
      Alone I Clench My Gun


      

      
      
         His hooves pounded on the ground, but he couldn’t hear it over the thump of his heart pulsing blood to his exhausted muscles. A high-pitched whine came from behind, and without thought, he jerked his body to the side. The spell detonated just outside of lethal range, but dirt and pebbles turned shrapnel pelted his coat. Still, he didn’t stop, not even as his best friend howled in agony.



“Gah, oh, Celestia, Mel!”



“Stay with me, Luck!”



“Ah! Ngrah, it hurts!”



“That’s wh—what happens when you step on a landmine!”



Caramel gnashed his teeth and poured on more speed, muscles screaming in protest. All around him the sounds of combat rang like a manticore’s roar. Griffonian spells whizzed over his head, strangled cries of pain danced through his ears. The battle was over, he knew. They’d lost, and soon, the Griffon war machine would sweep across the—



“Nngrraaahhh!” From atop his back, his best friend writhed in unknowable pain, crimson staining the white bandages covering the shredded remains of his rear legs. Caramel shook his head and stared straight ahead. He focused his attention to the struggling body on his back, doing his best to not notice the still bleeding corpses he leapt over, the cries of the retreating ponies around him. The weight on his back grew heavier the longer he ran. Warm life kept spilling down his flank, marring his cutie mark.



“Just… hah, hah… just hold on, Luck! I can—“ Another whizzing. “No!” In a movement he didn’t think possible, he leapt to the side, curling his body around the  No sooner had he hit the ground, than the world around him erupted in a blaze of mana fire.



“Ggraaahhh!” The magic-fueled inferno charred his fur, but he held fast. Beneath him, Lucky kept writhing, screaming, bleeding. Finally, the blaze died off. Somewhere in his mind, he registered that that must have been a mortar, tossed by the berserkers that had decimated the Equestrian line, maybe even—



“Hey, Private, you alright?! We gotta keep moving!” A voice from behind, and a hoof touched his back, and Caramel’s world erupted into a torrent of pain. Stinging, burning, cutting, freezing, every word he could think as his wailing cry echoed across the battlefield.



“Oh, oh jeez, dude, I’m so—“



Zip!



A splash of crimson across his face. By the time Caramel had blinked it out, the headless blue unicorn before him had already fallen dead to the ground, a hoof sized hole torn through the side of his head.



“C-C—Car…”



Biting back the pain of his scarred back, he turned back to his friend. Two bloody stumps no longer kicked as bright red blood spurted out.



“Ah, damn it, Luck, the tourniquets fell off. Don’t worry, I’ll—“



“I’m scared, Mel. I-I don’t…” A wet cough sprayed blood on Caramel’s face, but he didn’t even notice.



“I’m sorry, Celestia. Please, don’t… d-d-d-don’t let…….” Eyes wide. Tongue limp. Head lolled back.



“Luck?” Caramel shook him gently, but the tear falling down his face told that he knew. The crimson life no longer flowed from his ruined back legs. “Lucky, please. Don’t...”



In that moment, the war—the fighting, the blood, guts, and death, the cries of glory and howls of shame—all fell away. The world faded to white but for the grey corpse in his hand, a twisted caricature, a parody of his life-long friend.



“This was all your idea, you son of a goat. Heh, I followed you. You…” He gnashed his teeth. “I should be back at the farm, bucking apples and trying to get AJ to notice me, but you j-just had to try and be a hero.”



Lucky said nothing.



Slowly, mechanically, he brought the lifeless husk to his chest, Trying to offer a final comfort to his friend. Lucky didn’t notice, nor care.



“It’s… it’s all okay, Luck. We’re gonna be fine.” A crunch from behind him, that awful smell of burnt feathers,. Caramel didn’t twitch. “It’s gonna be okay, Luck, we’re gonna get you h-home…”



“Nien, little pony. You won’t,” growled a voice behind him.



A cold metal pressed against the back of his head. A cold chuckle graced his ears.



Caramel closed his eyes.



He joined his friend.
      

      
   
      Worth It


      

      
      
         “Twilight, I… I’ve found someone,” Spike said.



He scuffed a foot over the floor and blushed as much as a dragon could. But that little tremor in his voice. The poor guy.



“That’s wonderful!” Twilight said. She tackled him with a hug—well, what used to tackle him, but even standing on her hind legs, she barely came up to his chest. He was lucky he could even squeeze through the library’s front door anymore.



“Who is she?” Twilight said, adjusting her bifocals and stepping back far enough to see his face.



“Her… her name’s Blaze,” he answered. He had his claws clasped behind his back.



“And how long were you going to keep this from me?” Twilight tried to force her most disapproving look, but she couldn’t keep from grinning.



“I dunno.” In some ways, he was still the kid she’d always known.



“How long have you two been dating, then?” He only stopped by to visit once a month or so these days. He easily could have kept it secret for some time now.



“Almost two years. We want to…” He blushed even darker. “We want to share a hoard. Somewhere near here.”



For a long minute, Twilight stared back. The longer she did, the more he fidgeted and wrinkled his brow. It wasn’t fair to make him nervous like that, but she simply couldn’t form the words…



“I’m so happy for you, Spike!” And his smile returned. “In fact, just recently—”



“I thought—”



They both let out a self-conscious giggle in the sudden lull in their conversation. And then Twilight took the initiative. “You first.”



“Well…” Spike started. “You know I used to have a crush on Rarity.”



“Yes.” Twilight nodded. “I remember how mature you were about it when she finally had to put a stop to it.”



“Yeah, but…” He scratched the back of his neck. “I…” He slumped to his haunches and let out a muttered “I don’t even know why I’m telling you this.”



She would have taken his chin and turned his head back toward her, but she couldn’t reach that high. He’d never had trouble speaking to her before. Best to make as relaxed an atmosphere as she could. She pulled up an overstuffed chair and leaned back in it. “C’mon. Just like old times. Tell me what’s on your mind.”



“I… Twilight, I once had a crush on you, too. Not serious, but… I don’t know. You were always like a big sister, a mom, a teacher.” His eyes stayed fixed on the floorboards. “Seems odd to have a crush on someone like that. Well, maybe not a teacher, but the other two.”



She gave a very controlled nod. No way she’d let on how cute she found that. “That’s normal, Spike.”



“I mean, it never got to what I’d call romantic thoughts—just sweet on you. Wait, that’s normal?” He finally looked at her, but he frowned a bit at her chuckling.



“Do you know how many colts say they’ll marry their mommies when they grow up? It happens all the time. Don’t worry, Spike—I don’t see it as any more than that.” She watched his shoulders relax and his smile return.



“I-I don’t even know why I wanted to tell you that,” he said, twiddling his thumbs. “Seemed important somehow.”



“Anyway,” she replied. Not to discount his sentiment—she gave him a quick pat on the arm to dispel that possibility. No, this moment would be one she treasured, like her first day in Ponyville, her first time meeting Princess Celestia. It would be one she treasured for years, for… “Interesting this all came up now, because I’ve discussed something with Princess Celestia lately.”








“Luna and I didn’t have a choice,” Celestia said. “But Cadence did, and so did a number of others. They all made the same decision.”



“I know,” Twilight replied. “I’ve had many discussions with Cadence over the years.”



“You’d see them all grow old. And you would see them die. But you’d also see what Equestria becomes.”



“Yes. But your one mistake is assuming I’d see that the same way everypony else does.” Twilight smiled softly back at Celestia.



“Twilight, dragons are long-lived, but even he will die,” Celestia replied, her lips pursed despite the gleam in her eye.



“Yes. But I’ll get to tell his children all about him, and then their children, and…”



Celestia broke into a wide grin and leaned over to nuzzle her. “Twilight Sparkle, I will enjoy spending eternity with you.”
      

      
   
      Basking


      

      
      
         The evening light waned. The sun down, another day finished. And none too soon.



Celestia collapsed into bed and broke into a coughing fit. Her forehead burned like a blacksmith’s forge, and aching muscles protested even the small movement of holding a hoof to her throbbing temples.



She considered ringing one of her staff for a glass of water and some aspirin, but the feeling might pass. She hated to bother them after working hours, if possible. At least she’d remembered to douse the candles, but that piercing light from outside—the moon.



Smiling in spite of herself, Celestia brought her magic to bear in spurts and managed to draw the drapes closed. Yes, the moon. Luna had raised it from… wherever she’d gone on her diplomatic mission. Celestia couldn’t remember where.



Still she lay there, the clock’s ticking her only company. She might have dozed on and off, but she couldn’t tell. It certainly felt like hours—she peeked at the clock. Nearly ten. But when had she lowered the sun? At eight… no, seven. Maybe. Should she call for a glass of water and some aspirin?



Dark. Lovely dark, and a cool breeze flowed through the open doorway from the balcony. The moon, gone. A new moon tonight? She could have sworn she saw it earlier. Nice and dark.



She nestled into her pillow, and her thoughts oozed like thick sap. She brushed sweat from her forehead. Dark and cool and soft. Aspirin? No. Just sleep. Somepony talking? No. Just sleep.








“I don’t know,” the doctor said. “She has a fever, but based on the dried sweat, it was higher, so it must have broken overnight.” He pried one eye open and shone a penlight into it. “I’ll check the files in my office. Maybe one of her previous physicians has seen this before.”



He strode out, leaving Twilight alone with Celestia, and a deathly silence settled.



“Twilight Sparkle,” Luna stated as she emerged from the balcony. It was less a greeting and more a statement of fact, though Luna did wear a curious grin.



“Is she okay? I can’t figure this out, but I’m worried, and we have to find some way of raising the sun—”



Luna raised a hoof. “All is well, Twilight. She only has a minor illness. Do not worry.”



“So you know why she won’t wake up?” Twilight pricked her ears.



“Yes. Come with me.” Luna returned to the balcony, and after a peek back at Celestia, Twilight followed.



“You can raise the sun for her?” Twilight asked.



“Yes, but not as easily as she raises the moon. I gather she has not showed you how yet?” Luna arched an eyebrow.



“No.” Twilight really could too?



“A mistake. But a potentially costly one. Here. Concentrate with me.”



Twilight fought down her questions and stilled her breathing. She closed her eyes.



“Feel the warmth. Feel it from the sun, but also from all of your subjects.”



Twilight nodded. Her thoughts wandered to her friends, and… warm. Throughout her chest, and a sliver of light—



“Feel their friendship for you, for each other. Focus on how you feel about them.”



A grin swept across Twilight’s face. Yes, her friends. She almost laughed. And the sliver of light grew. She could see the glow through her eyelids, and somehow, it didn’t surprise her.



“Look, Twilight Sparkle.”



She opened her eyes. And the sun blazed down on her. That… That was it? She wrinkled her brow, and Luna, sensing the question, nodded back. “What about…?”



“Good morning—er, afternoon.”



“Princess Celestia!” Twilight rushed to her side and hugged her, though Celestia did wobble a bit on unsteady hooves. “How?”



“She shares a symbiotic relationship with the sun,” Luna said. “She moves it, and it energizes her. If something keeps her from raising it, then…”



“The same with my sister and the moon,” Celestia said with a smile. “You can see how this could be dangerous knowledge.”



“So for a thousand years…”



“I simply couldn’t afford myself the luxury of sleeping in, if I was ill.”



“Thank you for trusting me with that,” Twilight said after a pause and bowed her head.



“And now you know what else eternal night implied,” Celestia added with a sympathetic nod toward Luna.



Without another word, Celestia spread her wings and soaked up the sunlight. Twilight did the same, and squeezed her eyes shut… warmth, far more than just the sun, like Luna had taught her. She grinned broadly—she could get used to this.
      

      
   
      Cabbyl-Ushtey


      

      
      
         He stopped in his tracks. Glowing white, a mare appeared from beneath the ocean waves. Water slid down her fur, glistening against the sun’s rays. A mist of droplets surrounded her head with a shake of her head. She fluttered her eyelashes, revealing vibrant green eyes that glittered like stars.



It was like she came from a dream. He couldn't believe his eyes, and rubbed them to make sure but she was still there. Every step she took revealed more of her long slender body until she came to rest on land. Her fetlocks were unshorn and her smooth-as-silk tail floated carefree in the wind. A light flickered in her eyes and she nodded her head towards the ocean, as if beckoning him.



He looked around, unsure if she was motioning to somepony else, but he was the only one there. Pointing to himself, he mouthed the words: "Me?" She replied with a nod. A grin stretching across her face, she leaned backwards on her hind-legs and let out a playful whinny.



"Come on," she mouthed. Jumping up and down, she pointed her nose towards the sea.

 

He took a step closer, and her smile grew. His heart began to race. Sweat poured down his head and his breathing became heavier. She giggled at him, and turned away. Quick as a rabbit, she bolted towards the ocean. He gave chase, cantering towards the majestic mare like a hawk after its prey.



Her hair whipped in the wind, flowing like a summertime breeze. The reflected sun shone through like a beacon. He galloped faster, but with every step he took, so did she.



"Playing hard to get, eh?" he muttered. He couldn't help but grin. "I like that in a mare." He licked his lips, his canter turning into a gallop. 



She stopped, and he slowed his pace as he came near. The water had now covered up to their hocks.



“Heeeey, hot stuff. Whatcha doing in a little ol’ place like this?” She didn’t reply. He circled around her, his eyes canvassing her every angle. “Not much for talking eh?”



She wiggled her rear end, flicking her tail and hitting him in the snout. She giggled and gazed into his eyes, unblinking.



“How about we get out of here and go do some things?” He winked, to which she replied with a whinny. 



He turned and headed towards land, but she leapt in front of him and shook her head. She gestured downwards.



“Oh, you prefer swimming? Okay then.”



The white pony sunk underneath the surface waves, the last remnants of her tail disappearing as she became a blur in the water. After taking a deep breath, he placed his hooves together and dived.



They swam around in circles around each other, like a pair of dolphins frolicking in the sea. He tried to keep up, but she was too fast, always out of his reach. Her features, now blurry from the seawater assaulting his eyes, pointed downwards. He shook his head no, his throat clenching from the lack of air and his lungs building up with pressure. While she shot towards the ocean floor, he went topside. His head bursting from the water, he swallowed air, flooding his body with sweet relief.



Halfway towards the sea floor, she realized that she wasn’t followed and boomeranged back to the surface. She held out a hoof.



“Wow, you’ve got a good set of lungs on ya,” he said, wheezing. She flicked her foot. “Okay, okay,” he said, gingerly pressing his hoof against hers. A burning sensation tingled at the bottom of his foot. “What the?”



He tried to pull away, but it was stuck. “Hey!” The mare grabbed hold of his other appendage, and when he tried to wrench it away, it wouldn’t budge. The mare’s mouth opened wide, her head bending backwards in half. The first thing he noticed were her teeth, they had grown into daggers. A screeching wail emitted from within, piercing his eardrums. 



Her eyes, glowing bright red, glared into his. A searing pain filled his body. He watched as his hooves melted into hers, the tips of their feet fusing together. His gasping cry quickly replaced by yelps of pain, it felt like his feet were being sheared off.



“No! What’s—” His body was yanked beneath the surface. The pain subsided, turning into numbness. His lungs gradually collapsing and the breath escaping his body, all he could think about was the mysterious mare from the sea.
      

      
   
      It Never Changes


      

      
      
         Celestia smiled so big that it spread far beyond her face. She clapped her hooves together and peered down at the little wriggling bundle in her lap. So small! And so perfect.



“Meet your new little sister, Celestia! We’ve named her Luna,” Mother said. The grumpy little pony struggled to free her wings from the swaddling wrap and yawned.



Celestia couldn’t help staring, and no matter how long she looked, she felt like she could never see enough of her. She pulled Luna against herself and hugged her.



“Not too tight now, Celestia,” Dad said. “She’s not big enough yet to take a filly-sized hug.”



“I know.” That mane… Full of stars, shimmering, waving. Like her own mane. Did she…? Under her parents’ watchful eyes, Celestia slowly undid the swaddling. Mom’s smile only grew more.



First, she pulled the cloth away from Luna’s horn. Then Luna cooed and stretched out her unconstrained wings. And finally… a cutie mark! At birth! Just like her…



A crescent moon in the dark of night. Celestia hugged her again, careful not to hurt her. “Do you know how much I love you, Luna?”








Celestia knocked on the door to Luna’s bedroom. Soft crying emanated from within. No answer, but she went in anyway.



“What happened, Luna?” Still no answer. Luna only sat, facing out the window and looking up at the stars.



Celestia slumped her shoulders. “Those fillies again?”



Luna nodded and sniffled. “Because of… my horn and wings.”



Wrapping her sister in a hug, Celestia opened her mouth to speak, but… how to get a child to understand? Luna shouldn’t have to understand. “I could talk to them. Or their parents.”



“No,” Luna said, wiping away her tears. “You’d only make it worse.”



“I’d say to ignore them. I’d say they’re not worth listening to, so why bother with them?” Celestia gulped at the lump in her throat. Some truths were hard to swallow. “But it’s different for us.”



“I know,” Luna said. “We have to love them. We have to love all of them, because of what we are.”



A child, huh? Celestia hugged her tighter and stroked her mane. “Do you know how much I love you?”








Luna stared blankly at the headstones. If only Celestia could tell what was happening inside that mind. As guardian of the night, Luna had a unique perspective on death, but never before had any happened so close to her heart.



“Do you want to be alone, Luna?”



“No,” she answered. A fact. Nothing more.



At least that’s how it was supposed to appear. Celestia knew better. She unfolded a wing and curled it around Luna. “Do you know how much I love you?”



A slight nod. If Celestia hadn’t known to look for it, she would have missed it. She nuzzled Luna’s neck.








Wind whipped at Celestia’s mane, and she gritted her teeth. Dodging another magic bolt, she turned to face her attacker. Dust and smoke and pain swirled around her, but those hadn’t caused her tears.



She squeezed her eyes shut and brought her magic to bear. It hurt. Not the dull ache of an overspent muscle, like when she’d simply cast too much of it in too little time. But this hurt, right through her heart and straight into her soul.



She levitated her own three Elements, along with the three she’d stolen—yes, stolen—from her sister. They circled around her faster and faster, drawing on her resolve and righteousness. Her nonexistent resolve and righteousness. And as such, they demanded a price. The only thing Luna had ever done wrong…



The twisting vortex tore her sister away. And tore a piece of her away, too.



“Do you know how much I love you, Luna?” she screamed into the empty air. She didn’t care who heard.








A quiet moment, at long last.



Celestia’s faithful student had performed admirably. After so long, nopony even remembered who Nightmare Moon actually was, but they’d immediately cheered and draped a garland of flowers over her. Whether they remained that accepting…



But that was for another day. Celestia stood on a small, private balcony and lowered the sun. Beside her, for the first time in a millennium, her sister raised the moon. During the entire ceremony, neither spoke—they didn’t need to. Just the feeling of that warm, familiar soul next to her.



“Luna,” Celestia finally said, “do you know—?”



“Yes,” Luna replied with a knowing smile. “But do you know how much I love you?”
      

      
   
      Experimental Error


      

      
      
         “I think she might be...”



Spike gulped, as if finishing the thought would make it come to be.



Twilight Sparkle sat. That’s all. She slowly and silently breathed through her mouth. She stared with wide, frozen eyes at the unconscious pony that lay on her lab floor.



Machines and apparatus whizzed and whirred and clinked and clanked all around, dotting papers with any number of important measurements. One of the machines had run out of paper, though, so its finding would remain a mystery.



She ought to do something. Check her pulse, maybe. See if she’s still breathing.



She didn’t look to be breathing.



“Do you want to write down the results?” Spike said. His voice wavered.



Twilight Sparkle kept sitting and staring, and did not answer.



Spike took a deep breath and approached the body. He checked her pulse, then turned to Twilight Sparkle with a grimace and shook his head.



Twilight Sparkle noticed something strange. Something didn’t seem quite right. She veered her head to analyse the situation.



“No! No-no-no-no-no-no...” she trembled. “The sacchitaccharino monitor is out of paper!”



Spike raised an eyebrow, but said nothing.



“The whole experiment is ruined! The key phase of the transformation just happened and we don’t know what her sacchitaccharino levels were!” 



Twilight Sparkle paced the room back and forth.



“We have to hide the body.” 



Spike quivered. He opened his mouth, but no words came to him.



“Don’t you get it, Spike? If there are no experimental results, then it wasn’t an experiment at all. If Princess Celestia finds out, she’ll never let me do an experiment ever again!”



Spike gulped. “What are we gonna do?”



Twilight had never hidden a body before. She knew she couldn’t keep it in the basement because it would rot and stink. 



Maybe that would be a good thing. It could keep Pinkie Pie from disturbing her research. 



But Applejack would start asking questions. She’d want to help with the smell. She’d want to come have a look.



The body had to be disposed of. Twilight didn’t know how to do that. She didn’t know what to do, so she knew exactly what to do.



“Spike, get me a book on how to dispose of bodies!”



Spike tilted his head. “What section do you think that’s under?”



“Biology? Chemistry?” 



She thought a little more on the question. 



“Gardening?”



Finally she came to the answer she knew to be right. 



“Farming! Some farm animals eat meat, don’t they?”



Despite being a dragon, the mere thought of carnivorism almost made Spike throw up.



“What about transformation magic?” Spike suggested.



“I can’t do transformation magic, Spike!”



Spike pondered on the problem some more. “Can you teleport her?”



“I don’t know. I’ll check.”



Twilight Sparkle stood beside her subject and went through the motions of teleportation. In a quick white flash, she and the body appeared on the other side of the room.



“Looks like I can.”



“Then I suppose you could teleport her to the Everfree Forest, or Froggy Bottom Bog, or anywhere there are giant things waiting to eat ponies.”



Twilight Sparkle’s features lit up in an instant. She had the solution! Admittedly, she did not think of it herself.



In another quick white flash, she and the body disappeared from the library’s basement.



Shortly after, Twilight returned, slightly covered in mud.



With the body disposed of, Spike and Twilight Sparkle breathed a sigh of relief.



“Now all we have to do is make up some data for the experiment,” Spike said.



“We can’t do that. Falsifying data is a cardinal sin for a researcher. We will get another subject and repeat the experiment. This time, we won’t make such little mistakes.”
      

      
   
      Wrong Book Rose


      

      
      
         “Spike!” yelled Twilight from the basement of the library. “Did you give Rose the book she asked for? She was very, er, adamant that the book be in her possession by noon today!”



The little dragon yawned from his place on the couch and cracked open an eye. “I told you yesterday, Twilight; she said not to worry about it!” Groaning, Spike stretched and cracked his back. “Somepony she met in the market had an extra copy!”



With a hiss and several puffs of white steam, the basement door opened to reveal a still-yet-to-be-comforted Twilight Sparkle, clad in a sooty lab coat. “Did Rose say who it was?”



Spike scratched his head. “She didn’t remember, but she knew the title was right. Honestly, what’s to be afraid of?”



“What’s to be afraid of,” Twilight stressed, “is that Roses and their Uses in Potions isn’t that common of a book. It took me weeks to get a copy from the archives in Canterlot! Did she mention what color the book was?”



“Really? The color? You’re worried about the color of the book?”



Twilight’s cheeks flushed. “Well, you never know! One of the most common effects of magical residue is—”



“—a change in color, I know. Sheesh,” Spike grumbled. “Anyway, I think she said it was a pale blue, so—”



Whatever words he was about to say were lost as Twilight bolted out the front door, leaving a whirlwind of papers in her wake. One particularly hefty manilla folder smacked Spike straight in the face and knocked him over. Sighing, he slowly got up and began to stack the loose documents.



“I don’t get paid nearly enough for this.”







Vendors and patrons alike stared as a purple blur shot past them. One unlucky pegasus was covered by an errant lab coat at precisely the same time as he let out a low moan, badly scaring the ponies around him. Reacting to the shouts, the pegasus instinctively jumped into the air and remained there, bewildered by the growing screams of terror.



Twilight paid no mind to the increasingly chaotic panic behind her. She simply had to get the book back from Rose before it was too late. Arriving at the gardener’s residence, she rapped sharply three times and rang the bell twice for good measure.



“Go away!” shouted a voice from within. Twilight gasped.



“Rose…?”



“Go away!” the voice repeated, accentuated by a loud crash and a barely stifled curse.



“Rose, it’s Twilight Sparkle,” said the alicorn gently. “Can I come in?”



Silence, then the front door opened a crack. “T-twilight…?”



Smiling gently, Twilight pushed the door fully open and stepped inside, the earth pony making no attempt to stop her, choosing instead to cower in the shadows.



“Now,” said Twilight in a calm, matter-of-fact tone, “why don’t you tell me what’s wr—” A large flower bounced forward in its pot and chomped her ankle. “—ooooouch!” Gritting her teeth, Twilight kicked the offending flower across the room, where its pot smashed against the wall. She spun around and glared at the trembling gardener. “Rose!”



“I’m s-sorry!” Rose whimpered. “It w-was the b-b-book! I was t-trying to f-find a recipe for a growth p-p-potion, and it… it…” She collapsed into sobs, her green mane lying limp around her shuddering body.



Twilight’s expression softened. “There, there, Rose. How many plants are there?”



“A f-few dozen…”



“Well, I’m sure we’ll have no problem rounding them up—”



“...dozen.”



“For once, I really hope that number is wrong.”







“...And that’s the last of them!” proclaimed Twilight as she wrapped a bedsheet around the final carnivorous rose. Grinning at Rose the pony and the rest of the crowd in the marketplace, she tossed the snapping plant into a pile the size of a ball of parasprites. A team of earth ponies pulled a strong rope taut around the writhing sphere before leading it deep into the Everfree.



Rose positively beamed at Twilight. “Thank you so much! Thank you thank you—”



“All in the duties of a princess,” chuckled Twilight. Cupping her hooves to her mouth, Twilight shouted: “Thank you for your cooperation and concern! The plants have been disposed of, and you all can return to your selling and buying!”



“Hey!” exclaimed Rumble. “Where’d my brother go? Where’s—”







“—Thunderlane, can anypony help me? Ouch, cut it out, you stupid plants!” The pegasus aimed a buck at one of the squirming roses and strained against the ropes. He shouted again: “My name is Thunderlane, can anypony get me out…?”

 
      

      
   
      For Her Own Good


      

      
      
         “Consarn it, Apple Bloom!” Applejack’s mouth hung open as she stared at the lopsided crystal bottle on her windowsill. Broken. Again. Her face burning, she—she couldn’t think straight!



“Where’d you get to, you little—!” she shouted. Applejack galloped to the top of the stairs and tried to keep her heart from thudding in her ears. If she could hear even the slightest sound from downstairs that might give away her sister’s hiding place…



Her ears pricked. A soft sob, but not from the den. From the bedroom.



Stepping softly, Applejack eased into her sister’s room and bent low to peer under the bed. “There you are!” she said, her glare stabbing into the shadows.



“I-I’m sorry, Applejack,” Apple Bloom said into her hooves.



“Third time in as many weeks! How many times I gotta tell you?” Applejack shook her head. Hard. She’d sent Apple Bloom to her room, taken away privileges… Nothing worked. She shoved the bottle under the bed. “What do you have to say for yourself?”



“I… I wanted to use it to-to call my dolls to tea time.” Apple Bloom peered over a foreleg with one eye.



“You know it’s fragile!” The light pink perfume bottle, cut into the shape of a bell, complete with little tinkling clapper, leaned over a bit further. The wet glue finally gave out as the handle dropped to the floor. “I don’t know what else to do.”



Applejack stamped a hoof and gritted her teeth. “I… You…” Her mind went numb. And she heard herself utter the words she never thought she could say. “Apple Bloom, you g-go outside, b-behind the barn, and cut—” she coughed on the words before spitting them out “—cut me a switch.”



Apple Bloom jerked her head up so quickly that she banged it on the bottom of her bed. “N-no! You can’t!” She trembled and backed toward the far wall. “I-I haven’t heard of anypony doin’ that sin-since Granny Smith’s old stories, when she was a young ’un!”



“You got me at the end o’ my rope,” Applejack growled. Apple Bloom had brought this on herself. She knew better. She knew better. “Now git!” she shouted, pointing out the window.



“No!” Apple Bloom screamed. “You’re not my mother!” She bolted past Applejack, down the stairs, and out the front door. From the window, Applejack watched her stop behind the woodpile. Probably thought she was hidden, but that red hairbow stuck up, just sitting there. Applejack cracked a half-smile. But the bow… Shaking. Trembling.



It wouldn’t even hurt that much, and then it’d be done. Why couldn’t she just get it over with? And then maybe learn not to mess with Mom’s old perfume bottle. She should know better! Breaking something like that! Well, it didn’t exactly work anymore. Not since Applejack had—



Not since Applejack had knocked it over as a filly.



She knew what it had meant to her mother. And that had hurt the most. Mom had never even raised her voice about it.



A tremor surged through Applejack’s body. What was she doing? What was she doing? She pressed her face to the window… Where? A-at the edge of the woods. Applejack sniffled hard, her tears hitting the windowsill. Apple Bloom, cutting a switch…



A minute later, Apple Bloom crept through the door, her cheeks damp and her eyes red. She set the switch on the floor.



Applejack turned around, and her sister flinched at the sight of tears in her eyes. “Pick it back up,” she said, facing the window again. “I did wrong by you. I-I don’t… It’s my fault. I’m the one who needs to be punished. Pick it up.”



She didn’t grit her teeth. Didn’t tense up. She deserved this.



“I… I can’t.”



“Yes you can. Pick it up.” Applejack wiped her eyes dry, but they didn’t stay that way for long.



And soft crying behind her. Apple Bloom tried to keep as quiet as possible. “I-I can’t! I don’t wanna—”



“This ain’t s’posed to be fun!” Applejack barked. At least she thought she had barked it, but her voice had broken.



“No!” Apple Bloom whimpered. She didn’t muffle her sobs anymore. “No, I love you!”



Applejack bit her lip. She wheeled around, gathered an astonished Apple Bloom in her hooves, hugged her sister to her chest, and held on tight. She sniffled hard and kissed Apple Bloom’s forehead. “Do you understand?”



After a brief pause, Apple Bloom nodded and hugged her back. “For—”



“Forgive me?” Applejack said.
      

      
   
      Mowe


      

      
      
         Apple Split peeked below the table, on the off chance that somepony was playing a cruel joke and had hidden all the fritters there. What he found nearly made him whack his head on the underside: a chubby orange filly, young enough to still need a diaper, sitting amidst the ruin of over a dozen fritters, sugar syrup smeared incriminatingly over her mouth.



He smiled, the fritters forgotten. "What's your name, little one?"



"I'm Appajack!" the tot exclaimed. "Mowe appew fwittew?"



"Well, you must be Red Delicious's filly!" His heart light, he extracted himself from beneath the table and shouted, "Hey, sis! C'mon over here and see what yer li'l girl's gotten herself into!"



A moment later, he was joined by his mother and younger sister. She took one look under the table and had to turn away, biting into her fetlock to keep laughter in check. Their mother just shook her head.



"Land's sakes, girl, the littl'un's got the appetite of a full-grown stallion! You'll have to keep a close eye on this'n!"



Blinking away tears, Red Delicious reached down and scooped her daughter up. "She'll end up as big as a full grown stallion too, if'n she keeps eatin' like this. C'mon, AJ, let's go getcha cleaned up."








On the way back to the barn, she ran into her husband, Cortland, filling him in on the details of what their child had gotten herself into. He shared in her laughter, shaking his head and commenting on what a strong mare Applejack was going to turn into with an appetite like that.



They got her settled in a wash basin and Cortland went off to fetch some towels while daughter and mother splashed in the water.



"Mowe appew fwittew?" Applejack asked, tiny eyes blinking expectantly.



"No, no, sugarcube," her mother said, chuckling. "I think you've had enough for one day."



"Mowe," Applejack said. She leaned forward and bit her mother square on the hoof.



"Ouch! Land's sakes, if'n you ain't got the teeth of a fully grown— Ow! Cortland! Cortland!"



The filly had not only bitten, but latched on, and began chewing on her mother's leg. It squelched in her mouth. All Red Delicious could do was scream.



By the time Cortland returned to the barn, his wife was absent, their daughter still in her diaper and filling the wash basin a little more fully than she had previously. Redness covered her lips.



"Sakes alive, what's that silly mare gone 'n let you eat now?" He set the towels down and sighed.  "Where's your momma at, AJ?"



"Mowe." Applejack belched, and a curl of pink ribbon emerged from her mouth, dangling down her front. Cortland squinted at her, raising an eyebrow.



"That looks just like Red's mane ribbon." Removing his Stetson, he set it aside and moved over in front of his daughter. "C'mon, now, open up. I don't need you chokin' on anythin'..."



Applejack opened her mouth. Her father placed his nose right up next to it.



His screams were only heard by a gangly red colt with a shock of orange hair, who was too petrified to move or speak.








"We never saw ma or pa again," Applejack said, removing her hat and placing it over her heart. "Way I heard it, there was a big search party, but the family reunion that year ended on a sour note." She put her hat back on and sighed.



Apple Bloom frowned. "You mean to tell me they just done walked off the farm in the middle of the reunion?" She looked to Big Macintosh for some sign that her older sister was fibbing or just completely bonkers, but he shrugged, not meeting her gaze.



"Eeyup."



"I'm mighty sorry, Apple Bloom," Applejack said, resting a hoof atop her sister's mane bow, "but you asked, and that's all I know of the story."



"Now hang on a sec." Apple Bloom's face compressed as she counted something out on her hooves. "AJ, you're like, ten years older'n me—"



"Seven years."



"Whatever. Point is, if ma and pa passed afore I was born, then how'd I get born? I ain't got too much knowledge on the subject, but don'tcha need a mare and a stallion to make a filly somehow?"



Applejack and Big Macintosh shared a glance, then looked pointedly away from one another.



"That's, err, a story for another time, sugarcube." Applejack coughed. Yes, the Breezies would have to wait.
      

      
   
      A Simple Prank


      

      
      
         “Pinkie? Are you in there?” Twilight asked. After a few seconds of no answer, she knocked again on Pinkie’s bedroom door. “You’ve been in there since yesterday, and we’re kind of worried that you’re taking this harder than you should be. Can I come in?”

 

Twilight listened carefully for any noise coming from the other side of the door. Hearing nothing, she sighed and looked back at Fluttershy, who was biting her lower lip. Slowly, Twilight tried the door handle and found it unlocked. She paused briefly, handle halfway down, then took a breath, opened the door, and stepped inside. “Pinkie? I’m sorry, but we’re coming in. We—oh...”

 

Pinkie sat on her bed with her head hung low. She sniffed and looked up, her eyes puffy and red.

 

“Pinkie, yesterday—” Twilight shut her mouth and shook her head, rethinking her words. “Pinkie, you don’t have to do this to yourself. It wasn’t that big a deal.”

 

“Not a big deal?” Pinkie asked weakly. “Twilight, I broke a Pinkie Promise. Me!”



“Accidentally! And Fluttershy has already forgiven you. Haven’t you, Fluttershy?”

 

Twilight stepped aside to allow Fluttershy to follow her into the room. However, before Fluttershy could speak, Pinkie had dashed forward, pulled Fluttershy into a hug, and was blubbering another apology.

 

Fluttershy hesitantly raised a hoof, then patted Pinkie’s back. “There, there. It’s, um, it’s okay.”

 

“Oh, Fluttershy,” Pinkie said, drawing back. Her lips slowly rose into a quivering smile. “You’re being so brave, but I can see it in your eyes. The scars. The pain. The fear. And it’s all m-my f-f-f—” She broke down and pulled Fluttershy into a tighter hug.

 

Twilight rolled her eyes and used her magic to pull the two apart. “Alright, enough,” she said flatly. “It was a water balloon, Pinkie. A simple prank. Rainbow Dash thought it was hilarious that you were able to launch so many so accurately from a catapult, and she was the one that got hit by most of them. Fluttershy only got splashed a little.” Twilight held a hoof to her forehead and took a steadying breath before continuing. “I know you made a promise that pranking Fluttershy is off limits, but this was an accident and she forgave you.”

 

“I was dry after a few minutes,” Fluttershy added.

 

“Exactly,” Twilight said. “So, let’s all forget about the past and do something fun to cheer up. Okay?”

 

Pinkie gasped. “That’s it! Twilight, you’re a genius!”

 

“Well, I wouldn’t say suggesting we have fun really—“

 

“No, no, not that part,” Pinkie said. “All I need to do to fix this is go back to the past and stop myself from doing the prank.”

 

Twilight stomped her hoof. “Whoa, Pinkie, stop. I hope you’re not suggesting I cast that time travel spell on you, because I won’t. You know what trouble it can cause, and besides, it can’t actually change the past.”

 

“Oh, don’t worry, Twilight, I know. You told me the same thing last time, after your library burned down. That’s why I built my own time machine.”

 

“You built a—” Twilight blinked. “Wait, what? My library never burned down.”

 

“Exactly! Now, you girls wait here. I’ll have this fixed in a jiff.”

 

Twilight and Fluttershy watched Pinkie bounce out the door, then looked at each other.

 

“Well…” Fluttershy said. “She seems happier. Do you think we should follow her?”

 

“I…” Twilight sighed and sat down. “I say we give her a minute and then make sure she isn’t attaching clocks to a cardboard box.”

 

Fluttershy barely had time to sit down before the sound of hooves frantically running came from the hallway followed by Pinkie rushing into the room.

 

“Twilight? Fluttershy?” Pinkie said between pants. “Is it you?”

 

Twilight stood up. “Pinkie? What—“

 

Pinkie held up a hoof. “Hold on. Before you say anything, are the Cakes bakers, did we defeat Nightmare Moon, is Princess Celestia fat, is Rarity a unicorn, are the trees taking over, and, finally, did I accidentally splash Fluttershy in a prank gone wrong yesterday?”

 

“Uh… yes, yes, no, yes, I hope not, and yes.”

 

Pinkie held a hoof to her chest and let out a long sigh. “Then everything is back to normal. Twilight, you were right. If my adventure today has taught me anything, it’s that I shouldn’t get so worked up over a broken promise. Especially after I was already forgiven. Can we go have some fun now?”

 

Twilight and Fluttershy smiled.
      

      
   
      Colticus's Continuous Caramel Cascade


      

      
      
         The six ponies looked down at the town. Well, what was left of the town.



“In retrospect,” Twilight said, breaking the nervous silence, “I probably should have read the description of that spell before I cast it.” She looked to the other five, hoping that one of them would take up the burden of justifying her decision. When none of them did, she testily added, “But, well, come on, who has time to muddle through two pages of fine print when you could just cast the darn thing and find out firsthoof?”



The other five ponies looked at her in silence, and Twilight shrunk down a bit. “Twilight,” Rainbow Dash began. “You’re, like, the biggest egghead I know. Isn’t reading boring stuff in teeny-tiny letters kind of your thing?”



“The spell was called ‘Colticus’s Continuous Caramel Cascade!’” Twilight snapped. Does that sound like a dangerous spell?”



“Um, what part of ‘Continuous’ was confusing ya?” asked Applejack.



Twilight huffed. “I’m just saying, this was clearly a product error. Misleading labeling, and all that.”



Pinkie Pie looked back down at the town, then whistled appreciatively. “Ooh, a wave just took out the Ponyville Caramel Emporium and Interactive Museum.” She scratched her head. “Twilight, is that irony?” Twilight answered with a glare. “What? I’d look it up, but, you know, library full of Continuous Caramel Cascade and all that.” She frowned thoughtfully. “Wait, is that ironic?” Twilight glared harder. “I mean, irony’s not really my thing. I’m more into slapstick!” She grabbed a nearby tree branch and gave it a few cuffs, grinning hopefully at Twilight.



Twilight glared hardest.



Pinkie sighed, tossing the branch away. “Just trying to lighten the mood.”



Silence descended over the group once more. They stared down at what was left of Ponyville, as more and more of it vanished under the rising tide of browned sugar.



“Heh,” Dash finally said. “Slap-stick.” She looked around. “Get it? ‘Cause she slapped the stick?” Dash shrugged. “Eh, you’ll figure it out.”



Fluttershy stepped up to Twilight, putting a supportive hoof on her shoulder. “Well, Twilight, I want you to know that I certainly don’t blame you for any of what’s happened. What’s past is past.” She smiled supportively, but the grin faltered as she looked back to Ponyville. “But, um… now what?”



Twilight sighed. “I can’t reverse the Cascade without the original spell… which is currently somewhere in an ever-growing lake of caramel.” She tried to grin at her friends. “Don’t worry, though! There’s another copy in the Fillydelphia Royal Archivararrium. I sent for it right away, so now we just have to wait for the archivists to find the spell and send it here!”



Rarity eyed the rising tide apprehensively. “And how long will we have to wait?”



Twilight glanced up at the sun. “Well, today is Thursday…”



Rarity stepped forward. “Darling, you know I am very fond of you.” Twilight winced in anticipation of the but which she knew was coming. Rarity did not disappoint her. “But, given that you’ve just deluged Ponyville in sucrose—”



“Fructose, actually,” Twilight couldn’t help correcting.



“...In goop,” Rarity continued, “I think it’s only fair that you tell us what we’re clearly all wondering.” She took a deep breath, and stared deep into Twilight’s eyes. “Why on earth did you cast that spell in the first place?!”



Twilight quailed. “Well, Spike did such a good job cleaning the library this morning that I said he could have a bowl of ice cream with his lunch, and we were all out of toppings…”



All of the ponies stared at Twilight incredulously. Rarity recovered first. “So… is Spike still…”



Twilight pointed down toward the library. From the hill, the ponies could just make out Spike paddling about in an ice cream-carton canoe, using his spoon as a makeshift paddle. He didn’t seem to be making much progress, if only because he kept stopping to lick the spoon.



Rarity sighed. “Next time,” she finally said, “just make an extra trip to the market.”
      

      
   
      Handy-Dandy


      

      
      
         "Well, well," Rainbow Dash said as she backwinged and landed beside the small lake. The unicorn sitting on a red and white checked cloth beside it startled at her voice. "If it isn't the Great and Powerful Trixie."



Trixie spat out what she had been chewing. "Excuse me, do I know you? You know, it's very rude to interrupt a quiet picnic for two."



Rainbow scowled. "Uh, yeah. Rainbow Dash? Ring any bells? I'd kind of expect you to remember a mare you humiliated twice in a year."



Trixie's eyes widened and she stood. "Oh, you're this world's..." Then, looking as though she'd swallowed a pair of scissors, she sighed. "Please accept my apologies on her behalf, Rainbow Dash. She doesn't often tell me what she gets up to in this world, and I know she can be rather... abrasive."



Rainbow Dash blinked. Then she blinked again. Then she sat down, still blinking. "Okay. I think I'm missing something here. You are Trixie, right?"



"Yes, I am." Trixie gave her a soft. "And, more complicatedly, I am the Trixie who was born in Equestria."



She motioned to the blanket and, when Rainbow Dash shook her head, shrugged and sat back down. A small plastic package emerged from her picnic basket and she pulled a layer of film off the top. From within the container came a red stick with a dollop of brown glop on the end, which Trixie spread on a rectangular cracker. Dash frowned and tapped her hoof against the ground while Trixie brought the cracker delicately into her mouth and bit down, her eyes rolling in ecstasy.



"Can you maybe explain yourself sometime today?"



"What?" Trixie startled once more, nearly dropping her cracker. "Oh, yes. Well, the simple, if not most believable, explanation is that every thirty moons, I trade places with a copy of myself from another realm populated by strange creatures that walk on two legs."



Rainbow's eyes widened. "Wait, you don't mean the mirror, do you?"



Trixie finished her cracker, brightening. "Yes, that's the one! I'm surprised you've heard of it." She lifted a napkin and wiped it delicately across her lips. "You see, I just adore these creations, and you can only find them there, inside special machines."



She held the package up so Rainbow could see the top.



"'Handi-Snacks'? Just what are—"



"And, while I'm there, the me from that place comes here as a pony. She enjoys performing with real magic, and I get to partake in these lovely treats, not to mention enjoying things like having hands."



"Uh, but—"



"It's quite the mutually beneficial arrangement." Trixie clicked her tongue and frowned. "Only it seems she's been making something a fool of me in my absence. I will have to have some words with her come the next moon cycle."



"Now hold on!" Rainbow lifted herself up off the ground, glaring at Trixie. "Will you shut up for two seconds and tell me just what in the hay 'hands' are?"



The sound of somepony yelling came from nearby and swiftly grew louder. Rainbow turned her head just in time to see the cloud of dust coming around the lake before the pony who had been yelling collided with her.



"—AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAANDS!"



Shaking the stars from her vision, Rainbow righted herself, only to get a face full of mint green unicorn. Said unicorn stood on her hind legs. At the ends of her front legs, instead of hooves, were two monstrous appendages the like of which Rainbow Dash had never before seen. She couldn't even find words to describe them. The unicorn grinned at her and shoved the things into Rainbow Dash's face.



"Those," Trixie said plainly.



Rainbow Dash's eye twitched. And then, with a deafening boom and a multicolored shockwave that leveled trees in the immediate area and sent both unicorns sprawling onto their backs, Rainbow Dash exploded.



Coughing and sputtering, Lyra pushed herself to her hooves. Rainbow glitter coated every surface in sight and there was a thick haze of colorful smoke in the air. At a strangled cry, she turned to look at Trixie, who was covered in pastel marshmallows, some of which had landed in her gaping mouth.



Lyra bit her lip and clasped her hands behind her back.



"Mistakes have been made," she said quietly.



Trixie fainted.
      

      
   
      Rainbow Dash Gets a Big Ball of Lame Stuck in Her Throat


      

      
      
         "Okay," Twilight said, rustling her wings, "who wants to explain how this one got started?"



Rainbow Dash massaged her neck, glaring balefully at the large, spit-covered yellow wad nearby. Applejack kicked a hoof and stared at the ground. Rarity tried very hard to look anywhere but at another pony. Pinkie Pie bounced up and down, holding one of her hooves up.



"Ooh! Ooh!"



"Yes, Pinkie?"



Pinkie hopped into the middle of the area. "Okay, so, today was National Catch Stuff in Your Mouth Day—"



"A holiday you made up, I should add," said Applejack.



"Not the point! The point is, I'm way good at catching stuff in my mouth, so I usually organize instead of participate!" Pinkie hopped onto one forehoof. "And since Dashie likes contests, she started trying to see what all she could catch in her mouth. She's real good at pie-catching, that's my favorite!"



Twilight's face morphed into its usual flabbergasted-because-Pinkie-Pie state. "Uh-huh, and..."



"Aaaand!" Pinkie twirled and hopped onto her hind legs. "Applejack showed up next, and she and Rainbow Dash got really into the whole competition thing. Y'know, like they do."



"I, uh, mighta gone a little overboard there," Applejack said to nopony in particular.



"Yes indeedly-do! But things didn't take a turn for the worst until we got over near Carousel Boutique." Pinkie stuck out her tongue. "I kinda dunno what happened then."



Twilight turned to Rarity. "Rarity, can you shed any light on the situation?"



Rarity flinched. "Honestly, Twilight, I was there, but I have no idea how it happened." Her lower lip jutted out. "Yet I still feel it was my fault somehow. I just cannot for the life of me figure out how Rainbow Dash was able to swallow an entire bolt of my best gold lamé! Ohh, and I was planning to use as an accent for a series of suits commissioned by Neighberaci, and now it's ruined!" Rarity flung herself to the pavement, weeping loudly.



"Ah-huh." Twilight began chewing on her lip. "Well, maybe Rainbow Dash can explain. That is, if you're feeling up to it, Rainbow."



Rainbow nodded and stood, her movements slow.



"Care to enlighten us as to exactly what happened?"



"It was—" Rainbow croaked, stopping to cough violently. She spat out several gold threads as the others closed in.



"It was..."



"Yes?" they chorused.



"It was..."



"Yeeees?" Pinkie leaned too far forward, falling on her face with a "Whoa!"



Rainbow sighed. "It sucked."



Without a clear answer, the incident was written off as another "Ponyville, am I right?" escapade. Rainbow Dash made a full recovery after a day spent taking it easy. Fluttershy was inwardly thankful that the damage to Rainbow's throat meant she wasn't in any shape to complain. Pinkie was inordinately displeased about something for the rest of the day, for reasons nopony could discern.



{A/N: The title comes from Three's a Crowd, if you're wondering.}
      

      
   
      After Work


      

      
      
         My job is thankless, but somepony has to do it.

	

For a few moments the filly just clutches onto me, her eyes wide and her muzzle pressed up against my chest. Through her fur I can feel her lungs struggling to expand, her ribs vibrating with nervous energy. Her tiny wings are still buzzing, still rustling from the wind that moments ago had pinned them back against her spine.



“W-whoa!” she says, her exclamation bookended by foalish giggles. “T-thanks!”



I tilt my own wings and shift upright in midair, and she slides forward right into my hooves. So small. I only need one foreleg to contain her, but I hold her with both anyway. She’s light as a feather, just like all foals her age.



“You’re… a really good flier,” she pants. “Someday I’m gonna fly like that, but…”



She wiggles a bit and tries to look over my shoulder, but my wings block her view of the canyon floor. It’s a hundred and fifty feet from the bottom up to the ledge she leapt from. The gorge dwarfs her. I tower over her. Most ponies would be terrified to come near us. I look her in the eyes, and all I see is embarrassment, commitment, resilience. Red cheeks under an orange coat and a purple mane. She’s giggling again.



“I guess maybe not today,” she says.



My job is exhausting, but I don’t know who else could do it.



We ascend slowly, carefully. The filly has her head up under my chin, dug in close like instinct is telling her to assume I’ll let go of her. She jumps out of my grasp when we reach the ledge, wobbling a little as she lands. Part of her already wants to try again. For once, curiosity tickles at my throat.



“Why did you fall?” I ask.



“Well...”  She grimaces and works her tongue against her teeth, as if she’s just tasted something foul. Her mouth is dry. I know this because mine is too.



“W-Well, I wanted to come practice flying,” she says, “and I thought I was doing really good and so I thought maybe I could go a little higher, and then the wind blew really hard and the ledge was… I-I couldn’t…”



She bites her lip. Her wings are buzzing again. There’s more red on her face than orange now. “Thanks again for catching me.”



The filly is beaming, and inside me something is burning. I want to say something, but I won’t. She wants to fly again, but she can’t.



My job is difficult, and there are times I don’t want to do it.



“I shouldn’t have done that, huh?” the filly says. Some ponies would cry after what just happened, but her eyes are dry, pointed at my folded wings. Her pride glows in her cheeks, her hair, from the feathers and follicles of her messy wings. She forgot to preen them this morning.



“That’s all right,” I tell her. “It was just one little mistake.”



We stare at each other, unblinking, unafraid. I know what’s burning now, because it’s burning in her too, glowing red and orange and purple and bright… but fading. The adrenaline is wearing off. She glances at the canyon again, and for a breath of an instant, her pupils dilate. 



“Do you…”  She scuffs her hoof against the ground. Behind her, the horizon is dark, studded with white seeds that will grow into a canopy of endless night. “Do you think I’ll ever be able to fly right?”



The hardest part of my job is never the ponies. It is never the mothers, the fathers, the sons or the daughters. It is never the excuses, the curses, the pleas or the lamentations. It is never the silence. It is never the screams.



It is the questions. It is the numbness. It is my definition. It is my answer.



My job is impossible, and yet it must be done.



Instead of speaking, I take her hoof in mine and look up. When we float off the ground--wings still, hearts fluttering--her eyes crumple in confusion. I let go of her, and she doesn’t fall. Her cheeks split into a grin, and she rises with me towards the stars, never looking back. Never looking down towards the canyon. Where she wanted to fly. Where she fell. Where beneath the shadows there is still orange, still purple, still red.



Where I caught her.



My job is eternal, and eternity is beautiful.
      

      
   
      Muffins


      

      
      
         Muffins



“Huff… huff…,” pants a light brown earth pony, with his two front hooves on a kitchen counter, “Man, how do the Cakes do this, day in and day out?” He steadies himself, grabs a hold of the wooden spoon in front of him, and starts stirring the mixture in front of him with gusto.



After a couple of minutes, the kitchen timer dings, and the pony releases the spoon, brings his hooves off of the bench, and collapses where he stands. He shakes his head a couple of times, careful not to dislodge the hair net around his dark brown mane, stands up, grabs the bowl with his mouth and moves over to a tray of muffin cases.



He hesitates for a moment, shrugs his shoulders and transfers the bowl to his front hooves. He moves closer to the tray, standing on his hind legs, and slowly starts to pour the mixture into the cases. Carefully… Carefully… Very carefully, he manages to pour most of the mixture into the cases. “The rest can be mini cakes,” he says, referring to the small globs of muffin mixture on the tray.



“Oh, I do hope Ditzy likes them,” Time Turner says, before turning to the oven, opening it, and putting the muffins inside. He then removes his hair net, sets the kitchen timer, and starts cleaning up the various messes he’s made in the kitchen.



---



“I’m home!” A perky voice proclaims, making Time Turner’s ears prick up.



“Ditzy! How was work today?” Time Turner asks.



“Today was… Not the best of days, to be honest,” she says, with a wan smile on her face. “Turns out, ponies don’t like it when you throw the paper at their door.”



“Well, that doesn’t sound so-”



“While they’re opening it.”



Time Turner makes an “Oh” sound before replying, “I can see why they might get upset with that. But still, that’s just one pony-”



“Who then went to the post office, told my manager, and got my pay cut for the day. I didn’t even hit him!” Ditzy huffs, taking a deep breath, and pausing. “Do I smell… muffins?” Turner grins, and nods his head, before turning and walking into the kitchen.



“Yep! I made them myself! Although I can see why you usually go to the Cakes for these. Muffins are hard work!”



“It’s so that they taste better when you eat them,” Ditzy says matter-of-factly. “So what flavor are they?”



“Blueberry! I always liked blueberry, and I don’t really know what your favorite flavor is, so…” Turner looks at Ditzy, who looks disappointed. “Ditzy? What’s wrong? Do you not like blueberries? Oh, I knew I should have gone with apples, but after that one filly nearly forced one down my throat…”



“No, it’s not that. I actually really like blueberries, but… Well, I’m just… Super allergic to them. Like, throat-closing allergic. Sorry…”



Time Turner’s breath catches in his throat, before he spurts out, “Sorry? Nonono, you don’t need to be sorry, I’m sorry! I didn’t know you were allergic, and you almost ate one, and if you hadn’t asked what flavor they were, you would’ve eaten one, and your throat would’ve closed up, and you could’ve died-” Turner starts hyperventilating, his eyes filling with tears, while Ditzy looks on, perplexed.



“Turner? Are you okay? It’s alright, I didn’t eat any of them, so I’m not in any danger,” Ditzy starts moving closer to Turner, before putting her hoof on his shoulder, shocking him out of his stupor. “Timey? Calm down, okay? You’re going to be fine. I’m going to fine. Everything is fine. Okay? It’s just one little mistake, no big deal. And now you know, alright? You’re okay. You’re okay.” She starts patting his neck, bringing him closer to her. Time starts to calm down, getting his breathing under control.



“A-are you sure you’re okay? I-I mean, I almost…”



“I’m okay, okay? You don’t have to worry.”



“R-right. Sorry,” he takes a deep breath before continuing, “Hey Ditzy…”



“Yeah? What is it?”



“What’s your favorite flavor of muffin?



“It’s banana.”



“...”



“...”



“Hey Ditzy?”



“Yeah?”



“Wanna make some muffins with me? I promise I won’t accidentally try to kill you.”



“Yeah,” Ditzy giggles. “But we should probably clean all the cooking stuff first.”



“Oh, right. Yeah, that’s a good idea.”



They both share a good-natured giggle before heading into the kitchen to make some muffins.
      

      
   
      Insufficient Postage


      

      
      
         Humming a sweet tune, Derpy trotted up to one of the many residences on her daily route. It was a typical townhouse with a white picket fence, and a simple mailbox stood in front of the gate. She expertly flicked her wing and twirled the mailbag hanging around her by the strap, sending the exact letter she needed flying up into the air. She skipped, doing a playful little dance to accompany her song, and pulled open the door of the mailbox. She held onto it and rocked on her hooves, waiting for the letter to flutter down which she then, with a little puff of air, blew into the mailbox.



The letter bounced off something inside, falling out and onto the ground. That hadn’t happened before. She stared at it for a second, baffled, before picking it up and trying to push it inside. But her hoof bounced back. She furrowed her brow, trying her best to jam it inside, but it was no use. Dumbfounded, she lowered her head to peer inside and found there was, infact, something in the way.



She stashed pulled the obstruction out and realized it was a box. A bit of a heavy one, as a matter of fact. No matter! This was her job, after all. She just had to take the box back to the postoffice and—



She blinked. She couldn’t put her eye on it, but there was something off about it. Something strange. Something that made this box so utterly different than all those she’s taken before. It irked her, and she knew it’d drive her insane if she didn’t learn what. So she stood there in stony silence, staring down at the box in her hooves, determined to figure out what was wrong.








Lyra stuck her head in the kitchen. “Hey Bon Bon, what’s for dinner?”



Bon Bon stood in front of the counter, their entire pantry and refrigerator emptied and their contents on display. Her legs buckled. “I don’t know!” she cried, falling onto her rump. “I’ve been trying to take part in the year-long, a-new-dish-a-day challenge, but I’ve run out! A friend was supposed to lend me her cookbook so I can keep going, but we haven’t gotten our mail yet!”



Lyra rolled her eyes. “Jeez, Bon Bon, calm down. It’s not like it’s the end of the world.”








“Bon Bon dropped out of the cooking club?!” came the startled gasp of several members.



At the center of the group, Mrs. Cake hanged her head. “She had to for... health reasons, or so I’ve been told,” she said, giving them all solemn glances. “And as you all know, our funding comes from the city, so long as we keep an active membership. But now we don’t have enough ponies to fill the membership quota, so with a heavy heart I must close the cooking club until we find a new member.”








“Hey, Rarity!” Applejack quipped. “Did you hear? Cooking club’s looking for a new member, and I’d say they seem pretty darn desperate.”



“Please, Applejack,” Rarity said with a sigh. “Cooking isn’t exactly my forté, but I appreciate the information nonetheless.”



Applejack chuckled. “Alrighty then. Just thought you’d be interested.”



From across the room, Sweetie Belle’s ears twitched.








“Go ahead!” Sweetie Belle chirped. “Try it!”



Mrs. Cake looked down at the bubbling tar in front of her.








Pinkie Pie sniffled. “I don’t get it!” she cried. “That’s the lowest health rating Sugarcube Corner has ever gotten!”



“You’re worrying over nothing,” Twilight said with a smile. “Mistakes happen all the time. I’m sure nothing bad will come of it.”








The head chef frowned. “A ‘C+’?” He scoffed. “I’m sorry, but we can't accept this place’s cuisine in Canterlot Castle any longer.”








Princess Luna quietly opened the bedroom door. “Sister? I have a surprise for you...”



Princess Celestia buried her head in her pillows. “Unless it’s my favorite cake, I’m not coming out!”



Luna frowned. “You are acting like a foal!”



“Cake first, sun second!”








Carrot Top walked out of her house, confused that the sun hadn’t come up yet. She could hear the distant screams of panicking ponies, but what stole her attention was Derpy standing in front of her house. She walked over and saw her holding a box.



“Derpy?” she asked. She looked down. “Huh? I thought I sent that out days ago.”



Derpy blinked. “Oh!” she exclaimed. “You forgot to use a stamp!”
      

      
   
      Keepers


      

      
      
         "Berry! Great to see you. Come in."



The plum-colored mare remained in the doorway, her mane and tail drooping in bunches, as if it had been raining. It took time for the friendly words to penetrate her tense muscles and brush some of the panic out of her eyes. She stepped inside and stood just inside the doorway, blinking. The mare with the deep blue coat sniffed warily at the other's cherry-colored mane.



"Girl, you look like somepony drowned you in sorrow then wrung you out."



"I, I, I've made a big mistake, Happy."



"Anything to do with that smooth green stallion you been hanging out with?"



"...maybe."



"Told you."



Berry raised her eyes to meet Happy's. Her lips shivered, then buckled.



"Well. Bygones is bygone. Tell Happy your troubles."



They trotted into the center of the parlor and sat down on the sofa there.



"I just, you're, you know about—"



Berry stopped speaking and stared at Happy's cutie mark, a lopsided white circle, drawn hastily, so that the two ends didn't quite meet.



"Mistakes?"



Berry looked away. "Yes."



"Guess I do, at that."



Berry looked slantwise at her. "How do you handle it?"



Happy pursed her lips. "You one of them thinks my special talent is making mistakes?"



Berry shrugged.



"Oh, for—Step into my workshop. I'll teach you about mistakes."



The workshop smelled of turpentine. Stacks of mounted but unframed paintings leaned against one wall. There was a wooden table in one corner, covered with paint splashes of every size and color, and an empty easel against another wall, in the sunlight from the open window.



Happy hoofed through a stack of canvases, lifted one out. "See this fella here. What's he feeling?"



A stallion, dressed in formal evening wear, sat at a piano, hooves up and ready to play yet lifeless and inert as clay. His eyes stared, empty.



"Not much, I'd say."



"You'd be wrong. He just lost his marefriend, or maybe a chance with one. I wanted him sad. Does he look sad?"



Berry stepped closer to peer at the painting.



"No," Happy went on. "No, he doesn't. Look how stiff his back is, how straight he sits. I copied the pose from a sketch of a player at the High Tails. But a sad pony can't sit like that."



"But he is sad."



"Who's the artist here? He ain't sad. He's stuffed the sadness up inside him so he can keep playing happy music for the happy ponies. I was about to paint over those stiff shoulders and redo them when I saw they could be more awful than what I'd aimed for. I kept them and added those dead eyes."



Happy rifled through the canvases and pulled out a second one. A mare leaned forward to look at herself in a mirror. Her head was tilted appraisingly. Her eyes, reflected in the mirror, gleamed with self-satisfaction. But her half-smile had a strange twist.



"Now this one."



Berry studied this one longer. "She's pretty pleased with herself."



"Pretty pleased. Not completely pleased. Look at that smile trail off. My brush slipped. Now she's thinking, I'm good, but I can do better. Instead of just a smug bitch, she's a strong bitchy mare who's worked for what she's got. See?"



"I guess."



"Well I'm telling you. I'm a strong bitchy mare and I draw strong bitchy mares, so you best believe me."



Happy leaned the painting against the stack and looked Berry in the eye. "Now you understand what my special talent is?"



Berry shifted her weight from left, to right, to left. "Fixing mistakes?"



Happy rolled her eyes. "No, honey. I know which mistakes to keep."



"Oh... Oh!"



"Now I know this is just an artistic concept and probably doesn't help you any. But that's all I know about mistakes."



"I think you've helped some, Happy. Gave me something to think about."



"Look out, world, Berry Punch is thinking."



Berry giggled.



"Now don't strain your brain, Berry. Look until you see it clear, then go with your gut."



At the front door, Happy put one hoof on Berry's shoulder. "I know you got a strong bitch inside you, Berry Punch."



"Don't you forget it, Happy Mistake."



Berry walked away down the path. Happy's ears rose as she watched the angle of Berry's neck, the shifting of her hindquarters, the lift and sway of her tail. Happy hurried into her workroom, opened her sketchpad, grabbed a charcoal pencil in one hoof, and began to draw.
      

      
   
      Sweet


      

      
      
         That insufferable mare. She’s been nothing but trouble since day one.



Octavia stormed through the streets of Canterlot, her cello slung precariously across her back, the crowd parting from the grumbling mare.



Of course, I wouldn’t expect anything less from her, but of all the times! I have half a mind to have her find another home.



Octavia swerved suddenly, cutting in front of a pair of ponies and marching through a set of heavy wooden doors. The steady murmur from the concert hall proper carried backstage. Had she peeked through the curtains, Octavia would have seen a steady stream of ponies filing into their seats. A full house.



However, Octavia was not in the mood to go peeking through curtains.



“There you are!” said a slightly hushed voice. Fleur de Lis, a slender, pink mare, hurried towards the cellist. “You’re almost late! Where were you?”



“I had to rush here Fleur, there were—”



Fleur waved a dismissive hoof. “No matter, we don’t have the time. Are you ready? Is your cello tuned?”



“Yes, I tuned it a few hours ago,” said Octavia, taking carefully taking off her case and extracting her instrument.



“Well, that’s one thing going for us,” muttered Fleur. Then, more loudly: “You should hurry, we don’t want to keep the crowd waiting.”



“I need a bow.”



Fleur paused, her brow slowly knitting together. “A bow? Do you not have yours?”



“Not currently, no.”



“But you always have your bow. Do you really not have your bow?”



Octavia scowled, a note of venom seeping into her tone. “Not currently, no.”



The elder mare ran a hoof through her mane, flattening imagined imperfections. “What did you do, sit on it?”



The cellist’s scowl deepened. “I didn’t,” she snapped. “Is there an extra bow somewhere or not?”



Fleur de Lis looked at Octavia for a time. Then she turned away, walking deeper into the room. Her magic flared briefly, throwing a tinge of pink onto the walls. A bow floated silently to Octavia, quickly followed by a bag of resin.



The cellist took both objects silently, spending some minutes preparing her bow. Then, with a nod and a hurried “Thank you” to Fleur, Octavia stepped through the curtain.



The murmur dropped almost entirely as Octavia made her way to the center of the stage. The cellist made an effort to smooth her features, to reach impassivity, that cool demeanor that she always put on to play.



It didn’t work. There was a furrow in her brow as she reared onto her hindhooves and touched her new bow to her cello’s strings. The bow felt awkward in her hooves.



Stupid bow, she thought, even as sweet, calming notes flowed from her instrument. And Fleur as well. And Vinyl is the most idiotic of them all, not even taking the time to check her seat before taking it. Octavia almost snorted. A mistake indeed. I’ll have her pay for a new bow, we’ll see how she—



The bow slipped, striking two strings, a sour sound that ripped apart the sweet. Octavia jolted out of her stupor, blood rushing to her cheeks. A ripple ran through the crowd, quickly followed by renewed mutters.



Octavia needed to play again, to ignore the sour note as a professional would, to continue from… Where? She didn’t know. There was no sheet music in front of her, no way to tell where to pick up from. She’d just been playing, how was she supposed to—



“WOOOOOO! YEAH, TAVI!” The shout ripped through the concert hall. Every head turned towards the doorway, to the white unicorn with the two-toned mane. “YOU’RE THE BEST, FILLY!”



In the middle of a concert hall, surrounded by member of the highest class of Canterlot, Vinyl Scratch hollered and pumped her hoof and continued to do so until to rather large ponies dressed in blue ran towards her. They gave chase as Vinyl ran back outside and through Canterlot.



Octavia bit back a laugh and touched her bow back to her cello. The music flowed again, not awkward or sour, only sweet.








“That was one of the silliest things I’ve ever seen.”



Vinyl shrugged. “It worked, didn’t it?”



“I suppose.” A pause. “But I’m still mad at you.”



“Taviiiii,” whined Vinyl.



Octavia nuzzled into Vinyl’s neck “Though not as mad as before.”



“Then you forgive me?”



The cellist smiled, gently kissing her marefriend. “Always. I might be angry, Vinyl, but I’d never let one little mistake come between us.”
      

      
   
      Last Day


      

      
      
         “Ow!”



“Sorry,” said Applejack. “But these all gotta come out, sugarcube.”



Rainbow Dash scowled at her over her shoulder, flinching as another burr was yanked out of her feathers and tossed onto the sizable pile beside them.



“I know that, but do you have you have to pull so hard?!”



“If you’d listened to what I was tellin’ ya then I wouldn’t have to be pullin’ these in the first place, now would I?”



Dash fell silent, glaring at the dirt and doing her best to fight back the tears as another burr was torn away. She managed to keep all but one down, which slid down her cheek in a desperate bid for freedom. A hoof came up and obliterated the glistening traitor.



“Well, I almost made it. Just didn’t quite thread the needle on that last pass.”



Applejack threw a glance at the crushed bushes behind them, letting her gaze slide up towards the shattered young trees behind those and then the broken, dangling branches of the massive giants behind them. Rainbow Dash scowled a bit harder, but her friend was unmoved, simply returning to the task of tearing her feathers out by the roots.



“Look, Dash,” Applejack said, “I know I’m probably not the one who can tell you how ya should be flyin’, but that was kinda reckless, even for you.”



Dash yelped as Applejack found a particularly stubborn burr, resisting the urge to squirm only through the strong hoof placed on her shoulders as the cowpony gripped it tightly in her teeth. After taking a deep breath and steeling her spine, Dash nodded once, eyes eventually crossing after a few decades passed with Applejack grunting and snarling as she steadily pulled, each second another siren screaming in her brain to make it stop by all that was decent in this world. Somewhere between the fourth and fifth century, the burr was on the pile with its brothers and sisters, a few strands of blue down clutched in its little brown hooks like battle trophies. Rainbow Dash gasped in a bid to find her lost breath.



“Yeah, I know,” she said.



“If you hadn’t missed those big trees and hit them bushes instead, we both know what coulda happened today.”



Dash sighed. “I know.”



“So what in tarnation where you thinking?”



For a moment, it seemed she wouldn’t answer. Dash sat perfectly still, staring at the ground while Applejack set on another burr, this one mercifully loose. It had probably come most of the way out when she’d rolled out of the bush and into the pond. After that was on the heap, it was on to the next one. And then the next one. And then the next one after that. Five more were pulled, then fifteen more, then thirty more. Yet the silence remained unbroken. 



“Today’s a big day,” Dash said between numbers fifty and fifty-one.



Applejack paused, teeth clamped down on the little brittle ball of seed-casing and feathery strands still in her mouth. With a tired chuckle, she sat down, spitting it onto the pile and wrapping a hoof around Dash’s shoulders.



“Yeah, I suppose it is. Y’nervous?”



Another silence. This one lasting even longer than the first. Applejack could hear the cicadas singing their last song of the day as the last rays of the sun tried to kiss the ground, warmth slowly giving way to the cool whisper of the evening breeze.



“I don’t know if I’m ready for this Applejack.”



“Of course you’re ready, Dash. That’s why we’re gonna celebrate tonight.”



“Then why was I picked last?”



“What?”



“You all got picked almost three years before I did. Why wasn’t I?”



Applejack’s lips opened but the words stuck to her tongue like old jam, right beside the lingering aftertaste of old, dry bramble-burrs. The crickets had now replaced the cicadas and something in a nearby bush shuffled and snuffled it way amongst the undergrowth. Probably a possum. Only when it was gone did Applejack find herself able to speak again.



“I don’t rightly know, sugarcube,” she said. Her grip tightened, another hoof coming up to ruffle Dash’s mane. “But I do know nothin’s wrong with you. Maybe somepony just thought we weren’t ready for you yet.



As Rainbow Dash tried to put her mane back to its normal chaos Applejack stood, spreading her wings with a smile.



“Alright, Dash, that’s the last of ‘em. Now get up and let’s go. C be late for your own coronation, can we?”
      

      
   
      The Right Thing to Do


      

      
      
         



Evening sunlight filtered through the curtained windows. 



Celestia was lying atop a pillow, a tea set for two sitting before her. It glimmered in the pink light.



She stared beyond it, her mind caught up. An idea had grown over the months, absorbing in its insanity and potential. 



Discord was to be reformed.



But…should she first tell—?



“Good evening, sister,” came a gentle voice. Out stepped Luna, recently woken, ethereal and magnificent in preparation for the night. 

 

Celestia swallowed weakly, but smiled. 



The moment had come.












The sun and moon made lightning fast passes through the sky. 



Celestia and Luna defiantly ignored it. 



They ignored the checkered landscape, the floating trees and houses. 



None of it mattered. There was only one goal: the flashing, thundering throne on the distant hilltop. 



“Sister…” breathed Luna, licking dry lips with a parched tongue. “Which of the elements will each of us wield?”



“I don’t know,” Celestia croaked. Her ears, dusted brown, flicked at a sudden wail. 



There—at that hill—this will end. The hill the hill almost at the hill.



Luna seemed to divine her thoughts, and said, “Sister, we will prevail.” She touched Celestia’s muddied shoulder. 



She didn’t turn to look at Luna, to meet her gaze. She knew what she would find in those beautiful teal eyes. 



Anger. 



“Yes, Luna, we will.”



They were just so tired. 












“Discord! Do we the rulers of this nation have your sacred word, as an eternal being, that you will live peacefully among the ponies here?”



Floating before the royal thrones, Discord’s eyes glinted, and Celestia interjected, “Does Fluttershy have your word?”



He blinked. 



“Yes,” he answered simply. Luna scowled.



Celestia didn’t’ need to look to see Luna glaring daggers at her, to see the boiling anger. 



With her magic, she lifted a scepter, showing both the sun and moon, ready to strike it down. Luna’s magic gripped it also, intermingling with hers. It was frigid. 



“So be it,” she called out.



CLANG.












 “Ah!”



Celestia cried out in pain as her body slammed into the ground. Luna tumbled past her a ways, saddlebags coming unclipped in the dirt. Celestia looked on with helpless tears as the elements thudded down around them, useless. 



A mad laughter barked out. 



“Did you both honestly think you could use those Elements of Harmony?”



Celestia said nothing, some awful feeling growing in her gut. 



“Of course we did!” Luna yelled, crawling. “And we will!”



Discord laughed again. Celestia felt sick. Luna’s body rubbed against hers—it was wet and sticky from something. 



“Excuse me, but I didn’t think that guilt,” he nodded slightly at Celestia, “and anger,” he looked at Luna, “were the two elements of Harmony.”



Celestia looked downwards, her ragged mane falling over her eyes. Beside her, Luna seethed. 



“Perhaps I could find you someone who understands the “magic of friendship” better?” He clapped his hands. “Oh, Twilight!”



The princesses looked up. 



Twilight Sparkle came slowly out from behind Discord’s throne, head hung low, hooves dragging, her violet fur dulled grey. Celestia choked at the sight. Luna’s vision blurred.



“Her five friends do remarkable jobs as my personal jesters, but Twilight is my most faithful servant.”



Celestia’s wings flared without command, hurtling her towards Discord—but Luna caught her and held her back. 



Thunder rolled to Discord’s cracking laugh. 



He picked Twilight up, who was like a limp doll, straightening the crown of tar and thorns atop her head. Sitting her on his lap, he cried, “Behold, the Princess of Friendship!” as he pulled her wings out, completing the abomination of the royal pose. 



Twilight just stared sullenly downwards. 



“Twilight, can you tell us what friendship is?” 



She frowned at the question, eyes filled with a deep sadness. “Friendship…friendship is meaningless. 



“Oh Twilight,” Luna whispered. 



“Very wisely spoken, princess,” Discord said solemnly. He patted her on the head. 



Celestia slowly closed her eyes. 












The fiery red sunlight was very dim now.



Luna munched unceremoniously on a biscuit, not noticing Celestia staring at her, almost vacantly. 



Luna would never accept the plan. She wouldn’t understand.



“Something the matter, Celestia?” Luna asked, having caught her odd look. 



Celestia smiled, taking a sip of her cooling tea. “Just thinking about you.”



Luna smiled demurely, and Celestia turned to look out at the dying sun. 



No, I won’t tell her. It’ll be easier for her to simply find out, after he’s been reformed, as cruel as it seems.



Yes…this is the right thing to do.



Finally, the sun set.   


      

      
   
      Bat for Lashes


      

      
      
         "Tell me ya didn't pack yer eyelash curler again." The cart jostled and groaned as Applejack pulled it down the rocky hillside.



"As a matter of fact, I did." Rarity quickly added, "But don't take that as a sign of frivolity, dear. It was merely one of the few things I decided were absolutely necessary for this trip. I am attempting to 'rough it', after all."



"Yeah, well, I still don't think we're gonna have any kind of eyelash-curlin' emergency out here in Tanglewood Canyon." Applejack grunted. "Not to mention you still got three times what I do, by the feel of it."



Rarity sniffed. "That is entirely a matter of opinion."



Tanglewood Canyon was known for three things: the striated rocks painting the walls like a sunset; the rapids of the Tanglewood River that flowed between them; and the sudden, unexpected downpours during rainy season. Fortunately, it also had plenty of caves for those unlucky enough to be caught in one. Unfortunately, the closest one to them when the rain hit smelled just awful.



"It's like a herd of buffalo forgot to flush!" Applejack groused, stoking the meager fire as she shivered beneath one of Rarity's hoof-woven blankets.



"Please, Applejack." Rarity wrinkled her nose. "We are both cold and soaking wet. This is no time for crudeness."



"Yeah, well, it stinks." She tossed another twig on the fire, sneezed, and huddled down into the blanket.



Then her ears perked up.



"You hear somethin'?"



"As a matter of fact, I did." Rarity cocked her head to the side. "A light susurrus, all around. Do you think perhaps the rain might be letting up?"



A quick glance at the cave mouth proved that to be wishful thinking.



Applejack tilted her head up and gasped. The roof of the cave was dark, and rather bumpy, everywhere except right where the column of smoke from their fire met the light rock. Everywhere else was moving.



"Rare, I think we done picked the wrong cave."



Rarity screamed. It was echoed by hundreds of shrieks as leathery wings opened to reveal large eyeballs in place of bodies. They swarmed down, screeching, buffeting with wings and tearing with tiny claws.



"Ahh, they're in my eyes!" Rarity shrilled. "My eyes!"



Except, as she opened her eyes, they weren't. After a few terrifying seconds, all the creatures had abandoned her in favor of Applejack.



"They're tearin' out my eyelashes!" Applejack shouted, bucking blindly. "Rarity, do somethin', it stings!"



For a moment, Rarity was dumbstruck. Then she had a single, desperate realization. Adrenaline surged through her as she dove for her saddlebags. The eyelash curler emerged and she wielded it like a mace, knocking the eyeball bats off her friend.



"Applejack, hold very still and keep your eyes closed. This will require but a moment!"



Two hisses of steam and the deed was done. The flurry of wings faded. Applejack cracked one eye open and blinked.



"How do you feel?" Rarity asked, smiling.



"Uhh... Well, this feels kinda funny." Applejack rubbed at her eyes, then thought better of it. "Ain't so bad, I guess." With a grin, she looked upward to where the bats had resettled. They rippled like dark water. "By golly, Rarity, you done saved me!"



She tackled Rarity in a huge hug.



"So help me, I'll never poke fun at yer fancy ways again!"



Rarity snickered. "Far be it from me to rub it in, but I think you might have a teensy bit crow to eat."



"I do indeed." Applejack let out a sigh. "Let it be said, there is such a thing as an eyelash-curlin' emergency."



She turned toward the cave entrance and started. "Hey, the rain's lettin' up! We can keep movin' afore sundown!"



"Are you sure you don't want me to finish your makeover?" Rarity held up an entire makeup kit's worth of doodads and goop. "Just a little mascara would make your lashes pop!"



Applejack glared at her. "Don't push your luck."



As they left the cave, their supplies back in the wagon and the sun setting beneath the clearing clouds, Rarity cast a glance backward and hummed.



"Applejack..."



"Yeah?"



"Do you think perhaps those creatures mightn't have inspired the phrase 'batted an eye'?"



Applejack was silent for a moment, then started to laugh.



"I reckon maybe so."
      

      
   