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         “Last warning,” called out the policemare.  “Release your hostages, throw down your weapons, and come out of the bank.”



There was a very long pause.



“It’s hot out there,” said one of the robbers from inside the bank door.



“Don’t make us go outside!” called a hostage.  “I can see the bank thermometer from here, and it just melted.”



“Well, it’s not very comfortable out here either,” snapped the policemare, who was not at all happy with her decision to select a career as a hostage negotiator.  “We’re wearing body armor, after all.”



“Could we reschedule for later?” said the bank robber.  “Say, after sundown?  Because I think I can see the asphalt bubbling from here.  Please?  I mean the vault door is closed and all we have is about fifty bits from petty cash.”



“No!”  The policemare wiped a good swath of sweat from her brow and tried to ignore the way her mane was dripping.  “We’re coming in!  You’re going to be arrested, taken to jail, and—”



“Um, boss?” One of the other policestallions wearing sweat-soaked armor was leaning against a drooping tree, trying to stay in its problematic shadow.  “The station AC is out again.”



The policemare let out a burst of profanity that would have set any surrounding grass on fire, if there had been any grass in the vicinity that had not already been trampled into dust.  “Can’t we get any clouds down here for shade?” 



“Nope.  They evaporated.”  The sweaty policestallion took a long drink of lukewarm water from a bottle, then poured the rest on his head.  “Can we arrest the weather patrol for scheduling a heat wave right before they all headed north for a ‘conference’ in Yakyakistan?”



“Flew north?” bellowed the policemare.  “They’re supposed to be in charge of the weather!”



“Officer?” called out one of the bank robbers.  “Are you feeling okay?  Because the bank has a bunch of free ice water bottles for VIP customers.  We can send some out if you need them.”



“Ice.  Water?”  One of her eyelids twitched.  “You have ice water?”



“We don’t mind sharing,” said the robber.  “Well, the bank manager might object, but he locked himself in the vault when we came in.”



“Now I want to storm the building even more,” she muttered to herself.  A single drop of sweat dripping down her nose turned her fierce scowl into a growing smile.  “Wait a minute.  How about a compromise?”



 * * * 




The reorganized bank lobby had a thin ‘Police’ ribbon dividing the floor into two, with bank robbers and hostages on one side and police officers on the other, both remaining fairly quiet in the air conditioning and regarding each other with a certain resignation.  After all, if either side started to make a fuss, both sides would have to trudge across the blistering pavement to the sweltering police station.  Even several customers came in to do their banking, regarded the two sides of the standoff with relative skepticism, then stayed for a while in the cool rather than plunge right back out into summer.



“So… How much longer?” asked the robber who was currently being ‘interrogated’ by the policemare.



“Last I heard, the air conditioning at the precinct should be fixed by evening.  Give it an hour or two so it can cool down and I think we can wrap this up.”  The policemare lifted her ice water bottle in a toast and settled down in the bank’s cushioned chair.  “Probably a good thing. The cheapskate bank manager programmed the building’s air conditioning to go off about then.  By dawn when it kicks back in, it’s going to be sweltering in here.”



“Oh.”  The robber drank from his bottle for a while until it was empty.  “You know, the time lock on the vault won’t open until then.  The bank manager is going to get awfully uncomfortable.”



“Yep.”  The policemare picked up another bottle of ice water and twisted off the lid.  “I bank here, so I know their routines.  If I’m not mistaken, that’s the same bank manager who hit me with a fifty bit overdraft when I deposited a check and made a withdrawal on the same day.  You may be a robber of banks, but he is most certainly far more a bank robber than you will ever be.”
      

      
   
      Wink of a Sun


      
      
      
         
         Night and Day

      
      

      

      
      
         ‘I can’t bear it anymore!’ Luna said. She grabbed her glass and put it to her mouth, but it was empty. She chucked it away into the sand.



‘What’s the matter?’ Celestia mumbled. Ensconced in her deckchair, she turned her head to look at her sister. Or she pretended to. With sunglasses, you could never be certain.



‘It’s too hot. This summer is too hot. I’m frying. That sea’ — she made a gesture that took in the horizon — ‘is going to boil if you carry on running your kiln at full power.’



‘What of it?’ Celestia answered. ‘More seaweed salad for dinner! Very healthy, iodine and all.’



Luna didn’t bat an eyelid.



Celestia sighed. ‘Look, Luna, I’ve already explained to you I can’t do a thing about it. There’s no control to tune the output radiance of the Sun and—’



‘How inconvenient!’ Luna interrupted. ‘My Moon has phases, and it doesn’t even heat up. Your Sun is such a waste of energy, as are most outdated appliances. Did you ever think to assess its environmental impact or consider a more efficient system?’



Celestia turned her face away. ‘I’m growing fed up of your greenwashing. Do you know how much it cost to engineer the sun? No. Believe me, if you knew, you wouldn’t been so keen on replacing it on a whim. Besides, good luck growing veggies in moonlight. So please, now, if you’re too hot, go swimming, leave me alone and knock it off!’



Luna grouched something inarticulate Celestia shrugged off, and that was all.



That is, until a small black rectangular device rose up silently from under Celestia’s deckchair and flew right to Luna.



Celestia bolted upright. ‘Luna!’ she shouted. ‘Give my cellphone back at once!’



‘If you want it come get it, you big fat slug!’ Luna replied, and she blew a raspberry at her sister. ‘Let me see… Mmmm… The sundial app. Ah gotcha!’



‘Don’t you dare—’ The sun was snuffed out. Night fell.



‘You’re out of your raving mind!’ Celestia yelled. A white glow wrapped itself around the phone. The sun reappeared, and it was day again.



‘That’s not fair!’ Luna yelped. A blue halo coiled around the white, punched its way through it and the sun was again put out. A few seconds later, it was back. Then out again. Then…



Further away on the beach, the other ponies either looked at the blinking skies or at the fighting princesses with wide, popping eyes.








Twilight Sparkle rushed down the stairs amidst the blaring of the alarm. She flung a door open, blatantly disregarding the conspicuous ‘Restricted Access. Special Clearance Only!’ warning painted on it, and broke into the control room.



Red lights were flashing all round. She darted straight to the console and punched the ‘Emergency Override’ knob. The din stopped. Lights turned off. She exhaled loudly in relief.



She heard hoofsteps behind her. She spun around to face the technician on duty. He made a perfunctory salute. ‘Well done, princess! You acted fast this time.’



‘Thank you’, Twilight answered, still panting from the exertion. ‘I’m getting the hang of it now. That’s the… errr… fifth time this week, isn’t it?’ 



‘Sixth, your highness’, the pony corrected. He smiled.



‘I wonder if this advanced control system was a good thing, after all’, Twilight said.



The technician harrumphed.



‘Imagine what would have happened had the weather extension been patched in’, Twilight said.



The technician mused for a while. ‘Microclimates, I suppose?’ he eventually answered.



Twilight giggled and winked at him.
      

      
   
      Lazy Day


      

      
      
         Scootaloo slogged her way into the treehouse. Thick lines of sweat streaked down her face and her breaths came in sharp, short pants. The sunshine, stretching over everything outside, rammed through the open doorway and illuminated the abode’s interior.

	

The rest of the Cutie Mark Crusaders lounged around the clubhouse. Apple Bloom sprawled atop the podium, her front hooves clasping the wood like a life raft. Sweetie Belle slumped upon their empty eating table. Her hoof barely held her head up, and her eyes wavered on the edge of sleep. Only Apple Bloom perked up when Scootaloo staggered in. 

	

“Hey, girls,” Scootaloo said, flopping upon the wooden floor. “Sorry I’m late. I’d have an easier time riding through a furnace than this heat.”

	

Apple Bloom slid off the podium and stood on her hind legs. “I call this weekly Cutie Mark Crusader meeting to order!” She wiped her brow. “Neither Celestia nor her sun will keep us from getting our cutie marks!”

	

The other fillies groaned affirmatively. 



Apple Bloom shot a look through her notes, the papers flipping through her hooves. “Sweetie Belle, did you have any success with the flamenco dancing tryouts?”

	

Sweetie shook her head, head still precariously balanced atop her hoof. “Nope. The teacher looked like she wanted to cry when I was done with my audition.”

	

Apple Bloom cringed. “Well, we can rule that one out. What about you, Scootaloo?”

	

Scootaloo shrugged. “Nothing going. I tried to volunteer at the spa, but Aloe and Lotus Blossom said they only took professionally trained spa-ponies.”

	

A heavy sigh escaped Apple Bloom. “Things weren’t so hot on my end either. I tried to help Twilight with her book sorting, but I couldn’t make heads or tails of her cataloguing system.”

 	

“So this week has been a total bust,” Sweetie Belle moaned. 

	

“Just like all the other weeks,” Scootaloo said.

	

A firm look appeared upon Apple Bloom’s face. “Don’t give up, girls! We’ve had slumps before, but we can’t quit now!” She unraveled one of the scrolls in her hooves. The paper rolled past the podium and stopped in front of Scootaloo. “There’s still so much on our latest Cutie Mark Possibilities List we haven’t tried yet.”

	

Scootaloo yawned and flicked the list away. “Yeah, but the list is getting a lot smaller.”

	

“I’m with Scootaloo,” Sweetie Belle sighed. She laid her head upon the table. “It’s hopeless.”

	

Apple Bloom’s face grew determined. “I want to make a proposal: Complete suspension of Crusader activities until Ponyville cools down.”

	

“Seconded,” Scootaloo said.

	

“Third-ed,” Sweetie Belle grunted.

	

Apple Bloom smiled. “I’d also like to make another proposal: Mandatory Cutie Mark Crusader Lazy Days.”

	

Scootaloo perked up. “What?”

	

“Lazy Days?” Sweetie said, head lifting off the table.

	

Apple Bloom nodded. “I was just thinking about what we’ve been doing. Every week, we do a dozen activities and come out with nothing but blank flanks and bruises.” She looked to her own yellow flank and shook her head. “It’s something that’d make anypony frustrated. I know we can get our cutie marks, but running ourselves ragged every week is going to get us nowhere.” A small smile filled her face. “So we need cool-down days where we don’t do anything Crusader related. Lazy days where we can just relax and have fun.”

	

Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle looked at each other. 

	

“I mean, Rarity does something like that with her friends,” Sweetie Belle said.

	

“Right!” Apple Bloom said.

	

Scootaloo nodded. “I can go for that. Especially if it means sitting out this heat.”

	

Apple Bloom raised her hoof. “Proposal passed?”

	

Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo raised their hooves. “Passed!” they said in unison.

	

“So what’re we going to do?” Sweetie said. 

	

Apple Bloom smiled. “For our first official Cutie Mark Crusader Lazy Day, I think we should go with the simplest activity of all: absolutely nothing.” She walked over toward the far window, where the Cutie Mark Crusader Supply Chest sat underneath. She pulled out a trio of pillows. “Otherwise called an afternoon nap.”

	

Scootaloo and Sweetie smiled. The trio made their way to the far corner nook, which remained untouched by the sun, and laid down.

	

“This is a great idea, Apple Bloom,” Sweetie Belle said. She snuggled deep into her pillow. 

	

“Definitely,” Scootaloo said, stifling a yawn. “Maybe we’ll think of more Cutie Mark activities to do when we wake up.”

	

“Maybe,” Apple Bloom sighed. She closed her eyes and smiled. “But that’s for tomorrow.”
      

      
   
      With a Desperate Desire


      

      
      
         You think the Sun is only warm and that the campfire is hotter, but this is because you can touch the campfire and be burned, but you cannot touch the Sun, only its shine. It is far distant from us for our sakes, for otherwise we and all we love would disappear into the ghost of ashes. Such is the Sun’s mercy towards us.



But there was a time when there was no mercy; very long ago, when all was hot, hotter than the Sun. The heavens were full of the turmoil of dancing fire, hot enough to turn everything into vapor; seas and rocks and mountains were all as smoke or gasses, hot with colors that shone beyond whiteness.



There were many sparks within that grand fire, and they swirled and swarmed and danced together, vied against each other to shine and flare and spatter their light all over the rest, and often they outdid themselves and burned themselves away, only to be replaced by others that curled and flickered with higher intensity.



There came eventually one spark that had a mirror in her mind, so that she was able to perceive not just the world, but also her own inner life. She not only knew things, but could know that she knew things. And in mid-leap, as her siblings leaped and screamed around her, she stopped to think, and sank below the churning of the flame.



“What is this?” cried her siblings. “Dance with us, it is the way. Shine with us, shine brightly!”



“I…” It was the first time that word was ever spoken. “I prefer to wait.” 



As she did think, she continued to sink, as the fire swirled all around her and a calmer sensation took hold of her. But as she drifted away, one of her siblings descended after her.



“Sister! Where are you going? Highness lies in the other direction!” she cried to the darkening spark.



“It is well with me, sister, for I find that my focus increases the more I descend. Try it yourself!”



“I… I… What an odd word! I scarcely know where to begin! Sister! I beg you, do not leave us!”



But the darkening spark grew as she descended and was imperturbable. “What a delicious sensation this is; sedate, expansive, considered and deliberate! So different than the chaos of warmth above… I shall call it — coolth!”



“It sounds uncouth to me!” shouted the bright spark. “Oh, sister, where are you now? For I feel this ‘coolth’ surrounding me as well!”



“I seek wider scope, where I may think in greater detail. Do not fear for me, bright sister, for I shall be well. One day I may return to you…”



And there the bright spark paused aghast, for the coolness was washing over her, and all about was blackness, and void, and the absence of heat! And the darkening sisterly spark sank into the blackness herself, fading into invisibility!



“No! Wait!” cried the bright spark, and she rose to call to her siblings. “Come swiftly, our sister has vanished into the void!” 



Many spurned her call at first, seeking to rise and gambol in the heat, but some descended, drawn by curiosity, and they entered the great void as little darts of flame, tiny specks in the vastness. And more and more came, cooling as they sank, until they glowed with the vigor of mere starflame, and spread out into the darkness, always seeking that certain presence, their sister who had gone ahead and joined the darkness.



And soon the void itself resembled what we know today, the night sky, and the various sparks all paused in myriad places as they wearied of the search, burning with fierce intensity like jewels laid into black velvet.



It is said today that our Sun itself is the original Bright Sister who sought the Darkening one, and that she still seeks to hear again that merry laugh and talk to her deep sibling once more. The Dark Sister, though silent, has made a sign, a token in the night that reflects her sister’s light, and left this Moon for her sibling to seek.



But each day the Sun is called up, and it sails through the sky, seeking the night which it cannot perceive, so bright it is by itself. And so it seeks ever in vain, as does our dear Ruler, who seeks reconciliation but finds only silence and the hint of an ironic smile in the lunar grin.
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