’ office door slam shut. He turned to look back at Daisy, who only shrugged and laughed before returning to her work. With a chuckle of his own, he picked up his quill and added another tally to the dozens already on a sticky note at the edge of his desk. The beginning of the day was, sadly and usually, the most exciting thing that happened on the job. The rest of the day was as predictable as Scoops’ rants, which there were nine more of before lunch, luckily none directed at him.



Around 9:15 he could overhear Quilt, Grape and Sliver talking about last night’s hoofball game against Cloudsdale over at the water cooler. At 10:12 on the dot, he could see Bolt trying his best to impress Daisy at the front desk after getting his usual cup of coffee at 10:05. He couldn’t tell from the distance, but it seemed less than successful, as Daisy had her eyes on the typewriter in front of her. Warren left for lunch forty-five minutes earlier than most everyone else tended to, at 11:15, though he still got back with the rest of the crowd at 12:30. Scoops never managed to see him leave, since he was wrapped up in his daily layout meeting from 11:00 until about 2:15, even though it was always supposed to end at 1:30.



As the usual going-ons of the floor were going on about him, Gallery was stuck with his inbox, which was only half as full as it usually was. Mondays always tended to be slow days for news in Maretropolis, which made the following day a little bit slower. On the stack today were the kind of articles he usually dealt with: a new school opening up by the suburbs, some opinion pieces on the election coming up next month and a detailed report on the hoofball game he’d overheard the others talking about, between the Cloudsdale Thunderclouds and the Maretropolis Meteors. With each one, he did his usual work, reading over them several times, and each time adding more red to the pages.



Luckily, Scoops’ morning lecture was going to be the second most exciting thing today. Just as Galley finished marking up a piece on some record-breaking fruit out in Trottingham, he finally caught a glimpse of the next article on his pile: Power Ponies Foil Fetlockdown’s Fiendish Filching. He’d struck veritable literary gold. Most of the Power Ponies stories never saw his quill fixing their author’s mistakes. Scoops usually passed on the editing altogether, just to rush them out in the morning, but this one managed to slip by.



Galley could hardly hold back his excitement. Word always spread fast on the streets of Maretropolis. He’d overheard Clover and Ink Blot talking about the attempted museum heist last afternoon, but this was an eyewitness account, with pictures to boot! Galley dove in so fast that he never bothered grabbing his quill. The story was breathtaking, recounting how the six superpowered heroes arrived just as Fetlockdown tried to make his escape with the Crown of the Stars, and that despite disabling a few of the heroes, was ultimately no match for them. It even had a security photo of The Masked Matter-Horn shooting Fetlockdown’s Paralysis Pistol from his hooves.



Galley read over the article again and again, his mind wandering as he imagined how amazing being there to see the amazing duo-trio in action must have been like. He was now only a little surprised when he looked up to see Scoops staring down at him.



“Galley, is that the Power Ponies article? You mark it up yet?”



Galley scrambled, reaching for his quill, “N-no sir, just finishing up on the first reading is all.” He gasped as Scoops pulled it off his desk.



“No need for that. Don’t know how this managed to get away, but we’re putting it in the evening edition.” Scoops looked to his right. “Inkblot, get this down to the printing floor. If you double-time it we might be able to turn this around.” He almost looked like he was smiling as Inkblot dashed by, taking the article with him, but that vanished when he looked back at Galley. “Now get back to work.”



“Yes, sir…” Galley said, looking back at his inbox: empty. With a sigh, he stood up and grabbed two articles from Quilt’s inbox, and by the time he finished, the clock tower struck five. With another day finished, Galley packed up his bags, said his goodbyes to Daisy and headed out the door. Nearly every part of his life had become so dull and predictable after he moved from the suburbs to downtown, despite how much “excitement” there seemed to be all around. 



Maretropolis wasn’t the poster child for a perfect city, sure, but it wasn’t a seedy underbelly where you were either a crook or a victim. Most of the city was safe and secure, barring a few bouts of vandalism, and for the rest of it, well, there were the Power Ponies. The only shame in that was he’d probably never get the chance to see them up close and personnel. Instead, the best he could hope for was another slip-up from the Maretropolis Beacon mailmare.



His trip home took longer than the sprint into work. He took a walk through the park and down to the market a few blocks away from his apartment. Sure, it was a long way away, but the prices were well worth it. Finally, as the sun started to set, he made a stop at the First Maretropolis Bank, just a block from home. Just as he went to open the door, he caught a glance through of a reflection on the glass, of a streaking bolt of light headed straight for him. 



Quickly, he jumped and ducked to the side, covering his head as the glass front of the bank shattered and exploded. Galley’s ears rung from the sound of the blast as he slowly opened his eyes. In every direction he could see ponies fleeing from the scene or trying to barricade themselves inside the buildings on the other side of the street, but he was soon drawn to what many of them were pointing at, floating above the middle of the street. It was a pony, clad from head to hooves in a suit of metallic yellow and black steel, with a similar cape around his shoulders: it was one of the nastiest ne’er-do-wells around, The Sinister Stallion.



Galley remained frozen in place, watching as The Sinister Stallion dropped down to the shattered remains of the door. Everyone within the bank had huddled together at the edges of the open lobby, behind desks and cubicle walls in a hope to remain unseen. The Sinister Stallion had no interest in them as he walked calmly up to the counter. Galley was safe to leave now, to flee like the others, but he couldn’t, not just yet at least. 



This was a once and a lifetime chance: if The Sinister Stallion was here already, there’d be no reason the Power Ponies wouldn’t show up soon. Scoops would have to give him a promotion for an eyewitness account like that. And so, cautiously, Galley shred his saddlebags and crept to the entrance of the bank, peaking around the corner of its shattered front, to catch a glimpse of the scene within. 



While the bank patrons and security had barricaded themselves at the ends of the room, the tellers were doing their best to appear unfazed behind the counter, and failing. Sinister merely gestured to the bank vault door and said, “Open. Now.” His voice was muffled and grated by the mask he wore, but it echoed effortlessly through the lobby.



One of the tellers, shaking as he walked, moved to the vault. Galley glanced back to the street for a moment, scanning the skies and the streets for any sign of the Power Ponies’ arrival; unfortunately, there was little to be seen beyond cowering ponies and a few police officers gathered beyond some overturned carts, taking witness reports. Shaking his head, he turned back to bank, just as the teller opened the vault.



Inside, Galley could see the faint glimmer of gold as the dark vault was illuminated. The only question was how Sinister planned to get away with it on his own; even with that fancy suit, there was only so much he could carry. The answer came when Sinister picked off a few squares of plate from his armor. Once he flung them to the ground, they expanded and unfolded into a multitude of crates, which began to hover off of the ground. 



“Fill them,” Sinister muttered as he turned to the rest of the lobby. The ponies who his gaze rested on recoiled in fear, trying to stay out of sight. Galley himself pulled away as Sinister looked from one end of the room to the other, but peeked again once he was sure he wouldn’t be noticed. When he did, Sinister was staring at a mare who had been hiding behind a desk near the counter, holding a young colt as close to her as she could.



Slowly, Sinister trotted towards them, the sound of his metal-covered hoofs reverberating in the lobby and out into the street. No one could see it through the thick mask he wore, but his stance made it seem as if he were smiling. “My goodness, I must be growing rustier by the day.” His voice was calm, betraying what he might do at any moment. “I make a grander entrance than most, and I am greeted by mere cowering? I recall months ago when my exploits would be met with fleeing, terrified masses, running off to the false safety of their homes.”



He arrived at the mother and her foal. She was now shaking in place as she tried to cover the colt’s ears, his face already buried in her coat. Gingerly, Sinister kneeled down, rubbing a metallic hoof along the colt’s back. “Don’t be frightened, ma’am. I apparently haven’t done anything quite so terrifying yet, have I?” He moved the hoof to her chin, pulling it up so that she had to stare into his mask. “Have. I?”



The mare was frozen in place for a few seconds, but shook her head after Sinister let go of her chin. In response, Sinister grazed his hoof along her chin once again before standing up and walking away. “Of course I haven’t. No no…” He stopped a few feet away from the mare before turning back to her. “Not yet at least!” Sinister shouted as his calm demeanor disappeared.



Galley gasped and the crowd screamed as Sinister pointed a hoof at a cubicle. The ponies behind it scrambled away. “First, a little more property damage!” A beam of light shot from his hoof, shattering the cubicle and its contents into splinters and ashes, which shot in every direction. He pointed at a few more cubicles, which the cowering citizens managed to flee from before their hiding places exploded as well. Most of the crowd was now trying to flee from the building, but Galley stayed put beside the door.



“Next, a few hostages!” Sinister began to hover into the air slowly, his cape fluttering in a non-existent wind. He pulled back a hoof, and several of the fleeing ponies were stopped in their tracks. A faint, dark yellow aura began to glow around their bodies as as they floated helplessly into the air. Sinister began to spin the hoof in a circle as the ponies began to spin and orbit around him.



He began to laugh as he watched the lucky ponies flee into the streets, taking a few—intentionally missed—shots at them. “Ah, good, terrified citizens fleeing from my sight. A perfect follow-up if there ever was one.” The teller in the vault had quickened his task in a hope to go unnoticed by Sinister’s fickle wrath, but he was gifted by a warning shot of his own, which melted a portion of the vault door. “I’d suggest you work faster, coward.”



Galley’s hooves clenched down on the wall he peered around the corner. He took another glance at the street, which was now filled with more police and fleeing citizens, but there was still no sign of the Power Ponies. No tell-tale thunderclouds of Zapp’s potential arrival, no gusts of wind inside the bank that might signal that Fili-Second was already on the scene, casing out the situation, not even a glimmer of purple light within the sky that showed Radiance was ferrying others to the crime. Where were they?



“But,” Sinister began, drawing Galley to look inside the bank once more, “One thing is missing.” He turned back down to the mother and her foal, still cowering near the counter. “I do so loathe the times that my antics can’t attract a proper audience.” He stopped the orbit of his hostages, clumping them up near the corner of the room. “Even though I may despise their deeds, those Power Ponies are about the only true entertainment I can have. Maybe things just aren’t exciting enough for them yet.” He began to float to the middle of the room, tapping his chin.



“Oh! I know!” He pointed his hoof back to the mare, who screamed as she was dragged with her colt to the center of the room, and then flung a few feet to the shattered remains of the bank entrance. “A few death wails ought to do the trick!”



“Where are they?” Galley muttered under his breath. The Power Ponies always showed up before things got messy. That was always the way the stories went. No one ever said anything different. Those stories weren’t lies. They just couldn’t be. Not even Scoops would go that far to sell a story, right? Galley’s mind was racing, but stopped when he saw the colt ripped from his mother’s arms and pulled into the air, squirming and screaming in an attempt to break free. The only thing Galley could hear were the mother’s screams, pleading for Sinister to let him go.



‘T-they’ll show up at the last moment,’ Galley thought to himself as Sinister pointed a hoof towards the colt. ‘They always save the day. No one will get hurt. It has to be that way!’ Galley’s eyes wandered away, to a bench a few feet away from the colt, just within sprinting distance. ‘But what if they don’t. I-... I can’t just sit here and watch this!’ Galley clenched his eyes shut for a moment to steel himself.



...the greatest of ponies are the ones that can spend even one of those moments being truly selfless... 



Everything seemed to slow down as he ran, as fast as he could, to the bench. He saw the glowing point of light forming at Sinister’s hoof, growing by the moment, as he jumped onto the bench. He saw the crowd’s shocked faces as he ran across the length, his legs tensing to make the jump. He saw the colt’s face change from one of terror to hope once he lept from the bench with his hooves outstretched. He heard the blast and felt the heat graze against his back as he fell down, holding the colt in his forelegs.



Then, things sped up all too suddenly. The explosion made as the beam hit the other side of the street echoed off the buildings, followed shortly by the sound of rubble and screams. Galley noticed the floor rushing to meet him after the colt was in his grip. He tried to duck into a ball to roll, but only succeeded in slamming down onto the floor on his back, sending a jolt of pain up his spine. By the time he slid to a stop and began to get onto his hooves, his body was aching, and he started to hear laughter. With a cautious glance, he turned to see Sinister moving towards him, holding his stomach.



“Oh, this is amusing. A valiant vigilante has sprouted up like a wretched weed to save the day? Expected in one regard I suppose.” Sinister flexed a hoof and Galley found himself lifted off of the floor, floating weightlessly in the air. In a moment, he was pulled closer to Sinister, and in another he was turned to face him. As close as he was, Galley could see the pale yellow eyes through the slits on his mask. “But surprising… in that you are not one of those pitiful Power Ponies, and that makes me upset.”



Galley steadied his breathing as he kept his eyes locked on the mask. Slowly, he ceased kicking his limbs to try and break free, which eased some of the pain still coursing through his body.



Sinister chuckled. “Not talkative either, hmm? Did your heroic feat sap you of your brain power, or was your lack thereof the catalyst?” Sinister’s voice grew raspy as he whispered, “Either way, you’ll regret it soon.” He pushed his hoof away and Galley went flying towards the entrance to the bank, stopping in midair with his head pointed towards the ground. “Let this be a lesson to you all!” Sinister shrieked through his mask. 



Galley closed his eyes as he saw the point of light forming at Sinister’s hoof. He probably didn’t have a lot of time to regret making a choice like that, so why start now? Instead, he just trusted that it would be over quickly, and that Scoops would probably shed a tear. Yeah, that was just the reward he was hoping for, instead of living… Still, this was at least more exciting than reading about the Power Ponies, if only for a moment. Two high points for one day was a record.



Sinister’s laughing escalated as his beam was no doubt ready to charge, but it was soon joined by… Was that rock music? The laughing stopped as a gust of wind kicked up in the room, brushing over Galley’s back before he felt upright again, and on the ground. Timidly, he tapped a hoof a few more times to confirm that before opening his eyes. He was now standing off in the corner of the room, but the rest of the bank was now empty, save for Sinister in the middle of the room, and a mare, wearing a white and blue costume, over by the vault.



The mare’s head bobbed in time with the beat coming from a stereo next to her for a few moments. With a groan, she tapped a hoof against it, turning it off. “I don’t know… Whaddya think, SS? Too heavy? I mean, it’s fast enough, sure, but I don’t know if it really says speed—”



“Fili-Second… Stalling for your snail-speed companions?” Sinister moved one of his hooves to aim at her, but was shocked to find the chunk of his armor once covering it gone. Fili-second held up the large gauntlet, juggling it in the air.



“Lookin’ for this, SS? You know you really oughta keep a better eye on your toys.” She flung it over her shoulder into the vault. “And you should definitely keep your hooves off things that aren’t yours. I’m pretty sure you’ve been told that a few dozen times already though.” The mare vanished as Sinister launched a bolt at her location, only to reappear a few feet away, unharmed. “And you really need to work on that aim. Broadside of a barn, much?”



“I have more toys at my disposal than you could imagine, you expeditious exasperation! Certainly enough to deal with you.” A pair of four metal arms grew from underneath Sinister’s cloak, each armed with a smaller version of the cannon on his forearm. Each of the mechanical arms took aim before firing at the heroine, who quickly and effortlessly evaded them all. Galley was so caught up in the moment that he barely noticed Sinister’s hail of bolts was about to rain down on him as well. That was when he felt Fili-Second pick him up once again.



“Hey!” she shouted as she continued to evade the villain’s attacks. “Sorry about old cranky armor up there. I mean, you beat a guy up a dozen times, stop him from taking over the city a dozen other, and call him a few playful nicknames and he holds a grudge.”



Galley tried to keep from getting sick as he was run around in a circle repeatedly with her, though the feeling started to pass when he closed his eyes. “Right…”



“No, but seriously, you should pay more attention, otherwise something really bad could hap— Ahhhhh!” Fili-Second’s ‘lesson’ fell apart rather quickly, once she tripped over a hole left by Sinister’s blast. The two went flying, skidding along the floor and into the bank wall. Sinister laughed as he closed in on them.



“You must be getting slow in the head, speedster, but enough of this game. I hope your friends will enjoy the extra room at home.” Sinister aimed the four cannons at the two as Galley tried to scramble to his feet, but Fili-Second seemed unconcerned. The reason why was that Sinister’s cannons were soon frozen solid as a blue beam of light hit Sinister square in the back, sending him down to the floor below. The frozen metal shattered into pieces from the hard impact, though the majority of Sinister’s armor was unharmed.



Galley followed the beam back to his source, and his eyes grew wide from the sight. There, at the bank’s entrance, were the heroes of Maretropolis, the Power Ponies: the lightning-gifted weather conjurer, Zapp; the super-strong and nearly invincible Mistress Mare-velous; the gem-studded summoner, Radiance; the mysterious energy bending unicorn, the Masked Matter-Horn; the hulking, unstoppable beast, the Saddle Rager; and, joining their ranks in the blink of an eye, the impossibly energetic speedster, Fili-Second. It was just like the stories, seeing these heroes prepared for battle, to stop any evil that might threaten the city. It was a shame Galley’s trade wasn’t in photography.



Sinister was back in the air quickly, however, and laughing as he had before. “Finally! My work gains the proper attention. I’m so glad you didn’t all forget about me.”



The Masked Matter-Horn stepped forward, a green light forming at the tip of his horn. “You’ve had enough of your twisted idea of fun today, Sinister Stallion. It ends now.” The other Power Ponies fanned out into a semi-circle, each ready for battle.



“You’ll have to try something other than intimidation, Matter-Horn. It doesn’t suit you.” Sinister took aim and fired, but his beam was stopped short by one from Matter-Horn, creating little more than a faint shockwave between them. 



The rest of the Power Ponies were quick. A chunk of floor flew through the air from Saddle Rager’s grip, causing Sinister to dodge to the side, where he was greeted by the grip of Mare-velous’s lasso. As he tried to break free, Radiance held out her wrist, forming a few floating purple wrenches that began to tear apart Sinister’s armor piece by piece. As they fell to the floor, they were picked up and thrown into the vault by Fili-second. 



Finally, as Sinister began to worm his way free from the lasso’s grip, almost completely stripped of his gadgets, a bolt of lightning streaked in from the street. As it struck Sinister, the remainder of his gadgets short-circuited, sending him falling down to the ground, unconscious. Galley’s mouth was agape for a few moments, and all he managed to say was “Whoa.”



The Masked Matter-horn stepped up to Sinister, pulling off a few more gadgets with his magic, leaving him completely unarmed. “Zapp, take him out to the police.” Zapp nodded as he hovered in the air, grabbing the thunderbolt around his neck to summon a small twister, pulling Sinister carefully out into the street.



“Fili, Radiance, gather up all that tech. We’ll take it back to base so we can put it on lockdown.” The two nodded and went about their work, gathering up the pieces from the vault and putting them in one of Sinister’s now vacant carts. “And you.” Matter-Horn turned to Galley.



Galley shook his head, pulled out of stargazing as the Matter-Horn walked towards him. He straightened up immediately, putting a hoof to his forehead before he realized it. “M-Mr. Matter-Horn… Sir! I-it’s an—” he pulled the hoof down slowly, “... honor.”



He waved a hoof dismissively. “Save the praise, son. We were just doing our job. Speaking of, we caught a glimpse of what you did before we got here.”



Galley swallowed the lump in his throat. He was probably about to get a lecture from some of the most important ponies in the city. Scoops would probably have a hayday with a story like this. If not him, at least the rest of the office. His gaze drifted down to the floor. “I-I’m sorry. I should have left the heroics up to—” 



Matter-Horn placed a hoof on Galley’s shoulder. “What you did took courage. Not a lot of ponies can say they have that. Besides, I doubt she thought it was a bad idea.” Matter-horn looked towards the front of the bank, and Galley followed him.



Standing there was the mare, with her young colt at her side. As police came in to try cleaning up the bank and ensuring that nothing had left the vault, she and her son walked up to Galley and the Matter-horn. “Thank you,” she said, holding back tears, “for saving my son. I-I don’t know what I would have done if…”



Galley was dumbstruck for a few moments, trying to search for the right words. ‘I did what was right? No, no. No problem? Come on, it’s not holding a door...’ Galley took a deep breath before saying, “I’m just glad I could help.” The colt leaped out of his mother’s arms, latching on to Galley’s leg before being pulled away.



“Sweetie, w-we’ve thanked the nice colt enough.” The two walked away, leaving Galley alone with Matter-Horn once again.



“What’s your name, son?” Matter-Horn asked. He gave a glance back to Fili-Second and Radiance, who had finished gathering up the pieces of Sinister’s tech, carting it back into the lobby.



Galley began to relax, most of the adrenaline from the experience gone. “It’s Galley, sir. Galley Proof.”



“Well, Galley, I’d like to make you an offer.” Matter-horn reached inside of his costume, pulling out a small metal disc, only a few inches across with a button in the center.



“O-offer?” Maybe Galley was hit on the head a few too many times during Sinister’s rampage. Maybe the entire thing had just been a dream. He was probably even still at work, soon to be caught lazing about on the job. Those had a good chance of all happening, at least more than the million to one odds of what he thought was happening. Slowly, he held out his hoof and took the disc.



“If you want it, of course.”



Galley shook his head. “But… I barely did anything. I don’t deserve something like this.”



“Heroism starts out small, Galley. You have to want to make it grow. Trust me, I’ve seen it more than enough times.” He smiled as he glanced back at the other Power Ponies, who had gathered near the entrance. He leaned in to Galley to whisper, “It’s your choice, not anyone else’s. If you want to, you only have to press that button.”



Galley stood still, watching as the heroes bid their goodbyes to the police and waved for the flashing cameras in the streets. It was only a few moments later he was asked to leave by the police. He nodded, gathered his saddlebags, luckily still outside the bank, and began his walk home.



That night, he lay in bed, unable to sleep. The day kept playing over and over again in his head, right alongside his usual day. It was normally so dull, so.. humdrum, but today it was exciting. Those few minutes at the bank felt like a year’s worth of excitement. Better yet, he actually helped someone. No, he didn’t open a door for someone or help them carry their groceries in. He saved someone, and it felt good.



Galley rolled out of bed, staring at the disc on his night stand. Slowly, he reached a hoof out, taking a few breaths. “Nothing ventured, right?”








Near the edge of Maretropolis, the Hallowed Horse Cemetery was one of the oldest landmarks, and it remained relatively untouched by the growing urban surrounding. On a cold autumn day, wind biting through his coat, Galley looked down on a grave, and remembered the words his father told him, days before he passed years ago:



Our lives are impossibly long when you look at them as a series of moments. There are so many of them that to predict what will happen in any of them is nearly impossible. In each moment, we make a choice, based on what we have done in moments that have passed, and what we want those in our future to be, and we hope that our choice will take us where we want to be.



Out of all of those moments, all of those choices, the greatest of ponies are the ones that can spend even one of those moments being truly selfless... That’s why you’re special, Galley. You’re going to have a lifetime of those moments. I know it.



“You were right, dad, and I’m glad you were,” Galley said with a smile, placing the flowers at the foot of the gravestone. However, he was soon pulled away from the solemn moment by the sound of an explosion coming from downtown. Turning his head to the source, where smoke and pillars of flame sprouted up above the skyline. The beeping that followed, coming from his pocket, was no surprise.



Pulling the small disc free, he pressed the button on its surface. The beeping was replaced by Matter-Horn’s voice, with an image of his face now on the surface. “Hum-Drum.” The name probably wasn’t the flashest choice, but if it weren’t for that humdrum life he came from, he probably never would have taken them up on their offer so many months ago.



“I’m here, Matter-Horn. I heard the explosion, is it—?”



“Yep, Burning Bridle. He’s causing a commotion up and down Bronco Boulevard. Fili and Zapp are on the scene already. Are you close?”



Galley looked around the vacant cemetery, making sure that no one was watching. “From here? About two minutes out. I’m on my way.” Galley turned the communicator off, stowed it in his pocket, and pulled out a thick metal bracelet. After putting it on his hoof, he aimed it at the roof of a nearby apartment building and fired a grappling hook. In seconds he was on top of the roof, and only a few moments later he was in his costume of red and black, sprinting across rooftops.



Once on the scene, he got a clear look at the devastation below. Several buildings had caught on fire in the street, and Zapp and the few firefighters there were busy taking care of the fires as Fili-Second did her best to occupy the stallion on the street, whose body was bathed in a roaring blaze.



Hum-Drum grinned as he fiddled with the gadgets on his fetlocks, settling on an extinguisher on one hoof and the hook on his other. Ready for action, he chuckled as he swung down. “Definitely beats a lecture from Scoops!”








Spike closed the comic and leaned back in his seat with a disinterested hum. “Who comes up with this stuff?” he asked, thumbing through the pages again. “I mean, if you’re gonna reboot something, why make it so… gritty? And they changed a whole bunch of the characters: Zapp and Matter-Horn as guys, no sign of the Mane-iac, and Hum-Drum’s origin turns into some random colt who gets randomly picked to be a hero cause he does one good thing? Talk about shoddy writing… Right, Twilight?” 



Twilight, already absorbed in a book across the room, nodded, sort of. “Uh huh…”



Spike dropped the comic into a trash can before grabbing a quill and parchment. “I’ll write them about it, and I’m sure they’ll fix everything,” he said as he started to write his letter, unaware of the trash can it would someday meet as well.
      

      
   
      The Mane Cast Walk Into a Room


      

      
      
         Rainbow Dash zips into the room, crossing it in a blink and pulling up before the large bookshelf sitting at the back wall. Bookshelves are where books are kept, and journals are books. So she's not only found her target, she's successfully reached it before anypony else. Grinning, she pumps her hoof in the air.



"Yes!"



The top shelf is filled with shiny plaques, engraved with things like "Faculty of the Year Award" and "Royal Society of Temporal Philosophists Lifetime Acheivement: Oaten Hays". There aren't any cups or brass statues of pegasi mid-flight like on her mantle back home, but there are at least as many. She lets out a low whistle.



"Musta been one heck of an egghead."



There are no books, however, so she moves down to the next shelf. The first few tomes are large and thick, and the spines have large words she can't pronounce let alone understand. The more she looks, the more she sees books like that, and the more she looks at them, the more they start to look the same.



"Hey Twilight?" she asks over her shoulder. "What's this journal supposed to look like again?"



Getting no immediate reply, she turns around. Twilight is sorting a large number of books into a bookcase on the left wall. Rainbow realizes that her shelf is in fact the only one in the room that had not fallen over. She takes this as a small victory.



"Oh," Twilight says, as if just now realizing she'd been addressed. "I'm not sure which journal's going to be the one we need, but look for books like this." She holds up a book smaller than those Rainbow has seen so far. The spine is open and she can see the pages past thin metal bands. "Look for a lot of blank pages at the end, like it's unfinished. That will most likely be what we're looking for."



"Small book. Blank pages at the end. Gotcha."



Rainbow scans the shelf one more time, seeing only books of the larger sort. She moves down one more shelf, and is greeted with what she's looking for. An entire shelf of what she's looking for. She grabs the first journal, opening it to the back, and is reminded of just why she never used to spend time reading books.



Sure, any novel starting with "Daring Do" promises to be full of action and excitement, and even when Daring takes a break to think over the temple's puzzle or psyche herself up before a big fight, Dash can be assured of more action to come. Sometimes, the pauses are just as tense and exciting as the action itself.



These books are not Daring Do. The first one is full of unreadable writing and worse-looking pictures. She sees something that looks like equations in there. If there's anything she doesn't want to be reminded of right now, it's school. The first journal goes back on the shelf and the second comes out. The last page is blank and her heart races, but she flips back one more page and sees only more of that awful chicken scratch. The third is no different. Nor is the fourth.



She begins chucking them over her shoulder, which makes the process go faster. Grab book. Flip open to last page. If last page is blank, check one or two more. Toss if there's too much writing. An entire shelf of dumb, useless journals ends up on the floor, only to float back over her head as she moves to the second to last shelf, upon which is a mixture of journals and not-journals. A noise behind her implies that Twilight is upset about something.



"Yeah, yeah, Twilight, cool it." She waves her hoof in the air. "I just wanna find that dumb journal and go save Princess Celestia and Spike. Is that too much to..."



Something tells Rainbow to look at Twilight. She's been nagging her while standing in a pile of books. There, near the top of the pile, she sees the cover of the perfect journal sticking out. She executes a perfect Flashwing Nose-stall Ninety and scoops it up.



The last page is blank. As is the one before it. And the one before that.



She flips backward through it, then forward from the start. Barely a quarter of the journal has been written in. With a sharp intake of breath, she holds it aloft.



"Hey Twilight, I think








Rarity strides into the room and is immediately struck by the wood paneling. While decades out of style, the grains are perfectly laid out, the walls flush and the scalloping smooth. It is, if she is not mistaken, red pine from the forests of Hollow Shades, a very sturdy wood that shines a rich chocolate brown when properly treated and waxed.



"My, isn't it just cozy in here?"



On closer examination, it's obvious this paneling is well past its prime, the wax less shiny and the wood showing through in spots, but she nevertheless appreciates good artisanship. When coupled with the plush burgundy carpeting, it gives the room a warmth not found in the tapestry-covered marble rooms elsewhere. Finding such a well-apportioned interior design in the personal office of one of the top faculty of the School for Gifted Unicorns should really come as no surprise.



"Ugh, but there is no excuse for those drapes. Polka dots? Puh-lease."



She tears her gaze away from the single window to her left and takes stock of the damage. Four bookshelves, placed against the side walls, are in various less than upright states, their contents cascaded into misshapen piles in before them. No doubt Twilight will have a fit. Oddly, the largest case, the one against the back wall, seems untouched. It sits behind a low mahogany desk and was where Rainbow Dash placed herself the moment the doors opened.



As Rarity moves toward the desk, Twilight rights a fallen bookshelf and begins sorting books back onto it. Rarity takes note of the pedestal in the center of the room, and how it somehow avoided being felled by the plush armchairs surmounting it. Above it hovers a pyramid about the size of her hoof. She lingers on it, the colors shimmering over its surface, the way it rotates ever so slightly.



"Thanks so much for helping me with this, girls," Twilight says to the room at large. Rarity shakes herself. The pyramid is not why they're here.



"Think nothing of it, Twilight," she says. "We'd hardly leave you in the lurch during a difficult time."



What better place to store a journal than desk? The coffee-brown wood calls to her as she nears it. Like the wall paneling, the finish is worn in spots, but she imagines that in its heyday, it would have reflected her like a mirror. Well, a brown mirror, anyway. She steps around it, pulling out a chair and wrinkling her nose slightly at the rump-shaped imprint on the velour cushion.



The desktop holds a blotter, a toppled vase filled with quills, and a picture frame. She rights the vase and lifts the picture to inspect it. A few dozen ponies she doesn't recognize pose before a grand marble edifice, with Princess Celestia at their fore. Rarity's nose wrinkles.



"I will never understand academic ponies and their fascination with tweed."



She hears Twilight giggle softly and casts her a smile. She tries the first drawer: locked. She frowns a moment, then moves to the next. It's filled with scrolls like daffodils tied with ribbon. She unrolls the top one, a correspondence from Sine Wave, Dean of the something or other department. Trivialities and academic jargon intermingle on the page.



Four pink hooves clomp into the blotter, then spring away. Rarity drops the scroll, sputtering. "Pinkie, please! You'll ruin the finish!" Pinkie likely does not hear her.



She retrieves the scroll, and Twilight draws her attention.



"Look for books like this." Twilight holds one up where Rainbow Dash can see it.



Rarity takes note of the hard cover and loose binding. Well, scrolls certainly will not be of any use, then. She checks to make certain nothing is beneath them, rerolls the one she removed, replaces the ribbon, sets it back on top of the pile and gently closes the drawer.



The next drawer is filled with parchment. Just pale white parchment, blank and neatly stacked. She doesn't know much about tempo-whatever shockwaves, but no doubt the solid wood helped shield the desk contents from the worst of the accident. Lucky, then, for below the parchment drawer are three inkwells, one of them open. Behind them is a metal flask that she leaves alone, and another picture frame, that she removes.



A filly – no, a young mare – wearing a black robe and mortar grins at the camera. In her magic is held aloft a tied scroll. Behind her is an older mare, orange-coated, grey mixing at the temples with her red and pink mane. Her eyes are wet, but she's smiling just as wide. Next to her is a white stallion, well-built for a unicorn, trying unsuccessfully to make a rude gesture behind the younger mare. The older mare holds him back with a surreptitious hoof. Lastly, on his left, is a more familiar brown stallion, his mane fully grey.



It's strange to see his body filled out, not sunken and lifeless. Though slouching, he looks like he might jump out of the frame at any moment. Past his glasses, she can see eyes that sparkle with pride. He is the only one in the image not smiling, yet somehow she knows this day means more to him than any of the others.



Something hard hits her in the back of the head. She whirls, dropping the frame to the soft carpeting.



"Rainbow Dash, honestly!" She rubs the back of her head, dodging another tossed book. "Have you no courtesy for others?"



"Rainbow, stop!" Twilight shouts, grabbing the flung volume in her magic. "This is important research you're throwing around! Have some respect!"



"Yeah, yeah, Twilight, cool it."



From the other side of the room, Rarity can just barely hear Fluttershy murmur something. She scoops up the picture frame, placing it gently into the back of the drawer. The image of cleaning out her great-grandmother's things after she passed suddenly strikes her, and she lingers at closing the drawer. There were so many old newspapers and magazines, the cast-off bits of glass and metal, the moth-eaten fabrics, the sewing machine. So many distant relations had swarmed that house, stripping it of everything worth saving. She'd come away with such a terrible distaste for certain individuals.



The question about to form in her mind is beaten down instantly. Her greedy relatives hadn't been trying to save ponies' lives.



Applejack, still lingering by the door, shouts something that she only catches half of. The vase falls over again as she lifts her








Fluttershy hangs back as Rainbow Dash and Twilight enter the room. Her gaze darts to the corners of the room, the walls, the pictures, the floor. She sees the dozens upon dozens of books littering the floor and feels her wings tighten against her sides. 



"My, isn't it just cozy in here?"



Rarity is right, it is actually quite warm and snug in here. Really it's just like a small cave. Fluttershy smiles and nods, releasing her breath, but Rarity has already moved past the door and misses it. Pinkie Pie bounces by and Fluttershy recoils, moving toward the wall.



She bumps against a small end table and squeaks. The vase atop it lies on its side, the flowers limp and wan. There is a discolored spot on the lovely red carpeting below it. She rights the vase, wings drooping, trying to will the flowers back to vibrancy. Then she looks at the bookshelf behind her, on its side, and smiles, relaxing.



"Um, Applejack?" She turns to the door. "Would you mind helping me with this bookcase, please?"



Applejack blinks and looks at her, answering after a moment. "Oh, uh, yeah, sure, sugarcube." She picks her way through the books, showing a level of caution normally reserved for Fluttershy herself, and grabs the other side.



"See if'n ya can't lift it, Fluttershy. Should be pretty light."



Fluttershy places both hooves into the top opening and pushes. Her wings extend, trying to lift her from the ground. She pushes with her rear legs. The bookcase shifts slightly. There is a sound nearby like a sigh, and then the bookcase springs up underneath her. She has to flap to remain upright.



"Yay, we did it!" Fluttershy claps her hooves together. Applejack smiles at her.



"We sure did."



And then she's gone, inspecting the door frame for unknown reasons.



The small burst of joy Fluttershy felt fades and she turns awkwardly back to the bookcase. Beside her on the wall is a painting gone askew. In detail staggering for its small size, it depicts Canterlot Mountain at sunset. All the towers of the palace are there, with pinpricks of black for windows. It's possible the very building they're in is part of the tableau, but she's not familiar enough with it to know for certain. She rights the painting and expels a tiny sneeze. Something near the floor responds with a squeak.



A dormouse, bushy and black-eyed, has emerged from a small hole in the wood. Crumbs and fibers line the crack where the carpeting ends.



"Oh, you're very welcome," she says, lowering herself so she doesn't have to shout.



The mouse squeaks at her again.



"Three whole days? Oh my goodness, you must be starving. You poor thing!"



The mouse begins to clean its whiskers.



"Are you sure?" She chews on her lower lip. "Well, I didn't think to bring anything with me. I thought about it, but Twilight said..."



The mouse keeps cleaning its whiskers.



"The explosion must have been very frightening. I promise you, it won't happen again. None of your family were hurt, right?"



The mouse blinks twice.



"Oh, thank goodness. So long as you're sure you're all right..."



Nodding, the mouse flicks its tail and turns to head back into the hole.



"Wait!"



Fluttershy's hooves fly to her mouth. "Sorry. It's just, well, my friends and I are looking for a book. A journal, actually. The pony who used to live here would have spent a lot of time writing in it. I don't suppose you might know where it is or what it looks like."



The mouse squeaks. Across the room, Twilight and Rarity begin yelling at Rainbow. Fluttershy lets her mane shift in front of her face. Something tells her to look at them anyway, and she sees a green cover near the top of a pile of books.



"Really? It isn't green, is it?"



The mouse gives an excited squeak, and Fluttershy smiles.



"Oh, Rainbow Dash!" she calls. But Rainbow Dash seems to have figured it out already. Rarity looks at








Applejack pauses in the doorway. The Professor wasn't even in this room when the accident happened, let alone when he passed, but there is something about entering a dead pony's domain that gives her pause.



Thankfully or no, Rainbow Dash is there to break down any barriers. That one never fails to think only about herself. And then Twilight follows her, and Rarity and Pinkie and Fluttershy. The threshold is broken, but still Applejack remains behind.



The room is stuffy, oppressive, dank. No light comes in through the window. Nopony who's been in this room has ever been in a field, let alone worked in one. She closes her eyes. It smells of ink and paper with a light touch of mildew: a thinking pony's smell. Societal considerations balked her, but she knows from the scent alone, that she has no business being here.



Fluttershy quietly calls for her help. She takes a minute to tiptoe through a pile of fallen books, as though they might snap up and try to drag her down.



The bookshelf is maple, four-tiered, and probably weighs no more than a half-full wagon. She takes the bottom end and it quickly becomes obvious that she's underestimated Fluttershy's ability to generate torque. All she can do is watch her friend strain with all six limbs, unable to lift even an inch. With a sigh, she wraps one hoof around the side, above the second shelf, and hauls back. The bookcase rights itself, dragging poor Fluttershy along with it.



She skedaddles while Fluttershy celebrates, picking her way back through the books. The door frame provides a nice, cool place to rest her forehead.



She inhales. She's a doing pony, not a thinking pony. A thinking pony wouldn't have made that kind of mistake. A thinking pony would walk through this doorway and know exactly where everything was.  He'd come back after a long day of teaching to sit and do paperwork, or whatever it was teachers did, and maybe have a little coffee or cider or something harder to unwind. Maybe a student like Twilight would come in with him, to sit and talk about academic stuff or ask for help on a paper.



Not that Twilight would ever need that kind of help.



He'd use this room for researching, or reading, or talking to his colleagues. It would be a sanctum, a home away from home, a tiny kingdom. He wouldn't expect five ponies he'd never met but at his deathbed to be going through his personal things. Would this happen once Granny had...



Well, a thinking pony would be out searching through those piles of books, looking for the right one. Applejack has no idea what the right one looks like.



Something makes her open her eyes and glance to the center of the room. There's some kind of magical triangle doohickey floating above a pillar between two armchairs. Pinkie is hovering nearby, giggling and preparing to poke it with her hoof.



"Uh, Pinkie," Applejack says, raising her voice as she strides forward, "I don't think maybe you should








Pinkie Pie bounces into the room, hot on Rainbow Dash's heels. She's never been in the office of a professor from Princess Celestia's School for Gifted Unicorns before. She's never even been in a regular professor's office, on account of having been home-schooled on the rock farm. It's nothing like she imagined, except she really didn't have any idea of what it would be like, and so it's everything she ever dreamed and more.



There's a ziggy-zaggy path around the room, if she pronks high enough to avoid the books napping on the floor, that is. She times her jumps so that they provide maximum height in ratio to acceleration and lets inertia carry her around the place so she can plan a party.



Every new room needs a party.



The ceiling is big enough to hold about six hundred and seventy-five balloons, give or take a few, and depending on the ambient air pressure and how much helium she can get in Canterlot on short notice. Balloon preparation requires that she only take the ceiling into account, as the last time she filled a room entirely with balloons, there wasn't any space left for partying.



The next order of business is streamers, but there really isn't anywhere good for hanging streamers. Banners, maybe, but for streamers, the space is too open, and all the bookcases have fallen over, except for the big one Rainbow Dash is hogging. The desk is too low to be an effective streamer hanging place, but it is nice and clumpy under her hooves.



"Pinkie Pie, please!"



"Hi Rarity, bye Rarity!"



Twilight says something about books. Isn't Twilight always saying something about books? Whoever heard of a book party? Maybe Pinkie should consider throwing a book party sometime; it could get Twilight more excited about coming to parties than she usually is. Then Twilight would understand things like needing a cake in the center of the room instead of a floaty, shiny, swirly triangle thing. There's definitely no room to put a cake there. She could put it on the desk, but then she would risk jumping into it, and that would ruin the party, because you can start a party by jumping out of a cake, but never by jumping into one. That was another lesson she had to learn by doing. Besides, the desk is where the punch bowl goes.



She stops on a big puffy comfy chair and stares at the triangle thing, which is all swirly and mystical. Yes, it is definitely mystical; she hadn't realized that at first, but now it's clear as day. She draws back a hoof, like a snake rearing to strike, and then she strikes, which means poking it really lightly because she doesn't know what it is. She expects it to ring like a bell, or maybe just make a boring old "thunk" sound because it looks like it's made of metal, but instead it makes a sound like "womp". This is both unexpected and exciting, enough so that she remembers Twilight talking about books and the reason why they're here.



She hops into the nearest pile of books and pulls one out.



"Hey Twilight, is this it?"



Twilight turns and frowns. "No, Pinkie. I just said you should look for books like this." She holds one up. Pinkie nods frantically and hops into another pile.



"How about this one?"



"No, Pinkie."



"This one?"



"No."



"Ooh, or maybe this one! It's got stars on the cover, and I know you like stars!"



Twilight makes the noise that means "please stop talking right now before I burst into flames".



"Pinkie, just pile any suspects in the middle of the room, okay?"



"Okie dokie loki!"



Why hadn't she just said that in the first place? It would have made this whole "search for the special secret unknown journal" quest a lot easier. She bundles a few dozen books into her hooves and toddles back toward the triangle thing. Luckily, there's a nice plush chair overturned next to it where she can set all the books she found. Knowing how Twilight can get about books, she doesn't want to risk hurting any of them, the way Rainbow Dash is doing right now.



Being this close to the triangle thing reminds her of the sound it makes. It's a really fascinating, original sort of the sound. She's only ever heard it in one place before, and nowhere else. It's the kind of sound she could hear again and again, and it's not even music. She lifts her hoof and rears back.



Applejack says something. She hears her name in there somewhere. But she's just so focused on listening to the noise that the triangle is going to make once she brings her hoof forward and








Twilight opens the doors and takes a step into the room.



"All right, girls, here's the plan. We..."



She opens her eyes. Rainbow Dash, Rarity and Pinkie Pie have already wandered off. She places a hoof against her forehead, just under her horn, takes a deep breath, and joins them. There are two bookshelves on the right wall that have fallen, and approximately one hundred and seventy books on the floor in front of them.



The last time she was in this office, Professor Hays had been hale and in good spirits. They'd discussed her trip to the Star Swirl the Bearded Wing of the Royal Canterlot Library. He had been most intrigued by her report that the temporal trip was, in fact, entirely determinative. She regrets that she hasn't kept in touch with him more since she left for Ponyville, but like most things involving her life in Canterlot, the Professor and his temporal studies classes faded into the background in favor of friends, parties, and adventures to save the world. There are two more bookshelves on the left wall that have fallen, with approximately as many books on the floor, plus another two dozen from the top shelves of a third bookcase that remains upright.



The first order of business in finding the Professor's last journal, the one he had been talking about while showing her the temporal displacement field spell, is cleaning up this mess. She rights a bookcase with magic and starts sorting books into it. This one appears to contain mostly literature. She's never known the Professor to be a stallion of literature, but honestly, she isn't surprised. Even if the collection is just for show, he's got all the classics, with quite a lot of modern things to boot. This won't do, she'll have to sort them out by date. The bookshelf at the back of the room remains upright and fully intact, with approximately two hundred books and fifteen award placards that Rainbow Dash is looking through.



No, no, she can't stand here sorting and cataloguing things, not when there are ponies in trouble. All things considered, their situations aren't going to get any worse the more time they take here, they just won't get any better either. And meanwhile, Equestria will be without one of its princesses, and she'll be without her assistant and her brother, and Cadence is going to be worried sick once she learns what happened. No, it's better to expedite the timeframe and find that journal. All the books go back onto the bookshelf as one, and she bites back the cringing, strangled scream at how disorganized they're going to be. She gives herself the luxury of at least making sure they're all upright and facing spine-out. And arranged by height. The armchairs in the middle of the room have been knocked on their sides, consistent with the direction of the temporal shockwave from the adjoining laboratory where the accident occurred.



Rarity makes a funny comment about academic ponies and tweed and Twilight laughs. The Professor always had been "traditional" when it came to his tastes. No doubt a little of that rubbed off on Twilight, given Rarity's general disdain for her choice in dresses. Rarity is currently going through the Professor's desk, and while Twilight doubts there are any journals there, she has to acknowledge that she hadn't actually considered that angle in her initial plan. Rarity is far more intelligent than she tends to let on. The drapes she commented on earlier are hanging two inches to the right of where they should be.



Rainbow Dash asks for clarification as to what the journal looks like, and Twilight realizes she has no idea which it would specifically be. She rights the second bookshelf which, unlike the first, actually has some of the Professor's older journals in front of it. One of those ought to do for an example, as he was rather fond of a particular type of journal for note keeping. This is unfortunately not the journal they're looking for, but then that would have been too easy. The vase on the desk that Rarity put back into position contains eight quills, all but one of which is a goose feather. The eighth is from an eider duck.



Pinkie asks whether a book is the journal. And asks again. And asks again. Twilight views her mind as a firework, the fuse burning furiously. Pinkie gets the hint and is appeased with a brief plan. The vase flowers by the door was knocked over not by the shockwave but by the force of one of the bookshelves falling, which is why it was facing away from the door. The spot on the carpet beneath it is not water, which would have evaporated over the last three days, but the remnants of chemical plant food.



Twilight turns to survey the other side of the room and realizes just what a big task this really is. Theoretically, they could be flipping through books all day trying to find the right one. Fluttershy and Applejack have gotten another bookshelf upright and Fluttershy is... talking to the wall. Great. The strips of paneling in the wall alternate: one hoof wide and two-thirds of a hoof wide.



At the sound of books hitting the ground, Rarity shouts.



"Rainbow, stop!" Twilight grabs a journal with her magic just in time to keep it from hitting the ground. "This is important research you're throwing around! Have some respect!"



Rainbow mutters something, and Twilight moves to the other side of the room, if only to prevent any more destruction of materials.



"Honestly, Rainbow Dash, I can't even begin to imagine just important all of this work is! You can't treat it like it's a..."



Rainbow isn't listening. Twilight frowns. The work of Equestria's foremost temporal theorist shouldn't be thrown about like so many rotten apples. If anything, it should be gathered up once they're done and given to his family. What was his son's name again? Twilight's gut roils. Too many emotional swings in a short period of time.



In the center of the room is a permanent levitator holding an object she hasn't gotten a chance to look at. She will definitely check it out once they find the journal. Pinkie is also interested in it, no doubt because it's shiny. The levitator has moved half a hoof west of the room's mystical locus, and is upright only by virtue of its inherent magics.



A thought of "It wasn't supposed to be like this" sticks in her mind. He'd just wanted to show off his new spell, a feeling she understood all too well. He wanted her to be the one to see it in action because he knew she had direct experience with time travel, and she was Celestia's student and an alicorn or whatever. He didn't know there would be residual temporal harmonics latent in her vicinity. She didn't know either; she could have known if she'd thought about it. She could have stopped this. She wouldn't have had to watch an old teacher, a friend, collapse from shock and perish three days later in a hospital bed, miles from his last surviving relative.



Her eyes fly open; she hadn't realized they were shut. Fluttershy is about to call out ineffectively to Rainbow Dash, who will find the journal sitting atop the pile of books that Twilight has been ignoring for the last fifteen seconds. Applejack will yell to Pinkie Pie. Pinkie will heedlessly touch the artifact hovering in the center of the room. Twilight will hear her own voice shouting Look at the levitator!



Twilight looks. She lashes out with her magic and snatches the artifact out of its levitation field. Pinkie Pie facefaults onto the levitator, knocking it over as its field sputters out. She sits on the ground, rubbing her jaw.



Time, stretched taut like a rubber band, relaxes.



"Owwieee!"



"Hey Twilight, I think I found the j– whoa, what just happened?"



"Pinkie, I don't think maybe you should tou– sweet sassafras!"



"My goodness! Pinkie Pie, are you all right?"



Rarity moves out from behind the desk, and Applejack and Fluttershy meet her by Pinkie. Rainbow Dash hovers, a confused look on her face. Twilight inspects the tetrahedron, mystic threads scintillating beneath its surface, and nods.



"I should have known. It's a fourth-dimensional chronolocking cylindroid. The temporal shockwave that... that killed Professor Hays destabilized it, so every time Pinkie poked it, it reset local time." She looks to Pinkie. "We've been stuck in a time loop ourselves! Every iteration had small differences, and over the last half dozen, I was able to implant suggestions that would echo through into future loops, so we'd know to stop Pinkie from messing with it!"



Pinkie moans as Rarity wipes at her tears with her tail and Fluttershy fusses over the bruise forming on her jaw. "I just wanted to hear it make that sound a forty-eighth time! I'm sorry, Twilight."



"Wait." Applejack stands straight, as though facing down a manticore. "What does that even... That don't look like no cylinder to me!"



"That doesn't matter." Twilight swoops in and gives Pinkie a hug. "Pinkie, you just saved everypony in Canterlot!"



"I did?"



"Yes!" She holds up the chronolock. Excitement grows in her voice. "We came in here looking for Professor Hays's last bits of research on the spell that started this whole ordeal. But I was so wrapped up in what happened to him, and in looking for the journal, that I didn't even think to look at this first. It's what we need to break the roving time loops!"



"What?" Rainbow Dash's arms drop to her sides. "You mean all that searching for this dumb journal was a waste?"



"Not at all, Rainbow," Twilight quickly replies. "In fact, bring that with you, we may need it yet. As for the rest of you, help Pinkie and then finish cleaning up. See if you can gather all the journals together." She gazes at the door. "I know somepony who'll want to see them."



Twilight and Rainbow move past the others, but she pauses. "And Pinkie?"



"Yeah, Twilight?"



"I'm sorry I hurt you. I didn't mean to."



Pinkie waves her hoof. "Naw, it's okay. I'll just have to eat lots of ice cream so the boo-boos go away!"



Fluttershy looks at her askance. "Pinkie, I don't think..."



"I'll send Spike to help once he's freed!"



And Twilight Sparkle leaves the room for the first time.
      

      
   